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7 p.m., Friday, November 5

 
 I double-checked my massage room. Everything seemed ready. The lights were dimmed, sheets warm, Native American flutes softly playing on the stereo.

 “Hey, Sarah,” Beth said, looking up from the appointment book on her desk, “Jeff called and said he’s running a few minutes late.”

 Jeff Gardner was to be my last client of the day.

 “That’s fine,” I replied. “By the way, thanks for staying late. I hope your fiancée won’t be too upset with me for keeping you here on a Friday night.” 

 It had been six weeks since I’d hired Beth Stevens as my receptionist. She helped manage the office, took phone calls, scheduled clients, dealt with insurance companies, and, most important to me personally, intercepted the “undesirables,” the guys who’d call looking for a “full body treatment,” which was code for a hand job. 

 “No problem. I think Jacob had other plans tonight anyway.” Beth’s strawberry blonde hair was styled in a cute bob that accentuated her dimples when she smiled. Only twenty-six, she seemed wise beyond her years.

 “How’s Jacob doing with the wedding plans?” I asked, yawning and glancing at my watch.

 “Oh,” she flicked a strand of hair behind her ear, “he’s leaving most of the details to me. You know, men usually can’t be bothered with color schemes or flower arrangements. If he had his way, we’d be getting married by an Elvis impersonator at some dive in Vegas.” She smiled as she held up the pink cell phone displaying a photo of a wedding dress.

 “Gorgeous,” I said. “Is that the one you’re getting?”

 “Yep. Put a deposit on it yesterday. Isn’t it just perfect?”

 “I‘m sure you’ll look dazzling, Beth. Has Jacob seen it yet?”

 “No way. That would be bad luck.” She slid the cell phone into her purse.

 “Oh, by the way,” I added, “Daniel will be out of town on business so won’t be able to come with me to the wedding. I’ll bring Brian as my date if that’s okay.” 

 “Of course it’s okay. Your son’s a doll. But tell your husband he’s going to miss a good time.”

 Before I could reply, the front door opened and Jeff walked in, set his briefcase on a chair, and removed his wool jacket. 

 “Really appreciate you taking me so late. If I had to leave on this business trip in the state I’m in now, well, it wouldn’t be pretty.” 

 Beth and I giggled in unison as he lumbered towards the coat rack as if performing a Quasimodo impersonation. He smiled, smoothed his dark wavy hair with one hand, and slung his coat over a hook with the other.

 “Where are you off to this time?” I asked, watching him remove his shoes.

 “Dallas, Texas,” he said, feigning a southern drawl. “Maybe I’ll just blow off my business meetings and eat barbecued ribs instead.”

 “At least it will be warm. Why I decided to live in Bridgeport, New Hampshire is beyond me. It’s cold here ten months out of the year.” 

 “True. But the other two months are beautiful. Maybe you just need a vacation."

 “Maybe I do. Anyway, the room is ready, cowboy. The towel is hanging on the door with the robe.” 

 “Okay. I’ll hop in the shower and be ready in a minute.” He disappeared down the hallway towards the bathroom.

 It was only because Jeff had been a regular for years that I had decided to stay late. I was adamant about not scheduling appointments after seven. 

 “Jacob and I are planning our honeymoon for the end of next month,” Beth said, flipping through the calendar on her desk. “Is it okay if I take a week off?” 

 “Take as much time as you need,” I said, responding to the controlled excitement in her voice and thinking back to my own honeymoon.

 “You know Beth, I have to admit I’m a little envious of you and Jacob. After 16 years of marriage, I can tell you the honeymoon is long over. Our idea of a romantic evening is sharing a bottle of wine in front of the TV completely immersed in anything but each other.” 

 Immediately regretting my cynicism, I changed my tone and sat on the edge of her desk. “Sorry,” I said, smiling and patting her on the shoulder. “I don’t mean to be negative. I’m sure you and Jacob will live happily ever after.” 

 “By the way, Sarah,” Beth had slipped her cell phone out of her purse again, “there’s something I’d like to talk to you about. Maybe next week we could have lunch at the café. I’d rather not discuss it here at the office.” She shot me an odd glance and smiled. “Does that work for you?”

 “Sure. Is everything okay?” When she didn’t reply, I began to fish for an explanation. “Are you happy here?” was the first thing that came to mind. 

 “Everything is fine,” she reassured me. “I love working here, and I don’t plan on leaving.”

 “Good,” I said, checking my watch, “because hiring you was the best decision I’ve made in a long time.”

 She nodded, smiled, poked my knee, and said, “Your client is waiting.”

 I got up and looked down the hallway. Jeff seemed to still be in the bathroom. For someone who was usually on my table within two minutes, he was taking his sweet time in that shower. 

 “You know, Beth, you really don’t need to hang around if you don’t want to. I’ll be fine if you want to head home now.” 

 “Okay. I’ll just file these client forms,” she said, shuffling some papers on the desk. Then she dialed a number on her cell phone.

 Assuming she was calling her future husband to let him know she was on her way home, I said quickly, before he picked up, “Thanks Beth, I guess I’ll see you on Monday,” and started down the hall. 

 “Hey, Jeff, almost ready?” I called out softly, tapping gently on the door and trying not to sound too annoyed. It was now quarter past and I felt I had already been sufficiently accommodating. A somewhat more audible “Hello?” still brought no response. My patience rapidly dwindling, I continued on to the laundry room and spent a few minutes rearranging towels, putting wet laundry in the dryer, and organizing sheets.

 Feeling my lower back beginning to tense up, I bent over and stretched, heard a few cracks, and winced at the tightness in my muscles. Returning to a standing position, I reached my arms high over my head and bent my head back. My forty-two year old body was still amazingly lithe. Then again, it had to be. Massaging people six hours a day, five days a week was a workout unto itself. And the physical aspect was just part of it. Clients could be extremely needy and demanding, and dealing with the emotional stuff took a lot of mental energy as well. Although I still loved my work, I was beginning to think it might be time for a change.

 I headed back to the bathroom, hoping to find Jeff already on the table so we could start the session. But hearing the shower still running as I approached the door, I whispered “What the hell?” and knocked again, this time harder. Still getting no response, I pressed my ear to the door, but all I could hear was running water. “Everything okay in there, Jeff?” I practically shouted. 

 What could have happened? My mind was racing with visions of Jeff collapsed in the shower stall having suffered a heart attack or brain aneurism. I waited another 20 seconds. 

 Whatever had happened, I was in full-blown panic mode and did the first thing my instincts told me to do, I tried the doorknob. I didn’t really expect it to be unlocked, so was astonished when the door swung open and I staggered gracelessly into the room. The shower curtain billowed out from the pressure of the air from the opened door. I saw Jeff standing under the running water, eyes closed and head tilted back, his right hand stroking his penis. The blissful look on his face abruptly changed to shock when he opened his eyes and saw me standing there, the steam dampening my hair.

 “Oh shit!” he said, grabbing the towel as he shut off the water, his face an exquisite shade of crimson.

 “Really!” I seethed. “I thought maybe you’d had a heart attack or something. Didn’t you hear me calling?” I stood with my arms crossed, glaring at him. 

 “Damn it! I guess I was lost in my own little world there for a minute,” he offered lamely, trying to hide behind the safety of the towel. 

 “A minute? Try ten minutes. I’ll see you back in the room,” I said, shaking my head as I left him to dry off.

 I knew I had a right to be pissed, but laughed to myself as I walked back towards the reception area. I knew the proper thing would be to keep this little incident to myself, but how could I resist telling Beth? It was just too sweet to keep secret. 

 I rounded the corner expecting to see Beth getting ready to leave, but instead saw something that made my knees buckle. “Beth?” I said hesitantly, hoping she was playing a very nasty trick on me. I walked around the desk. She was slumped in her chair, head tilted to one side, eyes wide open. Her lips were slightly parted, her face a pasty pale blue. A trickle of blood was seeping out of one of her nostrils onto her upper lip. She did not appear to be breathing.

 “Beth?” I said with a nervous laugh, walking slowly towards her. As I leaned over to take her limp wrist and feel for a pulse, an intense, sharp crack reverberated through my skull and everything went black.

* * *

 I heard voices murmuring, and opened my eyes to bright light. As the light moved from eye to eye, I was able to get my bearings and realized that I was lying on my back on the floor. Then I registered the two paramedics kneeling over me, one poking with his instruments, the other holding the tiny flashlight that was blinding me.

 “Ma’am, can you hear me?” asked one. I felt the pressure of two fingers on the inside of my wrist. 

 “Yes,” I said, my senses gradually returning.

 “Can you tell me your name?” 

 “My name is . . . Sarah. Sarah Woods. Where’s Beth?” An attempt to lift my head was thwarted by excruciating pain.

 “Just try to relax, Sarah. How many fingers am I holding up?” 

 He showed me three, and I told him so.

 “Can you move your hands and feet?” I could, so I tried to sit up again.

 “Take it easy, Sarah. Don’t move too fast.”

 “Look, I’m fine, really,” I insisted, even as I abandoned the effort to rise.

 The paramedic with the flashlight had wrapped a blood pressure monitor around my bare arm. He pumped it up, glanced at that gauge, and pursed his lips. I took this to be an indication that he was satisfied, but he said: “Just to be safe, do you want to go to the hospital?”

 “Really not necessary. I’ll be fine,” I replied, trying to convince myself I was.

 “Do you know why you passed out?” the other paramedic asked.

 “Uh,” I said, reaching my arm around and touching the back of my head, “blunt force trauma.” 

 He smiled as he leaned over and reached around behind my head to feel the contusion.

 “You must watch CSI,” he said as he retrieved something from his bag. “Keep this ice pack on the back of your head. It will help reduce the swelling.”

 I rolled onto my side and, heeding the advice to move slowly, was able to ease myself up to a sitting position. Whatever my attacker had hit me with must have been solid.

 The paramedics began to disperse, gathering their instruments and bags. A movement to my right caught my eye. Someone was taking photographs of the empty chair. The bright flash from the camera startled me. 

 Where was Beth? As I slowly turned my still aching head, my eyes fell on Jeff, who was talking with someone near the door. He was wearing the business suit he’d been wearing when he’d come in, but his hair was still wet and disheveled. Catching sight of me sitting up and looking in his direction, he excused himself and came over. Dropping onto one knee, he rested his hand on my shoulder.

 “How are you, Sarah?” 

 “I’ve been better,” I replied.

 “I was just going into the massage room when I heard a commotion in the reception area,” he began, pausing to ensure that what he was telling me was registering. “I called to you, and when you didn’t answer, came back out to see what was going on. I saw someone running out the front door and you on the floor. I grabbed the phone and called 911.” 

 The knot of questions forming in my brain aggravated the pain of the contusion. Nothing was making sense.

 “I came out here to tell Beth something,” I interjected, and pointed to the chair in which I had seen her inert body what seemed only moments before. The questions came out in rapid succession. “Have they taken her to the hospital? Is she going to be all right?” 

 His look told me otherwise. He lowered and shook his head.

 “I can’t believe this is happening,” I said weakly, tears welling up in my eyes. 

 “Shouldn’t you call your family?” Jeff inquired gently, extending a hand to help me to my feet.

 “I suppose I should,” I choked, wiping my eyes.

 Jeff stood close and took my arm. “Are you steady?” he asked, as if afraid to let me go. I nodded and looked down at my legs, willing them to keep me up. The sour taste in my mouth giving way to waves of nausea, I took advantage of his steadying presence while I drew a few deep breaths.

 “Jeff, you probably saved my life tonight,” I said, touching his arm. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you doesn’t seem to be enough.” I forced a weak smile.

 “Actually, I feel like this might be partly my fault,” he replied, looking away.

 “I don’t understand.”

 “You were both here late because of me. Maybe this wouldn’t have happened if . . . .” His voice trailed off. He lowered his head and shut his eyes.

 “Not your fault, Jeff,” I reassured him. “You can’t take any blame for this, okay?” I patted his arm.

 He nodded without looking up at me.

 “I guess I better get my things together,” he said, and made his way down the hall.

 Two crime scene investigators were doing what crime scene investigators do, dusting for prints and collecting whatever evidence there was to collect, I imagined. 

 A man with thinning, sandy brown hair walked towards me clutching a black kit in one hand. The other held up a badge for my inspection.

 “Ma’am,” he said, nodding, and, judging I’d had enough time to validate his credentials, lowered the badge. “I’m Detective Flynn. Bridgeport Police Department. Do you feel well enough to talk about the events of this evening?” His tone was officious, but not without compassion.

 “Yes,” I said numbly. 

 I accompanied him to the adjoining waiting room and we sat at a table. I held the ice pack against the back of my head and he placed his black bag on the table in front of him.

 “I spoke with your client, Mr. Gardner, and have his statement,” he said, opening a notebook he’d retrieved from the bag. “Can you tell me everything you remember?”

 I paused, struggling to stabilize my breathing. “Okay. I walked into the reception room to tell Beth something and saw her slumped in the chair over there.” I pointed to the chair. “It sounds silly, I know, but I thought she was joking around with me. I was about to take her pulse when someone must have come up behind me. I didn’t see who.” I closed my eyes and pressed my free palm to my forehead trying to remember . . . anything.

 “It’s okay, Sarah, take your time.” The detective spoke evenly, his pen moving over a page in the notebook.

 “I just don’t understand why anyone would want to hurt Beth.” I wiped my eyes again, felt anger building in my chest.

 “What can you tell me about Beth?”

 “She’s been working here for about six weeks. She was supposed to get married next month. To Jacob.” I tried to recall her fiancé’s last name. “Moore. Jacob Moore, I’m pretty sure.” 

 Detective Flynn duly recorded the name in the notebook. “What was Beth doing just before the incident?” he asked without looking up.

 “Well, she was getting ready to leave. I think she was talking to Jacob on her cell phone, letting him know she was on her way home. I had gone down the hall to talk with Jeff.” The scene in the shower intruded on my thoughts. “I didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary,” I said, shaking my head.

 “I’ll need a list of the clients you’ve seen over the past few days,” Detective Flynn advised me, then asked: “Does anyone else work here besides you and Beth?” 

 “Gabby Olson. Another massage therapist. She uses the room next to mine, but she didn’t work today.”

 “Did Beth ever mention enemies? Anyone she had any sort of conflict with?” 

 “No. Nothing like that. Ever.”

 “Did she have problems with gambling?”

 “What? No. Not that I’m aware of.”

 “Do you think one of your clients could have been stalking her?”

 “One of my clients?” I repeated incredulously, my finger involuntarily curling around to point at my chest. “You think one of my clients killed her?”

 “I have to explore all the angles. The more information we have, the better.” His tone was apologetic.

 “Look, I really didn’t know Beth that well. She was my receptionist, not my best friend.”

 “I understand,” he said, nodding. “I suppose we can wrap this up. You must be exhausted.”

 “How . . . how was she killed?” I asked.

 “It appears that she was strangled. We’ll be able to say definitively when we have the autopsy report.” He closed the notebook. 

 Strangled?

 “Oh, one more thing, Sarah. We didn’t find a cell phone, among Beth’s belongings or anywhere in the office. Are you sure she made the call to her fiancé from her cell, or could she have made it from the office phone?”

 “She showed me a picture of her wedding dress on the cell. I’m sure she had it. It was a cute little pink thing. Something a teenager might have. Beth loved pink. She was kind of a girly-girl,” I said, the fact that there would be no wedding suddenly a stark, lamentable reality. 

 “It wasn’t among her belongings. We checked her purse, the desk, the closet, and her coat. You didn’t move it by chance, did you?”

 I looked for a clue to his thoughts, but his face was blank. “No, I didn’t touch it.”

 “All right. Thank you, Sarah. I appreciate your help.” He absently clicked his pen a few times, smiled, and slowly rose.

 “So the killer took her cell phone?” I asked, trying to rise too quickly and stumbling backwards. A look of mild concern crossed his face and his eyes narrowed.

 “Sure your okay?” he asked, returning the notebook to the black bag and tucking it under his arm.

 “I’m fine. I think I need some water.” 

 “We can get all her incoming and outgoing calls from the cell phone company. There may be something worth looking into there. I’ll call you if we have any further questions. Here’s my card if you happen to think of anything else that might be pertinent.”

 As I looked around, I noticed that the room was beginning to empty. It was looking pretty much as it had before, minus Beth’s body, of course. I paused by her desk, a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. 

 “Do you need a ride home, Sarah?”

 I turned and saw Jeff, a ring of keys dangling from his index finger. “Oh, I’m fine to drive,” I said. ”Thanks, though.” I raised a hand and waved weakly as he passed me and proceeded to the front door.

 At the door, he turned back. “I’m sorry this happened, Sarah. I truly am.”

 “Me, too.” I shrugged. It was all I could say.

 Remembering that I needed to call my family, I walked back to the desk, picked up the phone and dialed. When no one answered, I left a message. Daniel, like me, was a workaholic, so was probably still at the office, Brian most likely at a friend’s house.

 “Hey guys, it’s me. Um . . . .” My voice was breaking up. Not wanting to lose my composure on the answering machine, I said quickly, “Something’s happened here. I’ll tell you about it when I see you.”

 There was one more call to make. I rang Gabby Olson and left a brief message on her voice mail.

 My skull began to throb as I assembled the client information Detective Flynn had requested. Shutting off the lights, I took a final glance around. Through the window, I could see the detective still talking with several police officers.

 “All set, Sarah?” he asked as I walked out into the chilly evening.

 “All set,” I said, and handed him the list.

 “Thank you. By the way, we’ll need you to keep the office closed for the weekend in case we need to come back.” He zipped his jacket against the cool, autumn air.

 “Sure, no problem.” The only thing I wanted at that moment was to be in my bed. A wave of exhaustion swept over me as I climbed behind the wheel of the car. As I headed home in the dark, I tried to focus on the road, but the only thing I could see was Beth’s pale face. 



Saturday, November 6

 
 When I woke the next morning, memories of the prior evenings’ events came flooding back. I opened my eyes. The light spilling in through the bedroom window reminded me I was in my bed safe and warm. I heard a soft knock at the door and my son’s voice. “Mom, can I come in?” 

 “Yes, of course, honey,” I said, clearing my throat. 

 The door opened slowly and Brian walked in and sat next to me on the bed. 

 “Dad told me what happened last night. Are you okay?” His eyes were still puffy from sleep, and his hair was sticking up in back. I smiled and reached out to touch his face.

 “I’m okay. But did Dad tell you about Beth?”

 “Yeah. That is so messed up! Do you think they’ll find the guy who did it?” He rubbed his eyes.

 “I sure hope so, honey,” I said, pushing myself up and resting on my elbows.

 “How’s your head?”

 “Doesn’t hurt,” I said.

 Brian gave me a strange look, but before he could say anything the door opened again and in came Daniel carrying a tray of coffee and muffins.

 “How about a little breakfast in bed?” He smiled as he set down the tray and joined us on the bed. He was still wearing his blue, pinstripe pajamas. 

 “Now this is what the doctor ordered,” I said, wrapping my hands around a hot mug of coffee. As I breathed in the stimulating aroma, I realized they were both looking at me. 

 “We’re worried about you, Hun,” Daniel said, taking a bite of his muffin. “Don’t you think you should get checked out at the hospital or something?” 

 I shook my head. “This is all I need, the three of us together. It’s been so long since we’ve done this.” I knew as I said it that it sounded corny, but, truth was, my family rarely spent quality time together anymore. 

 “You’ve been through a traumatic experience. Maybe you should talk to your shrink, or a support group or something,” Daniel suggested.

 “Maybe,” I said, taking a sip of the hot coffee and looking out the window at nothing in particular.

 “So,” Daniel said, clearing his throat. “What are the police doing to find the killer?”

 “I imagine they’ll question everyone she knew and hope to find someone with a motive.”

 “Whoever it was must have had strong hands. Can you imagine strangling someone to death? It must have taken a few minutes, at least.”

 Noticing Brian, sitting on the edge of the bed, totally engrossed in what his dad was saying, I tried to steer the conversation in a different direction. “True. But more importantly, why?”

