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Alice stirred and turned, half opening her eyes at the morning light that streamed in through the

window. For a moment she thought she saw a boy's face and a bright red jacket before the haze of

sleepiness overtook her again, and for a few minutes longer she drifted back into the dream world.

When she managed to rouse herself from her bed, she walked over to the window to gaze out at the

trees and wondered if the vision had somehow been part of her dream. The branches were sturdy

enough, but at four stories high she had a hard time imagining anyone climbing up to catch a glimpse

of her. Just when she was about to turn back into the room, there was a crash and she caught a flash of

red on the ground.

There was a knock on her door, and she slipped on her dressing gown before calling for her

visitor to come in. Warden Hackett entered with the breakfast tray, which he set down on the small

round table near the door before seating himself in one of the two chairs. Alice hadn't realized that she

had slept in, but she readily joined him and poured them both glasses of orange juice out of the paper

carton.

“I thought I saw something just now,” she said after taking a sip. “A boy, outside my window.”

“Possibly. There has been a rumor going around with the locals that there's a princess locked

away in here,” Hackett replied.

“A princess?” Alice snorted. “Me?”

“You're starting to look the part,” the warden answered, unusually focused on buttering his

toast. “Now that you've dropped the motorcycle punk act.”

Alice blushed and compulsively glanced towards the one tiny mirror in her room. It had been

about five months since she had last bleached her hair, and the pink dye had completely faded.

Makeup, of course, was completely out of the question, though she did like the way that her face had

recently taken on a healthy glow. But still, she couldn't imagine anything remotely princess-like about

herself.

“You should publicly announce the truth and put all the rumors to rest, then,” she said sullenly.

“That I'm actually a murderess, and I deserve to be here.”

Hackett grunted, but didn't reply. Something about his averted gaze made her feel guilty and

wish that she could take her words back, so she remained silent as they ate breakfast together.

Alice still struggled to understand what sort of effect Hackett had on her, despite the fact that he

had been her only companion for four months. He was the warden of the prison, built in an old castle



that was surrounded by an even older forest, and while he had pulled a number of strings to place her in

a private and comfortable room, he had never made any sort of advances toward her that would explain

the preferential treatment. On the contrary, on the first time that she had met him she had attempted to

seduce him to win a favor, he had calmly zipped back up the front of her pleather top and said, “I hope

that one day you learn how to conduct yourself with dignity.”

She had been humiliated and outraged, and vowed that she would hate Hackett till the day she

died for spurning her so coldly. Damon had come through for her shortly afterwards, and the two of

them had escaped and ridden free for a few weeks, until … 

It was the word 'dignity' that had drawn her back to Hackett and accept her incarceration. It had

repeated itself over and over in her mind, and created a deep and unknown longing inside of her heart.

Dignity.

“You have a prenatal appointment in an hour,” Hackett said as he placed his fork down on his

empty plate. “I'll be back to escort you after I make my rounds.”

Alice nodded, then asked, “Is the board going to let me keep my baby?”

“They haven't decided yet.” Hackett stood. “There's only one way that you can guarantee it.”

“What's that?” she asked eagerly, standing as well.

“Recant your confession and tell the truth.”

This time Alice looked away. “I'm not ready yet,” she said, her voice sounding faint to her ears.

He liked to bring the topic up, and somehow she still failed to see it coming whenever he did. She

wondered if he cared so much about justice that he would nag her endlessly until the real murderer was

found, then thrust her out into the real world with nothing to support her and her unborn child – it was

the real world that terrified her now, so she clung to the walls of her tower and the safety of solitude,

where there was no one around to know about her. She was not going to recant until she absolutely had

to, and the system was obligated to keep her until it was undeniable that she was innocent. 

Hackett carefully set everything back on the tray and counted all the cutlery before he picked it

up, not bothering to say goodbye as he left. 

Alone, Alice busied herself with getting ready for the day, though she couldn't help but look at

the window repeatedly as she washed and brushed her hair. There were no curtains, and before she

hadn't thought them necessary, living in a prison in the middle of an ancient forest. But she had seen the

boy's face clearly.

She walked over to the window and looked out. She wasn't very good at judging distances, but

she guessed that it had to be twenty-feet to the fence that marked the perimeter, and the branches of the

tree stopped well before that point. It seemed very far away now that she was thinking about it. Had she



really seen his face?

Alice decided that she would ask Hackett for some curtains, to reaffirm her sense of privacy.

She, a princess … It was an absurd idea.

Alice stopped as she looked at the rack of clothing that had been provided for her. Instead of the

usual prison garments, she had been given a few plain white dresses, loosely cut so that they easily

accommodated her pregnancy, and the exact opposite of what she had worn before her incarceration.

When she had asked about it, Hackett had replied that it was for the “psychological effect,” and left it at

that. In the beginning she had felt so uncomfortable and vulnerable in them that she had wondered if he

had meant it along the lines of “psychological torture.” With a few months to grow accustomed to

them, she had stopped thinking about her clothing entirely.

Dressed in white.

A princess.

Locked in a tower.

Alice laughed then. By confessing to a murder that she hadn't committed, she had found herself

in the center of a fairy tale, albeit a strange one.
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Doctor Westley tended to the women of the prison with a small rotation of nurses, and while

Alice knew full well that she wasn't the only pregnant inmate, she was the only one who was personally

accompanied to each appointment by the warden – and that made her stand out. He was amiable

towards her, in that stiff sort of way that hinted at being unfamiliar with friendliness on the job. The

only exposure Alice had to the female population of the prison was a long and miserable walk down the

corridor of cells as Hackett escorted her from his office to the infirmary, for a physical examination to

confirm the pregnancy that she had claimed on her admissions paperwork. By the time she had reached

the end of the corridor, she was terrified at what she had gotten herself into. A few minutes later when

Westley pricked her vein to collect blood, the sight of it squirting into a tube had sent her into a dead

faint.

Alice had come to with Hackett holding an oxygen mask over her face, and a nurse placing

pillows under her feet. That night, Hackett took her up to her room in the tower, apologized for the dust

but assured her that the sheets were clean, and locked her inside. She never saw the other inmates or the

prison cells again, for which she was grateful.

When she entered the infirmary for her appointment, Dr. Westley smiled at her. “Would you like

to find out the baby's sex today?” he asked.

Alice's heart thumped. “Yes,” she answered quickly, her hands moving to cradle her stomach. “I

want to know right away.”

“Go on with the nurse – you know the routine – then we'll get set up to find out.” He patted her

shoulder. “Don't be nervous.”

Alice nodded then followed the nurse towards the bathroom. After they finished up with the

routine prenatal tests, she returned to the main examination room to find Hackett and Dr. Westley

laughing together, though her presence meant their conversation was over. She had seen enough to

know that they were good friends, but around her they always maintained the professional distance of

coworkers. In a strange way it made her feel left out, even though she had no business trying to be

chummy with either of them.

“Lets get started, shall we?” Dr. Westley motioned for her to sit in the exam chair. “Don't be so

nervous; ultrasounds don't hurt at all. We're just going to take a quick peak inside to see how the baby

is doing.”

“And find out the sex,” Alice said, forcing a smile. She didn't know why her heart was pounding



so hard, and she silently reminded herself that practically every pregnant woman found out beforehand

now that the technology existed. But she was scared that she would be disappointed with the revelation,

and only have herself for consolation once she was locked in her room once again. Despite the

trappings of comfort, she was still a prisoner who had confessed to murder.

Hackett came to stand beside her, and brushed her hand with his fingers. He was watching Dr.

Westley, so Alice wondered if the touch had been accidental. She shifted away, but his fingers gently

touched her again, and she realized that he was trying to reassure her while maintaining discretion.

I wish that he was the real father, she thought, then felt her cheeks grow hot with the realization

of what had crossed her mind. No, she corrected herself, she wished that the baby's real father was

there, instead of the warden.

Dr. Westley had dimmed the lights, so no one saw her blush. She winced when the doctor

squirted cold jelly onto her stomach, and then placed the wand against her skin. The screen came alive

with movement and strange shapes, and it wasn't until Dr. Westley stopped the picture that Alice

realized she was looking at a leg and a foot.

“Oh my god,” she blurted. “Is that my baby?”

“Sure is,” Dr. Westley murmured in reply, staring at the screen as he began to shift the wand

around again. “Looks good. Looks good,” he mused quietly to himself, then finally turned Alice and

smiled. “The baby is developing normally, so let's get to the important part.” He shifted the wand

around to the top of Alice's stomach, and she held her breath as she stared at the screen, knowing that

she wouldn't be able to interpret the image herself but still searching for any tell-tale signs. Her fingers

weakly grabbed onto Hackett's as Dr. Westley said, “Let's see … the baby is a … girl.”

“A girl …” Alice repeated quietly. “I'm going to have a girl.” Then she broke into a grin as she

looked up at Hackett and joked, “Hopefully she won't turn out like me, huh?”

He moved away, pulling his hand out of hers. “You're still turning out,” he answered, but Alice

didn't understand what he meant by it. 

After she was cleaned up, she said goodbye to Westley and the nurse, then followed Hackett

through the winding path back to her room. She knew that he was deliberately leading her through the

hidden passages that had been utilized during the prison's former days as a castle, and it amazed her

that he never got lost. If she ever tried to escape, she wouldn't make it out of that maze.

“Hey,” she said slowly after a minute. “If people really can climb the trees and peek in at me, I'd

like to put up some curtains.” 

“What color?” he asked.

“Pink, for my baby.” She smiled as she cradled her stomach in her arms. “You'll fight for me,



won't you? My baby is all I have to live for, and I'll do everything I can to be a good mother for her. I'll

get an honest job, and I won't ever have sex again, I swear.”

Hackett laughed. “I'll do what I can, but ultimately it will be up to you on whether or not you

keep her. I can get you enrolled in the education program in the meantime, since that will certainly help

you find your feet. You can't stay here forever, you know, especially with a baby.”

“I know.” Alice couldn't help but sigh. “I kind of wish I could though. You're my only company,

but I don't feel as lonely as I used to. I used to always feel like I was … pretending.”

They were quiet for a time, as Alice tried to understand what was going through her heart.

Thinking about Damon, and the life that she had shared with him, hurt her in a way that she hadn't

expected. She regretted it, and wished that she could undo every part of it.

“I read a new book,” Hackett said. “I thought that you would enjoy it too.” 

“Oh!” Alice exclaimed, surprised by the break in silence. “Good! It's been a week since the last

one, and I missed talking about books with you.”

Hackett patted her shoulder as he smiled. “You have more free time than I do. You should be

recommending new books to me.”

“I can't leave my room to find them.” Alice grinned back at him. “Go ahead and do that

education thingy too. It's not too late for me to get a GED, right? It might help me stop being so

stupid.”

“You aren't stupid.”

“Sure I am.” Alice looked down at the floor. “You don't know what I was like before I came

here.”

“I know that you have good taste in literature,” Hackett replied. He stopped and turned to face

her, putting his hand under her chin to look her in the eyes. “I know that underneath everything, you

have a good heart.”

He kept walking then, stopping a few feet away to motion for Alice to hurry up and follow. 
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Alice had met Damon when she was sixteen-years-old, and he had talked her into bed with him

that night. Shortly afterwards, she dropped out of school to run away with him on his motorcycle, and

somewhere along the road she lost her sense of self.

When Damon asked her to have sex with a friend to repay a favor, she did it. When he wanted

leverage over someone, she became a seductress on his behalf. He taught her to steal, chose her

clothing for her, and pushed her into drugs and alcohol. After four years, Alice had disappeared

completely underneath Damon, to the point that when he asked her to confess to murder, she did it

without hesitation.

Until the moment Alice found herself alone in the stall of a public restroom, staring down at the

two lines of a nicked pregnancy test, too numb to feel her heart beat. It was then that the word 'dignity'

had risen up sharply in her mind, spoken by that stupid, impotent warden she had vowed to hate just

three weeks prior.

Dignity.

She still didn't know what it meant, but she knew that if she told Damon he would insist on an

abortion, and she wouldn't argue against him. That wasn't what she wanted, and she knew that it wasn't

dignified to be so blindly obedient to someone like Damon. There was no doubt that he was the father,

but she couldn't trust him with her baby.

She never told him.

A couple weeks later, they checked into a motel where Damon began to undress her as usual,

but Alice didn't have it in her to go through with it. She was more tired than she had thought possible,

slightly nauseated from the pregnancy, and angry at Damon for using her too much. For the first time

ever, she snapped at him to 'fuck off,' then for a terrifying second afterward thought that he was going

to hit her in response.

Instead, he grabbed his bag and left.

When dawn broke in the morning, Alice awoke with the realization that he hadn't returned. She

waited, staring at the clock until the motel staff chased her out to prepare the room for the next guest,

and she drifted to a nearby diner to continue her wait, knowing full well that he wasn't coming back for

her. 

She had a $20 hidden in her bra, so she ordered blueberry pancakes with whipped cream to help

make up for skimping on dinner the night before, and she ate slowly as she wondered about what she



was going to do. Her mom wasn't going to want her back in the state she was in – especially after four

years of estrangement – and everyone she knew was exactly like Damon. She didn't have any

resources, but she couldn't live in the gutter with a baby growing inside of her. 

By chance, the small TV in the corner of the diner showed a mugshot of her with the words,

“Wanted for questioning.” Alice stared, seeing herself for the first time. That girl, glowering at the

camera with flamingo pink hair and far too much eyeliner really looked like the sort of person who

would be involved in murder, even though Alice had never felt that way on the inside – she didn't want

to hurt anyone.

She dialed the phone number provided on the screen with her cellphone, then put her $20 on the

table before slipping outside.

With nowhere to go, Alice turned herself in.
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Warden Hackett brought a box with him before breakfast. On top was a gift, badly wrapped in

pastel paper, which he handed to Alice without a word. He busied himself with moving one of the

chairs over to the window, then produced a drill from the box to begin the process of installing a curtain

rod into the stone.

Alice turned the present over, but there was nothing written on the outside. With curiosity, she

pulled open the tape and folded back the paper to reveal a pink baby blanket with a matching teddy

bear on top.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, holding the blanket up for examination. It was covered in adorable hearts,

and the fabric was the softest that she had ever felt, so she rubbed her cheek against it as she closed her

eyes, feeling happiness bubble up inside her chest. “This is for you, baby girl!” she announced as she

wrapped the blanket around her stomach. “It will keep you nice and warm after you're born. Isn't that

exciting?”

It was then she realized that the sound of the drill had stopped, and she whirled around to find

Hackett silently watching her from his perch on the chair. He looked amused.

“What?” she asked haughtily, holding her chin up to hide her embarrassment.

“Nothing,” he replied, turning back to his work with a big grin.

Alice swaddled the teddy bear up in the blanket, and sat down on her bed as she cuddled the

bundle. She wondered who would have sent her a baby gift, though as far as she knew the only people

who were aware of her pregnancy were the handful that she occasionally interacted with in the prison.

The only ones who knew that she was expecting a girl were Dr. Westley and his nurse … and Hackett.

“Was it you?” she blurted.

He slid the pink curtain onto the rod, then carefully secured it in place over the window before

stepping down from the chair and moving that back to its place. Alice began to wonder if he hadn't

heard her, or was ignoring the question. It wasn't until he placed his tools back into the box and moved

it outside of the room, that he answered, “I thought that you'd like it.”

It tickled Alice to imagine Hackett standing lost and overwhelmed in the middle of the baby

section, so she giggled and hid her face in the new blanket. “You did it for me?” she asked, peeking

out.

He nodded. “Yep.”

“Thank you.” Alice grew somber as she touched the teddy bear's nose, the reality of her



circumstances pressing back down on her. “I never expected to get a baby gift.”

“I brought this, too.” Hackett pulled out a paperback novel from his pocket. “It's the book I told

you about.”

Instead of cheering her up, it brought tears to her eyes, and she quickly wiped them away. “Is

this what normal people have?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” Hackett asked softly, kneeling next to the bed and brushing his fingers

against her hand.

“Baby gifts, and talking about books, and …” Alice turned away, not wanting to continue.

“Yes, I suppose,” the warden answered slowly. “You have that now, too.”

“How did I survive it?” Alice asked quietly, then continued, “Not one single person cared about

what I thought, they just wanted to use me – and I really believed that made me desirable, you know?

So I did everything I could to feel like I was wanted, including some really stupid shit. Now here I am

in prison, and absolute fucking train wreck of a human being, and the warden is sharing books with me

because he wants to know what I think about them. It's just … fucked up.”

Hackett paused to consider what he should reply, taking a good minute to think, then answered

in a soothing voice, “Should we review our vocabulary lessons?”

Alice stifled a laugh by grabbing her pillow and shoving it in Hackett's face. “I can't think how

else to say it, you frickin' prig.”

“I see that all of these books are somewhat rubbing off on you.”

“I meant prick.” Alice stuck her tongue out at him.

“Hush now, do you really want your little girl hearing her mother say words like that?”

“No, not really.” Alice turned away again, lying down to pull her blanket over her head.

“Well, it will take me a few minutes to return with our breakfast, so you can have a good cry if

you want to.” Hackett patted the blanket over Alice's shoulder. “Just remember: although you can't

undo the past, the future isn't yet written.”

Alice curled up around the teddy bear bundle after he left, staring at its shiny black eyes as she

fingered one of the ears. “He's right, my little baby,” she whispered, “I need to start thinking of myself

as your mother from now on.”
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When sunlight hit the curtains, they cast a soft pink glow around Alice's room that warmed her

heart. With time to grow accustomed to the idea, she began to fancy that maybe she could be a

princess; when the light was right, she danced around her room – mindful of her body's changing

balance – and imagined herself as graceful and elegant.

Other times she sang to her baby. Because she didn't know any songs that she deemed

appropriate, she made them up as she went along, and often resorted to singing her thoughts as they

occurred to her without any regard to rhyme or meter. After coming up with a particularly clever

melody in her opinion, her favorite became:

I am your mother

I'll paint your nails

And style your hair

And we'll always eat dinner

Together

Alice found hope for the future in the promises that she made to her unborn child.

*

One morning, when she sat down for breakfast with Hackett, she said, “I think I want to name

my baby Alicia.”

He grunted, “Sounds pretty.”

“It's a lot like my name – only not.” Alice felt herself blush a little after stating her reasoning

out loud. While the idea had seemed sweet and endearing in her head, she worried that it sounded

pathetic in her voice.

“Yes. It's a good name,” Hackett said, frustratingly devoid of any hint of excitement. 

“It's a big deal, giving someone else a name.” Alice lifted her chin into the air and turned away.

“I don't want to pick the wrong one, and have it haunt her for her entire life.” 

“Alicia works.”

“Maybe I should pick something that's the complete opposite of my name, to make sure that she



doesn't follow in my footsteps.”

Hackett gave her an annoyed look as he sharply said, “Alice.”

The tone of his voice made her understand why he was effective as the warden. “What?” she

answered sulkily.

“If you like Alicia, then name her that and quit insulting yourself.”

“Yes, sir,” she murmured.

He sighed. “While we're on the subject, it's Basil.”

“What?”

“My name.”

Alice snorted. “You mean like the plant?”

“Yes. I keep a few pots in my kitchen window, in case I forget.” He smiled.

“What was your mom thinking with that one?” Alice couldn't help but snicker.

“My mother is an amazing woman. She survived raising me, after all.” His eyes twinkled with a

rush of love that Alice had never seen before, and she felt the stark contrast in her own relationship

with her mother; her eyes never lit up when she thought about the woman who raised her.

This time, it was Alice's turn to sigh. “My mom was … absent. I mean, she wasn't bad or

anything, and she provided a pretty decent life for us and all. We had a nice house in a nice

neighborhood, and it's not like anything bad happened to scar me for life. She was just … busy.”

For a minute, Alice drew lines in the excess maple syrup on her plate with her fork as she

thought back on her past, consciously avoiding eye contact with Hackett as she did so.

“My dad never talked to us after the divorce, and I didn't have any siblings. When I was sixteen,

it felt like every night was the same old choice of ordering out for pizza, or heating up a frozen burrito

in the microwave, and eating alone. I hated it.

“Then one day, Damon literally appeared out of nowhere. I think I was waiting for the bus, and

he pulled up on his motorcycle and started talking to me. I liked that he noticed me, so we ended up

spending the rest of the day together …” Alice hesitated, and felt her cheeks burn at the memory. She

liked Hackett too much to confide the entire truth about herself. “The stupid thing is,” she began again,

“I knew that he was dangerous from the start. I kept thinking that I could rebel just enough to

embarrass my mom so that she'd have to pay attention to me, then put a stop to everything. But after I

let him inside my head, everything was out of my control.”

Alice glanced at Hackett to find him watching her intently, listening to every word. She was

both glad and terrified at the discovery, and wasn't sure if she appreciated his attentiveness or was

humiliated by it.



“I never even questioned any of the stuff that he wanted out of me … until after I met you. Then

suddenly I realized that four years had passed, and I wasn't at all the sort of person I wanted to be.”

He touched her hand. “You're still young.”

Alice stared down at their hands resting on the table, wondering why it felt reassuring that he

would still offer the gesture even after her confession. “Yeah …” she answered dazedly, “I guess.”

“And before you know it, you'll have a tiny Alicia in your arms to care for,” Hackett said.

She turned her hand over so that her palm was facing up, and Hackett moved to clasp it

properly. She stared, numb, despite knowing that they were holding hands.

“Alice …” Hackett gave her a squeeze. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah …” She shook herself and pulled away to fold her arms. “I'm just thinking about being a

mom myself, that's all. It's going to be a big change, you know.”

“I'm certain that you'll be an amazing mother.” He stood and began clearing up the table,

pausing to quietly say, “I wish that I had found you first.”

“What? So you could have married my mother and been a proper father-figure to keep me out

of trouble?” Alice wrinkled the bridge of her nose.

“Yes, I suppose I could have.” Hackett laughed as he picked up the tray.

She twiddled her fingers at Hackett. “Bye-bye, Basil.”

He winked as he exited, followed by the familiar sound of the key locking the door.

If Alice hadn't been pregnant, she would have run to fling herself onto her bed and hide her face

in her pillow. Instead, she was too worried about hurting herself or her baby, so she slowly walked over

and sat down on the mattress, staring at her hand. 

She wondered why she could still feel Hackett's touch against her palm.
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Basil.

It was a stupid name. No wonder it took him months to tell it to her.

Basil.

Alice lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, and wondered what his age was. He was old enough to

be the warden, but probably not as old as her mother. Chances were, he saw her as being far too young

for him, and regarded her more as a paternal figure would – especially because he knew just how

broken she was. The moment that they had spent holding hands hadn't meant anything, but it still made

her heart flutter to think back on it.

Her baby squirmed and kicked inside her, so she placed her hands over her stomach and said,

“You like him too, huh? He is a good man, though I'm still not sure about his first name. It's weird.”

Then she rolled over onto her side and picked up the teddy bear, still wrapped in its matching blanket,

to hug it close. “He's already given you a present, my tiny Alicia.”

The baby kicked again, and Alice giggled. “He is much better than your real daddy.” She moved

to reach her nightstand, and picked up one of the books that was sitting on it.

It was the book: the very first one that he had ever given to her.

Seemingly ages ago, she had found herself sitting alone in his office for a few minutes with

nothing to do, so she had wandered over to read the titles on his bookshelf. It surprised her to find that

a good number of them were paperback novels, and with white creases through the binding and folds in

the covers. She picked one up and read the first page, and liked the way it sounded. So, she had tucked

it into her bag, then slid out a few others to take as well. She must have gotten carried away, because

when Hackett had arrived with Damon to release her on bail, he had stopped her in the doorway.

Damon had been livid when Hackett had searched through her bag to retrieve his novels, but

Alice had been too embarrassed to protest. Hackett, on the other hand, seemed amused. He picked out

one of the books and handed it to her, stating, “If you're interested, then this is the one you need.”

She kept had kept it for reasons that were beyond herself, but it wasn't until after she discovered

that she was pregnant that she had begun to read it. The story was enthralling, and she used every spare

moment that Damon would let her have to indulge in it. Unfortunately, she hadn't managed to finish

before she turned herself in, and it was a regret that she had confided to Hackett a few days into her

incarceration. He retrieved it from her personal effects and brought it to her the next morning, and

another book a few days after that.



Then he asked her what she had thought of it.

Alice had felt awkward at first, and didn't know what he expected her to say. It had taken some

prodding for her to express anything beyond the fact that she had liked it, but once Hackett had gotten

her to open up, she discovered that she loved chattering away about characters and plot twists. That

was when Hackett began eating breakfast with her every morning, to give them more time for their

conversations.

Basil.

That had been four months ago.

Despite the fact that Alice had vowed to hate him forever, he had quickly become the only true

friend she had ever known.

Basil Hackett.

She couldn't let herself feel anything more than that. She was already pregnant with another

man's baby, and an inmate of the prison that Hackett presided over as the warden. The circumstances

were completely wrong for her to fall in love.
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Alice watched Spring mature into summer through the window of her tower room, and missed

the feeling of breathing in fresh, warm air. She had a calendar, and true to the stereotype she marked off

each day as it passed to keep track of time, under various pictures of fluffy kittens.

On one day in particular, Alice woke early to bathe and primp as best she could, then moved to

sit at the window and stare out at the tree that she now regarded with fondness. “It's my birthday,” she

said to both her baby and the tree. “I'm finally twenty-one, though I won't be going to bars or drinking

anymore.” She placed her hands on her stomach and smiled warmly. “Not with my Alicia to care for.

Honestly, I don't think that I enjoyed it all that much anyway – I was just trying to escape myself, you

know? I don't have to do that anymore.” She turned to gaze around her tower room, and whispered,

“I've had so much time to think, living alone up here, that I've started to feel like I'm in the process of

being reborn myself.”

The familiar knock sounded, and she called “Come in!” Hackett pushed the door open with the

breakfast tray, and when Alice sat down she realized that there was a small cake with a candle included

in the setting. “For me?” she exclaimed.

“It really is your birthday, I hope, and that you didn't lie on your admissions paperwork. I'd have

to write you up for that,” he said with a wink as he pulled out a lighter. “Should I sing?”

“No!” Alice said hastily with a blush. “It's not a big deal, or anything.”

“What a shame. I've been practicing in the shower all week long.” Hackett chuckled as he

finished lighting the candle and slid the cake a little closer to her. “At least make a wish.”

Was he flirting with her? Alice had never had anyone act so jovially with her before, and she

didn't know if there was anything special behind it or simply what friends did. Her heart began to race,

and she silently reminded herself for the umpteenth time to not act like an idiot. She was not going to

make a fool of herself by revealing that she had a crush on the warden – especially on her birthday.

“Well … I want to keep my baby more than anything else,” she answered.

“That one is already in the works. Pick something else to wish for.”

It was a hard question. As she thought about it, wax began to drip from the candle and onto the

frosting, and she wondered how long Hackett was going to wait patiently.

When Alice looked towards the window, the answer came to her. “I want to go outside,” she

said, then blew out the candle.

They ate in silence, until Alice offered Hackett a portion of her cake and he accepted. “My next



door neighbor made this,” he commented quietly. “She caught me in the bakery section of the grocery

store, and insisted that whoever I was buying a cake for would appreciate a homemade one much

better. She was likely hoping that I'd share some juicy details, but I made sure to keep my tongue

guarded.” Hackett chuckled. “That woman is something else.”

“Oh?” Alice felt a little crestfallen. The cake was so moist and delicious, she didn't have it in her

to refuse it out of jealousy, especially not with being pregnant. “Are you two close?”

“I mow her lawn occasionally …” Hackett paused, watching Alice carefully. She made sure that

her eyes stayed fixed on her plate. “When her grandkids can't get around to it.”

“Oh!” Alice immediately blushed, deeper still with knowing that Hackett was watching. “You

know,” she said quickly, “I've been here long enough, it's weird to imagine you living in a house with

neighbors. It makes sense, but it's still something that's part of another world. You know, one that I

don't belong to anymore.”

“You'll be back out there before you know it.” Hackett had a small, secretive sort of smile that

made Alice's heart ache. All she wanted was to keep her infatuation hidden from him, so they could

continue sharing breakfast together without any awkwardness between them, but despite herself it

slipped out when she least expected it to. Maybe he already knew, and was flattered despite not

returning her affections. “Recant your confession,” he said, “And I'll have you out of here in a jiffy.”

“I like the free health care,” she murmured.

When they were finished eating, Hackett cleared up the table and left, and Alice returned to the

window to stare out of the trees that surrounded the castle prison. She wondered what the forest

smelled like, and if there were any mushrooms sprouting in the undergrowth. It was funny: she had

never cared an ounce about nature before, but now that all she could do was look at it from a distance,

she wanted more than anything to breathe it in and marvel at everything.

“After you're born, Alicia, we'll go hiking every chance we get. We'll find waterfalls, and learn

all the different types of butterflies. Heck, I'll even try out camping once you're a little older,” she

promised, and felt a little better.

Another knock on the door startled her, though it was the same tone that she was used to.

Tentatively, she called out, “Come in?” and Hackett entered.

“Sorry. It took longer than I expected, but I have these for you.” He held out a pair of shoes. “I

should have asked your size first.”

“I guess I'm just average,” Alice said as she took the sneakers and stared at them, confused.

They were standard prison issue, used, and smelled strongly of disinfectant.

“Go on and put them on,” Hackett urged.



“Why?” Alice couldn't help but ask. If they were a birthday present, she wondered what sort of

strange idea had possessed Hackett to give them to her. She preferred padding around barefoot over the

idea of wearing those ugly things.

“I recommend putting on socks first.”

“Okay …” Alice decided that she was going to get answers faster if she went ahead and did as

he said, so she rummaged through her things for a pair of socks, then pulled the shoes on and laced

them up. They were a little too roomy in the toes, but that was better than being too small. “Now

what?” she asked.

He smiled secretively again, and held the door open. “Follow me.”

Alice exited into the maze of passages, feeling weird and clumsy in the shoes. It wasn't long

before she was disoriented, but something told her that they were not on their way to see Dr. Westley.

After several minutes, Hackett stopped in front of a wooden door, which he unlocked with the set of

keys he kept on his belt.

“Alice,” he said, turning to her with a grin. “Your birthday wish is granted.” He pushed open the

door, and blinding sunlight washed over her with the song of birds.

She stood, dumbstruck, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the light. The prison fence still rose up

in front of her, but the breeze was fresh and there was blue sky above. Timidly, she took a step outside.

The summer sun felt hot enough to scorch her skin, and she had to shield her eyes with her

hand. “Basil …” she gasped, then failed to come up with anything else to say.

“We can leave the prison altogether if you wish, and walk around the forest. The next hour is

my gift to you.” Hackett locked the door behind him, then stood beside her. “We'll have to leave

through the main entrance with the guards, of course, and we're on a fairly tight schedule.”

Alice nodded, then again repeated, “Basil …” but the words she wanted to express herself

refused to come. Her baby squirmed inside her, and she unconsciously placed her hand over her.

“Come on.” Hackett held out his hand to her. “While it's still quiet around here.”

She took it, then in a daze followed him to the guard station at the entrance, then out into the

forest that she had spent months staring at. It was so different, she almost didn't recognize her tree

when Hackett stopped underneath it to point up at her window.

They continued walking through the shade of the trees, their hands clasped firmly together as

Hackett helped her navigate over rocks and rotting logs, carefully ensuring that she never completely

lost her balance. When they came across a small patch of wildflowers, he considered them before

picking the prettiest bloom and handing it to Alice. With a painful stab she realized that it was the first

time anyone had ever given her a flower, and with her history she wasn't sure if she deserved it. But



Hackett was pulling her along again, so she kept hold of it, mindful not to bruise any of the leaves or

petals.

An alarm went off on Hackett's cellphone far too quickly for her liking, and with that they

turned around to return to the prison. The passages were dark and obscured by a veil of green in her

vision, but like always Hackett knew exactly how to return her to her room. He said goodbye before

locking the door.

Alice sat down on the bed, staring at the flower in her hand. Alicia gave several good kicks to

her ribs, which made her wince and exclaim, “Settle down girl! It couldn't last all day. We had to come

back here eventually …” With a heavy sigh, she laid down and stared at the window. “That sunlight felt

really good though, didn't it. Maybe I should tell them everything I know, and get us released from

here. But … I don't want to say goodbye to Basil. I like him so much, baby girl, and he's sweet to me.

He probably thinks that I'm some crazy kid to rehabilitate, but I want to stay near him for as long as

possible, because he means the world to me.” 

An idea came to her, so she grabbed the first book that Hackett had given to her and gently

tucked the flower in between the pages, carefully arranging the leaves before closing it and setting it

back on the nightstand. “There. Now today will be preserved forever.”

Tears unexpectedly stung her eyes. “Oh Alicia,” she sobbed, “I wish I had been smarter in the

past. I wish that I hadn't destroyed my life.”
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Hackett arranged to have the prison's school teacher tutor Alice privately on the weekend, and

she was delighted to discover that she was speeding through the lessons. With nothing better to do

during most of the day, she buried herself in books and branched out into studying nonfiction, then

excitedly told Hackett about everything that she was learning over breakfast. He predicted that she

would pass the GED exam with flying colors, and could move on to higher education if she wanted to.

Alice was undecided.

As she progressed through the third trimester, she felt increasingly ungainly and shy over the

size of her stomach. Worse still, she worried that her face was growing pudgy, and asked Dr. Westley if

she was gaining too much weight, then still felt skeptical when he assured her that it was right on the

mark. She didn't dare ask Hackett what he thought of her appearance, out of fear that she wouldn't like

the answer.

But every time she felt Alicia squirm inside her, she grew increasingly excited about seeing her

baby soon. She continued to mark the days off on her calendar, and her heart thumped when she flipped

to a new month and saw the due date with a big circle around it. Summer would be ending soon, and

the start of Autumn came with the promise of a new life.

Alice confessed her fear to Hackett that she would go into labor alone in her tower, and the next

morning he arrived with a cellphone. He withheld it for a moment as he said, “Alice … I trust you.”

She nodded somberly as she took it from him. “I won't betray you,” she promised quietly.

“My number is the only contact. Call me at any time, day or night, if you go into labor – or if

you think that there's anything wrong with you or the baby.” He looked far more serious than Alice had

seen him before. “And I will be here as soon as I can with Dr. Westley.”

“Thank you,” she said, and Hackett put his hand on the top her shoulder, so his fingers caressed

the back of her neck. Chills traveled down her spine, but her gaze was held by the look in his eyes.

“You will not have this baby alone,” he said.

Alice stared mutely, hypnotized by the moment. She couldn't tell if she wanted to cry or try to

kiss him, so she stood paralyzed. Hackett's irises were an interesting mixture of brown and green, and

they were fixed intently on her, shining as they held her.

“Basil …” she managed to whisper, and he shook himself slightly and pulled his hand away.

That decided it: Alice wanted to cry. To cover it up, she looked down at the phone and forced a bratty

grin as she said in a tight voice, “Can I text you stupid things whenever I feel like it? Like when I wake



up at 3AM?”

“As long as you don't expect an immediate reply, go right ahead,” Hackett replied.

Something about the tone of his voice made Alice drop the act all together. She had always been

proud of the way she could control her emotions, and it had been ages since anyone had seen her cry.

But Hackett was going so far out of his way to accommodate her, even when she was deliberately

behaving like a snot, that it broke through the wall that she had formed around her heart and she found

herself with tears streaming down her face.

“Thank you, Basil, for not leaving me alone,” she sniffled. “I don't know why you're so nice to

me when I don't even deserve it.” Embarrassed, she turned to wipe the tears away, but Hackett already

had a handkerchief out and gently dabbed at her cheeks.

So she hugged him, and with her giant stomach pressed against him, the baby gave a good hard

kick that was obviously directed at Hackett. Despite herself, Alice began laughing through her tears.

“Alicia says, 'Go away!'” she exclaimed as she stepped away. She took the handkerchief from Hackett

and continued to dry her eyes, then said, “These darn pregnancy hormones are getting the best of me.

I'm sorry about all of that … But seriously, who keeps a handkerchief these days? You are so old-

fashioned!”

Hackett smiled. “It comes in handy when I need to comfort beautiful maidens … and for you,

too.”

Alice lightly punched him in the arm, then laughed. “Apparently Alicia has the right idea about

how to treat you. Do you want it back?” She held the handkerchief out towards Hackett, but he shook

his head.

“Keep it. You still have a while to go before you're done with those pregnancy hormones.”

Hackett excused himself to get back to his work, but before he left he paused in the doorway and said

quietly, “I'm nice to you because I like you, Alice, and I hope you do start texting me.” His words were

followed by the familiar sound of a key locking the door.

Basil.

Alice felt like she could swoon, so she sat in the nearby chair, grinning uncontrollably at the

cellphone she held in her hand.

The stupid warden with the stupid name, whom she had vowed to hate forever, liked her.

And it made her ecstatically happy.
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Alice felt the first painful tightening of her uterus after she laid down with the intent to sleep,

and her heart skipped a beat. All of a sudden, the excitement that she had been building up over the last

couple of months fled, and a stab of terror raced through her. She reminded herself to keep breathing,

and assured herself that it was only one contraction.

She closed her eyes and hoped that she would be able to will herself to sleep, but another

contraction caught hold of her.

“Alicia!” she said in her most authoritative mother voice. “You stay put! I'm not ready for you

to be born yet.”

But the baby didn't listen.

As the hours crawled by, Alice prayed that each contraction would be the last and it would all

suddenly come to a stop with Alicia still safe and secure inside her. While she very much wanted her

baby, she felt equally unprepared to give birth.

The little voice inside her head whispered, Call him. Call him before it's too late. But Alice

hesitated, frightened that the moment she told Hackett that she was in labor, it would become too real

to be denied. She knew that the moment the baby arrived, her life in the tower would be over, and time

would start moving forward again, pulling her farther and farther away from her sanctuary.

The contractions were becoming more intense, and the pillow that she clung to was increasingly

inadequate for comfort. The pain won out, and with a shaking hand Alice picked up the phone from her

nightstand. Another contraction overtook her as the phone rang on the other end, and Hackett answered

as she cried out.

“Alice!” he exclaimed.

“Basil!” she gasped. “The baby's … coming!”

“I'm on my way,” he replied. “Give me two minutes to call Dr. Westley, and I'll call you right

back. I promise.”

“Please hurry!” Another contraction came over her, and as she cried she thought she heard

Hackett curse – though it seemed so out of character for him, she wondered if she had hallucinated it.

The phone went silent, then rang again sixty seconds later.

“Alice,” Hackett said as soon as she answered. “How close are your contractions?” 

“I don't know … I haven't been … timing.” She was exhausted, and wanted nothing more than

to lie down and go to sleep. Every time she thought that she could doze off, another contraction would



wash over her.

“It's okay. Just hold on, and I'll be there soon. Westley lives a bit farther away, so he'll be a few

minutes longer. Just hold on!”

Alice nodded, not caring that Hackett wouldn't know about it over the phone. She didn't want to

talk, but she still wanted to hear his voice. “Basil …”

“Hey, I need to concentrate on driving,” he said. “I'm going way above the speed limit, and I

don't want to die right now.”

“Basil …” Alice was interrupted by another contraction, but it was somehow more manageable

now. A funny thought came to her, so with a dry half-chuckle she said, “Too bad I can't blame you for

this, huh?”

“Yeah, too bad.”

Alice hesitated, then decided that if she couldn't say something crazy in the middle of heavy

labor, then she was never going to have the chance to say it: “I love you.”

“I know,” he replied. “I'm here now, Alice. I'll be up in a few minutes.”

The phone went silent.

Alice let it fall from her hand and laughed slightly. She was half out of her head, and couldn't

tell how much time was passing in between the waves of contractions that were crashing over her.

While hours before she had been terrified to give birth, now all she wanted was to get her baby out of

her as quickly as possible. The second that Hackett came through that door, she vowed, she was going

to put everything inside her into pushing.

He fumbled with the lock, then pushed the door open looking flushed and sweaty. He ran to her

side and immediately caught hold of her hand. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“I'm sorry, I waited too long to call you,” she replied.

“Don't worry about it.”

“I'm scared,” she said, squeezing him tightly. “I want this to be over.”

“Can you hold out until Dr. Westley arrives? I don't know a thing about birth.”

She nodded. “I don't want to, but I'll try.”

They didn't talk any further. With every contraction, Alice gripped Hackett's hands and arms as

tightly as she could as she cried out, grateful that he was there with her. She didn't know how long it

took for Dr. Westley to arrive, but suddenly there he was with him.

“Hi, Alice,” he said as he set his bag down. “Would it be all right with you if I checked dilation?

We'll see just how close this baby is to coming.”

There was a nurse with him too, who asked Alice if she wanted a sip of water or a cold



washcloth. She felt slightly nauseated and didn't want to think about drinking anything, but she agreed

to the washcloth.

Dr. Westley went to work, and after a minute said, “Well, Alice, I'm afraid there's no time to

transfer you to the hospital. You are fully dilated, so with the next contraction I want you to start

pushing.”

Hackett, who had looked away awkwardly, then got up and took a step away. Alice panicked.

“No! Don't leave me!” she screamed, surprising herself with the strength of her reaction. “Don't

leave me! Don't! Don't!” She started sobbing, and in the back of her mind she chastised herself for

acting hysterical, but she was terrified that if he went out the door, she would never see him again.

Just like with Damon.

Hackett's and Dr. Westley's eyes met, and with a teasing smile Dr. Westley nodded. “You're as

committed as she is,” he said with a wink, and Hackett rolled his eyes.

He took Alice's hand again, then leaned down close to whisper, “I'll stay for as long as you need

me.”

She wanted to thank him, but another contraction began and Dr. Westley instructed her to push,

so she pushed.

And pushed.

And pushed.

After a seemingly long time, she was certain that nothing was happening. Alice felt completely

drained, and protested weakly, “I can't. I can't do it. I'm not strong enough.”

Hackett wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her against his chest, murmuring

into her hair, “You are strong, Alice, and you can do it. You can do it.”

She gathered up every last ounce of willpower that she had left inside her, and with a great big

push she felt the baby crown. Heartened by the progress, it wasn't much longer before the baby was out

and placed up on her stomach.

“I did it, Basil,” she whispered, resting against him with her hands firmly on her baby. The

infant squirmed and coughed while Dr. Westley cut the umbilical cord, then he moved the baby up to

Alice's chest where she could snuggle it in her arms.

“She's beautiful, Alice.” Hackett rested his cheek against the top of Alice's head. “She looks

exactly like you.”

“You really think so? Oh good!” Alice gushed. “I was so scared that she'd come out looking like

Damon … but I don't see any of him in her at all. Look! She's opening her eyes.” Alice giggled and

cooed, “Hello, little Alicia! Hello!”



“Warden, may I have a word,” Dr. Westley said, standing up. Hackett excused himself, and

followed Dr. Westley to the door. “She's bleeding heavier than I'm comfortable with,” Dr. Westley

spoke in a low voice. “She needs to be transferred to the hospital.”

Hackett nodded. “Go call the ambulance. I'll tell her.”

He returned to Alice's bed and sat beside her, reaching over to stroke her hair. “Alice … he said

slowly, “Dr. Westley thinks it would be best if you and Alicia went to the hospital now.” 

“Is something wrong?” she asked, alarmed.

“Medical personnel like to keep a close eye on everything, that's all,” he answered soothingly.

“But … you can't be with me in the hospital.”

“No. I have to stay here.”

Alice looked down at Alicia and protectively clutched her baby closer to her chest. “What if

they try to take her?”

“They won't. I won't allow it.”

“I really don't want to be away from you. What if I never see you again?” Alice asked, tears

filling her eyes.

Hackett leaned over to tenderly kiss her forehead. “I'll do whatever it takes to drag you back

here, if it comes to it. You're my prisoner, and I'm your warden, after all.”

Dr. Westley loudly cleared his throat, then said, “Let's get going. The ambulance will be here

once we get down all of those stairs.”

Alice needed some persuasion to hand her baby over to the nurse to carry, then Hackett picked

her up and kept her cradled in his arms all the way down to the entrance. Dawn started to break as

mother and infant were loaded into the back of the ambulance, and with a loud bang the door shut and

the engine revved as it pulled away. Hackett stood, staring after it.

Dr. Westley clapped his hand on Hackett's shoulder and said, “You sure picked an odd one.”

“I know,” Hackett replied.

“Phew, let's go find some strong coffee. We've still got an entire day ahead of us.” Dr. Westley

looked up at the sky, then pulled out his phone to double-check the time. “It's definitely too late to go

back to bed.” 

“She'll be fine, right?” Hackett asked quietly.

“More than likely. She might need a transfusion, but anything more serious than that would be

an act of God.” Dr. Westley gave Hackett a devilish grin. “Looks like I got up in them guts before you

did.”

“I ought to knock you out cold for that,” Hackett replied, laughing despite himself. “Consider



yourself fired.”

“Yeah, yeah, tomorrow. I've got too many appointments to be fired today.” Dr. Westley turned

and motioned to Hackett. “C'mon, let's get to work.”
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Alice stayed in the hospital for a few days under observation, and under the guidance of various

nurses learned the basics of caring for her newborn. Hackett had brought her cellphone to her during

her first evening there, and she texted him numerous times a day, whether or not she had received a

reply. She had not anticipated the days immediately following birth to be so awkwardly painful, and

was secretly glad that he was not there to see her pathetically hobbling to the bathroom – not that he

would have been able to spend all day with her anyway.

She was over-the-moon in love with her new baby, and frequently gave her kisses and sang to

her. Even when Alicia was asleep, Alice would hold her just to gaze at her, marveling that such a

beautiful person had come from her.

The word 'dignity' sprang into her mind again, and late one night she finally understood what

Hackett had meant when he had spoken it to her months before. Alice had found it for the sake of her

baby, and she never wanted to give up her dignity again.

When she was discharged, Hackett came to pick her up. She felt a bit silly being pushed around

in a wheelchair, but she clutched onto her baby as he wheeled her out to his car, and gasped when she

discovered that he had installed a carseat in the back.

“Basil, did you buy this for me?” she asked.

He nodded, hovering close by as she hunched over and carefully strapped Alicia in. The baby

gave out a fuss then settled down as Alice cooed over her, and she loved the way it felt to be a mother.

“I thought that you'd bring some prison vehicle,” she said as Hackett helped her into the front

seat. “I didn't expect your personal car.”

“Seemed more like a personal errand,” he replied.

He climbed in the driver's seat and started up the car, then carefully checked around them before

slowly pulling away from the loading zone and navigating the parking lot. Alice got the feeling that he

didn't normally drive so cautiously, and was tickled that he cared so much about their safety. Privately,

she fantasized that they were a proper family on their way home with their first-born. 

“Alice,” he said slowly, and from his tone she knew that she wasn't going to enjoy what he had

to say next, “I've pulled as many strings as I can, and I've gotten myself eyeballs deep in owed favors –

I can't buy you more time. Now that your baby is here, you have to make your move: either recant, or

lose Alicia.”

Unfortunately, they weren't actually a family at all.



Alice let out a heavy sigh. “I don't know much. I wasn't an accomplice, or whatever the legal

term is. I just … I don't know, suspected.”

“You didn't do it.”

“No. Damon told me to confess, so I did.”

Hackett's jawline tightened. “We have video of him instructing you on what to say. He was

careful though, and phrased it all in a way that can't be used against him in court.” He glanced over at

Alice, and her expression made him change his mind. He dropped the subject, and instead asked,

“How's motherhood?”

She perked up. “Wonderful! Alicia eats like a pig, and she's already gained some weight. And

oh my god you should see her tiny bum …” She paused. “Or maybe not. Anyway, I think it's so

adorable that I don't mind the yucky diaper changes at all.”

He chuckled. “Good for you!”

“I'm scared about the future though,” Alice said somberly.

He reached over to hold her hand. “I'm sure that you can handle whatever life throws at you.”

