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3:15 p.m., Wednesday, March 7
 
 
 
I noticed him scoping me out from clear across the room. Time to finish the glass of Pinot Noir I’d been nursing; my intuition told me he’d soon make his move. I reached inside my purse for a compact to check my lipstick. When I looked back up, he loomed large in my peripheral vision.
     “Buy you another?” a deep voice asked. Mr. Heavy Cologne wasted no time laying claim to the barstool next to mine.     
     I turned to face the stranger. His blue eyes and stunning smile were enough to make most women melt. “Uh, that would be lovely.”     
     “What was that you were drinking?” he asked.
     “Pinot Noir.” 
     “A fine choice,” he replied, and turned to the bartender. “Bring us your best bottle of Pinot Noir.”
     I tucked a strand of dark brown hair behind my ear. “Wow. You sure know how to spoil a girl.”
     “Ha! You look like you’re all woman to me.”  
     Apparently, no one had taught this guy the importance of first impressions. “I’m Joyce,” I said, my true identity none of his business.
     “I’m Marty … very nice to meet you, Joyce.” 
     The bartender returned with a bottle of ‘05 Goldeneye. A moment later, Marty proposed a toast.
     “May we love as long as we live, and live as long as we love.”
     “Cheers.” I took a sip. “Thank you, Marty. This is a vast improvement over the glass of Pinot I just finished. It’s very generous of you.” I casually glanced around the Chestnut Inn’s fancy wine bar to ensure we were alone.
     “I come in here every Wednesday afternoon,” he said. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you before. Are you from out of town?”
     “Yes,” I replied, savoring the wine far more than the moment. “I’m here on business for a few days.” Lie number two.
     “What do you do?” he asked while swirling the wine in his glass. “Wait, let me guess. You’re a model.”  
     How to respond to that? Did he think I was a complete airhead? “Nothing that exciting, I’m afraid. I work for an accounting firm out west. I flew in for a meeting with a big client. And what do you do, Marty?” I asked, eager to change the focus of the conversation. He seemed like the kind of guy who’d rather talk about himself, anyway.
     “Well, Joyce,” he said while leaning in close to me, “I could tell you what I do, but then I’d have to kill you.” 
     Did men really still use that line? The serious expression on his face turned to apparent amusement when he encountered my blank stare. He threw his head back and erupted in raucous laughter. “Oh, that was precious. You should’ve seen the look on your face.” He continued to laugh until he was nearly out of breath. 
     “You really had me going there for a second,” I said, forcing a smile. 
     “I’m sorry, I . . . I just couldn’t resist. Actually, I own a restaurant here in town called Marty’s. You’ve probably heard of it.” 
      He’d named the restaurant after himself. What a shock. “Actually, I haven’t.”
     “Well, you really have to check it out sometime.” 
     “What kind of restaurant?”
     “Fine seafood, but we serve a heck of a steak, too. Chef Philippe is world renowned.”
     “Sounds lovely,” I said.
     Marty’s eyes washed over me. “So, an attractive woman like you must be married. Am I right?”
     “I used to be.” I hid my left hand so the indentation caused by my missing wedding band wouldn’t give me away. “I’ve been single for several years now. And you?”
     Marty shrugged. “Separated. It’s a long story. I won’t bore you with it.”
     I had to sink my hooks into this guy. I took another sip then slowly massaged my temples. “Wow, this wine is really going to my head. I’m such a lightweight. I should probably eat something.” 
     “They make a fantastic fruit and cheese plate,” he offered. “I’ll order one for us.”
     “Actually, I’m staying here and have some fruit up in my room. And I should probably lie down for a bit.” I placed my hand on his shoulder and his eyes grew wide. “Would you mind walking me up, Marty?” 
     He polished off his wine and was on his feet before I could finish speaking.
     Minutes later, I fumbled with the key card, my heart racing. If this encounter didn’t go as planned, I wasn’t quite sure what I’d do.
     “Let me help you with that.” He took the card and inserted it in the slot: a beep and a click. He opened the door and motioned for me to enter. 
     The small, inviting space I had reserved was a tasteful blend of old Victorian coupled with modern chic. The walls were papered in dark burgundy; rich eggplant drapes adorned the windows. The décor gave the room a romantic feel. I kicked off my shoes, took a few steps toward the four-poster bed, and positioned myself atop the plush, ivory duvet. “Get comfortable if you’d like.” I propped myself up on my elbows and gazed at Marty with a smile. My palms were sweating like crazy.
     “Thank you. I most certainly will.” Our eyes met as he loosened his tie and approached the bed. He started to unbutton his shirt. “You seem a little nervous, Joyce … everything OK?” 
     Suddenly, a muffled noise from inside the bathroom drew his attention away. He snapped his head back toward me. “What is this?” he demanded. “Is someone else here?”
     I froze.
     Marty spun back around just as the bathroom door swung wide. A woman with dark, curly hair and a deep scowl emerged. A wave of relief immediately washed over me. 
     “You son of a bitch,” the woman hissed, pointing her index finger at Marty as she marched right up in his face.
     “Honey? What . . . what are you doing here? Look, baby, this isn’t what you--” 
     A hard slap across the face abruptly ended his feeble attempt at an excuse. He winced and slowly shook his head.
     “Why?” she bellowed. “Why do you keep doing this? A divorce? Is that what you want?”
     “Of course not, baby.” He extended his hand. 
     She smacked it away. “What’s it gonna take for you to stop screwing around on me? I’m sick of this shit!”
     “Please calm down,” he said. “Let’s go home and we’ll work this out.”
     “You have some kind of nerve telling me to calm down,” she shot back.
     The confrontation escalated. I decided there was no reason to linger,
my obligation fulfilled. I grabbed my shoes and tiptoed across the room. As I pulled the door closed, I watched Marty’s wife drive her knee sharply into his groin. He yelped and lurched forward, hands between his legs. I almost felt sorry for him.
     Almost.
 
* * *
     
     A feeling of relief washed over me as I exited the Chestnut Inn. A cold, hard winter rain fell as I darted across the street to a waiting, brown Buick. I opened the passenger door, sank into well-worn bucket seat, and let out a long sigh of relief.
     “So how’d it go?” 
     “Just as you planned it,” I replied.
     “Good. How’d Janet handle it?”
     “Oh, is that Marty’s wife’s name? She was pissed to say the least.”
     Carter nodded. The silvery bristles on his chin sparkled as a smile formed on his weathered face. “Well … now she has proof her husband is a cheat, which is why she hired me. Congratulations, Sarah. You passed your first real assignment with flying colors. So tell me … do you think you’re cut out for this kind of work?” 
     I pondered the question as he started the car and pulled out onto the main road. I’d met him a few months earlier through a mutual acquaintance. Carter, a private eye, had convinced me I might be useful in helping him with certain jobs. And private investigation gigs were plentiful in his area of specialization: infidelity.           
     “I think I could get used to it just as long as your clients’ angry spouses don’t come after me,” I replied.
     “That’s only happened once in the last ten years. But then again I used to take unnecessary risks. I’m smarter these days. You can’t learn this business by taking a class or reading a book, Sarah. You gain experience by doing, and common sense goes a long way. If you trust me and follow my instructions, I think you’ll be fine.”
     “Thank you for the vote of confidence.” Carter’s words brought forth a realization: I was taking a leap of faith, uncertain what I was getting myself into. I found myself inexplicably drawn to the work. It made me feel alive knowing that what I was doing was a little dangerous. 
     “So … what does your family know about me?” Carter asked. 
     “Actually, I haven’t gotten around to telling them yet.”
     He shot me a look of surprise. “When do you think you’ll get around to it?”
     “I’ve been waiting for the right opportunity. Daniel will probably send me to the loony bin when he finds out.”
     “You should clue him in soon. The last thing I need is an awkward confrontation with your husband.”
     “Oh, don’t worry about Daniel. He’s away on business most of the time. My sixteen year old son is rarely around either. He has a girlfriend now, so I’m lucky if I see him at all these days.” I lost myself in thought for a moment then added “I’m only doing massage therapy part time now. The extra money I make working with you will come in mighty handy.”    
     Carter chuckled. “I think your experience in the massage business is gonna benefit us.”
     “Really? How so?”
      He scratched his chin and hesitated. “Well, you’re already comfortable around naked men, for starters.”
     “Excuse me?”
     “Okay, that didn’t come out right. What I meant to say is that you’re comfortable around men in intimate settings. Like today in that hotel room with Marty. Not everyone could’ve pulled that off.”
     “I suppose you’re right. I never really thought of it that way.”
     A moment later, Carter wheeled into the local Home Depot where I’d parked, pulled up next to my car, and shifted into park.
     “So tell me … why don’t you have an office somewhere?” I asked. “I know renting space is expensive, but how do you meet with prospective clients? Do you invite them into your car for a meeting?”
     Carter sniffed and chuckled under his breath. “My work comes through referrals, so I don’t need an office. That’s what coffee shops are for.”
     “I get it. It’s all part of your mysterious, secret agent persona.”
     Carter laughed as he extended a hand and placed a cell phone in my lap. “That’s so I can get in touch with you for the next job.” 
     “Damn. I was hoping we could send coded messages through the mail. This seems way too conventional.”
     “It has a pretty decent camera in case you need it.”
     “Will it self-destruct if it falls into the wrong hands?” 
     “I’m sure you’d like to get paid,” he said, apparently dismissing my attempt at levity. He reached inside his jacket, pulled out a plain white envelope, and handed it to me.
     I opened the flap and took note of the two crisp one hundred dollar bills. I folded the envelope and slipped it into my purse. “Thanks,” I said. “When can I expect to hear from you again?”
     “Soon.” 
 
* * *
 
     I found my son Brian and his first real girlfriend Allie snuggled on the couch when I got home. It seemed as though I had suddenly ceased to exist in Brian’s eyes.
     “You two had anything to eat yet?” I asked, interrupting up their quiet chatter.
     “Yeah, Mom. We had dinner at Allie’s.” 
     “Guess I’m on my own tonight,” I said, fully aware my comment would be ignored. I passed through the kitchen, took an apple from the counter, devoured it, and threw the core in the trash. I continued on to my bedroom, peeled off my clothes, and took a quick shower. The hot water felt cathartic, washing away a nasty pall the hotel encounter left me with. I got into a comfy pair of PJs and slid under the covers, remote in hand. I switched on the TV, tuned in the local news channel, and let my head sink back into the pillow. 
     Adventure and exhaustion weighed my eyelids down as I listened to the weather forecast. They were predicting freezing rain changing over to snow; possibly a foot of the white stuff. I wondered what had led me to settle in Bridgeport, New Hampshire as I drifted off. 
 
 
 
 


 
 
Thursday, March 8
 
 
 
It was around seven when I got out of bed, threw on a robe, and made my way toward the kitchen to make coffee. Brian walked in just as I tipped some heavenly ground coffee and hot water into my French press.
     “Hey, Mom.” 
     “Morning,” I said, handing him a banana. “Off to school?”
     “Yup.” He peeled the fruit and ingested a third of it in one bite. “Okay if I have dinner at Allie’s again tonight?”
     “That’s the second time this week. Why don’t you invite her to have dinner here instead?”
     Brian’s big blues studied me as he swallowed. “Cuz.”
     “Cuz why?”
     “Cuz you’re not the best cook, Mom. No offense.”
     I crossed my arms and glared at him. “What about my meatloaf? You love that.”
     “Allie’s a vegetarian.”
     “Well, I can make something without meat. How about my homemade macaroni and cheese?”
     “She doesn’t eat cheese or dairy products, either. Her parents are animal rights activists.”
     I raised my hands in defeat. “Well, excuse me.”
     “So, is it okay if I eat at her house?”
     I sighed. “By all means.”
     “Thanks, Mom. See ya later.” The outside door banged shut and I was left alone in the kitchen with my French roast. The reality that my one and only son was growing up resolved into crystal clarity. There’d be no more cozy weekends cuddled on the couch watching movies together. The fact that he was now into girls changed everything.
     I swallowed the rest of my coffee, on the verge of tears. I needed to snap out of it and get a new perspective. This didn’t need to be a depressing moment. It was the beginning of a new life for me. And with Daniel gone most of the time, I didn’t have to answer to anyone. I could call my own shots and be spontaneous.
     This gig with Carter gave me the renewed sense of purpose I so desperately needed. He’d given me a chance to prove to myself that I was more than just a mother, wife, and massage therapist. I had an opportunity to reinvent myself and take risks I never would have, otherwise.
     I set my empty mug in the sink, let go a deep sigh, and headed toward the bathroom. I took a shower, dressed, fixed my hair, and put on some makeup. 
     I felt a small pang of guilt as I left my house: I was actually looking forward to my new life.
 
* * *
     
     I arrived at my massage studio with all the enthusiasm of a high school janitor on his way to fetch a plunger. I checked my appointment book: three, sixty-minute sessions, all with regular clients. I should have been thankful; I loved my clients, but the work was wearing on me. My temporary receptionist Sam would be in soon. Sam was my surrogate uncle; a widower, retired mailman, and undefeated bowling champion. He‘d been a close friend of my mom’s prior to her death. Sammy, as I preferred to call him, was closer to me than most of my extended family. He had taken it upon himself to be my protector. Not particularly fond of Daniel, he seemed to put up with him for my sake, but never missed an opportunity to inform me that I could have done better. Sometimes I agreed with him. 
     I looked up as he walked in. “Good morning.”
     “Good morning to you, my dear.” He strode directly over to me. His groomed goatee tickled my face as he kissed both my cheeks. “You’re here bright and early.” He set his computer bag on the desk then removed his hat and coat and hung them in the closet.  
     “Yeah, well, I was starting to feel sorry for myself because my son has basically disowned me. He’d rather spend time at his girlfriend’s house … eating vegan, no less. I never thought I’d see the day.” 
     “Hey,” he said, resting a hand on my shoulder, “Brian will always need you, no matter how old he is or who he spends time with. Your husband, on the other hand, well--”
     “I’ve decided to take it all in stride,” I said, cutting off any discussion about Daniel. “I won’t waste another minute of my life on self-pity. What good would it do, anyway?”
     “That’s my girl. By the way”—he withdrew a newspaper from his computer bag—“thought you might like to read this article in the morning paper.”
     “Thanks.”
     “It’s about a local woman who decided to change careers. At fifty-three, she went back to school and got her PhD. Can you believe that? I thought it might inspire you.”
     “To do what? Become a doctor?”
     “No,” he said, laughing. “You mentioned recently that you were thinking of making a career change. This might encourage you to find your passion and act upon it.”
     I rolled my eyes. “I think you missed your calling, Sammy. You should have been a motivational speaker.”
     “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
     “So how are things working out here? You like being my secretary?” He’d stood firm in his refusal to accept payment for helping me out, insisting that he needed something to keep him busy.
     “It’s better than sitting alone inside my house. And now I get to see more of you.” He sat down at the desk and opened his laptop. His fingers danced over the keys. “I know you hired me for my good looks, but I have a brain, too. Check this out.” Sammy tilted the laptop toward me. “I was able to get all your client info uploaded to this new program last night. It’ll streamline your operation; it even automatically e-mails clients to remind them of their appointments.”
     “Great. Speaking of appointments,” I said, patting him on the shoulder, “I’d better make sure the room is ready.” 
     “By the way,” Sam called after me as I had started down the hall. “Yesterday, after you left, a young gentleman stopped by to see you. When I told him you were out he said he’d come back another time. Didn’t want to leave a message, or his name, for that matter.” 
     I stopped in my tracks and turned. “What did he look like?”
     “Oh, brownish-blonde hair. Green eyes. Looked pretty fit.”
     “He wouldn’t say who he was?”
     “No, but I remember he smelled good.”
     “What do you mean? His cologne?”
     “He smelled like the woods.”
     “Like pine needles?”
     “Exactly. You know who he is?”
     “I have a pretty good idea.” It was Max Stevens. I was sure of it. 
     “Well? Who is he?”
     “No one, really. Just a guy I know.”
     “Well, he seemed pretty disappointed when I told him you’d left for the day.”
     I glanced at my watch. “Oh gosh. I need to get my room ready. Chuck will be here in five minutes.” I turned away from Sam’s dubious stare and continued down the hall. 
     Max Stevens was back in town. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Three months earlier, in the wake of his sister’s murder, we’d been thrown together in the midst of the ensuing police investigation. She had been my former receptionist. Emotions ran high, and one night after dinner, he’d kissed me. I hadn’t done much to stop him, flattered that he’d found me attractive. But there’d been more to it than that, and I knew it. 
     He and his English bulldog Marsha Brady had left abruptly for a cross-county road trip.
     Apparently, he was back.
     After readying the massage room, I returned to the reception area to find Sammy on the phone. “That was Chuck,” he said as he hung up the phone. “He had to cancel.”
     “Damn it!” I planted my hands on my hips. The next appointment wasn’t for two hours, and I’d already cleaned the place and organized everything. What was I going to do in the interim? After a moment, I said “Let’s go out for coffee.”
     Sammy looked up at me. “But I just got here. What if someone calls for an appointment?”
     “They can leave a message.” I beckoned with two fingers and smiled. 
     He sighed and retrieved his hat and coat from the closet.
     We walked two blocks to a nearby coffee shop, ordered two house blends, and found a small table.
     “Well?” Sammy thrust his chin towards me. “What’s going on? You seem anxious.”
     “I don’t want to unload on you.”
     “Nonsense. Out with it.” 
     “It’s just that, well, you know the guy who came in looking for me?”
     He nodded and sipped his coffee, eyebrows raised.
     “It’s hard to explain.” I looked around the café absently. “He’s the brother of the woman who was murdered.”
     “Okay.”
     “Well … we became friends, but then it went a little further.” I hesitated and looked down at my coffee cup. I couldn’t believe I was spilling this information. “There was a kiss.”
     Sammy smiled and nodded. “I see.”
     “Problem is, I think we were beginning to develop feelings for each other. But then he left and I figured it was over. It couldn’t have continued anyway. Plus, he’s young.”
     “Didn’t seem that young to me. What does he do for a living?”
     “He used to own a surveillance company that sold tracking devices and security equipment.”
     Sammy chuckled. “Sounds sexy.”
     “He sold the business. I’m not sure what he’s up to now.”
     “Call him and find out.”
     I leaned back and crossed my legs. “Part of me doesn’t want to know.”
     “But the other part won’t be able to rest until you do.” 
     He was so right. “I’ll think about it.”
     “So.” He set his cup on the table and his demeanor became serious. “Does this mean your marriage is in trouble?”
     I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. Daniel and I have grown apart. I think we stay together because of Brian. But he’s off to college next year, so--”
     “Have you ever suspected him of cheating?” 
     The blunt question threw me off balance. “Um, not really. I mean, I don’t know.”
     “There are people you can hire to find out.” Sammy pointed a finger at me. “You need to protect yourself.”
     “I appreciate your concern, Sammy, I really do. But I don’t think he is.” Maybe I just didn’t care.
     “Well”—Sammy waved a hand—“if you need the name of someone, let me know.”
     “Need someone? You mean a divorce lawyer?”
     “A private investigator.”
     “How would you know someone like that? Did you suspect Elaine of cheating on you?”
     Sammy and Elaine had been the happiest couple I’d ever known. When she’d died three years ago, Sammy had proclaimed he would never love another woman.
     “God, no. But I had a friend who hired a female detective out of Boston. Sharp as a tack. Want her number?”
     “Thanks, no.” I looked down at my mug, took a sip of coffee, and tried to think of a way to change the subject. It occurred to me that maybe I should fill him in on my dealings with Carter, but wasn’t sure how he’d react: admonish me for my stupidity, or give me a high five? I decided to take a different tack.
     “That’s it, Sammy,” I said, remembering the newspaper article in my purse. I took it out and waved it in the air. “I’m going to change careers. And guess what? I’m going back to school.”
     “Fantastic. What’re you going to do?”
     “Take courses in criminal justice and become a private investigator.”
     The blank look on Sammy’s face suggested he hadn’t heard me until he slowly smiled. “You have quite a sense of humor, my dear. You’re just like your mother that way.”
     “Seriously. What if I did?”
     “Other than having read Nancy Drew books as a kid, what makes you think you’d enjoy that?”
     “Well.” I placed my index finger on my lower lip. “It would certainly be a change of pace.”
     “Skydiving would be a change of pace.”
     “Seriously, Sammy, I think it would be interesting. Maybe I’ll look into it.” I flattened the newspaper he’d given me when a photo caught my attention. I looked closer. Were my eyes deceiving me? I read the headline and my body tensed. Sam must have noticed.
     “What is it?” 
     “This guy on the front page,” I said, pointing to the photo. “Did you read this article?”
     “Yeah. Poor sap got run over as he crossed the street. Guess he was a local celebrity of sorts. Owned some fancy restaurant in town.”
     “He got hit while crossing the road? Where?”
     “I don’t remember. There weren’t many details. The article was basically about the guy’s illustrious career, how his restaurant was featured on the food network, blah, blah, blah.”
     “Was it a hit and run?”
     Sammy pursed his lips and shook his head. “I don’t remember.”
     I quickly scanned the article under the snapshot of Marty’s smug face. Sammy was right. There were few details. 
     “Did you know the guy?” Sammy asked. 
     I nodded. “Sort of.” I folded the paper up and stuffed it back into my purse. “Let’s head back to the office. I have some calls to make.”
     “Fine by me.”
     Ten minutes later, in my massage room, I realized I was holding my breath as I waited for Carter to pick up the phone. Then I heard his voice.
     “Sarah?”
     “Carter, have you read this morning’s paper?” 
     “No, why?”
     “Marty’s dead.”
     “What?”
     “He was hit by a van sometime after we left him yesterday.”
     “Run over?”
     “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”
     Carter seemed to hesitate before responding. “Bad feeling about what?”
     “Do you think Janet,” I began, but wasn’t able to finish the thought.
     “Do I think Janet killed him? Is that what you’re asking me?”
     “Well, she was furious with him yesterday. We have no way of knowing what went down once we left.”
     “Sarah”—Carter sighed audibly—“you’re jumping to conclusions. People get hit by cars all the time. It was probably an accident.”
     “Yes, and sometimes angry, jealous wives are the ones who run them over.”
     There was a long pause and I began to feel doubtful. “Don’t worry about this,” he finally said. “I’ll find out what I can and call you back.”
     That was that, then. I walked back to the reception area. Sammy was typing on his laptop. 
     He sensed my presence and turned around. “There you are. Just booked you another appointment for tomorrow. Business is starting to pick up.”
     “Thanks, Sammy.”
     “You don’t need to thank me. It’s my job.”
 