 Daniel shrugged. “You know what they always say. It’s usually love or money.”

 “I’m pretty sure she didn’t have money,” I said. “And she was getting married.”

 “Maybe an old boyfriend. Someone from her past. An old lover who went bonkers when he found out she was engaged. It happens.”

 “I suppose. But why do it at the office? Why not wait ‘til she gets in her car, or at home. Why risk being seen in a public place?” 

 Daniel shrugged and stuffed another muffin in his mouth. I looked over at Brian, and slid the tray of pastries towards him.

 “Go ahead, I’m not very hungry,” I said. “Maybe I’ll have something later.”

 Daniel shot me a worried look.

 “All this talk about Beth is upsetting my stomach,” I explained. 

 “Why don’t you stay in bed? You don’t need to go anywhere today, do you?”

 “No. But lying in bed isn’t going to help find Beth’s killer.”

 “And what, exactly, do you plan to do?”

 The question percolated in my mind. What did I plan to do? I leaned back onto my pillow and sighed.

 “That’s what I thought,” Daniel said. His condescending tone irritated me, but I decided not to rebut.

 “Hey, Mom,” Brian asked, pushing off from the bed, “okay if I go to Nick’s today?” 

 “I guess so,” I said, trying to remain strong. My insides felt queasy. Maybe it was just the strong coffee.

 “And I have a little work to do today,” Daniel said. “But I’ll be right down the hall in my office.”

 “Thanks,” I said, not caring to make the effort to conceal my disappointment. It didn’t seem to matter. So much for family bonding.

 I slid my legs over the edge of the bed and slowly rose, Brian and Daniel watching with some trepidation. Halfway across the room, I paused and looked over at them. “See,” I said, “I’m all good,” and proceeded to the bathroom.

 After a shower, I began to feel normal again, whatever normal meant. I dressed and pulled my hair into a loose ponytail. The mirror was not kind to me, the bags beneath my eyes veritable suitcases.

 Walking, still at a snail’s, albeit a sprightly snail’s, pace back into the bedroom, I glanced out the window at what was unmistakably another cold, rainy, New England day. Determined not to let the weather further dampen my spirits, I slipped into jeans and my most comfortable cashmere sweater and pulled on my knee-high, black leather boots. Then I rummaged through my make-up case and carefully applied under-eye cream, concealer, mascara, and a touch of blush. 

 Although it would have been easy to languish in bed all day and feel sorry for myself, something inside me was pushing me to act. But what did it want me to do? 

 I couldn’t help feeling a bit disappointed that my family, once it was evident that I was fine physically, had scattered like leaves in the wind. Being a teenage boy, it was Brian’s job to be self-absorbed. But Daniel was a different story. Was it too much to expect my husband to indulge me for one day? Especially under the circumstances. 

 I walked to his office, stuck my head in, and said, “I’m going out for a bit. Be back later.” 

 “Where are you going?” he asked, peering at me over the rim of his glasses.

 “Out,” I said.

 I walked to the kitchen and grabbed my purse and a bottle of water. When I got to my car, I sat in it for a few minutes—a passive aggressive move—to see if Daniel might come to his senses and come out to stop me.

 I waited two minutes, then started the engine and drove off.

* * *

 Bridgeport, New Hampshire in November was deserted. The tourists had departed in October, along with the mild temperatures. Ahead lay the long winter and the dreaded notion of shoveling snow and high cost of heating oil. 

 Noticing my hands shaking on the steering wheel, I pulled over and dug my cell phone out of my purse. A single number sufficed: my psychiatrist was on speed dial. 

 “Doctor Webb’s office.” The female voice was mellifluous.

 “Hi. My name is Sarah Woods.” I tried not to sound too desperate. “I’m a patient of Dr. Webb, and I’d like to make an appointment to see him as soon as possible.”

 “Sure, Sarah. Let me check. Let’s see…he has a cancellation at one o’clock today. Is that too . . .”

 “I’ll take it!” I said, saving her the trouble of completing the sentence.

 I looked at the display on the closed cell phone. It was almost noon. I had an hour to kill, enough time to stop to inquire if Detective Flynn had any leads on Beth’s killer. I made a u-turn and headed for the police station.

 A small, New England town of fewer than twenty thousand souls, Bridgeport did not see a lot of crime. In fact, I knew people who never locked their cars. A murder in a town like this couldn’t help but take center stage. It was only minutes before I was pulling into a parking space directly in front of the police station. It had begun to drizzle as I made my way through the glass double doors into the building. Detective Flynn must have seen me walking towards his desk; as I approached, he cleared his throat and tugged on the sleeve of his shirt.

 “Hello, detective. I was wondering how the investigation is going.” 

 He squinted briefly, as if he didn’t recognize me, then his eyebrows rose and he nodded, smiled, and motioned me to a chair.

 “We’ve taken statements from a few of Beth’s friends and family members,” he began, eschewing amenities. “The investigators have been to her house and searched her room. And we’re still processing the crime scene at the lab.” He made little eye contact as he spoke. 

 “What about the calls made on Beth’s cell phone?” 

 “Well, it turns out Beth must have had a pre-paid cell phone, so we weren’t able to access any phone records.” He cleared his throat. “We also have to accept the fact that this may have been a random act of violence, and that Beth didn’t know her killer.” His tone was neutral. “We’re still going through the evidence from the crime scene. There’s lots of different fingerprints to process. It could take some time.”

 “Did you talk to her fiancé? He’s not a suspect, is he?”

 “Jacob has an alibi and it’s been confirmed. So, for the time being, he’s not a person of interest.”

 “Does he have any idea who could have done this?”

 “No. But something might occur to him after the shock wears off. Best thing for you at this point is to hang tight and let us do our job. If something comes to light, you’ll be the first to know.” With that, he inclined his head slightly, a nod I took to mean understand?, and escorted me politely out of his office.

 Getting back into my car, I realized I had just enough time to make my appointment. I drove with my head in a fog, trying to remember the last time I had seen “the good doctor,” as I was inclined to refer to Dr. Webb. It had been a few months at least. Not that I was keeping track. I parked behind, and made my way inside, the two-story brick building. 

 “Sarah, great to see you.” The good doctor was always well dressed and groomed to perfection. He put a hand on my shoulder, led me into his private therapy room, and closed the heavy, oak door. “It’s been what, a few months, since I’ve seen you?”

 I nodded, taking my usual position on the overstuffed couch. Settling into the chair behind his desk, he studied me intently, as if intuiting that something was very wrong. It was only then that I remembered why I had made the appointment.

 “I need some meds,” I blurted out.

 “I beg your pardon?” 

 “I need medication. I’ve been having a lot of anxiety, and I need something to take the edge off.” I looked off to my right at a ghastly abstract painting that was not the least bit calming. I considered telling him that he should hire a new interior decorator, but thought better of it.

 “This is quite unusual, Sarah. You’ve never asked for medication before. Something must really be bothering you. Please, tell me what’s on your mind.” His carefully paced delivery was trying my patience.

 “Don’t really feel like talking about it right now.” I fidgeted with a pillow.

 “So you want me to prescribe meds for you without knowing what the underlying issue is?”

 “Yep,” I said, averting his raised eyebrow and patronizing tone. After a few seconds, I turned back to face him.

 He smiled, shook his head, and got up from his chair. He walked towards me, sat on the couch and placed his hand in my lap. I looked down at it.

 “Sarah, Sarah, Sarah,” he said softly, and paused. He was so close to me I could smell his aftershave. “I have to admit, your coming to see me today is very courageous. I didn’t think I would ever see you again after last time.” 

 “I didn’t come here to talk about old times. I just need some pills. Please!” I pleaded, trying to inch away from him. He was invading my personal space, and it wasn’t the first time. 

 I knew it was a mistake to see him again. I thought I’d put the past behind me. He’d been a great shrink, but I had had to screw it all up by sleeping with him. It had been three months since I’d sat in this same spot pissing and moaning for the umpteenth time about the trivial disappointments in life. Unappreciative husband. Money issues. Typical, stupid stuff. I’d been comfortable with the good doctor. He’d been my therapist for years, so I trusted him completely. But a boundary had been crossed that day. In the midst of my ranting, he’d come to me and kissed me so passionately that all my defenses melted away. We’d made love on the overstuffed couch, without a word. And when it was over, we’d gotten dressed. We didn’t make eye contact until I opened the door to leave, then he’d said, “I know I don’t have to remind you, but my reputation is everything in this business. Please be discreet, I beg you.” He’d slicked his hair back with one hand as he saw me out the door. The memory slipped away as I was jolted back to reality.

 “Okay, Sarah. I can see you’re distressed about something and don’t wish to discuss it with me. But I cannot, in good conscience, prescribe medication for you without knowing the cause of your anxiety.” He rose from the couch, walked back to his desk, and sat down, posture perfectly straight, interlaced fingers resting on the desktop. He studied me, his head tilted slightly to one side.

 “How’s your wife, doctor?” I asked nonchalantly, inspecting my fingernails. I would not give up without a fight, and if I had to resort to blackmail, so be it.

 He paused only for a moment before smiling and withdrawing something from a drawer in the desk. He scribbled quickly, and gently tore off the top sheet. “A prescription for Ativan, 3 mg before bed for three nights,” he said, extending his hand across the desk.

 Off the couch and in front of his desk in an instant, I leaned over, snatched the piece of paper from his hand, and calmly left the room.

* * *

 I drove to the pharmacy, filled my prescription, and sat in my car in the parking lot. The view through the windows of my steel cocoon was obscured by the light drizzle and the effect of my breath on the cold glass. I was about to indulge my growling stomach with a granola bar retrieved from the glove compartment when I heard the phone ringing in my purse. I dug it out. It was Gabby.

 “What the hell? Just listened to your message on voicemail. Are you okay?” 

 Gabby’s was not a soft, feminine voice, and I moved the phone a distance from my ear before replying. “I’ll be fine. Has Detective Flynn called you yet? He’s in charge of the investigation.”

 “Do they have any idea who it was?”

 “Not yet. They’re working on it.” 

 “I can’t believe she’s friggin’ dead.” Neither did Gabby mince words. An outspoken feminist type, and a lesbian to boot, she nevertheless had a kind spirit and her sense of humor compensated to a great extent for her lack of tact. With curly, blonde hair and an abundance of curves, she was what people referred to as a lipstick lesbian. That she was a little on the chunky side somehow suited her. Few of our massage clients were aware of her sexual preference. I’m not sure why, but I thought it better that way.

 “Did Beth ever talk to you about an ex-boyfriend or any other guy she was involved with before Jacob?” I asked.

 “Never mentioned anyone to me. She was so wrapped up in her wedding stuff, she never talked about anything else.” 

 “I know what you mean. This whole thing doesn’t make any sense.” I could hear Gabby breathing on the other end. She was either at a loss for words or deep in thought. “Gabby? Are you there?”

 “You know, I just remembered something that happened a few days ago. Beth and I were working a little late. I think it was Wednesday night, after you went home. Anyway, when she walked out the door, I happened to look out the window and saw her get into a white Subaru Outback. Didn’t get much of a look at the driver, but enough to know it wasn’t her fiancé.” 

 “Can you remember anything else about him other than the car he drove?”

 “No, not really.”

 “Could have been anyone, right? Are we jumping to conclusions here?”

 “Well, I would agree, except that the next day, when I asked her who the Subaru belonged to, she looked me straight in the eye and denied knowing anything about it. I thought she was being ridiculous because it was obvious I’d seen her. How else would I have known? But she played dumb and changed the subject. I just shrugged it off because it really wasn’t any of my business.” Gabby paused, but I could sense she had more to say about the business. 

 “So what do you think? Was she cheating on Jacob?” I tried to sound doubtful; I certainly never would have suspected such a thing. 

 “Don’t know. Maybe she wanted to have one last fling with an old boyfriend before tying the knot,” Gabby said, without much conviction.

 “Not so sure about that. She didn’t seem like the kind of girl to go screwing around. And she was,” I added, with a long, tired sigh, “in love with Jacob.”

 “You know, maybe it’s as simple as some crack head psycho came in planning to rob the place and freaked out and killed Beth.”

 “I don’t think so. I mean, she was strangled. Strangling is a crime of passion.”

 “Oh, really. And what makes you the expert on crimes of passion?”

 “I read a lot of cheesy romance novels.” 

 “Maybe Jacob did it when he found out she was cheating.”

 “She wasn’t cheating, Gabby,” I maintained matter-of-factly. “Besides, Jacob has an alibi.”

 “Well, fine. Whatever. Anyway, I still like my theory about the crack head.”

 “Either way, the police don’t seem to have a clue. Guess we’ll have to be patient.”

* * *

 I decided after leaving the parking lot at the pharmacy to stop at my son’s favorite pizza joint and get a large cheese pizza. Not having had a call from Daniel or Brian all day, I figured they’d be wondering about dinner. When I arrived home, Brian took one look at the large pizza box I was holding and his face lit up.

 “Sweet! I’m staaarving. Thanks for getting the pizza, Mom!” He took the box from me and set it on the table. The sweet smell of Italian seasonings made my mouth water. I reached into my purse and was taking out the bottle of pills when Daniel walked in.

 “What are those?” he asked, looking at the pills I’d shaken out into my palm.

 “Say hello to my little friends,” I said in my best, which wasn’t very good, Al Pacino imitation. I held the bottle up and shook it.

 “What do you need those for?” he inquired testily.

 “I saw my shrink this morning and he suggested I take these for a few days, for anxiety,” I replied, avoiding his stare. 

 “Cool, can I have one?” Brian stuck out his hand and grinned. Laughing, I slapped his hand away.

 “Get outta here,” I said, “These are all mine.” But when I looked over at him, Daniel seemed less than amused. 

 “Had I known you planned on being medicated and getting take out,” he announced tersely, “I wouldn’t have gone out of my way to plan a nice dinner, or bothered to get a bottle of your favorite pinot noir.” 

 My jaw dropped. Go figure. “Dan, I’m sorry,” I began. “I guess I was just . . . .”

 Before I could explain further, he put up his hand to stop me—“Whatever, Sarah. Just save it.”—and I knew that was the end of the conversation. He walked out of the kitchen into the living room, shaking his head. 

 Brian looked at me and shrugged. “Have some pizza, Mom. Let dad be a party pooper,” he said, handing me a slice. Half the cheese slid off before I got it to my mouth. It tasted damn good despite my petulant husband’s best efforts to make me feel guilty.

 When we finished gorging, I took the prescribed number of pills with some water, told Brian I was going to take a hot bath, and left the table. As I made my way down the hall towards the bathroom, I consciously avoided even glancing into the living room; I could hear a game on the TV, and, honestly, I didn’t give a shit what he was thinking. 

 As the bathtub filled, I sat on the edge rubbing my temples, trying not to let my world spin out of control. The past few days had been a nightmare from which I kept willing myself to wake up. It pissed me off, the thought of being so out of control, but the sensation of the hot water closing around my toes and feet and ankles was indescribably soothing. I exhaled long and luxuriously as I slipped into the tub, closed my eyes, and let my muscles relax. The meds began working their magic, and I felt myself succumbing to a blissful world of silence.

 Forty minutes later I exited my chamber of solace, bathrobe on, and made my way to the bedroom. This time I did glance down the hall. Daniel was still sitting on the couch, alone, wine glass in hand, drinking my favorite bottle of pinot.
  

Sunday, November 7

 
 The next morning I awoke alone in bed. I rubbed my eyes, pushed up onto my elbows, and looked around the room. Sunday mornings usually consisted of sleeping in ’til ten or eleven, walking around in pajamas, and eating powdered sugar donuts for lunch. Sunday was my day to be lazy, but for some reason I was feeling charged with an amazing energy I hadn’t felt for a long time.

 I began to mentally plan my day. I would go to the gym for a cardio workout, stop at the grocery store on the way back, make my family a proper meal, and then suggest that we all go to a matinee, order a huge bucket of popcorn, and stuff our faces while watching some wonderful, mindless adventure flick. On the way to the kitchen, I noticed Daniel conked out on the couch, an empty bottle of wine next to him on the coffee table. He was lying on his side, face to the back of the couch. My hand trembled slightly as I left a note on the kitchen table outlining my plans for the day. Gym bag slung over my shoulder, I slipped out the door and got into my car.

* * *

 After thirty minutes on the treadmill, I went into the locker room and stripped the sweaty clothes from my body. Drying off after my shower, I overheard two women talking in the changing room next to me. When I realized what they were talking about, I sat on the bench and listened.

 “Liz told me she heard something about a girl who was murdered at that massage parlor downtown. I always had a strange feeling about that place. Seedy, if you ask me. Someone told me they were selling hand-jobs there. Can you believe that? How disgusting.” The woman’s voice was nasal, her tone hushed, confidential.

 “Really? Then why hasn’t the city shut them down?”

 “Probably because the chief of police is their best customer!” 

 “Oh, cut it out, Joan. You’re such a horrid gossip.”

 The women laughed softly for a moment, then I heard a door open and close. 

 Silence. 

 I dressed and eased out of the stall, looking around me apprehensively. A raw fury was building in my gut as I grabbed my bag and headed out the door. If I had any guts, I would have confronted those women. I despised people like them. I’d worked hard over the years to establish a reputation as a respectable massage therapist in this community, spent countless hours trying to educate people about the importance of therapeutic touch, only to have it impugned by a couple of ignorant bitches clueless as to the long-term damage that could be occasioned by idle gossip such as theirs.

 As I walked out to my car, I noticed a voice message on my cell. I pressed the listen key and was treated to Daniel’s voice informing me he was planning to stay in bed all day because of an upset stomach, that Brian had plans with friends, and so brunch and a movie would have to wait for another day. I dropped my bag in the car and walked across the street to a café that prominently displayed a sign proclaiming Breakfast Served All Day. Figuring I’d burned enough calories at the gym, I walked inside and took a seat at the counter. An older woman in a coffee spattered, pink apron immediately set a mug in front of me and began pouring a dark, steamy liquid into it. 

 “Cream ‘n sugar?” she asked in a raspy voice.

 “No, thanks. Can I order some pancakes, please?” I asked, not wasting any time.

 The waitress turned and walked away, her shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor.

 I cupped my hands around the mug and began to sip the coffee. The smell of frying bacon overwhelmed me as I glanced around the diner. Only one other person sat in a booth at the far end of the room. After a few minutes, the silence was interrupted by the sound of the door opening. Looking behind me, I blinked a few times at the form that came through the door. Tall and dark-blonde, wearing a green fleece jacket and khaki cargo pants, the man was a spitting image of the famous actor Matthew McConaughey in his younger years. Realizing I had gazed overlong at this apparition, I turned back around to face the counter just as my breakfast arrived. I heard footsteps behind me, then shifted slightly on the seat as the man took the stool next to mine. Out of the corner of my eye I watched him survey the board of lunch specials hanging directly in front of us. 

 “Is the coffee good here?” he asked, continuing to look at the lunch board. I glanced around the room. The waitress having already started back towards the kitchen, I had to assume he was talking to me.

 “It’s fine,” I said, swallowing and wiping my mouth with a napkin.

 “Do you come here often, Sarah?” he asked. When I turned my head, rather more quickly than I intended, to look at him, he gave me a sideward glace. 

 “Do I know you?” I asked, not recognizing him.

 “Not really,” he said, looking away.

 “Then how do you know me?” 

 “My sister, Beth, worked for you.”

 My jaw dropped and my fork went clattering to the floor. 

 “I’m sorry. Beth never mentioned a brother.” 

 “Well, she’d been a little pre-occupied lately.” He turned and extended his hand. I took it, shook it weakly.

 “I’m Max Stevens.”

 “Sarah . . . well, I guess you know my name. So how did you know I was here?” I realized, as it slowed, that my heart had been racing. Looking into his face, I noticed a small scar on one side of his chin.

 “My little sister is dead. I know the police haven’t come up with anything. But I think I know who killed her,” he said, resting an elbow on the counter. 

