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    Chapter One


    One of these days the world will be invaded by aliens, and I’ll miss it. Since I average at least an hour to get dressed, the mother ship will enslave the human race while I’m struggling with pantyhose. Do other women have these problems?


    I don’t know about the rest of my gender, but I average an hour, not due to my technique for applying makeup or picking out the perfect outfit. My hour consists of stupid hold-ups. For instance, one evening not so long ago, I climbed from my shower, did the eyeliner and mascara bit, and turned my attention to my hair. I’d pulled my semi-dry tresses into a bun while doing makeup, but one scraggly gray stood straight up in the air, a traitorous rebel surrendering to the onslaught of age. I didn’t want to pull the bugger because I’ve heard that three more will take its place. Who knows if this is actually true, but why take the risk? So I combed the gray, and that’s when I saw it.


    Dandruff.


    Shit.


    Why didn’t I use the Head-n-Shoulders? So now the crisis: should I ignore the dry, flakey scalp and forgo the awesome black dress for something else or rewash my hair?


    Neil pounded on the bathroom door. “Are you almost ready?”


    I gazed in the mirror. The gray hair and the dandruff had joined forces and were on a full-fledged campaign to ruin my appearance.


    “I’ll be done when I’m done,” I announced through the door.


    “Come on, Maggie, we’re gonna be late.”


    I rolled my eyes. Big shocker. Neil and I were always late. As the parents of two young boys, we blamed our tardiness on the kids, but in truth, I’m usually at fault.


    I poked my head around the corner. “Go check on the boys.”


    “Yikes,” Neil said as he scanned the horror of his wife. “Take your time.”


    Neil is a retired navy SEAL. It takes some effort to scare him.


    I turned back to the mirror.


    “What I need is a game plan,” I told my reflection. I grabbed a pair of cuticle scissors from my vanity table and attempted to cut the gray. This was not as simple as it may sound. Trying to sever just the gray required both a steady hand and compensation for the backwards motion in the mirror. A few of the dark brown strands were sacrificed for the greater good. Next up, the dandruff.


    The pipes groaned as the ancient water heater worked overtime, and I tapped my foot for a few beats before climbing under the spray. I lathered my hair with the Head-n-Shoulders, rinsed and repeated. Next, I used the fruity shampoo and conditioner, because a woman can never smell too fruity. The hot water went AWOL during the final rinse, and I stepped shivering from the glassed-in shower. I used the towel to swipe the steam from the mirror and stifled the urge to scream. My waterproof mascara streamed down my face, giving me that Bride o’ Frankenstein effect.


    I washed my face with cold water and scrubbed like crazy to remove the black streaks. After five minutes, my face had turned bright pink from scrubbing and exertion, but the hideous black lines appeared significantly lighter. I broke out the foundation and covered the mess as best I could, re-did my eyes, and blew my hair dry. One final check, to assure myself the gray hair and dandruff had been subdued, and I donned my bathrobe.


    I marched out of the bathroom and found Neil spread eagled on our queen-size bed while my sons, Josh and Kenny, bounced on the mattress around him. Neil’s eyes remained closed.


    “It’s safe,” I informed him.


    “Mommy, Josh didn’t brush his teeth,” Kenny told me mid-bounce.


    “Kenny didn’t either,” Josh re-tattled on his brother.


    Hands on hips, I squared off like a drill sergeant. “What am I going to say?”


    “Go brush our teeth,” Kenny and Josh chorused in a flat tone. They gave one final bounce and scurried off to their bathroom. Neil rolled to his side and looked up at me.


    “Better?” I asked him.


    “Except for the RuPaul make-up.”


    “I had some issues.”


    “Maggie, you always have issues.”


    “But you love me?” I flashed him my hundred watt smile.


    “I love you, but I think I need a beer.”