“I hope so.” Alice gave Hackett a good squeeze. “While I was in labor …” She hesitated. “I

guess I never told you about how Damon and I fell out, so I just want to explain why I was so

irrational. You see, one night he just left without a word. He didn't tell me we were breaking up, or give

me any lines like going out for cigarettes; it took me hours to realize he wasn't coming back. I got

really scared that you were going to do the same thing. I know it's crazy, but I couldn't bear the

possibility of that happening with you.” She leaned over to touch her forehead against Hackett's

shoulder. “I never told him I was pregnant. He has no clue that Alicia exists.”

“For the better,” Hackett said, smiling. “Tomorrow I'll get all the right people together, and you

can make an official statement about your involvement – or rather, lack thereof – with the murder case.

After that, your trial should be quick and easy, then you'll be on with the rest of your life. For tonight,

you'll be a princess in a tower once again.”

“That's fine with me.” Alice smiled back. “I still have your phone number, after all, so I can still

text you as much as I want.”
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Hackett checked on Alice in her room late that night, and she immediately motioned him over to

her bedside.

“Look,” she said, motioning to the sleeping infant snuggled against her breast. “The baby has

her mouth hanging wide open.”

He leaned over, but Alice shook her head. “You have to see her from this angle. It's the cutest

darn thing ever.” She scooted herself forward a bit, and patted the bed beside her.

Silently, he sat down beside her and very slowly wrapped his arms around her, careful not to

disturb the baby. Alice settled herself against him, and a warm buzz began building inside her heart,

along with a deep sense of belonging.

“I finally figured it out,” she whispered. “What you meant way back then.”

“Hm?” Hackett grunted.

“When we first met, you said something like, 'I hope you learn how to act with dignity.' It took

me an embarrassingly long time, but I finally figured out what you meant.”

“Tell me then,” he whispered, his mouth touching the top of her hair.

“It means knowing that I'm worth something, and acting like it too.” Alice closed her eyes.

“Before, I lived like I was disposable, so it was no wonder that I was used and thrown away. But for

Alicia, I'm her whole world. I'm the reason she exists, and I can never be replaced as her mother. When

I think about myself from her perspective, it makes me want to be a totally different person – the sort of

person who's worthy of that love.”

Laying against Hackett's chest with his arms around her made her feel so cozy and secure, the

weight of the events over the past week pressed down against her like a heavy blanket. Alice felt

herself dozing off in the peaceful moment that followed.

“Will you marry me?” he asked so quietly she barely heard him.

“Mm, yes,” she murmured in reply.

“Alice … I want you to say no.”

His words roused her, and she realized that the question hadn't been a dream but reality. “I don't

understand.” She lifted her head up and twisted around to look at him.

“It's easy to be a hero in here; all I have to do is eat breakfast and take you on a walk through

the woods. But the outside is different. Outside, you'll be alone while I work long hours, and you'll

discover disappointment after disappointment in me. Not to mention, you're in the bloom of your life,



and I might as well be middle-aged. You deserve better than what I can offer.”

“But, Basil …” Alice paused to carefully set Alicia down on the bed next to her, arranging a

pillow to keep her from falling off the side, then pulling the blankets farther away from the baby just in

case. Satisfied, she turned to fully face him. “Why ask if you don't want to?”

“ I do want to marry you. That day when I gave you the baby things, and you wrapped the

blanket around your stomach while chatting away to your unborn child, I thought to myself that I'd be a

fool not to ask for your hand. I couldn't live with knowing that I never took the opportunity. I had to

ask, Alice.”

“I had no clue you felt that way,” Alice whispered.

“Wasn't it obvious?” Hackett let out a sad chuckle. “I was certain that everyone knew I was

madly smitten with you.” 

“What?”

“Dr. Westley knew, of course, as well as all the guards and the prison board … the judge in

charge of your case knows, too.”

“What?!”

“Why else would I go so far above and beyond for you?”

“I don't know …” Alice's head was swimming. “At first I thought that you wanted to sleep with

me, but you never made any advances in that direction.”

“I have no interest in exploiting you, and it would have been horrendously unprofessional. I

wanted you to have the space and time to heal yourself, not to break you completely.” Hackett cupped

her cheek with his hand. “I love you. I'm sorry that I was too distracted to give you a proper reply when

you said it to me, but I'm telling you now: I love you, too.”

“But … why?” Alice protested weakly. “I was a slut, and I just gave birth to another man's baby.

Why would you want me?”

Hackett shrugged. “You caught my attention when you tried to steal my books. You were so

clumsy and obvious about it, and all because you thought it would be fun to read them. I confess, I

immediately sought out Rob – er – Westley to tell him about the unusual girl I had encountered. You

stayed on my mind over the next few weeks, until unexpectedly you were back, looking thoroughly

terrified and contrite. I found the answer in your admissions paperwork: pregnant.

“I've seen a lot of pregnant inmates. There are plenty of prostitutes who pass through here, and

frankly most of them don't give a damn. They give birth to babies who are already tormented by drug

addiction, give them over to the State to be never heard from again, and continue on the same. But you

were different, Alice. You cared. You wanted your baby, and were willing to change yourself



completely to give her a good life.

“I wanted to help you. I wanted you to have every opportunity to succeed, so you could give

yourself and that baby a decent future. That's why I kept you isolated from the other inmates, why I

practically bribed the judge to delay your trial for so long, and why I ate breakfast with you every

morning. You're actually pulling it off, too. You're changing for the better, and that takes an enormous

amount of strength.”

“Don't understand why you asked me to say 'no.'” Alice felt as if she could start crying with

confusion. He had been so eloquent and so passionate in his explanation as to why he loved her, it

didn't make any sense. She wiped her eyes, and silently blamed hormones for her inability to reign in

her emotions.

“I want you to remember me fondly for everything I did for you, instead of spending the next

several years building resentment over everything I didn't do,” he replied.

The sentiment in what he said made Alice's heart hurt. She couldn't imagine hating him for any

reason, but she had witnessed enough relationships end in such a way to know that it wasn't impossible

– it had happened to her own parents, after all. Still, she couldn't stand the thought of saying a final

goodbye to him. “Basil …” She reached over to place her hand against the side of his face, and she

touched her forehead to his. “I'm afraid that I can't give you what you want. You asked me to marry

you, and I'm answering 'yes.' I'm going to be Mrs. Alice Hackett, whether you like it or not.” 

Hackett quivered with silent laughter. “I was hoping you'd say that.”

“But doesn't it bother you that Alicia isn't yours?” Alice asked, turning to snuggle against his

chest once again.

“Given my druthers, you know. But, I was the one who was there for every prenatal

appointment, and I was just as nervous as you were when we found out the baby's sex, truth be told. I

was the one who rushed to your side when you were in labor, and I was there when you gave birth.

She's more mine than anyone else's.”

“I spent months fantasizing that you were the real father.” Alice giggled. “I was terrified that

you'd figure out that I was infatuated with you.”

“I knew.” Hackett wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly against him. “No offense,

but 'coy' is not a word that could be used to describe you.”

“Apparently 'oblivious' is though. Seriously, I had no idea that you loved me. I really couldn't

figure you out.” Alice closed her eyes again and listened to the sound of Hackett's heart beating.

“I don't think that you've ever truly been loved,” he whispered. “Don't belittle yourself for not

recognizing it.”



“How about you, then? Have you truly been loved?” Alice asked.

“Yes.”

She wanted to bristle with jealousy, but sleep was creeping up on her again and robbing her of

her steam. Instead, she drowsily asked, “By who?”

He kissed the top of her head and answered, “My mother. I told you that she was an amazing

woman, and I have every confidence that you'll be the same with our children.”

Alice blushed. “I swear I'll do my best.”
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Alicia fussed in the early hours of the morning while it was still dark, and Alice roused herself.

She didn't remember falling asleep, but given the circumstances she found that unsurprising. Fumbling

a bit, she set to work caring for her baby, meticulously changing the diaper before settling down into

breastfeeding.

Hackett let out a deep breath and turned over in his sleep.

Alice's heart jumped into her throat. She had assumed that he had slipped out and gone home,

yet he was still there beside her, breathing steadily and peacefully.

It amazed her that the baby hadn't disturbed him, and she wondered if he had been equally

exhausted. She imagined that while she had been lounging around in the hospital, he had been

tormented by anxiety over her wellbeing, tossing and turning with the knowledge that she wouldn't be

there to share breakfast in the morning. The thought made her smile, and she wanted to reach over to

pat him reassuringly, but the fear of waking him held her back.

“Alicia,” she whispered very quietly, barely moving her lips. “Basil really is going to be your

daddy. Isn't that exciting? I bet he loves you as much as I do.”

The baby closed her eyes and gave a contented sigh as she ate, her hand twitching slightly. Alice

moved it to rest on her breast, then took a moment to gaze in wonder at her tiny daughter as she stroked

the thick hair that covered the baby's head.

“Is this what it feels like to belong to a family?” Alice asked herself.

She thought about it as the baby finished nursing. After she settled the infant down safely beside

her, Alice's hand crept through the sheets to brush against Hackett's shirt. She felt closer to him than she

had thought possible, and she lay staring at him with her heart full.

A piercing noise startled Alice awake, and lifting herself up she asked anxiously, “What's going

on?”

“Just my alarm,” Hackett's voice answered, and he climbed out of the bed. The noise stopped.

Alice looked to the window, and saw only a faint blue light shining through the curtain. “Do

you always get up this early?”

“Yep.” He sat down next to her and kissed her forehead. “Get as much sleep as you can, my

darling. It will be an exhausting day, but hopefully by the end of it we'll know when I can take you

home with me.”



“So soon?” Alice snuggled up against his arm. She liked that he had called her his 'darling,' and

hoped that he would continue doing so in the future. Their conversation the night before still felt like a

dream, but his affections were making it wonderfully real, and she wanted to stay close to him.

“I'm afraid so.”

“Everything is happening all at once.” She couldn't stop herself from yawning. “It's weird after

spending the last nine months doing nothing but waiting.”

“Go back to sleep now,” Hackett said soothingly. “I'll come for you when it's time.” He paused.

“You will tell the entire truth about everything you know, correct?”

“I have no reason to protect Damon,” Alice replied, lying down and burying herself in the

blankets. “I just want to keep my baby and stay with you.”

“I won't change my mind about marrying you, no matter what you reveal,” he said quietly. “You

don't have to be afraid.”

“Mm, 'kay,” she murmured, already beginning to doze.

Hackett stayed, watching her. When she was soundly asleep, he stood and went out the door,

once again locking it behind him.
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Alice trembled as she sat in the hard plastic chair. Hackett was standing behind her, probably

much closer than he would have with any other prisoner, but despite her wish for him to place a

reassuring hand on her shoulder, he didn't touch her. Her arms ached to hold onto her baby for strength

and support, but Alicia was kept outside the room by a female guard, withheld from her until the

interview was over. She felt vulnerable and anxious – wearing a simple white dress and immediately

postpartum – to the point that chills permeated through her.

Across the table in front of her sat “all the right people”, as Hackett had described them. Alice

wasn't familiar with the ins-and-outs of the justice system, and the introductions had happened too

quickly for her to process who was supposed to be who, but they were all somehow connected to the

murder case to which she had confessed. At least one of them, she supposed, was the lawyer that had

been assigned to her.

One of them, a woman with oval glasses and a salmon-colored suit jacket, spoke, “Could you

please state your name for the record?”

“Alice Leigh,” she answered, and her voice squeaked so she cleared her throat. She balled her

hands into fists tightly enough that her fingernails dug painfully into her palms, and it helped to steady

her.

“Please tell us what happened on the night of December the sixteenth of last year?” The woman

was scribbling something with a pen, and didn't look up as she spoke.

“Damon and I went back to our motel room, and, um, he wanted me to try out some pills; he

never said what they were.” Alice was hyper aware of Hackett's presence behind her, and she couldn't

stop herself from turning red as she continued, “They made me feel pretty out of it, like a sedative, and

the last thing that I can fully remember was, um … we started having sex.”

She wished that she could see Hackett's face, to at least guess at what he was thinking. She

reminded herself of his promise, and forced herself to keep talking, “He had started doing that sort of

thing a lot more, so I just assumed he was in the mood for it …” Alice felt stupid, sitting in that plastic

chair with a handful of people carefully noting down every word she said. She didn't want to talk about

her former life, but she couldn't move on with her new one until the matter was over and done with.

“The next thing I knew, I was in the shower with Damon scrubbing me up, and it smelled so

strongly of blood that I thought I was going to vomit. It was so awful, I sort of willed myself into

blacking out again.” She stared down at her hands as she opened them, and saw the deep crescent-



shaped marks in her skin. For some reason, they made her want to start crying, so she kept talking to

keep herself distracted, “Damon had us leave really early in the morning, while I was still groggy, but it

was weird because he had paid for at least two more nights at the motel. Later that afternoon, I looked

through our bags but I couldn't find the clothes that we had been wearing, and I realized that he had a

different pair of shoes from before. A couple of days later, the police picked us up to question us about

a murder that had happened, and Damon suggested that I should say that I had done it. When I asked

why, he said it would be a good joke, and that I didn't have anything to worry about because the system

always goes easy on women.” She still wanted to cry, so she bit her lip to regain herself. “I went

through with confessing, because honestly, I thought that he did it.”

No one said anything; they were all busy writing down notes and shuffling through papers.

Alice felt ever colder, and began to shake so violently that it scared her. She hoped that she wasn't on

the verge of fainting, and sorely wished that she could be back in her room with her baby. How much

longer was it going to last?

Finally, Hackett's hand rested on her shoulder, and the touch flooded her eyes with tears. He

gave her small squeeze as he asked, “Is that testimony adequate?”

“Just about,” the woman replied. “We'd like her to sign a statement that she gave a false

confession, and that Mr. Rake had coached her on what she should say to make it sound plausible.

Then, of course, she'll need to sign a transcription of the testimony.”

“I'd like to remind this council that the prisoner recently gave birth, and is still in recovery after

substantial blood loss. Her doctor advised bed rest and minimal stress,” Hackett pressed. Alice was

relieved to know that he was looking out for her.

“Very well, we'll do this as quick as possible then.” There was more shuffling, and a piece of

paper was passed over to Alice along with a pen. She turned to look up at Hackett, who nodded to her,

then badly signed her name. A minute later, another one was put in front of her, and she did the same.

“We'll let you know about the hearing.” The woman stuffed everything inside a manila folder,

then placed that in a briefcase, then smiled warmly at Hackett. “It was good seeing you, Basil. Take

care of yourself.”

Alice felt numb as Hackett helped her stand and guided her out the door. It was a relief to find

the guard holding her baby just outside the door, and she eagerly took Alicia back into her arms and

held her against her breasts.

“Are you okay?” Hackett asked quietly.

Alice nodded. “I think I will be, now that I have my baby back. I wasn't so sure a minute ago.”

“I can get a wheelchair for you, if you don't feel up for walking back to your room,” he offered.



“Yes, thank you.”

Hackett quickly retrieved a chair from the interrogation room for Alice to sit on, then sent the

female guard to the infirmary. As they waited, the council exited the room and the woman in the oval

glasses paused to wink at Hackett before leaving with the group. The warden's jaw hardened, and his

eyes burned as he watched her walk away.

“Basil?” Alice asked timidly, alarmed by his expression. 

“It's nothing, my darling,” he whispered, then knelt beside her and gently placed a hand on the

baby's head. “I bet Alicia missed her mommy while you were in there.”

“I know I missed her dreadfully! I felt so empty without her in my arms …” Alice bit her lip as

tears threatened to start flowing again. She hated how out of control her emotions had become. “I'm

sorry …” she said, rubbing her eyes. “I really don't know why I was like that in the past, and I regret it

so much …”

“Hush now, it's okay.” Hackett tenderly touched the side of her face. “Soon you'll be Mrs. Alice

Hackett, whether I like it or not, remember?”

“I swear I'll be faithful. More than faithful. You won't ever have to worry about me …” 

He kissed her forehead. “I know.”
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Hackett joined Alice in her room that night, and sat on her bed with his arms wrapped around

her as she chatted about her baby. The newborn slept through her mother's cooing, but it didn't make

any difference to Alice, who gushed over everything she could think of.

“I'm so glad I kept her,” she whispered, turning somber. “I knew that Damon would want an

abortion, and if I hadn't met you that day, I would have done it.”

“Hm.” Hackett murmured, stroking the baby's head with a deeply thoughtful expression.

Alice continued, “You inspired me to start thinking about what I wanted, instead of being so

stupidly obedient. Really, Alicia is alive right now because of you, and I'm so grateful for it.” She

closed her eyes as a tear slipped down her cheek, but this time she didn't blame hormones for it – this

time, they were tears of happiness. 

Hackett's lips touched her cheek, and she turned her mouth towards his. She could feel his

breath against her and quivered, but the baby gave a sudden jerk and let out a squall.

“Shh, shh, it's okay. Mommy's here,” Alice whispered, nuzzling the infant's head. Then her eyes

met his, and she giggled. “Sorry, but that's how it is with us moms. Get used to it.”

Hackett pulled them both into an embrace, and kissed the top of Alice's head. “Bless you,” he

whispered, his voice cracked and shaky. She wondered why, but she relaxed against him with her eyes

closed and silently thanked Fate for bringing him into her life and freeing her from Damon's control.

Alice fell asleep shortly after feeding and diapering the baby. Hackett carefully slipped off the

bed and ensured that both mother and infant were safe and secure, then pulled out his phone and

snapped a picture of the pair slumbering peacefully. Smiling, he let himself out of the room.

Three days later, Alice stood before a judge and pleaded guilty to the charge of Obstruction of

Justice, and received the sentence of time already served in prison. A half an hour later, in the privacy

of his chambers, the same judge married her and Hackett. It was surreal, but Alice reminded herself that

as a warden, Hackett likely had a number of friends inside the justice system, and as his bride she was

going to see a lot more of the casual side that was normally kept hidden from the public. As his wife,

she secretly vowed that she wasn't going to act silly and embarrass them both in front of powerful

individuals. She graciously signed all the paperwork, and said 'I do' when the time came.

It wasn't a romantic ceremony full of splendor or tradition, but it was real and binding. They

were husband and wife.



They returned to the prison where they filled out more paperwork, and Alice was officially

discharged. Her personal belongings were retrieved from storage, and her face turned red when she saw

her old pleather top with the zipper front.

“Let's just throw this away,” she said.

Hackett laughed and winked as he replied, “We should keep it … for the memories.”

She blushed even more. “Absolutely no way! I'm a woman of dignity now, and I want to dress

like one too.” She stuck out her tongue at Hackett.

He caught hold of her chin, and brought his face down close to hers. “You're no longer an

inmate,” he whispered, “and you're legally my wife. I don't have to hold back anymore, so don't tempt

me.”

Chills shot down Alice's spine, and she closed the distance between them to press her mouth

against his. As they kissed, she could strongly feel that his previous restraint hadn't been out of a lack

of desire, but out of a sense of professional duty; his touch made her feel wanted in a way that she

couldn't describe and had never experienced before. 

Alicia stayed soundly asleep this time.

The morning's drizzle had turned into a cold Autumn downpour after nightfall, so when it came

time to leave, Hackett parked his car by the front entrance then escorted them out under the protection

of an umbrella. He held it over Alice as she buckled her baby into the carseat, then helped her into the

front. When he opened the driver's side door, a guard jogged over to him and said something.

“Alice,” he said, leaning down to poke his head inside the car. “I'm sorry, but I forgot to finish

up some paperwork. I'll be five minutes tops, I promise.”

“That's all right, I don't mind waiting,” Alice replied. Hackett closed the door and jogged off.

The baby was sleeping, so she settled in to watch the way the electric lights shined through the

rain that ran down the windshield. The enormity of the future that was awaiting her felt overwhelming,

and she wasn't certain how she was going to fare in the real world as a mother, but now Hackett was

guaranteed to be at her side supporting her. Thinking about him made her smile, and she touched her

lips as she remember the way he had kissed her. 

Was that the difference between feeling loved and feeling used? she wondered.

A minute later a prison van pulled up and parked some yards away from the car. Alice watched

curiously as a prisoner in handcuffs was escorted out, his head bent down against the battering rain.

When he looked up, his face was clearly illuminated.

Her heart stopped in her throat.



It was Damon.

Something drew his gaze towards the car, and she sat frozen as their eyes met, knowing that it

was too late to try to hide. He swiftly dug his elbow into the guard's solar plexus to knock him down,

then sprinted over to Hackett's car and kicked the door, hard enough to dent the metal.

“You bitch!” he yelled, kicking the door again. Alice curled up and pressed herself against the

opposite side, helplessly looking to the backseat when the baby woke with a scream.

Damon stopped, his face changing to a strange expression as he moved to look through the back

window. 

Hackett suddenly appeared and jammed a taser into Damon's side, and he dropped to the ground

where he was swarmed by guards and hauled away. Hackett was yelling at the men, but Alice's head

was swimming too much to understand any of the words, and the world was growing darker …

“Alice!” Hackett was in the car with her, holding her shoulders with a terrified look on his face.

“Alice! Please answer me!” he repeated.

Her ears were buzzing and she felt nauseated.

“Alice!”

“Basil,” she said slowly. “I think I blacked out.”

“Oh god, Alice.” He hugged her close despite the fact that he was freezing and wet. Alicia

squalled from the backseat, and her mothering instincts drew her back into herself.

“My baby!” she exclaimed.

Hackett jumped quickly and had Alicia out of her carseat and into Alice's arms within a

heartbeat. She cuddled and soothed her infant, kissing her head before cradling Alicia to suckle at her

breast.

“Basil,” Alice said, still too numb to think of what she was trying to say.

“I'm so sorry, Alice,” he whispered. “I had no idea until I saw the name on the paperwork, and I

came running out as fast as I could. It was a grievous mistake that should have never happened.”

The words she wanted came to her then. Alice grabbed onto Hackett's sopping coat and buried

her face against the side of his neck as she cried, “He saw her. He knows about Alicia!”
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It was a long drive to Hackett's house. Alice didn't feel like talking, instead staring out the

window at the numerous dark trees that loomed over the road, and listening to the rain that spattered

the windshield between each sweep of the wipers.

Eventually houses began to pop up between the trees, and after a deep bend in a road the woods

broke into a neighborhood. A minute later, Hackett pulled into a long driveway and stopped in front of

a cottage-style house, with gables, and a rounded archway above the door. Under the protection of the

umbrella, Alice unbuckled her baby from the backseat and held her close as she scampered along the

path to the front porch. Hackett fumbled with his keys, then unlocked the door and gestured for her to

go inside first.

The wood floor creaked as Alice nervously stepped onto it, and Hackett flipped on the light

behind her. “Here,” he said, his voice cracking slightly so he paused to clear his throat. “This is the

living room, so, um, make yourself at home. I'm going to get your things from the car.”

Alice nodded dumbly, then sat down on the couch and kissed the top of her baby's head. Years

ago when she had been much younger, she had entertained fanciful notions of being carried across the

threshold as a bride, but reality was almost painfully awkward for both husband and wife. And with her

having just given birth, there were no expectations of a traditional wedding night either. Still, she was

grateful that she was returning to the real world with her best friend at her side, rather than alone. 

What was she going to do about Damon?

Hackett pushed the door open and set down the box with Alice's belongings, the package of

diapers sliding off the top as he did so. As he set them back, he asked, “Would you like to get a crib? Or

continue co-sleeping?”

Alice looked at her sleeping baby and gently traced the line of her cheek with a finger. Alicia's

mouth was hanging open again. “I don't have any money,” she said quietly.

“I do.”

“I couldn't possibly ask you to …” Alice looked away as she protested so he wouldn't be able to

read her face. While she badly wanted to be Mrs. Alice Hackett, she felt guilty for bringing the heavy

burden of an infant along with her. Somehow, she was going to ensure that it impacted his life as little

as possible, while still doing her best to be a good mother.

He sat down next to her and put an arm around her. “You can't argue that I didn't know

beforehand,” he murmured. “I don't mind spending money on you and Alicia.”



“No. No. I really couldn't. I mean … I don't know …” She was exhausted, and still shaky after

her encounter with Damon, so articulating herself felt impossible. “Maybe we should just go to bed

right now.”

He nodded. “Let me show you around. Be kind, though. I'm a bachelor who lives alone.”

Alice shrugged. “I haven't lived in a house for almost five years. I'm still processing the idea

that we'll still be here next week.”

Hackett smiled as he kissed her forehead. “Next year, too, darling.”

She nuzzled into the crook of his neck and let out a ragged breath. “I'm terrified of Damon. I

don't want him to take Alicia away from me.”

“I know.” He gave her shoulders a slight squeeze. “But right now, he's locked away in a cell,

surrounded by guards, and doesn't know where you are. I assure you that he can't summon goblins to

kidnap our baby.”

Alice sniffed. “What did you say?”

“Our baby,” Hackett repeated. “I plan on adopting her, so she'll fully belong to the two of us.”

“Basil …” Alice pressed her lips against his neck as she whispered, “I don't deserve you.”

“Hm. Well, you have me anyway.” He laughed. “Come on, let's get you in bed so you can sleep

the day off. It's been a rollercoaster.” 

Alice chuckled slightly as well. “I'll say. I guess this is our first night together as a married

couple, so go ahead and sweep me off my feet and take me to your bed. Just mind the newborn baby.”

“Don't worry, I have scratchy wool sheets, so we'll be too hot and itchy to think about getting up

to any funny business anyway. Alicia doesn't have to worry about a thing.” Hackett picked Alice up,

ensured that both mother and child were secure, and carried them both to the bedroom.
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Alice woke with a start at the sound of Hackett's alarm, and sat up to stare at the unfamiliar

room around her. She vaguely remembered feeding Alicia during the night, and checked to make sure

that she hadn't done anything silly while she had been half-asleep; the baby's diaper was full, but she

was otherwise fine and sleeping peacefully. Alice picked her up and held her against her chest for

reassurance anyway.

“I took the day off,” Hackett said, watching her from the edge of the bed where he sat. He had

donned a t-shirt and pajama pants after Alice had fallen asleep, and he almost didn't look like himself.

She didn't know what she should say, so she nodded while feeling stupid. Everything was different, and

she was already overwhelmed. 

“I figured that you'll want to go shopping, and get some things for you and the baby,” he

continued.

“Just diapers and clothes, I guess,” Alice said slowly. “I suppose I need something other than

these white dresses for me, too.”

She didn't understand what was happening with her emotions. She had been madly in love with

Hackett for months, thoroughly giddy after their first kiss, and eager to join him in marriage as quickly

as possible. Yet she now felt like she had woken up next to a stranger, and she didn't know how she was

supposed to act with him.

Everything was different.

“I'm afraid I don't have any breakfast foods in the house right now. There was no point, since I

was eating with you at the prison,” Hackett said stiffly, and Alice wondered if he was having a hard

time transitioning as well. The awkwardness was becoming too much for her, and she decided that if

she didn't do something to stop it, it would send her into a nervous breakdown.

She shoved away her anxiety and moved to kiss Hackett, touching his face with her free hand

and lightly tracing his ear with her fingers. He didn't respond immediately, and she felt herself growing

hot with embarrassment, terrified that she had unknowingly defaulted to using Damon's training to

escape an uncomfortable situation. Would Hackett chastise her about dignity again? After all that time,

had she truly learned nothing?

However, weren't they now married?

She didn't know how married couples were supposed to act with each other. While she had

grown up with stories of love, she had personally witnessed distance and apathy. Surely there had to be



more to it than what she had seen happen between her own parents.

Hackett's hand tentatively rested on the infant's head, then his arm wrapped around her waist

and he kissed her back with heavily restrained passion. It occurred to Alice that he was holding back

because he was afraid of accidentally hurting the baby.

“Maybe we should buy a crib,” she murmured against his lips.

“We'll get that first then.” He touched his forehead to hers and grinned. “It's your first full day

of freedom, so we should make the most of it.”

“Honestly, I don't know how to do that.” Alice was slipping into Hackett's eyes again, losing

herself in that gorgeous mixture of browns and greens.“I don't know what people do when they have

babies, and aren't in the habit of riding motorcycles around to visit bars.”

“Boring stuff, really,” Hackett whispered, kissing her cheek. “We could go out for breakfast,

then find a department store, and pick up donuts on the way back home. It won't be remotely exciting.”

“Sounds perfect. I've grown tired of exciting things anyway, and I could use a good dose of

boring.” She giggled.

Alicia nursed while Hackett showered and dressed, then Alice handed her baby over to him for

her to take a turn. He was wearing a regular t-shirt and jeans, and as he carefully cradled the infant,

Alice realized how tiny her baby was in contrast to the bulk of his muscles. For some reason, it made

her feel completely overcome with emotion.

She excused herself quickly to lock herself in the bathroom, and stared through misty eyes at

her reflection in the mirror. Her natural brown hair had grown out considerably, and her face still had

the roundness of pregnancy, that – in her opinion – combined awkwardly with the tiredness of

motherhood. She didn't feel desirable anymore, and it made her wonder why Hackett loved her.

In many ways, Alice felt the exact same as her newborn: she was small, fragile, and barely

beginning to experience the world, not only as a mother but also as an individual. Realizing just how

tiny her newborn was made her terrified of her own helplessness. Did she trust the warden enough to be

dependent on him?

She had been completely dependent on Damon, and he had exploited it thoroughly – to the

point of punishing her with abandonment after the first time she had stuck up for herself. Her past

experience made her afraid.

Yet Hackett had looked good with Alicia. He was strong, steady, and protective, and Alice was

certain that he was going to be a good father and husband. Her heart still fluttered when she thought of

him, and she also wanted to be safe in his arms.

She had never seen him dressed casually before, and she hadn't realized that she would find him



so attractive in ordinary clothes.

Alice took a quick shower, then hurried to rejoin her family.

Hackett was sitting in an armchair in the living room, absentmindedly patting the baby's back as

he stared out the window. The concerned look on his face made Alice pause quietly just outside the

room, uncertain if she would be welcome with interrupting the moment. He roused himself out of his

reverie as soon as he noticed her, and gave her a smile. “Sweet little thing, isn't she?”

“The sweetest ever!” Alice gushed, relieved by the warmth in his eyes. “I think she likes you

too; look at how comfy she is.” She giggled as she crossed the room and sat down on the floor next to

Hackett's chair, draping herself over his leg so she could look up at him. “You don't have any regrets

about marrying me, do you?”

“Well … it hasn't been a full 24 hours yet, so you should ask again this afternoon,” Hackett

teased.

“You!” She stuck her tongue out at him. “When I saw you looking out the window, I got kind of

scared that you were having second thoughts about everything.”

Hackett burst out laughing, and with his free hand he reached to stroke Alice's hair. “Not at all! I

was thinking that it's chilly outside, and you don't have a jacket or a coat yet.”
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The clouds were still thick and drizzling with no sign of letting up any time soon, so Alice

borrowed one of Hackett's shirts to wear over her dress – a button-up made out of a thick fuzzy fabric

that was surprisingly warm. With Alicia bundled up securely in her blanket, they loaded up in the car

under the protection of an umbrella, and set out.

It was a half-hour long drive into the city. Alice recognized some of the buildings from when

she had been there with Damon, and the memories made her reach over anxiously to hold Hackett's

hand. He gave her a squeeze in return.

They stopped at a diner, and after they were seated, Hackett quickly checked his phone. “Looks

like we still have some time before any stores will be open,” he said. “So … have you read any good

books lately?”

“Ha ha!” Alice replied, readjusting the baby blanket to cover the tiny foot that had managed to

poke out. “I've been a little too busy for that.”

“Have you thought about college?” he asked.

Alice looked down at her newborn's face, frowning. “A little,” she replied, then bit her lip. “I

don't want to be away from my baby.”

“Don't worry about it,” Hackett said, scooting out of the booth to sit next to Alice on her side of

the table. You enjoyed getting a GED, so I wondered if you wanted to continue with your education.”

“I'm supposed to want to, right?” Alice murmured, resting her head against his shoulder. “I

really do like reading and learning, but I can't see myself sitting in a classroom again. I kind of just

want to be a mom.”

“Then I'll support you as a mom.”

He sounded sincere, with a hint of relief. It made Alice wonder if there was something more to

Warden Hackett than what she knew, and if he would perhaps one day open up and tell her. However,

after she had misinterpreted his facial expression earlier that morning, she decided to keep her thoughts

to herself rather than look foolish by being wrong.

Eating breakfast together was familiar and comfortable, making it easy for Alice to slip into

smalltalk. She felt both embarrassed and proud when an older couple approached to congratulate them

on their adorable baby, but Hackett handled it naturally and thanked them. The niggling shame in the

back of her mind over the fact that her new husband was not her baby's biological father made her

worry that, somehow, strangers would be able to discern the truth just by looking at them. It was silly



and irrational, but she didn't know how to interact with anyone because of it.

Thankfully, Hackett enjoyed her endless repetitions on how much she loved her baby, and his

eyes sparkled as he watched her. It made her feel valued, even in her small world.

When they finished their meal, it was back to the car, and a short drive took them to their

destination. Before Alice knew it, she was looking at cribs without the slightest clue of what would

make a good choice, and she was relieved that there weren't very many other shoppers in the store yet.

It made her uncomfortable when someone stared at them as they passed.

It took some coaxing from Hackett, but she finally picked one made with dark brown wood just

because she liked the rich color, and a sheet set with a little rosebud pattern to go with the little

mattress. By that time she was feeling worn out, but the warden insisted that she needed to find a new

coat before they left, so she handed the baby to him and wandered around the women's section.

Alice couldn't decide what she liked.

Damon had always picked out her clothing for her, dressing her in things that he described as

“sexy” or “rebellious,” which were not attributes that she wanted to possess as a mother. She thought

that it would be nice to choose something dignified as part of her rebirth, but nothing seemed to fit the

ideal. Alice realized that while she had found herself in the solitude of her castle tower, she still had no

idea who she was in the world.

Alice began to feel cold. Goosebumps formed along her arms and she shivered, anxiously

wishing that she could have her baby back against her chest. She looked around and quickly found

where Hackett was waiting, then practically scampered over to him.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered, retrieving Alicia and holding her close. “I can't decide, and I'm

tired.”

“You've gone pale,” Hackett said, studying her closely. Alice looked away.

“Let's just buy the crib and go home.”

“Alright.” Hackett began pushing their shopping cart towards the front of the store. “We'll order

something online then. Are you sure you won't be too cold in the car?”

“I'll be fine,” she replied tersely.

He unexpectedly stopped, wrapped an arm around her, and touched her face as he leaned down

to whisper, “It's a hard transition for anyone; there's no shame in struggling.”

Alice forced a laugh as she pushed him away. “I don't know what you mean,” she said

haughtily, more to suppress the turmoil that was boiling up inside of her. Hackett's kindness hurt, and

she wished he would treat her with the calloused indifference that she was accustomed to. 

Whatever his thoughts were, he obviously decided that the middle of the store was not the place



to share them. Quietly he proceeded to the checkout area, shared a few words with the cashier as he

paid, then went to the front door. Even though he didn't speak to her, he still opened the umbrella for

Alice, and held it over her to protect her and her baby from the rain.

Alice hated that she had a tendency to push him into those silent moods. He always responded

that way when she behaved like a snotty teenager, and she wished that it was easier to be open about

what she really felt instead – she just didn't know how. 

She still had a long way to go.

However – unlike before – Hackett didn't have his work to get back to, and the car ride home

was enough to ease the tension. Alice unthinkingly blurted out how much she had grown to love

watching trees sway in the breeze, and in return Hackett told her about how the ancient forest had

struck a chord in his soul the first time he saw it, and he never wanted to live away from it again. From

there they returned to their usual conversations, and Alice reached over to hold his hand. His skin was

warm and comforting.

Once they were home, Alice lounged on the bed with the baby to keep him company as he built

the crib, then they snuggled together to watch a movie. Hackett had been right – everything they did

was thoroughly mundane and unremarkable, yet something about it began to fill that empty spot inside

her chest. She finally felt like she had found her home.
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Hackett had to return to his work the next morning, though he was obviously reluctant to do so.

He reminded Alice to call him if she needed to, and he assured her that he wouldn't mind any

interruptions. Then, dressed in his usual warden attire, he left.

The moment the door closed, Alice was struck by the distance that had been intertwined in their

goodbye. While it had been an appropriate parting during her time in prison, it was far too cold for a

married couple – the last thing she wanted was to follow in her parents footsteps and drift apart from

her spouse. She hesitated, fearing the usual sound of a key in the lock, but only silence followed,

signaling her freedom to move. Then, spurred by the anxiety that she would be too late, she clutched

her baby to her chest and ran after him.

“Basil! Wait!” she called out, catching him with his car key in hand. He turned to her with a

curious look on his face, and she was suddenly overcome with shyness. “I want to do this right,” she

whispered, then stood on her tiptoes to plant a small kiss on his lips. “I hope you have a good day at

work.”

His arm circled around her as he kissed her again, deeper and more passionate, until the baby let

out a squall. They both laughed, and Alice held Alicia up for a goodbye kiss as well, then returned to

the house. Hackett smiled broadly as he watched the front door close, then turned and waved at his next

door neighbor, who was posed in the middle of trimming her rosebushes with a shocked look on her

face.

“Good morning, Gertie!” he called out. “It sure is nice after that rain.”

“'Morning, Warden,” she replied slowly. “I hope you don't mind my asking, but who is that

girl?”

“She's my wife!” he answered, walking over to lean on the short wood fence that separated the

properties. “We tied the knot just a couple of days ago.” Then, with a devilish grin, he continued, “I

know what you're thinking, and the answers are: yes, she is close to half my age; yes, I did meet her at

the prison; and no, the baby isn't mine.”

“Oh my!” Gertie exclaimed, and her eyes darted towards her kitchen window. Hackett knew

that she would be on the phone the moment he was in the car.

“Let me know if you need any help with cleaning up those rosebushes later. Have a good day!”

He waved again, and left.



Left to herself, Alice took the time to properly explore Hackett's house and internalize

everything. It was old, but nicely maintained, and she liked the way the wood floors creaked

underneath her footsteps. The kitchen was in the back of the house with a large window over the sink,

and Alice couldn't help but let out a small gasp of delight when she saw the planter.

“Look at that, Alicia!” she said, turning for her baby to 'see'. “He really does have basil growing

in his kitchen window!” She giggled, and kissed Alicia's head. “His sheets are definitely not scratchy

wool though. Isn't Basil such an odd person?”

The baby made a small noise in reply, and began to nuzzle around against Alice's chest. She

smiled, and returned to the bedroom where she could comfortably nurse her newborn.

The doorbell roused her. Alice's heart began to pound and she wondered if it would be okay for

her to answer it. After all, she was still a newcomer in Hackett's house, and it had been years since she

had answered a front door. She decided that she would ignore it.

The doorbell rang again, followed by a knock, and Alice realized that whoever was there was

not going away any time soon. With her heart pounding, she held her baby close and ventured to the

entry way, where she slowly opened the front door.

An older woman was standing on the porch, with a halo of white hair and a baking pan in her

hands. Alice tried to keep herself half hidden inside as she gave a timid greeting, forcing a smile to

appear more friendly – she didn't want to look bad as Hackett's new wife.

“Hullo! Hullo!” the woman said cheerily. “I hope you don't mind, but Warden Hackett told me

this morning that you just got married, so I whipped up these brownies to congratulate you.”

“Oh! Thank you!” Alice pushed the door a bit more open.

“You can call me Gertie, dear, and I live right next door in case you ever need anything. What's

your name?” the woman asked.

“Alice.”

“And the little one?”

“Alicia.”

“She is as precious as a doll! How old is she?” the woman smiled as she peered to get a better

look at the baby's face.

“A couple of weeks,” Alice replied. She liked the warmth in Gertie's eyes, and her heart ached

to bond with another woman after giving birth. “She was seven pounds and two ounces when she was

born.”

“That's a good size.” Gertie suddenly frowned. “But dearie me, those tiny feet are looking rather

purple, aren't they?”



“Are they?” Alice reached down to touch Alicia's feet that had poked out of the blanket again.

“We don't have any socks for her yet. The hospital gave me only a few things that had been donated,

and I haven't felt up for any big shopping trips.”

Gertie looked towards her house, then back at the baby's feet. “I'll tell you what, dear,” she said

slowly. “I've got some leftover yarn from my grandbaby's blanket, and I can have some booties knitted

up in a jiffy. Here, I'll just put these brownies in the kitchen real quick.”

“Oh, sure, come inside.” Alice stepped back.

“Don't worry, I know my way around. The Warden and I look out for each other – he helps with

my yard, and I help with his dishes.” Gertie laughed. “I wondered about his behavior over the past few

months – you probably know how he's not one for talking much – and now I know why! It's good to

see that he's got himself a girl again, after … oh, but never mind that.” Gertie closed the door behind

her, then turned to examine Alice from head to toe. “You're quite different from the sort of girl I

expected him to marry.”

Alice blushed. “How so?” she asked, uncertain of where this was going.

“For starters, you seem quite young. How old are you, dear?”

“Twenty-one,” Alice replied. 

“Oh, that's old enough! I was nineteen when I got hitched.” Gertie laughed. “Now, hold that

thought and I'll be back with my yarn. Do you know how to knit?”

“No.”

“Then I'll bring some extra needles. It's good to keep your hands busy, you know, and knitting is

wonderfully relaxing. A new mother needs good ways to pass the time.” Gertie swiftly vanished

towards the back of the house, then returned without the baking pan. “Eat up, too. There's no such thing

as too much chocolate when you've just had a baby.”

“Thanks.” Alice felt a little overwhelmed by her new neighbor, but she liked the company and

the brownies smelled delicious. She wondered if she should call Hackett for advice on what to do as

Gertie gave a quick wave of her hand and exited through the front door.

“Wow, Alicia,” Alice whispered. “I guess that we're getting some new knitted booties for you?”

She checked to make sure that the blanket was still wrapped around her newborn's feet, then went to

the kitchen to grab a brownie. They were still warm and deliciously rich, so Alice found a plate to hold

a couple extra before meandering back to the living room. Aside from her birthday cake, she hadn't

gotten any desserts while she had been in prison, and she wondered if she would be able to restrain

herself from pigging out on the entire pan.

Alice remembered what Hackett had said as they had shared that cake on her birthday, and she



wondered if Gertie had been the neighbor who had baked it.

A few minutes later there was a quick knock, followed by Gertie letting herself in. “Here we

are,” she huffed slightly, dumping a big bag on the couch. “I raided my stash a bit, to give us a bit more

to work with. I'll get you started on making a washcloth, then I'll make those booties. Oh, and dear, get

yourself some sort of carrier before your arms fall off! That baby might be a tiny little thing right now,

but in two weeks you'll appreciate having your hands free.”

“Do you bake?” Alice asked awkwardly, then flushed. She was not remotely accustomed to

socializing normally. “I mean, Basil said that his neighbor made my birthday cake back at the

beginning of summer, and I thought that could be you.”

Gertie snapped her fingers. “Ah ha! I've figured out who you are! I have to say, I had my

suspicions, but now I'm certain! You're the princess!”

Alice blushed even deeper.

“The Johnson boy swore up and down that he really did see a girl in the prison tower, and later

when I made that cake for Warden Hackett, I just knew that it had to be true. You really are the

princess, aren't you?”

“I'm not really a princess,” Alice said slowly. “But yes, I was the one in the tower.”

Gertie let out a big laugh. “And now the warden has gone and married you! Oh, it must have

been so romantic.”

“I don't really know.” Alice looked down. “I mean …” She cupped her hand against the back of

Alicia's head as she muttered, “I was pregnant before I went to prison. Lousy boyfriend sort of thing, I

guess.”

“We won't hold it against you, dear. The Warden is a good man, so be good to him, too, and

everything will work itself out.” Gertie paused to dig a ball of pink yarn out of her bag, then pushed it

towards Alice. “Pick something out, and I'll teach you how to cast on.”

Alice soon found herself half-curled in an armchair, deeply concentrated on figuring out how to

juggle knitting needles, yarn, and a baby, as she slowly worked on making a basic square. Gertie

chattered nonstop about the neighborhood and town, filling Alice in on all the details about everyone

and everything, as her needles sped through the completion of one tiny boot, followed by another.

It struck Alice that her first couple days of freedom were the exact opposite of what she had

known before her time in prison. Instead of getting buzzed and whooping wildly from the back of a

speeding motorcycle, she was quietly working her way through a pan of brownies as she learned how

to knit while gossiping with someone who was old enough to be her grandmother. In retrospect, it was

a miracle that she was never killed or seriously injured from the crazy antics she had participated in.



Freedom, Alice realized, was not the reckless chaos that filled her life before she had become

pregnant; it was having the time and support she needed to find herself.
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Hackett didn't need to interview Damon, but his curiosity got the better of him; he sent the

guards to set the prisoner up in one of the small consultation rooms, then followed after he finished

looking over the morning report.

Damon was slouched in the chair, his mouth twisted downward with boredom, dressed in the

standard prison jumpsuit. His good looks were fraying from the accumulated choices of his lifestyle,

but he still had enough of the roguish bad-boy aura to be attractive. The worst trait about him, in

Hackett's opinion, was that the glint in his eyes spoke of deep-rooted cunning; Damon was not a stupid

criminal.

“I'm not talking to anyone without my lawyer present,” Damon said as soon as Hackett sat

down across the table from him. The warden ignored him, opened up the manila folder of paperwork,

and pulled out a pen.

“I'm just here to ensure that your stay with us is as pleasant as possible.” Hackett glanced up.

“You already have marks against you for assaulting a guard and vandalizing private property.”

Damon's eyes were fixed on Hackett, with an intense and penetrating gaze. “I'm sorry about my

behavior. I was overcome with emotion when I saw my girl, and I deeply regret my actions. I would

like to apologize to the guard and the owner of the car.”

“Hm.” Hackett turned over a page, and skimmed through the intake forms that had been filled

out on Damon. Annoyingly, more than half of the questions had been left blank. “I'm still pressing

charges against you for the damage,” he said offhandedly.

“You?” Damon asked quietly.

Hackett immediately realized that he had made a mistake, and that Damon was smart enough to

put the pieces together. He kept his face blank, but inwardly cursed himself for revealing more than he

had intended – his mind was still back home with his new wife, and he should have been more cautious

of that fact.

“Did you take a liking to my Alice after all?” Damon smirked as he leaned back in his chair.

“She was in your car, then, right?”

“You didn't provide your birthdate in your forms, and the standard physical examination hasn't

been done yet,” Hackett continued, then flipped to another page. “It looks that your hearing isn't for

another month, and you don't have bail.” He wasn't going to slip up even further by responding.

“Have you fucked her? She's a lot of fun, right?” Damon chuckled. “Oh man, there was one



time I gave her some molly and told her I wanted to see some girl-on-girl action, and she just went

wild. It was seriously hot. I got a good portion of it on video too, up until I had to jump in myself, if

you know what I mean. Get my cellphone, and I'll show it to you.”

Hackett set his jaw. “Fine then, I'll play along,” he said stiffly, his mind racing to find the

balance between satisfying his curiosity and concealing the truth. “No, I haven't had intercourse with

her. She was an inmate here, and I was helping to transport her to her new home.”

“You're a very involved sort of warden, aren't you. Do you take a personal interest in most of

your inmates?” Damon began tracing a finger around the tabletop. “That was my baby, wasn't it.”

“How would I know?” Hackett rubbed the bridge of his nose to help control his expression. “I

just want to get this questionnaire filled in completely, for the sake of your safety as well as my staff.”

“I knew that Alice was becoming self-aware and slipping out from under my thumb,” Damon

mused. “That's why I had to ditch her, you know? I guess I was a little too distracted at the time to

piece together the reason why.” He sniggered. “Maybe I should step up and be a father; exercise my

paternal rights, and all that.”

“I doubt that you'll have any rights after you're convicted of murder,” Hackett replied, snapping

the folder shut.

“What? Were you planning on raising my bastard for me?” Damon's eyes were gleaming.

“Always looking for signs of me in every misbehavior, wondering how far the apple fell from the tree?

You like Alice, but you're the wholesome sort who can't just use her like the whore she is, so you're

desperately trying to be the white knight that saves her from herself. Correct?”