* * *
     
     By the time my last client left, I was feeling drained. It was hard to focus on work when I was so distracted. My hands were on autopilot while my brain tried to comprehend the whole ‘Marty’ situation. I felt guilty for not having devoted my total attention to my clients as I worked, but they didn’t seem to notice. 
     As I was driving home around five, I remembered that I’d be eating alone again. I would have called Sammy and asked him to join me, but it was his bowling night. He belonged to a league and took it very seriously. I was glad one of us felt passionate about something.
     I pulled into the parking lot of a small deli. As I shut off the engine, I heard the phone ringing in my purse. I could tell by the ring it was the one Carter had given me. “Carter?”
     “Sarah, are you in the middle of something?”
     “No, why? Did you find out what happened to Marty?”
     “Not on the phone. Can you meet me?”
     “Yeah. I just stopped to grab a bite to eat, but it can wait.” 
     “I’m just walking into the Main Street Diner. Meet me here.”
 
* * *
     
     Carter was seated in a booth at the far end of the diner, coffee in hand. The sleeves of his black shirt were rolled up to the elbow, and his thick, grey hair looked like it could use a trim. 
     “Special today is beef stew. Sound good to you?” he asked.
     “Sure, anything is fine. I’m starving.” I removed my jacket and settled onto the lumpy seat cushion. “So?”
     Carter took another sip of coffee and leaned back. “This has never happened before.”
     “You mean the spouse of a client winding up dead?”
     He nodded, shifted his position, and set the coffee cup down. “But there’s something else. It concerns Janet.”
     “Did she do it?”
     Carter chuckled, his attention focused somewhere over my shoulder. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”
     “What?” I said, leaning in toward him.
     Carter stood. I turned just as Marty’s widow approached the booth and extended her hand to Carter.
     “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice. I can’t stay long,” she said, scooting in beside Carter. Her skin was pale, face void of make-up, and her dark, curly hair hung limply around her bony face. “First, thank you for helping me yesterday. I know this may seem strange to you, but I loved my husband very much. I’ve known about his trysts for quite some time, but truly wanted to save our marriage. I had hoped a scene like the one yesterday would shock him into changing his ways.”
     I noticed her hands were shaking.
     “We’re very sorry about Marty,” Carter said, resting his hand on her arm. “Do you want to tell us what happened?”
     “Marty and I made love yesterday afternoon after we talked. It was . . . well, it was the best sex we’ve had in a long time.” She looked away and wiped her eyes. “When we were done, Marty got dressed and said he was going out to get some dinner to bring back to the room. I was in the shower when he left. The next time I saw him was in the morgue.” She squeezed her eyes shut and lowered her head as tears fell. 
     “What did the police say?” Carter asked.
     “The driver of the van never saw him walk out into the street. They said the man was driving at the speed limit, thirty-five miles an hour. They said Marty was killed instantly.” Her trembling hand brushed a stray hair away from her face.
     “Did the driver stop?”
     “Yes. He was the one who called 911. According to the police, the man was very upset. He said in his statement that he didn’t see my husband due to the heavy rain and the presence of several delivery trucks that were parked out front.”
     “Was Marty in a crosswalk?”
     “No. The nearest crosswalk was half a block away.
     Carter lifted his coffee mug and seemed to be studying it. “So, why’d you want to meet with us today?”
     “Because I want you to find out why Lance Harding killed my husband.”
     “Who?” Carter asked.
     “The driver of the van … his name is Lance Harding.”
     “Wait a minute. You just said it was an accident.” Carter squinted at her.
     “Did I?” 
     “You said the driver felt awful.”
     “That’s what it was made to look like.” Janet’s gaze was fixed on Carter.
     “You think he hit him on purpose?”
     Janet’s voice became a whisper. “I was there when he was being questioned. He was acting all apologetic, but there was something off about him. I could see it in his eyes. He was lying.”
     “Do you know if he has a criminal record?”
     “I really don’t know.”
     “Okay,” Carter said, “I don’t get it.”
     “I swear to you, this guy is not right.” Janet shook her head. “I don’t trust him.”
     “Listen, Janet”—Carter rested a hand on the woman’s shoulder—“I think what you’re feeling right now is common. You want Marty’s death to make sense. Your brain is refusing to believe that a simple mistake could lead to such a tragic end for Marty. And I understand that. But he probably became distracted as he walked out into the street. It happens.”
     “It’s more than that,” she persisted. “Call it intuition, call it whatever you want, but I know in my heart that Marty’s death was not accidental.”
     Carter leaned back and looked at me. I decided to keep my mouth shut.
     “Let’s say you’re right.” Carter sipped his coffee and massaged the bridge of his nose. “How could he have known Marty would be crossing the road at that exact moment?”
     “You have to understand something about my husband,” Janet said. “He had his life timed right down to the minute. Everything he did, everywhere he went, was on a schedule. Even sex. I used to lovingly refer to him as my five-minute man.”
     Carter cocked an eyebrow. “Five-minute man?”
     “Yes. Unfortunately, even intercourse seemed to be timed with him. I’m telling you this to prove a point. Marty lived by a schedule. Every Wednesday afternoon he went to the Chestnut Inn. He’d arrive at three o’clock sharp, leave at four-thirty on the dot, and was always home by five to walk our dog, Frankie. The man couldn’t take a shit until it was exactly five forty-five, and I mean on the nose. I thought it was sort of cute when we first met.”
     “So that’s how you knew to set up the sting
for three o’clock at the inn.” 
     “Sure. But even though Marty was predictable in that way, he was also very good at deceiving me. I’d been suspicious for years, but didn’t want to believe he was having relations with other women. It was my own fault.”
     “So what you’re saying is that Lance Harding could have known exactly when Marty would leave the inn. You think he intentionally ran him down and made it look like an accident?”
     “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. And that’s why I want to hire you to find out the truth. Maybe you could follow him and find out why he wanted to kill my husband, or find the person who hired him to do it.”
     “Why not go to the police if you suspect foul play?”
     “They won’t take me seriously,” she said, managing a weak smile. “At least I’ll be paying you to take me seriously.”
     “Look,” Carter said. “I can refer you to a buddy of mine. This really isn’t my thing. I deal with cheating spouses, not murder investigations.”
     “Please reconsider. I trust you, and money is no object. In fact, I have three thousand dollars to give you right now. Please, just give me a week of your time.” She grasped Carter’s hands. 
     Carter was silent for a moment. “Fine, I’ll look into it for a week. But I’ve got to be honest, you’d be better off--”
     “Thank you so much,” Janet interrupted, handing Carter an envelope and a small briefcase. “Marty’s cell phone and laptop computer are inside. You should be able to access his contacts and call history on his phone. The laptop is another story. I have no idea how to get in there. I assume you have ways to do that.” 
     Carter nodded. “What about witnesses?” he asked. “Someone must have seen something. Do you know if the police questioned anyone else?”
     “Not that I know of,” Janet replied.
     “Forgive me for having to ask, but what about the other women in his life? You think one of them could have put Harding up to it for some reason?”
     Janet looked down and her jaw muscles tensed. “I suppose anything’s possible,” she replied after an uncomfortable pause.
     Carter took a deep breath. “Did they do an autopsy or toxicology screens?”
     Janet appeared slightly offended. “It’s pretty obvious how he died. Why would that be necessary?”
     Carter shrugged. “Just wondering. I guess we have what we need to get started.” 
     “Thank you. If you need more money, you know how to get in touch with me. One last thing.” Janet leaned in close to Carter, tilting her head in a way to suggest someone might be watching us. “I really don’t want anyone to know I hired you to look into this. Please be discreet.” She placed her hand atop Carter’s as she got up, and without making further eye contact, slowly walked away. 
     I leaned in toward Carter. “Is it me, or does she sound bat shit crazy?”
     Carter studied Marty’s phone for a minute, then looked up. “I’ll admit, Janet’s a bit peculiar. But it’s work, and what’s a week?”
     “You want me to help you with this job?”
     Carter shrugged. “Your call.” He gestured with the envelope before slipping it inside of his jacket. “There’s enough here to cover your time.”
     “I’m in. When do we start?”
     “Right now,” he said. “We’ll start with Marty’s phone contacts.”
     “Do you actually believe Janet’s theory?”
     “Doesn’t matter what I believe,” Carter said. “We’re getting paid to do a job, and we need to be objective.”
 
* * *
     
     By the time we’d finished eating, Carter had compiled a list of people and places to visit. 
     “I’ll go back to the scene of the accident. Maybe someone saw something. Then we’ll talk to Harding. I’d like to get the story straight from him. Meanwhile, maybe you can try to get hold of a few of Marty’s frequent contacts. Also, we need to find out who Marty was sleeping with. Take this,” he said, handing me the list. “Call these two guys. Try to meet with them as soon as possible.” 
     “Who do I say I am? I’m not supposed to let on that Janet hired us, right?”
     “Tell them you’re a writer for Gourmet Magazine. You’re doing an article about Marty’s life, and you’re interviewing friends and colleagues. But keep it casual. Don’t make it seem like it’s an interrogation.” Carter drummed his fingers on the table. “Your biggest asset is your personality. People feel comfortable around you. We need to use that to our advantage.”
     “So how do you get information from people? Do you have friends in law enforcement?”
     Carter seemed to find this mildly amusing. “Hardly. The Internet is my best friend these days. You’d be amazed what you can find out with just a name and address. Privacy is a thing of the past, Sarah.”
    “That’s pretty scary. Have you ever used it to get info about women you’ve dated?” Carter remained silent. A smirk was evidently all I was going to get. 
   “Another thing,” he said. “If these people agree to talk to you, meet them in a public place. Never go to anyone’s house. And always let me know where you’ll be.”
     “Got it.”
     “Don’t ever get into anyone’s car.”
     “Okay.”
     “And always keep your cell phone on.”
     “Why?”
     “I’ve enabled a tracking app, just in case something happens.”
     “What could possibly happen? It’s just an innocent interview.”
     “Always be prepared for worst case scenario, Sarah.” Carter paid the bill, donned his tattered, brown leather jacket, and slid out of the booth. “If you can, let’s meet tomorrow morning for coffee. Hopefully, I’ll have more information by then.” 
 


 
 
Friday, March 9
 
 
 
I was used to waking up alone; even preferred it. But once in a while the isolation got to me.
     This was one of those mornings.
     I let my mind wander to forbidden places, like the taste of Max’s lips and the sound of his laugh. He’d become more fantasy than memory to me. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. It wouldn’t do me any good to go back down that path, even if only in my mind. 
     I dragged my ass out of bed, remembering that Carter wanted to meet for coffee. After a quick shower, I slipped into some comfortable jeans and pulled a turtleneck sweater over my head. I noticed a few grey hairs as I checked my look in the mirror. I plucked them out and made a mental note to get some hair dye.
     When I got to my office, Sammy was already at the desk clicking away on his computer.
     “Hey, doll face,” he said, his customary greeting to me. “Don’t forget you have appointments at noon, and one o’clock.”
     “Thanks, Sammy. I just stopped in for a second. I have a bunch of errands to run this morning.”
     “Okay. By the way, did you call that friend of yours?”
      I rubbed the back of my neck. I was beginning to think it had been a mistake to tell Sammy about Max. “No, and I don’t plan to. If he really wanted to talk he would have called me.”
     “Maybe, or perhaps he’s waiting for you to make the first move.”
     “Sammy,” I said, sounding more irritated than I really felt. “I don’t have time for games. He either wants to see me or he doesn’t. I’m not going to chase him. Frankly, I hope he doesn’t call me.”
     “Yes, ma’am.” He put his hands up defensively. “Got it.”
     “Sorry,” I walked over to him, leaned down, and kissed his cheek. “It’s a sensitive subject. I didn’t mean to get all huffy.”
     “Actually, I kind of like the new you. You seem more assertive. More in control of your life.”
     I smiled and waved as I opened the door to leave. “You’re right. I’m changing my ways, Sammy. From now on, I’m not tolerating bullshit from anyone.”
 
* * *
   
     Carter was waiting with mug in hand when I arrived at the diner.
     “I spent a good part of yesterday trying to find a witness,” he said, skipping any sort of greeting. He sipped his coffee and leaned back against the bench.
     “Find anyone?”
     Carter shook his head. “But I have Harding’s profile. He’s thirty-six, has no kids, never been married, and lives with his mother. He’s a delivery driver for Sunrise Dry Cleaning; been there for six-plus years. His annual income is roughly thirty grand. There’s currently six hundred and change in his checking account. Credit cards are maxed out. Apparently, this guy has an online gambling addiction. He has one recent speeding ticket, which he paid.” 
     Carter slid me a copy of Harding’s driver’s license photo. The guy looked like Joe Average: early thirties, scraggly facial hair, dismal grey eyes, and bushy eyebrows. “Wow. You got all of this information together in less than a day? That’s mind-boggling.”
     “What boggles my mind,” Carter replied, “is that this guy lives an utterly boring life. I mean, really … online gambling?” He shook his head.
     “Well, he might sound pathetic, but he must be a decent guy, taking care of his mother, and all.”
     “Yeah, either taking care of her or mooching off from her. Might explain why he can still afford online gambling. Anyway, there’s something else I thought was interesting.” Carter handed me a sheet of paper. “Found this article on the Internet. It’s about his sister, Kelly Harding.”
     “He has a sister?”
     “He had a sister.” Carter pointed to the page I was holding. “She was killed when she was sixteen. Lance was eighteen at the time.”
     “What happened?”
     “According to the article she was raped and murdered by her boyfriend. He was eight years older than Kelly and had a history of violence with prior girlfriends. They convicted him. He was serving a twenty year sentence until about five years ago.”
     “He got out early?”
     “No.” Carter chuckled. “He hung himself in his cell.”
     “Yikes. I guess he couldn’t handle prison life.”
     “He got off easy.” Carter turned serious. “If it had been my sister, he’d have died a more painful death.”
     “Do you think Lance Harding’s sister’s death is connected to Marty in some way?”
     “I wondered about that, too, but couldn’t find any connection. I went through all of his recent bank statements, credit card statements, and phone records. So far I can’t find a single thing that connects Lance Harding to Marty Quinn. I did find out that Harding was driving his employer’s brand new van when he hit Marty. I thought we’d head over there before he starts his deliveries this morning and have a little chat with this guy.” 
     I cupped my hands around the coffee mug and let the warmth seep into my fingers. “Okay. And what do you think we’ll find out?”
     “Well, I don’t expect a confession, but there are other ways to get to the truth.”
     “Such as?”
     Carter reached inside his jacket and withdrew a rectangular metal object. “This is a tracking device. It’s state-of-the-art, and cost me a pretty penny. I also scored a copy of his daily delivery schedule.”
     “Where do you plan to put the device?”
     “Under his van.”
     I waited for the waitress to refill our mugs before I continued. “So what’s the point?” I asked. “How will tracking his vehicle help us after the fact?”
     “He might get spooked and try to contact someone after we question him.”
     “Someone who might have hired him,” I ventured, shaking some sugar into my coffee. ”According to the information you’ve gathered, he’s practically broke, right? I thought hit men made a good living.”
     “Maybe this was a one-time deal. Or maybe he stashes his cash somewhere. That’s why we need to find a connection or a motive.” Carter rifled through the documents. “I also made another interesting discovery. Last Wednesday, Harding went out of his way to drive past the Chestnut Inn during deliveries. Other routes would have been shorter. Why did he choose that route on that particular day?”
     “It was raining pretty hard that day. Maybe there was an accident or a construction delay along his normal route.”
     “I checked. No accidents or construction last Wednesday.” 
     “So you’re beginning to think Janet’s instincts are valid?”
     Carter chewed his lower lip, ignoring my question. “His computer is going to be difficult to hack. I’m leaving that as a last resort. It can be done, but it’s not legal.”
     “Has that ever stopped you before?”
     Carter smiled. “Nope.”
 
* * *
     
     During the ten-minute drive to Sunrise Dry Cleaning, I couldn’t help but notice the relaxed expression on Carter’s face. I would’ve guessed he’d be a little on edge with the prospect of questioning a potential murderer. I certainly was. But there was something about Carter that made me feel secure. Whatever it was--stature, air of confidence, laid back attitude, or years of experience--it almost didn’t matter. I was learning how this business worked, and I was fascinated. 
     Sunrise Dry Cleaning came into view. We parked directly behind a van being loaded with what appeared to be plastic-wrapped bundles of linens. I followed Carter’s lead, getting out of the car just as the man in the grey uniform closed the rear doors of the van.
     “Lance Harding?” Carter inquired as we approached the van.
     “Yeah?” Harding’s husky, egg-shaped body turned to face us. The man’s considerable facial hair matched that of the photo. Harding was about my height--five foot seven--but appeared to weigh well over two hundred pounds.
     Carter made a friendly gesture with his right hand. “My name’s Carter. This is Sarah. Can we talk with you for a minute or two?”
      “About what?”
     “Just a couple of quick questions concerning the accident you were involved in the other day.” Carter paused then added “We were friendly with Marty, the guy you hit.”
     Harding’s eyes widened.  He shook his head and put up his hand. “Look, I already gave the police my statement. I never saw that guy walk into the street.” Harding looked down at his feet. “I called 911 immediately.”
     “Did you know Marty?” Carter asked.
     Harding scratched his chin and shook his head. “No, I didn’t know who he was until the police told me later that day.” He slipped his hands into his pockets and looked down at his feet again. Despite the freezing temperature, his sweaty forehead glistened in the faint sunlight. “I swear I wasn’t speeding,” he added. “I’ve learned my lesson. I can’t afford to lose my job over another ticket. My boss is already angry enough. The company just bought a brand new fleet of vans and I managed to screw mine up the second day I had it.”
     “I understand. Where were you headed when the accident occurred?”
     “I had just dropped off a couple bundles of linens at the Yellow Daisy Motel. I was on my way to Hometown Inn.”
     “Really?” Carter rocked heel to toe, hands clasped behind his back. “Odd you’d take that route. Wouldn’t Main Street have been more direct?”
     Harding looked away and scratched his neck. “There was a lot of traffic that day. I was running late and decided to take a side street with no traffic lights.”
     “And you never saw Marty walk out into the road?” 
     “No, I did not. Look, it was raining like crazy that day. I had no idea what I’d hit until I got out of the van.” Harding suddenly appeared bewildered, his facial features contorted. “Wait a minute. Who are you guys? Are you from the insurance company?”
     “Relax,” Carter said. “You’re not in trouble. You just might have been in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
     I noticed a trickle of sweat fall from Harding’s nose as he glanced back toward his van. I could certainly understand why Janet might be leery of him. He was an odd character, for sure. He scratched himself so often I was beginning to think he had hives.
     “Look, I don’t know what else to tell you guys,” Harding said. “Should I be hiring a lawyer or something? Not that I can afford one.”
     Carter smiled. “Don’t get all worked up. You don’t need a lawyer. We’re just trying to figure out how Marty wound up dead, that’s all.”
     “I’ve been asking myself the same thing.” Harding wiped his forehead and slowly backed away. “Look, I’ve really got to get going. I’ve got a ton of deliveries to make. I’m really sorry about your friend. I really am.”
     “Thanks. I appreciate you taking time to talk with us.” As Harding trailed off toward his van, Carter said, “Oh, one other thing.”
     Harding turned back around.
     “Did you happen to notice anyone else on the sidewalk? Was anyone standing near Marty before he walked out into the street? Maybe--” 
     “No. I didn’t see anyone.” Harding’s mouth twitched as he thrust a thumb over his shoulder at the van. “Look, I’ve really got to go. Like I said, I’m sorry about your friend.” He turned and lumbered toward the van. Just as Harding climbed inside and slammed the door shut, Carter squatted and attached the tracking device to the underside of the van’s back bumper.
 