    


    * * * *


    After a decade of service to his country, Neil left the navy and uprooted our family from Virginia Beach to the wilds of Massachusetts. Neil has New England imprinted on his DNA, and when he’d begged me to move to Hudson, I didn’t have the heart to refuse. We bought a three bedroom, two bath ranch built in the early nineteen sixties and now inhabit a small suburban neighborhood which we can barely afford. I’ve become adept at dime stretching.


    Our house is furnished in classic hand-me-down style. The sofa and loveseat—new once upon a time, but after ten years of constant kiddie torment, not to mention a six-foot, almost two-hundred pound man flopping down on them on a regular basis—fall into the category of “seen better days”. The end tables were rejects from Neil’s parents—the corporate attorneys—and I stumbled across the entertainment center during a garage sale hop. Literally tripped over the darn thing.


    I love garage sales. Where else can one find almost new stuff at an unbelievable bargain? Neil and the boys hate garage sales, or more accurately, they hate going to garage sales with me, since I pick through everything until I find a bargain. The need for frugality runs in my Scottish blood. Neil calls me Uncle Scrooge, but he usually doesn’t complain since my thriftiness afforded him the big screen TV and DVR.


    Neil, already on his second beer, kept his gaze glued to a football game when I sashayed down the hall in my black dress. I stood in front of the TV and twirled in a circle, always a sure fire way of getting a man’s attention.


    “Whatcha think?” I asked.


    “Nice.” Neil craned his neck around me to see the score.


    “Aren’t you recording this game?”


    “Yeah, but I thought I could catch a few plays while you finished getting ready.”


    “Well, I’m ready.”


    Neil stood and stretched before clicking off the set. He actually looked at me this time and smiled. “You know we’re already late….”


    I glared at him as I recognized his let’s fool around tone. Honestly, I love that Neil always wants to fool around with me, but I’d spent way too much time in dress-up mode to forgo the public appearance.


    He shrugged and gave me a quick kiss. “Worth a shot.”


    Neil corralled the boys down the hall and into their jackets while I retrieved the bottle of wine from the refrigerator and my purse from the half-moon table in the hall. We’d been invited to a soirée (seriously, the invitation actually said soirée) at the home of our new neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Douglass J. Kline. The Kline’s house—one of the larger ones in our development—stood sentinel at the top of the cul-de-sac on almost half an acre. It was also one of the newest homes in the area, and I was dying to get a look at the place up close. We’d been on nodding terms with the previous owners, but we’d never been invited inside the vast estate.


    The November night was cool, especially for my thin Southern blood, and the crisp air stung my nostrils with the smell of fallen leaves. Kenny and Josh ran ahead of us along the sidewalk, heralding our impending arrival with the thunder only little boy feet can produce and shouts of “Eat dirt, Scumbag!”


    Precious, aren’t they?


    “Boys, simmer down!” I called out while Neil wore his proud papa expression. Neil never worried about making a good impression. Why should he? With his perpetual tan, intelligent hazel eyes, not to mention a physique to rival Michelangelo’s David, Neil defines classically handsome. As a navy SEAL, he’d served his country for over a decade and was currently well respected in the community as an employee of Intel.


    I always fret about making a good impression. I’m five-six in heels and have a build that Neil calls statuesque and I call fat. I’m a domestic engineer, also known as a stay-at-home mom. My family and my house are my career. I’m sure in some areas of the country this is still perfectly acceptable, but in Tax-a-chusetts, dual income is the norm.


    Every light blazed in the downstairs portion of the house, and soft music filtered through the din of voices. Cars lined the circular drive, and a few distinguished-looking men staked out the front porch, seated comfortably in Hampton Bay wicker. I waved as I recognized Sam Cavanaugh from next door and got a nod of acknowledgement in return. A podiatrist in his early fifties, Sam drove a metallic blue BMW from the golf course to the office. I think he liked to pretend to be James Bond, when in truth he was more like Lyle Lovett with love handles. Whatever gets him through another day of looking at people’s feet.


