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EMMA TWISTED HER head side to side. She moaned, powerless to change her fate as an unfriendly force dragged her and pulled her along in spite of her protests. Her silent pleas weren’t caused by anything she found. Empty haze surrounded her until the long corridor began to take shape and revulsion beat a warning throb inside her head, the pounding in tune with her frightened heart.

Recognition heightened her fear. The lone light bulb dangling on its rope swinging left to right reminded her not to come any further as did the stench of rotting wood. An unseen force yanked her all the way inside this time, making the moans and whimpers drifting toward her appear childlike. She wondered if the cries echoing around her came from the room itself.

She struggled to turn around, to return from where she’d come. By now she realized this trip was a mind trap, her body uninvited to the usual nightmare. Yet she could not shake the weight of doom keeping her prisoner while it moved her forward. She peeked through tear stained eyelids and glimpsed a door which creaked as it opened slowly, revealing nothing more than a black hole she had seen before and from which she might never emerge.

In the doorway, familiar grunts and a ghoulish sound wafted toward her and at once she sensed the painful memory of the sight sprawled before her.

Previously she’d refused to go beyond this point, closing her eyes and screaming to make the visions stop. Now with the timbre of her voice imprisoned in fear little choice remained but to weather a mounting fever as she entered the wicked void.

Inside she stared at a gray-haired man down on all fours like a rabid dog hunched over a small child her eyes wide and dry with terror. Emma attempted to scream, but anger had taken hold of her, anchoring her to the one-room hell as though she couldn’t leave without expending outrage.

With all the strength she could muster from the depths of her young soul, Emma yelled for the man to stop and leave the room. She closed her eyes and prayed to be allowed to leave. Yet by some strange occurrence, the madman turned and spotted her.

She wondered how the man was able to see her. She inventoried a round nose broad face with an eyebrow higher than the other as though he wore some grotesque mask. “Who are you?” he muttered. “How did you get in here?”

She lost her words. Emma could not believe he was actually talking to her. When he stared at her legs without feet, his eyes grew as big as her friend Tommy’s oxblood marbles the white streaked with red threatening to rip out of his head and hunt her down.

He took a deep breath and reached for her yelling, “Witch—You’re a witch. You wretched, filthy little bitch. I’ll show you.” His voice trembled with menace. “Guess who’s next?” His laugh shut her eyes tight, and the scream rose out of her with the faint breath she had left.

She was still screaming when she sat up in bed, in her own room. The old elm branches swayed against her window soothing her to a makeshift calm. A knock on the door and her mother came in, smiling as she did. “Bad dream again, Emma?”

She nodded, her voice tied up in knots inside her throat and her body still trembling.

Eloise sat on the bed and draped her arm around Emma’s shoulders. “Want to talk about it?”

Emma shook her head her eyes slowly adjusting to the comfort of her room. The light from the hall poured in to cast a glow of pink on the armoire where she stored her favorite books and keepsakes. “I don’t remember anymore,” she whispered.

“That’s the thing about nightmares when you’re ten years old. They fade quickly and don’t leave a trace.” Her mother kissed her brow sorting through the tangled damp meshes clinging to her forehead. “Get some rest, sweetie.”

“Good night, Mom.”

The door closed again, and darkness returned. Emma sank into the pillows her heart bouncing back and forth inside her chest as though the slippery organ didn’t want to be there. She yanked the blanket up to her nose even though June nights were warm and humid. She doubted she’d go back to the awful dungeon tonight. Yet, she still worried about the vile man personally addressing her. Then again in dreams, anything was likely to happen. Didn’t mean he’d actually seen her, or knew who she was. Didn’t mean he was real either.




***




Early morning three days later, Hank Apple enjoyed a moment’s peace as he stood in the small office he shared with his partner, their two desks facing each other. Door closed he stood by the glass partition on the south wall. A view of the precinct slowly filling up with the morning crew held his attention.

He’d concocted a herb mixture he readied to gulp down when Matthew Logan rammed through the place as though mowing a lawn, the intrusion prodding Hank to turn abruptly and spill green goo all over his white shirt.

“What the hell are you doing?” Hank shouted. “Sorry, Hank. Didn’t know anyone was in here.”

“This will never wash out.” Hank grabbed a paper towel to blot the stain on his shirt.