* * *
      
     Ten minutes later we were stuffing our faces with cheeseburgers. There had been little conversation between us since leaving Harding’s workplace. 
     “What’s on your mind?” I finally asked Carter, knowing he’d been chewing on more than beef and a sesame seed bun.
     “Did you pick up on what Harding said about not seeing anyone standing near Marty before he hit him?”
     I looked at Carter and shrugged.
     “Well, if he didn’t see Marty, how could he be sure no one was standing next to him?”
     “Good point. So he’s lying?”
     Carter wiped his mouth with a napkin then took a swig of his soda. “He seems to be lying about something. At any rate, if he strays from his schedule today, I’ll know it.”
     I looked at my watch. “Shit, I need to get back to the office. I’ve got a client at noon.” I stuffed the last bite of burger into my mouth.
     “Okay. Did you call those others? Uh, Jason, and that Ted guy from Marty’s contact list?”
     “Yes. I’m meeting Ted later this afternoon. He’s over at that assisted living community, Andover Estates. The other guy, Jason, is a bankruptcy attorney. He hasn’t called me back yet. I would assume he’s pretty busy these days.”
     “Let me know what you find out. By the way, I had my friend give Marty’s computer a look, after all. He didn’t find much. No e-mails from crazy girlfriends or threats from angry customers. There was nothing but a few subscriptions to porn sites.”
     “I can’t say I’m at all surprised.”
     “I’ll need you for a while tomorrow morning,” Carter said. “I set up an appointment with Marty’s restaurant manager, Abigail.” 
     “Okay, but it seems like a lot of hassle. I’m beginning to feel like we’re on a wild goose chase, or something.”
     Carter looked at me sideways. “That’s your first mistake, Sarah. Never assume anything.”
 
* * *
     
     My last client made his way out of the office after the usual pleasantries. I put the day’s dirty laundry in the wash and tidied up. As I made my way toward the restroom to wash my hands, I overheard Sammy talking to someone in the reception area. I headed out after a quick scrub. As I rounded the corner and looked over toward the desk, I felt my chest tighten.
     “Hello, Sarah.” The green eyes I’d thought about often now sparkled as Max smiled at me. 
     “Hi, Max,” I said, feeling paralyzed.
     “Well, I’m leaving early today,” Sammy announced as he walked to the closet and grabbed his belongings. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Max. See you tomorrow, Sarah.” He snatched his computer bag from the desk and disappeared.
     Max stepped toward me. “How have you been, Sarah?” His demeanor suggested he was unsure of himself. Perhaps my silence made him wonder if he’d made a mistake in coming to see me.
     I finally got my mouth in gear. “Doing good . . . uh . . . fine. I’m fine. I thought you were traveling.”
     “I was.” He stopped and tucked his hands inside pockets of his tight jeans. “I just got back last week.”
     “So, uh … what brings you back so soon?”  
     “Soon?” His expression was sullen. “I’ve been gone several months,” he said, looking up at me. “I came to the realization that I was running away from my life and from the pain of losing my sister. I thought leaving home would clear my mind and help me make sense of it all.” He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “I spent a lot of time thinking about the people I’ve lost, and not enough time thinking about those who are still around.”
     My legs began to move, seemingly without me willing them to. I was closing the distance between us and couldn’t stop myself. Now inches from Max, I lifted my hands to his cheeks. He leaned forward and took me in his arms. I buried my face in his neck and he squeezed me tight. 
     “I wanted to call so many times,” he said as he stroked my hair, “but I sensed you needed space.”
     I tilted my head back and looked up into his eyes. “I wanted to call you, too. To see how you were. To hear your voice. But I realized something, too.” I grabbed his hands and took a step back. “We helped each other through a difficult time. When two people share that kind of bond, feelings can be … misinterpreted.”
     Max looked confused. “So what are you trying to say, Sarah?”
     I shrugged. “I guess I’m having a hard time understanding why you have feelings for me. I’m seven years older than you, Max. I don’t get it.”
     He smiled and nodded his head. “That’s why. It’s because you don’t even know how wonderful you really are.”
     I let go of his hands to cover my eyes. I didn’t want him to see my tears. “This is crazy, Max. You know I’m married. This isn’t … I can’t let this happen.”
     Max backed away. “I know. That’s why I almost didn’t come back.”
     “Then why did you?” I slapped away the spill of emotion from my cheeks, frustrated. The words betrayed my heart.
     Max shrugged and zipped his jacket. “I guess I needed to know for sure.”
     “Know what for sure?”
     “That my feelings for you were valid.”
     “And are they?”
     Max turned and headed for the door. “It doesn’t really matter now, does it?” He pulled the door closed behind him and I was alone. 
     I stood there for quite some time, sobbing, and unable to move. The tightness in my chest was palpable; if my heart kept hammering against it, I was certain it would shatter. I wiped my tears with my sleeve, cursing my vulnerability. The empowerment I’d felt the past few days now crumbled in the face of heartbreak and regret. “Shit,” I said aloud. Then louder. “Shit, shit, shit!” 
     I grabbed my coat and purse then headed for my car. As I started the engine, I swore I wouldn’t waste another minute thinking about Max or what could have been.
 
* * *
     
     Andover Estates was a bland statement in brick, the circa 1970s edifice reminding me more of my old high school than a retirement community. I encountered an elderly woman behind an imposing brown desk as I entered. The black, horn-rimmed, cat’s eye spectacles perched on her narrow nose seemed too big for her face. The nametag pinned to her flower print blouse told me her name was Ruth.
     “May I help you, my dear?” she asked. Ruth’s wide smile revealed red lipstick smeared over ill-fitting dentures.  
     “Yes. I’m here to see Ted Wilcox. I was told to meet him in the common area.” 
     “Oh, how nice. He’ll be so happy to have a visitor. How do you know Ted?”
     I patted my bag as if to suggest that the contents were of significance. “I’m writing an article and Mr. Wilcox has agreed to an interview.”
     “An interview?” Her eyes lit up as if I were Barbara Walters. “How exciting. What’s it about?”
     “I love your necklace,” I said, skirting the question. “Are they freshwater pearls?”
     “Why yes … how sweet of you to notice. My son gave them to me.” Her bony fingers caressed the decorative string. “But you didn’t come here to talk about my jewelry. What’s your name, dear? I’ll ring Ted’s room and let him know you’re here.” 
     “My name is Sarah … Sarah Woods.”
     “Sarah? What a pretty name. I had a friend named Sarah. She loved cats so much, she had fifteen at one time. Her house smelled like a big litter box.”
     “I’m allergic to cats,” I said, hoping to end the conversation.
     “That’s too bad. You know, my son used to be allergic to milk when he was young. His ears would turn bright red. I took him to a specialist, but it didn’t help. Then, when he turned twelve, it simply went away.”
     “Really,” I said, trying to conceal my growing impatience. 
     “Well”—she lifted the handset—“I’m sure you’re anxious to see Ted.”
      I looked around at the tacky artwork hanging on the mauve walls as I waited. 
     “Mr. Wilcox asked if you’d mind meeting him in his room. He’s feeling too weak to walk down to the common area. Please sign your name and jot down your phone number here in our guest book, if you would.”
     I took her pen and scratched my name and cell number in the book.
     “Thank you,” she said as she popped up out of her chair. “I’ll walk you to the elevator.” 
     Before I could object, she’d grabbed her fancy walking stick and was heading down the hall. “My goodness,” I said, trying to keep up with her, “you must do a lot of walking to get around so well. Why do you need a walking stick?”
     “I’ll let you in on a little secret,” she said with a wink. “I only carry this stick as a prop. It works wonders for getting all the good-looking, younger men to take my arm and walk with me. However, someone stole my last one, so I don’t let this one out of my sight.”
     I broke into laughter; my view of her changed in that instant. We arrived at the elevator.
“Once you get upstairs, just follow the signs down the hall to room three thirteen,” she said.
     “Okay, thanks.” I waved and stepped inside the elevator, still smiling about her spunk. I followed her instructions to the room. As I knocked on the door, I remembered Carter’s advice about not meeting people in a private setting. Yet, I figured if this guy couldn’t make it downstairs, he was probably safe enough. The door slowly opened and there stood a short, portly man who looked to be about seventy. His wispy white hair reminded me of a dandelion gone to seed. 
     “Hi,” I said, raising my hand in a neighborly wave. “Mister Wilcox? I’m Sarah Woods.” He nodded, opened the door a bit wider, and motioned me inside. “I’m grateful to you for taking the time to meet with me. If you’re not feeling well, I can come back another time.”
     “I’m not sure”—he spoke slowly, pausing between words as if perpetually out of breath—“what this is about. You said you wanted to . . . to talk about Marty?” From his milky yellow eyes and the rancid stench of his breath, I surmised Ted was quite ill. He closed the door and we stood for a moment facing each other in the small apartment. He looked at me quizzically then gestured toward a chair.
     “I’m writing an article about Marty for Gourmet Magazine,” I began, as I settled into the chair. “I was hoping you could tell me a little about your friend.”
     Ted raised his palm to stop me. “Please forgive me. This is all . . . so shocking. Marty and I were . . . friends for many years. I always figured I’d . . . be the first to go.” He took a handkerchief from his pocket and patted his forehead. 
     “I’m sorry,” I said, starting to get up from the chair. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
     “I’ll be fine. I want to . . . help you if I can.”
     I settled back into the chair, withdrew a notebook from my purse then asked, “How would you characterize Marty?”
     Ted lowered himself slowly into a dark, mustard colored recliner and ran a shaking hand through the thin strands of hair. “Marty was one of those guys . . . always had a joke, always laughing. He was . . . a good time Charlie . . . a fun drinking buddy. I don’t think he had . . . an enemy in the world.” Ted began to cough and his face turned red and blotchy. He pointed to a glass of water on a nearby table. I quickly got up and handed it to him. He took a few short sips and looked at me apologetically. “Sorry about that. It happens more and more. I wish it would . . . just end.”
     “No need to apologize.” I gave him a moment to recover, then asked, “How did you and Marty meet?”
     I followed Ted’s gaze to a framed photograph on a shelf. A young woman sat with a small girl in her lap. His expression changed.
     “My wife, Lorraine . . . passed away over twenty years ago . . . from breast cancer. I was devastated . . . as you can imagine.” Ted coughed into his handkerchief and cleared his throat. “I started frequenting Marty’s restaurant. Spent many a night at the bar . . . having a scotch or two. Marty would join me on occasion.” He began to cough again.
     “Is that your wife?” I asked, gesturing towards the bookcase. The woman in the photo had dark auburn hair, green eyes, and a slender jaw. She appeared to be in her mid-forties.
     He nodded. “That picture was taken right before she died.” He hesitated. “She was a lovely woman. She suffered too much at the end.” A heavy frown appeared on his face.
     “Is that your daughter?” I pointed my pen at the photo, but he quickly looked away. I waited. Evidently, he didn’t want to talk about her. 
     “I’m sorry,” I said. “Let’s get back to Marty. You mentioned he was a good time Charlie. Did you ever meet any of his other drinking buddies?”
     Ted hesitated as he stuffed his handkerchief in his shirt pocket. “I don’t recall. The only time I saw Marty . . . was at the restaurant. People were always coming and going. I may have, but I . . . wouldn’t remember names.”
     “How about faces?” I asked, showing him the photo of Harding. “Did you ever see this man at the restaurant?”
     Ted looked at the photo and shook his head. “He doesn’t look familiar.”
     I slipped the photo back into my purse. “Did Marty ever talk to you about his wife?”
     “He mentioned her a few times. I never met her.”
     “Did Marty seem happy in his marriage?” 
     Ted shrugged. “It’s hard to say.”
     “I understand. I don’t expect you to put words in Marty’s mouth. I’m just trying to get an overall picture of the man.”
     “You don’t plan to write anything . . . derogatory, do you? Marty deserves to be remembered in a good way.”
     “Of course, Ted. That’s my intention, I assure you.” He seemed to relax a bit upon hearing my reply, so I decided to take a chance with my next question. “Did Marty ever talk about his lady friends?”
     Ted’s eyes narrowed. He shifted and placed his hands in his lap. “Yes, well . . . Marty was a ladies man.” He chuckled and looked away, breaking into another fit of coughing. 
     “So it was common knowledge?”
     Ted nodded. “He had that reputation.”
     “Oh,” I said with mock surprise. “Did he ever mention names?”
     “He seduced so many, I’ve lost track. Whenever Marty talked about them . . . I subconsciously blocked it out.”
     I figured even if Ted knew, he wouldn’t divulge names. I admired his loyalty.
     After asking a few unimportant questions about Marty’s restaurant for effect, I thanked Ted for his time, and insisted that he not get up to walk me to the door.
                                                                                 
* * *
     
     I dug Carter’s cell phone out of my purse and dialed his number as soon as I got back to my car. 
     “What’d he have to say?” Carter asked.
     “Not too much. He’s not in very good health, so I didn’t press it.”
     “Did you mention Harding?”
     “I showed Wilcox the photo. He didn’t recognize him.”
     “Were you able to get hold of that attorney, Jason what’s-his-name?”
     “Not yet. I left him another message. How’s the tracking device working?”
     “He’s sticking to his route, so far. I’ll be waiting for him when he gets back to the shop. I’m gonna try to swap the tracking device from the van to his car.”
     “What’s our next move after that?” 
     “Can you still meet with the restaurant manager, Abigail Rodrigues?”
     “Sure. I don’t have any massage appointments scheduled.”
     “Good. Meet me at the diner at nine.”
 
* * *
 
     It was after eight in the evening when I pulled into my driveway. I found Brian sitting at the kitchen counter with his laptop. 
     “Hey, honey.” I tossed my purse on the table and slipped my arm around his waist.
     “Hi, mom,” he replied without looking up. “I just finished my essay for class tomorrow.” He closed his laptop, slid it under his arm, and politely extricated himself from my motherly embrace.
     “So how was your day?”
     “Fine,” he replied, barely looking at me before heading off.
     “That’s all? How was dinner at Allie’s?”
     “Good,” he said, disappearing into his room.
     I followed. “Hey, what’s up? You’re acting a little strange,” I said, catching up to him before he closed the door.
     “Nothing, mom, I’m just tired. G’night.” He promptly shut the door in my face. I stood there wondering what to do. My first instinct was to rap on the door and demand that he come out and talk to me. Instead, I slowly turned away, walked to my bedroom, and got into my pajamas. 
                                                            
 
 


 
 
Saturday, March 10
 
 
 
I awoke to a message signal coming from my cell phone. It ended up being a missed call from the office of Jason Wells. His secretary informed me he had an opening at 8:15. I glanced at the clock on the nightstand. His office was a twenty minute drive from my house; I had an hour.
     The office of Jason Wells, Attorney At Law, was located next to a holistic health center on the end of a strip mall. 
     “Can I help you?” asked a woman with frizzy, shoulder-length blonde hair as I walked in. She neglected to look up from the magazine she was reading, her jaw chomping feverishly on a wad of gum as if she were in some sort of contest.
     “Hi. I’m Sarah Woods. I have an eight fifteen appointment with Mr. Wells.”
     The blond glanced down at her laptop, tapped a few keys, and nodded. “He’s expecting you. Go ahead in.” She motioned toward a closed door with an engraved gold placard.
     I entered and nearly walked directly into a massive glass desk, far too large for the space. Wells stood up. “Have a seat.” 
     “Thanks for meeting with me,” I said, settling into a rolling, faux-leather chair.
     Before me was the strong, angular, pockmarked face of a man who appeared to be about Marty’s age. His eyebrows furrowed when he spoke. “I’m not really sure how I can help. What do you need to know about Marty?” 
     I crossed my hands in my lap and tried to act as if I’d been interviewing people my entire life. “When did you hear about the accident?” I asked.
     “I read about it online a few days ago. I’m still in shock.”
     “How long had you known Marty?” I asked, crossing my legs and shifting in my seat. 
     “Marty and I were college roommates. After graduation, we went our separate ways. I went to law school; he got into the restaurant business.”
     “But you remained friends after all those years?”
     “Sure, we kept in touch. Played golf together once every couple years, and had lunch at the country club once in a while. Marty’s other hobbies kept him pretty busy.” He smiled and looked down. 
     “Are you referring to Marty’s female friends?”
     Wells paused then said “I guess it’s no big secret, is it? Do you plan to mention that in this article?”
     “I’m just trying to get a well-rounded snapshot of who Marty really was.”
     “Marty was a brilliant business man. Very detail oriented … smart as hell … knew all the right people.”
     “Did he have any enemies you were aware of? People sometimes become successful by stepping on other’s toes, right?”
     Wells laughed. “That’s true. But that was part and parcel of Marty’s genius. He didn’t piss people off. And if he did, he’d just buy them a cocktail. By the end of the first round, they’d be best friends.”
     I doodled on my notepad, pretending to write down his every word. “Does the name Lance Harding mean anything to you? Did Marty ever mention his name?”
     Wells looked up toward the ceiling. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “That name doesn’t sound familiar. Who is he?”
     I produced the photo and slid it across the desk. “An acquaintance of Marty’s. I’m trying to track him down for an interview.”
     He looked at it quickly, then slid it back to me. “No, I don’t recognize him.”
     Harding, it seemed, was not a popular guy. I was beginning to feel discouraged. “Look,” I said, leaning across the desk, “could you help me out with something, strictly off the record?”
     Wells smiled. “Off the record, huh? In my experience, that means beware, I’m digging for darker secrets.”
     I cleared my throat and looked directly into his eyes. “To tell you the truth, Marty’s life seems to have been a bit of a cliché. Nobody has had anything very interesting to say about the guy. So what if he had a successful restaurant? All I really care about is getting a compelling article written.” I pushed the chair away from the desk, my exasperation partially genuine. I reached for my purse.
     “Whoa, hold on,” Wells said. “Hey, if that’s what you wanted, why didn’t you say so? To be honest, I don’t give a rat’s ass about Marty’s reputation. If you want the juicy, sordid details of his life, I’ll give ‘em to you.”
     I rolled my chair back up to the desk.
     Wells commenced to ratting out his dearly departed friend. “Marty was involved with an exotic dancer who works at a place called Lola’s.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “He described her as a brunette with legs that went on for miles. He used to go on and on in great detail about how good she was in the sack.”
     “Do you remember her name?”
     “All strippers use stage names,” he said matter-of-factly. “It was Taffy, or something foolish like that.”
     “Marty must have known her real name.” 
     “Probably, but he liked to call her by her stage name. Turned him on, I guess.”
     “How long had he been seeing her?” 
     “Just a few months. Marty was pushing fifty, but he was good looking, and charming enough to get the young hotties. He didn’t stay with any one of them for very long. He told me he broke it off with this one pretty recently.”
     “Did you ever meet her?”
     Wells looked at me and started to laugh. “Hell no … Marty wanted me to go with him to watch the dancers, but I never quite understood the whole deal with strip clubs. You can look, but you can’t touch? What’s the point in that?”
     “Was she upset when he broke it off?”
     “According to Marty, she went ballistic. She was probably looking for a marriage proposal.”
     “She didn’t know he was already married?”
     Wells shrugged and raised his eyebrows.
     “Did she ever threaten him in any way?”
     “Not that I’m aware of, but it wouldn’t surprise me if she had.”
     “What do you mean?”
     “Those stripper types are generally pretty rough around the edges. Probably came from a broken home. They usually have drinking problems, and abusive boyfriends. Bad news, if you ask me. I warned Marty not to get involved with women like that.”
     “Did you often give him advice on women?”
     “Well,” he said as he raised his index finger, “Marty did heed my number one rule.”
     “What rule is that?”
     “Never get involved with married women. Eventually, one of them is bound to have a crazy husband who is more than willing to beat your head in. Marty was smart enough to realize that.”
     “So he stayed away from married women?” 
     “That’s what I said.”
     “Are you married, Mr. Wells?” He raised his eyebrows and his expression changed. I immediately regretted the question.
     “My, aren’t we getting rather personal?”
     “Sorry,” I said. The temperature of the room seemed to go up ten degrees, “Forget I even asked.”
     “I thought you were interested in Marty’s love life, not mine.” A hint of a smile suggested he found my discomfort amusing.
     “You’re right. Let’s get back to Marty.” I took a quick breath. “Had he been seeing anyone else?”
     “He didn’t mention names, but he was fond of the one night stand. I would imagine there were others since.” 
     “Did he ever tell you how he spent his Wednesday afternoons?”
     Wells laughed and shifted in his chair. “Sure, I knew about the Chestnut Inn.” He chuckled. “Marty bragged about his encounters all the time.” He glanced at his watch. “Look, sorry to break up this fascinating conversation, but I have another meeting to prepare for.”
     He didn’t bother to stand when I pushed my chair away from the desk and got up. “I appreciate your time.” 
     He smiled and gave me a curt nod. “You might want to talk to the people over at his restaurant, if you haven’t already.” 
     “Thanks,” I said, turning to leave. As I was closing the door behind me, I looked back and caught him staring at my ass. He looked away with a smile.
 