 The waitress returned and asked what he would like. Just coffee. He paused as she filled his mug. When she left, he sipped his coffee and resumed talking.

 “I can’t prove it, but I think her fiancé had something to do with it.”

 “But Jacob has an alibi. The police confirmed it.”

 He looked down into his coffee, seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “I have a phone message from Beth on my cell from the night she was killed.” He paused and glanced around the diner. “She called me from your office, said she was about to leave work and was going to stop by to pick up a book she wanted to borrow. A travel book on Mexico, where she wanted to go on her honeymoon.” His voice was almost a whisper now. “But as she was talking, she was interrupted by someone. It seemed like it was someone she knew. Then there was a loud crack, as if the phone had struck a hard surface. Whoever knocked the phone out of her hand has to be her killer.” 

 “Why do you think it might be Jacob?” I asked, leaning in closer to him.

 “I never had a good feeling about him. The few times I met him, he seemed controlling. He had an edge to him. Beth couldn’t see it; she was too close. I once tried telling her how I felt about him. That was a mistake.” He rubbed his forehead.

 “I don’t know.”

 “People kill out of jealousy all the time,” he said. I noticed his foot tapping nervously on the footrest of the stool. “I could be wrong about him, but my gut tells me otherwise.” I shrugged and looked around. I desperately needed more coffee and the damned waitress was probably taking a cigarette break. I stared down at the half eaten pancakes on the plate in front of me. 

 “When the detective called,” Max continued over the instrumental version of a Barry Manilow song playing in the background, “he mentioned that you were there when she died. Didn’t you see anything?” 

 “No. Whoever it was hit me from behind as I leaned over your sister,” I said, omitting details.

 “The detective said you were lucky,” he said, blinking at me.

 I nodded and tried to smile. “By the way, Max,” I began, then watched his expression as I asked, “do you drive a white Subaru Outback?” 

 “No, why do you ask?”

 “Gabby, the massage therapist I work with, said she saw Beth talking to someone in a Subaru, and that she acted funny about it the next day when Gabby asked who it was”

 “The detective said they couldn’t find Beth’s cell phone,” Max said, letting the matter of the Subaru drop. “Do you suppose the killer took it with him?”

 “Must have. Where else would it be?” I planted an elbow on the counter and rested my chin on my fist.

 “Interesting,” he said, slowly getting up. He reached into his pocket and tossed a five-dollar bill on the counter. “By the way Sarah, I was able to convince the police to hold off releasing Beth’s name to the press for a week or so. I’d like the details of her death not to become public until we have a handle on the situation. We’re having a private service for her Tuesday at 10 a.m. at Coombs Funeral Home. Family members and close friends. Of course, I hope you’ll be there.”

 I turned as he started to leave and asked, “What are you going to do about Jacob?”

 He paused, looked down at the floor, and said, “Nothing . . . yet.”

 Max’s handsome features seemed strained.

 “I’ll see you Tuesday, then,” I said softly.

 “Bye, Sarah.” He turned and walked out the door.

* * *

 Leaving the café and the plate of cold pancakes, I drove to the movie theater and bought a ticket to “That’s the Way Love Goes.” A romantic comedy about two people who meet in a karaoke club and fall in love would be a welcome distraction, and preferable, in any case, to going home to face the music.

 After the movie, I stopped at the supermarket and returned home with a trunk full of groceries. The weather having taken a turn for the worse, I was looking forward to slipping into my pajamas and cuddling in bed with a good book. Pulling up to a dark house, I made my way, in the rain, to the back door clutching bags of groceries, and noticed Daniel’s car was gone. Guess he was feeling better. He’d probably gone out for a beer and burger with his pal, Eddie, and Brian was probably still at Nick’s. I found myself pleased by the prospect of having the house to myself. Heaving the bags onto the kitchen table, my finger instinctively felt for and flipped the light switch. The thought that the bulb had burned out was dismissed when the light switch by the stove produced the same results. The power was out. Rummaging in the kitchen drawer for a stray candle and matches, my finger brushed something sharp. 

 “Damn it!” I muttered, soto voce, closing my lips around my finger, the salty taste of blood filling my mouth. I leaned against the counter. Perfect. The one and only night I happen to be in the house alone and there’s no electricity. 

 As I walked across the kitchen towards the living room, I thought I heard a sound in the hall. I froze. I listened again. Was someone in my house? Panicked, I snatched a dirty knife from the counter and held on to the handle with both hands. I stood glued to the floor, the thumping of my heart hindering my ability to hear anything else. I was terrified, but told myself not to succumb to the fear. If someone meant to do me harm, I would be ready this time. My trepidation quickly turned to anger and my legs began to move as if of their own volition. I started down the hall armed with a weapon that probably couldn’t cut through a bowl of Jell-o. 

 “Who’s there?” I called out, sweat beginning to trickle down my back. Noticing, as I peered into my bedroom, a flicker of light illuminating a person’s shadow, my fingers tightened around the knife handle. The shadow moved and I lunged into the bedroom, stumbling over something on the floor and landed hard on my knee right next to my bed. The knife slipped out of my hands and clattered across the hardwood floor. As I scrambled to my feet, I heard a familiar voice. 

 “Sarah! What in the world are you doing?” It was Daniel, standing at the end of the bed holding a candle. Looking around the bedroom, I saw four or five lighted candles and heard soft music playing in the background.

 Daniel walked over and draped his arms around me. “Scared you, didn’t I?” he said, pulling me close. I felt my body slump against his as tears of relief ran down my face. 

 “Guess my emotions are rubbed raw,” I said, smiling up at him. His wavy brown hair was wet and his skin smelled of soap. 

 “Poor sweetheart,” he chuckled, obviously amused by the situation. If I hadn’t felt so relieved, I would have slapped him. But then his mood changed. He became quite serious as he looked down at me, an odd glimmer in his eye.

 “Since we have no electricity, why don’t we use this romantic candlelight to our advantage?” he suggested, removing my jacket. 

 “Thought you were sick.” 

 “Oh, that,” he said, scratching his chin. “That was just me being a big baby.” He bent down and kissed me on the lips.

 “Where’s Brian?” I asked.

 “I told him he could drive my car over to Nick’s,” he said, the warm candlelight playing over his face.

 “I see. I suppose you think you’re going to get lucky tonight,” I teased.

 “Luck has nothing to do with it,” he said as he unbuttoned my blouse. Then he picked me up, deposited me gently on the bed, and kissed me again, slow and soft, the way he used to when we first met. “Can you forgive me for being such a selfish prick?” he implored, holding my face in his hands and starting to kiss my neck. 

 “Well, I can see you’re trying very hard to make it up to me.” 

 I closed my eyes and willed myself to feel something. Anything. Unfortunately, my heart just wasn’t in it. And why not? Maybe it was the fact that I had just been through a traumatic ordeal. Or maybe it was merely the absence of passion between us that had existed for so long.

 But wanting to avoid a quarrel, I let him undress me anyway. I was simply too tired to say no.



Monday, November 8

 
 I stood in the shower for a long time, letting the hot water wash over me. Life was peculiar. Daniel’s tenderness the night before had astonished me. It was as if he finally got it. All I ever needed from him was a little attention. But now that he seemed ready to give it, I wasn’t so sure I wanted it. Was my heart already resigned? Realizing that marital problems weren’t resolved overnight, I decided to put concerns about it out of my head for the time being. It was apparent that neither one of us was going anywhere anytime soon, and there were other issues to contend with. Knowing I had to pull myself together and get back to work was a relief of sorts. I needed the distraction. As I was readying myself for my return to the office, Daniel came into the bedroom, suitcase in hand, dressed in his customary business attire. He dropped the bag and extended his arms to me.

 “I can postpone my trip ‘til the end of the month. It’s not too late,” he said, feigning a pout. I walked to him and let him embrace me.

 “Brian and I can survive a few days without you.” 

 “I know, but you need me right now. I already feel like an ass as it is. Better yet, why don’t you come on this trip with me? Miami will be warm and sunny. You can lounge by the pool while I’m in my meetings. Brian can take care of himself for a few days.”

 “That actually sounds wonderful, but I can’t miss Beth’s service tomorrow.” 

 “Okay. Guess I can understand that.” He kissed me on the cheek, gave me a half smile, and hefted his suitcase. “I’ll see you in a few days then,” he said, turning towards the door. ”Give Brian a hug for me, will ya?” 

 A small part of me wanted to go with him. The notion of warm weather almost made me change my mind. But then I flashed back to a business trip I’d made with him to Las Vegas several years ago. The company he worked for, Ace Technologies was hosting its annual conference. He’d assured me we’d have lots of time to do fun things together between his meetings. It hadn’t turned out that way. I’d spent most of my time by myself, watching pay-per-view movies in the hotel room. Good times. Shaking off the memories, I got dressed.

* * *

 Twenty-five minutes later I was walking into the office, half expecting to see Beth sitting at her desk. Reality wasted no time in slapping me hard across the face. It always fascinated me that a person could be alive one minute and gone the next and the world kept on going just the same.

 I set my purse on the desk and began to flip through the pages of the appointment book. It became apparent as I leafed through the client files how organized Beth had been. Six weeks ago, when Daniel had suggested that I hire someone to help me run the business, I had thought it might be more trouble than it was worth. But when Beth walked into the office and applied for the job, I’d hired her on the spot. We had an instant chemistry, and she’d turned out to be the perfect receptionist. Punctual. Always willing to do whatever was necessary. She’d even taken an interest in the practice end of it, asking questions about clients and their treatments, wanting to understand how the various techniques helped people with particular physical complaints.

 As I sat lost in thought, the mailman walked in. I signed for a small package, together with a handful of envelopes. When he left, I opened the small, brown box and removed the bottles of essential oils I’d ordered the week before. Picking up the envelopes and leafing through them, I came upon one addressed to Beth Stevens. It was pale yellow and looked to be a greeting card by the square shape. There was no return address. To just throw it away seemed too cold, to give it to Jacob or Max too heartless. I decided to open it. “Congratulations on Your Engagement” was printed in raised, gold script on the front. Inside, it read:

Dear Beth,

I am so pleased to hear of your engagement. I will be in town next Saturday, November 13, on business and would love to meet for drinks at Barney’s at 4 p.m. Looking forward to seeing you again, and please give my regards to your fiancé, Jacob.

Love,

Your cousin,

Greg

 Deciding to hold onto it, I tucked the card into my purse. When I glanced back down at the client list, the sadness and anger began to creep back in. The thought of Beth’s life cut short made me want to scream. 

 I had just finished rescheduling all the appointments when an attractive woman who looked to be in her early thirties walked in.

 “Hi, can I help you?” I asked, wondering if she was one of Gabby’s clients. 

 “Yes. My name is Lindy,” she said, looking around the waiting room. “Is Beth working today? I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by and say hi . . . ” She’d seemed about to say more when she saw the look on my face. Shaking my head, I stood up and walked around the desk. She removed her sunglasses revealing long brown bangs that covered her eyebrows. 

 “I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Beth died a few days ago.” I cleared my throat, then remembered, too late, that I was supposed to refrain from mentioning details to anyone. She didn’t react at first, but after a few long seconds my words seemed to sink in. She brought a hand to her mouth and looked at me. “What happened?” she asked, tears welling up in her eyes.

 I ran the fingers of my left hand over my temple, pushing back some loose strands of hair. “It’s being investigated by the police,” I began, “and I’ve been asked not to say anything about it to anyone.”

 “Well,” she said, with a quick roll of her eyes. “It’s not like I’m going to say anything. I mean, really?” 

 “I’m sorry,” I said, walking back around the desk.

 I began to write the time and place of Beth’s service on a slip of paper, but the woman turned on her heel and walked out the door indignantly. I followed her outside, piece of paper in hand.

 “Excuse me, Lindy, you might want this.” I called out, waving the piece of paper in the air. She looked at me, put her sunglasses back on, and got in her car without a word. I watched her drive off . . . in a white Subaru Outback.

 The moment my brain registered what I was seeing, intuition kicked into overdrive. I ran to my desk and grabbed my purse and car keys. 

 The adrenaline coursing through my veins drove my foot down harder and harder on the accelerator. What was I doing? It was absurd. But I couldn’t ignore the coincidence. Was this the car Beth had been in just a few days ago? If so, why in the world would Beth try to hide it, especially with the owner being a woman? And who was this Lindy? Seeing that she was just three cars ahead of me, I hung back. I didn’t think she’d seen me, but figured I should be careful.

 Where was she going? And what did I think I was going to do once we got there? Lindy suddenly took a sharp left turn at a set of lights that had just turned yellow and I cursed the cars in front of me for not going faster. Damn it, I was going to lose her. Just as the car ahead of me turned, the light went red. Determining that I had a small window of opportunity, I floored it and turned just as the oncoming traffic got the green. I didn’t hear a single horn as, hands firmly clenching the steering wheel, I searched the road ahead. Spotting her, I began to accelerate when she pulled off to the right and stopped in front of a coffee shop called Gina’s. I braked and pulled off on the left side of the road.

 The neighborhood was quaint, a handful of hair salons, art galleries, and café’s along cobblestone streets. A few blocks away, a man was walking a dog along the tree-lined sidewalks.

 The Subaru’s driver’s side door opened, Lindy’s legs swung out, and her feet struck the pavement. She pulled her bag out of the car behind her, pushed the door shut, and went into the cafe. I was dying to see who was meeting her, but it was outrageous enough that I’d even followed her, so I elected to wait in the car.

 Five minutes had passed by when my cell phone rang. It was Brian. 

 “Hey, sweetheart. Home from school?” I asked, all the while keeping my eyes on the entrance to the café.

 “Yeah. Hey, Mom. Okay if I go to the basketball game later with friends?”

 “I guess so. Have you done your homework?” 

 “Did it in study hall.”

 “Will you be back in time for dinner?”

 “Uh, don’t know.”

 “Well, I was thinking with Dad gone you and I could go out for Mexican tonight.” When Brian hesitated, I saved him the trouble of worrying about saying the wrong thing and hurting my feelings. 

 “Never mind. We can do it some other time. I’ve got things to do anyway.” 

 “Well, it’s just that Kerry’s having people over after the game. We were going to order pizza or something.” 

 “Sure. Go ahead. Have fun. Leave your old mom in the dust. I’m used to it by now.” 

 “Thanks, Mom. See you later, okay?” 

 The joys of having a teenager. Maybe someday, I thought, he’ll actually want to spend time with me again.

 I tossed my cell on the seat and decided to make a note of Lindy’s plate number. My concentration was broken by a loud knock on my car window. I jumped and looked up to see the man I’d seen walking his dog earlier. He motioned for me to roll down my window. Cracking it no more than an inch, I smiled and said, “Can I help you with something?”

 “Actually, I thought I might be able to help you,” he said, all smiles and bad teeth. “I noticed a scratch in the paint on the side of your car, and, well, you see, I own a body shop here in town. Here’s my card if you’d like me to fix it for you.” 

 “Oh. Thank you,” I said, taking the card and waving goodbye. Some nerve. The dog walking was probably the guy’s way of scoping out the neighborhood every day for prospective customers.

 As man and dog walked off, I glanced back at the coffee shop again. Lindy’s car was gone! Looking up the road and seeing nothing, I pounded the steering wheel. After a few minutes of cursing myself for being so stupid, I looked down at the license number I’d jotted down in my notebook. What was I going to do with it? If I called Detective Flynn, how would I explain following someone halfway across town on a hunch that got me essentially nowhere? Instead, I called Gabby. 

 “Hey, it’s Sarah,” I said when she answered. “Wanna go out for margaritas tonight? I need to fill you in on some things. And I could really use some advice. My treat.”

 Gabby accepted without hesitation. “I can meet you at six. Usual place?” 

 “Yeah. Thanks. See you then, Gab.” 

 Later that evening, sipping margaritas with her at my favorite bar, Coco’s Cantina, I told Gabby about Lindy. So engrossed was she in the tale of my brief stint as private investigator that she’d drunk almost her entire margarita. 

 “So what happened after you followed her to the cafe?”

 “Nothing is what happened. Some guy knocked on my window trying to sell me something and when I looked back at her car, it was gone,” I shook my head. “She couldn’t have been in that café more than five minutes.”

 “Wow. Guess you better not quit your day job.” 

 “No shit.” 

 “What would you have done, anyway? Confront her?” Gabby licked some salt from the rim of her glass.

 “I hadn’t really thought it through. I was acting on impulse.”

 “Hey, look, maybe we should go to the police and tell them about all of this. Let them sort it out. It is not your responsibility, or your burden, to solve Beth’s murder.” Gabby rested a hand on my shoulder.

 “It’s not just about Beth, you know. Her killer attacked me, too. I need to figure this out,” I said, staring into what little was left of my own drink.

 “Yeah. I figured as much. You’re a stubborn bitch, you know that?” Gabby smiled and punched me gently on the arm.

 “By the way, did you know Beth has a gorgeous brother named Max? I met him the other day.” 

 “Really? How? What?” Gabby couldn’t find the words to phrase the question she wanted to ask.

 “He must have known about me from Beth. I was at the coffee shop and he just came in, sat down next to me, and introduced himself.”

 “How’d he know you’d be there?”

 “I don’t really know, come to think of it. He didn’t say.”

 “Sounds a little creepy to me.” 

 “He was nice enough.”

 “So what’d he have to say?”

 “He wanted to talk about Beth. He seems to think Jacob may have had something to do with her death. He’s not a big fan of Beth’s fiancé.”

 “But why would he think that? I mean, that’s a pretty big jump from not liking someone to thinking they’re a murderer.”

 “I agree. But he seems pretty sure of it.” 

 “Maybe he’s blaming Jacob simply because there’s no one else to pin it on right now.”

 “Who knows?”

 “So,” Gabby smiled slyly and drummed her fingers on the bar, “just how gorgeous is Beth’s brother?”

 “What do you care?” I teased. “You don’t do men, remember? By the way,” I added, desirous of changing the subject, “are you going with me to Beth’s service tomorrow?”

 “Sure. Can we meet at the office? I have a few massage appointments scheduled for later in the day.”

 “That’s fine.”

 “So when are you going back to work?”

 “Wednesday. I’ve scheduled three appointments. I’m not so sure I’m ready, but I need to make some money,” I said, finishing my drink.

 “Tell me about it.” Gabby pushed off from her stool, reached into her purse, and pulled out her car keys. 

 “Not back on track with everything yet? Don’t mean to pry. Just concerned.” 

 “Oh, I’m getting by. And, really, thanks for asking.”

 “You know, I’ve been thinking. Why don’t you take some of my clients? I need to start slowing down. My body can’t take much more.”

 “Really? Are you sure? I mean, you’ve worked hard for the clients you have. You really want to give them away?”

 “I need to, Gabby. I’d rather have them go to you than to some other therapist. You have amazing, strong hands, you deserve a break, and they already know you. Speaking of your amazing hands, think you could work on my back one of these days?”

 “Of course. Anything for you.”

 “Don’t want another drink?” I asked, sensing she was anxious to leave.

 “Thanks, but I’m meeting some friends over at this new gay bar in town called Veronica’s. Would you like to join us?”

 “Boy, it’s tempting,” I said, manufacturing what was intended to be a wicked smile. “Maybe another time.”

 Gabby laughed. “You don’t know what you’re missing,” she said, discreetly giving her right breast a little squeeze, me a wink, and leaving me alone in the bar. 

 It was early, but I probably should have gone home. Truth was, though, I was feeling a little restless. Between the general excitement of the day and my botched attempt at playing private eye, the adrenaline was still flowing. The business with Lindy had really gotten me riled up. I felt like I was onto something big. But I had to make a decision. Was I going to divulge what I’d learned today to the police?

 With no one at home to cook for, I decided to stay and have dinner by myself. A heaping plate of nachos sounded good. And what the hell, I ordered another margarita, too.



Tuesday, November 9

 
 Coombs Funeral Home was at the south end of town across from the park. As we walked in, Gabby and I found ourselves among a hundred or so people. So much for a private service. This was a full house. People were milling around in groups, speaking in hushed tones. Soft, melancholy music was playing in the background. I scanned the room, leaned in close to Gabby, and whispered; “I don’t see Jacob anywhere.” 