“If that were true, then you should tell me how you managed to seduce her so thoroughly when

she was a teenager. Maybe I can't break through her loyalty to you, despite becoming her white

knight.” It was a gamble, and it struck right to the core of what Hackett wanted to know, while still

hopefully deflecting from the truth.

“Oh, that was easy. I pegged her the moment I saw her standing alone with a sad expression on

her face, and I knew that she didn't have any friends or family – not in any meaningful sort of way. So I

sounded her out, showed her attention, and figured out how readily she responded to manipulation. I

knew that she was scared the first time I fucked her, but she wasn't going to stop me from doing what I

wanted because she was even more scared of losing my interest. Alice was weak and broken long

before I rolled into town, and I simply knew how to make use of it. That's all there was to it.”

Hackett stood. “And how was she involved when you murdered my friend? You know, the

undercover cop who was investigating you for trafficking?”

Damon's expression turned hard. “I'm not talking without my lawyer.”



“I'll be sending in one of the guards to get the answers for this paperwork from you. After all,

this is your new home, and we need to get you properly settled.” 

As Hackett walked to the door with the folder in hand, he heard Damon quietly reply, “I doubt

that.”

Out in the hallway, Hackett took a deep breath to steady himself, then pulled out his cellphone.

The picture of Alice sleeping with her baby was set as the background, and as he stared he could see

Damon's features in the newborn's eyes and nose. Fury uncontrollably flashed up inside of him and he

punched the wall, startling the nearby guard.

“Get this filled out on the prisoner, and do it right this time!” he snapped, pushing the folder

into the guard's hands before stomping away.
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That evening, Hackett parked in the driveway and had no sooner gotten out of his car when

Alice came running out. She practically jumped on him as she wrapped her arms around him, then

planted a big kiss on his mouth. “I'm so glad I don't have to wait till tomorrow morning to see you,” she

said breathlessly. “I missed you so much!”

He chuckled and stroked her face. “I missed you too, darling.” Then, taking her hand, he began

walking up the drive to the front door. “So, is this how you're going to greet me every day?”

“Maybe,” Alice replied, hugging his arm. “But who knows, maybe I'll turn into a grumpy mom

and complain about everything the second you arrive. We are still newlyweds, after all, so there's plenty

of time to change.” She stopped on the porch to wrap her arms around his neck and kiss him again.

“You haven't rethought me yet, right? You still love me?”

“Even more than I did yesterday,” Hackett replied, swooping Alice down to nuzzle her neck.

Gertie cleared her throat from the open doorway, bouncing Alicia slightly in her arms. “Sorry to

run, but I'm late with making dinner. Thanks for letting me hold the baby.”

Alice blushed and giggled slightly, “I think she likes you,” she said as she took her infant back.

“Oh, Basil! Look at this!” she exclaimed, pulling the blanket aside to show the baby's feet. “Gertie

made booties for Alicia! Aren't they the cutest ever?”

“They're very adorable,” Hackett agreed with a smile. “If you don't mind, I'll walk Gertie back

to her house. The light is growing dim.”

“Oh you!” Gertie flapped her hand at him as she picked up her bag, grinning all the same. “I'm

not that old yet.”

“I'm still looking out for you anyway.” Hackett winked at her. “I'll be back in a few minutes,

darling.”

Alice gave him another kiss, then vanished inside. Hackett helped Gertie down the porch steps,

then held out his arm to escort her to the sidewalk.

“I must confess,” Gertie said, “I brought over brownies earlier as an excuse for snooping, but I

didn't expect her to be such a doll. I don't think I've ever met anyone who's gotten so excited over

knitting.”

“Does my marriage have your approval?” Hackett asked.

“Yes … But I do wish that you had told me beforehand and held a proper ceremony. What does

your mother think of it all?”



“Who says I told her?”

Gertie's mouth tightened and her nostrils flared. “You should know better than that at your age!

Why, if I was your mother, I'd give you a sound paddling for eloping without telling me, even if you are

a grown man. Imagine the nerve! You call her up right now!”

Hackett laughed heartily. “Don't worry, Mom already knows everything. She bought a plane

ticket to come visit next week.”

“Why, you!” Gertie glared at him indignantly. “I'm far too old for those sorts of jokes.” They

stopped on Gertie's porch, and she hesitated before opening her door. “Do you still need me to help

with the chores? I don't mean to insult your new wife, but you know how young people are these days:

they don't have an ounce of basic survival skills.”

Hackett thought for a moment. “You probably should,” he said slowly. “But could you do me a

favor and teach Alice those basic survival skills?”

Gertie looked skeptical. “It's getting time to start canning, I've got several birthdays coming up,

and my daughter just told me that she's expecting again. I'll be busy.”

“I'll paint your porch for you in exchange,” Hackett offered.

“Oh, fine. If she's that exuberant about everything, then it will be all right.” Gertie sighed. “It's

about time someone touched up this old porch, and I was getting tired of the color anyway.”

“Thank you, Gertie. I couldn't live without you.” Hackett chuckled. “Alice is turning over a new

leaf in her life, but she's still only just beginning. I want her to have all the help that she needs.”

“I'm glad to see that you've fallen in love again,” Gertie said. “I worried quite a lot about you

after Miranda—”

“I should get back,” Hackett interrupted. “Goodnight!”

“Goodnight, Warden,” Gertie replied, then let herself inside.

Hackett let out a heavy breath as he walked back to his own home. It had been a long and trying

day, but the greeting Alice had given him had lifted his spirits considerably, and he hoped that she

would never change – he liked that she was happy to see him.

Inside the living room, Alice had resumed working on an asymmetrical shape with her knitting,

and she grinned as Hackett came inside. “Gertie taught me today,” she said, holding up her needles.

“When I get good enough, I'll knit a tacky sweater for you, and you'll have to wear it because your wife

made it.”

“Is that your motivation?” he asked, sitting down next to her and pulling her into his arms.

“Yep! As Mrs. Alice Hackett, I feel that it is my duty to cause you grief in new and unexpected

ways.” She set the yarn down and adjusted the baby so she could snuggle comfortably against his chest.



“You have a funny idea of marriage,” Hackett murmured, his mouth touching the back of her

hair as his fingers caressed her shoulder.

Alice closed her eyes. “Honestly, I spent a lot of time thinking about what my parents did, and

vowed to always do the exact opposite.”

“Might not be a bad idea.” With a devilish grin, Hackett moved to whisper in her ear, “So,

what's for dinner?”

Alice wrinkled her nose. “Brownie crumbs!”



21

The next morning, Hackett's alarm went off as usual. Alice groaned and rolled over, reluctant to

wake up after spending half the night nursing the baby. He let her be, showering and dressing while she

continued to sleep. When Alice managed to rouse herself and check the time, she fretted that she had

missed out on having breakfast with him. It had become such an important part of her life, that a

crushing emptiness filled her chest at the thought of having missed out, and she wasn't sure that she

would have much of an appetite without his company.

After changing Alicia's diaper, Alice reluctantly moped towards the kitchen. She was so startled

to see Hackett sitting at the table that her heart jumped into her throat and she came to a sudden stop,

slightly tightening her hold on her infant. He looked up and smiled.

“Good morning,” he said cheerfully, tucking his phone back into his pocket. “I was starting to

wonder if I was going to have to wait until lunchtime to eat.”

“What about work? Aren't you late? Won't you get in trouble?” Alice asked, her heart still

pounding.

“It's the weekend,” he replied.

“Yes, but …” She had to swallow hard. “You never missed a day at the prison …”

He chuckled and seemed slightly embarrassed. “You thought I worked seven days a week.”

“Well, yeah.”

“Truth is, I drove to the prison every day just to share breakfast with you, then went back home

on weekends and holidays.” He looked away.

She could help but sputter, “Why?”

“Alice,” he said gently, standing and walking around the table to take her hand in his own.

“Seriously.”

She blushed deeply. “I guess I should know better,” she muttered. “We're married, and I'm still

struggling with the idea that …”

“I love you,” he whispered, brushing his lips against hers, causing Alice to tremble. “Now

come, we need to eat. How does oatmeal sound to you?”

“Good,” she replied, absently patting her baby's back to distract herself from the turmoil that

was building in the back of her throat. “I'm starving.” Her voice sounded thick.

Hackett prepared breakfast as Alice sat in silence, fingering the blanket that she kept wrapped

around Alicia; the blanket that he had given to her as a gift shortly after finding out that she was going



to have a girl.

Love was almost harder to understand than dignity.

Alice knew that she loved Alicia – there was no question that she would do whatever was

necessary to ensure her baby's happiness and wellbeing, and she never wanted to imagine life without

her daughter. Sometimes she felt that she had been unprepared for the strength of emotion that

overwhelmed her when she held her baby, and she wondered how such a tiny person could mean more

than the entire world. Maternal love had already swept her off her feet.

But when it came to men and romance, she had no experience. Alice had come to believe that

men were incapable of tender feelings, and that sex was the only thing that mattered to them; that's how

it had always been with Damon, at least. When she had first met him, she had told herself repeatedly

that he cared, even as he asked her to do things that caused her an increasing amount of emotional pain.

Eventually, she gave up on the notion all together, and followed him because she didn't know how else

to be.

Hackett followed rules and boundaries that she didn't understand. He was affectionate, but never

pushed her in a way that made her uncomfortable. In fact, she was beginning to wish that he would be

more assertive with her, and do something like thrust his tongue into her mouth as he cupped her breast

– anything, really, as long as it affirmed physical desire and connection. Yet she still appreciated the

time and consideration that he gave to her as freely as he could, and the revelation that he had gone out

of his way to see her every day affected her deeply.

The warden loved her.

The thought made her heart flutter and want to cry all at the same time.

“I have some chores that I need to get done before it starts raining again,” Hackett said as he

placed two bowls of oatmeal down on the table. “Is there anything that you wanted to do?”

Alice shrugged and adjusted the way she was holding Alicia to free up one of her arms so she

could eat. “Online shopping, I guess. Gertie told me to get a baby carrier, and I should probably look

into that.”

“Get yourself some new things, too.” Hackett sat down across from her. “Nothing pleather,

though,” he said with a wink.

“Oh darn, I was hoping that I could start dressing like a cyber goth,” Alice replied sarcastically.

“You're much prettier without the costumes,” he commented absent-mindedly. “When I first

saw you, I thought that the bondage flamingo style made you look used up.”

“Gee, thanks,” Alice sighed. “Now I know why it was so easy for you to reject me back then.”

This time it was Hackett's turn to shrug. “It wasn't personal.”



“I hated you for it.”

“I know.”

“I felt so ugly and worthless after you turned me down.”

He remained silent.

“It was Damon's idea for me to seduce you, but you probably already know that,” Alice said

quietly. “And I'm glad that you didn't touch me back then. It was a rude awakening, but one that I

sorely needed, and I realized how much I was pretending to be something that I'm not. I just … wish

that I knew what I really am.”

“Mrs. Alice Hackett, mother of one and connoisseur of books, is a good place to start.” He

smiled warmly at her. “Now go on and eat. Our baby needs you to keep your strength up.”

“Did you notice how ravenous she was last night? I swear she didn't let me sleep for most of it.”

Alice kissed her newborn's head as she patted her back. “Does she look bigger to you? I swear she's

grown since yesterday.”

“She's definitely bigger,” Hackett agreed. “Here, hand her over. You hog her too much.”

Alice stuck her tongue out at him. “I made her and birthed her, so I can hog her as much as I

want.” She then giggled as she gave Alicia over for Hackett to hold. “Not to mention, I feel like

swooning every time I see you with my baby. It's far too much for my fragile self to handle.” Leaning

forward to lightly brush her lips against Hackett's ear, Alice whispered, “You'll have a far easier time

seducing me than I managed with you.” She blushed at herself, and quickly sat down to stuff a spoonful

of oatmeal into her mouth. It was still too hot, and she ended up awkwardly holding her mouth open as

she blew and waved her hand in hopes of cooling it down before it burned her.

“See how ridiculous your mother is?” Hackett said to Alicia with a big grin. “Maybe one day

you'll grow up to be just as adorable.”
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Alice lounged on the couch with her sleeping infant and Hackett's laptop, scrolling through

endless listings of baby carriers and reading reviews. She couldn't help but think that she was pathetic

for struggling so much with making a decision, but Hackett had wanted her to do the online shopping

on her own while he worked on his chores, and she didn't want to bother him with the confession that

she had no clue what she was looking for – it was too embarrassing.

When a knock sounded, Alice assumed that Gertie had popped over for another visit, so she

hefted her baby and answered the front door. Instead, she found the woman who had interviewed her at

the prison, wearing the same oval glasses with her hair pulled up into a bun.

“Hello,” the woman said with a fake smile. “Is Basil around?”

The way she said Hackett's name stabbed through Alice's heart and left her feeling numb. “He's

in the backyard,” she murmured, wishing she could default to saying something crass but holding back

for fear of embarrassing herself and her new husband.

“Don't worry, I know my way around.” The woman waved as she stepped down from the porch.

“It was nice meeting you.”

Who was she?

Alice consoled herself with the memory of how Hackett had stared daggers after that woman

after she had winked at him in the prison, and reminded herself that he had married her as soon as it

was proper. She didn't have any real reasons to be jealous, but something about the forced friendliness

the woman had used had rankled her deeply. It had been downright smarmy. 

Alice hurried to the kitchen where the window looked out on the backyard, then very slowly

eased it open with the hope of being able to overhear. She was in luck, and Hackett was working to

repair a lawnmower near enough that she heard his voice clearly as he said, “What are you doing

here?” It made her happy to hear annoyance in his tone.

“So it's true then, huh?” The woman had completely dropped the artificial sweetness that she

had used a minute earlier. “You married that trollop?”

“That's none of your business,” Hackett replied, slowly setting down his tools then wiping his

hands on a rag. He stood to face the woman.

“For goodness sake, Basil, you're thirty-eight years old! What in the world has gotten into you?”

The woman folded her arms. “This is by far the stupidest thing that you have ever done, and you're

going to regret it.”



“Miranda!” he snapped. “It's my life!”

“Oh, I get it.” The woman sneered slightly. “This is a midlife crisis, and you've taken it upon

yourself to play Daddy Dom to some messed up teenager so you can feel big and important. You

always were selfish and controlling.”

“Leave.” Hackett pointed towards the road.

“See? My point exactly. This sort of thing is why I couldn't stand being with you anymore.”

Miranda huffed and glared. “You never listen when you should.”

Hackett lowered his voice as he said, “Leave. Now.”

“Fine!” Miranda's voice went shrill. “But you might as well know that Mr. Rake is pressing

charges against you for use of excessive force. Witnesses say that you tasered him when he was already

in handcuffs.”

Hackett scowled. “I'll take care of myself. Don't ever come back, for any reason.” He followed

Miranda for a few steps to ensure that she was going to her car, then returned to the backyard where he

picked up his tools and aggressively went back to work on the lawnmower.

Alice felt numb. She sank to the floor and held her baby against her chest, replaying the

conversation over in her mind. She knew that she shouldn't have eavesdropped, but curiosity had gotten

the better of her only to cut her to her core. Alicia woke and rooted to be fed, but Alice couldn't bring

herself to move, and soon the baby's fusses turned into squalls.

The back door opened and Hackett came inside. After finding Alice curled up on the kitchen

floor, he sat down next to her and pulled her into his lap, holding her tightly against him. “I've never

once thought of you as a trollop,” he whispered in her ear. “It doesn't matter what anyone else thinks.”

Alice wanted to say something in reply, but as her hand clutched onto Hackett's shirt all she

could do was let out a cry that matched those of her infant's. She couldn't undo her past, and now felt

that she was doomed to be forever stained by it no matter how hard she tried to be a better person.

Instead of being a source of pride, she was destined to bring Hackett judgment and criticism for the rest

of his life.

She was a mistake.

She was already causing him hardships.

His hands stroked her hair, and his mouth repeatedly kissed her forehead. He didn't speak, but

kept his arms firmly around her as she managed to wail, “I was only sixteen. I didn't know … I didn't

know!” He trembled then.

“If I could manipulate time, I would change everything so that I had been there to protect you,”

he said softly. “I wouldn't have let you be so alone and vulnerable, and I wouldn't have let anyone



exploit you. But what's done is done.” Hackett put his hands on either side of Alice's face, and kissed

the tears off her cheeks. “You're safe now.”

He picked her and Alicia up and carried them to the bed, where he wrapped Alice up in a

blanket. Her baby's cries were beginning to pierce her heart with guilt, so Alice took a moment to

comfort and suckle her baby, continuing to sniffle as a painful lump formed in her throat, but somehow

finding strength through caring for her infant. When she looked up, she met Hackett's eyes and he

smiled warmly.

“You're my princess bride, remember?”

“Really?” she asked weakly.

“Really. Don't worry, my darling, because I won't leave you no matter what anyone says. We're

a family now.” He hugged her head against his chest, and Alice closed her eyes as she listened to his

heart beat. She wondered how he managed to be so strong, when she felt like she had taken a nosedive

into a never-ending breakdown.

After a few minutes, Alice asked, “Who is that woman?”

She could feel a silent groan vibrate underneath Hackett's ribcage. “The real mistake,” he

replied, and Alice sensed that it was not a topic he wanted to discuss in detail.

She switched to the other question on her mind: “I don't understand why she said those mean

things about you. You haven't been remotely selfish or controlling during the entire time that I've

known you.”

“Hm,” he grunted, then thought quietly for a moment. “Do you remember when I asked you to

marry me, and I told you that it was easy to be a hero in the prison, but not so much on the outside?

Miranda … found a lot of things to be disappointed over.”

“And that's why you were scared that I'd say yes?” Alice asked, wrapping her free arm around

Hackett's neck.

“Yes.” His hands slid underneath the blanket to rest on her back.

“Basil …” Alice looked at him earnestly. “If that's what you're into … I'll be your baby girl.”

He chuckled as he kissed her forehead. “Careful, Alice. You're revealing that you aren't

innocent.”

“Hey!” she protested indignantly. “You know exactly what I'm talking about, too. Where's your

innocence?”

“I'm a warden. It's only natural that I would pick up on a few things.” 

Alice stuck her tongue out at him. 
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Hackett needed to run to the grocery store, but Alice wanted to stay home. Crying had left her

with a headache, and she didn't want any strangers to see her when she felt vulnerable and insecure.

Even though she had physically left the prison tower, she wasn't ready to re-enter the world yet, and

wanted to stay hidden somewhere safe. She couldn't explain it, but Hackett seemed to understand and

didn't push her. He kissed her goodbye and went on his way.

A minute after the sound of his car faded away, Gertie knocked on the door. Alice almost didn't

answer, but their neighbor loudly called that she had brought over freshly baked cookies, so she

decided that she would quickly accept them then politely kick Gertie out.

“Tell me, what was Miranda doing here?” Gertie asked as soon as she was inside.

Alice shrugged and sat down in the armchair, cuddling her baby as she closed her eyes. “You'll

have to ask Basil,” she replied.

“Hers is a face I never expected to see again, I'll tell you!” Gertie harrumphed as she sat down,

then pulled knitting out of her bag. “Either the world is ending, or she's got some gall.”

“What do you mean?” Alice wondered if she should ask Gertie to leave so she could properly

lie down, but she was also too intrigued by the conversation to rush her out. It was unlikely that

Hackett would ever volunteer the story surrounding Miranda on his own.

“Oh my, Warden Hackett didn't tell you?” Gertie tsked. “As his wife, you ought to know. Go on

and eat some cookies, dear, you're looking petered out, and there's nothing quite like sugar and butter to

pick one up.”

“All he said was that Miranda was a mistake, so I left it at that.” Alice kissed the top of her

baby's head. “I've got my own mistakes that I'd rather keep in the past.”

“Yes, I suppose that's true …” Gertie paused as she knitted, frowning slightly. “I suppose I don't

have to say anything.”

Alice took one of the cookies from the coffee table and silently nibbled on it. “Maybe …” she

began after a minute, “it will help me understand him better … as his wife.”

Gertie eagerly began to explain, “Well, Warden Hackett and Miranda used to live together,

though truthfully I didn't like her even back then. The Warden was friends with my husband, Chris,

before he died, but Miranda only wanted to associate with things that were more sophisticated than us

chickens, if you can catch my drift.”

“Yeah?” Alice nodded to let Gertie know that she was listening. She tried to picture Hackett in a



relationship with the woman who had stopped by earlier, but struggled to imagine anything that would

have attracted them to each other.

“One day, Miranda became pregnant. The Warden wanted to properly get married and settle

down, but she decided that she didn't want that lifestyle for herself, and got an abortion without telling

him about it until afterwards.”

Alice couldn't stop herself from blurting, “Oh no!” as she looked down at her baby.

Gertie nodded. “Oh yes! When he found out … let's just say that the entire neighborhood

overheard that argument. Miranda moved out shortly afterwards, and Warden Hackett was left

devastated. I'd say that he was left as half a person, going through all the gestures of living without

feeling alive. That is until recently, which I'm certain has a lot to do with you.”

“How could Miranda do something like that?” Alice asked, knowing that she would never have

an answer. “Without even telling him? At the very least, he had the right to know beforehand …” 

“She obviously didn't see it that way. Miranda didn't want stretch marks, and felt that it was

solely her decision to make on her own,” Gertie replied.

“How do you know?” Alice asked.

“The argument, dear. We all overheard it. I can still vividly remember the Warden's face as he

stood out on the front lawn and watched Miranda drive away that night – like I said, he was never the

same afterwards. My Chris went over to share a beer with him afterwards, even though his health was

already failing him by then, and he told me that Warden Hackett had wept like a baby.”

Alice wanted to start crying again, this time on behalf of the man she had married. She sniffled

and rubbed her eyes, then said, “I'm sorry, Gertie,” her voice cracked. “I need to lie down.”

“Yes, of course. Sorry, dear.” Gertie packed away her yarn and needles, then stood. “I shouldn't

have barged in on you when you're obviously so tired. Get some rest, and I'll check on you in the

morning.”

Alice laid down on the bed with Alicia after Gertie left and watched her infant's stomach rise

and fall as she slept peacefully. A year ago, she wouldn't have understood why those events had

affected Hackett so profoundly, and would have haughtily declared that he should have moved on and

knocked up someone else if he had wanted to be a father so badly – before she had changed everything

about herself for the sake of her own baby. It was something she could only empathize with now that

she was a mother, and knew how much meaning those two lines on a pregnancy test could convey.

Hackett had lost an entire future.
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When she heard the front door open, Alice slowly slid off the bed, careful not to wake her baby,

then tiptoed out of the bedroom. She found Hackett in the kitchen unloading a number of grocery bags,

and without a word she wrapped her arms around him from behind. He stopped and placed his hands

over hers.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Gertie told me,” she answered quietly. 

Hackett stiffened as he asked, “About Miranda?”

Alice nodded, then said, “Yes.”

“I figured she would, sooner or later.” Hackett lowered his head. “It was three years ago, and

I've made my peace with it. You don't have to worry about anything.”

“I think I understand why you love me,” Alice whispered, squeezing him as tight as she could.

“Because you're damaged, too.”

“There's more to it than that.” Hackett gently pried her arms loose so he could turn to face her.

“But it is a factor. The first time I accompanied you to your prenatal appointment, it was because I was

curious about what I had missed out on. I kept going because I was concerned about you and the baby.”

“I've been selfish.” Alice touched his face. “I didn't think that you had any sorrows in your past,

because I was too preoccupied with my own. I'm sorry.” She stood on her tiptoes to brush her lips

against his.

Hackett's arm circled around her waist and he pulled her against him. “I don't mind. I would

have preferred that you never found out at all, but when Miranda showed up, I knew that Gertie would

gossip about it; she's been lonely since her husband died, and that's made her obnoxiously chatty at

times.”

“I'm glad she told me,” Alice whispered against Hackett's neck. “I want to fill in your missing

pieces, just like you've been filling in mine. Even though we're broken, we can still be whole together.”

Her lips found his earlobe.

“You aren't scared of being codependent?” he asked.

“No,” she breathed. “I love you.”

His hands moved down along her back, stopping to grip her hips as he pushed against her.

Alice's gasp was interrupted by the sound of Alicia crying in the bedroom. “Sorry,” she whispered, then

bit her lip. “I've got to go see to that.”



Hackett held onto her for a moment longer, then kissed her forehead with the words, “Go on.”

Alice scampered to the bedroom and scooped her baby up into her arms, cooing and cuddling

her to calm her down before returning to the kitchen. Hackett had resumed restocking the pantry and

fridge, and spoke without looking at her, “It was a comfortably low-maintenance relationship, and

Miranda never cared how many hours I worked, because she was putting in just as many herself. In

retrospect, I don't think that either of us put an ounce of our hearts into it, and we were only together to

ease the strain of our careers.

“Then out of the blue she told me that she was pregnant. It struck me numb at first, but when I

thought about it, I realized that I wanted a family. I had been terrified of marriage and fatherhood

before, but I was ready to commit.

“Unfortunately, I came to that conclusion too late. Miranda had already terminated.”

“Oh Basil,” Alice sighed. “I'm so sorry.”

“She said she did it because I would be a terrible father, and she wasn't going to carry the

burden of raising a child alone.”

“No! That's not true at all!” Alice couldn't stop the tears that flooded her eyes. “You're amazing

in every way! I've wished a million times over that you were Alicia's real father …”

“Alice,” Hackett murmured, “you're still young and naive in many ways, despite what you've

gone through. It's true that while I was still establishing myself as the warden, I was dedicating far too

many hours to the prison. I wouldn't have been there to help change diapers.”

“But …” she began to protest, but struggled to come up with what she should say. Alice had

spent her entire pregnancy terrified of how she would provide for her baby, and Hackett had rescued

her. Even if he never changed a single diaper, she would still be grateful for his support.

“Don't worry yourself over it; things are different now.”

“Basil …” 

He placed the milk in the refrigerator, then quietly folded up all the paper bags and tucked them

away in one of the cabinets. “By the way, Alice,” he said then, “my mother is coming to stay with us

next weekend.”



25

“Your mother?!” Alice exclaimed. “I thought she was dead!”

Hackett chuckled. “Trust me, she's still very much alive, and she very much wants to meet you.”

“Oh no,” Alice groaned. “I have a mother-in-law? Why didn't you tell me this before?”

“I didn't realize that you assumed she was dead.” He was far too amused over Alice's anguish. 

“Then why did we elope at the courthouse? Why didn't we have a real ceremony so your mother

could be there?” she asked.

“Because I wanted to bring you home as my wife, and I didn't want to waste any time.”

Alice scowled at his grin. “It's not funny! I thought we did that because neither of us had

families.”

“Don't worry, she won't be here for a full week. There's plenty of time to get ready.”

“But … Alicia …” Alice bit her lip and looked away.

“She knows.”

“Then she must think that I'm a trollop too!”

Hackett placed his hand under her chin to direct her gaze to meet his own. “No. Not at all.”

“But how can you know that?” Alice trembled. “What if she thinks I'm not good enough for

you? What if she doesn't like me at all?”

“Darling!” Hackett pulled her into an embrace as he laughed slightly. “I told my mother about

you months ago – including the fact that you were already pregnant – and she gave me her blessing to

marry you. You have nothing to worry about. If it helps at all, we can go meet your mother, too.”

“No way! I don't want to see my mom.” Alice protectively cuddled her baby closer. “I don't

want my mom to know anything.”

“When was the last time you spoke to her?” Hackett asked.

“Not since I ran away.” Alice shook her head. “Trust me, it's better this way.”

“You don't think she should know that she has a granddaughter?”

“Nope! Not at all.”

“Hm.” Hackett grunted slightly as he began to stroke Alice's hair, his brow creased slightly as

he thought.

“My mom would think that you were way too old for me,” she added, watching his face closely.

“Aren't I?”

“Yes, so don't go kicking at hornet nests.”



That broke Hackett out of his reverie, and he laughed as he took the baby from Alice and patted

her back. “I suppose you're right, Mrs. Alice Hackett. We'll let this one slide, for now.”

“Basil …” Alice hesitated, uncertain of how to phrase what she wanted to say. “Are we going to

have more children together?”

“I hope so.”

“Then …” Alice couldn't bring herself to say it out loud. She could still feel his hands on her

hips, and the way his body had pushed against hers. While she didn't begrudge her daughter for waking

up, she wondered what would have happened if the baby had continued sleeping peacefully. Truth was,

because of her history, she was terrified of expressing her desire to become more physically intimate

with her husband. 

But he hoped that they would have more children together, which did imply that one day they

would consummate their marriage. After all, it was still too soon after giving birth for them to go 'all

the way,' so to speak, and Alice took comfort in the thought. 

“Alicia will always have a place in our family, right? She won't be the black sheep?” she asked.

“I'm sure that we'll both do our best to prevent that from happening. And really, you shouldn't

be worried about meeting my mother. The reason why I had a hard time convincing her to give us time

to settle in together is because of our baby; she's thrilled to finally have a grandchild, and is worried

about missing out on the newborn phase.”

“I guess you took long enough on getting around to it, she's decided that any baby will do,

huh?” Alice stuck her tongue out at him. “I'm just terrified of being criticized as a slut, that's all.”

“Alice …” Hackett lowered his voice. “You were young and vulnerable, but not a slut. I don't

think of you that way, and neither does my mother – but you are the one who's having a hard time

letting that idea go.”

She looked down and hugged herself. “You don't know–”

Hackett cut her off. “I know enough. Remember what you learned about dignity? Another part

of that is being able to forgive yourself when you realize your mistakes, instead of endlessly punishing

yourself for them.”

Alice remained quiet. She tried to focus on staring out the kitchen window, but she couldn't

resist the temptation to watch Hackett holding her baby in his strong arms. She thought about what he

had said about Alicia being more his than anyone else's, and grudgingly admitted to herself that she

was the one who kept bringing up the fact that he wasn't really the father. It was an issue that she

needed to let go of, instead of constantly pushing it between them.

“Your mom is really excited then?” she asked slowly.



“Thoroughly.”

“I don't really like the fact that I don't have any clothes that fit me. I mean, that suit my

personality and all. I can't figure out what Mrs. Alice Hackett would wear.”

“How about you stop trying to think of yourself as a character, and just buy whatever tickles

your fancy?” he suggested. “I'll spend some time with Alicia so you can think without interruptions.

Did you finish the online shopping you had started earlier?”

“No, not really. It's been kind of a crazy day, I guess.”

“Go on, then. You can have the bedroom to yourself.”

Alice hesitated and asked, “Will you be all right?”

“She's wickedly cute, but she doesn't have any teeth, so I think I'll be able to hold my own

against the baby.”

Alice wrinkled the bridge of her nose. “You can be such a jerk sometimes, you know that?”

“I can't help but feel that, as your husband, it is my duty to cause you grief in new and

unexpected ways.” Hackett winked and chuckled.
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Alice pulled on her new dress, then studied herself in the bathroom mirror. She had ordered it

mainly because the blue floral print on the fabric had tickled her fancy, and she was delighted to

discover that she felt pretty while wearing it.

“What do you think, Alicia?” she asked as she walked back into the bedroom where her baby

was sleeping, and gave the skirt a little flourish. “Have I got a shot at taking Basil's breath away when

he gets home?” She then sighed as she climbed onto the bed next to Alicia, and quietly watched her

infant's face.

“It's silly, really,” she said after a moment. “I spent my entire time in prison alone, and now that

I'm out I wish that I could have Basil with me all day, everyday. But he's still the warden, you know. He

has a respectable job and can't just bum around with me all the time. I miss him terribly.” She sighed

again. “And I'm spending way more time with him now than I did before you were born.”

The baby stirred and made a small fuss, so Alice gently rubbed her tummy to soothe her. “Oh,

don't worry, I'm very happy that I have you with me. I'm going to keep you forever and ever,” she

whispered with a small smile. “You're my best friend.”

Alice spent the rest of the afternoon dozing and caring for her baby. She liked that the days were

passing by quietly, and she often practiced knitting while watching a movie, when she wasn't napping

with her baby or browsing through Hackett's bookshelf. It was a delight to discover that she had

already read most of the books during her time in prison, and Alice hoped that she and Hackett would

continue their little bookclub once they were more settled in, now that she had the freedom to discover

new books on her own.

The upcoming weekend held the threat of her mother-in-law joining them, and even though

Alice tried as hard as she could to banish the thoughts from her mind, she was terrified that she would

be deemed unworthy of Hackett because of her history. She prayed that her new clothes would at least

give a more favorable impression, and that she wouldn't have to talk much about herself.

Alice awoke when Hackett's hand touched her shoulder, and in a daze she sat up and looked at

him. “What time is it?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

“About 5:30,” he replied.

“Oh. Wow.” Alice put her hand on her newborn's stomach to feel her breathing, then crawled

out of bed. “You know, I thought that babies were supposed to learn to sleep at night, but instead she's

teaching me to sleep during the day. I'm sorry that I didn't greet you at the door.”



“Hm. Don't worry.” Hackett held out his phone so she could see the picture on the screen. “I

enjoyed coming home to this as well.”

Alice flushed at the photo of her dead asleep with her mouth hanging open, with a small baby

snuggled against her. “Really?” she asked incredulously.

“Really.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her forehead. “Let's get dinner

started.”

“I forgot! My dress!” Alice exclaimed, stepping back to try to beat out the fabric wrinkles with

her hands. “One of the packages showed up today, and I was going to stun you with my beauty the

moment you walked through the door. I feel like I really could be a princess when I'm dressed like

this.”

“It's very flattering.” Hackett smiled as he watched her.

Alice picked up her baby and followed Hackett into the kitchen, where she sat down on a chair

and watched as he browned hamburger at the stove. When he poured in a can of spaghetti sauce, she

said, “You've been so generous with me, I feel guilty that I'm not giving you anything in return.”

“You've given me a family,” he replied.

Alice was lost for words. She remembered back to her teenage years, when she would come

home to an empty house and microwave a frozen burrito to eat alone, and it finally dawned on her that

Hackett had also come home to an empty house before she had moved in. She wondered if he had stood

over the stove cooking a dinner that he would eat alone, or if he had utilized the microwave as much as

she had.

“Still …” she said slowly. “I want to help you in some way.”

“Hm.”

His lack of response worried Alice. She frowned as she snuggled her baby closer and wondered

what was going on inside her husband's head. “I don't know how to do anything domestic though.” She

forced a chuckle. “You really didn't win the jackpot in the housewife department.”

“How about you just focus on sleeping all day?” he murmured.

His words were an unexpected insult, and they stung. In all the time that they had known each

other, he had never said anything that even hinted at condescension, and Alice wondered if somehow

being married would change that fact. She felt tears well up in her eyes as she asked in a small voice,

“You don't think I can do anything?”

“No, that's not what I meant.” Hackett sighed as he turned away from the stove and motioned

for Alice to stand so he could pull her into an embrace. “It came out wrong, and I'm sorry.”

“What did you mean, then?” Alice sniffled and felt hopelessly inexperienced. Damon had



expected her to silently endure his temper and every abuse he threw at her, and in turn she had lashed

out against both herself and the world around her. But with Hackett, she didn't have a clue how she was

supposed to react. Worse still, she didn't know how to let go of the emotional pain that had formed a

lump in her throat, even with Hackett's arms around her.

“You're up all night taking care of a newborn, and you're still recovering giving birth. Given the

circumstances, I'd much rather have you taking it easy for the time being.” He ran his hand over the

back of her hair and sighed again. “I didn't intend to be rude.”

“Really?”

“Really. I've already asked Gertie to help teach you how to cook and clean, when you're ready.

Now, get us some plates, and I'll finish making the spaghetti. I'm starving.”

Alice laughed slightly as she opened the cupboard. “I don't just sleep all day, you know. I'm

getting pretty good at changing diapers, and I've almost used up all the yarn that Gertie gave me. So,

there!” She stuck her tongue out at Hackett as she handed him the plates.

Once they were settled at the table, Alice shifted her baby over to her left arm, then sat for a

moment picking at her food while Hackett ate. As she thought about it, she realized why the comment

had struck her deeply, and why her throat still hurt. “Damon …” she began quietly, then hesitated. “He

always told me that I was only good for one thing. You know.”

Hackett picked up his napkin and meticulously wiped his mouth, before saying, “That's not true

at all. I very much enjoy conversing with you.” He suddenly smirked. “You'd do very well as a hostess

at a gentlemen's club.”

Alice narrowed her eyes to glare daggers him. “Well, now that you've said it, I do seem to be

irresistible to older men. Maybe I should take you up on your suggestion; I bet the money is good.”

“As your husband, I refuse to give you permission. You're destined to be stuck at home all day

with the baby and a ball of yarn. Sorry.” He stood to take Alicia out of Alice's arms, and began pacing.

“Now, be a good little girl and eat your dinner.”

“What?” Alice gaped at him.

Hackett simply winked.
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Alice had begged to stay behind, but Hackett wouldn't hear of it. He roused her early in the

morning while it was still dark, and after she groggily pulled on her clothes and coat, she found herself

buckling her baby into the carseat while Hackett stood behind her with the umbrella to keep the

drizzling rain off of her.

It was a long drive to the airport. Alice spent the first half dozing, until Hackett stopped for

coffee and the smell of it filled the car. She sipped from her cup as she stared out the window, until she

finally felt like the life had returned to her. Then she faced her husband and smiled. “How'd you know

that I like lots of sugar and cream?” she asked.

“Lucky guess,” he replied.

“I hope the caffeine doesn't make Alicia cranky. I read that it enters breastmilk.” Alice yawned

and rubbed her eyes. “I don't think that I'd be conscious without it, though.” She suddenly let out a

small wail, “Oh no! I was so tired, I forgot to brush my hair before we left! I look like such a slob!”

Hackett glanced over at her. “You like fine,” he said.

“I can't meet your mom like this. Maybe I should hide in the car while you pick her up, and

pretend to be asleep.”

He glanced at her again, then reached over to take her hand. “Really, you look fine.”

Alice wasn't satisfied with his response. She exclaimed, “I don't want to look 'fine.' I want to

look like I'm good enough for you! Now that I know what your ex is like, all I can think about is how

slovenly and immature I am in comparison. What if your mother criticizes me, and you rethink your

decision to marry me and ask for an annulment? I just don't want a future without you!”

Hackett flipped on the car's emergency lights as he pulled off to the side of the road, then put it

into park. He turned to Alice and grabbed her arm, startling her so that she spilled a bit of coffee on her

leg. Then he pulled her closer to him and kissed her, his hand clenching the back of her hair as he

pushed his tongue into her mouth. Alice's shock melted and she closed her eyes, breathing in his smell

as she tasted him, loving the electric sensation that filled her entire body as he touched her.

After a moment, he moved to whisper in her ear, “You are Mrs. Alice Hackett, and nothing – not

even my mother's opinion – is ever going to change that.”

Alice couldn't find any words to say in reply. She stared at him as he put the car back into drive,

and merged back onto the road.

“Finish your coffee, or get some more sleep,” Hackett said once they were back up to speed.



“You seem especially overtired right now.”

“Basil …”

“And Alice, please get over your self-esteem problems. You've been putting yourself down for

long enough, and it's getting rather irksome at this point.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose and added,

“I'm sorry, I'm a little overtired right now too.”

Alice flushed and looked out the window. “I've never been any good at interacting with people,”

she muttered. “Even back when I was still in high school, I was just a big loser and I didn't have any

friends. I don't know what I'm supposed to say to be likable, and I'm really scared.”

“Don't say anything – just smile.” Hackett once again reached over to take her hand, and gave it

a squeeze. “Though on the off chance that my mother comments on your messy hair, tell her that we

stopped to make out along the way.”

“Basil!” Alice felt her face burn bright red with embarrassment. “I can't say that to my mother-

in-law!”

He grinned. “We can keep the truth between ourselves then, and tell her that you forgot to brush

it because you were tired.”

“You know, I'm beginning to realize that you can really be an asshole sometimes.” Alice tried to

pull her hand away, but Hackett wouldn't let her. 

“And by the way,” he continued, “don't ever think of yourself as inferior to Miranda. I married

you.”

“Don't you ever think of me as immature?” Alice bit her lip to keep it from wobbling with

worry.

“I think of you as refreshingly youthful.”

“Can I confess something to you?”

“Hm?” Hackett nodded.

“I secretly like the fact that you're seventeen years older than me, because you're so cool and

mature.” Alice leaned over to rest her head against Hackett's arm. “I guess that means I've got daddy

issues.”

“Does that make me an old lech who's taking advantage of you?”

“No! Honestly, I told you because I feel like it's okay to be damaged with you. My real dad

abandoned me because my parents divorced, but now I can rely on you to look out for me instead, you

know? And you're so good with Alicia, that I never want you to leave me. I love you. Probably more

than I would have if I wasn't damaged.” Alice rubbed her eyes and yawned. “I'm sorry, I'm babbling

incoherently because I'm so tired.”



“I understand.” He smiled. “I feel the same way.”

“Mm.” She closed her eyes. “I'm so happy that we found each other.”
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They arrived at the airport early, but by the time Alice finished nursing the baby and changing

her diaper, they barely caught the arriving passengers at the baggage reclaim area. Alice stood close

enough to Hackett to brush his arm, and her heart pounded furiously as she clutched Alicia to her chest

for comfort. She frequently glanced up at Hackett, but he was too busy scanning the faces around them

to return her gaze. His eyes lit up when he found the person he was looking for, and he waved his arm

in the air.

“Basil!” a woman in her early-60s waved back as she rushed over, dragging her suitcase behind

her. “Oh, c'mere, you!” she exclaimed as she wrapped her arms around Hackett and pulled him into a

hug. “You seem bigger than the last time I saw you. Where did all those muscles come from?”

“I started eating breakfast and working out.” He grinned. “Mom, this is Alice.”

“It's so good to finally meet you!” Alice found herself also pulled into a hug, and she nervously

laughed, glad that her arms were occupied with the baby so she wouldn't have to awkwardly return it.

Hackett's mother beamed as she stepped back. “This is Alicia, right? She is so adorable!”

“Thank you,” Alice said shyly.

“And I must say that you are simply gorgeous! Here, let me get a picture of the three of you.”

Alice looked at Hackett and blushed as his mother pulled out her phone, but he grinned and he put his

arm around her.

“You know,” his mother continued, “Basil called me after the baby had been born and told me

that there had been some sort of complication. I don't think that I had ever heard him sound so worried

before. The poor dear, his voice was even cracking …”

Hackett loudly cleared his throat and said, “Mom.”

“Oh, gosh, where are my manners? My name is Kate, but you can call me mom too, if you'd

like. I can't wait until I get the entire story about Alicia's birth. Come on though, we should get moving

instead of standing around.”

Hackett took the handle of Kate's suitcase without being asked, and carried it as the three of

them navigated out of the airport and through the parking lot. It was still raining, so Alice took the

umbrella and held it in the crook of her shoulder to keep her baby sheltered, glad that it made her feel

hidden as well. She watched Hackett's shoes splash through the puddles and soak the hem of his jeans,

and for some reason it made butterflies fill her chest as she hurried to keep up. With Kate walking next

to him, the fact that they were married was becoming even more real.



When the car came into view, Kate exclaimed, “Oh my! How did you get that big dent in your

door? It almost looks like someone kicked it …”

Hackett caught her eye and shook his head, so she gave a small cough. 

“Anyway, I could sure use a nice cup of coffee once we get home. Flying always gives me jet

lag, you know.” She laughed. “Alice, dear, would you like to sit in the front?”

Alice shook her head. “No, I'll let you two catch up. I want to be next to Alicia.”

After Hackett stowed the suitcase in the trunk, he took the umbrella and waited for Alice to get

her baby buckled into her carseat, then climbed into the drivers seat. Everyone was silent as they began

driving, and without anything to occupy her mind, Alice found herself lulled to sleep by the

monotonous vibrations of the car.

“So, Alice, Basil has told me that you enjoy reading quite a bit. Do you have a favorite book?”

Kate asked. She turned around to look when she didn't get a reply, then softly exclaimed, “My

goodness! She's fallen dead asleep.”

“Alicia's been colicky for the past few nights. Alice never complains, but she's exhausted,”

Hackett explained.

“Those first weeks can be hard,” Kate murmured. “She sure is cute though, and I'm so happy for

you Basil. I get the feeling that the two of you will be very happy together.”

“She's the exact opposite of Miranda.” Hackett glanced over at his mom. “Miranda was always

pursuing everything that was bigger and better, and I always knew in the back of my mind that it would

eventually include me and I'd get tossed aside. I suppose that's why I never considered marrying her,

before …” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, Alice just wants to be a wife and mother. She wants to

make sure that Alicia doesn't grow up lonely and vulnerable the way she did, and she wants to make

sure that our marriage never grows cold and distant. And you know what? It makes me feel safe. I can

be myself without turning into a giant disappointment.” Hackett let out a small chuckle. “Miranda

would have called me insecure for that.”

“Miranda has a nasty streak,” Kate replied. “I was quite relieved when the two of you broke up,

because I didn't like the effect she was having on my baby boy. I hated watching your sweet soul

crumple into apathy.”

“Mom …”

“I mean it! When you decided to major in Criminology, you told me that it was because you felt

like it was a calling to make a difference in the world. When you became warden, all you said was that

it was a good paycheck. Your enthusiasm was completely gone.”

“Heh.” Hackett rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That's because Miranda constantly talked about



prestige and influence.”

“See? And in the end, she left you without anything to spend that good paycheck on.”

“Hey, I bought you a car when your old one died.” 

“Yes, dear, but I'm your mother. It's different when you have a family of your own.”

“I'm realizing that.” Hackett reached up to adjust the rearview mirror so he could watch Alice

sleeping, her head occasionally bouncing whenever the car hit a small bump in the road. “I didn't know

I could feel this much for anyone. I want to care for Alice, to protect her and provide for her, and fix

every hurt that she's ever endured.”

“Aw.” Kate patted Hackett's arm. “You are such a good son to me, I have no doubt that you'll be

a good husband as well.”

He let out a small chuckle. “Just don't tell anyone; Rob would never let me live it down if he

knew I said something so sappy. With any luck, the rain should clear up this afternoon and leave us free

and clear for a barbecue tomorrow, and I'm planning on inviting him and his family. Given the rather

scandalous nature of my marriage, absolutely everyone is dying to know how its going. I figure we

might as well give them something to talk about while the weather is still nice.”

Kate let out a hearty laugh as she exclaimed, “You're just like your father! Just make sure you

don't tease too much, especially with how shy Alice seems to be. You don't want to accidentally hurt the

poor girl's feelings.”

“Trust me, mom, I'm always mindful of her.” Hackett looked in the rearview mirror again.

“She's come too far for me to let her fall apart now.”
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Alice snapped awake as soon as the engine turned off, and she found herself looking blearily at

Hackett's house. It was strange to realize that, despite having lived there for over a week, she was still

unfamiliar with the exterior – she almost didn't recognize where they were. 

“We're home, Alicia,” she said as she bent down to kiss the baby's forehead. “Did you get a

good nap in? I know I did.” She giggled and tickled the baby's cheek with her finger, then abruptly

realized that both Hackett and Kate were listening to her from the front seats. She blushed, but fought

the urge to cover it up by saying something snarky and kept her mouth shut. Instead, she unbuckled

Alicia from her carseat and cuddled the infant against her chest.

Hackett helped Alice out of the car first and held the umbrella over her as he walked her to the

porch, then returned to do the same for Kate. When he ran back out into the rain again to retrieve Kate's

suitcase, Alice felt her heart skip a beat. Something inside of her felt strange as she watched him, and a

lump formed inside her throat. A memory flowed back to her from the time that she had spent with

Damon, of being soaked to the skin and shivering in the bitter rain as she waited for him. After an

eternity, he had approached her out of the darkness with an umbrella over his head and nodded for her

to follow. Then he had turned and walked off, without even checking if she was following.

“Is something wrong?” Hackett asked as he walked up the front steps, and for a second Alice

stared at him dumbly.

“No,” her voice squeaked, so she paused to clear her throat. “I think I'm realizing what you are.”

“Hm?” he grunted, opening the door.

“I don't know how to explain it,” she whispered, conscious of Kate watching her and listening.