* * *
     
     Twenty minutes after my chat with Wells, I was sitting across from Carter at the diner, filling him in on the exotic dancer.
     “That’s a good lead,” he said. I could tell by the look in his eye he was formulating a plan. 
     “Bitter ex-lover,” I added. “Maybe she knew Harding and hired him to kill Marty.”
     “It’s possible. Find a way to talk to her.”
     “What? How do you expect me to pull that one off?”
     Carter smiled. “Well, the Gourmet Magazine trick isn’t going to work this time. We’re gonna have to get creative.”
     “How?”
     “You’re gonna become her new best friend.” 
     “Oh, that’s precious. How do you propose I do that? What do I have in common with a stripper?”
     “There’s one thing I’ve learned in this business over the years. It’s not what you have in common that’s important, it’s what you’re willing to share. If you confide something personal about yourself, she might feel compelled to do the same.”
     “Okay, that actually makes sense.”
     The corners of Carter’s mouth turned up in a wicked smile. “I have a plan, but promise me you’ll keep an open mind.”     
     “Oh, shit.” 
 
* * *
     
     It was almost seven when I finally figured out what I would wear to Lola’s. My skintight black pants had been hidden deep in the walk-in for almost a decade. I prayed I’d be able to squeeze into them. As luck would have it, they had just enough give to make it over my hips. I added a silky blue tunic blouse, black satin belt, and high leather boots. Voila … one slutty ensemble. The final touches: sparkly gold eye shadow, bright red lipstick, and enough hairspray to be considered a fire hazard.  
     When I’d called Lola’s earlier in the day to inquire about a dancer named Taffy, I’d been told they had no dancer by that name and never had. There was, however, a Tiffany. She was scheduled to work this very evening.
     Brian was walking past my bedroom as I turned to leave. “Hey, mom … nice outfit. Are you going to a costume party or something?”
     “Oh, hi honey,” I said, trying not to take offense. “I’m just meeting a girlfriend for a drink. There’s a frozen pizza you can pop in the oven if you get hungry. I’ll be home late.” I planted a kiss on his cheek as I walked past him.
     “Gross,” he said, doing his best to wipe away the red smudge with the back of his hand.
     “See you later, gator. And no parties while I’m gone.”
     “Yeah, whatever,” he said, looking at me as if I were from another planet.
 
* * *
 
     My cell rang just as I pulled out of the driveway. It was my husband, Daniel.
     His employer had him traveling around the country three weeks a month. He called every few days to let me know where he was. At the moment, it was Austin. 
     “Sarah, the connection’s bad. Are you driving?”
     “Yeah, just heading out.” 
     “Okay, well I’m coming back tomorrow on the late flight. Can you pick me up at the airport at seven?” 
     “That’s fine. I’ll be there.” 
     After 16 years of marriage, my feelings toward Daniel had reached that proverbial plateau somewhere between love and apathy. He was absorbed in his work, and emotionally unavailable. When we did have a conversation, it was generally about one of two topics: our son, or household finances. The romance was long gone. What remained was ambivalence. Truth was I had gotten used to it. 
 
* * *
     
     Lola’s was a lot classier than I had anticipated. Crisp white linens adorned the small tables. The lighting was subdued but tasteful, and the clientele, relatively sophisticated. Two poles, essential props of the trade, rose from the center of a stage, which was located off to the left.
     I approached the bar and slid the taught fabric of my black slacks onto a plush leather stool. 
     “Good evening. What can I get for you?” The bartender wore a white, button-down shirt with a black, silk tie. 
     “Patron margarita on the rocks,” I said, getting an instant nod of approval.
     “Want to start a tab?” he asked, while mixing my libation.
     “That’d be great. Thanks.” 
     Just as I took my first sip the overhead lights dimmed and the room began to pulse with loud, rhythmic music. A redhead with colossal breasts—poor thing must have been top heavy, but she smiled as if she owned the place—sauntered on to the stage. The DJ announced her as Brandi, so I turned back towards the bartender; he was more my type. 
     Two cocktail waitresses flitted about, taking orders from patrons seated at tables surrounding the stage. They wore dangerously short mini-skirts and tank tops that left little to the imagination. They must have been making a fortune in tips.
     As the first song ended, Brandi was joined on stage by a woman with long, chestnut hair and a body to die for. The DJ announced her as Tiffany. A red, flamenco dress with a plunging neckline accentuated her perfectly sculpted figure. A few minutes of dancing, and the dress came off. She exuded confidence and experience as she strutted and pranced around the stage in her lacey black negligee. 
     I began to wonder how I was going to finagle an opportunity to talk to her. A number of scenarios ran through my mind as I sipped my drink. Before long, I decided it would be best to stop analyzing the situation and wing it. A little small talk with the bartender might be a good place to start.
     “You make one hell of a drink,” I said, saluting him with a raised glass. “Can I get another when you have a minute?”
     “Coming right up. By the way, I’m Zach.” 
     “Hi Zach, I’m Sarah.” 
     “Is this your first visit to the club?”
     I nodded.
     “Meeting someone?”
     I shook my head then realized that a woman hanging out alone at a strip club might come across as being a bit odd. “Actually,” I said, “I’m looking for a job … something part time, maybe a few nights a week.”
     “Well, if you want to write down your information, I’ll see that the manager gets it.”
     “Cool. Thank you.” I saw Zach look toward the stage and smile. As I turned my head out of curiosity, I found my view blocked by a man who stood staring at me.
     “Excuse me,” he said, gesturing at the stool on the other side of mine. “Is that taken?”
     “Yeah, sure, I mean, no . . .” I gestured awkwardly at the vacant stool. “Sorry, this margarita has gone straight to my head.” He was impossibly good looking, with tightly-shaven black hair and stubble on his chin and upper lip. His piercing blue eyes bore into me.
     “No apology necessary.” As he cozied up next to me I checked out his clothing. He wore a dark grey linen suit with a crisp, white, button-down shirt and burgundy tie. 
     “I’ll have what she’s having,” he said, extending a hand towards me when Zach appeared. Can I buy you another margarita?”
     “No thanks. Well, actually, okay.” I was anxious. This guy was a total gentleman so far, but so damn good looking it was clouding my judgment. Was he flirting with me or just being polite? I thanked him as Zach set the margarita in front of me. I decided I’d better nurse this one. “Thank you.”
     “My pleasure,” he said. “It’s the least I could do.”
     “But I haven’t done anything.”
     “Well, you were kind enough to let me sit here while you wait for your boyfriend.”
     “Oh, I’m not expecting anyone. The seat’s all yours. I’m here solo looking for a bartending job.” I wasn’t sure why I’d just explained myself to a total stranger. What did it matter? I was there for one reason: to get whatever information I could from Tiffany. 
     “I see. Well, lucky for me then.” He cocked his head as he spoke which seemed to suggest I should be grateful that a stud like him would talk to someone like me. At that moment he no longer seemed quite so handsome. Be it my imagination or insecurity, I had a sense he was just amusing himself with me while waiting for someone better to come along. As a result, I ignored whatever it was he said next and turned back toward the stage. Besides, the last time I let a guy buy me a drink he ended up dead. 
     When I turned back around a few minutes later, he was gone.
 
* * *
     
     A few hours passed, and I could barely keep myself upright any longer. Not so much because I was drunk. It was just way past my bedtime: almost midnight. My legs had grown numb, remaining stationary for far too long. 
     The club had to be closing soon. I asked Zach if he knew the dancers, but he’d only been working there a few weeks and couldn’t tell me much.
     When the music finally stopped and the lights came on, I found my mind utterly devoid of any clever ideas for getting to Tiffany. Within ten minutes, the place was nearly empty. Zach set the bar tab in front of me. I cringed to think how much it would be. Fortunately, Carter would reimburse me. Four twenty dollar bills later, I stood up, put on my jacket, and waved good-bye to Zach. 
     I made my way toward the exit as slowly as I dared. Where was the dancers’ changing room?  Had Tiffany already left? I paused near the exit doors, pretending to look for something inside my purse. The look on the bouncer’s face told me I’d overstayed my welcome. 
     I stepped outside and inhaled sharply. I snugged my collar around my neck as the cold air struck my face. Where had I parked my car? I scanned the whole parking lot to no avail. I fished in my purse for the keys, figuring I’d press the lock button to flash the lights. 
     After a moment, I came to a grim realization: the keys were gone and so was my vehicle. 
Panic began to set in. I pawed frantically through my purse a second time. No keys. Had I left them on the bar? 
     I ran back toward the building. The door was locked. I banged and banged until someone showed. A stocky guy with a tattoo on his neck opened the door a crack. He looked quite annoyed.
     “Please,” I gasped, nearly out of breath, “I think I left my car keys on the bar. I need to get back in.” 
     “Sorry. Club’s closed,” he said, dismissing me with a wave of his hand.
     “But I can’t get home without my keys?” 
     “Not my problem.”
     “Give me a break, will ya? Could you at least go check for me? I’ll wait out here in the freezing cold.” I wrapped my arms around my chest and tucked my chin for emphasis. I thought he was going to ignore me when the door swung wide. He stepped aside to let me in.
     “Thank you very much,” I said, maneuvering around his bulky frame. I headed straight for Zach, who was cleaning up behind the bar. “Excuse me, Zach,” I said, still out of breath. “Did you find a set of keys?” 
     “Sorry, I didn’t. Did you check the ladies room?” 
     “I haven’t, but I’m going to right now.” I remembered that I’d visited the restroom after my second margarita.
     I opened the door, stepped inside, and turned on the light. I immediately jumped back and let out an involuntary scream. A man was standing directly in front of me with his back against the wall. A blonde woman knelt before him, her face buried in his crotch.
     “Holy shit,” I gasped, stumbling backwards and slipping on the tile. I grabbed the edge of a nearby trash can to prevent myself from hitting the floor. “You scared the crap out of me.”
     The young woman stood up, wiping her mouth as she whirled around. She glared at me while the man awkwardly fumbled with his zipper.
     “Do you fucking mind?” she said in a thick Boston accent. I recognized her as one of the cocktail waitresses.
     “I’m really sorry,” I blurted out. “I lost my car keys. I thought I might have dropped them in here.” I backed away, searching for the door handle. I hurried back toward the bar.
     “No luck?” Zach asked.
     I shook my head, fighting back tears of frustration. “I’ll figure something out. Unfortunately, my car seems to be gone, too.”
     “Are you serious? That really sucks. Look, I’ll give you a ride home if you don’t mind waiting.”
     “Thank you, that’s very kind, but I’m going to call a friend to give me a lift.” I dialed Carter’s number and prayed he would answer. Fortunately, he picked up after three rings.
     “Thank god, Carter. I think my car was stolen. I’m stuck here at the strip club.” 
     “Slow down. You woke me from a dead sleep. Now, what’s going on?” 
     “I’m still at the club and I need a ride. Can you please come get me.” 
     “It’s . . . after midnight.” 
     “No kidding,” I replied, nearly at my wits end. I heard a sigh at the other end of the line.
     “Fine, I’m on my way.”
     I took a deep breath and did my best to calm down when I noticed the bouncer walking towards me. I glanced around the room. Zach was nowhere in sight.
     “Ma’am, we’re closed. You’ve got to get out of here,” he said, grabbing my arm.
     “I’m waiting for a friend to pick me up,” I replied, trying to wriggle out of his grasp.
     “Well, you’ll have to wait outside.” The bouncer tightened his grip around my bicep.
     “You’re hurting me,” I said, raising my voice.
     “Tony, let go of her,” a female’s voice commanded. The bouncer and I both turned.
     “Tiff, you’re still here?” The brute released my arm.
     “Sure looks that way, doesn’t it?” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him.
     “Friend of yours?” he asked, jabbing my arm with his fat thumb.
     “It doesn’t matter who she is. You don’t manhandle women, understand?” 
     The bouncer raised both his hands in mock surrender then walked away. Tiffany gave me a tired smile.
     “Sorry about that. Tony can be a real pain in the ass. You okay?”
     “That remains to be seen,” I said with a smile. “I lost my keys and I think someone may have stolen my car, so it’s been quite an evening. I’m waiting for a friend to pick me up. He should be here in twenty minutes or so.” 
     “Oh, I would be so pissed if that happened to me,” Tiffany said. “Listen, I’m going to wind down with a glass of wine. You’re welcome to join me.”     
     “Thanks. I’d like that very much. By the way, I’m Sarah.” 
     “Tiffany,” she said, taking my hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
     I followed her to the bar and watched as she reached across the counter and retrieved two wine glasses and a bottle of red. She’d changed out of her dancing clothes into faded blue jeans and a pink t-shirt. She looked ten years younger with her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and the heavy make-up gone.
     “Zach won’t mind. We’re allowed one drink after the show. He must be out back doing inventory.” She opened the bottle and poured a glass for each of us. 
     “Zach seems like a nice guy,” I said as she slid a glass of wine in my direction. “And cute, too.”
     “Yeah, Zach’s much nicer than the last bartender we had, who was a total prick. He eventually got fired for stealing a bottle of Maker’s Mark.”
     “I do some bartending on the side. It would be fun to work here.”
     “That would be great. We really should have female bartenders here, too.”
     “By the way, I really enjoyed your performance, tonight.” As soon as I said it, I realized she might interpret the comment differently than I had intended. But it was time to take this conversation to the next level, as I only had a few minutes.
     “Thanks,” she said, looking down at her lap. “I don’t plan on doing this forever. Just until I have a decent amount of money saved. I make a lot more doing this than I would waiting tables forty hours a week.” 
     I felt a little sorry for her. She was a beautiful girl. Why was she stripping, I wondered? She could have been a Victoria’s Secret model. “Hey, we do what we have to do, right?” 
     “I guess so. But I’m not getting any younger. I’ll be thirty next month. Believe it or not, that’s considered old in this business.”
     “Have you thought of modeling.”
     She laughed. “You’re far too kind.” She massaged the back of her neck and gave me a curious look. “So, you came here alone tonight. Does that mean you’re into women?”
     I almost choked on my wine. I set the glass down and dabbed my lower lip with a napkin. “No, I’m not gay,” I said. “But I can see how you might think that.”
     “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that . . . well . . . never mind.” She shook her head. 
     “Actually,” I said, tapping my fingers on the wine glass, “I had a boyfriend up until a few days ago.”
     She swiveled her stool around to face me. “What happened?”
     “He cheated on me.” 
     “That totally sucks. How’d you find out?”
     I paused, in order to fabricate a believable sob story. “I found a condom wrapper in the pocket of his jeans. We never used them.” I rested my chin on my hand and sighed. 
     After a brief silence, Tiffany muttered under her breath. “Asshole. Men really suck, sometimes.”
     “You’re not kidding. When I confronted him about it, he had the nerve to tell me I was a lousy lay. Can you believe that?” The lies were suddenly flowing. 
     “You’re kidding. What’d you say?”
     “I told him to go to hell. But he just laughed at me, you know, like he didn’t believe I’d ever leave his sorry ass.”
     “I hope you walked out and didn’t look back.” Tiffany crossed her arms, her eyes narrowed. 
     “I tried to leave, but he shoved me against the wall.” I was beginning to wonder if I was overdoing it. “I can’t believe I ever fell for that jerk to begin with.”
     “You call the cops? Please tell me you had him arrested.” 
     “I didn’t have a chance. He split, and I haven’t seen or heard from him since.” I stared into my drink and pondered my story. Had she bought it? “Sorry,” I said. “I’m sure the last thing you needed tonight was someone bending your ear about an abusive boyfriend. Thanks for letting me vent.”
     “Talk all you want. I’m a good listener.” She shifted on her stool. “My friends tell me I should’ve been a therapist.” She giggled and took a sip of her wine.
     We sat in silence for a long moment. I finally got up the nerve to ask the question I had come to find an answer for. “So, do you have a boyfriend?” 
     Tiffany looked at her glass, downed the remainder of her wine then immediately refilled it. “Not anymore,” she said.
     I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I asked, “What happened?”
     She lowered her eyes. “It’s the same old story. I always want the ones I can’t have.”
     “He was married?”
     She nodded. “He was. Not that it stopped him from running around. He had others, too.”
     “Were you in love with him?”
     “That’s the funny thing. I don’t think I was. But he made me laugh, you know? He was fun and carefree. My dancing didn’t seem to bother him at all.”
     “How’d you find out he was married?”
     “He got a call one night while he was at my place. He left the room, but I overheard him talking.”
     “You must have been hurt.”
     “You know, I think I felt worse for him. It must be awful to be stuck in a marriage with someone you don’t want to be with. Anyways, I ended it and told him he should try to work things out with his wife.”
     If she was referring to Marty, and I had to assume she was, I detected no bitterness whatsoever. “Did you meet him here?” I asked.
     She nodded. “I did. I suppose I should have known better than to get involved with a customer. But he was so sweet. It was hard to say no to that man.” 
     “I wish I could find a sweet, honest man to fall in love with. I seem to be attracted only to the bad boys.”
     “You’re not alone. But I know someone who might be able to help you deal with that asshole ex-boyfriend of yours.” She reached across the bar, grabbed a pen, and scribbled something on a napkin. 
     “Who’s this?” I asked. She had written the name Armand and included a phone number.
     “Just call him. You can thank me later.” 
     I was at a complete loss. I slipped the napkin into my purse just as Zach returned.
     “Hello, ladies. I see you’ve helped yourself to my wine stock.”
     “Yes, and we’re doing a grand job of drowning our sorrows.” Tiffany smiled discretely behind her wine glass.
     A buzzing sound inside my purse told me I had an incoming text message. I checked: it was from Carter. It read: Five minutes away. Meet me outside.
     “Well,” I said, “my ride’s here. I’m grateful to you both for letting me hang out. If I’d waited outside, I’d be a human popsicle by now.”
     “No problem. Take care, Sarah. I hope we’ll see you again.” She and Zach both waved as I turned and walked toward the exit.
     Outside, Carter was just pulling up to the curb. 
     “Sorry you had to come get me, but I didn’t know who else to call.” As I settled in, a sinking feeling came over me. “I think someone stole my car. Guess I’d better report it.”
     “We can stop at the police station on the way back.”
     “Thanks.” I brought my hand to my mouth to stifle a yawn. “Otherwise, it all worked out. I was able to talk to Tiffany.”
     “Did you get anything we can use?” he asked.
     “I gave her a sob story about my cheating boyfriend, and she mentioned being involved with a married man. She didn’t offer a name and I didn’t push.”
     “Do you think she was referring to Marty?”
     “I think so, but oddly enough, she didn’t seem the least bit angry or resentful. Wells said Marty told him Tiffany was livid when he broke it off with her. But Tiffany claims she was the one who ended her relationship with the married guy.”
     “Maybe she was talking about some other guy?”
     “Or maybe Marty’s lofty ego was bruised and he told Wells a different story to save face. He seemed like the type who wouldn’t admit to being dumped, especially by a stripper.”
     “We need to find out for sure.”
     “How do we do that?”
     “We follow her home.”
     “Tonight?” I asked. Carter’s sudden U-turn provided the answer. We returned to the club and parked across the street. He shut off the engine and killed the lights. 
     “I hope you’re not in any hurry to get home,” he said.
     I shrugged. “No one will miss me.” I remembered the napkin. “I got a phone number,” I said, digging in my purse. 
     Carter produced a small flashlight he kept in the center console. He took the napkin and clicked the light on. “Who’s Armand?” 
     “No idea. All she said was that he’d take care of the asshole boyfriend I told her about.”
     Carter gave me a quizzical look. “Okay, give him a call in the morning.” He switched the light off, returned it to the console, and looked across the street. 
     “You know,” I said, after a brief silence, “I was thinking if things don’t work out with you, maybe I’ll get a part-time job bartending at Lola’s.” 
     “What do you know about bartending?” 
     “A lot. I worked my way through massage school by bartending.”
     “Ever work at a strip club?”
     “No, but so what? If I can make drinks at Applebee’s, I can certainly make them at Lola’s.”
     “You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” Carter threw his head back in laughter.
     “What’s so damn funny? You got something against Applebee’s?”
     Carter shook his head, still laughing. “So, what the hell happened to your keys? Someone steal them from your purse?”
     In that moment it dawned on me. My purse was hanging from the stool when the smug prick in the fancy clothes bought me a drink. He could have lifted them when my back was turned. Carter must have read the look on my face. 
     “What’s up, Sarah?”
     “Damn it. I think I know who took my keys. Well, I don’t actually know him.”
     “Who?”
     “Some guy with a shaved head and a fancy suit. He bought me a drink at the bar. I’m an idiot.”
     Carter touched my arm. “Don’t beat yourself up over this. Scam artists aren’t called ‘artists’ for nothing. They’re clever, and far more polished than you might think. You’re just learning this business. You’ll catch on. Actually, you already have,” he added.
     “At least he left my wallet. It could have been--”
     Carter held up a finger to silence me. There was movement across the street
     “That’s her,” I whispered, as Tiffany exited the club and climbed into a red Volkswagen Jetta. Carter waited about ten seconds before pulling out behind her, following at a safe distance. She drove a few miles before pulling up in front of a three-story apartment building. Carter pulled over and cut his engine. 
     “Write this down,” he said, tapping my arm. “125 Wilson Road.”
     I pulled out my notebook and jotted down the address. Meanwhile, Carter had rolled the windows down a few inches. When I looked up, Tiffany was about to enter the building when a man came out of nowhere and grabbed her from behind. She screamed.
     I reached over and clutched Carters arm, but Tiffany’s screaming ceased. She was now laughing. She slapped the guy playfully on the chest. From our vantage point, all we could see was that he had an athletic build and was wearing a black baseball cap, black jacket, and jeans.
     “Holy shit,” I whispered, “I thought she was about to get mugged.”
     Carter dropped the windows a few more inches to try to make out their conversation.
     “You ass hat, I nearly peed my pants,” Tiffany said to the guy. “What are you doing here?” 
     “Just making sure you got home okay.”
     “Well, that’s sweet of you, but it’s late. You must be exhausted.”
     “I’m fine.” 
     “Did you see anyone suspicious at the club tonight?” Tiffany asked.
     “No, but I’ll continue to keep an eye out.” 
     “Okay, great. Listen, I need to take a shower and get some sleep, but I’ll call you if anything happens.”
     “Fine, but watch your back, okay.” The guy turned and walked away as Tiffany opened the front door.
     “Goodnight,” she said, turning to wave before she stepped inside and pulled the door closed. The guy headed down the street and disappeared into the darkness. 
     I looked at Carter. “What was
that all about?” 
     “No idea.” 
     “I couldn’t see the guy’s face. Should we follow him?”
     “We’re done for tonight. Besides, he’s on foot. Are you suggesting that we drive five miles an hour behind him? That shouldn’t be too obvious,” Carter teased. “Maybe I’ll get some idea who he is when I search her apartment tomorrow.”
     I bit my lower lip and leaned my head back against the headrest. “I didn’t know breaking and entering was part of the job description. What do you expect to find?”
     “If I’m lucky, maybe some sort of connection to Lance Harding.”
 