 “Hmm. Maybe he wasn’t invited,” she mused.

 My eyes made another circuit of the room and I spotted Max standing next to a large framed photo of Beth smiling and leaning against a tree. An urn rested on a pedestal next to the photo. Max was talking with a young woman I assumed to be his girlfriend. She wore a navy blue dress, and her short, dark hair reminded me of Demi Moore’s in the movie Ghost. I took Gabby’s arm and we made our way through the crowd. As we approached the couple, Max turned and smiled.

 “Sarah, so nice of you to come.” He leaned down and air kissed my cheek. 

 I introduced him to Gabby, whose cheek was treated to the same, sweet gesture. Gabby shot me a quick glance. The guy was a charmer, for sure. Max then introduced the young woman.

 “This is Melissa Foley,” he said. “She was Beth’s housemate.”

 We all shook hands. I remembered Beth mentioning that she shared a house with a young woman about her age. Melissa was stunning, which was why I had figured her to be the girlfriend.

 “We’re so sorry for your loss,” I said, and immediately regretted my choice of words. I should have said something more personal.

 “Thank you. She’ll be dearly missed,” he said, inclining his head.

 I nodded back, not knowing what else to say. 

 “I hope you ladies will join us after the service for refreshments.” He indicated an adjoining room, patted me on the shoulder, and excused himself.

 Melissa’s eyes followed Max as he joined a nearby group of women, then she turned back to us and smiled. “So, you’re the Sarah Beth worked for?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Beth had such nice things to say about you.” Melissa tilted her head to one side as she continued. “She told me you were the best boss she’d ever worked for.” 

 “Really? That’s so nice. She was such a sweetheart. I never had a moment’s regret about hiring her. She was the best thing to happen to my business in a long time.” Shaking my head and looking down at my feet, I added, “She was so excited about her impending marriage. It just breaks my heart.”

 “Mine, too,” Melissa commiserated. “The house feels so empty without her.”

 “Melissa, it’s probably not the best time to talk about this,” I began, biting my lip, “but did you happen to know her fiancé very well?” Her facial expression didn’t change, but her body seemed to tense slightly.

 “Oh, I didn’t really get to know him that well. He seemed alright.” She began looking around the room, and I got the feeling she’d rather not discuss him. Probably a good idea.

 “I’m surprised he’s not here today,” I said anyway.

 “Excuse me, I need to use the ladies’,” Melissa said suddenly. “It was so nice to meet you both.” A faint smell of tangy perfume lingered in the wake of her hasty retreat.

 Gabby looked at me with a crooked smile. “Okay. That was a little weird.”

 “It was my fault. I should have kept my big mouth shut.” 

 Gabby and I took seats at the back as the service began. A reverend said all the things one would expect a reverend to say in that way reverends have of suggesting that they knew the deceased personally. Perhaps he did. Max put on a brave front, maintaining his composure almost to the end of a touching eulogy. When he finally broke down at the very end, even Gabby had a tough time controlling herself, a rare thing to behold. As people began to filter out, I suggested that we wait, hoping to have a moment alone with Max. But the opportunity never presented itself. 

 “Okay, Gabby,” I finally said, “let’s head out. I know you have clients this afternoon. I’ll drop you at the office.”

 We slowly made our way outside. As we rounded the corner of the building on the way to the car, I noticed, out of the corner of my eye, a solitary figure. Looking over, I saw Jacob, standing alone, one hand stuffed in the pocket of his black hoody, the other hovering near his mouth holding a cigarette. 

 “Gabby, go on to the car,” I said softly. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 

 Jacob didn’t seem to see me at first. His head was lowered as if he was inspecting his shoes.

 “Why are you standing out here, Jacob? The service just ended.” His unshaven face was gaunt, and he smelled of alcohol.

 “Hey,” Jacob said, looking up, his voice barely audible. 

 “I’m so sorry about Beth,” I said, stopping a few feet from him. The conversation with Max the day before kept me from going up to him and hugging him. There was no reason for me to be afraid, but, still, I felt a little nervous being alone with him.

 He nodded and wiped his eyes. 

 We stood there, awkwardly, without speaking. It was obvious he had nothing more to say.

 “Jacob, what’s going on? Why does Beth’s brother think you had something to do with her death?” I asked, more bluntly than I intended. 

 Jacob looked back down at his feet. “I was in love with Beth. I could never hurt her. I don’t know what Max’s problem is, but I swear . . . ” His face was turning red and I could sense he was about to lose it. 

 “Look, I believe you. Okay?”

 It was obvious he was in pain. He’d dropped and crushed out the cigarette and was pressing his fingers into his temples.

 “By the way, a friend of Beth’s came to my office yesterday. Her name was Lindy. Do you know her by any chance?”

 He paused, brought his hands forward over his face covering his eyes, then let out a long sigh and dropped his arms at his side. 

 “Yeah, I know Lindy. But she was no friend of Beth’s. Lindy is my ex-girlfriend. We broke up over a year ago, right before I met Beth.” 

 “Holy crap!” I said. “Well, that explains it.”

 “Explains what?” Jacob asked wearily.

 “Beth was in her car,” I said, drawing closer to him.

 “So?”

 “So maybe it was Lindy.”

 “Look, Sarah, Lindy might have been a bit jealous, but she would never kill anyone.” 

 “All I know, so far, is that she’s the only one who seems to have a motive.”

 “But she didn’t kill Beth.” 

 “How can you be sure, Jacob?” I persisted.

 “Because, damn it, she was with me the night Beth was killed.”

 “What?”

 All I could do was shake my head. I waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, I did.

 “So? I don’t get it.” I was planted right in front of him at this point, arms crossed on my chest.

 He finally looked up. “Lindy just wanted to talk that night. She was a bit hysterical on the phone, so I agreed to see her. She told me she was still in love with me, and that I couldn’t marry Beth. She threatened to kill herself, and I didn’t think she should be alone.” Jacob closed his eyes. “So I told her I’d meet her for a drink, just to talk. We were at Barney’s until ten. The bartender can confirm it.”

 “Maybe she hired someone to do it then.”

 “Christ, will you just lay off it, Sarah? Lindy didn’t have anything to do with it. My God, let it be. This doesn’t concern you anyway.” He covered his face with his hands again.

 Doesn’t concern me? Furious, I shook my head, turned and walked away. 

 “Wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that,” I heard behind me, but I neither looked back nor broke my stride.

* * *

 Gabby looked over at me as we drove back to the office. She must have sensed my frustration because she remained quiet. 

 “Lindy and Jacob were lovers before he met Beth,” I finally blurted out, “and they were together the night she died. They have an alibi.”

 “But I still don’t understand why she’d come to the office and lie about being Beth’s friend. Why would she risk exposing herself?”

 “I don’t know. Maybe she was trying to get information. If she did hire someone to kill Beth”—Gabby shot me a quizzical look—“I imagine she’d want to know if the police had any leads.” 

 “Sarah, I think it’s time for you to call that detective and give him whatever information you have. Even if Jacob is convinced Lindy had nothing to do with the murder. It sounds like he’s trying to protect her for some reason.”

 “I’m getting the same feeling. I guess Max is right to feel the way he does about Jacob,” I said, as we pulled up in front of the office. 

 “Promise me you’ll call him,” Gabby said as she got out of the car. 

 “I’m going over to the police station right now,” I said, and waved. 

 As I watched Gabby walk into the office, I sat thinking, still trying to make sense of my brief encounter with Jacob. Was it such a stretch to imagine a heartbroken woman hiring someone to eliminate the competition.

 * * *

 Detective Flynn sat back in his chair, hands behind his head, obviously trying to digest the information I’d just given him about Jacob and Lindy.

 “Okay,” he said finally, “I’ll look into it. We can pull up her record from the plate number. We can at least bring her in for questioning. Right now, she’s the only person of interest we have.” 

 “Is there anything else I can do to help in the meantime?” I asked, fidgeting in the hard chair that faced the desk. I wondered if the furnishings provided were intended to encourage short interviews.

 “My advice, Sarah, is to stay far away from Jacob and Lindy. You don’t want to get further mixed up in this. Let me handle it from here on.” 

 As I walked back out to my car, I noticed a text message from Brian. 

Hey, Mom. Going to Nick’s to study for test. Be home around dinnertime.

 My mood instantly improved. Was I actually going to see my son for dinner? Was he finally going to grace me with his presence? Almost giggling, I opened the car door when out of nowhere a familiar voice shook me to my toes.

 “Got worried when you suddenly left the funeral home.” 

 Max was standing on the other side of the street, a hand on one hip.

 “Shit, you scared me,” I gasped, planting a hand on my chest. 

 “I’m sorry,” he said, crossing the street and standing next to me, his green eyes examining my face. “I was so distracted. More people showed up than I expected. Do you have a few minutes to talk?” 

 “Sure. I guess so. Over coffee at Starbucks?” I raised a finger in the direction of a sign further down the block.

 “That’ll be fine.”

 As we walked slowly towards the coffee shop and I drew my scarf a little tighter, a disconcerting thought occurred to me that I voiced before thinking. “Max, how is it that you always know where to find me? The diner a few days ago. Now here at the police station. It’s starting to freak me out a little.” 

 He smiled broadly and shrugged. “Actually, the first time, at the diner, was pure coincidence. I was stopping there for a cup of coffee when I noticed your car. You have a magnetic sign on the door with the name of your business. Remember? And I recognized you from the photo on the business card Beth showed me once. The reason I knew you were here now is because I went to your office looking for you and your friend Gabby told me where you were.” His eyes were focused on the sidewalk. His smile, although not as broad, persisted. It disappeared when I asked if he’d seen Jacob outside the building after the service. 

 “He was there?” 

 I nodded.

 We went into Starbucks, ordered some coffee, and sat at a private table in the corner. 

 “I approached him,” I informed Max, “and he had some very interesting things to tell me.” When I had related the gist of my conversation with Jacob, Max leaned back in his chair, stared at me across the table, and tapped a finger on the lid of his cup.

 “What do you think, Sarah?” he finally said. “Did this Lindy person kill my little sister so she could have Jacob all to herself?” 

 “It’s the only thing that makes sense to me right now.” 

 Without warning, Max slammed his fist down on the table. The reverberating crash caught the attention of the other coffee drinkers lounging nearby. 

 “Son of a bitch!” he seethed, lips curling into his teeth, eyes squeezed shut.

 “I wish there was something more we could do right now,” I said, reaching over and placing my hand over his clenched fist. He was shaking. Opening his fist, he clasped my hand and held it. He took a deep breath and managed a smile. We sat for a few minutes in silence, sipping our coffee. 

 “What are you doing tonight, Max?” I asked. 

 “No plans,” he said, and shrugged.

 “You’re welcome to have dinner with me and my son, Brian,” I said, not believing what I was doing. Had I just invited him home for dinner? I barely knew him.

 My heart was beating a little faster than it should have been. I was nervous. More nervous that he might say yes than no. He took his time thinking about it. It was a mistake and I had to find a way to back out. 

 “I’d love to come for dinner,” he said finally. “What can I bring?”

* * *

 “Mom, what are you doing to the kitchen?” Brian said as he came up to me and wiped something off my cheek. “Looks like a flour bomb went off in here.”

 “Oh, hi honey. I have this new recipe I’m working on, and, as you can see, it got a little out of hand,” I explained, looking around the kitchen. 

 “So what’re you making?”

 “It’s a surprise,” I said, because I still wasn’t sure.

 “By the way, I went to Beth’s service today, and I invited Beth’s brother, Max, over for dinner tonight.”

 “Cool.” Brian’s tone was casual. He grabbed a celery stalk from the counter, took a bite, and walked into the living room.

 Glancing at the wall clock and realizing Max was due in ten minutes, I frantically threw everything in with the chicken breast and stuffed the pot in the oven to cook. The doorbell rang just as I finished cleaning the counters. I opened the door to Max standing with a wine bottle in his hand.

 “Sorry. I’m a little early. How about a glass of vino before dinner?” 

 Max looked relaxed in his loose, faded jeans and button down blue shirt. I stepped aside as he walked past and into my home. The scent of pine needles or some kind of woodsy cologne followed in his wake. 

 “Max, this is my son, Brian. Brian, this is Max.” They shook hands and Max started sniffing the air.

 “Something smells wonderful,” he said.

 “My mom’s not the best cook,” Brian cautioned, “so don’t get your hopes up. We may end up ordering pizza tonight.” 

 “Thanks a lot, buster!” I said, snapping the dishtowel with which I’d just cleaned the counter over his forearm and laughing.

 “Hey, either way sounds good to me,” Max said agreeably.

 “Well, at least now we have the wine,” I said, heading towards the kitchen for the corkscrew. “The more we drink, the better the food will taste.”

 Max followed me. “Your son is pretty funny,” he said, handing me the wine bottle.

 “He’s a good kid,” I said, extracting the cork and filling two glasses, “but I never see him anymore. It’s all about the friends these days.” 

 “He’s a teenager,” Max replied. “You’re lucky he even talks to you.”

 I laughed as I handed him one of the goblets and picked up the other one. 

 “To Beth,” I said, raising the glass. 

 Max smiled and nodded. We sipped the wine and sat opposite one another at the kitchen table. 

 “So, what was your relationship with your sister like growing up?” I asked. 

 Max set his glass on the table, placed his hands in his lap, and stared up at the ceiling. “Oh, typical I guess. She was five years younger and I suppose I was a little protective of her. She thought I was a big snore.” He smiled. “Anyway, we’d grown much closer since our parents died a few years ago.”

 “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

 “Car accident. They had both retired the year before and were always talking about going on a cross-country road trip, just the two of them. They kept putting it off for one reason or another. Finally, Beth and I convinced them to go. For their anniversary we got them a GPS.” He picked up his glass and swished the wine around a few times.

 “That is so awful. I’m sorry,” I said. 

 I tried to compensate for the awkwardness of the moment by getting up to check on our dinner. When I looked over at him, the stem of his wine glass was in the air. I felt such profound sadness for him. Life had dealt him some pretty shitty cards. His parents were gone, and now his sister. I was almost afraid to ask about a girlfriend. But I did.

 “So, Max, do you have a pretty young lady in your life?”

 “Her name is Marsha Brady. She’s been living with me for two years now,” he said, smiling up at me as I refilled his wine glass.

 “Her name is really Marsha Brady?” I said, laughing.

 “Well, that’s what I named her two years ago when I brought her home from the breeder,” he said, trying to keep a straight face. 

 I couldn’t suppress a giggle. “Aren’t you a little young to remember that show? You weren’t even alive in the seventies,” I said, immediately regretting opening the Pandora’s box of the age thing.

 “Well, you’re not much older than me, Sarah,” he said, raising one eyebrow.

 “Ha, you’re funny.” 

 “What? How old are you?”

 “You know it’s not polite to ask a woman her age, but I’ll tell you anyway. I’m forty-two.” I smiled at his seemingly genuine look of surprise.

 “Well, you look great,” he said, elevating his wine glass and winking.

 “So what kind of dog is Marsha Brady?” I asked, trying to ignore his flattery.

 “She’s an English Bulldog, and the love of my life.”

 “Oh God,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’re one of those.”

 After dinner, Max announced that he and Brian would clean up. Max refilled my wine glass and told me to sit back and relax. I didn’t object. In fact, I took great pride in watching my son doing chores. 

 They were just about finished when the phone rang. I ignored it, but Brian ran over and answered it.

 “Hi Dad,” he said, taking it into the other room.

 Max looked over at me and gave me a look I couldn’t quite read. He wiped his hands on a dishtowel and joined me at the kitchen table.

 “So, can I ask you a personal question?” he asked, and blinked at me.

 “Sure.” 

 “Are you happily married?” 

 I was hoping the topic wouldn’t come up, but I’d stalled as long as I could.

 “Wow. That’s a loaded question,” I said. “You want the long or short version?”

 “It’s a simple yes or no.”

 “I wish it were simple, but it isn’t.” I dropped my eyes but could feel his burning a hole in my forehead.

 “So how long have you been unhappy?” he asked, not missing a beat.

 “Things haven’t been good for years. He’s a good dad, you know, but when it comes to me I feel like he always has something better to do.”

 “He doesn’t appreciate you?”

 “That’s how I feel, but maybe I expect too much.” 

 “What do you expect?”

 It was the same question I’d asked myself for years. 

 “I need friendship and mutual respect, at least. I just want us to be silly and laugh together. I don’t need flowers or even hot sex, just someone I can really relate to.” Having said much more than I intended, I took another sip of wine, listened to see if I could hear Brian still talking to his dad.

 “I imagine you want to talk with him,” Max said quietly. “I don’t mind waiting.” He extended a hand as if to say go ahead.

 Sighing audibly, I nodded and went into the living room. Finding Brian sitting on the couch, I gestured to him and he said good-bye to his dad and handed me the phone.

 “Hey, there. How’s Miami?” I asked.

 “Busy,” he said. “You know how it is. Jerry is being a royal pain in the ass. I might have to stay a few days longer than expected.” 

 “I understand.” I wondered if he detected my lack of disappointment, or lack of interest in his lack of any real explanation.

 “It’s not too late for you to come down. It’s eighty degrees. How can you pass that up?” I heard an earnestness in his voice that nearly broke my heart. Maybe he really was starting to make an effort with us. 

 “I have to go back to work tomorrow, and I have a lot to catch up on at the office,” I said, trying to think of another excuse, but Daniel saved me the effort.

 “I figured as much. But you can’t fault me for trying, right?”

 “I’m glad you understand, Dan. Maybe Brian and I can tag along on your next business trip,” I said, knowing full well how nearly impossible it would be to pry Brian away from his friends for even one day.

 “Okay, then, I’ll let you go for now. Goodnight.” 

 In typical Daniel fashion, he neglected to ask how my life was going. Hadn’t even waited for my goodnight. I wondered if he even remembered Beth’s service. Then again, who was I to complain? Hadn’t I just conveniently neglected to mention that I had a charming, handsome, young guest at the house for dinner. My bad.

 I returned to the kitchen just in time to see Max polishing off what was left of the wine. He seemed to be doing a good job of drowning his sorrows. I knew I had a quick decision to make. Was I going to encourage his progress down the path he was on or gather him up and send him on his way?

 “So, Max, what do you think?” I asked, looking down at the empty glass in his hand. 

 “I think we need more wine,” he said, smiling up at me.



Wednesday, November 10

 
 I reached over and silenced the snooze alarm, then sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes, a throbbing pain at the base of my skull. I tried to recall the night before, how much wine I’d consumed. What had I been thinking? Had Max and I killed another bottle after the first? Had he driven home drunk? 

 I wandered out of the bedroom to check on Brian, realizing he must have already left for school, and saw Max lying on the couch, fast asleep by the sound of his snoring. He was supine, clothed, uncovered. I stood there watching him breathe, for some reason could not take my eyes off him. He looked peaceful, curly hair flattened on one side. Was the urge I fought to lean over and run my fingers through it a sweet, maternal one, I wondered, or something more?

 Fortitude won out this time and I went into the kitchen and poured water into the coffee maker, adding a few extra tablespoons of grounds to the filter. As the coffee percolated, I chased three Advil with a large glass of water. Max walked in as I was pouring the first cup of java.

 “Morning,” I said, with all the cheerfulness I could muster. “Need some of this stuff?” I held up my mug.

 “Bless you,” he said, taking it from my hands. “And thanks for letting me crash on your couch.”

 “I’m so glad you didn’t attempt to drive last night,” I said, filling another mug for myself.

 “Yeah. I was pretty out of it.”

 “My memory of last night is a little fuzzy, especially after we commenced on the second bottle. What’d we talk about?” 

 “What didn’t we talk about?” he replied, laughing. “You were quite the jabber mouth. Wine for you is like truth serum.” His laughter revealed dimples.

 “Did I make a complete fool of myself?” 

 “You were adorable.”