Maybe she would tell Hackett about her memory when they were alone again, but she was too terrified

to do so with her mother-in-law around.

“Let's get inside, then.” He smiled as he put his arm around Alice's shoulders and gave her a

light squeeze. “You can help me with lunch while my mom gets settled in.”

“You mean, sit in the kitchen and watch?” Alice asked as she stepped inside.

“That's helping.” Hackett winked at Alice, then said, “I moved the guest room over here, mom.

This room gets more light in the mornings, and I thought that it would suit you better,” as he and Kate

went towards the hallway.

Alice gently laid her baby down on the couch, then stood next to her with her legs touching the

cushions as she pulled off her coat. Then as she carefully worked Alicia's legs out of her footed



jumpsuit, she whispered, “What do you think? Are you excited to meet your grandma? She seems

really nice to me.” She nervously bit her lip, then added, “Daddy says she's wonderful.”

There. She had done it. She had referred to Hackett as “Daddy” out loud, making it final.

The baby looked at her and smiled.

“You think so?” Alice giggled as she finished extracting Alicia from the jumpsuit and kissed the

top of her head. “I sure love you, little girl. I'm going to keep you forever.”

When Hackett returned, she accompanied him to the kitchen and sat in a chair as he pulled out

the makings for sandwiches. “I was thinking that we should go out to a restaurant tonight,” he said as

he scooped mayonnaise out of the jar with a knife. “Could you get the coffee going?”

“Yeah, I think I can handle that with one hand.” Alice stood and busied herself with pouring

water and ground coffee into the percolator with one arm firmly around her baby, then pushed the

button and stood back. “I know this is probably a weird thing to say,” she began, then hesitated. “I

mean, I'm sure at this point you know that I say a lot of weird things, so you're probably used to it.” She

felt her cheeks grow hot, and wondered why being around Hackett always made her so self-conscious;

his eyes were silently fixed on her, waiting.

“Anyway,” she continued, “I like doing normal stuff like this with you. It feels really nice.”

“Have you ever worked side by side with someone before?” Hackett asked.

Alice looked away to avoid his eyes. “Not really. Sometimes Damon would say, 'Hey bitch,

make coffee,' before flopping down on the hotel bed and turning on the TV. That was the closest we

ever came to doing anything normal together.”

Hackett carefully set down the knife and wiped his hands, then gently turned her face to meet

his gaze. “Darling,” he whispered. “I like doing normal stuff with you. It's not a weird thing to say at

all.”

Alice closed her eyes. “Guess what?” she said softly. “Alicia gave a big smile when I called you

'daddy'. She likes you an awful lot.”

His arms encircled her, and his lips brushed against hers as he murmured, “That's good. I like

Alicia.”

“I like you, too.” Alice lightly kissed him. “An awful lot.”

Kate coughed from the doorway. Alice immediately tried to pull away out of embarrassment,

but Hackett's arm kept her close against his side.

“Go ahead and have a seat at the table, mom. We're having ham and cheese sandwiches with

coffee,” he said, winking at Alice. “You too, darling. Lunch is my treat.”

“Here, hand me that baby,” Kate said. “I've been dying to hold a little one again.” Alice



carefully passed Alicia over, then sat down in her chair with her hands nervously in her lap. Kate cooed

over the infant then quietly exclaimed, “My, isn't she alert. This little sweetie is just watching the world

and soaking it all in.”

Alice nodded. “She's very smart, I think. I mean, I didn't really have any experience with babies

before I had her, but it always seems like she understands everything I say to her even though she's

only three weeks old.”

“Yes, I can see that.” Kate stroked Alicia's hair and smiled. “What sort of books do you like to

read, Alice?”

“Um.” Alice bit her lip, too surprised by the question to think clearly, and all too aware of

Hackett's grin from where he stood at the counter. “Science fiction, I guess. But not the 'soap opera in

space,' sorts. I like the books that are more philosophical, or solve existential mysteries, or um … stuff

like that.” 

“Alice has devoured everything I've thrown at her,” Hackett said as he brought over a plate of

sandwiches and the mugs of coffee. “And she has brilliant insights as well.”

“Basil always had his nose in a book when he was young. At one point I worried that he was

going to fail some of his classes, because he wanted to read instead of listening to his teachers.” Kate

laughed. “Which reminds me, I brought my photo album.”

“Ooo, that sounds fun.” Alice grinned devilishly at Hackett, who turned slightly away as he

took a sip out of his mug.

“I thought that you would enjoy it,” Kate murmured, happily patting the infant's back as she

began to hum. “Go ahead and eat, Alice. I'll manage this little one for you.”

“Thank you.” With someone else holding her baby, Alice realized that she hadn't eaten yet that

day, and was starving. She gobbled down her sandwich and wondered why it tasted so good despite

being so simple. Ever since she had given birth, it was as if everything in the whole world had started

coming into sharper focus, and she was experiencing life for the first time. That small moment of

sitting in the kitchen and eating lunch with her new family felt more real than anything from her past.

When she finished, she took Alicia back into her arms and snuggled her close against her breast,

kissing the top of her baby's head. “Hey there,” she whispered against Alicia's soft hair. “It's good to be

alive.”
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Alice sat on the couch next to Kate with a large photo album between them. Hackett had taken

Alicia and excused himself to his office, leaving the two women alone to talk. Alice suspected that he

was too embarrassed to hang around, but she still silently wished that he would stay to help ease the

pressure on her. She reminded herself that she had gotten along just fine with Gertie, so she had a

chance of getting along with Kate as well – even with the pressure of wanting to make a good

impression on her mother-in-law.

“This is William, my husband,” Kate said as she pointed at an old picture of a handsome young

man. “I had never imagined myself as a military wife, but I was completely swept away by his eyes. I

always forgot to breathe whenever I found myself gazing into them.” Kate sighed wistfully.

“I know what you mean,” Alice murmured. “Basil looks just like him.”

“Spittin' image, you know. Unfortunately William was killed in action while Basil was still

young, so he never got to properly know his father. I always made sure I told plenty of stories, though,

to keep his memory alive.” Kate smiled as she turned the page, then placed a finger on a picture of

them as a young couple with a baby. “This is us with Jasper, shortly after he was born.”

“Jasper?” Alice asked.

“Our first son; Basil's older brother.”

“Basil never mentioned having a brother.” It hurt a little to realize that Hackett had withheld

such a large piece of information about himself, even after all the time that they had spent together.

Alice wondered why.

For the first time since they had met, Kate frowned. “He died. A long time ago.”

“Oh no.” Alice couldn't think of what to say, especially in response to the painful shimmer in

Kate's eyes. She stared down at the photo album, searching for something to break them out of the

moment, until her gaze settled on another picture of a baby in the bottom corner. She asked, “Is that

Basil?”

Kate snapped back into herself, and gently touched the photograph. “Yes, that's our Basil. He

was such a solid little guy back then; see how plump his thighs were? He had the cutest bummy, too.”

Alice burst out laughing, and they continued perusing the album together. As the pages turned,

Alice found herself feeling sad when the family of four turn into one of three, even though she loved

hearing the countless stories that Kate shared. As they neared the end, the photographs of two grinning

boys abruptly changed into a lone teenaged Basil, staring somberly into the camera.



“I hate to interrupt,” Hackett said after he emerged from his home office with a fussy Alicia.

“But this little lady says she's starving.”

“Starving? Oh no!” Alice giggled as she jumped up to take her baby in her arms. “Don't worry,

sweetie, mommy's here to take care of you. We'll get that tummy full of milk in no time.” She touched

the infant's nose, then snuggled up on the couch to breastfeed. 

“It's getting close to dinnertime.” Hackett sat down next to Alice and put an arm around her

shoulders. “Are you up for going out?”

“Already? Wow, today went by fast.” Alice rested her head against his shoulder. “Going out

with you sounds fun.”

“You too, mom. I want to celebrate the wonderful women in my life.”

Kate chuckled as she carefully closed the album. “I can't say 'no' to that. Just let me get this put

away, and we can go as soon as you're ready.”

After Kate disappeared into her room, Alice reached over to hold Hackett's hand, intertwining

her fingers with his as she said, “Thanks for babysitting.”

“Alicia and I took a nap together in my armchair.” Hackett's thumb rubbed the back of Alice's

hand, the small motion filling her with a warm fuzzy feeling. “Did you have a good time?”

“Tons. You were right, your mom is great. I'm actually really excited to have her as my mother-

in-law.” Alice closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. “I was thinking that I should … maybe … let

my mom know about you and Alicia. Maybe.”

“What about your dad?”

“I don't know.” Alice frowned. “I'm terrified that I'll find out that he remarried and had a couple

of kids that he loves infinitely more than his broken first daughter from his broken first marriage. It's

been years and years, and he's never once tried to contact me.”

“Don't worry about it. I'm going to take you to my favorite French restaurant, where you can eat

all the snails and frog legs you desire. Sounds delicious, right?”

Alice made a face. “No way!”

Hackett laughed and kissed her forehead. “Right. It's chicken nuggets and ketchup for you.”

“Basil!” Alice stuck her tongue out at him. “I'm going to get you. When you least expect it, I

will get you.”

“I look forward to it.”

Much later, as they were driving home from the restaurant, it dawned on Alice that the teasing

was Hackett's way of cheering her up whenever they touched on the darkness of her former life, and it

worked masterfully at making her forget the subjects that hurt her heart. 
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With her teeth freshly brushed, Alice tiptoed out of the bathroom and quickly crossed the

hallway to the bedroom. Alicia was already asleep in her crib, which was pushed up next to the bed

where Alice could easily see her at night, and Hackett was propped up on pillows with his phone in

hand.

“Hey,” she whispered as she climbed into bed next to him. 

“Hey,” he whispered back. “You look happy.”

“I am.” Alice snuggled against him and hugged his arm. “Though I have to say, it was super

embarrassing when you called me brilliant, and all I could think of was, 'Dur, I like sci fi.' I didn't come

across as remotely smart.”

“Don't sweat it. My mother loves you. She thinks that you're the bee's knees, and wants us to

live happily ever after.” Hackett put his phone down and turned to stroke Alice's cheek. “I knew she

would.”

“Basil …” Alice scooted even closer to him and laid her head down on his chest. “Why didn't

you tell me about your brother?”

His breathing halted for a moment, then the air came out through his teeth with a small whistle.

After a heavy silence, he said, “Thank you for not bringing this up in front of my mother.”

“I kind of sensed that I shouldn't.” Alice hoped that she hadn't made a mistake in bringing it up

with Basil as well.

“Jasper was … well, I idolized him. He was a top student, good at sports, and got along with

everyone he met. He was the sort who could make friends with just about anyone, and he was always

striking up conversations.” He paused, so Alice nodded but didn't say anything. Her fist subconsciously

clutched at Hackett's shirt, as if to brace herself for the rest of the story.

“When he was 17 and I was 14, someone broke into our house in the middle of the night. Jasper

heard the intruder first, and he grabbed his baseball bat with the intent of sneaking up on him. As luck

would have it though, mom came out of her bedroom while Jasper was still getting ready to hit him,

and the noise alerted him.

They grappled for a bit, until Jasper managed to land a good blow to the intruder's temple and

he was knocked out. I remember I was about to shout triumphantly, when Jasper suddenly collapsed. It

turned out that the intruder had a knife, and he had managed to get Jasper in an artery. He bled to death

in my mother's arms as we waited for the ambulance to arrive.”



“No …” Alice gasped. “No. That's too horrible.”

“Mom used to blame herself for what happened, until one day she stopped talking about Jasper's

death entirely. I suspect she never got over it.”

“Oh Basil, I'm so sorry.” Alice felt like she was going to cry from the guilt of asking Hackett to

relive the story all over again. “I should have realized that there was a reason why you never talked

about it before.”

His hand closed over hers and he slowly kissed her forehead. “It happened 24 years ago. I found

my peace, and that event was what inspired me to become part of the criminal justice system. I never

told you because I didn't want to place anything heavy on your shoulders with everything else that you

were going through.”

“How are you so – I don't know – 'zen' about everything?” Alice asked.

“Age, mostly. I was a lot angrier about the world when I was 21, and a lot more scared too. I

even vowed to remain a bachelor for my entire life, so I would never leave anyone heartbroken when I

inevitably died young.” His hand slid up her arm to her shoulder, then down her side to her waist. “Or

maybe I was waiting for you, and using that as my excuse,” he whispered.

Alice moved so she could kiss his lips, thrilled by the way his hand gripped the curve above her

hips, and she wondered if it was still too soon after giving birth to consummate their marriage. In the

back of her mind she had to grudgingly admit that it was, but sharing a bed made the thought hard to

resist night after night. The way Hackett's body turned to press against hers made her decide that she

didn't care to resist after all.

His tongue found hers, and he leveraged himself over her as her heart pounded furiously in her

chest, and she touched his neck lightly with her fingernails before sliding her hands up under his shirt.

However, when she wrapped her legs around him, Hackett yanked himself out of the spell that had

crept over them and he pulled away.

“I'm sorry,” he murmured, then turned to lie with his back towards her. Alice felt hurt.

“Basil,” she said, then bit her lip to keep from crying.

He sighed, then turned to face her again. “I'm sorry, Alice,” he repeated. “Now isn't the right

time.”

“I know.” She couldn't hold it in anymore, and broke down crying. 

Hackett pulled her into an embrace and gently stroked her hair until she fell asleep from

exhaustion. 
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It was a quarter to noon when Alice woke up, with burning eyes and a heavy head. She sniffled

as she attended to her baby, then picked up the infant and went in search of Hackett. The house was

unexpectedly empty, and a painful lump formed in her throat with the realization. Had he gone out with

Kate in order to avoid her?

In retrospect, Alice felt ashamed of her behavior. Hackett had opened up to her about a tragedy

from his past, and in response she had tried to push him into something that he had responsibly put a

stop to. Instead of appreciating his strength of will, she had sobbed pathetically. She wished she hadn't

acted so selfishly.

There was a piece of paper on the kitchen table, with a note that simply read, 'At grocery store.'

“At least that explains where he went,” Alice murmured to Alicia. “You know, I wouldn't be

surprised if I was the first person he ever told about his brother – he's exactly the sort. I should have

taken the chance to hold him and say something perfect and reassuring, so he'd know beyond a doubt

that he hadn't made a mistake in marrying me. Instead, I broke down because he wouldn't have sex with

me, even though I know that we shouldn't be doing it yet.” She let out a depressed sigh. “Though

seriously, if that man says 'no' to me one more time, I'll tear my hair out. Is he really impotent? Or does

he not want me that way?”

She looked down at Alicia and bit her lip. “I'm sorry, I'm venting. Babies don't need to know

about anything like that, so go ahead and forget everything I said.” 

Alice rummaged around until she found her phone on the kitchen counter, and typed out the

message, 'About last night … I'm sorry.' She hesitated before sending it to Hackett, then deleted it. This

time she typed, 'Just got up. I love you.' and hit send.

“I don't want to make it awkward between us,” she explained. “Especially with Kate staying

here.”

A minute later her phone chimed, and she checked Hackett's reply, 'Love you too.'

“I guess that means everything is fine. I'm going to ask him to pick up some chocolate, take

Tylenol, then it will be baby bath time. Does that sound good? Good.” She still felt tense, and still

wanted to apologize for her foolishness. “Lots of chocolate,” she added, then put her phone down.

Alice didn't understand why she was going so crazy. She always had the idea that women took

forever to want sex after giving birth, yet she was becoming ridiculously over-the-top horny despite

still needing to use a pad for postpartum bleeding. Remembering the way it felt to wrap her legs around



Hackett's hips made her want to start crying again. It had been the first time her actions had been done

with her heart, and the first time nothing had followed.

“Basil could do with a little less dignity and self-control,” she muttered darkly. “C'mon, Alicia,

lets get to that bath.”

The warm water put Alicia soundly asleep, so Alice took advantage of the opportunity and

turned on the shower. It felt good to lather up shampoo in her hair, and the heat eased the tension in her

neck, helping her feel more clear-headed. She was not going to make a fool of herself, she decided, and

it was about time that she regained control over her emotions no matter what her hormones were doing.

She cried way too much, and it didn't suit her. Besides, she didn't want to ruin Kate's visit by sobbing

over every little thing.

Alicia gave a squawk from her crib, so Alice turned off the water and wrapped herself up in a

towel. Her hair was still dripping heavily as she scooted into the bedroom, then froze. Hackett was

already there, picking up the baby with a grocery bag looped over his arm.

“Basil!” she exclaimed, turning bright red. “I didn't know you were home.”

“Just barely came in,” he murmured, smiling as he gazed unwaveringly at her. “You can go back

to showering, if you'd like.”

“Oh no, no, I'm fine. I'll get dressed and join you in a minute.” Alice unconsciously clutched

tighter at her towel. Of all the things that could drive her crazy, she had to walk right into the middle of

a bad stereotype.

“Here,” he said, holding out the grocery bag. “For you.”

Play it cool, Alice reminded herself, so she took the bag and peaked inside. It was filled with a

huge assortment of chocolate bars and candies. “Wow, did you buy the whole candy section?”

“Tried to, but the store manager wouldn't let me.”

“You didn't have to get this much for me.”

“I know. I wanted to.”

“Uh, thanks.” Alice put the bag down on the bed, then shifted uncomfortably. “I'd like to get

dressed now.”

“Go ahead.” Hackett showed no signs of moving.

“Are you teasing me?” Alice asked, growing frustrated. As much as she was tempted to drop the

towel and give him an eyeful, she wasn't in the mood to risk another rejection. 

“Maybe.”

“Well, get out!” she snapped.



Hackett nodded then turned to leave, still carrying Alicia with him. Alice felt herself turn cold.

“Wait,” she said quickly. “I really appreciate the chocolate. I asked for a lot, and you really went

above and beyond with it, so thank you. I'm just … tired.”

He stood at the door with his back turned towards her, his broad shoulders seeming like an

impenetrable wall. “I don't want to hurt you, Alice,” he said softly.

“I know.” Alice looked down, shifting her balance to rub her ankle with her other foot. “But you

did anyway.”

The door opened and banged closed, leaving Alice alone in a stunned silence. Numbly she went

to the closet to pick out a new dress to wear, but her hands shook as she sorted through the hangers. Her

knees slowly sank to the floor, and she found herself staring at the grain of the hardwood underneath

her, barely able to breathe. “I fucked up,” her voice squeaked, and she felt as if her heart had been torn

in two.

Out in the hallway, Hackett paused to kiss the baby's hair and rub her back as he frowned

thoughtfully. Then he walked back to the kitchen where Kate was waiting.
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Alice sulked in bed with a number of candy wrappers lying around her, darkly thinking back to

how much she had hated Hackett after the very first time she had met him. First impressions, she

chided herself, and wondered if she should have kept her vow to hate him forever.

Except that she hadn't truly hated him, even back then.

She had been impressed by him.

Hackett had been calm and self-assured, with an office that smelled nice and a bookcase full of

interesting titles. Her first impression had been that he was smart and intriguing, someone that she

could admire and look up to. It had been herself that she was ashamed of, wearing a stereotypical

costume of rebellion and acting like a prostitute.

Unbidden, the memory of the night he proposed to her crept into her mind:

Alice, I want you to say no … It's easy to be a hero in here; all I have to do is eat breakfast and

take you on a walk through the woods. But the outside is different. Outside, you'll be alone while I work

long hours, and you'll discover disappointment after disappointment in me.

Now that she was living with him on the 'outside', Alice was beginning to understand that had

been his way of expressing his insecurity, the fear that one day she would accuse him of being 'selfish

and controlling' in the same way that his ex had, and the possibility that he might have his life ripped

out from underneath him again.

Yet there she was, lying in Hackett's bed and eating the chocolate that he had purchased for her,

taking him for granted.

Damon had never cared if she felt used or hurt. He never bought any sort of treat for her to

enjoy, or provided any sort of stability for her safety. In the end, he had tossed her aside without a

goodbye or anywhere for her to go, and Hackett had been the one to pick her back up and tell her that

she still had value.

Alice heard Alicia crying outside the door, followed by a gentle knock. She immediately felt

embarrassed by the mess, but sat up and called out, “Come in.” She couldn't let her self-pity get in the

way of caring for her daughter, and the ache in her breasts told her that the infant was most likely

hungry.

Hackett came inside and handed her the baby. His eyes took in the candy wrappers, and his

mouth twitched slightly, but he didn't say anything. 

Alice couldn't help but coo over Alicia as she prepared to nurse her, kissing her before settling



her against her breast.

“You aren't dressed,” Hackett said.

“Hm, no.” Alice had pulled her pajamas back on with the intention of staying in bed all day, but

she was too embarrassed to admit that out loud.

“That won't do. The guests are going to be here in an hour.” 

“Guests?”

“For the barbecue.”

“I completely forgot! I must look so awful right now … is it too late to cancel?”

“I'm afraid so. But don't worry, darling, because I am here to save the day.” Hackett browsed

through the closet until he found a dress that Alice hadn't had the chance to wear yet, and pulled it out –

a pale pink maxi dress, with lace sleeves and a deep v-neck. “Here. This one is cute.”

“You really think so?” Alice asked uncertainly. The dress had struck her as pretty when she

ordered it, but she wasn't certain if it was worthy of the barbecue that Hackett had planned. From the

way she had been acting, she wasn't certain if she was worthy of wearing it either.

“Of course. You were a good girl and avoided pleather like I asked you to.”

“Oh hush.” Alice picked up a bite-sized candy bar and threw it at him, but he caught it and

ripped off the wrapper to eat it, winking at her.

“It doesn't really matter what you wear, Alice, you'll be the most beautiful woman there,” he

said.

Alice blushed. “I hope I don't say the wrong thing and make everyone think poorly of me.”

“Hm, I think that it would be better if you did. Then I'd know who to cross off the list for next

time.”

“You mean that?” Alice couldn't help but gape.

Hackett sat down on the bed next to her and reached over to hold her hand. “Anyone who thinks

negatively of you isn't welcome in my – our – home.”

Alice rested her head on his shoulder, staring down at their interlocking fingers. “Hey … I'm

sorry for acting so weird earlier. I mean, you were there when I gave birth and all, so I shouldn't get

caught up with modesty around you. For some reason I can't stop myself from getting massively

emotional over everything.”

“I think that's your reason,” Hackett replied, nodding towards the baby. “I figured that you

needed some time to yourself to rest, and you do seem much better now.”

“Well, you know, massive amounts of chocolate will do that.” Alice smiled as she closed her

eyes. It felt good to be holding Hackett's hand again, soaking up the warmth that radiated from his



body. “Having you here is helping me too.”

“In that case, stay by my side for the entire evening.” He leaned over to kiss her forehead, then

abruptly stood. Alice watched him with confusion as he wordlessly left the bedroom, unsure of what to

make of it until he returned with the hairbrush from the bathroom. He sat down next to her and began

brushing her hair.

“I hate the bleached part,” Alice murmured. “But if I cut it off, my hair will be too short.”

“It'll grow out in time,” he answered.

“I still don't really understand why you love me.”

“That's something else that will take some time.” Hackett's fingers touched her neck as he

worked on her hair, sending chills throughout her body so that she couldn't help but shiver.

“Basil … when the time is right, you won't say no … right?” she asked timidly.

He paused with the brush mid-stroke. “How do you mean that?”

“I don't know.” Alice bit her lip. She was too scared to say it out loud.

Hackett silently resumed slowly brushing her hair. When he was done, he put the brush down

and placed both hands on her shoulders, whispering into her ear, “I won't say no again.” Then he stood.

“I'll take the baby so you can finish getting dressed. Is she done eating?”

“Oh. Yeah. She fell asleep. Here, you can take her.” Alice had to shake herself slightly to regain

her grip on reality, her heart pounding fiercely in her chest. 

He won't say no again.
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Gertie arrived first, letting herself through the gate into the backyard with a white paper gift bag

in hand. She immediately tapped Kate on the shoulder to gain her attention, and the two women

hugged.

“Gertie!” Kate exclaimed with a laugh. “How are you doing?”

“Oh, I'm keeping busy. Now tell me, how could you let your boy elope without a proper

ceremony?” Gertie looped her arm through Kate's. “I feel as if we missed out on something important.”

“I told him to follow his heart, and he said that he wanted to bring Alice home as his bride. She

had absolutely no where else to go after she was released, you know, so I gave him my blessing.” Kate

patted Gertie's hand. “Besides, we're all here to celebrate now, so we're not really missing out.”

“Where is the young dear?” Gertie asked. “I've got something for her.”

“Inside. I believe she had a diaper to change,” Kate replied.

“I'll be back to help you finish setting up. I'm expecting a few of my grandkids to stop by

shortly, so I hope you don't mind some extra guests.”

“It will be delightful! Rob is bringing his wife and children as well, so they'll have plenty of

playmates.” Kate grinned. “Basil is still inside as well, so go ahead and pop your head in.”

“I'll do just that. It's so good to see you again Kate. How long are you in town for?”

“The whole week. I hope you'll take a day off for me, since I would just love to catch up with

you.”

“I'll plan on it then. Be back in a minute.”

Alice was sitting in the kitchen with the baby in her arms, watching Hackett form balls of

ground beef and smash them flat into patties, when Gertie opened the back door and called out,

“Hello!”

“Hello Gertie!” Hackett answered. “You're early.”

“I thought that you could use some help getting ready,” Gertie said. “Alice, dear, I brought this

for you. Think of it as a wedding gift.”

Alice gave Hackett a quizzical look, but he simply smiled at her. She took the gift bag and

reached inside, pulling out a soft, white, shawl.

“It's hand wash only, so make sure you don't run it through the machine – especially the dryer,”

Gertie advised. “Anyway, I started knitting it for myself awhile ago, but when I finished it a couple of

days ago I couldn't get the thought out of my head that it suited you better. So, there you are.”



“It's really gorgeous,” Alice said breathlessly. “Thank you so much.”

“Well, I'm going to go help Kate outside if you don't mind.” Gertie seemed oddly shy, and

unconsciously wrung her hands as she spoke. Alice wondered why.

“How about you grab a couple of the salads on your way out?” Hackett said, pointing towards

the fridge. “We still need to get the buffet set up, and time is running out.”

“Yes, it always does that. I'll think of how you can thank me later.” Gertie grabbed a couple of

big bowels and disappeared out the back door. 

“Gertie must think that you're something special,” Hackett said as soon as they were alone.

“That's mohair.”

“I have no clue what that is,” Alice replied, fingering the edge of the shawl and marveling at the

lace pattern. All of the stitches seemed beyond perfect, especially in comparison to the asymmetrical

shapes that Alice had practiced making.

“Expensive, that's what,” Hackett replied.

“She's really good at knitting. Do you think that I could do something for her in return? As a

thank you?” Alice looked at him earnestly.

“I don't see why not.”

“I don't have any skills though, so I don't know what I could possibly do. I've just never had

anyone make something so beautiful for me before, and I feel like I need to properly show my

appreciation.”

“Something will come to you.” Hackett piled his patties onto a large serving plate. “Now,

darling, could you put Alicia in the carrier and help put the food out? We need to pick up the pace if

we're going to be ready on time.”

“Sure. Sounds easy enough.” Alice put the shawl back into the gift bag and stood up. “Give me

a minute to put this away, then I'll finally deign to lift a finger in assistance. Consider yourself bless-

ed.” She put extra emphasis on the last syllable. Gertie's present had lifted her spirit considerably, and

after the emotional rollercoaster she had been on, she landed in a state of giddiness.

Hackett chuckled. “I suppose that's what I get for marrying a mysterious princess. Hurry up

then, before I decide to put you back in that tower.”

Alice stuck her tongue out at him, then giggled as she scampered to the bedroom.
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A short time later, Alice found herself glued to Hackett's side as he maneuvered through their

guests and introduced her to everyone invited. She recognized the judge who had married them,

surrounded by a blur of faces that she had never seen before and names that she forgot as soon as she

heard them – mostly people who worked with the prison in some capacity or another. It was a relief

when Dr. Westley arrived as a familiar face, and it surprised her to learn that he was married with four

children. For once Hackett openly joked in front of her, reminding her of how painfully proper he had

been while she was still a prisoner.

Kate had taken charge of the baby, and had settled herself into a chair next to Gertie who had

brought her knitting bag, and the two women talked excitedly between the two of them. Alice

frequently glanced in their direction, to ensure that her baby was still sleeping peacefully, and to wish

that she could join them away from the spotlight.

However, once all the introductions were done, Hackett grabbed one of the plastic folding

chairs and placed it near the propane grill, simply saying, “Keep me company.” So, Alice sat down and

watched him with fascination as he turned the knobs until a click was followed by a woosh sound, then

closed the lid. He casually sat down on the grass next to her and held her hand as they made small talk

for a few minutes, then he was back at the grill, placing down the meat patties he had made earlier.

Her inexperience must have been obvious on her face, because when he turned to her once

again he asked, “Have you ever barbecued before?” 

Alice shook her head. “No, never.”

“Here.” Hackett took her hand and pulled her over to stand in front of the grill, then grabbed the

apron from a hook on the side. “First, you put on one of these to protect that pretty dress from any

splatters,” he said, looping it over her neck and tying it behind her back. “Now, take the spatula and

open up the lid. Careful not to burn yourself.” He stood behind her and held her hand around the handle

of the spatula as he continued to explain, “Slide it right under the patty, and flip it over.”

Flames flared up and startled Alice, causing her to jump back against Hackett's chest with a

small cry. He laughed and wrapped his free arm around her waist, giving her a squeeze.

“Perfect! Now we do that again with all the rest.”

“You really do this?” she asked. “Aren't you scared of everything catching on fire?”

“Nah, the flames are the fun part. The burgers are done when the juices run clear. Or, if you're

the paranoid sort, keep them on the grill until the juices run dry. They'll be nice and tough, and have a



great burnt taste to them.”

“You're pulling my leg, right?”

“Not at all, my princess. There's an art to successfully making overdone burgers without turning

them into charcoal. Unfortunately, I've never been able to muster up the nerve to keep them on for that

long.”

“You!” Alice turned to lightly punch his shoulder. “I know you're teasing me! Don't tell me

ridiculous things, or I'll lose my trust in you and it will be your fault.”

“I might be teasing a little.” He brushed a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I like you too much

not to.”

Alice blushed as she met his gaze. “I think you should take care of the barbecuing on your own.

Fire makes me … nervous,” she said softly, then bit her lip and looked away. “I feel like everyone is

watching us.”

“They probably are.” Hackett reached behind Alice to undo to apron tie, then lifted it from

around her neck before helping her sit back down in her chair.

“That doesn't help.”

“They're here for us, darling, to celebrate our marriage.”

“I know. But it's been ages since I've been around people, and it feels weird. I kind of wish that I

could hide back in my tower again, away from everything.”

Hackett remained silent and thoughtful, managing the hamburgers on the grill then closing the

lid before he spoke again, “Is it too much?”

Alice shrugged. “I don't know.”

“There's no shame in being overwhelmed. Any time that you'd like to, you can hide inside the

house; I'll make your excuses for you.”

“With Alicia?”

“Of course.”

Having the possibility of an escape helped Alice feel better, though the suggestion made her

realize that she wasn't ready to use it just yet. As uncomfortable as the spotlight was, she still felt a

thrill race through her at the thought that everyone was there to celebrate them joining together as

husband and wife.

“Well …” she mused out loud. “I can't hide forever.”

“I was hoping that you'd say that.” Hackett gave her a grin as he pulled her back up to her feet,

then whispered into her ear, “I'm sorry, but you're going to hate me for this.”

“What?” Alice more mouthed than spoke, her eyes shining with alarm. Hackett took the metal



spatula and banged it against the top of the grill.

“May I have everyone's attention, please!” he spoke loudly, and Alice felt herself shrinking

against him in an effort to hide. “Now, as you all know, Alice and I have already legally tied the knot,

and this beautiful woman has been my wife for the last couple of weeks. But, there's something special

that I would like to do today, with everyone here as my witnesses.”

Hackett took Alice's left hand and looked unwaveringly at her as he spoke, “Mrs. Alice Hackett,

I solemnly promise to care and provide for you; I will support you in sickness and in health, through

the good times and the bad; and I will cherish you always until the end of my days.” He slid a ring onto

her finger. “I love you.” When he leaned down to kiss her, their guests began to applaud.

Alice wanted to beam with happiness and die of embarrassment at the same time. “I don't have

any promises for you,” she whispered, then stumbled over her words. “I mean, poetically planned out.

Obviously I'm going to …”

Hackett put a finger over her lips. “This was my mother's wedding ring – she wanted you to

have it.”

“Oh wow.” Alice looked down at the ring that he had slid onto her finger. “Just wow. Thank

you.”

“I'm hopelessly devoted to you, Alice. There's no escape for you now,” he said with a wink.

Then he turned back to the crowd and announced, “Oh, and uh, one more thing: the hamburgers are

done!”

There was another round of applause.
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Alice plopped down into a wooden lawn chair next to Kate and nibbled from her plate of food,

grateful to be out of the spotlight. In addition to the hamburger that Hackett had proudly assembled for

her, there was an assortment of salads for her to choose from, including one that looked like crushed

cookies in whipped cream. She felt particularly excited to try that one, but felt reluctant to admit it for

fear that it would make her look like she belonged more with the kids than the adults. While she felt

secure when she was alone with Hackett, being surrounded by all of his friends made her feel like she

was barely older than her baby.

“You look stunning today,” Kate murmured, happily patting the baby's back as she slept. “When

Basil put my ring on you, I thought that you looked exactly like a bride.”

Alice forced a small chuckle. “Honestly, Basil's the one who chose this dress for me to wear,

and I guess now I know why.”

“I hope you didn't mind gesture, especially since you were so tired this morning.” Alice blushed

as Kate spoke. “I wanted you to have a piece of our family, and my wedding ring seemed like the most

appropriate thing. Basil is so madly in love, he wanted to shout it to the world.”

“It's absolutely gorgeous,” Alice said, holding her hand up to look at the ring and admire the

small diamonds set into a delicate gold band. “Are you sure you want to part with it?”

“Don't worry about it. William will always be in my heart, but it's time to move forward.” Kate

stroked the baby's hair as she added, “I'm a grandma now.”

“I promise that I'll cherish it. And I'll take good care of Basil too, especially after everything

that he's done for me. He really helped me turn my life around, and saved Alicia's life as well …” Alice

choked up a little, so she cleared her throat and turned to watch Hackett, still manning the grill. “I don't

know how much he's told you about my past.”

“Not a whole lot. All he really said was that you had been taken advantage of by a bad sort who

got you into a lot of trouble.”

“Yeah.” Alice paused to continue eating, and to think of how she wanted to explain her history

to her mother-in-law. “I don't know why, but I did everything Damon wanted me to, even when it was

scary and painful. At first he seemed so experienced and smart, so I told myself that he knew better

than I did, and it became a habit to always give him what he wanted. Then I met Basil, and he – I don't

know – woke me up, I guess. I started to think about what I wanted, and when I found out I was

pregnant, I realized that I wanted to keep my baby more than anything else.”



“I'm glad that you and Basil found each other. It makes me sad to think that I live so far away

from you and won't be able to see you anywhere near often enough.” Kate sighed. “I don't know if I

can leave William and Jasper, though.”

Alice didn't know how to respond, and hoped that Kate wouldn't misinterpret her silence as

something negative. She got the feeling that Hackett had asked his mother more than once to move

closer to him, and that her unwillingness to leave her deceased family members had become a solid

blockade. But, she wasn't going to open her mouth without first knowing what Hackett actually thought

about the matter.

“Anyway, this is supposed to be a happy day, so let's not linger on such topics.” Kate patted

Alice's shoulder. “Go ahead and eat up. This little one is still sleeping peacefully with me, and I'm

enjoying every minute of it. There's no rush at all.”

“Thank you.” Alice couldn't resist the temptation any longer, and finally scooped up a forkful of

the cookie salad and popped it into her mouth. “Oh wow! This is really good! Did you make it?”

“Mm hm. It's quite easy, just mix vanilla pudding with whipped cream and add crushed

cookies.”

“You need to show me how to make it. Both you and Gertie are really good at cooking, and I

want to learn too. It must be so awesome to be able to eat food like this any time you feel like it.”

Kate laughed. “Absolutely, I'll teach you anything you want to learn. I've always wished that I

had a daughter I could pass on all my secrets to.” She grew quiet for a moment, then said, “Alice, if

you don't mind, I'd like to take you out to lunch tomorrow, and we'll go shopping, too. All of the other

ladies back home take their daughters out, and I've always been rather envious of them. I do hope that

you'll indulge me.”

“I'd love to!” Alice gushed. “My mom was always too busy working to do any activities with

me, so I've never done anything like that either.”

“Basil!” Kate called out, waving an arm in the air. “Basil, come here!”

He saw her and waved as he finished putting the last of the meat patties on a plate then turned

off the grill. After he placed them on the buffet table, he jogged over and asked, “What is it, mom?”

“We need to use your car tomorrow,” Kate answered.

“I suppose I can get Rob to give me a ride …” he mused. “What are you planning?”

“Just a little mother-daughter date is all.” Kate grinned over at Alice. “I'm sure we won't get into

too much trouble.”

“In that case, my car is all yours.” He turned to Alice, placing his hands on the arms of her chair

as he leaned down to softly ask her, “Are you enjoying yourself?”



“Oh, yes.” Alice nodded, meeting his gaze. “Even despite you.”

“Despite me, huh?” His voice was almost like a purr, so Alice couldn't help but half-close her

eyes as she lifted her mouth towards him.

“Yeah, for springing a big surprise on me in front of everyone,” she murmured. “You're lucky I

love you.”

“I guess I am.” He placed his lips against hers. 

Behind him, two teenaged boys snickered as one of them took aim with a foam football, then

threw it to hit Hackett square in the butt. He bolted upright as he barked, “Hey!” then fetched the ball

and tossed it as the boys dashed to catch it. After giving Alice a wink, he ran after them with Dr.

Westley hopping up to join in.

“Oh goodness!” Kate exclaimed with a laugh. “I haven't seen Basil this carefree since he was

little.”

Alice giggled as well, then reached for her baby. “I want Alicia back. My arms are starting to

feel empty without her.”

Kate passed the sleeping infant over, who gave a small fuss then settled back down against

Alice's chest. They sat for a moment in silence, watching the game of football that had spontaneously

began, until Kate commented, “Basil and Rob grew up together, you know; he lived down the street

from us. It's great to know that they still play together.” She chuckled.

“Rob?” Alice asked.

“Doctor Westley. They kept in touch, and after Basil became the warden, he somehow managed

to sweet talk Rob into becoming the prison doctor. Must have offered him a nice salary, because he

moved his whole family out here for it.”

“So they are good friends! I suspected, but Basil was always so proper around me in the prison.

It was all business with him in there.” Alice stroked her baby's back, feeling more confident now that

she had Alicia with her again. “I didn't even know that he loved me until he asked me to marry him.”

“That sounds like Basil. He's so conscientious with his work, and always has been.” Kate stood

and stretched. “Excuse me, but I need to get myself something to eat as well. It's fun talking to you,

Alice, and I'm very much looking forward to tomorrow.”



37

Alice stood in front of the mirror and stared at her reflection with a frown, holding two dresses

up against herself. “Alicia, what do you think?” she said to her baby lying on the bed behind her.

“Should I go with the blue lace, or the pink roses?”

Alicia, however, was staring intently at the slowly spinning ceiling fan above her with a

contemplative expression.

With a sigh, Alice closed her eyes and pulled out a different dress at random. “Black, huh? Is

that going to be okay, or will Basil think I'm reverting to my old self? This is just too hard!” Alice

flopped down on the bed, then rolled to her side to tickle her baby's tummy. “You're lucky that it's so

easy to dress you. Baby clothes are all super adorable.” She followed the baby's gaze and looked up at

the ceiling fan as well. “I wish that I had some makeup, but I don't know how to apply it so I actually

look pretty … I wonder what's so fascinating about that thing up there. You just don't want to look

away from it, do you.”

After a minute of watching the fan in silence, Alice stood and pulled on the black dress. “Well, I

guess that we haven't got all morning, and I'm missing breakfast with Basil. We don't want daddy to

leave for work without kissing us goodbye.” She giggled as she picked her baby up. “After all, daddy

has a ride to work so we can go out shopping with grandma. Isn't that exciting?”

She stepped softly out of the bedroom and walked barefoot to the kitchen, worried that Hackett

had finished eating during the time it had taken her to get dressed. It was a relief to discover that he was

only halfway through his omelet, and Kate had one for her still on the stove.

“There you are,” he said as soon as he saw her. “I was beginning to worry that you got lost.”

“Maybe a little,” Alice replied as she sat down at the table, too embarrassed to share how much

she was struggling with her appearance. She had purchased a number of feminine dresses because they

were the opposite of what she had worn before, but now she worried that she looked like an imposter in

them, especially because she didn't know how to style her hair or makeup. She missed the simplicity of

the white dresses that she had worn in prison, but they didn't seem appropriate now that she was out.

“Here you are, Alice,” Kate said as she set a cheese omelet down in front of her. “I hope you

like it.”

“Thank you,” Alice said with a smile. “This looks delicious! We should definitely put this on

the list of recipes that you're going to teach me how to make.”

Kate laughed. “I would be delighted to. Now go on and eat up, especially with that baby to feed.



It's very important that you take care of yourself, and get plenty of water too.”

Alice couldn't help but grin as she replied, “Yes, mom,” while relishing the words. Kate simply

rolled her eyes at her.

They were silent as they ate. Alice shifted her foot forward to touch Hackett's leg under the

table, and winked at him when his eyes met hers. He returned her flirty expression, then chuckled

silently as he stood and took his plate to the sink.

“Before I go, Alice …” he began as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “I want

you to have some spending money.”

Alice's eyes grew wide as he counted out five twenties. “That's too much!” she exclaimed.

“Is it?” He looked amused. “I'm more concerned that it won't be enough.”

“But …” she sputtered, searching for the words she wanted to say. “Aren't you scared that I'll

use it to run away, or something?”

“I can't say that the thought crossed my mind.” He pressed the cash into her hand. “I have every

intention of helping you get a drivers license, and getting you a credit card as well. You aren't my

prisoner …” He lowered his voice as he moved to whisper against her ear, “Anymore.”

Chills shot through Alice's body, causing her to shudder slightly. She bit her lip as she looked up

at him, unable to respond to the teasing expression on his face, and afraid that he would see the effect

he had on her. Internally, she chastised herself for being messed up enough to feel sad that she was no

longer Hackett's captured princess, locked away in a tower.

She cleared her throat in an effort to bring the life back into her tongue. “Thanks,” she answered

lamely, her voice higher pitched than usual.

A car honk sounded from outside.

“That's Rob. I'll see you later, darling.” Hackett kissed Alice and her baby, then gave Kate a

quick peck on the cheek before heading out the door.

“Are you ready to go?” Kate asked, taking Alice's empty plate.

“Oh. Yeah. I just need my shoes.”

“You should bring your coat as well. The forecast said that it's going to start raining again this

afternoon. Don't forget to bundle up that baby.”

“Don't worry, I will.” Alice kissed the top of Alicia's head, then stood up. “I need to show you

the adorable booties that Gertie made for us. She's teaching me how to knit, too.”

“She told me about that at the barbecue, and mentioned that you were quite enthusiastic about

it. I do some crochet and knitting myself, so I thought that I'd take you to the yarn shop in town. I hope

that's not going to be too boring?”



“Not at all! One sec, and I'll be right back.” Alice hurried to the bedroom to fish Alicia's booties

out of a drawer, then snagged a pair of socks for herself as well before she scampered back to Kate.

Together they worked on bundling up the baby, then Alice sat down to pull on her socks and shoes,

followed by her coat. Once they were ready, they walked out to Hackett's car parked in the driveway.

“Oh goodness, this big dent always throws me off,” Kate exclaimed as she opened the door.

“How long has it been there?”

Alice hesitated. “Since … the day Basil and I got married. A couple of weeks, I guess.”

“Honestly, it's a relief that he hasn't gotten it fixed yet. I got so worried about him when he

bought this car,” Kate said, standing as she waited for Alice to buckle Alicia into the back. When she

was done, Alice straightened her back and looked the car over. She couldn't see what was wrong with

it.

“Why did you worry?” she asked.

“It's a Lexus. One of the nicer models, too.”

“Oh. Okay.” Alice still didn't have a clue why that should cause any amount of worry.

Kate read the confusion on Alice's face, so she clarified, “I was concerned that he was being

influenced in a more – erm – materialistic direction by a certain somebody. But she's gone now, and

Basil's obviously not preoccupied with the state of his car, so it's all right.”

“Huh.” Alice sat down in the passenger seat and buckled herself in. “I don't know a thing about

cars – they all look the same to me. I do like how much more protected I feel in here over riding on a

motorcycle, though. Even with a helmet on, I still felt buffeted like crazy by the wind and I was always

terrified of crashing.”

Kate laughed. “You are too cute! So tell me, how did Basil's car get damaged?”

Alice grew quiet. “Damon kicked it,” she murmured softly, “because he saw me. So Basil tased

him.”

Kate reached over and patted Alice's shoulder. “That certainly sounds like quite the story, and a

romantic one, if you ask me.” She started the car and back up out of the driveway, then started driving

them towards town. After a few minutes of silence, she said, “Tell me about when Alicia was born.”

Alice perked up. “Gosh, I was so silly when I went into labor. My contractions started shorty

after I went to bed, and I was immediately terrified. I kept telling myself that if I didn't call Basil to tell

him about it, then they weren't really happening and the baby wasn't really coming, you know? So I put

it off far too long, and he ended up having to race to the prison to be with me.” She smiled to herself as

she thought about the memory. “I don't know how I would have done it without him. I was so

exhausted, and so scared, and you know what he said to me? He told me, 'You are strong, Alice, and



you can do it.' It was exactly what I needed to hear to help me give birth.”

“Aw, that just warms my heart. I'm so glad he was there for you,” Kate answered quietly,

glancing over.

Alice turned to look back at her baby in the carseat. “I think about how lucky I am all the time. I

hated being lonely, and now I have both Basil and Alicia.” She reached back to touch the baby's head,

then settled facing forward into her seat once again. “Anyway, I had blood clots that caused some

pretty heavy bleeding, so Dr. Westley had me transferred to the hospital. In the ambulance, they gave

me some sort of shot to cause more contractions, then pushed hard on my abdomen to work them out,

which really hurt. It all turned out okay though.”

They continued chatting the rest of the way into town, swapping stories about babies and

motherhood. Alice found herself opening up about some of the more embarrassing aspects of being

postpartum, and was relieved when Kate assured her that her experience was normal. By the time they

parked in the downtown shopping area, she had saved Kate's number in her phone and had asked if she

could call her 'mom'.

After Alice got Alicia snuggled into the baby carrier, Kate snapped a picture of the two of them,

then looped arms with her and pulled her inside the yarn store. The sight of cubbyholes lining the walls

and filled to the brim with a rainbow of skeins took Alice's breath away.

Kate sensed that Alice needed a moment, and excused herself. As Alice slowly browsed through

the store, it hit her hard that she didn't know the first thing about yarn. There were fat yarns and thin

ones, and some were marked cotton while others were wool. She picked up a small fuzzy ball that

matched the yarn Gertie had used for her shawl, then immediately put it back down when she saw the

price tag.

Hackett had been right: a hundred dollars would be nowhere near enough money if she decided

to get ambitious.

There were also a good number of books filled with gorgeous pictures, which tempted Alice

sorely. Even if it was going to take her awhile to gain the skills necessary to actually make anything,

she thought that it wouldn't be a bad idea to buy one to help motivate her. She picked out her favorite,

even though the patterns themselves looked like an indecipherable code.

“Did you ever imagine that yarn could be so fancy?” she whispered to Alicia. “I'm so

overwhelmed, I don't know where to start. Maybe we should go find Kate now.”

Kate was in front of the knitting supplies section, browsing through sets of needles. “There you

are, Alice,” she murmured as soon as Alice joined her. “I was wondering if you'd prefer wood or

metal?”



“I have no clue what that means,” Alice replied, frowning.