“I’m just so fricking upset.” Matt slammed the door closed and began pacing, rubbing his bald head as nerves took over. “What is that goop anyway?”

“Plants … never mind. What the hell is wrong with you?”

Matt stopped pacing. He seemed to hesitate. Fists at his side he announced, “Another orange bag was found—in a construction site dumpster.”

“Fuck!” Detective Apple’s yell bounced off the walls and smacked him in the face unanswered and trailing a loaded silence. “Frickin piece of shit.” Hank slammed his fist into a filing cabinet and dropped into the first chair he found. Taking a deep breath, he covered his face with his large hands his six-foot-three frame unable to prevent a shudder confronted with another child’s death.

He cursed the weakness of being trapped under the weight of one more body bag dropped on his doorstep. “How long ago?”

“An hour.”

“Estimated time of death?”

“None yet. Maintenance said dumpster was likely emptied last week. One thing they do know for sure. Dumpster was clean then. We’ll have to wait for the Coroner to say.” Matt polished the top of his head with a shaky hand. “We may be getting close to the bastard.”

“A week or more behind the prick,” Hank muttered. “Might as well be a lifetime, one more life.” He stared up at the ceiling formulating a vow “Third little girl in three months. This is where we nail the pig.” He turned toward Matthew. “Let’s put all we’ve got on this.”
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EMMA WILLIS BLINKED at Forest Hill’s affluent stone mansions going by as she remembered the essay on Newark she handed in class a couple of weeks ago.

Unconsciously, she pressed on her right arm to ease the soreness from a red welt the size of a bee sting, a little lower than her shoulder. Emma glanced at the bandage around her right tibia just inches below the knee. A little cleaning and a few stitches had eased the throbbing.

She caught her breath drawing an oddly shaped blotch in the car window and couldn’t prevent her thoughts from straying to another pain that gnawed at her, one the size of ten tetanus shots and painful enough to drown out all other concerns in her life. Of course, no vaccine or needle would prevent or protect her against this specific ache as though the symptoms might be contagious … or dangerous, she being the only person the curse would hurt. For now, she couldn’t even complain about the problem. The mystery needed to remain a secret.

Her long brown hair, yellow these days from the sun’s harsh glare, appeared darker in the car window, and she wondered if her eyes might not be better served by her natural brown hair. They’d certainly be less dark, not seem so big which she found gave her face one of those lost worried expressions. Sometimes she thought the contrast of her eye color might be too much for the rest of her pale complexion.

The large, luxurious looking properties all but disappeared as they traveled north. Emma spotted rickety lopsided sidewalks preceding her own neighborhood in the older and more unkempt section of Forest Hill. Through the walkways’ weather-beaten cracks, blades of grass and dandelions had sprouted making the pavement threadbare like an old carpet worn from too many years of wear and tear.

“Emma, you’re kind of quiet back there. Are you all right, sweetie?”

Emma nodded without looking at her mother as always amazed by the differences in her parents.

A soft sigh escaped her as she stifled a moan. They were headed North-East toward Heller Parkway, and the large homes fast became eyesores while some appeared ready to topple from lack of repair which rendered them drafty in winter and hot and humid in summer, all facts she was well aware of.

Maybe houses were like families she thought. They needed maintenance and constant upkeep. She didn’t want to think about her father’s words that their house would cost more to tear down than the money a sale might bring. What would this say about their family?

She began to recognize her neighborhood, not that she had permission to bike this far—ten years old and her parents still treated her as though she were seven, unlike her best friend Amelia allowed to bike all the way to Branch Brook Park on her own. She sighed reminded of her latest physical torment.

“The nurse said you should move your arm, sweetie, get the blood flowing to the muscle. Are you doing that?”

Tetanus shot hurt more than the scrape she thought. What did this say about the medical system? Besides, the car didn’t leave her much room to stretch. “I’m rubbing it, Mom. It’s working.”

“Don’t be so gloomy, honey. You can show Amelia your spelling trophy tomorrow.”

She smiled not wanting to worry her mother. “I miss her, Mom. It’s not the same when she’s gone.” Amelia and her twin sister went to private school. They came home early every Friday, and first thing after class, Amelia would be at her school to walk her home when they caught up on all the gossip.