* * *
 
 
     We pulled up to my house a half hour later, after filing a stolen vehicle report at the police station. 
     “I’ll be here at eight o’clock sharp to pick you up,” Carter said. “We’ll go get you a rental car.” As I reached for the door handle, Carter gently grasped my other arm. “You did a great job tonight, Sarah. Thank you.”
     I smiled and climbed out. Exhausted, I willed my legs to carry me the short distance to the front steps.
 
 


 
 
Sunday, March 11
 
 
 
A loud knock on my bedroom door woke me from a sound sleep. I opened my eyes and looked over at the clock on the nightstand: eight fifteen.
     “Mom, are you awake?” 
     I sat up just as Brian opened the door, a look of concern on his face.
     “There’s a guy sitting in a brown car across the street. He keeps looking over at our house and it’s freaking me out. Maybe we should call the cops?” 
     “Damn it,” I gasped, grabbing my cell from the nightstand. There were three texts from Carter. “It’s okay, honey, he’s my ride.”
     “Where’s your car?”
     “It was stolen last night. I’m getting a rental today.”
     “Why don’t you just drive dad’s car?”
     “I’d rather not.”
     “Who’s the guy waiting for you out in the rust-bucket?”
     “Just a friend,” I said while rifling through my closet.
     Brian shrugged and left the room. I threw on some clothes, grabbed my makeup bag, purse, and jacket, and out the door I went. 
      “What the hell?” Carter inquired when I got into his car.
     “Sorry, overslept,” I said, smoothing my hair; there hadn’t been time for even a brief look in the mirror.
     “We have a busy day, and you look like shit,” he said with a smile. 
     “Well, you’re not going to win any friggin’ beauty contests, either,” I shot back, studying his bloodshot eyes. “I need coffee.”
     “No time. A lot to accomplish this morning. First stop, Marty’s restaurant. Then we’ll go see about your rental car.”
     I commenced to putting on my face as Carter drove.
 
* * *
     
     Marty’s was a fat wallet type of establishment. The plush furnishings and swanky décor indicated no expense had been spared in outfitting the joint. Marty had been a restaurateur with good taste. The smell of fresh herbs and onions hung heavily in the air. My stomach began to growl.
     An attractive woman in a navy blue outfit strolled toward us. Her black hair was slicked back into a tight bun. She looked all business as she extended her hand and smiled.
     “Abigail Rodrigues,” she said. “You must be Carter and Sarah.” She escorted us to a nearby table. The place was empty at this early hour. “Please make yourselves comfortable. Can I get you some coffee or tea?”
     “No thanks,” Carter said.
     “Actually, I’d love some coffee,” I said. “Black, please.”
     “Sure. I’ll be right back.” 
     Carter gave me an impatient glance.
     “What? I need caffeine.”
     He rolled his eyes. 
     Abigail soon returned and handed me a steaming cup.
     “Thank you,” I said.
     “It’s my pleasure, of course. Well, this place has been a real handful since Marty’s accident,” Abigail said, glancing at her watch. “But I have a few minutes to talk with you. Also, Chef Philippe is busy in the kitchen prepping for lunch.”
     “Great, I’ll go have a quick chat with him,” Carter said, turning and heading off in the direction of the clanking pots.
     “Shall we go inside my office?” Abigail suggested, indicating a hallway to our left. 
     “Perfect,” I said, taking a sip of coffee. I followed her down the hall and into a small, windowless room. Her desk was piled high with file folders and loose papers. She pulled out a chair for me. 
     “As you know, we’re writing an article about your late boss for Gourmet Magazine,” I said while taking a seat. “The article will focus on Marty, the man behind the restaurant, as it were.” 
     “Okay.” Abigail sat and smoothed out the wrinkles in her slacks. “I don’t know a great deal about Marty’s personal life. He was my boss.”
     “How long have you worked here, Abigail?”
     “Close to three years now.”
     “What was it like working for Marty Quinn?”
     Abigail took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Marty was passionate about his work. As a boss, he was professional, yet personable. I respected him for that, and admired his conviction and devotion to this place.”
     I scribbled in my notebook mostly for show, thinking that Abigail’s answers seemed to come from a memorized script.  
     “And what are your responsibilities here, Abigail?” 
     “I deal with employees, scheduling, vendors, advertising, and keeping our customers happy.”
     “I see. And what happens now? Will Marty’s wife take over the business?”
     Abigail sucked her lips in as she looked down at her lap. “Well, I just found out his wife wants to sell the business. I opened the letter shortly before you arrived. She’s already looking for a buyer.”
     “Wow,” I said, dropping the notebook to my lap. “How do you feel about that?”
     “I don’t know how to feel about it. Hopefully, the new buyers will keep me on as general manager.”
     “Was Janet Quinn involved with the restaurant before Marty’s death?”
     “Not really. She’d come to meetings once in a while, but didn’t have much to say.”
     My hope was that Abigail would continue down this avenue, but she seemed to reach a stop sign. I decided not to push it, opting instead to redirect the questions toward Marty Quinn’s personal life. “What did Marty do when he wasn’t at the restaurant? Did he have any hobbies?”
     Abigail appeared uncomfortable with the question, stalling and shifting in her chair. “Like I said, I really didn’t know Marty outside of work. I do know he played golf several times a week during the good weather.”
     “Did he have a lot of friends? Ever talk about the other women in his life?” I knew I’d gone too far upon seeing Abigail’s furrowed brows.
     “Excuse me? What other women are you referring to?” She crossed her arms and waited for an answer. 
     “Well,” I said, as if this were a perfectly acceptable journalistic tack, “it is common knowledge that Marty had a wandering eye. Perhaps you knew some of his lady friends?” 
     “I don’t feel comfortable talking about Marty’s . . . I had nothing to do with him outside of work. Our relationship was strictly professional.”
     I decided in that moment to go for broke. “I understand,” I said, then leaned in close and lowered my voice. “He liked to go to strip clubs, didn’t he?”
     Abigail looked bewildered. Her eyes darted around the room as if she were watching a Ping-Pong tournament. “How would I know?”
     There was a good chance I’d blown my Gourmet Magazine writer cover. I decided it was time to cut and run before she threw me out. “Well, thank you, Abigail. I appreciate your time this morning.” I closed my notebook, slipped it into my purse, and withdrew the photo of Harding. “One last question, if you don’t mind. Do you recognize this man?” I handed her the photo. “Perhaps he was a customer, a vendor, or maybe a friend of Marty’s?”
     Abigail took the photo and examined it for a few seconds. “He doesn’t look familiar,” she said, a blank expression on her face. “What’s his name?”
     “His name is Lance Harding. Perhaps you could check your computer files to see if his name comes up. Marty may have had business dealings with him.” I held my breath as she pondered the suggestion. 
     “How is this relevant to the article you’re writing?” she asked.
     “Well, my editor is extremely anal. He requires that we research every last detail, though much of it will be cut from the final article. I realize it may seem a bit excessive.” 
     Her features relaxed a bit and she smiled sympathetically. “I understand how that is. Marty was very meticulous about how he wanted things done around here, too. But, as you can see, that’s what it takes to run a successful business.”
     I nodded appreciatively. 
     Abigail stood up. “I can check the computer files later today if you want to write down that guy’s name for me. I’ll give you a call if anything turns up. I really must get back to work.”
     “Thank you so much.” I tore a page out of my notebook, jotted down Harding’s name and my contact info, and handed it to her.
     She smiled, took the paper, and walked me to the door. As I turned to walk away, she said “I know you don’t work for a magazine.”
     I turned and looked at her with raised eyebrows, my heart suddenly pounding like crazy. “Pardon me?”
     “You can quit the act. I’m not stupid, you know. Janet hired you, didn’t she?” 
     I was at a complete loss as how to respond.
     “You don’t have to answer that. But when you report back to Janet, tell her I never slept with her husband, okay. Then tell her to leave me alone.”
     “Leave you alone? Janet Quinn has been harassing you?”
     “She called me the night Marty died … woke me up around midnight. She rambled on to such a degree, I thought she was drunk at first. I was about to hang up on her when she explained how Marty had been killed. Then she started accusing me of sleeping with him, as if I’d had something to do with his death. I was in shock. She called me a tramp and hung up on me.”
     “Had she ever hit you with accusations before Marty’s death?”
     “No. I have no idea how she got it into her head that Marty and I . . . it’s just ridiculous!”
     “Maybe Marty spoke fondly of you and Janet read it wrong. Have you heard from her since?”
     “Not until I got the letter about selling the restaurant.”
     “Look,” I said, feeling more confident now that the truth was out. “There may be a way to get yourself off the hook with Janet. There’s an exotic dancer named Tiffany that Marty had dated recently. Did you know about her?”
     Abigail let out a long sigh and rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know that name. I overheard a conversation Marty had one night with someone at the bar. Most of the customers had gone home, and he’d probably had one too many cocktails. He was going on and on about this Tiffany chick. I didn’t stick around to listen to the whole conversation.”
     “Did he say anything specific about her?”
     “You mean other than that she was the best fucking lay he’d ever had? His words, not mine.”
     “I think I get the picture.” 
     Abigail shrugged. “Do you? I don’t think you understand.”
     “Make me understand.”
     “Marty was a smart guy, but when he started drinking his brains went out the window. The way he described having sex with his floozies was disgusting. I may not have liked Janet, but I thought she was a saint for keeping him around. But then again, she’s a bit crazy, in my opinion. I guess they were perfect for each other.”
     “If Marty loved playing the field so much, why did he ever get married?”
     “Well, for one thing, Janet has money.”
     “I see.” I tried desperately to remain deadpan, hoping to conceal my surprise at the revelation. 
     “You don’t know much about your client, do you? Don’t you people do background checks before you agree to work for someone? It was Janet’s money that set Marty up in this restaurant fifteen years ago.”
     I nodded, taken aback by Abigail’s patronizing demeanor. It wasn’t helping my self-confidence. “Well, thank you again, Abigail. I’ve taken enough of your time. I’ll see myself out.” As I started down the hall, I heard her office door slam shut. 
      I saw Carter leaning against a wall near the exit. “How’d it go with Chef Philippe?” I asked, keeping my voice down. 
     “Nice guy, but not very helpful. You?”
     “Good and bad, I guess.” I walked past Carter and headed outside toward his Buick.
     “What the hell happened?” he asked as I got inside.
     “She figured out Janet hired us.”
     “Did you admit to it?”
     “No, but believe me, she knew. How well do you know Janet?” I asked. “Do you perform background checks on your clients before you agree to take their jobs?” 
     Carter leaned back and cocked his head. “What?”
     “Abigail told me that on the day of Marty’s death, Janet called her around midnight and accused her of sleeping with him. Abigail said Janet sounded drunk.”
     “Look, Sarah, I appreciate the effort you’re putting into this assignment, but we can’t change the rules of the game. Janet’s our client. She’s paying the bills and we’re gonna continue working this case. We need to follow up on Tiffany, figure out the connection to Harding, and see what we end up with. That’s the extent of our involvement, got it?”
     I felt like a child being reprimanded. “Okay, I get it,” I said, swallowing my pride. Something still bothered me about the whole Janet thing, but I decided to keep my mouth shut.
     “Let’s go get your rental car.” Carter’s voice returned to the usual friendly tone I was accustomed to as if he’d never lost his cool. “I need to head back into town once I drop you off. I’ve got an appointment for a haircut with Marty’s old barber. I thought I could kill two birds with one stone.” We headed north to the turnpike. Few words were exchanged during the ride.
 
* * *
     
     Less than an hour later, I had a set of keys belonging to a shiny black Toyota Camry.
     “Don’t forget to call that guy today,” Carter shouted over his shoulder as he headed back to his vehicle.
     “What guy?”
     “The guy whose name Tiffany gave you last night on the napkin. Remember?”
     “I’ll call him right now.” I’d forgotten all about Armand. 
     I slid behind the wheel, set my purse on the passenger seat, and started the engine. My stomach growled and I pondered where to get some food.
     My cell phone buzzed. It was another text from Daniel, reminding me to pick him up at the airport at seven. 
     “Have I ever forgotten to pick you up, numb nuts?” I said out loud. A pang of guilt followed my callous reaction. Daniel was nothing, if not consistent and predictable. There was a certain level of comfort in that.
     I located the napkin Tiffany had handed to me the night before. Who was Armand and why would she give me his number? What kind of name was Armand, anyways? It sounded phony, and probably wasn’t even his real name, whoever the hell he was. I punched the number into my phone. A pleasant male voice answered after three rings. “Is this Armand?” 
     “Yes it is. And who am I speaking with?”
     “Uh . . . my name is Sarah. A friend gave me your number.” I giggled nervously. “Honestly, I’m a little embarrassed. She didn’t really tell me who you are.” 
     “Oh, I see,” he replied. 
     “Maybe this was a mistake,” I said after an uncomfortable silence. “I’m really sorry to have bothered you.” I was about to hang up when he spoke.
     “Who gave you my number?” 
     “Tiffany. You know her, right?”
     “Yes, of course. I apologize. Please … let me explain my services.”
     “Uh, what do you mean by services?” I asked, assuming the worst.
     “The kind of services you get when you hire a male escort.”
     “That’s what I … uh, I mean, of course.” I felt my cheeks flush.
     I heard him laugh on the other end. “I provide companionship to discriminating women for an evening, a day, and sometimes even an entire weekend.”
     “So you’re a male prostitute?” I blurted out.
     “That’s not the term we use.” He sounded a bit pissed-off. “Accepting money for sex is prostitution, which is illegal. A male escort is paid for his time and companionship. I offer women a no-strings-attached boyfriend experience, if you will.” 
     His sexy, masculine voice, coupled with his little spiel, had images of a shirtless Adonis sporting a five o’clock shadow dancing through my mind. 
     “That’s . . . very interesting.” I tried to sound respectful. “How much do you charge for your services?”
     “Three hundred an hour, an overnight stay is one thousand, and a weekend, three thousand,” he said matter-of-factly. 
     My eyes practically popped out of my head. “Oh my, I suppose your clients are all very successful women. Unfortunately, I’m not. Uh, do you give discounts?” As soon as I said it, I realized how offensive it must have sounded.      
     “My, my, aren’t you charming?” he replied. He began to laugh again.
     “Listen, I’m sorry to have wasted your time. Even if I had the money, it’s … well, it’s just not my thing.”
     “Wait a minute,” he said quickly. “I’m wondering why Tiffany would have given you my number if you weren’t in the market, so to speak.” 
     “Oh, she knew I was having boyfriend problems. I guess she thought you would take care of me, or something.” I touched my hand to my cheek. I was burning up.
     “I could, you know?”
     “You could what?” I asked.
     “Take care of you.”
     My mouth felt dry and I was at a loss for words. “Well, umm … that’s very nice, but like I said, it’s not really my thing.” 
     “What if I gave you the first night for free?” 
     I hesitated, not because I was considering it, but because I was completely taken off guard. “Look, I’m sure you’re a sweet guy, but I could never spend the night with a complete stranger.” No sooner had the words escaped my mouth when it occurred to me that perhaps I should set up a date with Armand. Maybe I could get him to tell me more about Tiffany. “Although,” I quickly added, “maybe we could meet for coffee to see if there’s a spark and take it from there?” This brought yet another wave of laughter to my ear.
     “Okay, that sounds reasonable,” he said. “I could meet you this afternoon. There’s a quiet little bakery on the corner of Whipple and Main. I’ll meet you at four and we’ll see about this so-called spark.”
     “Okay, I’ll meet you there. Wait. How will I know it’s you?” 
     “I’ll be wearing a navy corduroy jacket.”
     As he hung up, I realized I was breathing heavily. I sat back and closed my eyes for a moment, trying to imagine what it would be like to have sex with a total stranger. After a moment, I decided this was not the time or the place for a sexual fantasy. There was work to be done. I decided to call Carter. He’d no doubt find it amusing that my mystery man was a male escort. 
     “Hey there,” I said when Carter picked up. “Get this … Armand is a male escort.” 
     “Sweet,” Carter said with a chuckle. “Did you book a date with him?” 
     “Of course I did. By the way, can I borrow a thousand bucks?” 
     When he managed to stop laughing, he asked, “Is that all? Wow, he’s cheap.” 
     “I know. What a bargain, huh? I’m meeting with him this afternoon.”
     When Carter didn’t respond immediately, I could only imagine what he was thinking. I finally heard him clear his throat. Are you serious?” he asked. 
     “Yes, but not to worry. This one’s a freebie.”
     “What . . . uh . . . okay. Look, I’m next in line at the barber shop. Can I call you back?” 
     “I’d rather you continue to call me Sarah. Bye.”
 