 Adorable. What did he mean by that, I wondered?

 “Do you have to work today?” I inquired.

 “I’m between jobs at the moment. I sold my company a few months ago and I’m taking some time off.”

 “Really? I’ve been thinking of making a career change as well. It just seems easier to stay with what I know than to risk everything to try something new. But the choice could be out of my hands,” I added, “if the two women I overheard at the gym alleging that I was selling hand jobs spread their gossip. It would ruin my business.”

 “Or help it,” Max said with a straight face.

 I punched him in the shoulder. “Seriously,” I mock pouted, “it’s not good.”

 “Sorry. It’s just that you look so cute when you’re angry.”

 I didn’t respond to that, and he must have sensed my discomfort because his demeanor changed.

 “So, are you working today?” he asked, looking down into his mug.

 “Yes. As a matter of fact, I need to get ready. My first appointment is at nine.” I took another gulp of coffee and deposited my mug in the sink. 

 “Thanks again for dinner last night. And . . . thanks for your friendship.” He set his mug down, pushed his chair away from the table, and stood up. Then he stepped towards me, wrapped his arms around my shoulders, and pulled me in close. As his warm breath on my neck sent chills down my back, it occurred to me that I had known him for less than a week. 

 “Keep in touch,” I said, realizing how lame I sounded. I was at a loss for words.

 “Sure,” he said, nodding, as he slowly released me, then turned to leave. 

 Watching him walk to my door, I felt a tightness in my heart that moved up into my throat and blocked the words that never came out. I just waved as he opened the door and stepped outside.

* * *

 When my last client had left, I walked into the bathroom to wash my hands. I found myself settling back into the warm, familiar feeling of my old life. There was comfort to be found in the mundane details of day-to-day life. I had dried my hands on the towel and was making my way out to the reception area when I noticed someone sitting in the adjacent waiting room. Peeking around the corner, I saw that it was Detective Flynn. He must have sensed me standing there, and stood up.

 “Good afternoon, Sarah. Is this a bad time?” he asked, looking around to see if I was alone.

 “I’m done working. What’s up?”

 “I’ve got some information about Lindy.” He withdrew his notebook from his bag and motioned for me to sit. 

 “Lindy Brightman,” he said, taking a seat opposite me and clearing his throat. “Jacob had a restraining order issued against her over a year ago.”

 “A restraining order?” 

 “It was around the same time he started seeing Beth.”

 “Why?”

 “According to the report, she’d been stalking him. Showed up at his work a few times and made a hell of a scene. He filed the restraining order last September, but never renewed it.”

 “And yet he’s defending her now. Why?”

 “That’s the question I’ll be asking him when he comes back to the station later today.” 

 “So where is Lindy? Aren’t you going to question her, too?”

 “Ah. Yes. We’ve been trying to locate her. She’s on vacation.”

 “How convenient. This makes her look guiltier than ever,” I said, realizing that I was wringing my hands.

 “We’ll see if Jacob changes his story. But like I told you before, their alibi checks out. According to the bartender at Barney’s, Jacob and Lindy were there together until ten that night.” He returned his notebook to his bag, stood, and walked towards the door. “We went through her phone records,” he added, turning back. “Nothing suspicious. If Lindy did hire someone to kill Beth, she covered her tracks well.”

 “What about evidence from the crime scene?” I asked, getting up and crossing the room. “Did you find any fingerprints or hair fibers?”

 “The prints we lifted were all from your clients and employees. We’re not closing the case by any means; we just have to wait for something to come to light.” 

 “I see,” I said, extending my hand.

 “Thanks for your time, Sarah.” He shook it and walked out.

 Minutes later, as I was getting ready to leave, Gabby walked in.

 “I’m so glad to see you back in action,” she said. “How’d work go today?” 

 “Fine. Although I was pretty hung over this morning.”

 “What’d you do last night?” 

 “Max came over for dinner. We shared two bottles of wine,” I offered, matter-of-factly. 

 “Two bottles? I’m surprised you were able to function today. Anything interesting happen?”

 “No. Brian was there. Max slept on the couch and left this morning after coffee.” 

 “Sounds like you have a crush,” Gabby said, squeezing my cheek like a child’s and shaking her head.

 “Yeah, right. He’s ten years younger than me. Like he would even find me attractive. Give me a break, Gabby.” I swatted her hand away playfully.

 “What difference does that make? You’re a sexy, experienced, older woman. Younger guys love that shit,” Gabby said, and I started to laugh.

 “Okay, but there is one minor detail you’re forgetting. I’m married,” I said a little louder than necessary.

 “And younger guys love that shit even more.

* * *

 When gabby left to prepare for her first client, I sat at Beth’s desk reflecting on the conversation with Detective Flynn. He didn’t seem particularly interested in Lindy, or Jacob, for that matter. I rummaged around looking for the application Beth had filled out when she’d applied for the receptionist job. I found her home address, and plugged it into the GPS in my cell phone. I decided I was going to pay Beth’s housemate, Melissa, a visit. 

 Several minutes later, I was parking on the street in a quaint little residential neighborhood composed of small, well-kept houses. I double-checked the address, 28 Luther Street, to be sure I was at the right house, then locked the car, walked up to the front door, and casually looked around. The neighborhood was quiet, no one milling around. I knocked on the door and waited. 

 Moments later I heard a sound, and the door opened very slowly. I instantly recognized the woman behind the door as the young, attractive girl with the short stylish hair Max had introduced me to at Beth’s service.

 “Your Beth’s roommate, Melissa, right?” I asked. She hesitated, then opened the door a little wider. 

 “Yes,” she said, her eyes darting around.

 “I’m Sarah. Remember, we met yesterday? Sorry to drop by unannounced. It’s just that, well, I’d like to talk to you about Beth.” 

 She grabbed a card from a table near the door, quickly scribbled something down, handed it to me, then closed the door in my face.

 I stood there, dumfounded, then looked down at the card. Meet me at Billy’s Burgers in one hour. As I slipped the card into my purse and walked back to the car, I had a feeling that my afternoon was going to get very interesting.

* * *

 Billy’s Burgers being only a few minutes from where I was, an hour afforded ample time to gnaw down nearly all my fingernails. It was practically dark by 4:30 when Melissa pulled into a lot adjacent to the restaurant, parked, and emerged from her car carrying only a shoulder bag. I locked my car and followed her into the burger joint. 

 I’d never been to Billy’s Burgers. The place had subdued lighting and several flat screen TVs on the walls broadcasting some sports channel I wouldn’t know anything about. A perfect environment for private conversation, neither too quiet, nor too loud. She sat at a booth, and I slid in opposite her.

 “You’ve got my full attention,” I said, looking directly at her. 

 “Sorry about all that drama back at the house,” she said, brushing a stray hair from her forehead and looking around. “It was very rude of me, but I had to do it for our protection.” 

 “Protection from what?” 

 The waitress stopped at the booth and we ordered two pints of beer. When she left, Melissa leaned across the table and looked at me.

 “I know this is going to sound really strange, so please bear with me,” she said, her hands trembling slightly. “Beth wasn’t exactly the person you thought she was.” 

 “How do you mean?”

 “Beth was working for a guy.”

 “Working for what guy?”

 “She was doing jobs that may not have been legal,” she said, lowering her head and staring at her hands.

 “You’re being vague. What are you trying to tell me? Was she working for an escort service or something?”

 “God, no,” she said, and laughed nervously. She glanced around the room again, then continued. “Nothing like that. Other kinds of jobs. Snooping around. Taking photographs. Apparently, the private eye she worked with hired her because she was young and innocent looking. She could get people to trust her.”

 I was confused. “I still don’t see where you’re going with this. Why all the cloak and dagger?”

 Just then, the waitress returned with our beers. When she left, Melissa sipped hers, tapped her fingers on the rim of the glass, and glanced around again. “Well, this one time she was hired to befriend a woman who was supposedly cheating on her husband. Beth got close to her and eventually the woman confided in her about the affair and Beth was able to get evidence to incriminate her.” 

 “So she was a spy?”

 “Well, it wasn’t as if she was selling government secrets, but . . . yes.”

 “And she got paid to do these jobs?” 

 “He made it worth her while.”

 “So what kind of guy hires a young woman to spy and put herself in potentially dangerous situations?”

 “I’m not sure if it’s his real name, but she called him Carter. He would contact her, give her instructions, and when the job was complete, he’d pay her, in cash, at a location he would choose.”

 “What kind of compensation are we talking?”

 “It depends. For the job I told you about, with the cheating wife, she got three hundred dollars.” 

 “Holy shit. How many jobs would she do in a month?” 

 “It varied, but, on average, one or two a month.” 

 “Do you know if Beth was doing a job for this guy at the time of her death?” 

 Melissa shook her head. “She usually didn’t fill me in on details, but I had a feeling she was working on something at the time. She was out very late some nights. Jacob would call wanting to know where she was, and I’d have to cover for her.”

 “So Jacob didn’t know about these extracurricular activities?”

 “No. Beth was afraid to tell him, thought he’d get pissed. She’d planned to quit before they got married. I guess she just wanted to finish up her last assignment.”

 “Is it possible her cover was blown? Maybe whoever she was spying on found out and decided to put a stop to it?”

 “I don’t know. I suppose it’s possible.”

 “Have you looked through Beth’s things to see if you could find out what she was working on?”

 “Yeah, but I didn’t find anything. I thought about telling the police when they questioned me about Beth a few days ago. But I’m scared, Sarah. What if Carter found out that I talked to the police about him? I don’t even know who he is. He could be watching me right now.” She looked around quickly, then covered her face with her hands. 

 “How in the world did Beth get mixed up in this kind of business?”

 Melissa lowered her hands and looked at me. 

 “A year or so ago, Beth’s brother, Max, owned a company called Luke Enterprises. He sold surveillance equipment. Security cameras, tracking devices, and such. It was a completely legit business. He even sold stuff to police and government agencies. Well, he had connections with all sorts of different people, and he knew this Carter.”

 “Wait a minute. Are you telling me Max is the one who set her up with him?”

 “Indirectly, I guess. Carter didn’t work for Max. He was a customer. He bought equipment from Max.”

 “And?” 

 “Beth was the receptionist for Max’s company. She met Carter one day at work. Apparently, he recruited her for a small job, just to see how she’d do. A trial run. Turned out she had a knack for the kind of work he needed done.”

 “Did Max know about this?”

 “Not at first. But when Beth finally did acknowledge that she was working with Carter, Max pitched quite a fit.”

 “What’d he do about it?”

 “He confronted Carter, told him he no longer wanted his business.”

 “But Beth continued to work for Carter anyway?”

 “Yeah.”

 “And Max had no idea?”

 “Who knows? He decided to sell the company a few months later, and I guess he figured it was over.”

 “How wrong he was,” I mumbled, biting my lip. My head was beginning to spin. We sat quietly for a few moments, sipping from our respective glass mugs. I looked back at Melissa. Her expression was blank, devoid of emotion. Maybe she was numb. I couldn’t blame her for being scared. “Let’s go to the police, Melissa,” I finally suggested, “and let them locate this Carter guy and question him.”

 “I don’t know. I need to think about it, Sarah.” 

 “Okay. I understand. I really appreciate your sharing this with me, and I know you’re afraid. I won’t take this any further until we’ve talked again.” 

 Melissa sipped her beer and her shoulders seemed to relax a little. She leaned her head to one side and fidgeted with her napkin. I took a ten-dollar bill from my purse and laid it on the table. Getting up, I placed my hand on her shoulder and said, “Why don’t you come in for a massage sometime. It’ll be on the house. I think you could really use it.”

* * * 

 It was 5:30 by the time I headed home, and my mind was swimming with all the information it was trying to assimilate. Whatever Beth had been working on could have something to do with her death, but, then, how did Lindy tie in? Or did she? I couldn’t picture sweet, little Beth snooping around in other people’s affairs, for money or not. But that was precisely, according to Melissa, why she was so good at it. She’d never be suspected. And what about Carter? If things had gone sour with whatever she was working on, he must have known about it. 

 When I got home, Brian and Nick were playing a game on the X-Box. They looked up briefly when I walked in.

 “Hey, boys, are you hungry?” I asked, removing my jacket.

 “Already had some hot pockets, Mom,” Brian said, continuing to bang away on the hand held controller.

 My appetite being pretty much non-existent, instead of making myself dinner I popped a few Ativan and headed to my bedroom to spend a mindless evening immersed in a trashy romance novel. After a long shower, I got into my pajamas and lounged on the bed, decompressing from the day’s events. Two chapters into Ravaged By Love, my eyes grew heavy and the book fell to the floor. 



Thursday, November 11

 
 I arrived at the office at nine and immediately put the buzz imparted by the three cups of coffee I’d had before leaving home to productive use. I cleaned and refilled oil bottles, washed doorknobs, walls, surfaces, and anything else that might potentially be smudged, organized the music CDs, emptied trash, and folded laundry. It was ten when Gabby walked in.

 “The place smells so clean,” Gabby said, smiling, her curly hair damp, clothes wrinkled.

 “You seem chipper today. But you look like you slept in your clothes last night.”

 “I had an amazing evening,” she said, fluttering her generous eyelashes.

 “Oh, really? Do I dare ask?”

 “It had been two months, three days, and six hours since the last time I got laid, and last night the spell was finally broken.”

 “Well, congratulations, I guess,” I rolled my eyes and she laughed. I could appreciate the bounce in her step without hearing the details. But I wasn’t to be spared entirely.

 “Sarah, you should have seen this girl. She had tits out to here!” Gabby held her hands out at least a foot from her chest.

 “That’s nice.”

 “Seriously, she was stacked. It was love at first sight. I met her at the new gay bar, and let me tell you, there were plenty o’ lovelies to gaze at. But she caught my eye, and I knew I had to have her.” She rubbed her hands together.

 “So you lured her to your bed with your charming ways,” I said, with just a touch of sarcasm.

 “That’s right. She didn’t stand a chance. She was goosed, juiced, and seduced,” she said, licking her lips.

 “Okay. That’s way too much information,” I said, shutting my eyes and bringing my hand up to stop her from saying any more. She laughed and walked down the hall towards her massage room.

 While trying to exorcise the images of Gabby and her girlfriend from my mind, I heard my cell phone ringing in my purse. I took it out. Didn’t recognize the number.

 “Hello?”

 “Hey, Sarah. It’s Max.” 

 “Hi,” I said. The sound of his voice made my heart skip a beat.

 “Just calling to see how you’re doing?”

 “I’m back at work, so keeping busy. How about you?”

 “Well,” he paused and cleared his throat, “I was wondering if I could take you out to dinner tonight.”

 Had I heard him correctly?

 I hesitated, not sure how to respond. Was I being asked out on a date? Or was it just tit for tat, dinner for dinner?

 “Sounds nice,” I said. 

 “Have you been to Angelina’s Ristorante?” 

 “Don’t think I have, but I adore Italian food, so that sounds perfect.” 

 “Meet you there at seven? Or I can pick you up.”

 “I’ll meet you.”

 “Great, I’ll look forward to it.” 

 I placed the phone in my lap, transferred some of the guilt I felt to the device, and slipped it back into my purse. 

* * * 

 My first client was new. A heavy-set woman in her early fifties, Tina arrived, promptly at ten-thirty, complaining of a pinched nerve in her shoulder. I had her complete the required client form that solicited her personal information and medical history, then showed her around and led her to the treatment room. 

 “I’ve never had a real massage before,” she said, looking nervously around the room.

 “It’s natural to feel a little apprehensive at first. Let me explain how I work. I’ll leave the room while you get undressed. You can leave your underwear on if you prefer, but either way this sheet will be covering you throughout the entire treatment.” I held up the oversized, white cotton sheet that covered the massage table.

 “We’ll start with you face down, resting your head in this little donut face rest. I’ll guide you through some breathing techniques to help you relax. Then I’ll apply this warm oil to your back and neck. The pressure will be light at first, then gradually increase up to your comfort level. Let me know if you feel pain at any time.” She seemed a little less anxious when I left her.

 The next two clients after Tina being regulars, I was able to slip back into my relatively effortless routine. At the end of the day, I sat at the reception desk and checked the messages on the answering machine. I was returning a call to a potential client when Gabby came out of her room.

 “Busy day?” she inquired.

 “Yeah, and now I need to get ready for my date.”

 “Date?”

 “Max is taking me to dinner at Angelina’s.” 

 “See? What’d I tell you? He wants your hot ass.” Gabby performed a little bump and grind number. 

 “Max has no interest in my ass,” I said. “but if he wants to treat me to a night out, I’m game.”

 “Why can’t you just accept the fact that a younger man finds you attractive? You deserve to be appreciated. Let Max do that for you. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying you should jump in bed with him. Just have a little fun.”

 “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, getting up and gathering my things. As I walked past her, I planted a big kiss on Gabby’s forehead.

 “All kidding aside, Gabby, you’re the best, you know that? What would I do without you? Life would be so incredibly dull.” 

* * *

 At home, I showered and changed into a casual but stylish outfit of dark indigo jeans, an ivory cowl neck sweater, and high-heeled black boots. Inspecting myself in the mirror, I decided that a few more miles on the treadmill each day were in order. Checking the clock and finding I still had an hour to kill, I paid some bills and checked my e-mail. Brian had texted me earlier to say he was eating at Nick’s, so I didn’t have to worry about feeding him. A good thing, considering I’d neglected the grocery shopping. At six-forty five, I grabbed my purse and keys and headed out the door.

 Angelina’s was the kind of place you take someone on a first date to make an impression. There were no more than a dozen tables in the whole place, over which were draped crisp white tablecloths. Each table had a fresh flower arrangement and votive candle. The place oozed romance, and I began to feel a bit intimidated. But if it had been a mistake to accept Max’s invitation, it was too late to back out now.

 “Hey, stranger.”

 Hearing Max’s voice behind me, I turned just as he came through the door. “Hey, yourself,” I said.

 When he reached me, he kissed my cheek, then turned to the hostess and gave her a look that brought a smile as she showed us to a table near the back. Max pulled out my chair.

 “Thank you,” I said, lowering myself demurely into it. 

 Max sat across from me and smiled. His eyes glimmered in the candlelight. 

 “You look beautiful, tonight,” he said, his smile never fading.

 “Thanks,” I said, averting my eyes. “You, too. I mean, you look handsome.” 

 He laughed quietly. When the waiter arrived, he ordered a bottle of red wine without so much as glancing at the wine list. When the waiter departed, and he turned his attention back to me. 

 “You’ve been here before,” I said.

 “Is it that obvious?” He smiled. “I might have been here a few times before.”

 “Well, I appreciate the invite. I can’t remember the last time I was taken out for a fancy dinner.”

 The waiter materialized with a bottle of wine and two long stemmed glasses. Max ordered appetizers and two entrée specials of lasagna with some kind of special cheese. The details of the meals escaped me, my mind being preoccupied with the awkwardness of the situation in which I found myself. 

 “Max, I had a talk with Melissa yesterday,” I said. 

 “Melissa? You mean Beth’s housemate?” He sipped his wine.

 “Yes. I stopped by her house. She told me all about the business you had. And the special jobs Beth did for a guy named Carter.” 

 Max’s expression instantly changed to one of disbelief. He set down his glass and leaned across the table.

 “Why would she tell you about that?” His voice was low. 

 “She’s frightened about something, Max. Beth was working on something for him right before she died. Would you know how to find him?”

 Max closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I haven’t seen or spoken to that bastard in months,” he said, trying to keep his voice low as he straightened in his chair. “I thought Beth had stopped working for him.” 

 “Guess the money was too tempting.” 

 “Did Melissa know anything about her last job?”

 “No. But if we could find Carter, we might be able to get him to tell us.”

 “Won’t be that easy. He’s the kind of guy doesn’t like to be found. But if you think it might help us find her killer, I’ll find a way.”

 The waiter reappeared with our appetizers. We ate in silence for a few minutes, not making eye contact. 

 “Hey, Sarah?” he said.

 I looked at him. His expression was sullen.