    The boys waited at the bottom of the stairs for us, eyes wide and mouths agog. I hoped I didn’t look quite as star-struck by the finery. Nothing says ‘bumpkin’ like a little drool on the chin.


    Neil extended his hand to Sam and the other two men. Introductions, brief and to the point. The tall, lanky man in his late thirties introduced himself as Jason Macgregor, attorney at law and a friend of Doug’s. The shorter, heavyset man with the bald spot appeared roughly the same age and vaguely familiar, but when he introduced himself as Kevin Bartley, I drew a blank. I guess he just had one of those faces.


    “I was wondering when you’d get here.”


    I turned around to see my friend and next door neighbor, Sylvia Wright, had joined the congregation on the front porch. A tall, strawberry blonde in her early forties, Sylvia looked ten years younger. Her hair was done up in an elegant twist, and her sea-green dress clung like a second skin. It made me wish I’d bypassed seconds on the lasagna at dinner. A perpetual flower child, Sylvia taught yoga at the local gym, but I liked her anyway.


    “Hey, Sylvie, what’s shaking?”


    “Not much. Did you just get here?”


    I waved my hand in a vague gesture. “You know, the kids.”


    “Have you met our hosts yet?”


    I shook my head, and Sylvia linked her arm through mine and led me into the house. I shot a look over my shoulder at Neil, who remained in a deep discussion with the porch squatters over the game they were missing. I suspected Neil wasn’t the only one with the DVR running.


    Kenny and Josh abandoned the Chatty Cathys on the porch and bee-lined for the refreshment table. I called out one last warning for them to behave before focusing on the crowd, picking up on several snippets of football related banter.


    “Someone should tell our hosts that they should have elected another night for their soirée. Haven’t they received the memo on Monday night football?” I whispered to Sylvia.


    “They’ll learn soon enough, especially with New England in a top position this season,” she whispered back. “The only reason for such a good turn out this time is because everyone was curious.”


    I took in the swarming foyer and agreed with Sylvia’s assessment. The place was packed, more than half of the faces new to me. We entered the drawing room on the right. Tasteful furniture, high end bric-a-brac, and a quality Oriental rug on the floor. I felt fairly certain I wouldn’t be running into Mrs. Kline during my garage sale scavenger hunts.


    Sylvia stopped to get her bearings and looked around. Since she had a good two inches on me, even with heels, I was hopelessly lost.


    A mountain of a blond man approached us. “What brings two fine women like you to a shindig like this?”


    Sylvia swatted him playfully on the arm. “Knock it off, Eric. Do you see our hosts?”


    Eric grinned down at his wife. The two of them together reminded me of a bride and groom on a Norwegian wedding cake. Tall, fair, and perfectly sculpted.


    “I haven’t seen them recently, but I thought they were giving a tour to a group of newcomers.”


    “Oh, perfect! We can snoop with the excuse that we’re trying to catch up with the tour.”


    I shook my head at Sylvia’s enthusiasm, but inside I was just as excited at the prospect. It wasn’t every day I had the chance to explore a mansion.


    


    * * * *


    Sylvia and I peeped into three of the upstairs rooms and found an unoccupied guest room, a room filled with boxes, and the master suite. Tastefully done in earth tones, the room’s color scheme matched the adjoining bathroom perfectly. My heels clicked on the heated marble floor, and I enviously eyeballed the warming towel racks. The jetted tub was larger than my kitchen.


    “Would you look at this?” Sylvia exclaimed as she scanned the bathroom. “There’s a chandelier in the bathroom, for crying out loud!”


    I gazed at the fixture in question and silently admitted it seemed a bit excessive. What else could be expected from people who hosted a Monday night soirée?