Kate laughed. “I'm sorry! I want to get you a set of knitting needles. This one is made out of

bamboo, while this one is nickel plated.”

Alice shrugged. “I don't know enough about knitting to tell you.”

“Of course, of course. Here, we'll go with the metal set. Did you see any yarns that you like?”

“Tons and tons of them,” Alice replied. “Too many to decide on what to get.”

“Here, we'll look around together and figure out a project for you. I think a wool scarf would be

a good place to start, especially with winter around the corner.”

“Ooo, I can make matching scarves for me and Basil! That sounds perfect!” Alice giggled, and

together they browsed through the wool yarn until she found skeins that were a mix of vivid blues and

greens that seemed absolutely perfect. Then she found some soft lilac-colored yarn to make something

for Alicia, and afterwards she was left with only ten dollars.

They got lunch at a nearby cafe, where they ordered sandwiches and chai tea, then continued to

make small talk as Kate took a turn with holding the baby. The sky had turned a dreary gray and

threatened to rain, which made Alice feel worn down and long for nap. When she failed to stifle a

yawn, they agreed that it was time to return home. However, as they were walking back to the car,

Alice spotted a bookstore across the street.

“Hey, I want to stop in there real quick,” she said, pointing.

“Sure thing,” Kate replied, bouncing the baby in her arm.

A bell sounded as they walked through the door, and Alice immediately went to the table set up

near the front with a number of books and a sign that read 'staff picks'. She spent a minute picking up

various paperbacks and reading the descriptions on the back, until she found one that struck her as

perfect. It was a crime novel, not one that she had seen in Hackett's collection, and she was certain that

he would enjoy it. She had just barely enough money to cover the cost.

Alice clutched the book in her hands as they returned to the car, certain that it was her most

important purchase of the day.



38

Hackett exited the courtroom and ripped off his tie, then gripped it tightly in his hand as he

rested his arm against the wall, pressing his forehead against the cold marble as he slowly took in a

deep breath with his eyes closed. The echo of clacking high heels surrounded him, and he whipped

around to face the lawyer approaching him.

“Miranda,” he growled. “I never expected you to sink this low.”

Her smug grin failed underneath his gaze, and she pushed her glasses higher up onto her nose.

Her pant suit was pale blue, and her blonde hair was pulled back into a chignon. “Me?” she asked, her

voice shrill. “You're the one who exploited your position to start having sex with a young woman. What

did you expect to happen after you dove head first into such a scandal?”

“It's my private life!” Hackett hit the wall with his fist. “I have conducted myself honorably in

regards to Alice, and our relationship has absolutely nothing to do with what you managed to achieve in

there.”

“The judge thought that I brought up some very valid concerns, and I'm only looking to ensure

that this case is handled properly. You have too much personal investment.” Miranda placed her hand

on Hackett's sleeve. “Now calm down, Basil, and be sensible about this. There really is no way of

proving that you acted reasonably when you tasered him, so this is the best way to ensure he is treated

fairly in the system.”

Hackett stared hard at her, his eyes growing cold as he said slowly, “You have no right to be

jealous.”

“Jealous?” Miranda laughed. “Why would I be jealous?”

“Come off it. I was with you for long enough to know your moods, and you can't stand the fact

that I've moved on, so you're using this as your chance.”

“Ha, ha, Basil.” Miranda placed her hands on her hips. “That's just absurd. If anything, it

astonishes me that, for all of your high morals, you went jumping into bed with some slut who got

herself knocked up by another man. Clearly, you're the one who has fallen.”

Hackett continued to stare, then moved towards her. She set her jaw, turning her face upwards in

defiance, but as he drew even closer, her lips parted and she let out a heady breath.

His expression changed, and he whispered, “You honestly didn't expect me to break up with you

back then.”

“Shut up,” she snapped, taking a step back.



“You actually believed that I didn't want a family and would be relieved that you had terminated

the pregnancy,” he said incredulously. “It never even occurred to you to talk to me about it first.”

“Shut it, Basil! That was three years ago, and I've moved on, too.” Miranda glared, tilting her

head up haughtily. “You know full well that I got the promotion I've always wanted, and I've never

been happier in all my life. You never let me have room to breathe and be myself, and everything

always had to be up to your standards. I didn't realize how much you had taken away from me until I

was out on my own again. I was right in prioritizing myself first.”

“That's total bullshit, Miranda, and you know it.” Hackett turned back to the wall, and placed

his arm against it once again. “I gave you everything that you wanted out of me, including the

prestigious job with all the right connections, and the flashy car to impress everyone you knew, all so

that you could feel important. You kept pushing me and pushing me, so you could ride on my

coattails.”

Miranda sneered. “That was all because you didn't want me to be successful, and the best that I

could do was try to live vicariously through you instead. You deliberately held me back because you

felt threatened by me.”

“Threatened? I helped pay your tuition so you could become a lawyer in the first place.”

Hackett rubbed the bridge of his nose as he let out an exasperated sigh. “The reason why I broke up

with you, Miranda, is because I realized that after everything I did for you, you still weren't going to

give me any of the things that I wanted, and our relationship was never going to go anywhere. I want

something else out of life than what you were willing to offer.”

Miranda's folded her arms defensively across her chest. “Having a baby would have changed

my entire life, forever. It was totally unreasonable to ask that of me.”

“And you think that becoming the warden didn't change my life forever? Do you think that I

aspired to endless budget meetings, and figuring out how to keep good-for-nothing thugs from killing

each other? Do you think that I wanted to sacrifice my name for the sake of a title?”

Miranda rolled her eyes. “You are far too good of a warden to argue that you hate it. I was with

you long enough to know that you love your job despite the frustrations. It fits in too well with all of

those silly idealistic notions you've got swimming around in your head.”

Hackett lowered his voice to murmur softly, “You could have enjoyed being a mother.”

“Not a chance in hell,” she spat.

He remained quiet, watching her as his hand tightened around his tie. The soft ticking of the

clock filled the space in between them, until he finally spoke, “You know, I can't imagine you actually

sacrificing anything for another person, so maybe you're right.” He stuffed his tie into his pant pocket,



then briefly pulled out his phone to check the screen. He couldn't help the small smile that flitted across

his face when he saw that Alice had sent him a few text messages, all of them brimming with

excitement. “I found someone who isn't like that, and I married her as soon as I could. You'll just have

to deal with the fact that I traded you for a younger model.”

Miranda made a choked noise in her throat, her eyes flashing with fury, but she didn't move or

speak.

Hackett turned to leave, then stopped. “Oh, and Miranda, stay away from Damon. He's too

smart for you to handle.”



39

Hackett slouched into the passenger seat and pulled out his phone, staring at the time display

with a fixed stony expression that didn't change when Dr. Westley joined him in the car. They were

silent as they exited the prison grounds, with only the patter of raindrops and the swish of the

windshield wipers filling the space around them, until Dr. Westley asked,

“Bad day?”

Hackett grunted. “Miranda has become even more of a nightmare.”

“Mm. Her. I never understood what you saw in her.” Dr. Westley chuckled slightly. “Then

again, I can't say I fully understand your choice with Alice, either.”

Hackett didn't reply.

Dr. Westley cleared his throat, then asked, “What did she do this time?”

“Same shit. Lawyer-ing.”

“Yeah?”

They were quiet again. The trees of the forest loomed high over the car as they drove, trembling

as the storm picked up and lightning flashed through the sky. Hackett moved forward to look up at the

clouds through the windshield.

“Looks like it's going to be a big one tonight,” he said.

“That probably means no sleep for me. My youngest has decided that she's terrified of

thunderstorms, and only daddy makes her feel safe,” Dr. Westley glanced over as he spoke.

“Mm.”

Thunder rumbled.

H a c k e t t s t a r e d g r i m l y f o r w a r d a s h e s a i d , “ S h e g o t D a m o n o u t . ”

Dr. Westley's hands tightened on the steering wheel, and he glanced over again.“How?”

“She argued that I used excessive force on him out of jealousy.”

“Shit,” Dr. Westley breathed through his teeth.

“Yeah.” Hackett cracked a small sardonic smile. “Can't say I didn't enjoy tasing him, though.”

“Is Alice going to freak?”

“I don't know. He did a real number on her.”

There was another peal of thunder, followed by a gust of wind. They were quiet as Dr. Westley

focused on driving, watching the sky as mammatus clouds formed above them.

Then Dr. Westley said, “It's best if you tell her up-front.”



“I know,” Hackett replied. “It's going to be hard, though. She's so happy, right now.”

“Mm.” Another gust of wind hit the car, and Dr. Westley had to compensate for it. “Better get

home quickly,” he said. “Is your yard battened down?”

“Should be.”

“You should tell her.”

“I will. Probably.” Hackett sat back in his seat and thoughtfully stared at his phone, this time

pulling up a picture of Alice and Alicia. “That youngest of yours sure is a firecracker.”

“Oh yes. She's the queen, and she lets everybody know it. Maggie has her hands full with that

one during the day.” Dr. Westley chuckled. “How's fatherhood treating you?”

“She cries sometimes, but she settles down when I give her chocolate and call her a good girl.”

Hackett laughed at Dr. Westley's expression, then added, “Oh, you meant the baby.”

“Trust me, I got a good enough look at you and Alice interacting yesterday to know how that's

going. As her doctor, I'm obligated to advise you to wait at least six weeks before intercourse, but

nobody listens to doctors. Hell, Maggie and I never listened to that one, either.”

“What makes you think that we haven't yet?”

“You're too uptight at work.”

“Heh.” Hackett gave a nod. “I suppose so. Well, looks like we're here. Have fun being the hero

for your daughter tonight.”

“I will. See you tomorrow.”

Hackett got out of the car and ran up his driveway and through the front door. He stopped in the

entry way to take off his wet coat and shake the excess water off.

“Basil!” Alice was already running to greet him. “I got so worried about you when this

thunderstorm started.” She wrapped her arms around him and planted her mouth against his.

Hackett spun her around and pushed her against the door, touching her hair and face with both

hands as he deepened the kiss to taste her. Alice's skin was hot after the chill of the storm, and he found

it comforting.

“Mm, I missed you, too,” Alice whispered against him, then nibbled on his earlobe. “Gertie's

here. Come on, I want to show you something.” She took his hand and pulled him to the living room,

where he greeted Gertie who was holding the baby, then smiled with amusement as Alice held up some

brightly colored yarn for him to inspect. “Look! Gertie taught me how to purl, and I bought this yarn to

make matching scarves for us. Isn't this exciting? I had the most amazing day.”

“She's catching on quite quickly,” Gertie said. “You're going to have a collection of scarves and

afghans in no time with the way Alice is going.” She motioned for Alice to take the baby, then stood



up. “I suppose it's time for me to get going.”

“Oh, no!” Alice cried. “Not in this storm! Stay and have dinner with us – I'm sure that Kate is

already planning on it. Then later, after the rain has died down a little, Basil can take you home.”

“Well, if you're certain that I'm not intruding, dear …” Gertie looked at Hackett with a little

frown.

“Not at all, Gertie. I wouldn't dream of letting you sit alone on a night like this,” he assured her.

“Mom is in the kitchen making dinner. Doesn't it smell good?” Alice wrinkled her nose as she

grinned up at Hackett.

“I think that I'm going to go help out,” Gertie said as she stretched her arms. “Kate never stays

in town long enough, if you ask me, so we barely have any time before she's off again.” Gertie patted

Alice's shoulder, then slipped past her to head towards the kitchen.

“Alice …” Hackett began, but a lump formed in his throat.

“I got something for you,” she said, digging through the skeins of yarn until she found a small

wrapped present. “Here, open it.” She grinned as she pushed the gift into his hands, and he could tell

that it was a book. He carefully pulled off the tape and unfolded the paper to reveal the title.

Alice immediately started chatting again. “I thought that it sounded like a good one for us to

read together. It feels like it's been too long since the last one, and I really miss talking about books

with you. I do hope you like it.”

He skimmed the back cover, then read the first page as she talked. “Wouldn't this be little too

scary?”

Alice blushed. “It's not like I come from a background of rainbows and kittens, you know. I can

handle it.”

Hackett chuckled. “We'll read it together, then. Thank you.”

Alice pulled him to the kitchen, where he sat down with Alicia and watched his young wife

talking happily with the two older women as she pulled out dishes to help set the table. He was struck

by how different she was from the girl he had met nearly a year earlier, who had a look of

heartbreaking terror in her eyes whenever she let her facade of anger slip. Now she had become

vibrant, and possessed an intoxicating thirst for life that comes with being given a second chance. Even

the raging storm outside couldn't break through the bubble of happiness that surrounded them.

He couldn't tell her that his past had collided with hers, and was looming darkly in their future.

He didn't have it in him to shatter the joy that she had found. Not in that moment.

So he let the thought go, and enjoyed the meal.
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The week passed by quickly. Alice spent a lot of time in the kitchen with Kate, learning how to

read recipes and cook, and soon had an assortment of cookies to unabashedly munch on. Gertie also

stopped by every day, and the three of them would sit together with their yarn until Hackett came home

from work in the evening, often with the two older women reminiscing while Alice soaked it all in.

Alice fell into the comfortable routine of feeding and diapering Alicia, getting her snuggled into

her crib, then cuddling against Hackett as he read their new book out loud to her. She enjoyed

interrupting him to blurt out her thoughts, and they often became so engrossed in their ensuing

conversation that they would forget to resume reading until the next night.

Mornings were still difficult. Alice had to drag herself out of bed to eat breakfast, then would go

back to sleep after Hackett had left for work, usually with Alicia against her breast. It was often close to

noon before she felt ready to be up for the day, and while she wondered how Kate passed the hours

alone, she was too shy to ask.

All too soon, it was time for Kate to return home. Alice couldn't stop the tears that streamed

down her cheeks as she hugged her goodbye in the airport, and in return Kate promised to plan a much

longer visit over the upcoming holidays. Then Hackett gave her a hug with the words, “Goodbye,

mom,” and she was off to board her plane.

Alice and Hackett remained quiet during the entire drive home. Unlike before, the sky was a

clear deep blue, and the sunlight brightly illuminated the autumn leaves as the road traced back through

the town and the forest that surrounded Hackett's little neighborhood. When he parked in the driveway

and turned off the car, Alice looked up at his house and softly said, “You know, this is the longest I've

ever stayed in one place since I was sixteen. Not counting prison, of course.”

Hackett reached over to hold her hand. “How do you feel about growing old here?”

“I think that I should like it.” Alice interlocked her fingers with his then leaned to rest her head

against his shoulder. “It feels like Alicia and I have always belonged here with you. It's hard to believe

that I ever existed without you – both of you.”

Hackett kissed her hair, and they sat together for a few minutes until Alicia stirred and let out a

cry from the backseat. Then, once they retrieved the baby from her carseat, they went inside to pass the

rest of the day snuggled together on the couch with a movie.

That night passed like usual, with Alicia asleep in her crib as Hackett read to Alice out loud, but

she didn't have any thoughts to share this time. They finished the chapter quickly, then turned out the



lights and settled into bed. Hackett was lying on his side with his back turned toward her, and Alice

found herself staring at it as a feeling of agitation rose inside of her and made her want to toss and turn.

A single thought plagued her mind and kept her fidgeting, and she knew that it would not allow her to

fall asleep any time soon.

But she was too scared to act on it, for fear of how Hackett would respond. He had turned her

down often enough to make her insecure, and his back seemed like a wall. Alice closed her eyes and

counted the pounding beats of her heart, then whispered into the dark, “Basil, I want you to fuck me.”

Immediately, she felt that she had made a mistake in nervously reverting to her old way of

speaking as Hackett turned towards her, and she stumbled over her words as she said, “I'm sorry, I

didn't mean to be coarse--” 

Hackett's hand pressed over her mouth and stopped her, and he whispered in a low voice, “I'll

fuck you.”

Chills shot through Alice, and she allowed herself to slid her hands over his chest then down to

touch his skin under his t-shirt as he positioned himself over her. They paused to stare into each others

eyes, and Alice found that she was trembling as she pulled at his shirt to urge him to take it off. He slid

it easily over his head and tossed it aside, then did the same with Alice's nightgown.

Hackett lightly touched her with his fingertips, starting at her face then down her neck, over the

curve of her shoulder and in between her breasts in a way that made her feel as if he was savoring the

moment, rather than rushing through it. When he reached her stomach, Alice couldn't stop the self-

consciousness that made her blush, knowing that her old shape had not returned in the four weeks since

giving birth, but Hackett's hand continued down her abdomen and across her hipbone, then along her

thigh.

She wrapped her legs around him and pulled herself against him, kissing his neck and ear as the

fire burned even hotter inside of her. Alice was still young and madly in love, and lying completely

naked underneath him was making her impatient. She wanted him inside of her, to join together as one

and consummate their marriage, and she knew how to move against his bulge to stoke the fires inside

of him as well. From the way that he removed his pajama pants, she knew that she had succeeded.

As he penetrated her, Alice was struck by how different it felt from what she had experienced

previously. At first she wondered if it was the difference of being in love, or a change that had

accompanied her emergence into motherhood, until it finally dawned on her that Hackett was not

wearing a condom. She had never been so vulnerable before.

The way that he moved and touched her made her feel cherished and beautiful, as the sound of

Hackett's ragged breath intermixed with his grunts of satisfied concentration filled her ears, and she



wished that the brush of skin and hot kisses would never end – that she could forever lose herself in the

passion that they shared. Alice closed her eyes as she tasted his salty skin with her tongue, and her hand

moved down to caress his manhood as it slid in and out of her, and assure herself of the reality of what

they were doing. She squeezed as tight as she could with her vaginal muscles, and he let out a moan as

he climaxed, pushing even deeper inside of her as he did.

Hackett slumped down onto the bed next to her, despite the way Alice clung to his hips with her

legs and pleaded for more in a small voice, so she resignedly settled herself against him with her head

on his shoulder, and closed her eyes to focus on the tingles that danced through her. His fingers

continued to brush her arm, until his voice rumbled deep inside his chest,

“You broke your promise to me, Alice.”

“What?” Alice lifted herself up to stare at him with wide eyes, her heart skipping a beat.

“You swore that you were never going to have sex again.”

For a moment, Alice was stunned. Then she grabbed a pillow to shove in Hackett's face as she

exclaimed, “I had no idea it would be with you when I said that!”

He easily yanked the pillow out of her hands and threw it away, then took hold of her wrists and

pressed them down into the bed above her head. Alice's breath caught in her throat, and she found

herself squirming for him again. 

Hackett kissed her cheek, then whispered in her ear, “Did you mean it when you said that you'd

be my baby girl?”

“Yes.” She pulled on him with her feet, aching for more. “I'll be yours forever, and I'll do

everything I can to make you happy. I love you, Basil, more than anything.”

“Funny, I was about to say the exact same thing to you.” Hackett chuckled as he pushed into her

a second time. “I love you, Alice, more than anything. And I think that I'll reward you by giving you

more of what you want.”

They continued to writhe together, only Hackett's actions took on a more aggressive tone and he

carefully gripped a fistful of her hair to hold her head back as he kissed her neck. Alice was completely

blown away and she responded with heightened desperation, begging him for more with both her voice

and her body. His fingers moved between her legs and stroked her sweet spot so that she cried out in

ecstasy, until the spasms of an orgasm took hold of her. By the time Hackett laid down and pulled her

into his arms, they were both too tired to move.

After a few minutes of heavy breathing, Alice spoke softly, “You know, I was kind of afraid that

you didn't want to have sex with me at all. You seemed so distant about it.”

He chuckled quietly, then assured her, “I didn't want to push you and scare you. It drove me



crazy to have you in my bed and not touch you.”

She yawned, then said, “I've thought about it a lot ever since we were married. I even got really

upset at you for not taking advantage of me after I had given you every cue I could think of. I thought

that you were being too restrained.”

“I wasn't certain if you were being genuine, or acting in a way that you had been programmed

to.” He gave her a small squeeze. “It was not an area that I dared start off on the wrong foot.”

Alice closed her eyes and let her muscles relax, listening to Hackett's steady heartbeat inside his

chest. “Hm? Programmed?” she asked drowsily.

“Never mind.” He kissed the top of her head. “Goodnight, Mrs. Alice Hackett.”

“Goodnight,” Alice murmured, and together they fell fast asleep.
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Alice was giddy. When she got up to nurse her baby in the middle of the night, she watched

Hackett's sleeping form with a wide grin, and giggled silently to herself as she replayed the memory of

their love making through her mind. When his alarm went off in the morning, she was wide awake with

him, snuggling against him and showering his face with kisses. 

“Thank God it's Sunday,” she whispered into his ear as her fingers played with his hair, and he

kissed her back.

They both smelled heavily of sex, which kept the butterflies dancing in Alice's chest, and

goosebumps frequently dotted her skin. She clung to him for as long as she could before the baby woke

up, then held his hand as the three of them moved into the kitchen.

“You were amazing!” she gushed. “Just absolutely amazing.”

“As were you,” he replied with a smile, and touched his forehead to hers.

“You know, we should do that again sometime. How does tonight work for you?”

“I'll have to check my schedule, but I think it's open.” He winked, and Alice giggled.

She started the coffee brewing with her free hand, then sat down to watch Hackett mix up

pancakes for their breakfast. “This girl is getting heavy,” she said as she tickled Alicia's cheeks. “Can

you believe that she's a month old already? My arms are starting to wear out from carrying her around.”

“I'm impressed that she slept through all of that noise you made last night.”

“Hey! That was your fault!” Alice stuck her tongue out at Hackett. “Besides, she was a very

good girl for mommy and daddy by staying asleep. Though, Alicia says that we shouldn't expect her to

be so gracious forever, because she's a growing girl with lots of needs, and she's going to scream if she

doesn't get what she wants the second she wants it.”

“Yes, ma'am.” Hackett tipped an imaginary hat towards the baby. “Thank you, ma'am.”

They both laughed.

Hackett turned and poured pancake batter onto a large cast iron pan that had been heating on the

stove, while Alice cuddled her baby with her cheek against Alicia's soft hair, her gaze fixed intently on

her husband. “I never knew that sex could be like that,” she murmured. “I felt so beautiful and feminine

… like a princess. So, um, thank you for not treating me like a living doll.” She blushed.

He flipped the pancakes over, then turned to Alice and gently pulled her head against his

stomach to embrace her. “Thank you for not acting like a dead fish,” he murmured in reply, and they

both began to giggle.



Several minutes later they were sitting together at the table with a plate of pancakes, a bottle of

maple syrup, and mugs of hot coffee. Hackett gave Alice a roguish grin as he picked up the maple

syrup and poured a generous amount into her coffee, laughing as her eyes grew wide.

“What are you doing?” she exclaimed.

“It's delicious,” he crooned. “Stir it in and try it with some half-n-half. You'll see.”

Alice did, and closed her eyes as she took a sip. “You're right! How did you get to be so smart?”

“Just am.” Hackett winked.

“I'm so glad that we're married, Basil.” Alice looked up at him earnestly. “I want it to always be

like this forever, so I won't ever let us ever drift apart. I swear it.”

“You might not feel that way in a few years.”

“I might have some bad days, but I really do mean it. I can't imagine spending my life any other

way.” Alice shyly traced the table top with her finger. “I didn't make any vows in front of everyone like

you did at the barbecue, but I'm being just as serious about this. I'm your wife, and our marriage will

always come first above anything else. I'll do everything that I can to make sure that we have a 'happily

ever after.'”

“Heh. I hope you don't take this the wrong way, Alice, but sometimes I wonder how you can

possibly be for real. Aren't 21-year-old women supposed to be obsessed with education and careers?

What if I die and leave you a widow?”

Alice wrinkled the bridge of her nose. “Yeah, sure, I'll just go to college and join a study group

of BFFs,” she said sarcastically. “I'll totally fit right in, especially when I talk about how I dropped out

of high school and ran away with some loser who got me incarcerated, but it turned out okay because I

married the warden. Oh, and lets not forget about the baby while we're at it!”

Hackett chuckled. “I see your point.”

“It's just … is it wrong to want to be a mother? I spent the entire time I was pregnant scared that

they'd take my baby away from me the moment she was born, and now I can't imagine being separated

from her for any length of time. It would break my heart, you know? Besides, I don't want to change

what we have now; I like being here to greet you when you get off work, and I like spending our nights

hanging out together. Maybe it is boring and unimpressive, but it makes me happy.”

“My dearest darling, you truly were a diamond in the rough.” Hackett reached across the table

to hold her hand, stroking her skin with his thumb.

“Hey, Basil … what did you mean last night when you said something about programming?”

“Hm? Nothing.” He pulled away to take a sip of coffee, then began eating.

“No, I want to know why you said that. Please tell me.”



“It's a theory, more than anything.” Hackett hesitated. “And probably not a suitable topic for the

moment.”

“Basil, please.”

“Well … Damon is smart. He knew exactly what he was doing with you.” Hackett sighed as he

sat back in his chair, then fixed his eyes on Alice. “He targeted you, kept you off-balance with drugs

and alcohol, and essentially brainwashed you to keep you compliant and loyal to him. Fact is, I asked

him about it a couple of weeks ago, and he said that he had no choice but to abandon you because you

were becoming self-aware.”

Alice sat silent and still, staring down at her uneaten pancakes. 

“I had suspected as much from the beginning. That's why I put you alone in the tower and

dressed you in white, instead of in a cell in a prison jumpsuit. If I had put you in the trappings of a

criminal during your time in prison, you would have become one instead of finding yourself, because

you were lost without your master.” Hackett abruptly cut off and covered his eyes with his hand.

“Forget I said that. I shouldn't have.”

“No …” Alice choked down the lump that had formed in her throat. “It's okay. He pretty much

was … back then, and I did feel lost.”

“I was perfectly aware that you were acting like you wanted to sleep with me – I am a man,

after all – but I didn't know if that was genuinely how you felt, or if you were only acting that way

because you thought it would satisfy me the same way it had satisfied Damon.”

“Is …” Alice swallowed hard. “Is that why you asked me to be your baby girl? To replace

Damon and my 'programming' with yourself?”

“No.” Once again, Hackett took Alice's hand across the table. “I asked because I'm a kinky

bastard, and I want to hold you down and fuck you hard, then lavish you with love and care.”

Alice blushed. “It's weird to hear you talk like that.”

“It's the truth.”

“You know … I'm not surprised at all – you've already been acting like a Daddy Dom towards

me, but I just thought it was because I'm so much younger than you. I wonder if everyone would be

shocked to learn that Warden Hackett has such a twisted side to him?” Alice couldn't help but smile.

“It's our secret, just for the two of us. You can tie me up and we'll rut like rabbits every night, but on the

outside we'll look like a perfectly boring couple, through and through.” She placed her cheek against

Alicia's head and added, “But we should be careful of what we say around little ears.”

“Agreed.” Hackett stood and took Alicia in his arms. “Go on and eat now, and forget about all

of that. I don't want it to spoil our day.”



“What if I don't want to eat? Will you spank me for being naughty?” Alice teased.

He gave her a flat look. “No. I'll just be disappointed.”

Alice picked up her fork, cut off a large piece of pancake, and popped it into her mouth.
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Alice retrieved Alicia from her carseat and got her safely buckled into the baby carrier, then

looped her arm around Hackett's as they walked into the grocery store. They passed by an employee

who called out, “Morning, Warden!” and Hackett gave a small wave as he retrieved a shopping cart,

then rejoined his wife.

“I guess everyone knows you pretty well around here,” Alice murmured. “Do you think they

know about me yet?”

“Probably. Gossip travels fast.”

“Gee, thanks for reminding me of that.” Alice sighed, then wrapped her arm around Hackett's

waist. “It's a little weird to think that this is my first time grocery shopping since I was a kid.”

“The candy section is over there,” Hackett said as he pointed, so she dug her fingers into his

side to tickle him. He twisted around to pull her hand away with a smirk.

“I still have tons of chocolate left from last week, thank-you-very-much!” Alice haughtily lifted

her chin. “And you should know exactly why I asked for it.”

“Because you were throwing a tantrum?”

This time Alice tried to punch him in the shoulder, but Hackett caught her wrist. 

“Watch it,” he said. “You've got a sleeping baby on you.”

Alice stuck her tongue out at him, then turned away and patted Alicia's back through the carrier.

“Anyway,” she said with deliberate slowness, “we need diapers and wipes, and whatever the heck else

you wrote down on the list.” She suddenly stopped and stared over at the nearby magazines, then

walked over to them and picked one up with a picture of a bride on the cover. “Who is she?” Alice

asked breathlessly.

“I guess it's some celebrity news that you missed out on while you were in prison,” Hackett

replied as he joined her with the shopping cart.

“She's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen in my life! Do you think that if I grew my hair

out that long, then I could look like her?” Alice held the magazine alongside her face and looked

earnestly at Hackett.

“I think that you'd look like yourself with longer hair.”

Alice rolled her eyes, then continued to stare down at the picture. “I didn't realize that women

could look like this. She could be a goddess, you know? She's not sexy, or pragmatic, or anything like

that. She's just gorgeous, through and through.”



“I'm sorry, Alice, but she's taken.” Hackett took the magazine and flipped through it until he

found the pages he wanted. “Look, these are her wedding photos. She belongs to the Order, too.”

“She would.” Alice frowned. “She's too good to belong with us regular folks.” She was quiet for

a moment as she read the accompanying article, then blurted out, “Holy fuck! The Black Magus? She

married the fucking Black Magus?!”

“Language, Alice.” Hackett shook his head, but he had a small amused smile on his lips.

“Sorry.” Alice blushed slightly. “You have no idea how bizarre this is. How much did I miss

while I was in prison?”

“Just this, and you know that the Order doesn't bother itself much with our world. It might as

well be a plot twist in a television drama for all it concerns us.”

Alice held the magazine up and looked from it to Hackett, then back again. “I can't decide who

looks older, you, or the Black Magus. I think … you.”

Hackett took the magazine from her and put it back on the rack. “Enough of that. Come on, lets

get to the groceries.” He turned and pushed the shopping cart away, so rapidly that Alice had to skip to

keep up with him.

“You know how you're always telling me to just be myself? Well, the truth is, I've really been

struggling to figure out who I am, exactly.” Alice caught hold of Hackett's arm and pulled to slow him

down. “I just decided that I want to be beautiful, inside and out, like that woman. I can tell that she's

got a pure soul, and I want to be like that, too. It's not too late for me, right?”

Hackett stopped and pulled Alice into a hug, kissing the top of her head. “Not at all. It's an

admirable goal and you should strive for it, but I also think that you're already beautiful, inside and

out.”

Alice blushed, then reached down to hold his hand with their fingers interlocking. “Really?”

“Really.”

She hesitated, then asked shyly, “Can I get some makeup anyway?”

“Heh.” Hackett smiled and shook his head. “Come on then, we'll grab some of that, too. Would

you like some girly shampoo in a pink bottle as well?”

“Oh hush!” Alice wrinkled the bridge of her nose. “But now that you mention it, your stuff

smells frightfully practical and not very perfume-y. So yes, yes I would.”

“It's your first time grocery shopping since you were a kid, so lets get you supplied as an adult

woman. Go ahead and knock yourself out.”

“You aren't worried about it costing too much money?” Alice asked uncertainly.

“Nah. We're in a grocery store, which severely limits the amount of damage you can do. Don't



worry about it.” Hackett gave her hand a squeeze. “Besides, it's my duty to care for you, darling.”

“You're the first person who's ever been so decent towards me. How on earth did I end up with

someone as amazing as you?”

“Simple, really.” Hackett lowered his voice and whispered in Alice's ear, “You're the first

woman who's ever been so decent to me.”
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A few days later, Hackett brought the mail inside after returning from work, and sorted through

the advertisements until he found an official envelope that made him frown. He ripped the top open,

then trembled slightly as he read the letter contained therein, and glanced towards Alice.

She had spread out the soft pink blanket on the floor and placed her baby on it, to play a little

game with the teddy bear that he had given her. She sang a little tune as the bear danced up to Alicia

then 'kissed' her nose with an exaggerated sound effect. The infant watched with a look of puzzlement

that occasionally flashed into a smile, causing Alice to giggle and coo.

“Alice …” he said, his throat feeling both dry and gummy. He paused to clear it, as she looked

up curiously.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It's … Damon. He wants parental rights.”

“What?!” Alice snatched Alicia up to hold her protectively, her eyes turning fearful. “How is

that possible? He's in prison!”

“Actually … he's not.”

“WHAT?!”

“I meant to tell you.” Hackett had to clear his throat again before he could continue, “Miranda

took him on as a client, and managed to convince the judge to let him out on bail. She argued that our

marriage meant that I was too personally invested to treat him fairly in the system.”

“Miranda? As in, your ex-girlfriend, Miranda?”

“I'm afraid so.”

Alice bit her lip as tears welled up in her eyes. “But, why?”

“Jealousy, is my guess. She's helping him with this case as well.”

“Damon can't be seeking anything like custody, right? He rides a motorcycle and lives in motel

rooms. There's no way anyone could think that he'd be an adequate father.”

“No. It looks like he only wants visitation.”

“But I don't want him in Alicia's life! What are we going to do, Basil?”

“First, we get an official paternity test.” Hackett hesitated, then asked quietly, “I don't suppose

there's a chance he isn't the father?”

“I don't know! I hadn't been with anyone else in over a year, but he was also giving me a lot of

tranquilizers at the time. I just … I don't know … I never doubted it before.”



“Damon was confident of it, so he likely is.” Hackett slumped down onto the couch and

dropped the letter. “I'm sorry, Alice.”

Alice scooted over to sit next to him on the floor, and rested her head against his leg as she

stared down at her baby, who was beginning to root in search of her breast. “I had the most awful

feeling when Damon saw her. He's doing this to punish me.” She took a moment to establish Alicia

nursing, then kissed the infant's forehead as tears began to stain her cheeks.

“We'll push back.” Hackett stroked Alice's hair, speaking as if he was reassuring both of them

with his words. “We can prove that he isn't fit to be a father, and I've already applied to adopt Alicia –

the judge is certain to side with me. Once we get through this, he'll be out of the picture for good with

no chance of coming back.”

“She's too beautiful and precious to be exposed to his world.” Alice abruptly stood and began to

pace rapidly around the room, her baby still held firmly against her chest. “You could lock Alicia and

me in the tower again; he'd have no chance of getting through all those guards.”

“Alice …”

“You're right, that's too crazy.” She sighed. “How about you get me a taser gun and teach me

how to use it? Just in case he shows up when you're not home.”

“That's a good idea.” Hackett placed his elbows on his knees and steepled his fingers together,

his brow furrowed. “I should have thought of that.”

“Oh how I wish he had never found out about Alicia!” Alice said angrily. “We would have been

better off if he had never known!”

Hackett stood as well, and paused. He watched Alice, considering her for a moment, before

giving her a kiss and exiting to his office, followed by the surreal sound of the lock being turned in the

door. For a brief moment, Alice felt as if she was back in the tower, alone once again after driving him

off with her snotty attitude.

“What's going on?” she whispered in a tight voice to Alicia. “What is he doing?” She trailed

towards his office door, raised her hand to knock, then stepped back. “Well fine! If that's how you're

going to be, then be that way!” She stuck her tongue out at the door and returned to the living room,

where she gently placed the baby back down on the blanket, then paused to trace one of the small

hearts on the soft fabric.

“I didn't do anything wrong, right? I wasn't awful and immature, was I?” Alice bit her lip as she

moved her hand to rub her baby's stomach, who kicked her legs and gave a big smile. The action broke

through Alice's apprehension, and she smiled in return as she bent down to rub noses with her infant.

“This hasn't gotten you down in the slightest bit,” she whispered, then kissed Alicia's forehead.



“You know what? I swore that I would do whatever was necessary to keep you, and I still mean it.

Damon can pull whatever shit he wants, but it won't matter as long as we're together, and we're gonna

stay together forever.”

Alicia's mouth suddenly twisted downwards, and she let out a small whimper as she stuck her

arms straight up into the air and arched her back slightly. Alice giggled softly as she picked her baby

back up and held her against her shoulder to pat her back. “Oh no!” she crooned. “I forgot to burp you.

Don't worry, sweetheart, momma is going to make everything better.”

She scooted to sit comfortably on the couch, then began to sing a quiet love song to Alicia, who

settled down after letting out a giant spit up. Alice fetched the burp cloth off of the arm of the couch

and cleaned herself and her baby up as she sang, then snuggled her baby against her breast. Alicia kept

her gaze fixed on her mother's face, and smiled when Alice stroked her head.

“You're staying awake for quite awhile today. Are you growing into a big girl?” Alice

murmured. “Time is already flying by too fast.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “Daddy was

right, you know. Once we get through this, Damon won't ever be able to bother us again. Then both you

and I will always be safe, and we'll never have to see his ugly world again.”
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Hackett touched Alice's shoulder and startled her awake. She immediately looked down at

Alicia, who was still snuggled against her breast, and took comfort in the sight of the baby's pink lips.

“I guess I dozed off without meaning to,” Alice said sheepishly, smiling up at Hackett. “What have you

been up to?”

He shrugged. “Thinking, mostly.”

“Me too. Until I fell asleep, anyway.” Alice stretched out her legs and raised her free arm above

her head. “Next time I'll nap in bed, and save myself these cricks.” When she stood, she caught whiff of

a familiar scent, and with a sense of shock she grabbed the front of Hackett's shirt collar and pulled him

closer. “Have you been drinking?” she asked incredulously.

“Hm,” he grunted, looking away.

“You were!” Alice closed her eyes and took in a big breath. “Some sort of hard liquor … smells

too classy for me to guess exactly what, though. The stuff I used to drink was like being punched in the

stomach.” She pulled him even closer, so her nose touched his cheek. “Smells really nice.”

“You don't mind?” Hackett asked, his eyes shining unusually.

“Why would I? If anything, it's a huge relief that you have at least one flaw that brings you

closer to my level. Though why did you have to lock yourself in your office? It really upset me that you

just up and left like that!”

“I thought that you wouldn't approve,” he murmured, his hand closing around Alice's and

holding it against his neck.

“Oh puh-lease! You can always drink with me. I'm a mother now, so I must conduct myself with

restraint and propriety, but that doesn't mean I'm going to judge you for it. Especially 'cause you

apparently get the fancy stuff.” Alice giggled.

“Hm. Sorry.” Hackett's other arm circled around her waist and pulled her closer against him.

“Instead of just up and leaving, next time you should say, 'Alice, I need a stiff drink.' And I'll

reply, 'Absolutely, Basil! Lets go hide under your desk, and we'll be naughty together.'”

“You should be screaming at me instead.”

Alice frowned. “Why? You don't seem that drunk.”

“Because it's all my fault.” Hackett let her go and turned away.

“What?” Alice swayed slightly before she caught her balance, and her arms instinctively

tightened around her baby.



“When I tased him, I wasn't thinking objectively in the way that a warden should. He was

threatening you, so I reacted. And it turned out to be the wrong move.”

“I don't remotely blame you for that. In fact, I'm glad that you tased Damon – he deserved it.”

“And I goaded Miranda.” Hackett covered his eyes with his hand. “Deliberately, because she's

so infuriating to deal with.”

Alice grabbed hold of Hackett's sleeve. “Hey, it doesn't matter.”

“It does matter!” he suddenly yelled, causing Alice to withdraw and back away. “I tried so hard

to give you every opportunity to change yourself, and now because of me that prick is coming back

into your life when he's supposed to be in prison. Miranda sought out Damon because of me!”

“Basil …” Alice bit her lip.

“And to make it worse, it didn't even occur to me to arm you in some way to keep you safe

when I'm not here. What if he had already come by? He could have done anything he wanted to both

you and Alicia.”

“It's not that bad, Basil, really,” Alice protested weakly. “I'm resourceful enough; I could have

stabbed him in the eye with a knitting needle, or something.”

“It's my responsibility to take care of my wife!”

Alicia awoke with a squall, and Alice was quick to comfort the baby and rub her back. When

she looked up again, she said, “Basil, please, you're being too scary right now.”

“I'm sorry.” Hackett slumped down onto the sofa and held his head in his hands with his elbows

propped on his knees. “I keep remembering about how Jasper died, and I couldn't handle it if I

suddenly lost you or Alicia like that. Maybe I should put you back in the tower.”

“Even I know that's not really a solution. Besides, I don't think Damon is crazy enough to

murder his own baby.” Alice had intended it to be reassuring, but the second the words passed her lips

she realized her mistake and wished she could take them back. Unfortunately, they hit their mark, and

Hackett forced a wry laugh.

“His baby. Maybe that very first time we met, when you tried to sit in my lap and unzip that

stupid pleather top, I should have locked the door and impregnated you myself. It would have saved us

this grief, and Alicia truly would be mine.”

“But then I wouldn't have fallen in love with you,” Alice said quietly. “And I wouldn't have

figured out what dignity was, or who I wanted to be. I would have stayed under Damon's control.”

Hackett remained silent. Alice bit her lip again, then turned and left for the bedroom. When she

returned a few minutes later without the baby, he was still sitting motionless on the couch. She walked

up to him, wrapped her arms around his head, and pulled him against her chest.



“You need a hug,” she murmured, stroking his hair.

He went slack and closed his eyes, letting out a deep breath as he placed his hands on the small

of Alice's back. She looked around the living room as she held him against her, at the packages of

diapers and wipes, the stacks of burp cloths, her box of yarn and knitting needles that she had placed

next to the couch, and realized how completely she and Alicia had taken over Hackett's life. She had

first come home to the house of a bachelor, and now it was full of things for her and her baby, ranging

from the crib in the bedroom to the pink razor in the bathroom. She wondered if Hackett, who had

experienced far more loss than she could imagine, was terrified that Damon would somehow take it all

away from him – everything from the wife and child, down to the pink razor and bottle of baby

shampoo.

“You know …” Alice said slowly. “I'm still glad you tased him.”

He shook slightly as he looked up at her, but he was smiling. “Even though it caused us this

trouble?”

“We'll get through it. We're both tough sorts, aren't we? Absolutely no one in their right mind

would think that Damon could be a good influence, so once we get this out of the way, it will be over

and done with for good – just like you said.”

“Miranda is going to be the real problem. She's a good lawyer,” he mused, settling back against

the couch and pulling Alice into his lap. “I should have managed myself better around her, so she

wouldn't have felt the need to get involved.”

“From what I've heard, she's kind of a bitch,” Alice said softly, kissing Hackett's forehead.

“Whatever you said, I'm sure it was plenty restrained compared to what she deserved.”

Alicia's wails sounded from the bedroom, so Alice gave Hackett a quick squeeze before

scampering to her baby. He watched her as she went, and the corners of his mouth turned upward

slightly.

You're always so worried that you don't deserve me,” he whispered to himself. “But it's me who

doesn't deserve you, Mrs. Alice Hackett.”
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Damon sat on the edge of his cot, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees as he watched

the hallway through the bars of his cell. The occasional guard passed by, made eye contact, then moved

on. He hated to monotony of iron bars and gray stone walls, his orange jumpsuit, and the crushing

boredom that defined every moment.

What he really wanted was a good fuck, but there weren't any women around. Or waiting for

him on the outside, for that matter.

He had found a couple of girls to play with over the last several months, but neither of them had

held his interest the way Alice had. He had drifted back to the city he had left her in and stopped in

front of the motel, knowing full well that there would be no trace of her after three-quarters of a year

had passed. He had then tapped his contact in the area, and had gotten picked up two hours later for

selling drugs to an undercover police officer.

His nostalgia had thrown him out of sorts. He should have recognized a narc when he saw one.

They threw the book at him, and he was sent to prison for holding before his case was officially

tried before the judge – he had a history of skipping bail, and the system had gotten wise to it.

Then he had found Alice in the place he had least expected, sitting in a car with a baby in the

backseat. It didn't take a genius to put all the pieces together, but the sensation that had washed over

him when he had seen that small form had left him numb and preoccupied.

Sitting alone in his cell, he found that he missed the way that Alice could massage the soreness

out of his shoulders, and the meticulous way she combed his hair for him. Of course it would be her

who had carried a piece of him and given it life. It was fitting.

It didn't matter if she was fucking the warden. The moment Damon got out of prison, he was

going to reclaim her.

He watched with an impassive gaze as a guard approached his cell, banged on the bars, then

announced, “Your lawyer wants to talk to you.”

“Tell the dickhead that I don't want to see him,” Damon replied, swinging around to lie down on

his cot and stare up at the ceiling instead.

“We're not giving you the choice. Come on, stand next to the bars.”

Fine. Damon complied, mainly to give himself something to do. The guard reached through to

put handcuffs on him, the opened up the door and grabbed his arm to pull him down the corridor. After

a few minutes they reached the small rooms designated for private visits, and the guard ushered Damon



inside.

He stopped short in the doorway, staring at the blonde woman who rose from her chair.

“Hello, Mr. Rake,” she said briskly, motioning for him to sit down on the other side of the table.

“I'm Ms. Grainey.”

“You aren't my lawyer,” he said.

“I am now.” She gave him a cold smile. “You see, when I heard about your case, I thought that

it was the perfect opportunity to correct a grave injustice. Go on and sit down so we can discuss this.”

Damon crossed the room in two strides and sat casually in the chair, placing his elbows on the

table. He studied his new lawyer, taking in the highlights in her hair, the oval shape of her glasses, and

the way she had left the top button of her blouse undone. He smiled.

“You've filed charges against the warden for use of excessive force. I have to be frank with you:

under normal circumstances this wouldn't get very far. It's well documented that you injured a guard,

damaged a personal car, and were acting threatening towards a young woman when the warden

subdued you.”

“But?” Damon prodded, sliding his foot forward under the table until he brushed Grainey's

shoe, to test her reaction. She paused and shifted slightly.

“The woman in the car was one Miss Alice Leigh, correct?”

The sound of the lawyer's voice was getting on his nerves. She was too posh, making all of the

stereotypical assumptions about him being an idiot criminal – as if he didn't already know that his

behavior had been out of bounds that night. “Listen, Grainey, I ain't stupid.” He leaned forward and

jabbed his finger against the table top. “I already know that Alice and the warden are involved together

on a personal level, and that he obviously wants to fuck her. I wouldn't have bothered filing charges

otherwise.”

She raised her eyebrows and adjusted her glasses. “It goes a bit deeper than that, I'm afraid. The

two of them are married.”

“Married?” Damon frowned. “Well fuck, I guess it's true that women lose their minds when

they get knocked up.” He mulled the news over, his fingers twitching.

Grainey chortled slightly, then coughed to cover it up. “The ceremony was performed the very

same day that Warden Hackett attacked you. Now, I believe that I can prove that he recognized you,

and took advantage of the fact that you were in handcuffs to inflict bodily harm out of jealousy, given

your prior relationship with his new wife.”

Damon wasn't listening anymore. It was one thing for Alice to pick up a sugar daddy, but …

“He really is planning on raising my bastard for me,” he mused to himself. If Alice was married, then it



was going to be a lot harder for him to reclaim her, if not impossible. That old warden might be a

fundamental white knight, but he had a cunning streak that Damon had not accounted for, and had lied

about the nature of his relationship with Alice on the day that they had spoken. It was after he had

refused her seduction all those months ago that Alice had started acting weird, too … Had the warden

been playing the long game? For his little slut and illegitimate child?

“I'm sorry?” Grainey was watching him, unconsciously touching her lips with her thumb.

Damon let his eyes linger on the undone button of her blouse, wondering how this lawyer factored in,

and how easy it would be to gain influence over her. He didn't buy it for a second that she cared about

'justice' or anything like that, so he made a mental note to dig until he found her real motivation. Before

then, however, he had to win her over completely.

“Well, you see, Ms. Grainey.” Damon paused to scratch his temple, then ran his hand through

his hair. Underneath the table, he touched his foot to hers again, then slid it away with satisfaction

when she remained where she was. “Not only is that warden out for my safety, he's conspiring to keep

my kid away from me as well. It's bad enough that he's taken my girl, but now he's denying me the

chance to be a father. All I want is to know my own child, and I need help to turn my life around so I

can be a good role model. Alice kept it hidden from me and ran away, so I didn't even know about the

kid until the night the warden attacked me; that's why I was so upset, you see.”