The car made a sudden stop at one of the busier intersections. Traffic had turned frantic now. School buses invaded the surrounding streets as did parents picking up their children. Strangely, an overwhelming amount of police cars parked everywhere seemed to be creating more traffic.

Her mother turned up the car radio’s volume, seemingly interested in the commentator’s story.

“This just in on the earlier kidnapping, Ted. They’ve managed to stabilize the mother after pulling her out of the car.”

“That’s something, Jane. Any news of the little girl?” “Police are still combing the area. No names have been released.”

“For those of you just tuning in, a little girl barely out of school was dragged into a stranger’s car while her mother waited to take her home. The mother called 911 and barreled down the street after the speeding vehicle. We can only guess she tried to keep up with the assailant when another driver struck the passenger side of her car, sending her vehicle into a violent tailspin …”

Her hands pressed against her ears to block out the story, Emma tried to stop the visions from coming. They terrified her at times, much worse than those horror movies her parents forbade her to watch. Only this time, pictures didn’t roll out as the gory images she feared—just terribly sad. She wiped a tear rolling down her cheek, and as she caught the cars honking behind them, she witnessed her mother lift both hands in a show of helplessness. The light had turned green, but cars weren’t moving.

Emma peeked at the driver directly aligned with her window. She spotted the round nose, the wavy shoulder-length gray hair and a round hairline above a sloping forehead.

When he turned her way, she couldn’t wipe the terrified glare off her face. She undid her seat belt and ducked in the bottom of the car. The effigy of the dream she’d had just a few short days ago zigzagged through her mind—as in blood dripping from dirty fingernails. Emma stifled a moan and jabbed her fists in front of her eyes to block the pictures. They just kept coming, screams, a hit in the face, and flash images of horrifying shades of darkness.

“Good afternoon, Officer. Is anything wrong?” Her mother’s voice broke the spell. Emma remained crouched on the car’s floor, her legs weak and her heart beating fast.

“Looking for someone. I guess you haven’t heard.”

“Actually, I have. Do you think this man might still be around here?”

“What we’re attempting to find out, ma’am. License and registration, please.” He took them from her. “You alone?”

“Just me and my daughter,” she turned as she said this. When she peered through the space between the seats, Emma observed her mother’s eyes round with surprise.

“Emma, where are you?” Emma chose to remain hidden. She didn’t want to give the man in the next car reason to recognize her or know her name. She detected panic in her mother’s voice, so she owned up.

“I’m here,” she said rising a little hesitantly when encountering the policeman’s frown. The badge on the police officer’s chest caught her eye as it gleamed brightly in the afternoon sun.

She stared into his eyes and felt the cold sensation of utter emptiness as though she stood on the verge of a precipice staring down into a deep hole. She was acquainted with the odd sensation, the same she’d experienced a couple of weeks before Granny Dottie’s soul had left for greener pastures, as her grandmother was fond of saying whenever she talked of dying. Was this policeman getting ready for the flight?

“What were you doing in the bottom of the car?”

Emma stared into the police officer’s strange, questioning eyes and forced a smile. “Picking up my lucky penny. I dropped it on the floor.” Slowly she opened the palm of her right hand and nestled in the center appeared a bright and shiny new penny.

He nodded. Emma sensed him relax somewhat. Emma regained her seat. She buckled her belt and glanced at the car next to theirs also being searched. After the policewoman searched the back seat, she even checked the trunk of his vehicle before she slammed it shut.

“You can go, ma’am,” Emma heard the policewoman say. Glancing at the driver a little more, she found he did resemble a woman. Maybe she’d imagined the whole thing.

Nevertheless, when the driver turned to stare directly at her, she turned her face quickly and murmured a little gratitude when her mother promptly drove away.

“Emma, what were you thinking, hiding in the back? I bet that policeman thought I had kidnapped you or something. All those questions.” She sighed visibly distraught.

Emma hoisted her shoulders hoping the discussion would end. She had no way of explaining the aversion she’d had of the other driver. The curse again which Granny Dottie had warned her not to mention to anyone, no matter what the consequences, not if she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life ridiculed and alone.