 “I’m so sorry you got mixed up in this mess. And I’m sorry I didn’t mention the nature of my business before. I guess I was a little ashamed. I had no idea Beth was still involved with Carter.” 

 “It’s okay, Max. I understand.”

 After dinner, Max and I went for a stroll. It was mild for a mid-November evening. I fastened the top button of my coat and breathed the night air deep into my lungs. “So, Max,” I said, continuing to look straight ahead, “I’m surprised you don’t have a girlfriend.” I was trying to lighten the mood. “Or is it just that you don’t want Marsha Brady to get jealous?”

 “I don’t know. It just seems like most women my age are in a hurry to get married. What’s so wrong with wanting to take time to make sure it’s right?” 

 “When was the last time you dated?”

 “Months ago. I tried an online dating service for a while. That was disastrous.” He shook his head and laughed.

 We walked in silence for a minute or so before Max spoke again.

 “What about you, Sarah? I know it’s none of my business, and you can tell me to go to hell, but I think you deserve better. I don’t know your husband, but I get the sense you’ve been settling for a long time. Why do you stay with him?”

 “Our son, Brian.” I said. “He would be devastated if we split up. Plus, the fairy tale love story of happily ever after doesn’t exist. Anyway, let’s face it. I’m over forty. If I were single, I’d be competing against women in their thirties. I wouldn’t stand a chance. Most men my age and older want someone younger and hotter. I’m not bitter about that. It’s just a fact of life.” I smiled and raised my hands in mock surrender.

 “Sounds like a cop out to me. No offense, but you only have one life to live. Don’t waste it.”

 I stopped, and he turned to look at me.

 “Easy for you to say,” I said, hands planted firmly on my hips.

 “Yes, it is easy for me to say. My whole family is gone, taken from me. If anyone can talk about how fleeting life can be, it’s me!” He started to walk off.

 “Wait, Max.” He stopped, but didn’t turn around. 

 I walked up to him and gently took his arm. He turned and, without warning, kissed me solidly on the lips. One hand slipped around and cradled the back of my head, the other clasped my waist. I closed my eyes and let my body be pulled into his. His lips were soft and warm, and tasted like wine. Then he slowly withdrew, without releasing me. I opened my eyes and looked up at him. He was smiling, his eyes searching mine. 

 “Okay. All I can say is . . . wow.”

 “I hadn’t planned to do that, but I can’t say I regret it,” he said, withdrawing further, but continuing to hold my hand.

 All I could do was look at him and smile.

 “I don’t want to make your life more confusing than it already is, Sarah. I know your family is important to you. I guess I just need to keep my feelings in check.” He gently squeezed my hand before letting it go.

 “Thank you for understanding,” I said. “Honestly, I’m not sure which way is up. My husband is gone most of the time, and my son no longer needs me. I feel a little lost these days, you know? And, as much as I would like to see you, I feel like I would be wasting your time.”

 “I don’t see it that way. If all we can be is friends, that’s better than nothing.”

 But hadn’t we already crossed the line? Maybe I didn’t want to be just friends anymore. Maybe I was tired of waiting around for something fabulous to happen to me. 

 I thanked Max for a wonderful evening, and he offered to walk me to my car. Before I got in, I reached up and gave him a hug, but turned my face away as we embraced. He took the not so subtle hint and backed away, allowing me to get in. As I drove off, I couldn’t resist the urge to look back at him standing alone in the dark.



Friday, November 11

 
 Even taking time to go to the gym for a quick workout, I was sitting at my desk looking through the client files by eight o’clock. My renewed disdain for bookkeeping found me pondering the thought of hiring someone to replace Beth. But I didn’t have the heart to do it so soon. It was going to be a challenge to find someone like her. As I was writing checks, the front door opened. I looked up and couldn’t believe my eyes. 

 “Jacob and Lindy! What a surprise,” I said, noticing my heart was beating just a little faster than normal. Jacob was wearing loose fitting jeans and a flannel jacket, and Lindy was decidedly less glamorous than she’d looked the first time I’d seen her. Her hair was pulled up into a baseball cap, and she was wearing an oversized sweatshirt with a chunky blue scarf.

 “Sarah, can we talk for a few minutes?” Jacob asked. 

 Not sure what to say, I said, “What’s up?” There were so many things jumping around in my mind I felt a little dizzy. 

 “Look, Sarah. Lindy and I went to see Detective Flynn this morning. We’d like to clear things up with you, too.” Jacob gestured towards the waiting room. 

 “What is it?” I said, crossing my arms and sitting back in my chair. “You can tell me right here.” 

 Lindy walked up to the desk. “I want to apologize for lying to you when I came over here the other day. I don’t know why I did it.” She looked down at her feet. “Maybe I was just curious. I know that sounds completely twisted and wrong. But I swear to you, I had nothing to do with Beth’s murder.”

 “So what did you and Beth talk about in your car that night? Gabby said she saw Beth get into a white Subaru Outback. Don’t tell me it wasn’t you.”

 “Yes, it was me. I’ll tell you what I told the detective this morning. I’d called Beth earlier that day, wanting to talk to her.” She paused to tuck a strand of hair back under her cap. “She agreed to meet me here after work, so I came by. She got in my car, and we talked for just a few minutes.”

 “What’d you talk about?”

 “Jacob, of course. I told her we were still in love. You see, I was just trying to create a rift in their relationship. I guess I was hoping she’d call off the wedding and he’d come back to me. Well, she told me to get lost. She got out of my car and I left.” Lindy looked over at Jacob, who stood motionless, hands stuffed in his jeans’ pockets.

 “So, if you really had nothing to do with Beth’s murder, why did you leave town?”

 “I realized how bad it looked, being the crazy ex-girlfriend and all. I panicked, I guess. But Jacob had nothing to do with that. When I came back this morning, he went to the police with me to help explain.” 

 “Lindy, tell Sarah the other thing,” Jacob said, pointing to the envelope she held in her hand.

 “What other thing?” I asked. 

 Lindy laid the small white envelope on my desk.

 “What’s this?” I said, looking down at it.

 “Open it and see for yourself,” Jacob said.

 I opened the envelope and withdrew five photographs. Holding them up to get a better look, I instantly recognized the two people in the photos.

 “How’d you get these pictures?” I asked.

 “They must have fallen out of Beth’s purse when she was getting out of my car the evening we talked,” Lindy explained. “I noticed the envelope on the seat when I got home.”

 “I don’t get it. Why would Beth have these photos?” I looked from one to the other, but they both just shook their heads and shrugged.

 “This is disturbing. Do you mind if I keep these? I need to make some calls. Please excuse me,” I said, picking up the phone.

 Jacob and Lindy turned and walked out. Gabby, coming in just as they were leaving, gave them a peculiar look.

 “Thank God you’re here, Gabby. I was just about to call you,” I said, pushing myself away from the desk and getting to my feet.

 “What’s wrong?”

 “You have a minute?”

 “Of course.”

 Gabby listened to me go on about all I’d learned the past few days about Beth working for a private eye named Carter and about Max’s business. Then I showed her the photos.

 “Who’s that guy you’re massaging?” Gabby asked. “He looks familiar.”

 “That’s Jeff Gardner, the client I was working on the night Beth was killed.”

 “Why would someone want photos of you massaging him?”

 “I have no idea, but look, here, Gabby. The date in the bottom right hand corner is October 23. These pictures were taken over two weeks ago.”

 “Okay. But why? And how? Wouldn’t you have noticed someone standing in your room with a camera?”

 “Exactly. There was no one in the room with us that day, or any other day.”

 Gabby grabbed my arm and we walked briskly down the hall to my massage room. She was holding the photos, looking around. “Someone would have had to stand on a stool or a chair to get a shot from this angle,” she said, studying the photos, then pulling a chair out of the corner and climbing onto it.

 “So what are you saying? Someone put a camera or something up there on a timer?”

 “It’s possible. The angle from which these photos were taken would be just about right for a camera sitting on this upper shelf.”

 “I’ve never seen a camera up there.”

 “Did you ever look for one?”

 “Okay. But why? I don’t get it.” 

 “This is my theory. Your client, the guy in those pictures, took them with his own camera or cell phone. He could’ve set it up there while he was undressing, before you came in.”

 “Why the hell would he do that?”

 “Maybe he gets off on looking at pictures of himself getting massaged by cute girls.”

 “Oh, please. That’s ridiculous.”

 “Don’t be so naïve,” Gabby scolded, handing the photos back to me.

 “But that doesn’t explain why Beth would have had the pictures.”

 “You said something about Beth working for a private eye, right? Maybe she found out about his kinky habit and he killed her when he found out she stole his photos.”

 “This makes no sense to me. Jeff was in the shower when I found Beth. He couldn’t have killed her. Plus, he was the one who called 911.” 

 “Beats the shit out of me,” Gabby said. “What were you doing while he was supposedly taking a shower?”

 “Laundry.” I replied, recalling that he had taken an unusually long shower. “But they’re just stupid photographs. What do they prove? Nothing. Who’d give a rat’s ass about them.”

 “Maybe he was afraid the pictures would be sent to his wife. Is he married?”

 “Yes. But so what? It’s not as if we’re having sex in the photos. Look, he’s completely covered up with the sheet. He’s not even popping a tent for Pete’s sake.”

 “I don’t know what to say, Sarah. It’s the only thing I can come up with.” Gabby shrugged and walked back down the hall. I followed her into the reception area.

 “So what do I do now? These pictures don’t make any sense,” I said.

 “It proves that your client is a pervert, and possibly a murderer,” Gabby said. “If I were you, I’d call the detective and have him question your client again.”

 “Shit,” I said, looking at the photos again. It just didn’t make any sense.

 “Look, I have a client coming in a few minutes. I need to get my room ready.” Gabby headed back down the hall. 

 “Make sure you check your room for hidden cameras Gabby. You don’t want to find yourself on YouTube rubbing some guy’s hairy ass,” I called after her. It was a cheap shot, but I was at my wits end. All I could think to do was call Melissa to see if she might have any ideas about the photos.

* * *

 “I don’t know what to say, Sarah,” Melissa said, handing the pictures back to me.

 “So Beth never showed these to you? Do you have any idea why she’d have them?”

 “Well, there must have been a reason. Are you gonna confront your client about them?”

 “I don’t know what to do.” 

 “I’m sorry. I wish I could help.” Melissa seemed noticeably less anxious than the last time we’d met. She was sitting in the front seat of my car, on the passenger side, while we talked. 

 “By the way, I talked to Max last night,” I said, slipping the photos back into my purse.

 “You did?”

 “He’s going to try to find Carter.”

 “Good luck to him with that. I doubt you’ll find him. He’s not the kind of guy you find listed in the yellow pages.”

 “I don’t get it. What’s the big deal? He’s just a private eye who bends the law, right? Why is he so mysterious?”

 “According to Beth, Carter lost his license to practice. She didn’t know why, but he’s careful about covering his tracks. Beth told me once that he had a unique way of contacting her. Even though they used those throw away cell phones from time to time to avoid being traced, Carter had devised a foolproof way of setting up their meetings. He’d mail a card to our house, sometimes a thank you card, sometimes a birthday card. It would be different every time. The card would appear to be a friendly note, but in the message would be the details of when and where she was to meet him. Beth used to laugh at the silliness of it all. She used to say he was being overly cautious. I guess Carter has a flair for the dramatic. Either that, or it’s just part of his warped sense of humor. It wasn’t like they were dealing with murderers or anything. Mostly cheating spouses.” Melissa laughed softly and rolled her eyes. “I think Carter likes to think of himself as a secret agent or something.” 

 My brain was buzzing with all this new information. Then I remembered something. I reached into my purse, pulled out the card that had come in the mail for Beth, and handed it to her.

 “This came in the mail a few days ago. It’s an engagement card addressed to Beth. I almost threw it out. Could it be from Carter?”

 She inspected the card, opened it, and her eyes widened. She nodded slowly and laughed softly.

 “Yep. This is from him. Beth was supposed to meet Carter tomorrow at three o’clock.”

 “How can you be sure it’s from him?”

 “Because it’s signed, ‘your cousin, Greg’. He always signs his cards that way.”

 “Do you think it’s possible he’ll still show up?”

 “I don’t know, Sarah. But you’d better bring Max with you just in case.”

* * *

 Heading home later that day, I decided I was going to kidnap my son and make him spend some time with me whether he wanted to or not. On the way, I phoned Max and left a message asking him to call me back. I had so much to tell him, and hoped he’d be able to go with me to meet Carter. Was it even likely, I wondered, that Carter would show up? What did he look like? I was beginning to feel I was in way over my head, but couldn’t deny the adrenalin rush I was feeling.

 After stopping for cheeseburgers around four o’clock, Brian and I proceeded to Marshall’s and T.J. Maxx, from which we exited about two hours later with a cart-full of treasures. For me, a new outfit with matching shoes, silver hoop earrings, a wool jacket, and some lingerie I found on sale. For Brian, some highly sought after sneakers and a few shirts. It was after six when we headed home.

 “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” I joked, as we pulled up in front of the house. “Hanging with your mom for a few hours, getting in a little retail therapy.” 

 “Not so bad, I guess.” He shrugged and smiled at me. 

 “Somewhere in a distant galaxy, far, far into the future, this day will be a source of fond memories.” I patted him on the knee.

 “Sure,” he said, opening his door.

 Brian helped me carry the fruits of our shopping to the back door. When I went to unlock it, I noticed it was already open. I thought I’d locked it when we left, but couldn’t be sure. As soon as we walked in the house and I looked around, I knew something was wrong. My desk, which was situated between the kitchen and living room, and which I always kept impeccably neat, was in disarray, the two bottom drawers of my filing cabinet were ajar, and my laptop, which I usually left open, was closed. 

 We dropped our bags on the floor.

 “We need to call the police, now!” I said, trying to remain calm.

 “Why? What happened?” 

 “Someone broke in, Brian. Just call.”

 As Brian dialed 911 on his cell phone, I listened for sounds of someone in the house, then walked down the hall and checked our bedrooms. The police cruiser arrived just as I was beginning to feel I might have jumped the gun.

 I opened the front door to their knock, and two officers entered.

 “You reported a break in?” one asked, looking around the room.

 “Someone was here,” I said, beginning to doubt myself. “They went through my desk. Maybe they were looking for bank numbers or financial information. Maybe it was identity theft?” 

 “But nothing stolen?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 I felt my cheeks flush. “Well, it’s hard to say. They may have stolen information.” 

 “Look, ma’am, unless we have proof that some kind of crime was committed, we can’t file a report. Now do you know for sure if anything was taken from your house?”

 “No, I guess not,” I said.

 After some further questions and admonitions, the officers left, and Brian and I stood looking at each other.

 “I can’t deal with this right now. Call me paranoid, but I know someone was in this house. I’m going to call Gabby, see if we can crash at her place tonight. It’ll be like a slumber party.” There was a hollowness to the enthusiasm I was trying to generate, but Brian, although he looked skeptical, must have sensed my fragility and made no objection. 

 “`Kay, Mom,” he said, walking towards the bathroom, “I’ll get my toothbrush.” 

* * * 

 Gabby picked up my overnight bag with one hand and Brian’s backpack with the other. “Why don’t you guys take my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch,” she said, walking towards her bedroom.

 “No, Gabby. We’ll make do in the living room.”

 “No way. I haven’t forgotten that you let me stay at your house for two weeks when I got kicked out of my last place and had nowhere to go.” 

 So we followed her to her bedroom.

 “Hold on a sec,” she said, holding up a hand just as we were about to enter, “let me make sure I don’t have any ’toys’ lying around.” 

 “Toys?” Brian repeated dubiously, as Gabby disappeared into the room.

 “Yeah, I think she collects vintage dolls,” I lied.

 “Okay. It’s all set, Make yourselves comfortable,” Gabby said, motioning us into her bedroom.

 “Brian, why don’t you go on in and relax for a bit. Gabby and I need to talk.” I gently slipped my hand inside her arm and steered her back to the kitchen.

 “You think I’m nuts, Gabby? I swear someone went through my desk today,” I said, slumping into one of her dining room chairs.

 “Look, I know you’ve been stressed out the past few days. Who wouldn’t be? Maybe your mind is playing tricks on you.”

 “That’s what Brian thinks.”

 “You’re dealing with a lot right now. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

 “I wish I knew what happened to Beth. It’s driving me mad.”

 “So what’s the next move?” 

 “Well, I may have found a way to meet Carter.”

 “That guy Beth worked for?”

 “Yeah. I found out he was scheduled to meet Beth Saturday afternoon. Which reminds me, I’m still waiting for Max to call me back.”

 Gabby walked over to the counter and grabbed a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses. She set the glasses on the table in front of me and filled them.

 “What about your client? Did you call him, yet?”

 “Not yet. I’m still not sure about him.” I lifted my glass and sipped.

 Gabby gave me a strange look. “What are you doing?” she asked.

 “What do you mean?”

 “You don’t sip fine tequila from a shot glass,” she said, as if I should have known better.

 “Well, pardon me,” I said, downing the rest of the clear liquid.

 “That’s better.” She refilled the glass.

 “Hey, slow down,” I said, raising a hand in protest. “I’m not used to drinking like this. Are you trying to get me drunk?”

 “That’s the general idea.”



Saturday, November 11

 
I walked into Gabby’s kitchen the next morning to freshly brewed coffee and a note on the table informing me that she had an early appointment. I decided Brian deserved to sleep in, so didn’t wake him. Although my hangover wasn’t as bad as I expected, I took some Advil anyway, poured myself a cup of coffee, and sat down at the kitchen table. Getting drunk twice in one week was not something I did often, and I was surprised at how well I was holding up. Nevertheless, I vowed to lay off the booze for a while. Just as I raised the cup to my lips and inhaled the aroma of the coffee, I heard my cell phone ringing. I spilled coffee setting the cup down, and dug into my purse for the phone. When I saw the caller ID, my heart skipped a beat.

 “Hey, Sarah. It’s Max.” He sounded as if he’d just gotten up as well.

 “Oh, God. Oh, good. Thanks for calling,” I said, a bit breathlessly.

 “What’s up?” he asked, an odd tone in his voice. Could he possibly still be feeling awkward about the kissing episode, I wondered?

 “I was hoping you could come over. I have some things to tell you concerning Carter.”

 “Sure,” he replied, the warmth returning to his voice. “I can be there in half an hour.” 

 “Actually, can you come to Gabby’s house? Brian and I stayed here last night. I’ll explain when I see you.” I gave him her address. 

 “I’ll see you shortly,” he said, and hung up.

 I walked back to Gabby’s bedroom. Brian was still sleeping, so I leaned over and gently kissed him on the cheek. The poor kid was a champ for putting up with such a neurotic mother. On my way out of the bedroom, I slipped into an oversized wool sweater I picked up off the floor and donned a baseball cap that was lying on top of her bureau. I brushed my teeth and found some lipstick in my purse. I was a little apprehensive about Max seeing me without my face on, but what did it really matter? I was married. He was too young. End of story.

 Max was knocking on the door twenty minutes later. As I let him in, he smiled and pointed to my hat.

 “You look cute.”

 “Best I could do on such short notice.”

 “It suits you.” 

 We went into the kitchen and I poured him a mug of coffee. We sat quietly for a few moments before I unloaded on him.

 “Jacob and Lindy came to see me yesterday,” I began.

 He raised his eyebrows in surprise.

 “She’s back in town?” He moved closer to me.

 “They explained everything to me, and I don’t believe they had anything to do with Beth’s death. But something else has come up.” I spread the photos in front of him.

 “Remember I told you about Lindy’s white Subaru?” I said, as he inspected the photos. “That night Beth got into it with her, these must have somehow slipped out of her purse. Lindy found them on her car seat the next morning. So my question is, how’d Beth get these?” 

 “Who is this guy? A client of yours, I presume.”

 “His name is Jeff Gardner. He’s the guy I stayed late for the night Beth was murdered. But these photos weren’t taken that night, but almost two weeks before. See the date?”

 “Yeah, but who took them?”