    We peered in the medicine cabinets (hey, if you’re going to snoop, you might as well go the whole hog), but found nothing of interest. Typical hodgepodge of makeup, cough syrup, Band-aids, and antibacterial ointment as well as antidepressants prescribed to Alessandra Kline. She probably shot them back with a vodka martini while lying on a chaise ogling the shirtless pool man. No wait, that’s my fantasy. We shut the bathroom door and exited the master suite. Still no sign of the tour group, thank goodness.


    “Well what do you think?” I asked Sylvia.


    “I’m glad I don’t have to clean this place,” Sylvia said. She walked to the next door and jiggled the knob. “It’s locked. I bet all the good stuff is in here.”


    “Just what is the good stuff, Sylvie?”


    “You know, whips, chains, dismembered body parts. Haven’t you ever read a mystery novel?”


    I had, but I didn’t think we’d find any of that in the Kline residence. More accurately, I hoped we wouldn’t, because I had no idea what I would do in case of such a discovery. There are certain things you really don’t want to know about the people in your neighborhood, Mr. Rogers aside.


    “What are they like, Sylvie?” I asked, hoping for something to refute the American Psycho images flip booking in my head.


    “Old money, definitely old money.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    Sylvia tapped her finger against her cheek. “Just a vibe I get. The wife seems pleasant enough, even if her nose is perpetually up in the air. But the husband, well, I only had a glimpse of him. They have that ‘I’m above all this’ aura, you know?”


    I really didn’t. Sylvia was an expert when it came to things like aura and cosmic vibrations, but I remained too firmly planted in reality, worrying about making credit card payments and such.


    Sylvia gave the door handle one last jiggle and grunted in frustration. “I guess we aren’t destined to discover what’s behind door number four.”


    “You might ask me to unlock it,” a deep male tenor broke in.


    We both jumped.


    “Oh, Mr. Kline!” Sylvia smiled and composed herself, while I wondered if I could force my heart to start up again.


    Our host was average height with thick salt-and-pepper hair and a push-broom gray mustache. Amusement lit his extremely pale blue eyes set in a deeply tanned face that would put George Hamilton to shame. “We had heard mention of a tour and we were looking for you and your wife—”


    Mr. Kline raised a hand and smirked at Sylvia. “No need for explanations, my dear. Curiosity is very natural. Speaking of which….” He gave a pointed glance my way.


    “Oh, forgive me, Mr. Kline,” Sylvia said, waving a hand in my general direction. “This is my friend and neighbor, Maggie Phillips. Maggie, this is Mr. Douglass Kline.”


    Mr. Kline extended a hand to me, and I shook it. “Please, I insist you call me Doug. Maggie Phillips, you say? Any relation to Ralph and Laura Phillips?”


    “They’re my in-laws,” I told him.


    “Ah, well, you have my sympathies, my dear.” He smiled at what must have been a bemused expression on my face. “I had the misfortune of crossing your father-in-law in court a few years back, and well, let’s just say his reputation is well deserved.”


    Ralph Phillips was reputed to be a barracuda in piranha’s clothing. He’d put several large companies out of business in the years I’d been married to Neil and he loved to regale us with stories of what a large chunk he took out of each adversary. I figured Mr. Kline had been fortunate he hadn’t met up with my mother-in-law instead. At least this way he still had both his testes.


    “I guess we should make an effort to find the rest of the tour,” Sylvia said.


    Mr. Kline—Doug as he insisted we call him—smiled and extracted a ring of keys from his pocket. “You ladies wouldn’t want to run off before you satisfy your curiosity.” The twist of his lips appeared more dark and frightening than amused, and I gulped as I remembered the old adage about curiosity killing the cat.


    “Really, it’s fine,” I said, but he held open the door, and my feet propelled me forward, Sylvia a beat behind me. Apparently, the cats were too dumb to live.


    Sylvia stepped through the doorway first, her blonde hair shimmering in the artificial light from a few bright wall sconces. A large oak desk stood sentinel in front of an enormous bay window. Moonlight poured in and cast eerie shadows over the stone flooring. That’s where normality ended.