Good thing she hadn’t made a fuss about the man—or woman. She would have ended up the fool again which happened to be one of the reasons she and her father did not get along. Her mother had once told her she’d cried wolf too many times. Oh, she’d been right more than her share. In fact, what actually angered her father was the curse of sight she’d inherited from his mother, Granny Dottie.

“Goddamn it, Eloise. She’s not going to turn into my mother. I won’t let that happen. The only way to stop this is to nip the craziness in the bud before insanity takes over her whole life—our whole lives. I’ll whop the damn thing out of her if I have to.”

How hard would the whopping be if he discovered she held the power to do a little more than sense situations? A secret even Granny Dottie had never realized.

Her father’s harsh words had scared the truth out of her for good. Besides, Granny Dottie was gone two years now. And it was no fun practicing since she’d passed away. Being alone, the secret terrified her.

“Emma will you please answer me. I’m talking to you, and you’re ignoring me.”

“Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to cause trouble. Just tired of sitting … and my arm is sore.”

“Poor baby. How’s your leg?”

“Better.” She hated lying to her mother, but if she didn’t come up with some explanation she’d tell her dad about the incident.

The sound of her mother cooing comforting words reassured her. A long sigh escaped her when she realized her mother wasn’t angry.

She stared at their house appearing in the distance. Her dad called it a big mess. Well, the siding might need paint and the windows a little cleaning, but she loved the big corner lot, and the giant elm as the tree brushed its branches across her bedroom window. The towering presence comforted her on stormy nights. Her father had hung a tire from its strongest bough, and she would swing on it for hours during summer afternoons, the shade of the branches encircling her as Emma imagined the limbs to be those of a guardian’s loving arms.

“We’re home, sweetie.”

Her mom’s voice appeared a little shaky, but the warm smile she spotted in the rear view mirror told her she was in a good mood.

“Hey, Mom. Grandma Abby’s car is here. I hope Aunt Franka is with her.” She loved her mother’s sister. She was a chic and together career woman who never talked down to her.

“I doubt Aunt Franka is here, sweetie. She’s in class this time of day.”
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ABIGAIL TICHY HAD let herself in with the key she’d insisted Patrick Willis give her. Emma had caught her grandmother say that Eloise being her daughter she wasn’t about to ring any bell or knock on the front door to wait like a stranger for someone to answer.

Emma enjoyed this about her grandma Abby, the fact she didn’t need to hide or withhold anything about herself. She admired her freedom to take charge of her destiny more than anything especially since she’d led a colorful life, and while some whispered behind her back she ought to be more discreet about all the skeletons in her closet, she would say, “Life is grand, my darlings. Love it and live it. Regrets about all the things you didn’t do are going to plague you when you’re old and gray.”

She’d married a man twice her age, a Czechoslovakian business person who had long passed away and left her a hefty nest egg liable to last her the rest of her life—an accomplishment for which she was most proud.

Eloise hung up her bag on a hook inside the hall entrance. Emma followed locking the door behind her.

“Where’s my granddaughter? Where is she?” echoed throughout the house. “Come here, my darling.”

The tall, lithe woman came toward her and soon, two slim, strong arms encircled her. A stab of pain traveled through Emma’s arm when her grandmother accidentally squeezed the swell from her shot. Then one of her eyes went blind the whole side of her face smothered against her grandma’s round bosom. She took in the faint intoxicating smell of Giorgio and gave into the effusion hugging her back.

“My sweet darling,” Abigail cooed. “How are these folks treating you?” She pushed her away to catch a better look. “My God she’s beautiful, El.”

However, her mother had gone to the kitchen without Abigail realizing this.

“Eloise, where are you?” She smiled and winked at Emma.

Wrist bangles clinking against her waist and her grandmother’s arm firmly wrapped around her ribs, and Emma had no choice but to follow.

They didn’t go far. Eloise came roaring back. “You brought supper again, Mom? Patrick’s going to flip.”

“He wouldn’t dare. You’ve been downtown at that awful clinic waiting for hours. Then stuck in traffic. Of course, you had no time to prepare anything nutritious. I ask you. What’s more delicious than Paella Valenciana?” She turned toward Emma with a smile. “A delicious combination of seafood, rice, chicken, and yummy vegetables in a yummy sauce.” She hugged Emma saying so.