 “Gabby thinks Jeff set up a camera or cell phone out of sight on a high shelf in the massage room. But why would he do that? As you can see, there’s nothing erotic going on here.”

 “Don’t know. Maybe it wasn’t for the reason you’re thinking. There must be an explanation. Have you called him yet?”

 “No. I don’t really know what to say. He’ll probably deny it anyway.”

 “It’s worth a shot,” Max said, taking a sip of his coffee.

 “Anyhow, I met with Melissa again yesterday to see if she knew anything about the photos. She didn’t. But we may have found a way to find Carter.” I took out the greeting card and handed it to him. I pointed to the name at the bottom.

 “Cousin Greg? We don’t have a cousin Greg,” Max said.

 “That’s the name Melissa said Carter always used when he sent these cards to Beth. She said Beth and Carter would send notes like this to each other with messages only they would understand the meaning of. Maybe one of Carter’s ‘jobs’ finally caught up to them in a really bad way.”

 “That’s why I blew a gasket when Beth told me what she was doing with Carter. I knew it was just a matter of time before they got busted for something.”

 I nodded and gnawed a fingernail. 

 “But surely Carter must know by now that Beth is dead. You don’t think he’ll still show up, do you?”

 “I asked the police to keep her name out of the press until we’d had more time to find her killer. They balked, but eventually agreed to give me a week. There’s a chance Carter doesn’t know.” There was an edge of excitement in Max’s voice.

 “Seems like a long shot. But we should devise a plan, anyway, don’t you think?”

 “The plan is quite simple. I’m going to show up tomorrow at this location.” 

 “Then what?”

 “Then I get him to tell me exactly what the hell he got Beth into this time.”

 “I’ll go with you.”

 “That’s not such a good idea.”

 “Why? D’you think Carter will do something stupid?”

 “It’s not him I’m worried about.”

 “I understand,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.” 

* * *

 When Max left Gabby’s house, I noticed a text from Gabby. She’d booked an appointment for me for three o’clock. My shoulders slumped as I texted an acknowledgment. It was the last thing I wanted to do.

 I finally woke Brian and I got our things together. We stopped at Burger King on the way home. He ordered a cheeseburger and fries; I ordered a vanilla shake. 

 “I have an appointment today, but I’ll be home for dinner,” I said, as we pulled into the driveway.

 “Don’t forget, Dad’s coming home tonight,” Brian said through a mouthful of fries.

 “Oh shit, that’s right,” I said, giving Brian an apologetic look. He just laughed and jumped out of the car.

 I took a shower, did my hair, and slipped into my usual work attire, khaki slacks and a white t-shirt. I almost called and asked Gabby to reschedule the appointment, but then remembered I’d maxed out my credit cards on the shopping spree the day before. Bills had to be paid, so I had to work.

 Gabby’s client was just leaving as I walked into the office. She met me with a look of regret.

 “I know it’s your day off,” she said. “But this guy specifically requested you.”

 “Did you screen him?” I asked, looking down at the appointment book.

 “He said he was referred by one of your other clients, so I figured he was okay.” 

 “Gabby, you can take him if you want. I know you could use the money. I’m just not in the mood to work today,” I said, massaging the back of my neck.

 “I would have, but he was adamant. He wants you.” 

 “What’s his name?”

 “I wrote it down. Neal or something.”

 “Wonderful,” I muttered as I went to get the room ready.

 Half an hour later, as I was sitting at the front desk, I noticed a guy wearing faded jeans and a plaid flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled halfway up standing just outside the office. He checked himself out in the window as he came through the door.

 I got up and extended a hand as I stepped around the desk to greet him. He looked me up and down before taking my hand.

 “Nice to meet you,” he said, nodding as if in approval of me. “I’m Neal James.” 

 “Hi, Neal. You told my associate you were referred to me?” I inquired, withdrawing my hand as quickly as possible without being obvious.

 “A buddy from work. Don’t know him very well. His name’s John.”

 Some people just give me the creeps from the start, and there was definitely something weird about this guy. Against my better judgment, I handed him the client intake form. I showed him around, then led him back to the massage room, handed him a towel, and asked him to take a quick rinse in the shower before we began the session.

 Five minutes later, I entered the room to find him lying face up on the table, buck naked. 

 “I’m sorry, Neal,” I said, grabbing the sheet he’d left on the edge of the table and pulling it over, and tucking it in under, him. “It’s our policy to drape all of our clients.” I was struggling to remain cool and collected. The last thing I wanted to see was his genitalia staring me in the face. No thank you very much. 

 “Oh, that’s not necessary, Sarah. I’m fine without the sheet. Won’t tell a soul,” he said, placing his index finger over his lips.

 “I don’t think you understand,” I said, striving to keep my response unemotional. “It’s our policy. I hope you’ll respect it.”

 “Aw. Okay, then,” he said dejectedly, and closed his eyes.

 Pouring the oil in my hands, I looked at the clock on the wall. I knew the next sixty minutes were going to pass very slowly. I clasped my hands under his ankles and pulled gently to align his body with the table. I asked him to take a few deep breaths. He seemed to relax, so I made my way to the front of the table, slid my oiled hands under his neck, and began to work the muscles. 

 “Actually, Sarah, my neck is fine. There is, however, another area that needs attention,” he said, opening his eyes.

 As I stood back, he glanced down at his groin and my eyes followed to the huge tent in the middle of the table.

 “How charming,” I said, with surprising restraint.

 “Oh, yes it is. Is there something you can do about that? It’s a wild animal that needs to be tamed,” he said, clearly impressed with himself. When he reached around my waist and squeezed one of my butt cheeks, something inside me just snapped. A rage completely foreign to me surged up my spine.

 “You know what, Neal? I’d be happy to do something about that,” I said, and without thinking, slipped the oil bottle from its holster and swung it like a bat, with all the strength I had in me, right into his crotch. 

 “Fucking bitch!” he screamed, rolling onto his side and clutching his groin with both hands.

 “What’s the matter? You told me to do something about it. The wild animal needed to be tamed, right?” 

 “I was just having some fun, you stupid cock tease,” he hissed, still clasping his injured member.

 “You slime are all the same,” I said calmly. “Now hurry up and get your ass off my table and out of my office before I call the cops.”

 I pulled the door closed gently behind me as I left the room. 

 The adrenaline coursing through my body must have been in evidence because the expression on Gabby’s face was one of shock.

 “What the hell happened in there?” she asked.

 “Asshole wanted some action, so he got some,” I said, in complete control of my emotions.

 “What did you do?”

 “I whacked him off,” I said, with mock seriousness. 

 Gabby stood there for a long moment staring blankly. The door down the hall slammed open against the outside wall and Neal came limping down the hall, trying to zip up his fly.

 “Stupid whores,” he muttered as he flew past us and out the door.

 It wasn’t often Gabby was left speechless. It was a moment to cherish. 

 She finally blinked a few times and said, “I’ve just witnessed one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.”

 “What’s that, Gabby?”

 “Sweet justice,” she replied.

* * *

 I needed to get out of the office. It felt like the walls were closing in on me and I was about to suffocate. “I’ve probably caused a shit storm with my actions today. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if tent man did something to retaliate. I have a feeling I’ll pay dearly for this.” I suddenly felt utterly drained.

 “Whatever happens, Sarah, just know that you’re my hero,” Gabby said, smiling and starting down the hall to make good her thoughtful offer to clean my room and put the dirty laundry in the wash.

 As proud as I was of myself for sticking it to the creep, I began to feel that perhaps I’d exacted more than an eye for an eye, more like taken off his head. Maybe if he hadn’t touched me I wouldn’t have lost mine. But what was done was done, and whatever the consequences, I was willing to face them. Which reminded me, what was I going to do about the photographs? I decided to just call Jeff and ask him. No more pussyfooting around. I needed answers. I searched my client list, found his number, and dialed it. I didn’t take time to think, just did it. When he answered, I began, innocuously, “Hi, Jeff. This is Sarah Woods.”

 “Oh. Hi, Sarah. I’ve been meaning to call to see how you’re doing.”

 “Thanks, I appreciate that. Look, I have to ask you a question, so forgive me for being frank. But I’ve come across some photos taken in my massage room a few weeks ago while I was giving you a massage. Did you set a camera up in the room to take photos of me while I was working on you? I’m not upset; I just need you to be honest.” There. I’d done it. I held my breath.

 “I beg your pardon? Photos? I don’t know anything about photos. You have photos of me getting a massage from you?” 

 “Yes. Someone evidently set a camera up in my room without me noticing.”

 “Wish I could help you, Sarah, but I haven’t a clue.”

 He sounded distracted, and obviously not terribly concerned about what I’d just told him. “It’s probably nothing,” I said. “It’s not like we were doing anything wrong in the photos.” 

 “Right,” was all he said. I took the hint and ended the call so he could go back to doing whatever it was he was doing. I was a little surprised there was no mention of another appointment. But, then, I couldn’t blame him for wanting to stay as far away from me as possible. 

* * *

 Having overcome Max’s reservations, I arrived at Barney’s Pub thirty minutes early for our rendezvous and waited for him. I wondered if Carter would even show up. It was all probably a waste of time. In the week since Beth had been murdered it seemed as if life had been moving in slow motion. So much had happened in the past week. Yet, there were still so many unanswered questions. Hopefully, Carter could help shed some light on things. My thoughts were interrupted by Max’s arrival. He joined me in my car.

 “You still want to be part of this?” he asked.

 “Wouldn’t miss it.”

 “I thought as much. Well, look, I’m thinking we should sit in back so when Carter comes in we’ll be able to spot him before he recognizes me.”

 “That’s if he shows up.”

 “Yeah, well, I guess we’ll see.”

 We walked in, found a table and slid in on the same side facing the entrance. He patted my knee and leaned in close to me. His scent was intoxicating. Pine needles or some kind of wonderful woodsy scent. I closed my eyes for a brief moment. What was I doing? I needed to snap out of this. Max was off limits. Was I forgetting I was a married woman?

 “Everything okay?” he asked. 

 I opened my eyes to find him looking at me. “Yeah, just recovering from a crazy afternoon.” 

 “Wanna talk about it?”

 “Maybe later.” 

 The waitress came over and we ordered some drinks, coke for me, beer on tap for Max. She seemed to disappear and reappear almost within the same instant. We declined an offer of food and she left.

 “I’m glad the place is empty,” Max said, keeping his eyes glued to the entrance, “just in case things get out of hand.”

 I glanced at my watch. 4:06 p.m. Carter was running late. Probably wouldn’t show at all. 

 “What happens if he doesn’t come?” I asked.

 “Then on to plan B.”

 “And what’s plan B?”

 “Not sure yet.”

 I took a sip of coke and looked over at Max. I was angry with myself for feeling the way I did. He looked so cute and smelled so good it was hard to stay focused on the task at hand. 

 He smiled as if he knew what I was thinking. “By the way, Sarah. I’m sorry about the other night. You know. The kiss.”

 I felt my cheeks flush as I looked away. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”

 “It was selfish of me. I should have shown more restraint.”

 “Seriously, I’m not upset.” His face was so close to mine I almost hoped he’d kiss me again. But something caught his attention and he looked away.

 “Here he is. That’s Carter coming in now.” Max nodded towards the door.

 The man who entered was tall and lanky, wearing jeans and a leather jacket. His hair was almost completely grey, but his face was that of a man in his mid-forties. He glanced around the room, spotted us sitting in the back, and started to walk over.

 “Let me handle this,” Max said, and patted my knee again.

 The grey haired man walked right up to the table.

 “Well, if it isn’t Max Stevens,” he said, with a slight laugh. “I had a funny feeling we’d run into each other again someday.” He extended his hand, but Max didn’t move.

 “I have some news for you, Carter. Beth won’t be joining you today.” Max somehow managed to keep his voice low and controlled.

 “Of course she’s not coming. The reason I came is to see you, Max.” His smile faded and a remorseful expression appeared on his face.

 “So you know?” 

 “Of course I know. Who do you think I am, anyway?”

 “You came here to talk to me?” 

 “I knew you’d figure things out eventually, so I thought I’d save you the trouble and just tell you what you need to know now instead of you tracking me down like a dog.” He glanced over at me. 

 “I’m Sarah,” I volunteered. “Beth worked for me.” 

 He flashed me a toothy grin. “I know who you are. Mind if I have a seat?” He grabbed a chair and seated himself opposite us.

 “What was Beth involved in?” Max asked, dispensing with pleasantries.

 “Look, I’m gonna tell you everything I know. But I have a feeling you’re not gonna like what I’ve got to say.” He looked directly at me.

 “What do you mean? Why are you looking at me?”

 “Alright,” he began, turning back to face Max, “just listen before you get all uppity. Okay? I did ask Beth to help me out with a potentially lucrative job. This one was more involved, but Beth was a natural. She had a way about her that made everyone trust her.”

 “Yeah, Carter, we know! Get on with it already,” Max snapped.

 “Tell me, Sarah, why did you hire Beth?” Carter asked me. I looked at Max, wondering how we’d become the ones answering questions.

 “Because I needed help running my business and managing clients,” I replied. “Why?”

 “Because the day she started working for you is the same day she started her new assignment. You see, Sarah, you were the assignment. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

 Carter’s eyes were searching me, but my vision blurred for a moment. Had I heard him correctly?

 “Carter, stop dicking us around. What are you getting at?” Max slammed his fist on the table.

 “Okay, buddy, calm down. Here it is.” He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “My client had specific instructions. Hire someone to go into your massage therapy office and plant some hidden cameras in the private treatment rooms. Beth was willing to do that by posing as a massage client. She’d place the camera when the therapist left the room before the massage and remove it during her next visit. That was the plan. Beth had a better idea. She saw that you were looking for a receptionist. She applied, and low and behold, got the job. Now she had access not only to your therapy rooms, but to your office, files, and client list, not to mention a front row seat to all the action.” Carter took a deep breath, crossed his arms, and leaned back in his chair.

 “So Beth was spying on me?” I asked, laughing at the preposterous notion. “What the hell was she expecting to find?”

 “We were hoping to find proof that you were having sex with your clients, Sarah, one client in particular.”

 “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you. That was one of the main reasons I hired Beth, to keep those kinds of people out.” 

 “We know, Sarah. A few weeks into the job, Beth realized your business was legit. In fact, she respected you very much. She decided she liked working for you and wanted to stay on.”

 “Who hired you to plant cameras? Why would they care so much to go to all this trouble?” Max asked.

 “One person, actually. You understand I can’t give you her name, but she thought her husband was cheating on her with a massage therapist and hired me to get the proof. So, of course, I hired Beth. Beth confirmed a few weeks later that the woman’s beloved husband kept his hands to himself.”

 Everything suddenly made perfect sense. Beth put the camera in my room. Jeff Gardner’s wife must have been the one who hired Carter.

 “The woman was satisfied with the photos, paid me, and it was done.” 

 “But Beth is no longer with us,” Max interjected. “So where does that leave us now?”

 “Let me finish, will ya? About a week and a half ago Beth sent me a card. As you figured out, that’s how we set up our meetings. She said she needed my advice about something. I sensed that she might be working on a little side job of her own.”

 “And?” Max prodded.

 “Well, I don’t know. She never showed up that night. And I never saw her again.” There was a brief silence before Carter continued. “When she didn’t show, I sent her another card, this time to the office.” He shifted his attention back to me. “At this point, I still wasn’t sure what had happened. But I did some digging and found out that Beth had been killed, apparently the same night she was supposed to meet me. But I’d already mailed the card, and I had a feeling that if it ever got into Max’s hands he’d somehow figure it out. So I decided to show up to see if I was right.”

 “Actually, Sarah told me about the card, not the other way around.” Max gave me a quick smile.

 A cell phone rang and Max quickly pushed away from the table, stood, and pulled the phone out of his pocket. He looked back as he started to walk away and raised the index finger of his free hand.

 Carter looked across the table at me.

 “How long have you known Max?”

 “About a week. Why?”

 “No reason. Just wondered.” He pointed a bony finger at me. “By the way, I’m impressed with you, Sarah. You have a good head on your shoulders, I can tell. If you ever want to make some extra money on the side I could really use someone like you.”

 “No thanks, Carter. I’m all set. Really. I don’t think I’m cut out for your kind of work. Besides, look where it got Beth.”

 “I’m still not convinced her working for me had anything to do with her death, Sarah.”

 “Of course you’re not. Keep telling yourself that, Carter, and maybe the guilt will go away someday.” I glared at him.

 “Ouch,” he said, looking surprised.

 Max returned to the table and nodded to me. “Let’s go, Sarah, we’re done here,” he said, not even looking at Carter.

 As I followed him out, I could tell he was distressed about something. 

 “Hold on a minute. What’s up with you, Max?” 

 He turned and looked at me. I stopped, waited for him to say something.

 “Something I need to do,” he finally said. ”I’ll explain later. Call you in a few hours, okay?” 

 He turned and jogged towards his car. Whatever he was up to couldn’t wait.

 “Fine, I’ll be at home,” I said, not sure if he even heard me.

* * *

 I sat in my car after Max left and pondered the business with Carter and Beth. Carter was right. Beth certainly had been good at what she did. Even I’d been duped, apparently. I’d never have guessed that Beth had been hired to spy on me. But it still didn’t make sense. There had to be more to the story. Beth was dead, and there had to be a reason for that. My cell phone rang. I pulled it out of my purse. The number wasn’t familiar.

 “Hello?” I said.

 “Sarah? It’s Melissa. Hey, I’m sorry to bother you.” Her voice sounded strained.

 “Melissa, are you okay?”

 “Can you come over to my house right now?”

 “Okay. Yeah. I can be there in ten minutes. Is something wrong?”

 “Please. Just come. I’ll see you when you get here.” 

 I started the engine and drove straight to Melissa’s. I ran to the front door and was about to knock when she opened it. I could see she’d been crying.

 “What’s happened, Melissa?” I asked, stepping inside. 

 “I got home from work early today,” she said, gesturing towards her bathroom. “I was brushing my teeth when I heard the noise.”

 “What kind of noise?”

 “I’m positive I heard someone in Beth’s room.”

 “Did you see anyone?”

 She shook her head and looked down. “No. I was so scared I locked myself in the bathroom and called the police.”

 “So what happened?”

 “The police searched the house and found nothing,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

 I sat next to her and put my arm around her shoulder. “Your roommate died a week ago. I can understand your being a little on edge. But,” I added, thinking back to my own recent experience with home invasion, “if you say someone was in your house, I believe you.”

 She managed a weak smile and got up from the couch. “I think, whoever it was was looking for something. Cause if they wanted to hurt me, they would have done it as soon as I came home don’t you think?”

 “What would they be looking for?”

 “Something of Beth’s. Like I said, I heard someone in her room.”

 “Did you notice if anything was missing?”

 She shook her head. “It’s not like I’ve taken an inventory of everything in her room, so it’s hard to say. But nothing looked out of place.”

 I leaned back on the couch and thought for a moment. “I had a similar thing happen yesterday,” I said. “I came home and was convinced someone had been through my desk and filing cabinet, but nothing seemed to be missing.”

 “Do you suppose whoever killed Beth is looking for something?”

 “Maybe. But what? What could they possibly find in my house that would have anything to do with Beth?”

 She shrugged and shook her head. 

 “Do you have someplace else to stay tonight?” I asked her.

 “Yeah. I already called my parents. I’m going to stay with them for the weekend.”

 “Good. I don’t think it’s safe for you to stay here alone,” I said, looking around. “Max and I saw Carter today. Beth was working on something no one knew about. Not even him. So we’re back to square one, I’m afraid.”

 “Do you think it has something to do with those photos you showed me?”

 “I don’t know. Beth took those photos to prove there was no hanky-panky going on in my therapy rooms. A client’s wife hired Carter to find out, and Carter hired Beth to get proof.”

 “Well, at least that explains the photos. But it still doesn’t explain why she was killed. Would you like some tea?” she asked, starting towards her kitchen. “It’s the least I can do since you came all the way over here.”