* * *
     
     With time to kill, I stopped at an organic grocery store and got a bowl of leek soup. It was delicious. I washed it down with a bottle of Perrier and glanced at my watch. I was craving something more; something sweet. I decided to swing by the bakery where I was to meet Armand later on.
     Lena’s Italian Bakery
was easy to find. I pulled up and could smell the baked goods from clear across the street. It wasn’t lost on me as to what an interesting place it was to meet a stranger and discuss a casual weekend of pure, adulterated sex. I suspect Armand had chosen it by design.
     I think I gained ten pounds just walking through the door. Sugar, chocolate, butter, and vanilla permeated the air. I formed a list in my mind of all the goodies I’d be leaving with. Lavishly decorated cupcakes, cookies, and other titillating treats filled the glass display cases. I couldn’t imagine spending a thousand dollars a night to have sex with a stranger, but I could certainly spend all of that on the decadent treats before me. 
     My gaze fell upon the man in front of me who was paying the cashier for his coffee. By the look of his strong, lean frame, my guess was he probably didn’t make a habit of sampling the deserts. When he turned to take a seat at one of the small tables nearby, I saw his face and shaved head. 
     I gasped.
     “Hey, it’s you!” I stormed up to the table, pointer finger extended. “You’re the guy from last night.”
     He eyed me curiously, then stood and motioned for me to join him. “Well, well, what a coincidence.” He laughed softly. “You’re Sarah?”
     “What the hell is going on here?” I tried to keep my voice in check, but my anger and confusion induced a modicum of panic. Then I noticed the dark blue corduroy jacket. “Wait a minute. You’re Armand?”
     “At your service, my lady,” he said, winking.
     “You’ve got to be kidding. You . . . you’re the guy who took my keys and stole my car last night.” I leaned down and looked squarely into his eyes.
     “Excuse me? What is it you’re accusing me of?”
     “You bought me a drink at the club and then you stole my--”
     “Hold on,” he said, interrupting me with his pointer finger extended high above his head.
Yes, I bought you a drink, but I can assure you, I stole nothing from you. Not your keys and certainly not your car.”
     “Well how do you explain the fact that you disappeared right after you bought me that drink?”
      “I left the club because you snubbed me right after I bought you that drink.”
     “Okay, sure. Just tell me where my car is and maybe I won’t press charges.”
     For some reason that made him laugh. “Oh, please. You’re hilarious,” he said, eyes bright with amusement. “I have a better idea. Why don’t you have a seat, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee, and we’ll try to figure out what happened to your car together, okay?”
     I was more confused than ever and unsure how to respond. Maybe he wasn’t the one who took my car after all. I sat and put my head in my hands. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . it’s upsetting to have--”
     “Just take a moment. How do you like your coffee, Sarah?” 
     “Black, one sugar, please, and maybe one of those cupcakes with the pink frosting?” 
     He smiled, nodded, and returned to the counter. I sighed and rubbed my eyes. I couldn’t help but notice how cute his ass looked in those jeans. I looked away, embarrassed. What the hell was I doing? He turned and smiled as if he’d read my thoughts. 
     “Here you go,” he said, joining me back at the table. “Are you sure you don’t want a peanut butter brownie, too?” 
     I shook my head, let go a huge sigh, and took a sip of coffee. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have accused you like that.”
     “It’s okay. I’ve already forgotten it.” He smiled and leaned back in his chair. 
     “So you’re Armand?” I whispered. I shook my head and looked back down at my coffee, trying not to smile. “Does Tiffany give your name out to a lot of women?”
     His laughter filled the small room. “We have an arrangement, and help each other out. Business is tough these days. It pays to be creative.”
     “So you and Tiffany are friends?”
     “More like business partners.”
     “How do you help her?” I asked. 
     Armand looked uncertain about how to answer that question. “Well, I look out for her. Kind of like a bodyguard.”
     “Why would Tiffany need protection?”
     Armand tilted his head to the side. “Why are you so concerned about Tiffany?”
     “Well,” I said, trying to sound as if we’d been friends for a while, “she seemed anxious about something last night. I’m worried about her.”
     “Oh. You’ve noticed?”
     “Yeah, well, she mentioned having problems with someone.”
     He nodded. “There’s a guy stalking her, but he keeps his distance.”
     “Have you seen him?”
     “Not exactly. It’s kind of an odd situation. She’s been getting gifts from some guy. He sends her flowers, chocolates, even a stuffed teddy bear. But the gifts are never accompanied by a card. She’s pretty freaked out by it.”
     “She has no idea who he is, or what he looks like?”
     “Well,” Armand crossed one leg over the other, “it’s likely someone from Lola’s. That’s why I’ve been hanging around there on the nights she works. I hope to help her figure out who this weirdo is.”
     It all made sense now. Armand was the guy Tiffany was talking to outside of her apartment the night before. I hadn’t recognized him with the baseball cap on. They’d been talking about the stalker. I wasn’t sure how to respond, but decided to come clean. I needed more information and he’d indulged me thus far. “Okay, I’m gonna to level with you. I work for a private investigator. We need to find out if Tiffany knows a guy named Lance Harding. He may have been involved in the death of someone she knew.”
     “Holy shit,” he whispered, and leaned in toward me. “Are you talking about that Marty guy she was seeing?”
     “Yes,” I said. “If there’s anything you can tell me about their relationship, it may prove instrumental in solving this case.”
     “I don’t really know much. They dated for about a month. She broke it off when she found out he was married.”
     “Was she angry when she found out?”
     “I guess she was a little hurt, but it wasn’t that big a deal.”
     “Did you ever meet Marty?”
     “I saw him a few times. He used to come to the club. That’s how the two of them met.”
     “Okay,” I said, slipping the photo of Harding out of my purse. “Does this guy look familiar? Maybe you’ve seen him at the club, too?”
     Armand studied the picture briefly and shook his head. “He’s an odd looking guy. I would have remembered him.”
     “This is the guy who hit Marty,” I explained.
     “And you think he hit Marty on purpose for some reason?”
     “That’s what we’re trying to determine.” I stuffed the photo back in my purse. “Now you’ve got me wondering if he could be Tiffany’s stalker. Do you suppose she knows who he is?”
     Armand sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Well, why don’t you just ask Tiffany yourself?” Then his expression changed and his eyes lit up. “Oh, wow, I get it. I’m a complete idiot. You’re not friends with Tiffany at all. The reason you were at the club last night was to spy on her. You think she was involved in Marty’s death, am I right?”
     I raised both hands in defense. “I’ve never believed she was involved. I’ve just been following orders.”
     By the look on Armand’s face, I could tell the reality of the whole situation was beginning to sink in. Not only had he been duped: there would be no potential escort gig either. 
     I bit my lip and shook my head. “I’m sorry about all of this.”
     He smiled weakly and downed the rest of his coffee. “Oh well, it figures. First call in two weeks and this happens.” Lips pursed, he closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose. “What about your car? Was that part of your twisted agenda to try and get me to talk?”
     “No, my car really was stolen last night.” 
     A cell phone chimed and Armand reached inside his jacket. “Excuse me,” he said, while looking at the tiny screen, “I have to take this.” He turned and mumbled something as I stuffed the remains of the cupcake into my mouth.
     When he’d finished with the call, Armand turned back and leaned on the table, looking at me. “If I can’t be of further service, I guess I’ll be on my way. Enjoy the desert?”
     “Yes,” I said, licking my fingers, “yummy. Thank you.”
     “Speaking of yummy,” he leaned further across the table and gently wiped a crumb from my lips, letting his finger brush my cheek, “if you ever change your mind about my offer, you know where to find me.”
     “Thanks.” I knew I was blushing, and hoped he wouldn’t notice. “By the way, what’s Tiffany’s real name?”
     He paused. Just when I thought he was going to tell me to get screwed, he said “Stephanie Miller.” He scooted his chair back, stood up, and looked down at me. “She’s a good girl, and she’d never hurt a soul. If I find out this Harding guy is her stalker, I’ll give you a call. You can deal with what’s left of him at that point.”
     “I’d appreciate that.” As he started for the door, I called out, “Hey, wait. Do you mind if I ask what your real name is?”
     He smiled and shrugged. “It’s Armand.”
     I immediately called Carter and gave him a blow-by-blow description of my meeting with Stud Muffin. I was feeling pretty damn proud of myself.
 
* * *
 
     Daniel was waiting outside the United Airlines terminal when I pulled up for the second time this evening, his briefcase in one hand, and suitcase in the other. His overcoat was wrinkled and he looked exhausted.
     “Stupid flight got delayed on the runway and I couldn’t call to let you know. Sorry you had to wait.” Daniel leaned over as he got in the car and kissed me on the cheek. His thinning hair was damp from the rain; his skin slightly tanned. “Still no word about your car?”
     “No, I haven’t heard a thing. It looks like you had time to get some sun between meetings.” As we drove away from the airport I could feel Daniel’s eyes on me.
     “I had time to play golf one afternoon because a meeting got postponed. What’s going on with you? How’s Sammy working out as your new receptionist?”
     For the briefest moment, I wanted to tell him everything: about Carter, about Marty, about Tiffany, even about Armand. But I knew Daniel too well. If he knew what I was involved in, he’d certainly find a way to put an end to it. 
     “He’s great.” I glanced quickly over and smiled. “I love having him there.”
     “I’m glad you decided to continue doing massage therapy. You’re too old to start something new. I’m glad you came to your senses.”
     My hands clenched the steering wheel. “What do you mean I’m too old? I’m forty-two. You think that’s old?”
     “You know what I mean,” he said.
     I braced myself for another one of his patronizing speeches. 
     “It’s a tough economy out there. You’re lucky to have a thriving business. You think it would be wise to give that up in search of something better? Let me tell you something. There is nothing better. Besides, we can’t afford for you to go back to school. We can barely afford college for Brian when the time comes.”
     I didn’t say a word. He had a point, of course, but I didn’t want to hear it. I’d heard it all before, more frequently than I cared to recall.
     “So are we in agreement on this?” he asked. I could feel his eyes on my cheek.
     “Sure,” I said, maintaining my focus on the road ahead. It was fruitless to argue with Daniel. He was entitled to his opinion, of which he had many. I maintained my silence as the unfortunate reality of our lives crashed down upon me like a crumbling brick wall. What would happen to us when Brian went off to college? Would we somehow rekindle our relationship, or drift further into the void.
 


 
 
Monday, March 12
 
 
 
I rose early, grabbed a quick workout at the gym, and returned home to find Daniel sitting at the kitchen table. He barely looked up from his coffee and newspaper as I came in. I immediately sensed some tension.
     “So,” he said, clearing his throat, “you were up and out early this morning.”
     “Sorry, did I wake you?” I set my gym bag on the chair.
     “That’s not the point.” He folded the paper and tossed it aside.
     Was I supposed to know what he meant? “Okay, what is the point?” 
     He shook his head, wearing an indignant smirk. “I’ve been gone almost two weeks. The first morning I’m back you scuttle off to the gym as if I wasn’t here.”
     “Did we have plans to do something this morning?”
     “No, I just figured we’d spend the morning in bed--”
     “You mean having sex?”
     He hesitated, obviously taken aback by my blunt nature. “Well, okay. Yeah, maybe--” 
     “I’m not a mind reader,” I said, cutting him off a second time. “If you want something from me, please let me know verbally instead of telepathically, okay?”
     He stared at me, mouth agape. I couldn’t blame him for feeling insulted, but I’d had about enough of his games. Did he expect me to feel amorous toward him just by virtue of the fact that I was his wife? 
     “I shouldn’t have to remind you that it’s been months since we did anything in our bed other than sleep.”
     “Actually, while you were away, I had a grand ole’ time all by myself in that bed.”
     Daniel’s face turned bright red. He stood up so abruptly the chair fell over backwards onto the floor. “Damn it, Sarah. What the hell’s come over you? How did you get to be such a bitch?” 
     Arms crossed over my chest, I just stood there as he stormed down the hall and slammed the bedroom door. Had I gone too far? Daniel wasn’t used to me speaking my mind, and apparently had no idea what was really bothering me. 
     I suppose I was partly to blame. I was the one keeping secrets. But Daniel was no dummy; it wouldn’t be long before he figured out what I was doing with Carter. What he’d do about it was entirely another matter.
 
* * *
     
     Several hours after my little blow-out with Daniel, I met Carter at the Main Street Diner and recounted my conversation with Armand. Carter sat back in the booth and stared at his coffee mug, apparently processing the new information. The waitress came and went, leaving a couple plates of fettuccini Alfredo in front of us. Carter reached inside his pocket and produced a cream-colored, silk ribbon with lettering that read ‘Ambrosia Florists.’ “I went through Tiffany’s apartment last night and found this in her trash can.”
     “Looks like a ribbon used in floral arrangements. And Armand did mention that Stephanie received flowers from her stalker.”
     “I checked Harding’s bank transactions. If he had called in an order, there would likely be a credit card transaction for the purchase. But there’s nothing listed for Ambrosia Florists. If it was him, he must have gone in and paid cash.”
     “Maybe someone who works there would recognize him by the photo we’ve got.”
     Carter nodded. “Let’s go over after we eat. We might get lucky.”
     I twirled the thick pasta around my fork, took a bite, and looked up at Carter. Something was different; I couldn’t quite put my finger on it at first. Then it came to me. “Nice haircut,” I offered. “Did the barber have anything interesting to say about Marty?”
     Carter ran his hand through his hair. “Thanks, but it was a total bust. The guy had me in and out of his chair in less than five minutes. His scissors were flying so fast, I barely got one question out and he was done. There were a line of guys waiting. Not that it would’ve mattered. The guy didn’t speak much English. He didn’t seem to understand a thing I said. I told him I wanted my hair cut to look like George Clooney’s, but I left looking more like Andy Rooney.”
      I burst out laughing. Carter’s tormented expression was priceless.
     “Glad you’re able to have a good laugh at my expense,” he said, reaching into his back pocket. He tossed an envelope on the table in front of me. “Good job getting the information from Armand.”
     I slipped the envelope into my purse without looking inside. “Thanks,” I said. “I feel like I’m getting the hang of this business. I know I still have a lot to learn, but I’ve got a damn good teacher.” 
     Carter smiled and looked down. He was either uncomfortable with compliments or had something else on his mind. In that moment, it occurred to me that I really didn’t know Carter very well at all. I wanted to ask about his life; about how he came to be a private eye, what his family was like, and if he’d ever been married? We had been so wrapped up in the Marty Quinn investigation, there was little time left over to talk about our personal situations. Maybe that’s how Carter liked it. But my curiosity wouldn’t rest.
     “Something seems to be bothering you, Carter.”
     He looked up from his plate. “Nah, I’m fine.”
     “Don’t worry. I know that behind the façade of sensitivity you’re a tough guy.” I waited for a smile, and didn’t get one. “Okay, I’m asking as a friend.” 
     I immediately regretted taking that liberty. I had no idea if Carter ever thought of me in that light.
     “I appreciate your concern, Sarah, but it’s complicated. Besides, you have your own life to deal with.”
     “My life is as boring as shit. That’s why I’m here with you right now. I really want to understand this business better, so I feel I should try to understand you better, too.”
     Carter finally smiled. Was he letting his defenses down ever so slightly? “It’s my friend, Richard,” he said. We haven’t spoken for a while. Last night I got a call from his wife, Emily.”
     “About what?” 
     “She’s worried about him. He left on a business trip yesterday and she hasn’t heard from him since.”
     “What does he do for work?”
     “He’s a financial consultant. Pretty boring job, considering he used to be an investigator, too.”
     “Why did he change careers?” 
     “He got married. His wife wanted him to find something more stable.”
     “So he just disappeared? Does she think it could be related to his work?”
     “She has no idea. Nothing seemed odd that morning, according to her.”
     “Let me guess. She asked you to look into it.”
     Carter smiled and nodded. “She did, but they live in Los Angeles.”
     “That makes it a little difficult.”
     Carter took a sip of water and signaled the waitress for a check. “I’m sure the LAPD will do what they can. We need to focus on the case we’re working on.”
     I wasn’t convinced. His voice was edged with concern, and though I didn’t know Carter all that well, I knew when he was being evasive. There was something he was leaving out. But I also knew enough not to push him.
     After paying the check, Carter walked out ahead of me and paused next to my rental car. “Let’s head over to the flower shop together. I’ll do some research on my phone while you drive.”
 