Gripping Emma’s chin, she shook her face. “Look at this beauty. I told you, El. You should send her photos to Wilhelmina’s. I can put in a word. My friend Sheila sits on the board of their New York office. Did you ever see such symmetrical features, such huge, deep oval eyes?”

Her mother smiled at her and nodded. She flicked her hair. “I prefer the ale tone of her eyes, at least when her hair doesn’t get bleached so much by the sun.”

So that’s where the thought came from Emma pondered. She wondered how many of her ideas were original. Did kids go around unknowingly adopting statements mentioned left and right until they fashioned a personality of their own? Which would be the reason why one would have a mother’s taste or another a father’s character? And if children didn’t do this, where did they get their impressions?

The sound of a key scratching the latch got everyone’s attention.

“He’s home,” her mother announced somewhat dramatically. “It’s the second time you’ve brought food in as many weeks, Mother. He’s going to have a fit.”

“Let him. I don’t care.”

Emma stared up at her grandmother. Of course, she didn’t care. Her grandma would exchange words with her father. He would struggle to remain polite—well as polite as his nature allowed—then Grandma Abby would go home, and she and her mom would bear the brunt of it.

“Abigail.” Her father nodded. He walked over to Eloise and kissed her on the cheek. “Hard day?” He stared at Emma as he said this.

“No. Everything is fine.” Eloise held Emma’s hand. “Emma was a real trooper. Didn’t even blink from the shot.”

He nodded while mussing up her hair. He bent to check the bandage on her leg and the bruise on her arm. “This had to hurt. Does it still burn?”

She pinched her lips and shook her head.

“Well,” Patrick added. “You’re being brave about this. I hope you’ve learned your lesson. No more riding in the old quarry.”

“I have.” She gave him the emphatic nod she thought would please him.

“Good.” He put his briefcase down by the door, walked past them and grabbed the mail Eloise had plopped on the coffee table.

A quick glance later he mumbled. “Bills.” He dropped the stack on the table to rub the back of his neck. “Lunch with a client was canceled. I’m so hungry. Got hunger pains on the drive home.” A flaming redhead, any part of her father’s body not covered from the sun would always look like cooked lobster. Emma detected the freckles on the back of his neck appeared green.

“Mother brought dinner,” Eloise said, and Emma sensed how tightly her mother braced herself.

His lips thinned and his eyes narrowed. He turned toward Abigail, who stuck out her chin in defiance.

“Well.” He seemed to hesitate. “I guess this time is okay.” He stared at Eloise and walked over to her putting an arm around her shoulders. “I had visions of coming home and you having to open cans of something.”

“Of course, I—we just got home ourselves. Luckily Mother was here when we arrived.”

Emma saw her mom bite her bottom lip regretting the last sentence—another delicate subject with her father—relatives traipsing about his home when he wasn’t there.

But he said nothing and marched her off to the kitchen. “Something I like, I hope?” He added his tone gruff.

“Your favorite, actually,” Eloise added. Then she gasped with surprise, shock on her face. “Franka what are you doing here?” Eloise turned toward her mother and questioned her with raised eyebrows.

Abigail hesitated to raise her arms to free Emma. Franka was laying out the dishes and the food on the table. The aroma was delicious. Emma sprang to give her a hand. “Aunt Franka,” she squeaked with pleasure. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Hey, munchkin.” She flashed her best smile.

“Franka wasn’t feeling well today. She had a doctor’s appointment.” Abigail added.

All eyes were on Franka. “True. I’ve been in your bathroom all this time,” she said with a smile. “I think I ate something that didn’t agree with me. Anyway, they can do without me for one day over there.”

Patrick thundered. “You should have left well enough alone. Your college year finished in April, for God’s sake. End of June and you’re still at it.”

Franka dispensed the silverware. “A little extra cash never hurts, Pat. I’m the only earner in my family. Besides, I enjoy the annex and teaching remedial math. It’s more personal and so much more rewarding than addressing Pythagorean’s theorem with an auditorium filled with students I never get close to.”

Patrick didn’t add anything. For some reason, Aunt Franka often had the last word with her father, something else Emma liked about her.

Silence fell around the table as everyone savored the delicacies. Emma watched as they dug in with gusto. She loved it when people came together to pay tribute to some function they all enjoyed. She found gazing at the family portrait more filling than eating, filling her with a sense of peace and with the notion that for a moment in time, right here was where she most wanted to be.