Grainey's eyes began to gleam. “I can get you all the help you need. First, lets get you out of

here, Mr. Rake.”

“Call me Damon,” he said with a smile as he reached over to rest his hand on top of hers. “If

you can come through for me, you'll be my saving angel, Ms. Grainey.”

“Miranda, if you will.” 

She smiled in return.
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Damon smirked as he pulled on his leather jacket, then gave a two-finger salut to the guard and

walked out of the prison. He was eager to retrieve his motorcycle from the impound lot, but from the

stormy look of the sky he was glad that Miranda had offered to pick him up in her car. It was going to

be a bad one. He reached into his pocket for his wallet and pulled all the cash out, which he stuffed into

his boot before he put his wallet back. Now it was time to meet his favorite lawyer.

A little sports car was parked near the prison gates, and as soon as Miranda saw him she opened

up the car door to wave. He grinned as he approached.

“You are definitely my guardian angel,” he said as he climbed in. “You were brilliant today.

Totally, completely, brilliant.”

Miranda laughed as she replied, “Just doing my job.” She brushed a strand of hair back and

adjusted her glasses, then popped the car into 'drive' and pulled out onto the road. “Where to?”

“I don't have any friends around here, so take me to a motel,” Damon said, then fished his

wallet out of his pocket and opened it. “Shit!”

“Hm? What is it?” Miranda glanced over at him.

“Some dick head took all my money! Everything I had was in here, and now it's all gone.”

“You're kidding me, right?”

“I had a few hundred bucks when I turned it over.”

“They're supposed to keep a record of all cash and give you a receipt. Didn't they do that?”

“No one said anything about any receipts.” Damon lightly pounded his fist against the door in

frustration. “Now I can't get a room, and it's starting to rain.”

Miranda frowned. “I can't believe that the warden is letting that kind of theft go on right under

his nose – the prison is going to hell.” She paused. “Tell you what, I'll pay for a room for you.”

“That'd be great. Thanks.” He smiled as he reached over to touch Miranda's shoulder. “You're

the best thing that's ever happened to me.”

“It's no big deal, really,” she insisted. “I'm really just trying to be a good lawyer, that's all. We

still have to fight for your paternal rights with your child, and that will go a lot better if you have

somewhere to stay in town.”

“You're gonna help, right? You don't know what it's like, knowing that I'm a father but not being

allowed to be part of my kid's life. I can't believe Alice went and did something like that to me.”

“I'm going to fix that for you. Heck, if you can get yourself a job and an apartment, I might even



be able to get custody for you.” Miranda laughed. “But then you'd be saddled with it for the rest of your

life.”

Damon turned to look out the window for a moment, his mouth twisting downward. “Nah,” he

replied sullenly. “I ain't fit to raise anyone.”

“It's smart to leave all the dirty work to someone else – let the warden be the one up to his

elbows in diapers, right?”

“He's fucking my girl,” Damon muttered darkly, but it was worse than that: the warden had

married Alice. Sex was one thing, but he hated the thought of her caring for another man and giving

him her obedience – especially after everything that he had taught her. She was supposed to belong to

him. Even after he had left her.

“I'll never understand what it is with men and younger women.” Miranda rolled her eyes. “She

ran away and betrayed you, remember?”

“Yeah, I know. She just …” Damon stopped the lowered his voice to a whisper. “She hurt me.”

“Let her go, and move on. Just because she got knocked up and had your baby doesn't mean that

you should be hung up on her forever. She's really not all that great of a catch, either. She's quite dim,

from what I can tell, and will probably never have a decent education or a job. You're much better off

without her.”

Inside, Damon was irritated. He wanted to smack Miranda and teach her to be more respectful,

but such actions would destroy his chance at ever achieving his goals. He needed to play along. “Alice

definitely wasn't the sort for talking to. Not like you.”

Miranda's cheeks turned a little pink, until a sudden crack of thunder caused her to jump and

jerk the car towards the middle of the road. She giggled nervously to cover up her embarrassment as

she corrected her driving mistake. “I'm sorry. That took me by surprise.”

Damon studied her placidly, then reached over and took her hand in both of his, stroking her

skin with his index finger. “Hey. It's okay,” he purred soothingly, his gaze fixed unwaveringly on her

face as he leaned slightly closer.

This time she blushed for real and pulled her hand away. Switching into lawyer mode, she

chirped, “The motel is just up ahead here. I'll pay for a week so you have some time to get your feet

under you, but after that you're on your own.”

“Thank you, Ms. Miranda. I'll pay you back after I get the money. I promise.” Damon backed

off and turned to the window, frowning as the storm outside continued to grow in intensity. “Sure wish

I had my bike.”

“I'll drop you off at the impound lot tomorrow morning.” Miranda parked the car in front of the



motel office. “Come on inside with me.”

After they registered and paid for a room, Miranda returned to her car. When she looked

through the window at him, Damon waved and smiled, then stood and continued to watch as she drove

away. 

“Presumptuous bitch,” he muttered to himself.

Once inside his room, he dropped his bag on the floor and returned his cash to his wallet before

kicking off his boots and lounging on the bed. He pulled out his phone to look up nearby restaurants

that provided delivery, and settled on ordering a pizza. Then, he pulled up an old picture of Alice and

stared at it, listening to the rain and thunder outside the window.

She had been flipping him off when he took photo, but he couldn't remember why. He had

gotten a good angle on her cleavage, and despite her scowl her eyes had been sparkling mischievously.

He had never been hung up on a girl before, and it was a strange sensation, almost like a tightness in

his chest that kept him distracted and listless. When he had seen her sitting in that car a couple of

weeks prior, an uncontrollable rage had taken over him, and it had been the first time that anything had

managed to drive him over the edge to such reckless abandonment. Without him realizing it, Alice had

gotten under his skin.

Damon had never imagined himself as a father. While he had gone through all the motions of

using protection, he had come to believe that he was incapable of getting a girl pregnant. The sight of

that baby had blindsided him and left him numb, and he still couldn't decide how he felt about it. He

tried to imagine Alice sitting in the warden's home and caring for his child, but the image wouldn't

come. He had not crafted her to be a mother. His best memories were of carrying her piggyback

because she was too drunk to walk, and he had liked the way she had giddily nibbled on his ear and

groped at his chest, all the while begging him to take her to bed.

Until the day that she had told him to 'fuck off,' and he had granted her wish.

After four years together, he had told himself that he was growing bored of her and that she had

reached the end of her usefulness. Leaving had been easy. What he hadn't expected was to find himself

still thinking about her months later.

And that baby.

However, it would be useful to have a lawyer under his thumb, especially with the legal trouble

that had begun brewing around him ever since he had dealt with that narc, so he had made up his mind

to pursue Miranda. The way she had abruptly turned cold and sped off was a promising sign, because it

meant that his action of comfort had made an impact. Come morning, he would have more work to do.
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Miranda showed up early, and woke Damon with her knocking. He groggily rolled out of bed

and pulled on his pants but remained shirtless, then opened the door to stare blearily at her. He stepped

back and motioned with a small nod, “Come in.”

“I'm just here to help you get your motorcycle,” she chirped, remaining outside. “If you're not

ready yet, I can wait in the car.”

“Sure.” Damon shrugged. “I just need to, um …” He rubbed his eyes. “Coffee.”

Miranda gave him an exasperated look. “I have to get to the office, so please hurry.”

“Yeah, absolutely. One moment.” He slammed the door shut. After he filled the motel's coffee

brewer with water and the complimentary stale grounds, he pulled on his shirt, leather jacket, and

boots, then gave himself a thorough examination in the mirror. He wished that he had time to shower,

but from the look on Miranda's face he knew that it wasn't the right time to mess with her – the bags

under her eyes spoke of a sleepless night, which meant that she was going to be irritable and impatient

if he pushed her.

So, after adding a number of sugar packets to his styrofoam cup to help compensate for the taste

of the coffee, he opened the door and stepped outside. Miranda was already in her car with the engine

running.

“I ain't a morning person,” he muttered as he sat down, careful not to spill on the leather seats.

“You look good, though.”

The corner of her mouth twitched upwards slightly. “That coffee smells awful.”

Damon chuckled. “It's the best I can get. I'm broke.”

“Go ahead and chuck it out the window, and I'll get you something more palatable. There's a

little cafe on the way.” 

Damon rolled down the passenger side window and threw the entire cup out. “Good riddance!

Can you get me something to eat? I ain't had anything since I was discharged.”

Miranda tapped her fingers on the steering wheel cover. “I suppose I can. We should get you in

the work placement program so you don't starve to death. I can't pay for all of your expenses.”

“Would it help my case with gettin' parental rights? No one's even told me if my kid is a boy or

a girl.”

“Girl, I think,” Miranda mused, focusing on making a left turn. “She was dressed in pink.”

That turned Damon's head. “You saw her?”



“Briefly, a couple of times.”

“Well shit, I'm gonna be the last to know anything.” He slouched down in the seat and crossed

his arms over his chest. “It's unfair.”

“The better positioned you are, the more we have to bargain with. Basil is certain to use your

record against you, so it will look good if you take certain steps to improve your image.”

“Basil?”

“That's the warden's first name.”

“You two know each other pretty well then, huh?”

“Our paths tend to cross. I primarily work with individuals who have been convicted of crimes,

and he locks them up. You know how it is.”

“Yeah.” Damon's mind was churning. Miranda's decision to help him was almost certainly

motivated by a personal grudge against the warden, and if he had to guess then Damon would say that

Alice wasn't the only would-be seductress he had turned down, based on how Miranda wore her

blouses. “In that case, sign me up for the work thing.”

He hated the idea of being trapped in a job. Money was easy enough to come by when he

needed it, and he liked the freedom of being able to travel whenever and wherever he pleased.

However, something in his heart was keeping him tied to Alice, and he had decided to play along until

he had the means to snap the threads and move on.

“Here we are,” Miranda announced as she pulled into a parking space in front of the cafe. “I

think that I'm going to get a caramel macchiato for myself, so what would you like?”

“Uh, same. And bagels, or whatever. Food is food.”

They went inside together, and Damon made the point of accidentally bumping into Miranda as

they passed through the doorway, then sheepishly apologized. She kept her distance from him after that

as she ordered and paid for their coffee, until she handed Damon a paper bag. He dug in hungrily and

took a big bite of the plain bagel, then walked away to stare out the front window.

Once he got his motorcycle, he was going to get himself a proper breakfast somewhere.

He didn't speak a word to her when they returned to the car. It wasn't until Miranda stopped in

front of the impound lot that Damon muttered, “We must've been an odd looking couple.”

“What do you mean?” Miranda asked, her eyes widening slightly.

“At the cafe. A sophisticated and pretty woman like you, walking in with a punk like me.” He

opened the car door and jumped out, leaning down to give a quick, “I owe you,” before slamming the

door and walking towards the front office for the lot.

The car idled for a moment before Miranda drove off, causing Damon to grin smugly to himself



as he went to retrieve his motorcycle.
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The results of the paternity test were as expected, and the hearing followed shortly afterwards.

Alice balked at the idea of attending, so Hackett promised that he and their lawyer would represent her

while she remained home with Alicia. She didn't want to be anywhere near Damon, even with Hackett

by her side – she was still too ashamed of her history, and too scared of what Damon could say.

She was waiting anxiously when Hackett returned home that evening, slowly going through the

mechanical motions of knitting to distract herself as her baby slept against her breast, and she looked

up expectantly when he came through the front door.

“Well?” she asked faintly, immediately worried by the look on Hackett's face.

“The judge thought that Damon deserved at least one supervised visit,” he replied grimly.

The color drained out of Alice's face. “But … that's absurd, right? He's a suspect in a murder

case! How could anyone think that he deserves that?”

“They made a good case.” Hackett sat down next to Alice and put his arm around her.

“Apparently, Damon has a construction job now, and he's searching for an apartment.”

“A real job? Damon?” Alice squeezed her eyes shut as she nestled against Hackett's side.

“That's not like him at all. He never liked staying in one place for too long …”

“Whatever his angle is, he's serious about it. I was rather hoping he'd lose interest and disappear

on us, but it looks like that won't be happening any time too soon.”

“You're going to be there too, right? I can't stand the thought of being alone with him.”

“Mm.” Hackett nodded. “His lawyer, Miranda, is going to be there too. I hope you don't mind,

but I gave permission for them to come here.”

“To our home? But then Damon will know where we live!” Alice unconsciously closed her

hand around the fabric of his sleeve.

“I suspect that Miranda has already given him our address.”

“Why?”

“Her behavior was haughtier than usual.” Hackett frowned and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I

honestly don't know for certain. I got the impression that she had decided to go full-blown ex-girlfriend

on us.”

“Hmph!” Alice sat up and scowled. “She ought to just go off to a big city and leave us alone.”

Hackett chuckled. “Unfortunately, Miranda is smart enough to know that she has a better chance

in a small pond, so to speak. A big city would eat her alive.”



“Well I don't like the way they're persecuting us. All I want is to quietly live with you for the

rest of my life, and they're treating us like there's something wrong with that.” She stuck out her lower

lip to pout.

Hackett opened his mouth to reply, then forgot himself as he watched Alice. Instead, he turned

her head so he could kiss her before he whispered, “You're getting cuter every day.”

Alice blushed. “Basil … Please focus.”

“Sorry. It's just that I'm a man, and you're my pretty wife. Sometimes my brain shuts off when I

look at you.”

She blushed even deeper. “If you keep saying things like that, I'm going to forget to be

miserable.”

“We can't let that happen, now can we,” he murmured as he kissed her again.

Alice shifted position as she reached to touch his face, but the movement woke the baby. When

Alicia looked up she smiled and waved her hand, so Hackett caught it and she wrapped her fist around

his finger.

Alice watched her husband holding her daughter's hand, rubbing her tiny fingers with his

thumb. She twisted to look up at his face, and was surprised to see affection shining in his eyes, instead

of frustration at another interruption by the baby. It was hard for her to understand his heart when it

came to Alicia, and she wondered if he truly did love her as his own – even despite the drama and

inconvenience that they had been thrust into. Was he going to fight to protect her baby from Damon's

influence?

“Are we a real family?” Alice whispered.

“We're here for each other,” he murmured in reply.

“If I died, would you keep Alicia and raise her?”

“To the best of my ability.” Hackett lightly squeezed her. “But you better not die.”

“I don't want to. Now that I have you and Alicia, I want us all to live forever so we can always

be together.” Alice stroked her baby's head as she bit her lip, until she mustered up the nerve to blurt

out, “I'm really scared, Basil. I want to be brave, but I'm not. I don't know if I can handle seeing Damon

again.”

“You're a different person now, darling. Just remind yourself that you belong to me, as my baby

girl.”

Alice smiled and closed her eyes. “And you love Alicia, too?”

“More than anything,” he reassured her, then kissed her hair. They sat together in silence as

Alice helped the baby start nursing at her breast, until Hackett spoke, “I remembered what I was going



to say before you distracted me.”

“What is it?” Alice asked.

“Is there a chance that Damon actually wants to be a father?”

“Not in hell!” she exclaimed, vehemently shaking her head.

“Hm. He seemed like he meant it at today's hearing.”

“He's a good actor, that's all. Even after four years, I still had a hard time telling which parts

were genuinely him, and which parts were a manipulative front. Trust me though, based on the way he

treated me, there's nothing paternal inside of him.” Alice took in a deep breath, then slowly let it out

through pursed lips. “I can't guess what he's really after, but I don't think it has anything to do with

Alicia.”

Hackett remained quiet, gazing down at Alicia as he stroked her little arm with his fingertips.

Whatever his thoughts were, he wasn't ready to share them yet, even though it niggled at Alice. She

wished that he expressed himself more, but she also appreciated his methodical nature that tempered

his words and actions. With all of the talk about Damon, her memories of the past were near enough to

the surface that she didn't have to look hard to see the contrast between the two. Her baby had a good

daddy in Hackett, even if he was slow when it came to talking to her about things.

“Have you ever wondered what we're going to tell Alicia as she grows up?” Alice asked.

“The truth, I suppose,” Hackett answered. “Anything else would be unfair to her.”

Alice sighed. “Yeah, but I don't want her to feel bad because of who her birth father is. It feels

like there are no perfect solutions.” 

“As long as we love her with all of our hearts, I'm sure that she'll turn out all right, even with

the knowledge that her biological father is a troubled soul. Besides, look at her; she's a pure

sweetheart.”

Alice broke into a grin. “I know! She gets this look on her face like sleeping takes up all her

concentration, and it's just too cute. Caring for her is so much fun, I can't wait till I have your baby.”

“We should give it a shot after you get Alicia down for the night.” Hackett chuckled as he

kissed Alice's ear. “There's no such thing as trying too much.”

Alice giggled as she said, “Agreed.”
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Alice did her best to clean the house top to bottom in preparation for Damon's visit. She knew

that she was being ridiculous when she got down on her hands and knees to fish a burp cloth out from

under the their bed, but it was an outlet for all of the nervous energy that bubbled around inside of her,

and it somehow made her feel more in control of the situation. Besides, if Hackett's ex-girlfriend had to

be there too, then she could at least prove that she wasn't a slut in any sense of the word.

Hackett spent the morning on the phone, but Alice had lost track of who he was talking to. He

was utilizing every contact that he could think of to ensure that this first visit would also be the last,

and Alice was grateful for that. She took comfort in the knowledge that as the warden, he was well-

connected and held a lot of sway, and that with enough tenacity he could make their problem go away.

Her heart dropped to the bottom of her feet when loud knocking sounded from the front door,

and she instinctively clutched Alicia tighter as Hackett went to answer. Miranda was the first one to

walk into the living room, followed by Damon. Their eyes met immediately, but neither moved.

“Oh my, Basil!” she exclaimed. “You've changed absolutely everything in here. You didn't have

that old woman next door come in and do your decorating for you? The color choice is positively

outdated.”

“Miranda,” Hackett said quietly. “Condescension is not becoming.”

Alice couldn't help the jealousy that that stung her heart. She had always felt that Hackett

reprimanded her because he thought that she owed it to herself to be better, and she hated the

implication that he thought similarly of Miranda. She didn't want him to chastise anyone else for as

long as he lived.

Miranda forced a haughty laugh and declared, “You, on the other hand, haven't changed one bit!

So tell me, Basil, how's the view from up there?”

Damon's gaze was piercing through Alice, and she blushed at the knowledge that he could read

all of her emotions as easily as ever before. He raised his eyebrows as his head tilted slightly towards

the lawyer, and Alice nodded compulsively then hated herself. Even after all the time that had passed,

he still wielded some sort of spell over her, and she had answered his unspoken question before she

could stop herself. He smiled.

“You look good, Alice,” Damon murmured, and she didn't know how to respond as he

considered her up and down, his eyes lingering on the baby she held in her arms. She looked to

Hackett, but he was impassive as he watched her.



“Erm, um … yeah.” Her mouth was dry and her voice cracked. Any fantasy that she might have

had about confidently flaunting her happiness in Damon's face was shattered as she struggled to clear

her throat. The words still squeaked slightly as she said, “This is Alicia.”

He looked at the infant's face for a moment longer, then turned to examine the room. His silence

was terrifying.

“Please, sit down.” Hackett motioned towards the couch. “Would you like anything to drink?”

Of course he would remember his manners, Alice thought as she watched her husband. Even if

he hated their guts, he was still going to treat them like guests in his house.

“No, we're fi–” Miranda began, but Damon cut her off,

“Coffee.”

“I'll get it,” Alice mumbled, handing the baby to Hackett while giving him a look that she hoped

screamed, Please give me this chance to get away.

“Go on,” he replied, planting a quick kiss on her forehead. Alice slipped to the kitchen, where

she pulled out the coffee grounds and filled the percolator.

Damon openly gave Hackett a smug look as he walked past him to follow, and when Hackett

moved Miranda grabbed him stop him. “They look good together, don't you think? A cute little

matching family.” She laughed, then patted Hackett's chest, her gaze traveling down to the baby in his

arms. “If I had known that genetics didn't matter to you, I would have suggested that we adopt. It

would have been easy enough to hire a nanny, don't you think? I do have to admit that I was wrong;

fatherhood is sexy on you.”

Hackett didn't reply.

“It's not too late to get an annulment.” The corners of Miranda's mouth twisted up slightly as

she adjusted Hackett's tie. “Alice doesn't belong in our world, and you know that. She belongs with

someone like Damon. Just imagine, they could get a cute little double-wide mobile home together and

live happily ever after. Then you and I could give it another shot. We just need to get you past that

authoritative thing that you've got going on …”

“Miranda.” He pushed her hand away. “Stop it.” 

He moved to follow after Alice, but Miranda stepped into his way. “Maybe, if you gave them a

moment alone, they could figure this thing out on their own. This whole affair is absurd, if you ask me,

and Damon isn't asking for much. He simply wants to see his child, that's all.”

Hackett tore his eyes away from the kitchen to look Miranda square in the face. “Are you sure?”

he asked. “Do you actually know what you're doing?”



In the kitchen, Damon softly said, “Alice,” and she felt herself break into a cold sweat. When

she turned to look, she saw in horror that Hackett had not accompanied him, and they were alone.

“You've gained weight.”

“Yeah, well, you didn't feed me enough,” she replied, attempting to adopt the haughty tone that

Miranda had used earlier. On a personal level, she didn't like Miranda at all, but she did admire the

sophisticated way the woman carried her scorn. She could never speak to Hackett like that, but Damon

was a different story.

“I like it,” he said as he stepped closer to her. “Your breasts look amazing.”

Alice flushed and looked away from him, feeling violated by the statement. “Why are you here,

Damon?” she muttered. “What's your angle?”

“I'm hurt. During all that time we were together, I thought that you knew me better than anyone

else.” He closed the distance between them so that Alice had to back up against the counter, and he put

his hand against the cupboards above it as he leaned forward. “I wanted to see our child.”

“You've seen her. Now leave.” Alice clenched her jaw as she glared up at Damon, hoping that

she came across as empowered. She wanted to show him that she wasn't his mindless little toy any

longer.

“I applaud your choice of sugar daddy,” Damon lowered his voice. “You fucked him the way I

taught you to, right? That's how you won him over?” He pressed himself against her, pinning her

against the edge of the counter as he grabbed the back of her hair. “Let's have some fun, for old time's

sake.”

Alice felt paralyzed as he pressed her mouth against her neck. His grip on her hair hurt, and

tears fell silently down her cheeks, but she couldn't move. She hated herself for letting him touch her,

too frozen and weak to stop him.

The image of Hackett holding Alicia sprang into her mind. Even if Damon had always had his

way with her, she couldn't let him do anything to hurt her baby. Alicia deserved to grow up with

Hackett as her daddy, and Alice had promised that she would always be faithful. She wasn't going to let

Damon destroy her family.

Floodgates burst open, and all the repressed pain and anger that she had experienced during her

relationship with Damon came out in a rush. She shrieked as she pushed him away, then threw herself

on him and began pounding him with her hands, hitting at his head over and over, screaming all the

while.

“ALICE!” Hackett's voice pierced through to her, and his hand grabbed her wrist to prevent her

from striking Damon again. She looked up at him in a daze, bewildered that he still had Alicia cradled



in his other arm.

“I'm sorry, Basil,” she cried. “I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!” He pulled her against his side, keeping

his arm protectively around her. 

“This is unconscionable!” Miranda announced. “Your wife attacked my client! You'll be hearing

about this in court, for certain!” She tried to help Damon to his feet, but he brushed her off and stood

up on his own. One of his cheeks had turned red from being struck, but he was otherwise unharmed.

His hand had strands of Alice's hair tangled around his fingers, which he shook off with disgust.

“If only you had been like this during our time together,” he said. “I would have enjoyed

bending you to my will.” His eyes fixed on Hackett. “But it seems that you belong to another man,

now. Lets go, Miranda, I've had my fill of this place.”

“See yourself out,” Hackett growled. He watched coldly as Damon and Miranda left, waiting

until the front door slammed shut before turning his attention back to Alice. “What happened?”

“Damon … He …” Alice didn't want to say it. She could still feel him pressed against her, and it

made her feel unbearably dirty. How could she describe what happened to the man that she loved and

respected so much? Instead, she buried her face against his shirt and began to sob.

Hackett let out a ragged breath. “I knew something was going to happen, but that bitch …” He

paused, closing his eyes to regain his temper before he asked, “Did he hurt you?”

Alice nodded, so Hackett gently kissed the top her head. “I shouldn't have let the two of them

pull that off. I should have pushed Miranda aside, instead of playing the gentleman.”

“I think I did more damage to myself.” Alice sniffled as she held up her hands, which were

swelling up and turning a deep purple. “I really lost it.”

Hackett helped her to sit down in a chair by the table, then left for the bedroom to set Alicia

down in her crib, and it struck Alice as surreal that the baby had remained asleep the entire time,

feeling as if the baby should have been awake and screaming at the storm that had caught them up. He

returned with the epsom salt from the bathroom, which he poured into a big bowl along with warm

water, then kissed Alice's hands before placing them to soak.

“You make a tight fist with your thumb tucked below like this,” he said, demonstrating as he

spoke. “Make sure you keep a solid straight line between your hand and your arm so you don't break

your wrist, then make impact with these two knuckles here. That's how you throw a punch without

hurting yourself.” He gave her a wry smile. “But next time, let me do it. I have a better chance of

breaking Damon's jaw.”

Despite herself, Alice laughed through her tears. “Aim for his nose, and mess up his face.”

“Who says I can only hit him once?”



They chuckled together, and Hackett reached over to brush Alice's hair behind her ear, then

stroked her cheek.

“I bet the stories of that supervised visit will circulate for years to come. Lawyers will trot it out

as a horror story for every custody dispute case, and there will be training seminars to boot.”

“Oh no.” Alice felt herself grow pale. “Everyone's going to know?”

“Absolutely. Miranda is going to make a gigantic stink out of it, so we might as well own it.”

Her stomach churned unpleasantly. “I really fucked up our case, didn't I.”

“Nah. All we have to do is prove that it was provoked. I'm actually quite proud of you.”

“Why? It was pathetic. Damon was barely hurt.”

“Would you have hit him a year ago?”

“No,” Alice sheepishly admitted.

“See? It's proof of how far you've come.”

“You really think so?”

“Absolutely.”

Alice gave a small smile. “It did feel nice to fight back. You know, I'm glad I did, so I can

treasure the look on his face for the rest of my life.”

Alicia began crying in the other room, so Alice pulled her hands out of the water and got up to

dry them off on the towel by the kitchen sink. “I want to get her. I miss my baby,” she said, then hurried

back to the bedroom. It was a few minutes before she returned with the baby in her arms, her mouth

turned downwards and her chin trembling slightly with suppressed tears. 

Hackett was immediately alarmed. “What is it?”

“I guess Alicia really does look like Damon after all.”

Her words sounded so devastated, they could have broken Hackett's heart. He took her to the

living room, where he sat down on the couch then pulled both Alice and the baby up into his lap.

“We're not going to hold that against her.”

“I know. I just wanted her to only look like me.” Alice started crying again, burying her face in

the crook of his neck as he calmly rubbed her back, waiting patiently for her to stop. It was Alicia

rooting to nurse that pulled her out of her sorrow, and she moved to care for her baby, staring down at

her. 

“Basil,” she whispered. “If I can prove that Damon committed the murder, will he go away for

good?”
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After the door had slammed shut behind them, Damon's vision flashed red. He smashed a

garden gnome sitting by the front step with his heel, then charged at Hackett's car and kicked the wheel

well, leaving dents in the metal with his steel-toed boots. 

Behind him, Miranda yelled, “Stop it, Damon! Stop!” before attempting to take his arm to pull

him away. He grabbed hold of her wrists and spun her around, throwing her back against the car and

holding her pinned.

“You're not going to breathe a word of what happened in there,” he hissed. “Not. One. Word.”

“Why?” she asked, her chest heaving. “We can use it to our advantage. She attacked you! We

can request a psych eval, and question her competency as a mother. If you want to make their lives

miserable, then this is the best way to do it!”

“You'll only humiliate us in the process.” Damon's eyes pierced as he leaned closer to Miranda

to whisper, “She was retaliating against me.”

“What do you mean?” Her eyes grew wide, and she tried to pull her hands away from Damon's

grip, but he held her firmly in place.

“I had her like this.” Damon grasped the hair at the back of Miranda's head, holding her so their

noses almost touched. “And I kissed her.” Then he let Miranda go and turned away, staring down at his

hand. “I didn't mean to rip her fucking hair out, but I didn't expect her to push me away. That bastard

saw it, too, so if we make any noise about what Alice did, he's going to counter with sexual assault.”

“Get in my car,” Miranda said firmly as she pointed to her vehicle. “We'll discuss it in there.”

Her eyes darted to Gertie's house, frowning when she saw one of the curtains move. Damon's gaze

followed hers, and without another word he stomped to Miranda's car to sit in the passenger seat. It

wasn't until after Miranda had started the engine and pulled away from the curb that she exploded,

“What the hell were you thinking?!”

“I don't know,” Damon muttered sullenly.

“What do you mean you don't know?” Miranda's voice grew shrill. “After all of the steps we've

taken to put you on solid ground, you went and sexually assaulted her? You told me that you wanted a

chance to speak with her alone to smooth things over, and I trusted you!”

“Shut it.”

“No, we are going to talk. I won't let this rest until you tell me why you did it. Go ahead and say

it, I'm all ears.” Miranda suddenly braked and pulled off to the side of the road, putting the car into



'park' so she could turn and glare at Damon with her arms folded. “C'mon. Why?”

“She was mine!” He suddenly smashed both of his fists down onto the dashboard.

“Don't you dare hurt my car,” Miranda said coldly. “And it doesn't matter who you think she

belongs to, legally speaking she's married to the warden. You got that? Based on your performance

today, I think it would be a good idea to never let you near her again.”

Damon buried his face in his hands, then ran his fingers through his hair to the back of his head

and looked up at the ceiling of the car. “I'm fucking going to pieces. This was a bad idea.”

“No … I think we can salvage the situation.” Miranda drummed her fingers on the steering

wheel. “You got caught up in your emotions because you're still in love with her, and you didn't realize

that your advances were unwanted.”

“That's a load of bullshit.”

“Only if we can't convince anyone else of it. Just say that you thought she was coming on to

you because she said a few suggestive things – it's not like there was anyone around to prove

otherwise.”

The corners of Damon's mouth twitched into a sly grin as he said, “Damn. You might be more

evil than I am.”

“I'm a winner, that's all.” Miranda pulled back out onto the road to resume driving.

“Come back to my motel room with me. I need to blow off some steam.”

“Pardon me?” She bristled as her head snapped around, her eyes narrowing suspiciously before

she looked back to the road.

“Oh, uh – not like that. I just need some company right now,” Damon answered, staring out the

window as he sullenly added, “You're the only person I can talk to.”

Miranda unconsciously chewed on her lip as she thought, then slowly answered, “I guess that I

can spare a little bit of time.”

“Between seeing my kid for the first time and what happened with Alice, I feel like I could

explode. Normally I'd get high, but …” Damon turned towards Miranda, a mischievous expression

playing on his lips. “I'm supposed to be rehabilitating.”

“Ha! I saw more of that baby than you did. Do you seriously expect me to believe that you

actually care about your daughter?”

“I do care,” he muttered. “It's just that she's a baby, and I ain't exactly lactating at the moment.”

“You could have held her for awhile, or done something to show interest.”

“Nah. Alice would never let me touch her.” Damon was silent as they pulled into the parking lot

at the motel, but before Miranda turned off the engine he began, “So, were you and the warden …” he



trailed off.

“Why do you ask?” Miranda asked defensively.

“The way you talked to him sounded like you had a history, and I thought I saw something in

his expression when he looked at you, like a sort of sadness.”

“Ha!” Miranda snorted. “You're definitely lying about that. Are you trying to make me feel

better?”

Damon placed his hand over his heart. “I solemnly swear to you that I'm not lying.”

“Since you asked, yes, we were together – for a good long while, too. But he hates my guts now,

because I'm a fucking baby murderer. Does that answer your question?”

“Hey.” He reached over to touch Miranda's shoulder and give it a small squeeze. “You can tell

me about it.”

“Basil has all of these stupid idealistic notions, so when I told him I was pregnant he got it into

his head that we should get married and have a family. But he never once considered what I needed or

wanted; he just assumed that I'd give up my entire life and everything I worked for because of an

accident. Well, I didn't play along with what he wanted, so he threw me out. I was stuck in hotel rooms

with all of my things in storage for a couple of weeks before I was able to find an apartment.”

“Sounds like a total dick.”

“He's a self-righteous control freak.” Miranda clenched the steering wheel tighter for a moment,

her knuckles turning white before she relaxed. “We had our moments, though. Honestly, if I had a

chance at fixing him, I would take him back. There were times when he was incredibly thoughtful and

charming, and he made me feel special.”

“I think that you'd be better off moving on.”

Miranda rolled her eyes. “You're going to say that too, huh?”

“Because it's true. You're too smart and beautiful to be hung up on a loser who's married. Get

yourself someone even better.”

She tsked in response. “I don't need a man. I'm happy with everything I have.”

“Maybe.” He touched her chin with his fingers and slowly turned her to face him. “But I think

that sometimes you get lonely in the middle of the night.” Damon then opened the car door and jumped

out, motioning for Miranda to follow.

She let out a heady breath as she closed her eyes and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear,

then exited her car as well. Damon grinned widely as he led her up to a motorcycle, and patted the

handlebars as he said, “Miranda, it's about time you met my pride and joy. This is my woman, my baby,

and my freedom, all rolled up into one.”



“It's shiny.” She shrugged.

Damon hopped on, straddling the motorcycle as he kicked the starter and the motor roared to

life, then idled with a loud purr. “Let's go for a ride.”

“Oh, no, no,” Miranda protested. “Motorcycles really aren't my scene.”

“It'll be fine.” He patted the seat behind him. “Just make sure you hold on tight.”

“I'm serious. I have no interest at all in riding around on a death trap.” She folded her arms

stubbornly.

“But don't you ever feel like being rebellious? I promise that I'll drive slow and avoid traffic.”

Miranda hesitated, then caved. “Fine.” She climbed on behind Damon and wrapped her arms

around his waist. “Don't you have any helmets or anything?”

“Nope!” He laughed as he took off, the tires squealing slightly as he made a sharp turn and sped

off down the road. Miranda shrieked and clung onto him for dear life.
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“Have you been withholding information, Alice?”

Hackett had spoken softly, but his muscles had grown tense in response to Alice's question.

Whatever she said next, he was all ears, and she felt the pressure of his expectation.

She bit her lip, staring down at her baby as she thought about how to phrase what she wanted to

say. “No, not really,” she began slowly. “I just … have an impression of purple light from that night.”

“Purple light, huh?” He frowned contemplatively. “The DA office was hoping that you'd lead us

to a smoking gun, and instead we get purple light.”

His words hurt Alice's feelings. She huffed, “Well I'm sorry. If I could deliver Damon to you in

handcuffs on a silver platter, then trust me, I would. But I've already told you the best that I can

remember.”

Hackett rather rudely scooted her off his lap and onto the couch cushion, then stood and began

to pace around the room. “How long have you had this impression?”

“I don't know,” Alice replied sulkily. “I thought it was too vague to matter.”

“It's something, Alice! It's enough to give you the hope of getting Damon convicted.” He

stopped, and looked down at her with his arms folded. “You swore that you told us everything that you

could remember.”

“I did!” Alice protested. “It's not an actual memory – just an impression. Forget I said anything,

okay? Because it's not like we're going to accomplish anything with purple light. I want you to leave

me alone.” She curled up around her baby, hugging the infant close as she squeezed her eyes shut.

With a sigh, Hackett sat down next to her, where he pulled her into an embrace and kissed her

forehead. “I love you,” he whispered. “You don't need to look so miserable.”

Alice sank against him, keeping her eyes closed. “I'm sorry that I'm so stupid,” she muttered. “I

always make the wrong decisions.”

“You were a little misguided, but not stupid.” Hackett rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Are there

any other unimportant impressions in that mind of yours?”

“Don't be mean to me; this has been the worst day ever.” Alice held up a bruised hand with a

plaintive downturn of her mouth.

“You're right, I'm sorry.” Despite his words, he was still lost in his thoughts. Alice got the sense

that he was itching to be back on his feet, crossing the room back and forth as if his body were racing

his mind.



“Why are you so invested in this case?” she asked, a little frightened of what she might hear in

reply.

“Hm? Oh. The officer was a good friend of mine.”

“Like Dr. Westley?”

“Maybe not quite that good, but he would have been at the barbecue for certain. Damon's little

schemes were starting to gain some attention, so he went undercover to investigate him. Next thing we

knew, his body had washed up on the shore of the river.”

“That's not enough to convict Damon?”

“I wish it was, but it's too circumstantial.”

A sudden knock at the front door caused Alice to jump. “You don't think they came back?” she

whispered fearfully, and Hackett frowned as he stood to answer it. He couldn't hide the relief that

washed over him when he discovered Gertie on the other side.

“Warden Hackett, what is going on around here?” she asked.

“Come on in and sit down, Gertie.” He stepped back and motioned towards the couch, then

added with a touch of sarcasm, “We could use your company right now.”

“I heard some banging outside, and when I looked out the window I saw Miranda over here

with some strange man,” Gertie said as she sat down next to Alice and pulled her knitting out of her

purse. “How are you doing, dear? My goodness, I haven't seen much of you since Kate left, and that

baby is already bigger. She's such a sweet little thing.”

Alice felt her face grow warm. “I'm sorry. That man was my lousy ex-boyfriend; Alicia's

biological dad.”

“Really?” Gertie's hands stopped and she let her yarn drop into her lap. “Well I'll be! After he

damaged your car, he was practically making out with Miranda right there in your driveway, and she

looked like she was really enjoying it.”

“What did you say?” Hackett asked softly.

“Miranda and that man have definitely got something going on between them.”

Alice shared a look with Hackett, until he began pacing the room again. She wondered what

was going through his mind, but at that point she knew him well enough to not expect him to say

anything in front of Gertie.

“What happened to you, dear?” Gertie patted one of Alice's bruised hands, her forehead

wrinkled with concern.

“It's nothing,” Alice tried to sound nonchalant. “Damon tried to put the moves on me, so I hit

him. But apparently I didn't know what I was doing.” Her voice wavered despite her best efforts to



control it.

A muscle twitched in Hackett's jaw, and Alice flushed with the realization that she had yet to tell

him exactly what had transpired when she had been alone with Damon in the kitchen. From the look in

his eyes, Damon would have very likely been tasered again if Hackett had known how he had been

touching her.

Gertie noticed as well. “Oh, you know what? I just remembered that I left my oven on.” Her

knitting disappeared back into her purse. “I hate to run like this, but I can't leave it unattended.”

“You should stop by tomorrow,” Alice said as she gave Gertie a quick one-armed hug.

“Absolutely. Goodbye.”

Hackett walked Gertie to the front door to see her out, and after she was gone he said, “At least

Gertie is observant enough to notice that we needed to be left alone. So, Alice, tell me exactly what sort

of moves Damon tried to put on you.”

“The, um … aggressive kind.”

“If you had been here alone, would he have raped you?”

Alice bit her lip and looked downwards. “I don't know.”

He clenched his fist as his jaw muscles tightened again. “I want you to tell me absolutely

everything from now on. This is serious, and I need to be able to protect you.”

“I wish …” She hesitated. “I wish you would tell me more of what's on your mind.”

Hackett considered her words carefully, then answered, “Alright, then; I'm perturbed that

Damon tried to touch you, and I want to take you to bed to assert myself as your husband.”

The corners of Alice's mouth curved irresistibly upwards. “Would it make you feel better?”

“Enormously.”

She giggled slightly. “Me too. Let me get the baby down, and we'll remind ourselves of how

thoroughly we belong to each other. It'll be the perfect way to forget how horrible this day has been,

too.”

Hackett watched quietly as Alice slowly coaxed the baby into sleeping in her crib, his mind still

in turmoil. He blamed himself, more than anything else, for letting Miranda distract him when his gut

had told him that it would be disastrous for Alice to be alone with Damon. He had known better, but his

actions hadn't measured up.

Miranda.

Despite himself, she still existed under his skin, and still knew how to push his buttons. He had

to find a way to become impervious to her provocations, for Alice's sake, so she wouldn't be able to

manipulate him again. He also grudgingly admitted to himself that he needed to warn her a second time



to be careful of Damon, rather than passively watch her make a giant mistake that could destroy her

entire life – he didn't have it in him to hate her that much.

That moment, however, belonged to Mrs. Alice Hackett.
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Damon had sex appeal. 

Miranda felt her heart rush with excitement as she clung onto him from behind, turning her head

upwards to watch the canopy of orange leaves passing overhead as they sped along the secluded forest

road. Her exhilarated laugh was whipped away by the wind, and she understood why Damon had

referred to his motorcycle as his freedom, as the sentiment pulsed through her body with every bump

and vibration.

He seemed more lighthearted when they pulled back into town and stopped at a bar, holding her

hand as he pulled her through a crowd of people to secure a table for them. It was a cheap place, dingy

but respectable enough, and a moment later Damon was placing a glass of beer in front of her. In a

funny sort of way, Miranda felt like cutting loose and shedding her lawyer demeanor, if only for the

next hour. She wanted to be a woman out on a date with a man, and Damon was perfect for the part.

The beer was cheap and unappealing, but she drank it anyway for the buzz. It made it easier to

talk, to share the secrets that she had kept hidden inside for most of her life.

“I have an older sister,” Miranda found herself saying after taking a gulp. “She's a total bitch

though, and I haven't talked to her in years.”

“Why is that?” Damon asked, propping his elbow on the table to thoughtfully hold his chin with

his hand, a mischievous smile playing on his lips.

“She's the sort of person who climbed the social ladder on her back, if you know what I mean.”

Miranda took another drink. “I worked hard to get where I am, but everyone assumes that I'm just like

her, you know? It drives me crazy! Anyway, we were always competing with each other while we were

growing up, to prove who was the best.”

“Who won?”

“I did!” Miranda smirked. “Her name is Amanda, can you believe that? Our parents are

pathetic; I don't talk to them either.”

“I can definitely see why.” He nodded, then tilted his head to one side. “Hey, about what

happened with Alice earlier …”

“No need to explain.” Miranda held up her hand. “It's difficult to see your ex married to

someone else. Trust me, I understand you better than anyone else can.”

“Here's to us.” Damon lifted his glass. “Brought together by our exes shacking up.”

Miranda snorted into her drink. “A midlife crisis and a young single mother – truly a match



made in heaven.”

Damon took a long draught, then said, “I wish I had a way to forget her and move on.”

“You will. It might take some time, but it will happen. And don't worry, because I'll be here to

help you.” Miranda reached across the table to pat Damon's hand. “I'm a good lawyer.”

“You've been a blessing in my life already.” Damon shifted away where Miranda couldn't reach

him any more, so she let her arm drop. “Do you want another beer?”

“I'm more of a margarita person.”

Damon's eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

“But don't tell anyone, okay?” Miranda felt a little giddy at her confession. “They all think that

I'm a red wine sort.”

“Don't worry, your secret is safe with me.” He winked. “Though if you expect me to pay for

everything, I'm going to have to cut you off after this. I'm trying to go clean, and my job doesn't pay

much.”

“How do you like working?”

“I had better ways of getting more money faster,” Damon said with a shrug. “But it's probably

good for sweating all the crap I've done out of my system.”

Miranda watched his backside as he left to order more drinks from the bar, grinning. She had

met Hackett while she was still an undergraduate, and at the time had been grateful that their

relationship had given her the excuse to focus on her education and career, rather than spending her

weekends out socializing. However, after they had broken up three years ago, she discovered that not

only was she hopelessly inexperienced when it came to dating, men in general saw her more as a

lawyer than a woman, and that no one found her appealing. Damon had been right on the mark with the

comment he had made earlier, and there were nights when she did wake up in the darkness and wish

that there was someone in the bed beside her. She had privately consoled herself with the thought that

Hackett was similarly alone, but now that he was married it rankled her.

She hated the way that he had protectively embraced Alice, and twitched with restrained anger

as he had glared at Damon. She even hated the way he had adopted Alice's illegitimate child, with

every intention of providing and caring for something that didn't belong to him, all because he had

fallen in love. She had always known deep down inside that he had never felt passionate about her, and

she had willed herself to believe that he was incapable of intense emotions. Now she knew that he had

not considered her worthy of it.

Miranda decided that she was going to have a little fun with Damon. She swore to herself that

she wasn't going to let herself get too involved, but there was no harm in flirting. For once, she was



going to let the lawyer take the backseat while she reveled in the attention of a sexy bad boy type. After

all that she had been through, she deserved it.

When Damon returned with her margarita, she took a sip then slowly wiped the salt from her lip

with her thumb, giving him an alluring look through her eyelashes as she did so. It felt so over the top

that even she broke down into giggles, and Damon leaned over to whisper into her ear, “You don't need

to act like that to get my attention.”

He sat down and gave her a cryptic smile as butterflies danced in Miranda's chest, so she took

another drink to suppress them.

“Oh wow, this has way more tequila in it than usual,” she commented.

“Did the bartender make it too strong? I can go back to get another one for you.” Damon

reached for the glass, but she scooted it away.

“Don't worry, it's fine.”

“Really, the guy didn't look like he knew what he was doing. I can have him re-make it for

you.”

“Do you think I can't handle my liquor?”

Damon held up his hands. “Fair point. Carry on then.”

“You know, I haven't done anything fun like this since I was twenty-one. I've been all business

since then,” Miranda confided.

“So it's been about two years, right?” Damon said with a roguish grin, and Miranda rolled her

eyes.

“More like thirteen.”

“No way! You're way too beautiful to be a day over twenty-five.”

“Oh stop it.” Miranda felt herself blush. “That type of flattery will get you no where with me.

I'm way too smart to fall for it.”

“Ha ha, how about this then? I'm surprised at how much I'm enjoying talking to a more mature

woman.” Damon's foot touched hers underneath the table, so she raised her toes up to brush his leg. He

continued, “Alice was sixteen when I met her, and sure she was hot and all, but she was also a total air-

headed teenager. I like how much more self-assured you are.”

Miranda laughed delightedly. She couldn't remember what they talked about after that, but

before she knew it the sky had grown dark outside. Damon took her back to the motel then walked her

to her car, where she leaned against the driver's side door as she told him goodbye. The memory of him

pressing her against Hackett's car earlier sprang unbidden into her mind, and she found her lips inviting

him to kiss her almost of their own accord. He leaned forward as if to grant her wish, then took her



hand in both of his own and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“Take care, Miranda,” he said, then slowly walked away, turning to wave before he got to the

door to his motel room.

She felt a little dizzy. 

Miranda sat down in her car and wondered if she had too much to drink to drive safely home.

Her heart was pounding in her ears, and she had to close her eyes to take in several deep breaths. It

took several minutes for her to feel well enough to make the trip home.

The night felt dark and heavy as she drove home to her condo, and the door to the entry way

banged shut behind her with a loud echo. She flipped on the light, dropped her bag onto a nearby end

table, and took off her coat.

“I'm home,” she said, walking to the living room and retrieving a bottle of fish flakes to drop

into a small tank with a solitary goldfish. “You wouldn't believe the sort of day I had.”

She sat down in an armchair, kicked off her high heels, and picked up a book, staring at the

pages as she slowly chewed on her lip, unable to focus. Damon had wormed his way into her mind ever

since the day she had driven him from the prison to the motel, taking up more and more space after

every encounter. He wasn't going to let her sleep that night.

Miranda wondered when she would be able to come up with an excuse to see him socially

again.
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Shortly before dark, Gertie showed up with a plate of chocolate chip cookies. Alice and Hackett

had settled down together with a movie to distract them from their thoughts, both staring blankly at the

screen as it played. When Hackett answered the door, Gertie pulled him out onto the porch to quietly

ask in confidence, “How's Alice doing?”

“Better, though she had to take something for the pain in her hands,” he replied. “She probably

won't be knitting for the next couple of days.”