* * *
     
     Ambrosia Florists was a specialty shop that dealt in rare tropical flowers and plants, situated in Andover’s arts district. Carter pulled up an article about the shop on his phone.
     “The owners,” Carter read, “Andy and Clair Drummond, are a young couple from Iowa. Their dream of owning a flower shop came to fruition when Clair’s dad passed and left them an inheritance. They bought the store a little over a year ago, but they’re having a hard time, financially. They’re currently looking for investors to help bolster the business. Looks like the recession and some bad business decisions have left them pretty cash-poor.” Carter dropped the phone in his lap just as I pulled up in front of the place. “I have a feeling they’re hanging on to this shop by a thread. I could dig further, but it’s not necessary. We now know their weakness. Keep that in mind when you go in to ask about Harding. I’ll wait here in the car.”
     The interior of Ambrosia Florists seemed like a micro jungle, lush with exotic potted plants and tropical fauna. 
     A lanky redhead, with freckles the size of dimes, greeted me. Good afternoon, he said, his friendly smile exposing a huge gap in his front teeth. He reminded me of the cartoon character, Alfred E. Newman, from the cover of Mad Magazine.
     “Your shop is gorgeous,” I gushed, my enthusiasm not an act. “I feel as if I’ve just walked into a tropical oasis. Are you the owner?”
     “Me, and my wife, Clair, own the shop. She’s out back watering some Bird-of-Paradise flowers that just came in this morning. I’m Andy,” he said as he offered his hand.
     “I’m Sarah. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
     A petite woman with golden hair emerged carrying a vase of flowers. She stopped when she saw me standing next to her husband. “Oh my, I didn’t hear anyone come in.” She set the vase down on the desk and walked towards us. Andy introduced us.
     “So nice to see an actual customer,” she offered while shaking my hand. “We have to keep checking the door to make sure it’s not locked.” She laughed, but Andy looked down, evidently embarrassed. 
     “Clair,” he said, patting his wife on the shoulder, “did you water the baby palms that came in yesterday? They looked a little dry.”
     “Okay, honey.” She waved pleasantly as she slipped behind the desk and back through the door. Andy shook his head.
     “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m a small business owner, so I can empathize. People don’t seem to have extra money these days to splurge on life’s finer pleasures.”
     “That’s true, but we’re determined to make this work. I’m very thankful for our loyal customers.”
     “Well, I’m happy to have found your wonderful little shop.” I looked around, spotted a shelf occupied by several varieties of orchids, and chose one. “This little guy is telling me he wants to come home with me.”
     The smile that blossomed on Andy’s face nearly broke my heart. “You have great taste. That is a Coeliac Bella orchid, native to Mexico. Collectors consider it a semi-rare breed.”
     “Wow,” I said, shifting my arms to cradle it as if it were a priceless antique. The delicate purple, yellow, and white petals looked so fragile a stiff wind might blow them all off.  “You certainly seem to know your orchids.” 
     “It’s truly a passion of mine,” he replied.
     I walked to the counter and carefully set the pot down. “I assume you take credit cards.” I suddenly realized I hadn’t bothered to inquire about the cost. 
     “Of course,” Andy reassured me as he darted behind the counter. “We take them all. That’s going to be sixty-five dollars.”
     I swallowed hard, the price a lot more than I had expected to pay. I reached into my purse for my wallet, but withdrew the photo of Harding instead. I looked at it and contemplated my story.
     “Is something wrong?” Andy inquired.
     “Well, I wasn’t going to ask, but I was wondering if you could help me out with something.”
     “Yes, of course. What is it?”
     “My friend has a secret admirer who sends her lovely gifts purchased from your shop, but never includes a card. She’s dying to find out who he is. Is there any way you could tell me if this individual is one of your customers? His name is Lance Harding. I think he comes in and pays cash for the flowers.” I slid the photo across the counter. He studied it for a moment and slowly shook his head.
     “Gosh, I’m sorry. I don’t recognize him. What’s your friend’s name?”
     “Stephanie Miller. She lives at 125 Wilson Road.” Andy typed something into the computer, studied the screen, and smiled. I felt my pulse quicken. 
     “I thought the name sounded familiar.” Andy chuckled, looking as if he were about to let me in on an inside joke. “Stephanie’s admirer is her father, Ted Wilcox. He’s the gentleman who has been sending the flowers. He comes in several times a month. Nice old man.”
     “Ted Wilcox?” The name sounded eerily familiar. Then I made the connection. “He’s very sick, right?”
     Andy beamed. “Yes, that’s him.”
     My confusion must have shown on my face. “I don’t understand. Why doesn’t he send a card with the flowers?”
     Andy cleared his throat. “Evidently, they had a falling-out many years ago when Ted’s wife died. I don’t know the particulars, but Ted seems to think sending flowers might help him to get back in her good graces. He told me he doesn’t have much time and wants to reconcile with her.”
     “Wow. How do you know all this?” I reached a hand around to massage my neck.
     “Ted is a lonely guy, and likes to come in and chat. We don’t get that many customers, so I have plenty of time to indulge him.” He hesitated. “Maybe you could encourage your friend to call her dad and patch things up. You know, before it’s too late.”
     “Uh huh,” I said, still kneading my cramped neck. “Anyways, thank you. I really appreciate your help.” I absently handed him my credit card, signed the receipt, and gathered up my very expensive bribe.
     I slid behind the wheel a moment later.
     Carter eyed the strange looking package in my lap. “What’s that?”
     “It’s a very expensive orchid. But more importantly, Harding isn’t the stalker. It’s Tiffany’s father.”
     “What?”
     “And guess who her father is?” I played the drum roll in my head. “Her dad is Marty’s friend, Ted Wilcox. 
     I could tell by his expression that he wasn’t getting it.
     You know, the old guy I talked to over at Andover Estates?”
     “Marty was sleeping with Ted’s daughter”— the words were more statement than question—“who just happens to be Tiffany, aka Stephanie Miller. Did she change her last name?”
     I was still trying to put the puzzle together in my own head. “Maybe Tiffany reverted to her mother’s maiden name when she and her father had the falling-out. I don’t know what caused their estrangement, but evidently they haven’t been in contact since. Ted started sending the flowers when he found out he was dying, as an attempt to make amends.”
     “She might have a very good reason for shutting her dad out, but that’s not what concerns me. The bigger question is this: did Ted know Marty was screwing his daughter?”
     “That depends on if Ted Wilcox knew his daughter was using the name, Tiffany? According to what we have so far, Marty always called her by her stage name.” 
     Carter’s brow furrowed. “Wilcox knew.”
     “What makes you so sure?” 
     He turned and gazed out the side window, his jaw visibly tensed. After a curious pause, Carter said “Fathers know those kinds of things.”
     I remained silent, not quite sure what to make of it.
     Carter stared blankly at the dashboard. “Well, we know Ted may have had motive for wanting Marty dead. Now we just need to find out if he hired Harding to do his dirty work. I need to get into Harding’s house and take a look around.”
     I bit my lower lip. “What about Harding’s mother? You’ll give her a heart attack if she’s there when you break in.”
     “I’ll figure something out.”
     “How can I help?”
     Carter’s demeanor changed. He was suddenly all business. “It’s no longer safe for you to be involved. I’ve asked too much of you already.”
     “I could keep watch while you’re inside Harding’s house.”
     He shook his head. “You didn’t bargain for this, Sarah. When I included you in this job, I thought it was going to be an open and shut case. I never really believed Marty had been murdered.”
     “You took Janet’s money.”
     “Damn right I did. What? You think that’s the reason I took the job? You were there. You heard me tell her what I thought. I even told her to hire someone else, but she persisted.”
     “What about the objectivity you preached to me before? Was that just for show?”
     “I’ve treated this case the same as all the others.”
     “Are you sure about that?” I said, staring into my lap.
     Carter’s silence was disconcerting. When I looked up, his lips were pursed. I’d gone too far, and wasn’t quite sure how to fix it.
     “I’m sorry. I was out of line.” 
     Carter took a deep breath and exhaled. “I should have realized it before.”
     “Realized what?”
     “You want this too much.” Carter got out of my car, closed the door, and walked off without looking back.
     I sat with my hands in my lap wondering what he’d meant. He was right, of course. I did want it too much. The stimulation and renewed sense of purpose I felt was everything to me. But reality always seemed to rear its ugly head just when I thought life was improving.
     I didn’t want to go home to face my husband. He probably didn’t want to see me at the moment, either. I could go to my office and prepare for tomorrow’s clients, but the thought of that depressed me even more. 
     Then there was always that emergency, go-to response in times of dire need: shopping. The sixty-five dollar orchid sitting on the console next to me mocked my impulse to go spend money. 
     “To hell with you,” I said to the hapless plant, and headed straight for the mall. 
     I parked and made my way to the food court via Nordstrom’s premium-priced clothing and cosmetics section. I purchased a curried chicken salad plate and a cappuccino at an agreeable-looking deli then located an empty table.
     As I sat alone picking at my food, I wondered if the shoppers who strolled in and out of the seemingly endless line of shops felt as lost as I did. 
     I took a few bites of salad then a long sip of cappuccino when a familiar figure caused me to choke. Max, clad in khaki slacks and white button down shirt, stood no more than a dozen feet away from my table. 
     He looked stunning. Unfortunately, so did the blond whose exquisitely manicured nails gently scratched at the back of his neck. 
     The blood drained from my head as I watched, filling me with a dreadful, gut-wrenching grief. Max had wasted no time moving on. As much as I wanted to be happy for him, I wasn’t, because deep down inside I wanted him. I wanted him to be happy with me, not the bombshell with the impossibly slender waistline. 
     I covered my eyes with my hands and chastised myself. I’d turned Max away; now I was furious that he’d had the audacity to respect my wishes. Unable to take another moment of the pain, I gathered my belongings and bolted from the table, intending to leave the salad and cappuccino on the table. 
     It wasn’t to be. 
     The strap of my purse inadvertently caught my abandoned lunch. Cappuccino splashed all over me while platter, utensils, and tray all clattered to the floor. 
     You could have heard a pin drop, save my sudden intake of air. My mind made a valiant, yet futile attempt at a personal disappearing act. I looked down at the muddy liquid dripping from my sweater and down my jeans. I prayed Max wouldn’t recognize me, but when I looked up, it was directly into his wide eyes. His look of confusion turned to concern, and he slowly approached. Too embarrassed to face him, I swallowed my pride and ran.
     Back inside my car, I fought the urge to scream. Instead, I broke down and cried. A torrent of tears flowed while an accompaniment of freezing rain pounded on the windshield. My tears subsided after a few moments of self-pity. Exhausted, I wiped my eyes and resolved to return home to face my family, even if they didn’t appreciate me.
     I started the car and was about to back out when my phone began to buzz. I fished it out of my purse.
     “Uh . . . hello, is this Sarah?” the caller asked, her voice tentative and unfamiliar.
     I hesitated. “Yes. Who’s calling?”
     “I’m sorry to bother you, Sarah, but I wasn’t sure who else to call. It’s about Mr. Wilcox. He suffered a stroke this morning and was taken to Andover Medical Center. I work the desk, part-time, at Andover Estates. You left your name and number in my guest book a few days ago when you visited.”
     “Yes, I remember. I’m very sorry to hear about Mister Wilcox, but I’m not quite sure why you chose to call me about his situation?”
     “Well, you’re the only person who has visited Ted in quite some time.”
     I wondered if I should give her Ted’s daughter’s information. But what if Carter was right? What if she had good reason for wanting nothing to do with her father? 
      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish I could help.”
     “Oh dear,” the woman said softly, “that’s a shame. Well, thank you any--”
     “Hold on,” I interrupted. “Maybe I could pay him a visit. Where is he again?”
     “He was taken to Andover Medical Center. He’s in room 205.”
     “What’s his condition?”
     “I’m afraid the doctors don’t expect him to live much longer. You’d better go soon, if at all possible.”
     “Okay. Thank you for calling and letting me know.”
     I drove directly to the hospital, my instincts guiding me. With Ted Wilcox facing imminent death, perhaps I could find out the reason behind his estrangement from his daughter. If I could gain his trust, there might be hope for reconciliation, and if it helped in solving Carter’s case, all the better.
     Fifteen minutes later, I found myself standing outside Ted’s door wondering what the hell I was doing. How was it I had thought this was a good idea? My heart pounded as I turned to walk into the room. I took a step forward when I almost ran headlong into a nurse who was on her way out.
     “Oh, hello,” she said. “Are you here to see Mr. Wilcox?”
     “Yes, if he’s feeling well enough.”
     “He’s awake at the moment, but he keeps going in and out of consciousness. He might not be able to speak, but he can understand.”
     “Thank you.” I walked into the room and looked over at the hospital bed. Ted was lying with his head propped up on a pile of pillows, the white sheets that covered him rising and falling with each slow, laborious breath. The skin on his wrinkled face appeared iridescent, and I wasn’t sure if his eyes were open or closed. I walked slowly to the bed and leaned over. “Ted,” I said softly, “it’s Sarah Woods. I came to see you a few days ago. Do you remember?”
     Ted’s eyes traveled very slowly. When they finally landed on me, I sensed some sort of acknowledgment. “I came here to see you . . . I’ve come because . . .” I stopped, unsure if I could follow through with this. What right did I have to bother this poor departing soul? Yet something deep inside was guiding me forward. 
     “Ted,” I began again, “I know about your daughter, Stephanie.” At the mention of her name, something in his eyes changed. “I know you were trying to make things right with her,” I continued. He blinked a few times then I saw, in the corners of his eyes, a glistening that resolved into a pair of tears. “I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but I can understand why you were trying to protect your baby girl. Nobody can blame you for that.” Something inside of me was expecting more tears, but the look in his eyes changed to something entirely unexpected: confusion.
     I placed my hand gently over his. I believed his passing would be made easier by acknowledging whatever had come between them. 
     Without warning, Ted’s eyes began blinking wildly and ear-piercing medical alarms filled the air. One of the machines he was plugged into was flashing bright red. A nurse rushed into the room. 
     I stepped aside, then backed into the corner as she examined her patient and made adjustments to the machine. “Ma’am,” she said without looking up, “would you mind coming back in a few hours. Mr. Wilcox needs to rest now.” 
     “Is he going to be okay?” I asked, my voice quivering. 
     “He just needs to rest for a while. You can talk with the doctor when you come back.” 
     “Sure,” I said, slipping out the door and into the corridor. I found a waiting area and tried to sit, but couldn’t relax. 
     What had happened? Was I going to be responsible for him dying sooner than later? I lowered my face into my hands, adjusted my breathing, and said a little prayer. 
     “Sarah?” I heard a voice call out. A woman carrying a fancy walking stick and an umbrella approached. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place her.
     “Thank goodness it’s you,” she said. “I’m Ruth … the one who called you about Ted.”
     Granny glasses and bright red lipstick; it all came back to me. Yep, she was the woman from Andover Estates, all right. “Yes,” I said. “It’s nice to see you again.”
     “It’s so nice of you to come and visit Teddy.” She smiled and tilted her head to one side. At least this time her lipstick wasn’t smeared all over her front teeth. “Did you see him?”
     “Briefly, but one of the machines went off. His nurse suggested I come back in a few hours.”
     Ruth shook her head. “Poor, Teddy. I made it a point to look after him, you know. I was his only true friend. His family abandoned him. They left him all alone.”
     I looked down at my feet, trying to decide what to say. Then, without hesitation, I blurted out, “So Ted’s daughter, Stephanie, never came to see him?”
     “Excuse me, dear?” she said, her smile quickly fading.
     “I asked you if Ted’s daughter, Stephanie Miller, ever came to visit. I assume Miller was her mother’s maiden name?”
     Ruth blinked a few times. “Oh. So Teddy told you about her?”
     “I know about her, but don’t know what happened between them. Do you?”
     Ruth sighed. “It’s a long story, and a very sad one, I’m afraid.”
     “I have time. Please, can I buy you a cup of coffee in the cafeteria while we wait to see Ted? I’d really like to know more about his life.”
     Ruth glanced at her watch and frowned. “Oh dear, I really need to get home. The cable company is sending their man over to install some newfangled gadget so my computer will work better. I’m supposed to let him in between one and three.” She was quiet for a moment then continued. “Tell you what. Come on over to my house. I have coffee there.”
     “It wouldn’t be an imposition?”
     “Not at all, but do you mind if I ride with you? My son makes me take the bus these days. He worries about me, needlessly of course.”
     We went out to the car under Ruth’s umbrella. She explained the quickest route and we headed to her home.
     “There’s my place on the right,” she said after we had been driving for a short while. “The brick house with blue shutters. Just pull around to the back.”
     We parked and I followed her inside to a small kitchenette.
     “I wasn’t expecting company,” she said, setting her purse on the dining room table. “Please excuse the clutter. I’ll get some coffee percolating.”
     “It’s a charming place,” I said, with nothing messy about it at all. I was reminded of my grandmother’s kitchen with its crocheted oven mitts and lace window valances.
     “Let me hang up that wet jacket,” she said. “Make yourself comfortable, dear. I made chocolate chip cookies yesterday. Would you like some?” 
     “That would be lovely,” I said, pulling a chair out from the kitchen table. 
     Ruth carefully selected several cookies from the plate, as if they had been made just for me, and placed them on my napkin. Then she stood back to watch me take the first bite.
     “Delicious,” I said.
     Ruth’s face lit up. 
     “So what happened between Ted and his daughter?” I asked. 
     “Well,” she said as she poured our coffee, “this is what he told me. Eleven years ago, Teddy’s wife, Lorraine, died of cancer. He was overcome with grief. You know, my aunt Clara died of cancer when I was twelve. She used to make the most wonderful chocolate chip cookies, but sometimes she’d put nuts in--”
     “Ruth,” I said, patting her arm, “you were saying about Ted and his daughter?”
     “Oh yes.” Ruth brought her hand up to her cheek. “I’m sorry. I sometimes get off track. Anyway, when Ted’s wife died, he was left to deal with a teenage daughter who really needed a mother. Poor thing went wild, unable to come to terms with her mother’s death. She behaved in ways Ted didn’t know how to handle. She became promiscuous, got into the drink, and eventually the dope. The summer after she graduated high school, her troubles really began.”
     “What happened?”
     “She got pregnant. The father was a bum, leaving Stephanie to deal with the baby. I’m not sure how Ted found out, but he went bonkers. He told Stephanie she was a disgrace and told her to get out.”
     I shut my eyes. “What happened then?”
     “She ended up losing the baby, and Ted never heard from her again. He was just sick over the whole episode once he’d calmed down and realized what he had done. But it was too late and he was still mourning the loss of his wife.”
     Ruth held a napkin to her eyes, dabbed at the tears, and cleared her throat. 
     I took her hand. “You’re right. This is a sad story.”
     “Teddy made a profound mistake, but you need to understand that he’s a good man who made a bad decision. And he has paid dearly for it. He realized long ago that he shouldn’t have abandoned his daughter when she needed him most.”
     “Did he tell you about the gifts he’s been sending her?”
     She nodded, still wiping her bloodshot eyes.
     “Why didn’t he send cards so she’d know they were from him?”
     “I don’t know. Maybe he thought she wouldn’t accept them.”
     “Well, she thinks a stalker has been sending her flowers. She even has a bodyguard looking after her.”
     Ruth’s eyes widened and she put her hand to her mouth. “Oh dear, that’s terrible. Teddy had no idea. I guess he just assumed she’d figure it out.”
     “Does Ted know she’s an exotic dancer?”
     She nodded and wiped her tears again. “Yes, he does.”
     “How does he feel about it?”
     “How would you feel?” she said sharply. “He’s just sick over it, and blames himself.”
     I nodded, a little taken aback by her tone. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”
     “No, no.” She put up a hand to stop me. “I’m the one who should apologize. It’s just a very sensitive subject for me.”
     I nodded and sipped my coffee then decided to ask the big question. 
     “Did Ted ever mention his friend, Marty Quinn?”
     Ruth’s lip quivered. She tried to smile. “How do you know about him?”
     “Does Ted know Stephanie had a relationship with Marty?”
     Ruth looked down at her mug and she began to shake.
     “Ruth, Marty was killed five days ago.” I paused then added, “I’m afraid Ted may have made another huge mistake. Would you know anything about that?”
     The sound of a doorbell startled the hell out of both of us. “That must be the cable man,” she said, regaining her composure. “Excuse me.”
     I watched her disappear through a narrow doorway into what I assumed was her living room. I heard the front door open. A loud voice informed Ruth that the work should only take ten minutes. The guy spoke with a pronounced Boston accent.
     “Sorry for the interruption, dear,” Ruth said, as she came back into the kitchen. She looked down at my empty mug. “Here, let me get you some more coffee.” 
     “Ruth, do you mind if I use your bathroom?” I asked as she took my empty mug. “I spilled a cappuccino all over me earlier. It’s starting to smell like sour milk.”
     “Yes, of course.” She half turned towards me and pointed to a door on the other side of the room.
     I closed the bathroom door behind me and caught my reflection in the mirror. My face was pale, my hair flat, and my lips chapped. After doing my best to blot off my spill, I carefully opened the medicine cabinet to look for some petroleum jelly. I found myself overwhelmed by a massive variety of prescription medications. There was Zyprexa, Celexa, and Zoloft, among others I couldn’t pronounce. Also present was a man’s shaving kit and several bottles of cologne. This puzzled me, Ruth having failed to mention being married or having a sugar daddy. 
     Before I could investigate further, she called out, “Everything okay in there, dear?” 
     I replied in the affirmative, closed the medicine cabinet, and returned to the kitchen, surprised to find Ruth still at the counter with our mugs. 
     I settled back into my chair and waited. It seemed as though Ruth was stalling, perhaps in order to avoid my prior line of questioning. It now occurred to me that if Ted had somehow been involved in Marty’s death and Ruth knew about it, she risked being prosecuted for withholding information. I regretted putting her in this situation. She was nothing more than a sweet old woman trying to help a friend; who was I to betray that trust? 
     I looked over and saw her head tilted back, a bottle of eye drops in hand. “Can I help with the coffee?” I asked as she squeezed the drops into each of her eyes.     
     “No, no. Sorry dear,” she said
while wiping the excess fluid from her nose with a napkin.    “My eyes get so dry during the winter months.” She finally returned with the coffee and set our mugs on the table.
     Once settled, I leaned in towards her. “Look, Ruth, I know you want to protect Ted, and I realize he means a great deal to you. I respect that, but you must understand the truth will come out, eventually.”
     “The truth?” Ruth shot back, eyes narrowed. “Do you have a daughter, Sarah?”
     “No, but I do have a son.”
     “Well I’m sorry, but you couldn’t possibly understand. When you have a daughter, you must always be there to protect her. And if someone intends to hurt her, you do whatever’s necessary. You must do whatever you need to in order to protect your little girl.”
     I sensed something deeper than a friend’s concern upon hearing her rant.
     “Marty was a bad person,” Ruth continued. “He was using Stephanie for his own twisted, perverse enjoyment. He would have hurt her eventually and needed to be stopped.” Ruth’s eyes were blazing fire at me; her sweet old lady expression had transformed into one of pure loathing. I caught my breath as I looked into her eyes. 
     And then it hit me. 
     Ruth was not just talking about Ted’s daughter; this was personal. I needed to calm her and regain her trust. “Okay, Ruth, I understand why you’re trying to protect Ted. I don’t blame you. Actually, I admire you.” 
     Ruth’s demeanor changed once again. She stood up, approached me, and cradled my face in her hands. “Dear, dear girl”—her voice had become a whisper—“please forgive me. Please, you must forgive me.”
     I had no idea why she was asking forgiveness. I should be the one apologizing. I reached out and held her shaking hands in my own. “Ruth, you’ve done nothing wrong, but you can help Ted by telling me the truth. You don’t need to carry that burden for him, do you understand? You don’t need to protect him any longer. Just tell me, please, what was Ted’s involvement in Marty’s death?”
     Ruth pulled away from me, a blank look on her face. “I never said Teddy was involved. Teddy would never do that … ever!”
     “Look,” I said, taking the photo of Lance Harding from my purse. “How does Ted know this man? Have you seen him before?” 
     Upon catching a glimpse of Harding’s face, Ruth shut her eyes and shook her head. 
     I squeezed her hand gently. “Take your time. I’m sure this is all a bit overwhelming.”
     Ruth pulled away and returned to her chair. She immediately began rocking back and forth while shaking her head, almost as if in a trance. I began to worry that I’d gone too far, pushed her into a deep, depressive state. “Ruth,” I said softly. “Are … are you all right?”
     No response. 
     At a loss, I slid my chair out to stand when my head began to spin. A wave of dizziness and nausea washed over me. I rubbed my temples, my vision blurry. I blinked repeatedly, trying to focus. I put my hand on the table and tried once again to stand. There was a tingling sensation in my legs as I dropped back down. Soon after, I couldn’t feel my legs at all. 
     Panic set in. I grasped the edge of the table with both hands to keep from collapsing as low, pitiful moan involuntarily escaped me. Through my double vision, Ruth appeared oblivious, still rocking and shaking her head like a woman possessed. I tried again and again to speak, but my lips and tongue were numb. My head sank toward the mug sitting on the table in front of me. 
     I then understood. 
     I gasped for air, clutched my stomach, and collapsed onto the floor. 
     In that moment I considered the fact that there were worse ways to die: being burned alive or stabbed to death. I should have been thankful for small favors, but I wasn’t. Not even close. The thought of never seeing my son again made me angry, not some peaceful letting-go others claim to experience in near-death situations. 
     I was furious. 
     Maybe that’s what saved my life.
 