“Emma, why are you picking at your food?” Patrick asked. “Eat. It’s delicious.”

“I am, Daddy. Chicken is tender and tasty. Thanks, Grandma.”

They all turned and thanked Abigail again. 

Eloise put her fork down to gather more rice from the bowl. “Emma and I were stopped by a policeman today,” she announced. 

The message dropped like a bomb numbing the others.

Emma threw pleading eyes at her mother, and Eloise winked her way with a surreptitious nod. “He was searching the cars for the little girl who disappeared.”

“Not another one?” Abigail scoffed. “What is this world coming to?” She reached to squeeze her granddaughter’s hand.

“I heard about it,” Patrick grunted. “Crazy. If you ask me, soon we’re going to have to keep our children under lock and key. Homeschool them if we have to.”

Eloise put her fork down to address her husband. “I was thinking, maybe I should arrange transportation with the Kramer’s. Melanie is in her class and Michelle drives by here every day on their way home.”

“What good would that do, sis?” Franka wiped her mouth with her napkin. “News mentioned the little girl was dragged into a car, not far from where her mother waited. Apparently, mother sits in her car day after day and never misses to pick her up.”

“You heard about this, Franka?” Abigail asked. “Hum, hum.”

“Well, I say you let me pay for Emma’s tuition so she can attend the private school her friend Amelia goes to—the only viable solution.” Abigail seemed angry.

“Mom, this is not the time.” Eloise showed signs of biting the inside of her lip when Emma eyed the smoke stack billowing over her father’s head.

“Abigail. I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again. Your generosity is noted. But I can take care of my family.” Patrick dropped his fork on his plate to drum his fingers on the table.

Abigail’s mouth formed an epithet or two then she spotted Emma’s pleading eyes and smiled instead. Turning toward Eloise, she added, “This is not the end of the discussion.”

Emma noticed her father taking a couple of deep breaths. Then silence befell the group.

“No one has anything to drink,” Franka said. 

Emma loved her for trying to break the tension. Franka scraped her chair away from the table, got up and asked, “What would you all like?”

“I’ll help you, Aunt Franka.” Emma edged her lanky body between the wall and the table and bounced up to take the glasses she distributed all around.

“Thanks, Munchkin.” Franka smiled. “Hey, I didn’t get a hug from you today.”

You didn’t have to tell her twice. Aunt Franka wanted a hug she would get a hug and a half as Emma wrapped her arms around her aunt’s waist in a tight squeeze. At this moment, Emma sensed the wild, erratic beat of a third heart between them, one belonging to the vision of deep blue eyes, blond curls, and pudgy little arms.

Pulling away, Emma ran her hand against Franka’s flat stomach. “A beautiful little girl,” she whispered. Then looking up at her aunt she added, “You’re carrying a baby, a baby girl.”

The tension Franka had eased suddenly drew to a pitch as all eyes veered on Emma. Lips pinched, Emma’s eyes remained shut tightly. The sentence she’d been unable to prevent had poured out of her unchecked. Now, she feared her father’s anger.

Gently, Franka raised her chin to stare into her eyes. At least, she was smiling Emma thought. “How do you know that?”

Checking the others around the table, Emma realized all eyes were now on Franka. Relieved, she said. “I had a dream last week about a little cousin with cute blond curls.”

Eloise dropped her fork and covered her mouth with her hands her eyes wide with disbelief. “Oh,” she got up and walked toward Franka. “My baby sister’s going to have a baby,” she cried shedding a few tears. She hugged Franka and cradled her in her arms for a few seconds. Then she turned toward Emma. “You’re going to have the cousin you dreamt about.”

Emma nodded thrilled her mother was corroborating her story.

She didn’t dare look her father’s way. Yet she suspected his angry brown eyes were shooting daggers at her. He knew too much about her to accept the dream explanation.

“Congratulations, Franka,” Patrick said. “Although you don’t know the sex of the baby yet, do you?”

“No, of course not.” She turned toward Emma. “I would love if the baby was a girl.

“Did you know about this Mom?” Eloise asked her arm still around Franka.

Abigail nodded her expression aloof.

“How did this happen?” Eloise laughed as she added, “I mean, who is the father?”

“Does...
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