“Here, these ought to help cheer the poor dear up,” Gertie said as she handed the plate over. “I

confess, when I saw that man in front of your house, I wondered if he was Alicia's father – I thought I

saw a similarity, but it's also easy enough to imagine such things, so I couldn't be certain. Bit of an

intimidating looking fellow, isn't he?”

Hackett grunted affirmatively, then asked, “Would you like to come inside?”

“Oh, it's probably not the best time for me to intrude.”

“I insist.” He stepped back and held the door open.

“Alright, alright.” Gertie laughed slightly as she entered.

Hackett closed the door behind her, then carried the plate of cookies to the living room where

Alice was waiting. “Gertie brought these over for you, darling,” he said to her with a soothing voice.

“I've asked her to stay for a visit.”

For a moment Alice looked as if she was going to protest, then decided otherwise. Her eyes

locked onto Hackett's, and she whispered, “We might as well own it, right?”

“Right.” He winked.

“Thank you, Gertie,” Alice said, turning to smile at their neighbor. “Come sit down. We were

watching a movie, but honestly I wasn't following it very closely. Would you like a turn holding the

baby?”

“I sure would.” Gertie carefully took Alicia from Alice's arms, then sat down in the armchair

next to the couch. “When you get to be my age, you come to realize that time spent with a baby is

never wasted. Now, please tell me what sort of events are unfolding around here; I've been dying to

hear about it.”

“Damon, my ex, has decided that he wants visitation rights, and today was supposed to be his

first time seeing Alicia,” Alice explained, nibbling on one of the cookies. “Though he barely even

looked at her, and I think that the only reason he's doing it is to torment us. It's pretty obvious what sort



of person he is.”

“How on earth did Miranda get involved?” Gertie asked.

Alice looked to Hackett, then answered, “She's his lawyer. Basil thinks that she's out for

revenge.”

“Isn't that quite the story?” Gertie chuckled. “I must say, living next to Warden Hackett has been

anything but boring.”

Alice watched as Hackett's brow creased and his eyes narrowed, and she got the impression that

he found the comment vexing. When he had purchased the house, he had likely imagined himself living

quietly, yet reality had played out differently. The thought made her smile broadly.

“I do it to entertain you, Gertie,” he said softly in a tight voice, folding his arms. “As payment

for all the desserts you bring over.”

“You know how much I love gossip – there's no denying it.” Alicia fussed slightly, so Gertie

paused to pat the baby and gently bounce her back to sleep before continuing, “But I never say

anything that could actually hurt someone. If you want me to keep today's events to myself, then I

will.”

“Would you please?” Alice asked, feeling relieved.

“My lips are sealed, I promise. I won't even tell my daughter.”

“Thank you so much.” Alice let out a deep breath. “You, Kate, and Basil are the first true

friends I've ever had, and you have no idea how much that means to me.”

“If you ever need anything, just ask,” Gertie said earnestly. “I really mean it, too. If that Damon

fellow ever comes back over, call me. I'll help make sure that he behaves himself.”

Hackett chuckled slightly. “Absolutely, Gertie. We'll make sure you have a front row seat for the

next round of drama.”

Gertie flapped her hand at him as she laughed.
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Miranda checked up on Damon. His foreman told her that he showed up on time and worked

hard, and the results from his last drug test came back clean. By all appearances, he was sincerely

trying to turn his life around.

She lost herself in her thoughts as she shifted through and re-organized the paperwork on her

desk, replaying Damon's words in her mind, “Don't you ever feel like being rebellious?”

The truth was, she did.

Hackett had broken the rules by marrying a much younger girl that he had met as an inmate in

his prison, and everything was going splendidly for him. So why couldn't she do the same thing?

Why shouldn't she date a younger man with a history?

She wouldn't marry him, of course – that would be a foolish thing to do – but she could

certainly have her fun for awhile then cut him loose when the time came. She hated going home to an

empty condo where she only had a goldfish to talk to, but there were only so many excuses that she

could use to avoid that reality every single day.

She deserved someone who admired her, and Damon had called her his guardian angel. He

thought that she was smart and accomplished, and he was incredibly attractive as well. The next time

she saw him, she decided that she was going to make her move.

She was going to do it.

She was going to be rebellious.

For her own sake.

The phone on her desk rang, so she picked it up. “Yes?” her voice clipped, annoyed at being

dragged out of her thoughts.

Her personal assistant spoke, “Warden Hackett is here to see you, Ms. Grainey.”

Miranda bristled, but replied, “Send him in.” He was likely there to discuss the incident that had

occurred during Damon's parental visit, and as the lawyer it was her duty to see it through. However,

Hackett was the very last person she wanted to see at that moment.

He entered and stood next to her desk with his arms folded, looking down at her in that all too

familiar way of his. Miranda stood to match him, eyeing him up and down as the thought sprang

unbidden into her mind that she still enjoyed the way he looked in a suit and tie. “You'll be pleased to

know that Damon has decided to not press charges,” she said. “He expressed concern about the effect

such an action would have on the security of his daughter, as he believes that she is best left in her



mother's care without interference.” Her words weren't completely truthful, but that didn't matter. The

important thing was that she was covering for Damon's lapse in judgment.

Hackett paused and frowned. “Is that so?”

“Yes, of course.” She kept her expression professional.

“Smart move,” he intoned, taking Miranda by surprise with the ice in his voice. “Alice also

wishes to refrain from pressing charges.”

“Well then, that's that. I'm quite busy, so you may go now.” Miranda waved him away and sat

down, pulling a few random papers out to scan over. Hackett did not move.

“This is the last thing that I'm ever going to do for you,” he said.

She couldn't stifle her curiosity as she looked up, unconsciously adjusting her glasses. “And

what would that be?”

“Drop Damon as a client and cut off all contact with him.”

She huffed, “That's not your call to make!”

“I'm warning you. Whatever you think you're accomplishing, it's not going to end well.”

“Basil, I would appreciate it if you left right now. I will conduct my business as I see fit, and

you have no place offering me any sort of warnings for any reason. This discussion is over.”

He stood still, and for a moment Miranda wondered if he intended to argue. However, he simply

stated, “Very well,” then turned and left with an abruptness that made her feel a touch flabbergasted.

Had he given up on her? Deemed her unworthy of his help after all?

Her shock turned to anger.

Miranda pulled out her cellphone and found Damon's name in her list of contacts. She typed up

the message, “We should go out for drinks tonight”, then hit send before she had the chance to second-

guess herself. 

She was going to show Hackett that he was wrong, and that Damon was not a danger to her at

all. She was going to give him something to be jealous of.

Hackett returned to the prison and retreated to his office, where he sat down behind his desk and

pulled out the paperwork to review the budget for the upcoming year, fiddling with a pencil. His mind

wouldn't focus, and as he stared across the room to his bookshelf, he remembered how silly it had been

when Alice had tried to steal his books. The memory made him smile.

“Warden,” his secretary said as she entered the room. “There's someone on the phone that I

think you should talk to.”

“Thank you, Mary, I'll take it in here,” he replied, then nodded in acknowledgment as she



informed him which line it was on by holding up two fingers. “Warden Hackett, speaking,” he said into

the receiver.

“Yes, I, uh, was hoping that you could help me find out some information about someone

named, um, Alice Leigh,” a woman's voice said.

He answered slowly and carefully, “I can confirm that she served time here, but she was

discharged a several weeks ago, and as the warden I can't tell you more than that. May I ask who's

calling?” The woman told him, and a giant grin spread across his face as he leaned back in his chair

and replied, “You don't say.”
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That evening when Hackett returned home, he wrapped his arms around Alice's warm body as

they kissed hello, then planted a kiss on top of the baby's head as well before he pulled them both a

little closer.

“Guess what,” she whispered into his ear, lightly tickling him with her lips. “Gertie taught me

how to make meatloaf and baked potatoes. It's all in the oven right now.”

“Is that why it smells so good in here?” he said as he tucked a loose bit of her hair that had

worked its way out of her ponytail behind her ear. “A man could get used to coming home to this.”

“Don't say anything like that until you've actually tasted it.” Alice giggled slightly. “Though

there's not much to worry about, since I had Gertie watching every step. Come on, lets go set the table.”

As they moved towards the kitchen, Hackett said, “Alice … I have something important to talk

to you about.”

Her face turned a little pale, and she nervously bit her lip. “It isn't about Damon, is it?”

“No,” he answered reassuringly. “Actually, I spoke with your mother today.”

“Um, what?”

“Apparently, she saw you on the news awhile back, and decided to hire a private investigator

who tracked you down to my prison. She called to find out what sort of information I had about you.”

“What did you tell her?” Alice asked faintly.

“Nothing personal. I thought that it would be prudent to consult with you first.”

“Just … wow.” Alice plopped down into a chair beside the kitchen table. “I honestly didn't think

she cared.”

“You should talk to her.”

“I dunno …” She fidgeted uncomfortably. “What if she's disappointed in me?”

“Alice.” Hackett knelt down on the floor and took one of her hands in both of his. “The woman

I talked to was a concerned mother desperately trying to find out what became of her daughter. You

should at least give her an answer.”

Alice pressed her lips against her baby's head as she thought. “She didn't exactly care about me

while I was living with her.”

“Sometimes people change,” Hackett said as he rose to his feet. “You did.”

He turned to pull their dinner out of the oven, then dished the meatloaf and potatoes out onto

two plates, which he set on the table. Alice remained quiet, picking up her fork to cut off a tiny piece of



meat to nibble on before moving on to her potato. By the time Hackett was mostly done with his

dinner, she couldn't stand the silence anymore.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“You have a real talent for cooking,” he replied.

Alice blushed. “I just did everything that Gertie told me to.”

“You'd be surprised at how hard following instructions can be,” he murmured.

“I guess …” She hesitated. “If Alicia ever ran away, I'd want to hear from her no matter what. I

don't remember what my mom's phone number was, though.”

Hackett reached into his pocket and fished out a slip of paper, which he placed onto the table

and slid across to her. “Got that covered.”

Alice picked it up and stared at the familiar numbers, feeling as if an immense weight was

pressing down on her. “Should I call her now?”

“The sooner the better, in my opinion.” Hackett finished his last bite, then came over to take the

baby out of Alice's arms. “She tracked you down to my prison. From there, it won't be hard for her to

find the records for Alicia's birth, or for our marriage. Do her a favor, and tell her the good news

yourself.”

“You're probably right. I guess if it doesn't go well, I can always hang up and never talk to her

again, and everything will stay the same as it is now. All right, just let me get my phone.”

Alice shook as she walked back into the kitchen with her phone, her stomach tied up in knots.

She kept hitting the wrong numbers, so Hackett took her phone and put in the number for her, then

handed it back. With a deep breath, she pressed 'dial' and held the phone up to her ear.

After an eternity of ringing, a familiar voice answered, “Hello?”

“Mom?” Alice's throat squeaked. “It's me.”

“Oh my god,” her mother gasped. “Alice!”

She felt like she was going to start crying, so she looked over to Hackett and Alicia for

reassurance and strength. “It's kind of a funny story,” she said nervously, “but, um, the warden you

talked to earlier today is actually my husband. He didn't want to say anything before he talked to me

about it.”

“You're married?” From the tone of her voice, Alice could easily imagine her mother dropping

into a chair from shock.

“Yeah, for a few weeks now. He's really great, mom. He's, um, stable, and … responsible.”

Alice felt her cheeks flush, and she had to turn away from Hackett's silent chuckle. She was well aware

that those weren't attributes that a girl her age would normally gush about, but after what she had



experienced with Damon, they meant all the world to her.

“The warden?”

“I said it was a funny story.”

“I'll say. Where are you now? Are you doing well?”

“We're at his house, near where the prison is. I'm happier than I've ever been before.” Alice

nervously fingered the bottom edge of her blouse. “I have a baby – a little girl, named Alicia.”

This time, there was only silence on the other end of the line.

“I don't know if you remember that guy I ran away with, but he's the biological father. He got

me into a lot of trouble, and the warden was my only friend while I was getting myself sorted out. I

know it's a little weird, but we fell madly in love and he's taking care of both me and Alicia. I've

realized that what I want most out of life is to be a mother, so I'm going to do my best raising my

baby.”

“How old is she?”

“A little over a month.”

“Could you send me a picture?”

“Yeah, absolutely. Here, let me find one of all three of us, and I'll text it to you right now. Just

give me a sec.” Alice navigated around on her phone for a little bit, then put it back up to her ear. “I

sent a couple of baby pictures, too.”

There was another moment of silence, which made Alice's heart pound. Then her mother sighed.

“Honestly, Alice, I was so angry at you after you left. I did my best to provide for you, and the thanks

that I got in return was you running off with some degenerate. Then, about a year ago, I came across

our photo album while I was cleaning out my closet, and as I looked through it I realized that you had

stopped smiling after you became a teenager. It hit me that I had been too caught up in all of my own

problems to notice how unhappy you were, and your involvement with that guy had probably been

your way of crying out for help. I'm sorry I wasn't there for you more.”

Tears stung Alice's eyes, and her throat constricted painfully. “I'm sorry too,” she managed as

best as she could, once again looking to Hackett for strength.

“I need to get going now, but can I call you this weekend? I'll have the time to catch up properly

with you then.”

“Yeah, that sounds great. This is my cellphone, so you can reach me at any time.”

“You have a cute family, Alice. I wish you the best of luck.”

After they bid each other goodbye, Alice let her shoulders sag. “Whew, that was intense. Look,

I'm still shaking.” She held out her hand. “Could have been a lot worse, though.”



Hackett came over to her to take her hand and kiss her. “As your dashing, stable, and

responsible husband, I would like to take you out for ice cream cones.”

Alice blushed. “I know, I should have said that you were handsome and romantic. I'm sorry that

I always blurt out such stupid things.”

“Don't get me wrong, I liked it. Twenty years from now, I might not still be handsome and

romantic, but I'll certainly still be stable and responsible.”

“Well, in that case, I think that it's incredibly sexy that you let me sleep in the same bed for

longer than a week, and that I don't have to keep all of my belongings in a backpack. You're the best, by

far.” She giggled as she kissed him, running her fingers through his hair then tickling the back of his

neck. “That ice cream sounds really good right now. Let me get the baby ready, and we'll go.”
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Damon returned to his motel room after spending all day at the construction site, and quickly

pulled off his sweaty t-shirt in disgust. From there he retreated to the bathroom, where he finished

undressing and stood under the shower, letting the hot water soak in and warm his sore muscles.

What the hell was he doing?

He hated his job, his boss, and all his coworkers. There were moments when he threw himself

into the physical labor to keep himself from punching someone, and he did his best to bite his tongue

otherwise. It would not benefit him to lose control.

He should get on his motorcycle and leave; find a new town and a new girl, and never look

back. That had always been his way of living, and it would be the smart thing for him to do. This

particular area was far too precarious for him to be lurking around in anyway.

He knew he was too much of a bad person to be indulging the secret sentiments of his heart.

Even Alice hadn't believed him when he had told her that he wanted to see his kid, even though he had

somehow expected that she would. Despite that, he felt inexplicably drawn to the child.

What was wrong with him?

Damon knew plenty of guys who had fathered then abandoned children without giving a single

thought to them. Everyone expected him to be like that. He could see in Alice's eyes that she hoped he

would one day do her the favor of disappearing, yet it continually pressed on his mind that he wanted to

see that baby again. He wanted to know that she was growing up right, to know that a piece of him

could be redeemed.

He had been sober for too long, and he was becoming more and more pathetic with each day

that passed. What he really needed was a bender.

After he finished showering and dressing, he pulled out his phone to text Miranda and tell her to

meet him at the motel. She had wanted to get drinks, and he had every intention of going through the

motions of showing her a good time. He got the sense that she was primed, so he needed to make sure

that everything was set up and that the night played out perfectly. Miranda was his insurance.

It wasn't long until she knocked on his door, and he joined her outside. In a glance he surmised

that she had dressed to go riding on his motorcycle, wearing a black wool peacoat, jeans, and boots,

though her hair was still pinned up. He gave her an appreciative smile.

“Where did you have in mind?” he asked.

“I don't know.” She shrugged. “Somewhere fun.”



“I know a good bar, then.” He grabbed Miranda's arm to pull her over to his motorcycle, and

urged her to sit behind him.

He drove straight there, then placed his hand on the small of Miranda's back as he escorted her

inside. “There's a dance floor over there,” he said as he pointed. “Some pool tables, too, and a stage. If

we're lucky, they might even serve us snacks.”

She laughed slightly. “Might be a good idea to get some food to go with our drinks. I haven't

had a proper meal all day.”

Damon pulled out a chair for her to sit down at a table. “Do you like mozzarella sticks?”

Miranda wrinkled the bridge of her nose. “I haven't had them since I was in college. I usually go

for more refined menus.”

“But tonight, we're lettin' loose, right?”

“Right.”

Damon placed their order, including a margarita for Miranda. It tickled her that he had

remembered, and she sipped it as they waited for the food.

“Is something up?” Damon asked after a minute, watching her with an intense gaze.

“Hm? No,” she replied simply, staring down at her drink.

“There's gotta be a reason why you wanted to immerse yourself in booze and company tonight.”

He brushed her hand with his fingertips. “I might understand.”

She gave him a critical look, then let out a heavy sigh. “I don't want to talk about it right now. I

want to forget all about it.”

“I can help with that, too.” He thought for a moment. “Have you ever played a drinking game?”

Miranda shook her head, so he pulled out his phone. “I, uh, found this app the other day where you

have to guess the phrase based off of the pictures. I thought it looked fun, but I'm supposed to be a

tough guy, you know? I couldn't ask anyone else to play it with me. How about, the loser has to take a

drink.”

“Sure, let's do it.” Miranda grinned. “I have to warn you though, I'm smart.”

Damon laughed. “Go easy on me, please. I don't know if I'd stand a chance against you

otherwise.”

They played for awhile, eating mozzarella sticks in between drinks and ordering more when

their glasses emptied. She won more often than not at first, but the longer they played, the more she

found herself laughing too much to be quick on the uptake. Occasionally Damon would say something

ridiculously wrong with a mischievous look in his eyes, but every so often he would surprise Miranda

with a clever answer.



Near the end of her second margarita, a picture popped up that made her heart pound as soon as

she interpreted it, and she felt frozen as she waited to hear the dreaded phrase. Sure enough, Damon

exclaimed, “Baby on board! I win! Now you gotta take a drink.”

She didn't move, instead saying quietly, “Basil never once called me a baby killer. Sometimes I

wish he would, so I could hate him for it.”

Damon picked up his phone, turned off the screen, and returned it to his pocket. “I'm here,” he

murmured, reaching to hold her hand.

“No one ever talks about what it's like, afterwards. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the

night and ask myself, 'What have you done?'” Miranda was too intoxicated to hold back the tears that

came spilling out, but in a way it felt good to finally let them out. “I looked up what my due date would

have been, and every year I think about the birthday that I would have been celebrating if I hadn't …

And sometimes, when I have to work with someone who's obviously guilty, I think to myself, 'This is

who I killed my baby for.'” She barely finished her sentence before she broke down crying too hard to

continue.

Damon stood and pulled Miranda out of the bar with him, making sure to grab her coat from the

back of her chair and wrap it around her shoulders before they went. He took her around the side of the

building where they could be hidden from the other patrons coming and going. “Go ahead and

breathe,” he said quietly. “The air is better out here.”

“God, I'm such a mess.” Miranda forced a smile. “I'm sorry I unloaded all of that on you.”

“I'm not.” Damon pulled her closer. “You can unload anything you need to on me, and I'll

listen.” Their eyes met as he wiped the tears from her face, and on impulse Miranda moved to press her

lips against his.

Damon turned her to gently push her against the brick wall, his eyes intense as his hands

roamed all over her body and he hungrily deepened the kiss with his tongue. Through his jeans, she

could feel his growing desire for her, and it ignited her own fire inside.

“Take me back to your room,” she breathed.

Miranda hugged him tightly as they drove his motorcycle back to the motel, praying that the

cold night wouldn't sober her up enough to decide that what she was doing was a bad idea. But she had

already confessed her deepest secret to Damon, one that she barely even acknowledged to herself, and

that made her crave even more intimacy with him.

Once inside, Miranda began to grope at the waistband of Damon's pants, but he stopped her. “I

want you to strip for me,” he said as he reached to the back of her hair and began pulling out bobby

pins to release her bun, then ran his fingers through her hair to loosen it. His touch felt amazingly good,



so Miranda curbed her embarrassment.

“Looking for a show, huh?” she teased as he sat down in a chair, leaning forward with his

elbows on his knees. “I'll see what I can do.”

“Keep your glasses on,” Damon said with a grin. “I think you are extremely sexy in them.”

Miranda laughed as she took off her coat and dropped it to the floor, kicked off her shoes, then

slowly began unbuttoning her blouse. “You're in for a treat, because I can be all kinds of sexy.” After

her shirt was open all the way, she slid off her pants, purring as she did, “Go ahead and get undressed,

and wait for me on the bed.”

“As you wish, my angel,” Damon replied. “I am yours to command.”

Miranda helped him pull off his jacket and t-shirt, then pulled her blouse all the way off and

tossed it away. Next she pulled Damon over to the bed and pushed him down onto it, before stepping

back to turn away from him with a teasing look as she unfastened her bra and took it off. “Are you

ready?” she asked.

“Mm, yeah,” Damon replied, and she turned to face him, climbing on top of him and pushing

him down.

He kept himself in check and acted far more submissively than what normally suited him, but it

was necessary to play into Miranda's fantasy of being in control. She was too caught up in herself to

read any of his cues, and he wondered in the back of his mind if Alice's talent for timing had ruined his

chances of ever enjoying sex again. Nevertheless, he made the necessary noises and motions when

appropriate, until eventually she collapsed against him and they were done.

Damon grimaced as he extricated himself from a sleeping Miranda, and retreated to the

bathroom to turn on the shower. Alone, his mind once again turned towards his daughter, and he

secretly chuckled to himself at the thought that Alice had named her Alicia – that was perfectly in line

with the sort of person she was. He had never considered Alice beautiful until that moment he had seen

her clutching their infant protectively against her chest, and he realized that she had finally blossomed

into herself.

He badly wanted to see his baby again.

Alicia was the first thing he had ever cared about.
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Damon kept a dopey smile plastered on his face as Miranda dressed and primped in his hotel

room, twisting her hair back up into a bun and applying the lipstick and mascara that she kept in her

purse. The lines around her eyes spoke of a hangover, but there was no hint of regret, and from the way

she kissed him goodbye, she clearly expected more trysts in the future. Damon acted his part and told

her that she had been amazing, that he wanted to see her again as soon as possible, and waved when she

turned back to look at him before climbing into her car.

His facade dropped the moment the door to his motel room was shut. He pulled out his phone

and opened up a secret app, then used it to turn off the camera that he had hidden in the floor lamp by

the bathroom. As he reviewed the footage, a smirk grew across his lips, and he knew that he had struck

gold. With this, he could blackmail Miranda into doing anything he desired. Anything.

It was almost better than when he had Alice seduce a clergyman, back when she had still been a

teenager. Damon had been able to extort enough money out of the man to sustain them for a few

months, but he had done it purely for the fun of it. The only thing missing this time was having

someone to share the success with.

He browsed to another picture of Alice and sat musing over it, knowing that he'd never find

anyone else like her. Damon wished that there was a way for him to get a picture of Alicia, but a thug

like him could never let on about how he actually felt.

It occurred to him that he had become trapped by his own image, and it was an uncomfortable

epiphany.

Agitated, he decided that he had been sober for long enough. Now that he had achieved his goal

with Miranda, he was free to loosen up and indulge. And forget. Yet for some reason Damon hesitated.

He checked the time, and wondered if he'd be able to find a dealer before he was due to be at work – if

he screwed up, he'd never see Alicia again.

Enough was enough. He turned off his mind as he pulled on his leather jacket and darted out the

door. The way the motorcycle reverberated through his body as it roared to life felt good, and he

screeched the tires as he pulled out onto the road. It was time for a long overdue reprieve.

Damon's foreman yelled at him for showing up late, but he felt too good to care and merely

shrugged it off. He even took the time to goof around with his coworkers during their lunch break, and

when someone commented on his good mood, he bragged about getting laid the night before. If anyone



had suspected that he was high, they didn't let on about it, especially because he still managed to

perform just as well as he had before.

When his shift ended, he excused himself to the john to secretly rub more powder on his gums

for a bump. His timing, it turned out, was perfect, because Miranda's car pulled up as soon as he was

finished, and the boost would get him through whatever conversation she wanted to have. The other

guys hooted as he walked up to her car, and he leaned over to talk to her through her open window.

“Get in,” she said with a tight voice, her jawline tense. Damon raised an eyebrow, but walked

around to climb into the passenger seat.

Her hands gripped the steering wheel, and after a moment of silence she asked right out, “How

did you get your motorcycle out of the impound lot?”

“Excuse me?” he asked.

“There's a fucking fee!” Miranda suddenly lashed out. “That morning you told me you couldn't

afford to buy a cup of coffee, so how did you get your motorcycle back?”

Damon's eyes narrowed, and he said softly, “Start driving.” Now that she had gotten her pent up

sexual frustration out, it seemed that her mind had finally started putting together the truth. The jig was

up, and he was tired of pretending.

“What?” Miranda replied haughtily. “Now you think that you can start ordering me around?”

Damon pointed to the other construction workers, and answered, “They're watching us, so start

driving. Now.”

Her nostrils flared, but Miranda popped the car into gear and sped off, leaving the construction

site behind. “So, what's your answer? How did you pay the fee?”

“Take this turn up here.”

Miranda glanced over with defiance in her eyes, then faltered under his gaze. She followed his

directions until they were parked on a small side road a few miles outside of town, where she waited in

silence as Damon pulled out his phone and began fiddling with it. When she heard the sounds coming

from the video he had recorded, her face went pale.

“You know what this is, right?” he asked. “Now, if I were to send a copy of this to the right

people and tell them that you had used your position as my lawyer to coerce me, it wouldn't be too

good for you, right?” Damon held the screen up for Miranda to see. “Just look at how strong and

powerful you were. There's absolutely no question of who's in control here.”

She lunged to grab his phone, but Damon grabbed her chin to stop her and push her back,

pinning her against the seat as he returned his cellphone to his pocket. Then, for the fun of it, he kissed

her lips and purred, “It's about time you learned who's really been in control all along.”



“How could you?!” Miranda screeched as she tried to pry his hand away from her face, so he

switched his grip to her neck.

“If you don't want this video getting out and destroying your career, you better do exactly what I

say. Do you understand?”

“Fuck you!”

Damon laughed as he pulled Miranda out of the driver's seat over to his side, fighting her arms

down and holding her prisoner against his chest. “That's what got you in this position to start with.” He

slid his hand under her shirt. “It's too late to start acting like the virtuous victim now.”

He liked the way she was shutting down as he overpowered her, with each jerk against him

weaker than the last. For all of her posturing, Miranda had never had to prove herself against someone

who meant business, and she was wholly unprepared. It was almost too easy.

“I trusted you,” she whimpered as tears started pouring down her cheeks.

“I know. You told me your deepest secrets, and I listened so sympathetically.” He laughed again.

“But don't worry, now that you belong to me, I'll keep you safe … as long as you're obedient.”

Miranda pushed against him once more, but her heart was no longer in it. He gave her a minute

to process everything, stroking her bare skin underneath her shirt as he waited. When she finally spoke,

her voice was flat as she asked, “So what do you want?”

“For starters, you're going to start taking my case with my daughter seriously,” he growled. “I

don't care what it takes, you will get me weekly visits with her, and you won't ever laugh at me again.”

“That's it?” she asked incredulously, her muscles beginning to relax.

“You're going to help me fake any drug tests that come up, and take care of any legal troubles

that arise.” His slid his hand down to nestle it between her legs, and added in a husky tone, “As a

bonus, I'm going to teach you how to fuck. Last night I let you do what you wanted with me, so now it's

my turn.”

Miranda remained silent, but she was no longer fighting against him. Her lips had become an

alluring shade of red, and Damon knew what he was going to find when he stripped her pants off of

her. She was going to hate herself for enjoying it afterwards, but that was part of the fun for him. He

liked the game of power and dominance to gain control over others, and she would provide him with a

distraction for awhile.

He pushed Miranda into the backseat and climbed on top of her, then thought about how Alice

had resisted and defiantly struck him rather than submit during their last interaction. Although it wasn't

her body, in his heart he was taking Alice back in hand, and showing her why she should never stray

again. The drugs in his system made it easy to forget reality.
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No one has to know.

Miranda repeated it over and over like a mantra, promising herself that as long as she could

keep everything a secret, there would be no harm done. His demands were simple enough for her to

handle, and as long as she kept him pacified she could salvage the situation.

Damon kept his hand on her leg as she drove to her condo, as a reminder of the power he had

leveraged over her. A sense of unreality washed over her as she told him the passcode to the garage,

then handed over her spare key. But, Damon had told her that he was moving out of the motel, and she

didn't have any other choice but to give in to his demands.

Miranda sat down in her favorite armchair as Damon paced through the apartment, inspecting

the fridge in the kitchen and rummaging through all the drawers. It wasn't until he tapped on the glass

of the fish tank that she burst out, “Don't!” and he looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

“Your goldfish is deformed,” he replied.

That made Miranda bristle. “She's the celestial eye breed, and she's delicate, okay? Stay away

from her.”

“Okay.” 

He moved on to look through the bathroom and the bedroom, and Miranda jumped up to

sprinkle a couple of fish flakes into the tank. As she watched the goldfish eat, a painful lump formed in

her throat. In all of her fantasies about Damon, it had never occurred to her that she'd get exactly what

she wanted at the cost of her autonomy. She had to do whatever it took to keep that video secret, for the

sake of her career.

Her head and heart had never experienced so much turmoil before. She hated herself for going

along so easily, but she hoped that his promise to keep her safe had been sincere. It flew in the face of

everything that she had ever believed about herself, and she felt as if her entire being was precariously

balanced on the edge of a precipice. She didn't want to be a doormat.

“I don't have a choice,” she whispered under her breath to herself. He had tricked her and

seduced her, and now she had to give in to his every demand. He was blackmailing her.

“Come on,” Damon said as he came out of the bedroom, throwing a pair of panties at Miranda.

“We're picking up my motorcycle.”

“Do you have to invade my privacy like that?” she asked haughtily, snatching up her underwear

and closing her fist around it. 



Damon walked over and leaned down to hold her face upwards by her chin. “You will speak

deferentially to me from now on.”

“Ha! You're kidding, right?” Miranda tried to pull away, but he tightened his grip, digging his

thumb into the side of her jaw. The pressure immediately made her think of how humiliating it would

be if he bruised her face, so she dropped her gaze to the side and murmured, “I'm sorry.”

“Better.” He let her go. “Hurry up and put those on, then drive me to the construction site.

Afterwards, you will come back here and wait for me without speaking to anyone.”

Miranda slowly chewed on her lip as she obeyed, then picked her bag back up and silently

followed Damon back out to her car. He pulled out his phone as she began driving, and stayed focused

on the screen until she reached the construction site and parked next to his motorcycle. Then, without a

word or a glance, he got out and straddled his motorcycle.

She sat paralyzed as she watched him drive away, and a small voice inside of her cried out,

Don't go home. Call Basil, he'll help you.

Miranda tsked at herself for having such a stupid thought. She could manage herself without

crawling back to her ex to beg for help; she just needed enough time to think of a good solution. With

that resolve, she drove herself back to her condo to wait for Damon's return.

Damon retrieved his things from the motel room and packed up his bag, making sure to retrieve

several personal items that he had hidden in various spots, then checked out at the front desk. He was

coming down from his high, and he wondered if he had overplayed his hand by pushing for too much

too soon in his euphoria, but so far Miranda was compliant. It was too late to back down now.

After he finished his business there, he stopped by the store to pick up a new button-up shirt and

athletic shoes before returning to Miranda's condo. He found her inside, curled up in her armchair with

a book, waiting for him as she had been told to. She looked up at him with wide eyes as he approached.

“We're going out,” he said. “Wear comfortable shoes.” He then pulled off his leather jacket and

t-shirt as Miranda stared, secretly smiling to himself at the way she nervously bit her lip and turned

away.

“Where are we going?” she asked quietly, slowly placing her bookmark between the pages with

an unusual level of concentration.

“It's a surprise.” Damon pulled on his new shirt, then traded his boots for the new shoes. “Take

your hair out of that bun first.”

She reached up and touched her hair with uncertainty, then realized how much of it had already

worked its way loose. Standing, she pulled out the bobby pins as she walked to the bathroom, then



returned a minute later with her hair neatly brushed and a pair of ballerina flats in her hands. “Will

these do?”

Damon shrugged. “It's cold outside, so we'll be taking your car. Give me the keys.”

That made Miranda scowl and cross her arms. “Are you actually fit to be driving? I'm not going

to have you crashing my car because you're under the influence of …” she waved her fingers

thoughtfully. “Of whatever,” she finished.

He narrowed one eye as he held out his hand. “I will punish you if you're difficult.”

“But …”

“Remember the video.”

Her shoulders sagged as she retrieved her bag and pulled out her car keys, then dropped them

into Damon's hand. “Please don't damage it,” she said flatly.

Damon pocketed the keys, then pulled Miranda's coat out of the closet and held it for her to put

on, murmuring “Good girl.”

They didn't talk as he drove. Miranda stared out the window at the last traces of the sunset,

feeling out of place as a passenger in her own car. However, Damon's driving was satisfactory, and

while he was more aggressive than she would have preferred, he didn't do anything alarming. If it

hadn't been for his earlier actions, she would have never guessed that he wasn't sober.

When he parked, Miranda looked up at the building and immediately assumed that he was lost.

“Do you need me to pull up a map?” she asked.

“No. We're here,” he replied.

“But this is the Community Center …”

“I know.” Damon got out of the car, then leaned down to say, “Come on,” before slamming the

door shut.

“What are we doing at the Community Center?” Miranda asked as she scrambled out of the car,

then jogged over to keep up with Damon as he marched for the front door. He simply gave her a grin,

took her hand in his, then went inside. All they had to do was follow the noise until they found the gym,

full of people dancing.

“It's a contra dance,” Damon explained. “Looks like we're a little late, so we'll wait for this

round to finish then jump in.”

“What the heck is contra dancing?” Miranda asked as she watched the crowd of people swirling

around and laughing, her hand tightening around Damon's.

“Just watch, and you'll figure it out.”

“How do you know about this?”



Damon put his arm around Miranda's waist, pulled her close against him and said softly into her

ear, “I'm a multifaceted sort of guy.” Then he laughed. “I used to do this sort of shit all the time when I

was a teenager, at least until I started going out back to smoke weed. I'll teach you everything you need

to know.” While his primary goal in bringing Miranda there was to soften the blow of his earlier actions

to keep her second-guessing herself, the energy and the music were affecting him and putting him in

the mood for some lighthearted fun. He kept her close and touched her affectionately,  giving the

occasional explanation on how contra dancing was done.

His demeanor made Miranda relax; it was more on par with what she had come to expect from

him before he had dropped the bombshell of blackmail on her, and she wondered which version of him

was the true one. She leaned against him as they watched the lines of dancers and listened to the caller,

pretending that they were on an ordinary date, and that the events of that afternoon had been a small

lapse on Damon's part. After all, wasn't she still getting what she had fantasized about?

When it came time to join the other dancers out on the floor, Miranda felt shy as she tried to

follow Damon's patient instructions. She had never participated in any organized dances before, and

trying to follow the moves made her feel like she had two-left feet. But as she started catching on, she

found herself laughing and reveling in Damon's praise, forgetting that there was any darkness between

them. By the time the event was over, her feet were sore and they were both breathing heavily, but they

were smiling.

It wasn't until the early hours of the morning, while Miranda was lying awake, that the reality of

her situation crashed down on her. In the clarity of the darkness, she realized that Damon had

deliberately set her up, and had prepared the hidden camera ahead of time with every intention of

entrapping her. Their drinking game, and even the way she had opened up to him about her deepest

secrets, had all been part of his plan to get her under his thumb.

She could never lie to herself at 3 AM.

Miranda started to cry, and although she tried to keep it quiet, Damon still stirred next to her in

bed. His arms reached over to pull her to his chest, and he held her firmly as she sobbed against him.
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In the morning, Miranda showered and dressed for work as usual, carefully pinning her hair up

into a neat french twist after drying it, then applying her makeup. Damon stayed flopped on his

stomach in her bed, and she often glanced over at him through the bathroom door. He seemed to be

experiencing a comedown, and based off the times that she's had to work with drug addicts, she

guessed that he had been using cocaine the day before. She didn't dare ask for a confirmation, though.

As she was pulling on her shoes, Damon rose and went for the kitchen, helping himself to a bag

of chips and drinking milk straight from the carton. Miranda had to clench her jaw to keep from

protesting, but made a mental note to avoid using any more of it for herself.

“What time is it?” he asked, finally looking over in her direction.

“Eight-thirty,” she replied, turning away as she pulled on her coat. “I need to get to work.”

“Hold up.” Damon came over to her, and reached inside her coat to fasten the top button on her

blouse, then said, “Have a good day.”

Miranda looked at him quizzically. “Are you being serious?”

“If you want to hang around and make coffee, I'm not going to stop you.” Damon shrugged.

“But you're not much use to me if you aren't a lawyer.”

“That's all I am to you, isn't it.” Miranda looked down as she bit her lip. Despite the

circumstances that had brought him there, she was privately glad that she hadn't gone through the night

alone, and her heart was latching onto him as the one who had been there for her. She wanted to matter

to him in a meaningful way that didn't revolve around her career.

“It's better for you this way.” Damon looked at her with a surprisingly sincere expression. “I

sent the one person I ever loved to jail for a crime she didn't commit, because I was too selfish to care

about her wellbeing – and that was one of the nicer things I did to her.” He laughed at the way

Miranda's head jerked in surprise, and added, “I'm not that delusional.”

“If you loved her, then why did you do that?” 

Again, Damon shrugged as he returned to snacking from the bag of chips. “It's just what I do.”

“I gotta go,” Miranda said hurriedly, grabbing her bag and practically scampering out the door.

Out in her car, she reached up to undo the top button again, but stopped at the memory of Damon's

fingers touching her shirt. “Dammit girl! Pull yourself together!” she hissed through her teeth,

smacking the steering wheel with her palm. “Damon is blackmailing you! Stop acting so pathetic!” She

pulled the button open, looked at her reflection in the rearview mirror, then fastened it back up with a



scowl; she looked more professional like that anyway.

The next step was to make it through the work day without anyone guessing that there was

anything different in her life.

Alone, Damon continued his hunt for food, pulling a few eggs out of the fridge and a frying pan

from the cupboard. He quickly scrambled the eggs up, doused them in salt and ketchup, then sat down

to watch Miranda's ugly goldfish as he ate; there was something mesmerizing about the way its eyes

protruded from its head to stare upwards.

He left the dirty dishes in the kitchen when he was finished, and grabbed his bag to take it into

the bedroom, where he got down on the floor and felt the underside of Miranda's box spring. Satisfied,

he pulled a switchblade out of his pocket to cut a small slit, then transferred a small baggie of powder

and a memory card to the hiding spot.

There were still a couple of hours left before Damon's shift at the construction site, so he

dumped his dirty clothes into the laundry machine then headed for the shower. He was meticulous

about grooming, and was soon freshly washed, shaved, and wearing clean clothes, leaving the damp

towel on the bathroom floor with a smirk.

The day passed by uneventfully. Damon continued to work hard, spending most of the time

thinking about his daughter and wondering what sort of person she was destined to become. He idly

hoped that she would have all of Alice's good qualities, and none of his bad.

He arrived back at the condo before Miranda, and began rifling through her closet until he

found something that he thought looked satisfactory. Then he sent her a text message asking where she

was. After two minutes, he called, immediately asking, “Where are you?”

“At the office – I'm finishing up,” Miranda replied. “I've got some files to finish reading, and

…”

“No.” Damon cut her off. “We're going out. If you have more work to do, bring it home and

finish it later.”

“I don't usually do that …” Miranda hedged. 

“I assume that you don't usually fuck your clients either, but we've already crossed that line.

Make your excuses, and come home.” He hung up, then lounged on the bed playing with his phone as

he waited. Twenty minutes later, Miranda banged the door open and dropped a stack of paperwork on

the coffee table. She looked haggard, and she glowered at Damon as he approached her.

“I hope you're happy,” she snapped. “I had to tell everyone that I wasn't feeling well, and after

my performance today, I'm sure they were glad to be rid of me.”

He studied her up and down, then took her by her wrist and pulled her to him. Miranda



protested and weakly pushed him away, but Damon grabbed her chin to hold her still. “ I want you,” he

said before he kissed her. When he pulled away, Miranda had a tear running down her cheek, that she

quickly rubbed away. “I want you to take your hair down and wear it loose. Also, I've laid a dress out

on the bed for you, so go get changed.”

For a moment, Miranda considered defying him, then caved under the weight of his gaze. As

she slunk to the bedroom, she reminded herself that Damon had promised to keep her safe in exchange

for her obedience, and that satisfying his every demand was more a matter of self-preservation than

anything else. He had video that could destroy her career in an instant if it ever got out, after all.

The dress on the bed was one that she had purchased on impulse for a blind date that hadn't

panned out, black, sleeveless, and featuring slit in the knee-length skirt that ran up to her thigh. She

wondered why Damon had chosen it as she put it on, then pulled all the bobby pins out of her hair and

gave it a quick brush. When she looked in the mirror, Miranda felt as if she could pass for someone

else.

Damon drove her car again, and took them back to the bar. This time he only allowed her one

beer, but after the fool she had made of herself, Miranda didn't want anything more. It was him who

coaxed her into making small talk, probing her with questions about her day until she finally vented.

“I was so distracted that I kept forgetting things, basic things, and I could tell that everyone was

losing patience with me. I looked like an absolute idiot!”

Damon held her hand across the table as he listened, slowly rubbing her skin with his thumb.

“So? Fuck them.”

“Excuse me?” Miranda narrowed her eyes. “I'm talking about my career, so I can't just 'fuck

them'. My entire life could be on the line if I lose my edge.”

Damon shrugged. “Suit yourself, but that sounds like a miserable way to live.”

Then what do you think I should do?” Miranda snapped.

Damon thought for a moment, then answered, “Play pool.”

“Excuse me?”

He stood, and pulled her along with him over to the pool tables. “Do you know how?” he asked,

handing her a cue.

“No,” Miranda said, flabbergasted. “What has this got to do with anything?”

“I'll teach you then.” Damon set the balls up in the triangle, then placed the cue ball in position.

“Pool is convenient for grifting, so I've gotten good at it. You see, I like to come into places like this

and act like a pretentious prick who doesn't know one way from another, and guys will practically line

up to bet against me.” He paused as he searched for the chalk, then carefully rubbed it on the end of his



pool stick. “I'll even throw a game or two, to really cinch the image in. Then, when the big money is on

the line, I show them what I can do.” He studied the table for a second, then tapped the cue ball to

break, sending the colored balls rolling around on the table.

“So? What does that have to do with anything?” Miranda huffed, folding her arms.

“So if I'm too busy angsting about everyone else, I lose.” Damon motioned for Miranda to come

over, and put his arms around her as he helped her position the cue. “Today, you threw the game, and

when it's to your advantage, you'll show them your real skills.”

Miranda laughed slightly. “That's got to be the lousiest metaphor I've ever heard. But fine then,

fuck them.”

“Go ahead and hit the ball now,” Damon instructed. Miranda gave it a shot, and the cue ball

spun off in an unexpected direction, causing Miranda to frown. 

Damon, however, chuckled. “You hit the side.”

“I didn't expect it to be so hard,” she admitted, feeling flustered.

He pulled her back into him as he whispered in her ear, “And playing pool is difficult, too.”

Miranda blushed deeply.

Damon continued teaching Miranda, who despite her best efforts never seemed to get the hang

of it, with calculating out the angles or the amount of force needed to bounce the balls where she

wanted them to go. Still, she liked the way Damon's hands rested on her body as he told her what to do,

and the way he smiled at her made it easy to forget about her bad day. Maybe, just maybe, she

misunderstand his methods and way of thinking …

Once they were home, Damon immediately pushed her towards the bedroom and pinned her

down on the bed, murmuring, “I said I was going to teach you how to fuck, remember?”

Miranda's heart pounded as a conflict of emotions swirled around inside her. She was both a

little hurt and excited, and not at all certain if she should go along with him. Though the glint in his

eyes implied that she didn't have much of a choice, and it was easier to surrender than risk upsetting

him.

Damon slowly kissed her neck, then said in a low purr, “First and foremost, I'm not interested in

pegging, so don't act like that's what you're fantasizing about in your mind; leave all of that

empowerment shit at the office.”

“Excuse me?” Miranda said indignantly. “That's not –” she began, but Damon stopped her by

gripping a handful of her hair and directing her to look up at him.

“You should be eagerly receptive.”

For a moment she couldn't breathe. The strength that Damon easily exerted over her made her



feel small, yet also somehow free, as if he was shouldering her burdens in her stead in exchange for her

compliance. It was an eternity before her chest rose, and she was able to get the word out, “How?”

“Act like you want to get fucked. Use your legs, hips, arms, mouth, and voice all to beg to have

me inside of you.”

“I don't want to act like a slut,” she protested, which made Damon smirk.

“What do you think you've been doing all along? This isn't even our first time.” He slid his hand

along her leg and up her thigh, stopping just underneath the edge of her skirt. 

“What about me? Don't I need to be turned on?”

That made Damon laugh out loud. “Why do you think I've been feeling you up all night? You

didn't seriously believe that I wanted to give you some heartwarmingly stupid analogy about playing

pool for the sake of your feelings?” 

Miranda's lips moved to pout, so Damon very lightly kissed them.

“Let's begin lesson one: eagerness and desire.”
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Miranda sat on a stone bench in the foyer, her ankles crossed as she chewed distractedly on the

end of a pen, her eyes fixed on the papers that she had spread out next to her. By coincidence she

looked up just as Hackett came in through the door, and her heart sank at the wide grin on his face. He

was wearing a hand-knit blue and green scarf, with the stitches on one end noticeably neater than the

other, and it wasn't hard for Miranda to guess that the biddy next door had taken Hackett's new wife

under her wing. 

The knowledge stung. Hackett had an easygoing way of getting along with most people, but that

had never been the case for her. Often, she had been too busy with her education and work to sit and

socialize with the neighbors the same way Hackett did, and she had frankly dismissed Gertie's hobbies

as too boring for her to show any interest in. The thought that Alice was fitting into his life in a way

that she had failed to made Miranda jealous.

Would Hackett have indulged her by wearing a sloppily knit scarf if she had taken an interest?

His smile vanished the moment he saw her.

Miranda slowly returned all of her paperwork to her bag, then rose to greet him. “Hello Basil,”

she said coyly. “You're looking well.”

“You look like you need more sleep,” he replied tersely.

“You have such an odd sense of humor,” she said with a forced laugh as she unconsciously

fiddled with the hem of her blazer. “That scarf looks handmade.”

Hackett made a grunt that sounded like an affirmative.

“It must be fun being married to a young woman who likes to play dress up with you. Though I

have to say, it's not making you look any more youthful.”

“Are you finished?”

Miranda bit her tongue. She felt as if she was currently residing in a glass house, and she knew

better than to go kicking stones – especially with Hackett. “You know, you're right. My behavior has

been unprofessional, and I apologize. I believe that everyone involved in this case deserves better than

what I've been delivering.”

He raised an eyebrow at her and took a step back. “Is that so?”

“Damon is quite serious about being involved in his daughter's life, and as his legal counsel I

need to be fully supportive; it would not give the judge a favorable impression if he heard me speak

derogatorily of the child's mother or stepfather. I heard that your adoption case is dependent on Damon



surrendering his paternal rights, correct?”

“Correct.”

“I'd wish you the best of luck, but that would run against my client's desires. I will admit that I

was completely wrong, and that you are a good father.”