* * *
     
     I had no way of knowing how much time had passed when I finally opened my eyes again. My white tunnel of light turned out to be a fluorescent fixture inside of a hospital room. I blinked several times until my vision adjusted. The first object I discovered was a tube connecting my arm to an IV. I opened my mouth, my tongue so dry I could barely swallow. 
     “Mom, you’re awake!” The angelic voice came out of nowhere. I tried lifting my head, to no avail. 
     Brian’s face came into view as he leaned over and placed his hand on my cheek.
     “Hi.” My throat burned and I started to cough. Brian reached over to a swivel table and filled a plastic cup with water. He cradled my head with his free hand and held the cup tenderly against my lips. After a few sips I struggled to push myself up into a sitting position.
     “Dad!” Brian yelled out into the hall. “Dad, she’s awake!” Daniel hurried into the room, holding his cell phone against his ear. The look of relief on his face was encouraging. 
     Maybe it wasn’t my time after all. Perhaps I’d been spared.
     “Thank goodness,” Daniel said. “I was just on the phone with Sammy.”
     “What happened?” I asked. “How long have I been out?”
     “You were poisoned,” Brian said. “You were hooked up to a breathing machine for twelve hours.”
     “Poisoned?” I vaguely recalled the last moments in Ruth’s kitchen. 
     “They found Tetrahydrozoline in your system,” Daniel said. “It’s a potentially lethal poison used in eye drops. Do you have any idea how that stuff got into your system?” Daniel and Brian both waited patiently for my reply. 
     With no idea what had happened after I passed out in Ruth’s kitchen, I did the only thing I could do: play dumb. “How did I get to the hospital?” I asked.
     Daniel shrugged. “According to the hospital staff, some guy carried you into the emergency room and shouted to the doctors that you needed immediate medical attention. He gave them your purse and left before they could get his information. Apparently the police are looking for him to find out exactly what happened.”
     “One of the nurses followed him outside,” Brian chimed in, “and saw him drive off in a Comcast cable van.”
     I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. The cable guy must have come into the kitchen and found me lying on the floor. 
     I tried to recall those last moments. The details were fuzzy, but it was all coming back to me. I recalled Ruth’s expression as she cradled my face in her hands while begging forgiveness.
     “Hun,” Daniel said, rousing me from my thoughts, “can’t you remember anything?”
     I shook my head.
     He patted my leg. “It’s okay. We can talk about it later. Doctor Wang expects you’ll make a full recovery, but said you’ll need plenty of rest. If you think you’ll be fine for a bit, we’re going to head down to the cafeteria for some dinner. Neither of us have had a thing to eat for hours. We’ll come back shortly.”
     I smiled. “Okay.”
     Brian leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. “I’m glad you’re okay, mom.”
     “Me, too,” I said.
     After Brian and Daniel left the room, I eased my legs over the side of the bed and looked frantically around the room for my purse. I spotted it inside of a plastic bag on the bedside table. I opened it and rummaged around inside for the cell phone Carter had given me. 
    How was I going to explain what had happened? Carter would certainly go ballistic when I revealed to him what I’d done. I’d not only botched our only chance at learning the truth, I had almost gotten myself killed in the process. As I was trying to frame the conversation, I heard a voice behind me. 
     “I hope you’re proud of yourself,” Carter said, leaning against the doorframe with my orchid in his hand. 
     Was he really standing there or was I hallucinating? As he approached the bed, I realized my eyes weren’t deceiving me; it was Carter, all right. But he didn’t look upset. In fact, he looked relieved.
     “What am I going to do with you, Sarah?” he said in a low voice. He set the orchid on the table and shook his head. 
     “How did you find out?”
     “I found out a great many facts, thanks to you.”
     I squinted at him. “What do you mean by that?”
     Carter sat down in an armchair adjacent to my bed. “Why did you go to the old lady’s house? Please tell me it wasn’t because you suspected Harding was her son. If you did, it was a stupid, irresponsible thing to do. Especially without letting me know.”
     “Lance Harding is Ruth’s son?” My breath caught in my chest.
     “Okay, so you didn’t know? Well, that’s one notch in your favor.”
     “But wait a minute. How did you know I was at her house?”
     Carter smiled. “I was there, too.”
     “What?” After a brief moment, it all came together. “You were the cable man.”
     “Remember me telling you I needed to find a way to get into the house? It just took a while to get a van, a fake sign, and a uniform. I called Ruth, pretending to be with the cable company. I told her we needed to upgrade her connection. My plan was to get in, search Harding’s room, and hack into their computer. I thought I might find something to link him to Ted Wilcox. As it turned out, you were one step ahead of me. I didn’t see your car because it was parked out back.”
      “What happened after I passed out?”
     “I heard a commotion in the kitchen, went in, and found Ruth sitting there rocking back and forth talking to herself. Then I saw you sprawled out on the floor. Ruth must have panicked when she realized you had figured out what happened to Marty. Come to find out, she poisoned your coffee with the eye drops on the counter. I scooped you up, rushed you to the hospital, and called the police.”
     “Wait, what?” I took a deep breath. “You called the police? Did they arrest Ruth?”
     “Ruth is in custody. I just came from the police station. She confessed to everything.”
     “So? I’m still not clear what happened. Did Ted Wilcox hire Ruth’s son to kill Marty?”
     “Well, according to Ruth, neither Ted nor her son had anything to do with Marty’s death.”
     “Huh?” I squinted at Carter.
      “Ruth did it.” Carter paused when he saw the massive confusion that must have shown on my face. “Ted Wilcox confided in Ruth, and told her everything there was to know about Marty, including the details of his Wednesday afternoon skirt-chasing sessions at the Chestnut Inn. So Ruth waited for Marty in the lobby last Wednesday. When he came down from the room around four-thirty, she followed him outside. It was raining pretty hard, so she opened her umbrella, walked up to Marty, and asked him to kindly help her across the street. And what decent gentleman would refuse a nice old lady?”
     I massaged my forehead, trying to come to terms with the revelation. “So she pushed him into oncoming traffic?”
     “Yep, with a little help from her walking stick. She jammed it into the gutter, causing Marty to trip over it. He landed in the street, head-first. Ruth was able to walk away undetected, due to the heavy rain and a few delivery trucks parked adjacent to the scene. By the time authorities and rescue workers showed up, she was long gone. But here’s the interesting part: Ruth didn’t even know it was her son who had hit Marty until later that day. Talk about karma.”
     “So Lance Harding lied to us, but only to protect his mom?”
     “Ruth’s son never lied because Ruth never told him what she did. She never told Ted the truth, either. The incident was initially written off as an accident, so I guess she figured it was better left unsaid.”
     “And she would have gotten away with it,” I said, “if not for Marty’s wife, Janet. Her hunch about who’d killed her husband was wrong, but overall, her instincts were correct.”
     Carter nodded. “Unfortunately, there’s no pleasure to be had in solving this case. Ruth is very ill, diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder brought on by the murder of her daughter, Kelly. She’s been treated with various medications over the years, but still battles paranoia and delusions to this day. That’s why she and her son live together. She just wasn’t able to cope with being on her own. She volunteered at places like Andover Estates to keep herself busy.” 
     “Which is where she originally befriended Ted Wilcox, right?” 
     “Yep. When Ted confided in her about his daughter, Ruth evidently devised a scheme to protect Stephanie in order to ease the pain of having failed her own daughter. When you showed up and revealed how much you knew, she panicked.”
     “I see. And then I was treated to eye-drops in my coffee.”
     Carter nodded. “Ruth had no idea that Stephanie had already ended her relationship with Marty. If the guy had just kept his big mouth shut, he’d probably still be alive.”
     “I wonder why Ted never told Marty that Tiffany was his daughter. I’m sure Marty would have backed off if he’d only known.”
     “Ted was probably ashamed to acknowledge that his daughter was a stripper. And ashamed of the mistakes he’d made as a father.”
     “So what’ll happen to Ruth now?” 
     “I expect she’ll end up in a psychiatric hospital. It’s probably where she should have been all along.”
     “What about Janet? Have you spoken to her?”
     “She’s grateful to have closure, in regard to her husband’s death. She’s very concerned about you, Sarah. She asked me to convey her deepest gratitude for risking your life in order to solve this case.” Carter reached inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope. “A bonus, from Janet,” he said, placing it beside me.
     I stuffed it inside my purse. “Actually, I’m the one who’s grateful. I needed this, you know, and I’m not talking about the money.”
     Carter gave me a curious look. “Why?”
     “Because I was starting to feel like everything around me was going to hell. This experience has helped me to see life from a different perspective, like maybe my situation wasn’t so bad after all. Having a near death experience will do that to you.”
     Carter smiled. “I’ll take your word for it.”
     “So,” I brushed a few unruly strands of hair from my face, “I should be good to go in a few days. What’s our next job?”
     Carter laughed. “You’re something else.”
     “Hey, with all this experience under my belt, I’m feeling like maybe I can take on more.”
     Carter held his pointer finger up in front of his lips. “Just be quiet, will you? You’re beginning to give me a headache. Oh, by the way,” he added, producing a set of keys, “the rental car. I drove it over to your office and parked it out front.”
     “Thank you.” I smiled and looked up at the clock. 
     Carter picked up on my concern.
     “I take it you haven’t gotten around to telling your family about me yet?”
     I shook my head. “Things have been a little shaky with my relationship. I don’t want to push it. Besides, you’ve done such a great job covering my tracks.”
     Carter laughed, shook his head, and turned to go. 
     “What about Ted? Is he still here at the hospital, or is it . . . too late?” 
     “He’s stable,” Carter replied, turning back. “He’s in room 205, but you already knew that.”
     I nodded. “Maybe I should pay him a visit and apologize for upsetting him earlier.”
     “Maybe you should focus on your own health right now. Get some rest.” 
     “Fine,” I said, swinging my legs back onto the bed. 
      He gave me a wave and walked out of the room.
      I swung my legs back over the edge of the bed, this time feeling for the floor with my feet. I had to pee. My legs held as I pushed up from the bed and stood. I was about to take my first step towards the bathroom when the nurse walked in.
     “Glad to see you’re feeling better, Mrs. Woods. Here, let me unhook you,” she said, disconnecting the IV. “Dr. Wang will be in shortly. It looks like you’ve been cleared to go home later today.
     I thanked her then used the bathroom, got dressed, and peered into the mirror. 
     My suspicions were confirmed: I looked like hell.
     I was about to climb back onto the bed to wait for Brian and Daniel when I realized what I needed to do. I picked up the potted orchid and walked down the hall to the elevator. I made my way to room 205, stopping just short of the doorway, and peeked around the corner. Ted was sitting up in bed, his daughter, Stephanie, at his side. Tears came as I watched the two of them holding hands, chatting, laughing, and crying. I said a silent thank you to Carter. No longer any need for me to explain my intentions, I left the orchid just outside the door and headed back to my room.
     Moments later I was comfortably back under the covers of my own hospital bed. I decided to check my cell phone while waiting for my family to return.

     I had a voice message from Max.
     I laid the phone in my lap and stared at it. My first instinct was simply to delete it, but I was curious and a little excited that he’d called.
     I called voicemail and listened: he was concerned about me and wanted to explain himself. I thought about what I would say to him, when Brian and Daniel strolled back into the room; Max would have to wait.
     “Hey, Mom, we saw your doctor in the hallway. He said you could go home later today. Isn’t that great?”
     “That is great, honey.” I still had a mild headache, and my stomach and throat felt sore. Despite my discomfort, I was truly happy for the first time in a long while. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two weeks later
 
 
 
“Your first client is at ten,” Sammy said as I walked in. “And you have three more after that.”
     “Thanks, Sammy.” I set a Starbucks cup down in front of him. “Extra cream, no sugar, just the way you like it.”
     “Thanks, doll. So, how did the anniversary dinner go last night? Did Daniel treat you to a fancy restaurant?”
     “He took me to Applebee’s.”
     “Please tell me that’s a joke,” he said, rolling his eyes.
     I laughed and massaged his shoulders. “It was sweet. Applebee’s is where we first met. He thought it would be romantic.”
     “Hogwash.” Sammy shook his head in disgust. “You deserve better than that. Your mother must be rolling over in her grave.”
     “We had a nice time. Just be happy for me, okay?”
     Sammy seemed unconvinced. “Does this mean your marriage is on the mend?”
     I shrugged. “I don’t know, but Daniel isn’t as cheap as you make him out to be. Guess what he did?”
     “I can only imagine.”
     “He booked us a ten-day trip to Hawaii.”
     “It must be one of those free trips to a time-share resort where you have to sit for three hours being force-fed a bunch of crap. Or he has business meeting he neglected to mention. When do you leave?”
     “We’re taking off the day after tomorrow. Would you mind rescheduling my appointments for the week we’re gone?”
     “You leave in two days?” Sammy’s exasperated expression made me laugh. 
     “Yes, and I can’t wait. I’m going to get my--” I was interrupted by the phone.
     Sammy answered then handed the receiver to me. “It’s someone from the police department.”
     “Sarah Woods? This is Sergeant Davis over at the Bridgeport Police Department. We’ve located your stolen vehicle. It’s impounded at Stan’s Garage and Towing. I’m sorry to have to break the news to you, but it was totaled in an accident.”
     “Do you know who was driving it at the time?”
     “A Mister Zach Pullman, Ma’am. Do you happen to know who he is?”
     The only Zach I knew was the bartender I had met at Lola’s. Was he talking about the same person? “I’m not sure” I replied. “Is the guy okay?”
     “He wasn’t injured, but we have him in custody for grand theft auto with his partner, Tony Solero.”
     “Wow,” I said. “Thanks so much for letting me know.” I shook my head and made a mental note to stay away from strip clubs, and to never trust good-looking bartenders.
 
* * *
     
     It had been another long day of drudgery. I remained at the office after Sammy went home, staring at the clock. 
     After waiting almost a week to return Max’s call, he was now on his way over to talk.
     He walked through the door a little after six, flakes of snow on his head and jacket. “It’s almost April,” he said. “I can’t believe we’re getting another damn blizzard.”
     “I know.” I gestured toward the small sofa in the waiting area. We sat and faced one another. 
     “Thanks for seeing me,” he said while resting his hand on my knee.
     “What’s on your mind?” I was trying to play it cool, pretending I hadn’t been anticipating this moment with every ounce of my being.
     “That girl you saw me with at the mall … it’s not what you think.” His eyes held mine. “Her name is Cindy. We dated years ago. I invited her to dinner, just as a friend.” He shook his head and sighed. “I was lonely, Sarah.”
     “You don’t owe me an explanation. You know that, right?” 
     “When you saw us at the mall, I sensed some hurt in your eyes.”
     I looked away. “I’ll admit I was a little shocked that you’d moved on so quickly.”
     “I’m really sorry, Sarah. The last thing I ever wanted to do is hurt you.”
     Well, life doesn’t seem fair at times, but I’ll deal with it. I don’t know what’s going on with my life right now, anyways. Things are really up in the air.”
     “I know what you mean. I’m in the same boat. I’ve been trying to find work, but it’s rough out there. I might have a temporary job coming up. At least it will keep me busy.”
     “Good luck. I hope it works out.” I stood up. 
     Max followed my lead. He smiled and leaned over to kiss my cheek. 
     I shifted my head so that our lips met, and they stayed together until I slowly pulled away.
     “You’re hard to resist, Max Stevens,” I said, planting my hand on his chest and gently pushing him away. “You’d better leave before we do something we’ll regret.”
     “Speak for yourself.” He backed away while wearing a huge grin,
zipped his jacket, and waved. “Any regret would be yours alone.”
     Max stepped out into a mass of swirling snowflakes and I was alone.
     I stood there in the office for a long while, my body tingling from Max’s touch. I felt a bit foolish, but what would be the point of denying our attraction. I had no idea what might happen in the future, but it was okay. 
     I tidied up a bit, put on my coat, and stepped out into the frigid night. The cold seemed a little more benign as I pondered what I would pack for my trip to the islands: a few sundresses, flip-flops, and a bathing suit or two. Maybe I’d even splurge on a new set of luggage with the bonus I had received from Janet.
     I locked up the office, my mind adrift with visions of beaches and palm trees, when I sensed someone behind me. 
     I spun around, ready to strike.
     “Whoa,” Carter said, jumping back. “It’s me, Sarah.”
     “Damn you, Carter, you scared the crap out of me. You almost got a key in your eyeball.”
     “Sorry. I just came by to see how you’re doing.”
     “I’m fine,” I said, neglecting the fact he hadn’t called me in over two weeks. “How are you?”
     “I’m doing all right. Look, I have another job coming up. Are you interested?”
     I stood, arms crossed, in the chilly night air, the snow accumulating on both of us. “I would be,” I said, “but I’m going on vacation in a few days. Next time, maybe?”
     Carter smiled. There was something peculiar in his manner I couldn’t quite figure out.
     “Sure thing … oh, and have a great time in Hawaii. You deserve it.” 
     As I stood there watching him walk towards the snow-covered Buick, it occurred to me: I’d never mentioned where I was going. 
     How did he know?
 
 
The end
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