 “Thanks anyway, but I have to go. My husband is on his way back from Miami.”

 She stopped, turned back, and walked me to the door. “Promise you’ll let me know whatever you find out?”

 “Sure,” I said. She waved from the window as I walked down the front steps.

 As I walked back to my car, I noticed a new message, a rather long one as it turned out, on my cell. 


It’s Max. Where are you? Sorry about leaving in such a hurry. I have some new information. Call me as soon as you can. And don’t go back to your office until you talk to me.

 I called him, but the phone just rang. Why wasn’t he answering? 

 What did he mean about not going to the office? Did he think I was in danger? If so, maybe Gabby would be, too. I started my engine and speed dialed her. Thankfully, she answered on the first ring.

 “Gabby, where are you?”

 “Just left the office. On my way home. Why?”

 “I got an odd message from Max warning me to stay away from the office. Did you notice anything strange before you left?”

 “Not sure what you mean by that. Nothing out of the ordinary. What’s going on?”

 “Look, I’m getting a little freaked out. Can I meet you at your house so we can figure out what to do?”

 “I guess. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

 “Great. I’m heading there now.”

 I dialed Max’s number again with the same results as before. I decided not to leave a message.

 As I drove to Gabby’s, I forced myself to think back to the night Beth died. Was there anything I missed, anything out of place, something I might have seen that I’d dismissed not thinking it important at the time?

 There was a reason Beth had been killed. She must have known something. My mind was running in circles, but kept coming back to one person. Jeff Gardner. He’d been in the shower jerking off, presumably. But as I thought back to that night, I’d been in the laundry room for at least five minutes. Would that have been enough time for him to slip out of the bathroom and down the hallway, strangle Beth, and slip back into the shower and be pleasuring himself when I finally walked in on him? Was it possible? And when I found Beth dead in her chair, could it have been him who came up behind me and knocked me out, and then called 911 to cover himself? The big question still remained, “Why?”

 I arrived ahead of Gabby and waited at her front door. She pulled into her driveway less than a minute later. 

 “Sorry to alarm you,” I began, as Gabby got out of her car and started towards me, her greeting lost as I continued to run at the mouth, “but I’m getting a bad feeling about all of this. I just came from Melissa’s and her place was broken into, too. Someone is looking for something, but I can’t figure out what the hell it could be.”

 “Just try to calm down. We’ll figure it out,” she said, searching for her house key.

 “Let me try Max’s cell again,” I said, dialing his number and getting his voice message for the third time. “Damn it. What the hell happened to him.”

 “What’s all the fuss? What’s got Max calling you with dire warnings?”

 “He was kind of vague, but it seems he’s found out something. He said to stay away from the office. I have no idea why. And now he’s not answering his phone.” I was talking so fast I ended a bit breathlessly.

 “Okay, Sarah. Just simmer down. Let’s go inside and have a drink while we wait for Max to call you back.”

 “Okay, but I can’t stay long. Daniel is on his way back from Miami.”

 “Hey, that’s odd.” 

 “What?” 

 “The door’s already unlocked. I’m positive I locked it this morning when I left.”

 “You’re absolutely sure?”

 “Of course I am.”

 “Then someone’s broken into to your place, too.” 

 Gabby’s expression turned sour.

 “This is bullshit! I hope the son of a bitch is still in there so I can wring his friggin’ neck.”

 “No, Gabby. Call the cops,” I pleaded.

 “Screw that shit. I’m going in.”

 There was no way I could’ve stopped her even if I’d wanted to. 

 I followed her through the front door and stood looking around while she continued down the hall to her bedroom. She returned with a blank look on her face.

 “Nothing seems out of place,” she said, continuing to look around.

 I hadn’t noticed I was holding my breath until she looked at me and we both started laughing.

 “Thank God,” I said. “False alarm.”

 “Yeah. Whew. I was getting ready to pound on someone.”

 “I need a drink, Gabby. But perhaps I’d better stick to something non-alcoholic. I’ve gotta drive home soon,” I reminded her.

 Gabby headed towards the kitchen and I started to text Brian to let him know I’d be home by five-thirty. When I looked up, I saw Gabby standing in the doorway to the kitchen. She'd stopped in her tracks, her eyes fixed on something I couldn’t see. A chill ran down my spine. What was she looking at?

 “You okay?” I called out.

 When she didn’t respond, I cautiously made my way over to her. When I turned the corner to see what she was staring at, my heart dropped into my stomach.

 Max was sitting at her kitchen table. I looked down and there was a gun lying in his lap. 

 “What the hell are you doing in my house?” Gabby shrieked. 

 Max was looking at us calmly. “You know exactly why I’m here,” he said. 

 I noticed a vein pulsing in his neck as he glanced at me, then back at Gabby. I stood with my mouth still hanging open.

 “I don’t have a clue why you’re sitting in my kitchen with a gun, but you’d better start explaining,” Gabby shot back.

 “Why’d you do it, Gabby?” Max almost whispered. 

 “Do what?” Gabby shouted and put her hands up.

 “You killed her,” Max said, swallowing hard. “And now I can prove it.”

 “What the fuck are you talking about?” Gabby said, crossing her arms. “You’re insane, and I want you out of my house right now.”

 “Max, what the hell is going on?” I said, not wanting to move any closer to him. I kept a watchful eye on the gun. Where’d he get it? And was he planning to use it? He’d broken into Gabby’s house and was now accusing her of murder. Had he lost his mind?

 “I know exactly what I’m talking about. I found this in your basement.” Max pulled a small pink cell phone out of his jacket pocket. “Look familiar?”

 My vision went slightly blurry, and I felt like I might faint. I leaned against the wall to keep my knees from giving out.

 “Max, why are you doing this?” I pleaded weakly. “Gabby would never hurt anyone. But you, I’m not so sure about you anymore.”

 “Well don’t take my word for it,” he said, extending his hand as if to offer me the phone. “Look at the images on Beth’s cell. They speak for themselves.” 

 Before I could move towards him, Gabby lunged forward and grabbed the phone out of his hand. With fury I never saw coming, she threw it down on the tile floor, shattering it to pieces. 

 “I rest my case,” Max said softly. 

 “You’re a liar, Max. Why are you doing this to me?” Gabby pounded the table, but Max brought the gun up and pointed it at her chest. 

 “Holy shit, Max! Calm down,” I begged.

 “My patience is wearing very thin. I want Gabby to explain why she had my sister’s cell phone.” 

 Were there pictures of Gabby on Beth’s phone? Doing what?

 “Gabby, why did you smash the phone? What was on it?”

 “What was on it is on my phone now,” Max said. “I downloaded all the images from Beth’s phone to mine, just in case.” He reached inside his jacket and produced another cell phone. 

 “Take a look if you don’t believe me.”

 I stood, unable to move. Gabby’s eyes were fixed on the phone Max was holding in his other hand. Was he telling the truth? 

 “Wait, Sarah.” Gabby said before I could decide. She held up her hand to stop me. “Please don’t.”

 “What, Gabby? What is on that phone?”

 She shook her head and I could see her eyes tearing up. She was breathing hard, her chest heaving up and down, and there was something in her expression that told me Max was telling the truth. I felt like I was going to throw up.

 “I’m sorry,” was all she said to me. “It was an accident.”

 Sorry for what? What accident? “What is it? Tell me, please,” I begged, feeling like my heart was ripping in half.

 Gabby looked at Max, then back at me, and her shoulders slumped. She wiped her forehead with her sleeve and looked at the floor in front of her. A few agonizing moments passed before she finally spoke. “A few months ago one of my male clients asked if I’d jerk him off after the massage for an extra fifty bucks. I didn’t think it was such a big deal.” She covered her eyes with her hand and took another deep breath. “But before I knew it, I had four or five clients requesting ‘special treatment.’ The money came so easily, but I knew you’d be pissed if you found out.” She paused and looked at me. “Beth somehow figured things out. She set up cameras in both of our rooms and got photos of me giving hand jobs to my clients.”

 “Then you did know why Beth had those pictures of me and Jeff.”

 She nodded. “You were the reason Beth put the cameras in our rooms, but I was the one that got nailed.” Gabby closed her eyes. “She confronted me and threatened to tell you about what I was doing. She said she had proof. I begged her not to, told her I would stop doing it.”

 “But you didn’t stop, did you?”

 She shook her head slowly. “I wanted to, but I was so used to getting all that extra cash. I just figured after a while Beth would let it slide. But she was so fucking persistent.” Gabby’s hands were shaking. As she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, obviously trying to decide what to say next, Max lowered the gun slightly, his face red and wet. “I knew you were working late last Friday. I came into the office as Beth was getting ready to leave. We talked for a few minutes. She said she was planning to tell you about what I was doing. I begged her to reconsider. I knew I’d be fired and have nowhere to go. Then she made a call on her cell, just sitting at her desk like she owned the place. She gave me that look. Like I was a loser and she was perfect.” Gabby continued, clenching her fists.

 “Oh god,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut.

 “And then, I don’t know what happened. I… just snapped. I came up behind her and . . . .” 

 I opened my eyes. Her face was streaked with tears.

 “Her body went limp and I panicked when I realized what I’d done. I didn’t mean to hurt her. I swear. I just became so furious and I couldn’t control myself. But I realized right then what I needed to do. I grabbed her cell phone and planned to get the hell out. That’s when I heard someone coming down the hall, so I tried to hide. But when you came in and found Beth in her chair… I freaked out. I didn’t want you to know I was there so…I hit you as hard as I could with her cell phone. I didn’t want to hurt you, Sarah. I swear, I never wanted to hurt you.”

 The tears cascaded down her cheeks as she spoke, and all the terror of that night came rushing back. I could never in my wildest dreams have imagined that Gabby would be capable of such things.

 “So that’s when Jeff came out of the shower?”

 “Yes.” Gabby swallowed hard. “When I heard him shouting for you, I ran out and waited a few blocks away. I still wasn’t sure if Beth . . . or you . . . if anyone was . . . dead. So I watched as the police and ambulance came and went. I knew you were still alive when I saw you walk out and get into your car. I . . . I was so relieved that you were okay. You can’t even imagine.” She was shaking and the floor was wet at her feet.

 “Even if Beth had told me what you were doing, I’d never have fired you. We would have worked it out,” I sobbed, tears streaming down my face now.

 “I never wanted to hurt anyone, honest. I’m . . . so . . . sorry.” 

 “So my sister is dead because you wanted a little extra cash. Was it really worth it? Huh? Was it?” Max stood up, reached into his pocket, and threw a wad of bills at her. 

 “Here ya go, if you need it so bad. Had I known that’s all it would take I would have gladly drained my bank account for you!” Max gave her a disgusted look and then pointed the gun at her face.

 “Max, don’t! Please! Let the police handle it. It’s over now.” I inched closer to him. He had a steady hand. I wondered if he had ever fired a gun before. Gabby’s expression went blank and she hung her head.

 Max looked over at me. “Fine,” he said. “Call the police. Tell them we have Beth’s killer.” He lowered the gun.

 My hand was trembling as I reached into my purse for my phone. I could barely breathe, my lungs felt contricted. Just as I felt the hard metal device, I grabbed it to bring it to my ear. A movement caught my attention. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Gabby lunge towards Max, her outstretched arms reaching for the gun. I looked up. Taken by surprise, he struggled to keep control, fighting Gabby for the gun. The sound was something I would never forget. Nor the look on Gabby’s face as the bullet tore through her chest driving her body back onto the kitchen floor.

* * *

 We weren’t positive Gabby was dead when Max tried to give her CPR, but it soon became apparent that she was already gone. Seeing her lifeless, blood soaked body spread out on the floor caused me to shake uncontrollably as I huddled in the corner of the kitchen crying into my hands. My sobs sounded more like a pitiful, hollow wheeze. Then Max came to me and held me, smoothing my hair with a gentle hand. It seemed we waited an eternity for the police and ambulance to arrive. The examination was brief and she was quickly carried out. Max helped me up and led me into the living room. As I took one final glance back towards the kitchen, I saw Beth’s pink phone, shattered into many pieces, lying in a pool of Gabby’s blood. 

 We were sitting on the couch when Detective Flynn walked in. He looked around and scratched his head, then walked towards us. “This is quite a mess we have here,” he said, pulling up a chair and sitting next to us. His face expressed remorse.

 “It’s my fault,” Max said, “I broke in and confronted her. I didn’t intend to use the gun. I’m sorry I brought it.”

 “Gabby tried to grab it from him,” I interjected. “It was an accident.”

 But was it really an accident? Or did Gabby want Max to pull the trigger? Did she want to die?? We’d never know.

 “We got the e-mail you sent with the video images of Gabby and her clients,” Detective Flynn said. “I was just looking through them when we got the 911 call from Sarah.”

 Max looked over at me and put his hand on my back. I wiped my eyes again.

 “How’d you figure out it was Gabby?” I asked quietly.

 Max leaned back on the couch and took a deep breath. 

 “It started to come together for me the other morning. You mentioned how upset you were about the conversation between the women in the locker room at your gym, about giving hand jobs.” 

 “Yeah?” I said, confused. 

 “Well, I kept wondering if there was any truth to it.” He looked at me apologetically. “I didn’t believe it was you, so it had to be someone else who worked there. And then, when Carter explained how Beth took those photos and how she was on to something else, it all started to fall into place.”

 “So you broke into Gabby’s house?”

 “Yeah. On a hunch I searched the place inside and out.”

 “Where did you find the cell phone?” 

 “Honestly, I figured it was already at the bottom of a lake somewhere. But when I was going through a box in her basement, I found it. And something else.”

 “What?”

 “Two small digital clocks. I recognized the brand. The same as the one we used to sell when I had my business.” He slipped them out of his shirt pocket. “This little device can record up to ten hours of video at a time. The SD card was still in her phone, so I was able to watch the videos she’d taken of Gabby and her clients.”

 “No wonder,” I said, taking one in my hand.

 “What?”

 “A few days after Beth started working for me, she gave me these to put in the massage rooms. Said she’d gotten them for free and I could have them. I thought nothing of it, and put them in the rooms up on the shelves. Little did I know.”

 “And you didn’t notice them missing this past week?” 

 “Honestly, no. It never even occurred to me. I forgot all about them. But why didn’t Gabby just destroy them? Why keep them in a box in her basement?”

 “I’m guessing she never figured anyone would come looking for them. She was never a suspect in the investigation.” 

 “It’s no wonder we’d gotten so many sleazy guys calling our place. I never put two and two together.”

 “Why would you? You trusted Gabby.” Max reached over, put his hand on my knee, and offered a tired smile. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I know Gabby was your friend, and this must be… so hard for you.” 

 “Not as hard as it’s been for you,” I said, covering his hand with mine. “By the way, can you call Melissa tonight and tell her what happened? She thought someone was in Beth’s room today, looking for something. It must have been Gabby. She must have found out where Beth and Melissa lived from our files. I wonder if she’d begun to worry that Beth might have planted other surveillance devices.”

 Detective Flynn, who had been content to sit and listen intently to our exchange, got up. “Well, you must be relieved that it’s over. Of course, I’ll need an official statement from each of you so we can put this thing to rest.”

 Of course.” Max said.

 “By the way, I’m assuming you have a license for that pistol.” 

 “Yes I do, sir.” 

 “Good. Then just hang tight and we’ll wrap this up.”

 He walked into the kitchen as we continued to sit on the couch, listening to the subdued voices of the police officers in the other room. Max sat close to me, holding my hand.

 “You should probably call your family,” he said, finally breaking the silence.

 “Yeah,” I relied, knowing they’d never believe the bizarre turn of events. 

 An hour or so later, Max walked me to my car. He rested a hand on my shoulder. “Go on home and get some rest, okay?” he said, running his other hand through a strand of my hair.

 “I don’t know what to say, Max. I feel numb.” I leaned my forehead into his chest.

 “I know exactly how you feel,” he said, caressing my back. “But take it from me, you’re going to get through it.”

 “I wish a lot of things were different, you know?” I said, wondering if he knew what I really meant.

 He leaned down and kissed my cheek, then slowly backed away.

 “And I wish I could say that I hope things work out between you and your husband, but that would be a lie.”

 I laughed softly. 

 “What about Carter?” I said. “Are you going to report him to the authorities?”

 “What for? I don’t like him, but he’s just a guy trying to make a living. He never made Beth do anything she didn’t want to do.”

 “Good point.” I said, “And what about you, Max? You sold your business. You solved your sister’s murder. Now what?”

 He looked away and narrowed his eyes, as if searching for something to say. 

 “Maybe I’ll go on a little road trip with Marsha Brady. I have some money saved. Perhaps I’ll do what my parents wanted to do a couple of years ago.”

 I wanted to say, “Take me with you,” but knew I wouldn’t go even if he asked.

 “I think you should do it,” I said, taking his hand and rubbing the side of his arm. “Send me a postcard from somewhere.”

 He nodded, smiled, and hugged me again, then turned and walked to his car.



Three weeks later

 
 After Gabby’s death, I decided to close my business and take a much needed vacation. The shock was beginning to subside but I found myself unable to even step foot inside my office. I needed to distance myself. Mostly from the memories that haunted me. 

 Daniel was leaving on another business trip and I was actually looking forward to having the house to myself again. 

 I thought of calling Max on several occasions, but stopped myself every time I picked up the phone. What was the point? I had a husband and a son. What kind of mother would I be to run off with a younger man. Besides, I barely knew him. I decided it was best to put him out of my mind. If only it was that easy.

 I sat at the kitchen table going through the mail I’d been neglecting. At the bottom of the pile was a small, square envelope in a mint green color addressed to me. There was no return address. I slid my pen under the flap and opened it. On the front of the card that I slid out of the envelope was a glossy photo of a golden retriever smiling with a perfect set of human teeth and the word CONGRATULATIONS, all upper case, below it. I’d seen cards like this at the pharmacy, and had always gotten a chuckle out of them. I opened it and read:

Dear Sarah,

Congratulations on your new job. It was so wonderful to see you a few weeks ago. I’ll be back in town on Friday and I hope you’ll join me again at the same place for lunch. I have some interesting things to tell you about. I do hope you’ll be able to make it.

Your cousin,

Greg

 I read the letter several times. I thought I’d made it perfectly clear to Carter a few weeks ago that I wanted nothing to do with him and his ridiculous stunts. And why me, an average mother and wife with no skills whatsoever in his kind of “business?” What could I possibly do to help him? I chuckled as I thought how ridiculous I‘d look sneaking around spying on people. 

 “Ready to go, Sarah?” Daniel’s voice brought me back from my reveries.

 “Yeah, I’m ready. I was just going through the mail,” I gathering everything together in a big heap and deposited it in the trash. 

 “What time does your flight leave?” I asked, grabbing the car keys.

 “A few hours. You’ll have plenty of time to get me to the airport.”

 “Wanna stop for lunch on the way?”

 “Sure. Sounds good.”

 “Okay. Let’s go.”

 “You know, Sarah,” Daniel suggested, picking up his briefcase, “since you’re taking some time off from work anyway, why don’t you and Brian come to San Diego with me for a few days? You’ve no excuses this time, and Brian has no school this week because of Thanksgiving.”

 After Gabby’s death, Daniel had been very attentive, even taking a few days off from work to help me get through the shock of what had happened. I suppose he was doing all the things I wished he’d done years ago. So why was I left with such a feeling of ambivalence towards him? 

 “Well, it’s very tempting,” I said. “And, I’m sure it would be good to get away for a few days. But . . . maybe next time.”

 Daniel shrugged, and we walked out the door.

 “Go on out to the car,” I said. “I forgot something.” I ducked back into the house, went into the kitchen, and looked down at the card of the grinning dog staring up at me from the trash. I reached down and slipped it into my purse, just in case.

 
The end
  
images/calibre_cover.jpg
The Sarah Woods Mystery Series
]enmfer L. Jennings

<

An Appointment with

MURDER






images/00002.jpg
BOOK 1 OF THE SARAH WOODS MYSTERY SERIES

JENNIFER L. JENNINGS

MURDER