Miranda's attempts to make nice were only rousing Hackett's suspicions. His arms were now

crossed over his chest, and he was studying her up and down. For a brief moment she worried that her

hair was still mussed up, and she had to clench her hand to resist the urge to reach up and check,

reminding herself that she had properly showered after the last time she and Damon had been intimate.

The only way that Hackett could know would be if she was stupid enough to tell him.

Secretly, she thought that Hackett had never made love the same way Damon did. She found

herself enjoying the way that Damon overpowered and overwhelmed her, reducing her down to a weak

kitten with no choice but to receive him, completely liberated from the lawyer persona that she had

dedicated her entire adult life to cultivating. 

After studying her for a moment, Hackett said, “Alice wrote an affidavit about Damon's conduct

during his last visit. She's not pressing charges for sexual assault, but we are submitting it to the judge

as proof that he is too erratic and dangerous to be granted visitation.”

Miranda frowned. “And to strip him of his rights too, no doubt.”

“Alicia is my daughter.”

“You're being ridiculous, Basil!” Miranda snapped. “Saying that doesn't change the facts of

biology.”

“Alice gave birth while I held her, but I don't expect you to understand.” Hackett narrowed his

eyes. “It's nothing personal, but I will do whatever it takes to get Damon out of the picture – for the

sake of my family.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“It means you should do Damon the favor of stepping down and letting him get a lawyer that

specializes in family law.”

“You know he can't afford one. I'm the only thing giving him an honest shot at visiting his own

child.”

Hackett was evaluating her again, so Miranda looked away rather than watch the expression on

his face. After a long pause, he said slowly, “You know, if we weren't talking about a murderer, I'd

think that you were beginning to grow a heart.”

“Shut it!” Miranda snatched up her bag. “I'll see you in the courtroom, but I don't have to take

that sort of abuse from you anymore. Now excuse me, but I need to get on with my job.” She tilted her



nose up as she swiftly strode away, resisting the urge to look back and check on what sort of an impact

she had made.
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A few days later, they sat before a judge with Alice and Hackett on one side, and Miranda and

Damon on the other. It was difficult for Damon not to stare. As Alice relayed the events of their last

meeting, she constantly glanced towards Hackett for reassurance in a way that had once been

exclusively reserved for him, and a deep hatred for both of them welled up inside of Damon. When it

was his turn to speak, he flatly denied everything, stating that Alice had attacked him without any

provocation. 

Unfortunately, Hackett had noted and testified to the fact that Damon had pulled out some of

Alice's hair, and the judge took their side. His visits were suspended, pending his completion of

domestic violence classes. The thought was nauseating.

As they were leaving, he watched Alice retrieve their baby from an older woman with a big

smile, and plant a kiss on the infant's forehead before turning to hug the warden. His steps slowed in an

attempt to linger, but Miranda grabbed his arm to push him and hurry him out of the building. They

didn't say a word as they crossed the parking lot to Miranda's car, and Damon sat sullenly in the

passenger seat as Miranda began to drive. Then suddenly, he lashed out and pounded on the dashboard

with his fists.

“Don't!” Miranda yelled. “I told you not to cause any damage to my car!”

“There's only one thing that I want from you, and you're failing,” Damon shot back. “Some

lawyer you're turning out to be.”

“If you had let me file against them first with what I had planned, it would have gone a lot

better for you; but you had to go and decide that you didn't want to jeopardize Alice in any sort of way.

And you know what? We wouldn't have had to go through any of this if you had just kept your hands to

yourself.”

“Fuck you,” Damon said as he held up his middle finger. “She was supposed to be my girl.”

“Legally, she's married to another man, so unwanted sexual advances on your part are

considered a crime. Don't you get it? This is entirely your fault.”

“I trained her specifically to remain mine no matter who she was sleeping with. I had good

reason to think that she wouldn't react the way she did.”

Miranda scoffed. “How in the world do you train a person like that? Is she some sort of puppy?”

Damon's eyes turned intense as he leaned towards Miranda, and said quietly, “Do you really

want to know?”



“Of course. I want to know exactly what sort of 'training' you could have possibly done to make

you think that you could get away with assaulting her with her husband in the other room.”

Damon then turned away, and said casually, “The first time I had someone else fuck Alice, I sat

in the room and coached her on what to do. I made sure that she was dissociated with drugs, that

everything she was doing was for my approval, and that I was the one she looked to for …” Damon

once again slammed his fist down on the dashboard. “How the hell did that warden break through it?”

“That's crazy, sordid shit.” Miranda's grip tightened on the steering wheel. “You really are a

despicable person.”

“Oh gee, are you just realizing that now?” Damon retorted. “And here I thought the special little

home video I made for you was proof enough.”

“If I had any choice in the matter, I wouldn't have a single thing to do with you.”

“That's not what you say when I've got you sweaty in bed.”

Miranda slammed on the brakes. “Out!”

Damon raised his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

“Get out. You're walking home.”

“Fuck you,” Damon spat as he opened the door, then slammed it behind him. Miranda squealed

the tires as she pulled away, and Damon began ambling down the side of the road.

Miranda sat in her living room with a number of files spread out on her coffee table, but she was

staring at the clock. It was well past 2 AM, and Damon had yet to return. She told herself that she

should be relieved, especially if he had skipped out of town with no intention of ever returning, but

anxiety formed a sick knot in her stomach despite that. She had checked the garage multiple times to

make sure that his motorcycle was still there, and as much as she tried to distract herself, she still

fretted.

Finally, the sound of the knob turning and the front door opening echoed through the dark, and

Miranda jumped to her feet then froze at the sound of a feminine giggle. Instead, Miranda ducked to

hide as Damon walked into the apartment supported by a woman, who gasped and exclaimed, “Wow!

You have a really nice place!”

“I've got good connections,” Damon slurred in reply, turning to kiss the woman. Miranda bit her

finger to gag herself, hating the hot tears that flooded her eyes.

“Are you sure you're going to be okay? I can stay if you want me to,” the woman breathed

heavily, her hands sliding over Damon's butt.



“Nah. My roommate's around here somewhere.”

“Good night then, and call me.”

The woman giggled more as she left, and Miranda wiped her eyes then steeled herself for the

confrontation. Damon was unsurprised when she stepped into the open, folding her arms and placing

her feet apart. “Who was that?” she demanded.

Damon burst into a wheezy laughter and answered, “I forgot her name.”

Miranda narrowed her eyes and did her best to hide how hard her heart was pounding as she

asked, “Did you sleep with her?”

“I banged her in the bathroom stall, then again on the couch in her living room.” Damon gave

her a smug grin. “Is that what you want to hear?”

Miranda's vision flashed red, and she lashed out to slap Damon as hard as she could across his

face.

Damon retaliated by grabbing her arm and twisting it behind her back, holding her pinned in

place. “Don't forget who's in charge here,” he growled, applying enough pressure that Miranda

whimpered with pain and went lax. His breath stank of hard liquor, and every time Miranda twitched

he tightened his grip.

“Please stop,” she gasped. “I'm sorry. Please stop.”

“Better.” Damon turned Miranda around to face him, and brushed a few stray strands of hair out

of her face. “Hey,” he said softly. “She was just some slut.” All Miranda could do was nod dumbly as

she began to cry, and Damon pulled her into an embrace. “I found a bar to blow off some steam, and I

had way too much to drink, that's all. I came back here as soon as I was sober enough to remember

where you live.”

“I'm tired, and I want to go to bed,” Miranda mumbled, making a feeble attempt to pull away.

Damon stopped her and whispered, “Miranda.”

“Damon, I … I shouldn't have kicked you out of my car. I'm sorry for that.” She rubbed her

eyes, then laid her cheek against Damon's chest. “I don't know if I can keep living like this.”

“I won't go out drinking again.”

“No, I can't. I just can't.” She tore from him and ran to her bedroom, locking the door behind

her.
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Miranda groaned when her morning alarm went off, and pulled herself out of bed. When she

looked in the bathroom mirror, her face was puffy and unattractive, and every muscle inside her hurt.

She felt miserable enough to cry.

Her shower didn't help as much as she had hoped it would, and she moved sluggishly as she

dressed. Her hands trembled too much for her to pin a french twist in place, so she let her hair drop

down her back. Then she hesitated before opening her bedroom door, not at all certain if Damon was

going to be there.

The smell of coffee surprised her, and she tiptoed to find Damon in the kitchen, flipping a

pancake. He looked over at her and smiled.

“Good morning,” he called. “I thought that you could use breakfast. Go on and sit down; I'll

bring it over to you.”

“Are you sober?” she asked drearily, sliding herself onto a chair.

“Mostly.” Damon set a plate of pancakes down in front of her, then a mug of coffee. “By the

way, I used up all the eggs and flour you had. You don't cook much, do you.”

“There's never enough time.” Miranda went for the coffee first, closing her eyes as she sipped it.

“I like you much better when you're sober.”

“Yeah, I can turn into a real bitch. Consider this to be my apology.” Damon shrugged, then

added, “Could you hold on? I seriously need to change my boxers, and all my clothes are in your

bedroom.”

Miranda nodded, keeping her eyes closed. She drank her coffee slowly, then began to eat the

pancakes, which were a little rubbery but not terrible. Damon was probably a better cook than she was.

When he reappeared and sat down to eat with her, she asked, “How do you do it?”

“Hm?”

“We go out every single night, then – you know – afterwards, and I'm not getting enough sleep

anymore. Last night was too much for me to handle, yet you made breakfast. You're not getting more

rest than I am, so how are you doing it?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

“If it's something that will help me function more like you, I most certainly will.” Miranda

rubbed her eyes, already feeling a headache coming on.

Damon reached into his pocket and pulled out a small bag filled with white powder. “I like to



take some of this. It's kind of like caffeine, only better.”

Miranda looked at him skeptically. “That's gotta be cocaine.”

“It gives me energy and helps clear my mind.” He put it back into his pocket.

“I'm not going to start snorting anything.”

“You don't have to. You can put a small amount on your gums, and it will have the same effect.

It just takes a little longer to hit, that's all.”

Miranda turned away from him and quietly chewed on her lip, deliberating what she should do.

Damon, on the other hand, seemed to make up his mind. “It's better if you don't try it. I've been

too much of a bad influence on you already, and I'm sure that no one will ask about the dark circles

under your eyes.”

Miranda inwardly shuddered at the idea of having to face her coworkers while she was feeling

so awful. “It's like caffeine, then? All right, give me some. I don't want to get high, I just need a little

boost.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, just a tiny bit. I need to start performing better at work, that's all. I really don't want to

get high.”

“Suit yourself.” Damon produced the bag again, and gave a small amount to Miranda. Then he

said, “You should get moving if you want to get to work on time.”

“Oh crap.” Miranda jumped up and pulled on her shoes, then went for her coat. “So when is it

going to take effect?”

“A few minutes, then you'll have the best day ever. I promise.”

“Goodbye, Damon.” Miranda hesitated, then gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before dashing

out the door.

Damon returned to the kitchen to gulp down his cup of coffee, then began brewing a new batch.

He wouldn't be able to pull any more big stunts without being crushed by the resulting fatigue, but it

was a good time to stabilize the situation with Miranda. He contemplated the idea of calling in sick to

take the day off from work, then decided that it was more important to keep up the image. After an

agonizing battle with temptation, he hid his stash back under the box spring, and double checked that

the memory card had stayed in place.

The suspension had come as a devastating blow, and when Miranda kicked him out of her car,

he had almost given up altogether. All he had to do was get on his motorcycle and go, and everyone

would have been happier for it. Out of anger, he had drunk himself into idiocy and picked up the

nearest available slut to use as a distraction, all the while making his plans to retrieve his things and



leave. But as the hours of the night crept on, he thought of the way Alice had smiled at their baby as she

had taken her into her arms, and his heart twinged. He didn't want the last moment he ever saw his

daughter to be nothing more than a glimpse across the room.

So he was going to play along, take the stupid classes, and get the suspension revoked. He

wondered if, when all was said and done, he really could be reformed the way Alice had been. Then

maybe he could take Alicia out for ice cream on Saturdays, give her dolls on her birthday, and be the

father that he himself had never had. From a distance, where he belonged.

He was over thirty now, and he wondered how long he was supposed to keep going the way he

was. All the fun had vanished the moment he had left Alice, but he didn't know how to see himself as

anything else. He didn't know how to keep himself from destroying everything he touched.

And the truth was, as much as he had hated her in the beginning, he had felt something for

Miranda when she had confessed that she couldn't keep going. He wanted to stop, to keep her from

suffering more. He was questioning himself.

He wondered why he couldn't have reached that moment a year earlier, before he had been

forced to deal with that undercover cop … before he had abandoned Alice.

Yet despite everything, he was still going down the same path he had always tread.
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Alice sat on the floor of the living room with her infant lying on a blanket in front of her,

working on carefully removing the baby's onesie. When Hackett came in through the door, she called

out, “Hello! Just give me a moment, then I'll come kiss you. Alicia's diaper leaked all over, and I'm

trying to figure out how to get her clothes off without smearing poop all over her face.”

“In that case, I'll come kiss you,” Hackett replied as he took off his coat and suit jacket, then sat

down next to Alice and leaned over to kiss her temple, before lightly tickling the baby's feet. “She's

bigger than she was this morning.”

“Oh my gosh, you really think so? I took a nap with her this afternoon, and when I woke up I

swear she's way chubbier than she was before. I just can't believe how fast she's growing,” Alice

gushed. “After all, just look at how much she's eating! We're going to have to buy bigger diapers to

hold all the poop.” 

Hackett laughed as he put his arm around Alice. “It's cute listening to you talk about poop.”

“What?” Alice wrinkled the bridge of her nose. “I'm a mom, and poop is a prominent part of

raising babies, so of course I'm going to talk about it.” She finished cleaning and diapering Alicia, then

picked her up and handed her over to Hackett. “Would you mind holding her while I get a load of

laundry started?”

“My, you're becoming quite domestic now, aren't you.” Hackett laughed as he gently bounced

Alicia to play with her, despite the fact that the baby seemed more intent on staring at her own nose.

“Yep! And guess what? I even have some chicken marinating in barbecue sauce for dinner. We

can put it in the oven whenever we're ready.” Alice giggled as she got to her feet and scampered off to

the laundry room with the dirty baby clothes.

The baby yawned so Hackett put her on his shoulder, rubbing her back as he tilted his head to

touch her soft hair with his cheek, closing his eyes. Alice came back a few minutes later with clean

baby clothes, paused, then tiptoed to grab her cellphone and snap a picture. “You're such a good dad,”

she said. “I can tell that Alicia feels really safe with you. You look so masculine when you hold her,

too. I don't think that I'll be able to resist you if you get any funny ideas in your head after we go to bed

tonight.”

Hackett opened one eye. “Is that so?”

“Well, I might play a little hard to get, but only for the thrill of being caught.”

“I'll be sure to limber up at bedtime then, for the sake of giving a good chase.” Hackett handed



the baby back over to Alice, who laid her down to carefully redress her. “I thought that you'd be

interested to know that Damon signed up for the domestic violence classes.”

“Wow! Really? I didn't expect that at all.” Alice looked up at him. “Is he actually going to

attend?”

Hackett chuckled silently. “I can't say. I suspect he will, though.”

“That's not like him at all. The guy I knew only liked drugs, fucking, and his motorcycle …”

Alice blushed and looked away. “Sorry. I really shouldn't say things like that. I don't mean to slip up.”

“Hm. You're not revealing anything I don't already know.” Hackett picked up Alicia and stood,

then held down a hand to help Alice. “But do clean up your language before Alicia is old enough to

repeat it.”

“I know, I know,” Alice groaned. “It's just hard. I'm trying to use nicer words, but it keeps

popping out anyway. Trust me, I don't want my baby using any cuss words either, but it feels like I'm

trying to reprogram my brain.”

“In a sense, you are. Just try harder to catch yourself from now on.” Hackett gave her hand a

little squeeze. “Let's get that chicken in the oven.”

Alice perked up. “I hope you like it. Though, please help me think of a side dish, because I have

no clue what would go well with barbecue sauce. Aside from something like onion rings, anyway, but I

don't know how to make those.”

“Just make some rice and frozen vegetables – they're easy.”

Alice frowned. “I don't know how to make rice.”

“I'll show you.”

“Thank you!” She beamed as she pulled Hackett to the kitchen, where she turned on the oven

then pulled a pan of chicken out of the fridge. “I'm going to say something weird, but you're used to

that. Anyway, I had no idea how pathetic I was before, when I didn't know how to cook or even run a

laundry machine. I feel functional, or at least like I'm heading in that direction, and it makes me feel

really good about myself. I have something that I can contribute, and I'm not completely dependent on

someone else for literally everything.” She gave a big grin. “Would you please pull a chair out and sit

down?” Hackett obliged, and Alice moved around behind him to start massaging his shoulders,

explaining, “You look a little tense right now.”

Hackett grunted and closed his eyes, letting out a deep breath. “Just all the paperwork and

meetings for the fourth quarter. Far too boring for you to be interested in.”

“Actually, I'd love to know. I'm sure there's far more to being a warden than locking young

women up in towers and marrying them.”



He chuckled. “That's just a perk.”

“So what is it, exactly, that a warden does?”

“I find the smartest, most well-liked inmate, and I bully him relentlessly while forcing him to

embezzle money for me.”

“Nu-uh!” Alice hit him playfully. “Give me a real answer.”

Hackett looked over his shoulder and winked. “It's all administrative. I manage the staff, the

budget, the programs for work, education, and rehab, the sort of privileges we offer for good behavior

… You get the idea. I just try to keep everyone safe, and hopefully improve a few lives.”

“That's really amazing. And here I don't even know how to cook rice.” Alice stopped rubbing

his shoulders, instead leaning down to nibble on his ear and whisper, “It's a good thing I have Daddy to

show me how.”

“Hush!” Hackett laughed. “Here, you take the baby and I'll get to cooking. Go on and sit down,

and tell me about your day.”

“Oh gosh, I'm getting so annoyed at my mom. I asked if she could come out and visit with the

holidays coming up, and she doesn't want to take the time off work. Like, your mom drops everything

on a moment's notice to come meet me and Alicia, but my mom can't be bothered. I guess some things

just don't change.” Alice sighed. “We're talking now, at least. I just haven't seen her in years, and I

wanted to show her my husband and baby.”

“Give it time and be patient. She might not know how to have a relationship with you.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Alice replied thoughtfully, and Hackett turned to rummage through the

cupboard. She then held Alicia up and began to play with her, singing, “Don't you think my baby's

cute? From her great big smile, to the way she toots?”

Metal clanged against the counter top as Hackett dropped a pot, and he braced up himself as he

shook with laughter.

“What?” Alice demanded.

“Nothing. Nothing.” Hackett wiped tears from his eyes, then looked at her. “It's just that you're

… something else.”

“That 'something else' better be good.” Alice adjusted Alicia and said, “Look at this sweet little

face! She'd be so upset if you didn't think she had the best mommy in the whole wide universe, and

only a meanie would deliberately upset a baby.”

“I'd say that she's got the single most adorable mommy in the whole wide universe.” Hackett

laughed. “Irresistibly adorable.”

Alice blushed. “I'm just playing with my baby.”



“That's why it's so cute.” Hackett stepped over to give her a kiss. “Say, I heard about a flea

market happening next weekend, and I'd love to take you.”

“Flea market? Is that the thing where people sell their old junk?”

“That about sums it up.”

“I'm in.” Alice grinned. “Maybe we'll find some stuff for the baby. She's just about outgrown

her clothes already.”

“It's a date then.”
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Alice carefully wiggled Alicia into a rose pink bunting and pulled the hood up, then wrapped

her special blanket around her. A cold snap had settled on them, and Hackett had announced that it was

the beginning of winter. For Alice, it meant fretting over whether or not her baby was warm enough.

However, when Hackett asked if she was ready to go to the flea market, she beamed widely as she

proclaimed, “Yes!”

He had warmed the car up for her as she had gotten herself and the baby dressed, and it felt

good to settle against the heated leather seat after her quick journey from the house to the car. She liked

how the car always lulled Alicia into a deep sleep, leaving her free to talk to Hackett without any

distractions. 

The flea market was in the next town over, which gave them plenty of time. Alice held Hackett's

hand with their fingers interlocked, and watched the dark trunks of the trees zoom past the car just

beyond the edge of the highway. Their conversation was small, and mostly revolved around plans for

Kate's upcoming visit for the holidays, but it was still pleasant. 

After a large curve in the road, the forest broke and they were once again driving past a number

of small houses with large yards, shortly followed by businesses as they headed towards a large park in

the center of town. There was a large field that was filled with a number of stands for vendors, as well

as people bundled up against the cold. When Hackett parked nearby, Alice opened up the car door and

frowned, wrinkling up her nose. “What's that smell?” she asked.

“Just the paper mill,” Hackett replied. “Don't worry, you get used to it.”

“It's unique,” she said simply, trying to figure out what it was that had started niggling at her

from the back of her mind. It was an unsettling feeling.

Alice got Alicia out of her carseat, then held her tightly as they walked to the flea market,

keeping close to Hackett. She had never liked crowds to start with, but after the time she had spent

alone in the tower, they made her feel even more anxious. It was a relief to let Hackett do most of the

talking as they looked around, and to quietly fuss over her baby whenever she felt awkward. Still, it

was fun, and she found an assortment of clothing and toys that she liked.

As Hackett was counting out money to pay one of the vendors, Alice turned and stared at some

of the trees dotting the park, and the same strange feeling swept over her once again. She found herself

walking trance-like towards one of them, certain that she had seen it before. There was a large bulge in

the trunk that was impossibly familiar. As she neared it, a man came around from the other side and



startled her so she jumped. He looked at her as he pulled his ladder around, the climbed up to continue

wrapping a string of lights around one of the branches.

“Alice!” Hackett called, jogging up to her, taking her arm and pulling her back towards the flea

market. “Don't wander off like that. I just about had a heart attack when I turned around and you

weren't there.”

“I've been here before, but I don't quite …” Alice trailed off. “Basil, are those lights purple?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Looks like it.”

“I think this is where Damon …” She raised her hand up to her head. “I can't remember.”

Hackett quickly put their shopping bags down on the ground, and took Alicia from her. “Are

you okay?”

“I dunno. It's weird, like my heart is screaming that this is the right place, but I can't actually

remember a thing. I don't want to look like an idiot, so I'm scared to say it.”

“Stay here.” He handed Alicia back to her, then trotted over to the man who was putting up the

lights. Alice watched as he engaged him in a casual conversation, distractedly bouncing her baby as she

waited. A minute later, he came back and picked up their shopping bags, saying simply, “Let's go.”

Alice nodded, her stomach churning too much for her to speak. The smell of the nearby paper

mill was permeating into her brain, somehow flooding her mind with nauseating thoughts about blood.

Staring at the tree made her want to vomit.

She stumbled over a divot in the ground, and Hackett quickly caught her arm. After one look at

her, he immediately took Alicia out of her arms and asked, “Do you need to sit down?”

“I think I can make it to the car,” she answered, leaning against him. “I just can't breathe right

now, that's all.”

“You've gone pale.”

“It's … that tree. I know it is. It has to be.” Tears spilled down onto her cheeks and stung her

skin in the cold air.

Hackett helped support her to their car, and had her sit down while he buckled Alicia into her

car seat and loaded up the trunk. He remained silent as they drove out of town, and Alice leaned back

with her eyes closed as she took in deep breaths of air, trying to clear her head. Somehow she felt as if

she ought to be having a flashback of some sort, but the images weren't there – only the smell lingered

heavily in her head.

“The man told me that they use the same layout for the lights every year,” Hackett finally said.

“I'm going to get a team of investigators sent to that area to see if they come up with anything, just in

case.”



“What if there's nothing?” Alice asked.

“Then there's nothing.”

“I don't want anyone to waste their time because of me.”

Hackett sighed. “Alice, you are the only person who can connect the murder to Damon, so

whatever you think you may or may not remember, we at least need to get it properly crossed off the

list of possibilities. It's not a waste of time, especially not after the way you nearly fainted.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes.” Hackett reached over to give her hand a squeeze. “Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to

make some phone calls.”
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The days that followed kept Alice distracted and jittery. She waited expectantly for Hackett to

return home each night, then struggled to fight the lump in her throat each time he told her that he

hadn't gotten any news on the investigation yet. During the hours she spent alone, she kept herself busy

with caring for her baby and knitting, going through her yarn at a rapid rate. Gertie once stopped by for

a visit, but she said very little during the hour that the two of them sat in the living room, and the older

woman sensed that she needed her space. Then, finally, the day came that Hackett announced, “They

found blood at the base of the tree, and it was a match for the undercover officer.”

Alice wanted to faint. She sagged against him, holding onto his shirt to keep herself supported

while burying her face in his chest. “I was right,” she muttered. “That was the right place.”

“You'll need to testify in court. I know that you don't have any concrete memories, but you were

the one who identified the scene.” Hackett slowly stroked her hair. “It might be enough for a

conviction.”

“Might?” Alice looked up to see his face.

“The evidence is better than what we had before – it's certainly enough to arrest him on – but a

decent lawyer has a chance of keeping him out of prison. Unfortunately, he working with Miranda, and

she could probably pull that off.”

“Oh.” Alice tightened her grip on Hackett's shirt. “But this is still good, right?”

Hackett grunted and nodded. “It will be a relief to have justice … and closure.”

“Oh no!” Alice suddenly exclaimed. “I feel so selfish! All along I've been thinking about how

badly I wanted Damon out of our lives, and it never properly occurred to me that he murdered your

friend.”

Hackett gently traced the side of Alice's face with his fingers, studying her features for a

moment. “My sweet darling,” he murmured. “You've been busy rebuilding the pieces of your own life.

My friend wasn't Damon's only victim.”

Alice closed her eyes. “You really don't mind cleaning up the mess he left?”

“I'm the one who gained a family, with a beautiful wife and a baby girl. I could do worse.”

She smiled slightly. “I'm so glad that we found each other.”

“Me too.” Hackett bent to kiss Alice, only to be interrupted by Alicia crying from her rocker the

moment their lips brushed. Alice blushed and apologized as she jumped to pick up and console her

baby, but Hackett only smiled, pulling them both into a hug. “Did I ever tell you that you're the cutest



mother I've ever seen?”

“I'm just doing my best to love my baby, that's all,” Alice replied shyly. “I don't want her to

grow up lost and confused the same way I did.”

“Mm hm, and that's one of the things that I love most about you – you always put your heart

into everything you do, a hundred and ten percent.” Hackett closed his eyes. “Don't ever change, Mrs.

Alice Hackett.”
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It was still dark when Damon woke up. 

After his drunken excursion at the bar, he had spent a couple nights on the couch to give

Miranda her space, until she had quietly asked him to share her bed once again –  even his company

was better than long hours spent alone with herself. They resumed where they had left off, without

talking about any of the events that had transpired. He took her out most nights, and flirted with her

when it suited him, carefully inserting himself into more and more details of her life. He was

developing an odd fondness for her that was constantly combatting against his dislike of the way she

carried herself, but the moments when she relaxed and let go of herself were endearing. Miranda was

growing on him.

But that night, he had dreamt about Alice.

His heart ached as his eyes opened, and for a moment he stared up at the dark ceiling, feeling …

regret. Slowly, Damon sat up and picked his phone up from the nightstand, using it to pull up a picture

of her. She grinned up at him from the screen, with pink hair and black eyeliner, and he thought about

how much more beautiful she had become without him.

“Is that Alice?” Miranda asked from beside him, and he quickly turned off the screen, his mood

spoiled.

“None of your business,” he replied, setting the phone back down.

“No, I want to talk about this.” Miranda sat up. “Do you still love her?”

Damon cast a sideways scowl at her, then stood up and pulled on his pants. “What do you

think?” he asked snidely.

“Why? What has she got that I don't?” Miranda drew up her legs to hug her knees, watching

Damon's outline move in the dark room. “What makes her so special?”

Damon thought for a moment, wondering how much he wanted to bother himself with

explaining, and how much Miranda was even capable of understanding. His dream had struck him

deeply, and he decided that at the very least, he wanted to answer the question out loud. “Alice …” he

began, then paused to formulate his thoughts. “She's the only one who ever saw me as a person.”

“That's ridiculous!” Miranda fumed. “I bet it's that same old thing about how men like younger

women, and that's the only reason why both you and Basil are so fixated on her.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Damon snapped. “You're just some self-absorbed bitch who's only good for

a temporary distraction, you got that? You don't know shit.” Miranda sat in stunned silence, so he



continued, “In all this time, you never once considered that I might give a damn about my kid. It never

occurred to you that I have thoughts of my own. And just now, you acted like I'm too stupid to know

my own feelings without you dictating them to me. Alice actually gave a fuck about me – but you never

have.”

“Do you think that I'm supposed to erase myself so I can pander to your feelings?” Miranda shot

back. “I'm not some doormat!”

Damon laughed, slowly and coldly. “Then what are you, exactly? What decisions have you

made for yourself lately?”

Miranda curled up even more tightly, her lips twisting downwards as she quietly answered, “I

don't have a choice …”

“It's easy to be a victim, isn't it,” Damon sneered at her. “The fact is, Miranda, I can't blackmail

you without your consent, and you've loved every moment of it.” He turned and glimpsed something

out the bedroom window. Miranda replied, but he didn't hear what she said as he slowly adjusted the

blinds to cautiously peek out, then cussed profusely. “Get dressed,” he said, snatching his shirt from the

floor and pulling it over his head. “Quickly.”

“Why?” Miranda asked scowling, but she slid out of bed to open her drawers and rummage

through them.

Damon went to her closet and reached in blindly for something, then threw the clothing at her.

He left the bedroom and hid himself in the front entrance, closing his eyes to listen carefully.  Sure

enough, there was pounding on the door, followed by a voice bellowing, “Police!”

Miranda was still buttoning up her shirt as she scampered out of the bedroom, looking at

Damon with wide eyes. He nodded at her, so she answered the knock.

“Miranda Grainey?” the officer asked, and she replied in the affirmative. “We have a warrant to

search the premises.”

“On what grounds?” she said, trying her best to sound secure while all too aware of Damon's

presence just out of the officer's sight.

“Is there a Damon Rake here?”

She felt herself grow cold, but said, “No.”

“Would you please step aside?”

“On what grounds?” Her voice was tight.

“We have evidence that Damon Rake has been residing with you.” The officer pushed his way

in, followed by another.

“That's just absurd!” Miranda resisted the urge to look directly at Damon as she stepped away



from him, hoping to keep the police officers distracted. “Damon Rake is a client of mine, but he's most

certainly not living here. You can't just barge into my home because of some rumor, and you can bet

that I'll be taking you to court over this. You'll be lucky if you still have a job after I'm done with you.”

Damon took advantage of her rant, and silently slipped behind the officers and out the door.

Miranda privately let herself feel a surge of relief, though she carefully kept it from showing on her

face.

She continued, “If you touch any of my personal items then I'll sue you for sexual harassment. I

am not going to be subjected to this!”

Then Miranda's heart stopped as shouting echoed from outside, followed by the officer's radio

bleeping, “Got him.”

“Take him in. We'll finish up here,” the officer said back into his radio, then he looked at

Miranda expectantly. “You might want to come with us to provide a statement. A team will be up here

shortly to perform the search.”

Miranda's knees went weak. For a moment she felt herself dissociate, and her lawyer voice

clipped in her ear, “Cooperate, but don't answer any questions. Keep your head together.”
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The frozen ground stung Damon's bare feet as he was escorted to the police car in handcuffs, so

he hopped to get inside the warm vehicle as quickly as possible, not wanting to pause to hear what he

was being arrested for – it was his third time within a year, and all the fight was going out of him. As

dramatic as it was to be ambushed and hauled away, it was shortly followed by a long wait in a tiny

room.

He requested a lawyer, and was assigned the same one that had represented him before Miranda

had gotten involved. After an eternity, someone finally came in to talk to him. 

“So, Mr. Rake, you want to tell us why you were living at Ms. Grainey's house?” the

investigator asked.

Damon stared sulkily down at the table in front of him, then answered quietly, “She forced me,

okay?”

“And how did she do that?”

He fidgeted and looked around uncomfortably as he said, “Ms. Grainey told me that she would

help me get visitation with my kid … in exchange for sex. She'd only help me if I slept with her, and I

can't afford any other representation.”

The investigator folded his arms and leaned back. “Are you aware that we found drugs on the

premises?”

“No, sir.”

“Were you using?”

“No, sir.” 

“There was a memory card with them, and we are currently looking at the contents. Do you

have any idea what's on it?”

“No, sir.”

“So you were only there because Ms. Grainey wanted a sexual relationship with you, and

offered her services as a lawyer in exchange?”

“Yes, sir. My ex-girlfriend had my baby, and she's doing everything she can to keep me from

knowing my own kid. I wanted visitation, and the only option I had was to go along with Ms. Grainey.”

“The good news is, there might be some truth in your story. Your drug test came back clean.”

The investigator looked up at the camera in the corner of the room and nodded, then said, “We have a

witness who placed you at the scene where an undercover officer was murdered last year. Tell me about



that.”

Miranda trembled slightly as she finished writing down her statement, doing her best to guess at

what sort of story Damon had come up with to explain his presence in her condo so early in the

morning. She signed her name, handed it over to the secretary, then pulled on her coat and picked up

her bag to leave. However, she was stopped at the door, and informed that she was being placed under

arrest.

She protested and argued, and almost refused the drug test until she thought better of it. There

was no way she could avoid the positive result, and the lawyer part of her knew that it was better to

cooperate. Then she was put into a room to wait, alone. It was agonizing to not fully know what was

going on, and she wondered where Damon was. Aside from the little bit of coke that she had used to

pick herself up every now and then, she hadn't done anything illegal, and she prayed that it wouldn't be

long before she was released.

When an officer came in, she gave him a scornful look and asked, “Can I go home now?”

“Not yet,” he replied, sitting down across from her. “You probably know that you tested positive

for cocaine.”

“I experimented with a tiny bit to get me through a crunch, and I deeply regret it,” she

answered.

“Along with the drugs, we also found a memory card with a video on it. Do you know anything

about that?”

Miranda went pale. “No,” she retorted.

“You're in the video.” The officer was watching her closely. “Along with Mr. Rake.”

“I don't know what you're talking about. As his lawyer, we had a number of discussions, so a

video of the two of us doesn't mean anything.”

“Then why would it be hidden inside your mattress along with the cocaine?”

“I don't know.” Miranda chewed on her lip as her mind raced. The officer sat and watched her,

his eyes unwavering as he waited and studied her every muscle twitch. She had never been the subject

of an interrogation before, and it was unexpectedly different from what she was used to as a lawyer.

Her mind was freezing up.

“Mr. Rake has accused you of coercion.”

“Excuse me?”

“He said that you utilized your position as his lawyer to demand sexual intercourse with him.”

“That's …” Her voice cracked. “It's absurd. He was blackmailing me.” As soon as the words



were out of her mouth, she wished that she could take them back. She had said too much.

“Is it true that you had an inappropriate relationship with your client?”

Miranda didn't know what to say. The police had the video that proved that she had crossed that

boundary with Damon, but she didn't dare admit that she knew about it. The worst part was the thought

that Damon had threatened and exploited her, only to then accuse her of doing the very same thing. 

No, that wasn't true. The worst part, the one that hurt inside her chest as if she had been stabbed,

was the thought that he had so quickly turned against her after they had fostered something of a

relationship together. After everything, he really did see her as nothing more than a temporary

distraction.

“I want a lawyer,” she whispered.
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Damon leaned back in the chair, his shoulders sagging. “I need to privately consult my lawyer

before I talk about anything related to that case.”

The investigator agreed, gathered up his things, and left. Damon looked up at the camera in the

corner of the room, sighed, then turned to his lawyer.

“Listen, I'm tired of running away from this, but I don't want to spend the rest of my life in

prison. I've got a daughter now, and she's still just tiny, you know? I want to have the chance to know

her, one day.”

“I can negotiate a lighter sentence in exchange for your confession,” the lawyer replied.

“Otherwise it will go to trial.”

Damon looked away and frowned. “I suppose I should finally step up as a man, and not put

Alice through the stress of testifying in court; I know she's gonna be the star witness against me. All

right, I'll do it. I'll give a full and complete confession.”

The next couple of hours were spent with lawyers popping in and out, drawing up a plea bargain

for his confession. Damon wasn't thrilled with the terms, but he was worn down and sick of fighting.

He agreed to a 20 year sentence, with the possibility of parole after 10.

A couple more people crammed themselves into the small room to listen as witnesses, and a

tablet was laid down on the table to record him. Damon watched it all passively, waiting until he felt

ready to finally tell the story out loud.

Then he began. “I had been meeting the, uh, undercover officer regularly before that night. We

were working out the details for a big drop that was supposed to be lucrative, but I didn't want my

girlfriend, Alice, involved, so I had started tranquilizing her with ketamine before the meetings. She

thought I was getting off on a date rape fetish, and she had no idea that this guy even existed.

“That night in particular, I accidentally gave her too much. I was high and miscounted the

number of pills, and since she didn't know what it was, she took everything I gave her. I realized my

mistake when it hit her too hard, and I was scared that I had killed her with an overdose. But I couldn't

just take her to the ER, you know, 'cause they'd ask too many questions, so I brought her along with

me. I guess it was stupid, but I wasn't sober.

“When I got to our meeting spot, the guy flipped. At first he thought that she was dead, then

wanted to do some sort of first aid or whatever. I told him to fuck off and mind his own business, so he

threatened to call 911. That's when I realized that he wasn't legit; guys in the scene don't act like that,



and I couldn't let the narc get away with it.

“I remember that he was bent over Alice when I came up behind him, grabbed him around his

head, and stabbed him in his back. I made sure to hit his lung, so he barely made a sound.”

Damon paused, thinking it was strange that he could describe killing someone without any hint

of emotion, only to find a heavy lump form in his throat at the memory of Alice lying on the ground,

covered in someone else's blood.

“He fell on top of Alice, and she stirred and tried to talk, but she was still out of it. I had the

problem of what I was going to do with a dead body, and my unconscious girlfriend. I decided to leave

her hidden in the park while I took the guy to the nearby river to dump him. I threw the knife I used

into the water, too. 

“When I got back to the park, Alice was freezing cold. I took her straight to our motel room

where I could get her warmed up and washed off, then after I put her to bed I took everything of ours

that had blood on it, put it in a bag, and threw it in a dumpster.

“She didn't remember anything the next morning, but I got us out of there anyway. We were in

the process of skipping town when the police picked us up, so I decided to have Alice take the fall for

me. I knew that she'd go along with it to protect me.”

Damon carefully scanned everyone in the room, reading their expressions before settling on

looking his lawyer straight in the eyes and asking, “Is there anything else that you'd like to know?”

They remained quiet, until the lawyer shook his head. “We'll need you to sign the transcript

once it's typed up, and pledge that your testimony is accurate to the best of your knowledge.”

Once all of the necessities were taken care of, he was escorted to a jail cell in cuffs to spend the

night. He felt heavy as the finality of his situation pressed down on him – ten years was a long time. He

already missed the elation he felt whenever he cruised around on his motorcycle, and he wondered

what would become of it. He was beginning to regret his decision to confess, and the way that he had

grown too cocky and expended Miranda too early, throwing her away when he still needed her. He

could have really used her in the courtroom, pleading in his defense, and she likely could have ripped

apart Alice's testimony in a heartbeat.

It was that stupid dream, that had made him sentimental at the wrong moment. He had let

remorse get the better of him, and he had made the wrong decision. Unfortunately, he couldn't change

directions now.

In his dream, Alice had handed his daughter to him with a smile, and the baby had reached up to

touch his face.

Now, he never had the chance of that happening.
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Miranda stood outside of her condo building, staring up at it. She held a glass jar with her

goldfish in it, and her car was packed to the brim with boxes and bags alongside the street behind her.

No matter what, though, she was determined not to cry.

Hackett's car turned the corner then slowly eased into the parallel parking space behind hers,

and Miranda tensed up, not wanting to see him. The door was still dented, and she couldn't help but

think about how out of character that was for Hackett, who had always been so prompt and meticulous

for as long as she knew him. 

Both Hackett and Alice got out of the car, and he approached Miranda while Alice hung back.

He looked grim, but said softly, “I heard that you were moving today. Alice thought that we should

come by and see if you needed anything.”

“I'm fine,” Miranda snapped. “I have everything finished already, and I was on my way out.”

“Miranda,” he replied in that annoyingly stern way of his. “We're here to help you, not to gloat.

Don't be unpleasant about it.”

She took in a deep breath, counted to three, then let it out. “I've been put on probation until I

complete community service and drug rehab. I decided that it would be best if I didn't have my

mortgage payments eating up my savings account during this time, so I'm downsizing. It's not a big

deal.”

“You look profoundly unhappy about it.”

“I liked my condo.” Miranda tightened her jaw. “I heard that you argued to have Damon sent to

your prison, and even signed a pledge to give him fair and unbiased treatment. Why would you do a

thing like that?”

“I have my reasons.” The corners of Hackett's mouth twitched upwards slightly. “Besides, I'm

grateful that he relinquished his paternal rights over to me, so it seemed like the least that I could do. I

hope he didn't hurt you too badly.”

Miranda tightened her grip on the jar. “You really should be gloating,” she fumed. “You should

look down at your nose at me and declare, 'I told you so!' then laugh at the mess I've made. I get it,

okay? I screwed up big time, and now I'm paying for it. I deserve all of it.”

Hackett was quiet as he looked over at Alice and nodded. Timidly, she approached with a

wrapped present, which she held out to Miranda. “I made this for you,” she almost whispered, visibly

nervous. “Please take it.”



Miranda wanted to go on the attack, but she didn't dare lash out at Alice with Hackett standing

right there. She bit her tongue as she took the package, trying not to glare. She hated Alice more now

than she ever had before.

“If you're squared away, then we'll let you be,” Hackett said, putting his arm around Alice.

“Take care.”

Miranda regretted chasing them away as she watched them climb back into their car and drive

off, wishing that she had let herself share her sadness with them. She got into the driver's seat of her

own car, and carefully buckled her goldfish jar into the passenger seat beside her before turning on the

engine. With the car idling, she paused to unwrap the present that Alice had given her. 

It was predictably a knitted scarf, made out of a soft dusty purple yarn. Miranda scoffed at how

ridiculous Alice was, and thought about tossing it callously into the back. But as she picked it up, she

felt a piece of paper carefully folded up inside it, and curiosity got the better of her. Pulling it out, she

discovered a handwritten letter from Alice. It read:

Dear Miranda,

I think that we might be the only two people in the whole world who can understand each other

right now. Damon has a way of sucking you in before you realize what's happening, and being with him

can be both wonderful and agonizing. I'm sorry that it happened to you, too. 

I just want to tell you that you still matter. I hope that you can rebuild and start over, and if you

ever want to talk to me, I'll be here to listen (I swear I won't tell Basil anything).

Sincerely, Alice

Miranda angrily tore the paper in half and flung it to the floor, then hung onto the steering wheel

as she screamed with hot tears streaming down her face.

She realized why she had always existed in the shadow of Alice's memory, never able to

compete with her for Damon's affection, and why Hackett had been so quick to marry her: Alice

genuinely cared about others in a way that Miranda never did.

That made her hate her all the more.

Later that night, Miranda finished filling up her fish tank, then carefully measured out a small

amount of salt and water conditioner, making sure that everything was neatly in place before she gently



scooped her goldfish out of the jar and placed it in the water with her hand. She sat for a moment and

watched it swim around, seemingly unaware that anything had changed.

She went back to sorting through boxes to unpack in her new apartment, despising how even the

walls felt cheap and smothering compared to her condo, when she came across the purple scarf. Picking

it up, Miranda turned it over, studied the yarn, and wondered if her life would have turned out better if

she had been more like Alice.
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It was a profound relief when Damon went to prison. Alice felt better rested than she had in a

long time, especially with the threat of another parental visit over and done with for good. Hackett's

adoption of Alicia was finalized, and they officially changed her last name to his – Gertie even brought

over a cake to celebrate.

Kate came to stay with them again for the holidays, and listened intently as Alice relayed the

story of everything that had happened since the last time they had seen each other, both of them

working with balls of yarn and passing the baby back and forth between them through the conversation.

The best moment came when Kate and Gertie took Alice to a salon, and minded her baby for

her while the bleached part of her hair was dyed brown to match her natural color. To top it off, her

makeup was done professionally, and the two older women presented her with a gorgeous lace dress for

her to wear on a special date. That evening, Kate took Alicia over to Gertie's, while Alice waited for

Hackett to return home from work. As soon as she heard his car in the driveway, she ran to the front

door.

He paused as soon as he saw her, then broke into a grin as his eyes gleamed. “Why hello, there,”

he called as he walked up the steps. “Who's this gorgeous girl in my house?”

“It's the one and only, Mrs. Alice Hackett,” she answered, then squealed as Hackett swept her

up in his arms.

“I love your hair,” he purred, kissing her.

“My amazing mother-in-law helped with it,” Alice replied, wrapping her arms around Hackett's

neck. “Do you want to take me out tonight?”

“Sure do.” But despite what he said, Hackett stepped inside the house and kicked the door shut.

“Where's the baby?”

“You'll never guess, but I have discovered that there's this thing called babysitting.” Alice

giggled. “Apparently, it's possible to let someone else watch Alicia for awhile.”

“I love the sound of that,” Hackett said, and he carried Alice to the bedroom.

***

Alice sat in the bathroom with her eyes closed, a pregnancy test held tightly between her

fingers. She had been feeling unusually tired for the last week with a picky appetite that came and



went, and the thought of having another baby was both exciting and terrifying. When she felt that she

shouldn't put it off any longer, she opened her eye for a peek.

Hackett was waiting for her in the bedroom, tickling Alicia so that she squealed with laughter

and kicked her legs. When she entered, he looked up expectantly and asked, “Well?”

Alice bit her lip as a big grin spread across her face, and she answered, “I'm pregnant.”

He sprang from the bed to embrace her tightly, showering numerous kisses on her face as he

murmured, “I'm so glad.”

“Alicia's still only six months old, though,” Alice said, looking at her baby sitting on the bed

with a frown. “They'll only be fifteen months apart, and that's awfully close together.”

Hackett's face twisted with concern. “Do you not want it?”

“Of course I do!” Alice placed her hands protectively over her stomach. “I'm just a little scared.

I didn't realize I could get pregnant again this fast.”

He chuckled as he stroked her hair and kissed her forehead. “We'll be more careful next time.

Besides, you have Gertie to help you, and my mom will love any excuse to stay with us for awhile, so

I'm sure that you won't have any troubles at all.”

“You're right. I'm a tough sort, you know, so I'll get through it.” Alice beamed. “We should give

this baby a name that's similar to yours …” she mused, snickering slightly as she said, “Like Oregano.”

“Anise, if its a girl,” Hackett replied jovially, taking Alice's hand as they moved to sit on the bed

around Alicia.

“Ooo, that's really pretty. We should do that.” Alice picked Alicia up and bounced her as she

sang, “You're going to be a big sister already!” 

Alicia grabbed a handful of Alice's hair and pulled it with a squeal.

“She's excited,” Hackett laughed, as Alice carefully untangled strands from little fingers.

When she was finished, she gushed, “They'll be so cute together! I bet that they'll be the best of

friends, and do absolutely everything together like two peas in a pod. Won't that be the most adorable

thing ever? I can knit matching things for them, too. Oh my gosh, this is so super exciting!” She

snuggled up against him, and whispered, “You're finally going to have a baby of your own.”

“That is nice,” Hackett replied, wrapping his arms around Alice as they settled down

comfortably together. “I'm not going to pretend like I haven't been aching to knock you up.”

“I think I noticed, you randy old goat.” Alice giggled. “But don't stop, because I don't want to be

out of practice for when we decide to go for number three.”

“I solemnly promise to never slack off with my husbandly duties.”

She teased, “Good. As your pregnant wife, I have every intention of being as high maintenance



as possible, just to keep you on your toes while I'm busy making your baby. It's the least that I can do.”

Alice and Hackett cuddled together with their baby, cozy and happy, as they made their plans

for the future.