    The room would have been perfectly set in a feudal castle, complete with a giant stone fireplace and a bearskin rug draped on the stone hearth. Sylvia gulped. She’d noted the head was still attached. Sylvia is a vegan as well as an animal rights activist, and I understood it took a great deal of self-restraint to hold back the tirade on cruelty to animals. My attention remained fixed on cruelty of another sort.


    “Is that an Iron Maiden?” I wasn’t referring to a member of the notorious British metal band.


    Doug stepped toward the object in question and opened one of the wardrobe-like doors, allowing us to see the lethal metal spikes on the inside.


    “Beautiful, isn’t she?” He reached out and lovingly stroked the lifeless face.


    The closest I had ever come to seeing one of these things was at Bruce Wayne’s house as a secret entrance to his bat cave. I’d studied some medieval history and found it disturbingly ironic that a hero like Batman hid his lair beneath a trap door originally designed to efficiently dispose of torture victims.


    “What is an Iron Maiden?” Sylvia’s gaze stayed fixed on the snarling bear head.


    I looked to our host, hoping he would field that one. My throat was completely dry, and I began sweating like an old Chris Farley skit.


    Doug snapped his fingers, and Sylvia’s gaze darted from the rug to him. “That is an Iron Maiden. To be precise, that is a replica of the Iron Maiden from Nuremberg castle which was destroyed in WWII during the air raids.”


    Doug locked stare for stare with me. “It is said that the condemned criminals in Nuremberg would pass through seven rooms with seven doors before confronting this anthropomorphic death chamber.” He giggled. “It’s actually quite brilliant as far as psychological maneuvering. You confront the face of serenity before entering the wardrobe and having the knives skewer your eyes, shoulders, arms, chest, belly, bladder, buttocks, and legs. No wonder more than a few prisoners confessed when faced with her form.”


    My hand roamed subconsciously over all of the body parts he had described.


    “Would you like to go inside?” Vincent Price’s long lost brother asked me.


    “Um, I’ll pass on that. Thanks.” I took a step back out of self preservation, cravenly putting Sylvia between myself and the madman.


    Doug Kline’s full throated chortle wrapped around me like a python, and I winced as a shaft of moonlight caught the serene expression on the face of the Madonna.


    “It’s only a mock up, my dear.” Kline reached forward and flicked one of the spikes. To my surprise, it wobbled. “You see, the ‘spikes’ are actually made of rubber. The only affliction one would suffer in here would be a severe case of claustrophobia.” He laughed again, like it was perfectly normal to enjoy something which induced so much terror and pain.


    I looked around, hoping to see something, anything, which would take my mind off of the disturbing fascination our host showed with horrific death. No such luck, since the alcoves in the wall held an assortment of other metal, wood, and leather objects that I’d previously only seen in textbook sketches of the Inquisition.


    Doug closed the wardrobe door and bypassed Sylvia to stand next to me. “You must think me strange, surrounding myself with implements of torture.”


    Oddly enough, strange hadn’t even entered my head. Psychotic, unbalanced, on a holiday from Bedlam on the other hand….


    “The purpose of this room is to constantly remind me of the duality of human nature. Think of the pure genius it took to create all this. The hours spent designing each item until it could inflict the ultimate amount of pain. Now, think of what might have been achieved centuries earlier if these minds had been put to a more constructive use. Man may have had automobiles in the eighteenth century, and today we could possess molecular transporters like on Star Trek. Boggles the mind, doesn’t it?”


    Well I was boggled, sure as shootin’. Doug Kline stared at me; the deep charcoal ring around his pale blue irises held me hypnotized. He’s a vampire! My mind screamed. Run before he has you in his power!


    “There you are!”


    My hero to the rescue! I turned. Neil and a painfully slim woman swathed in a crimson wrap dress stood in the doorway. A gold turban adorned her head, so I couldn’t be sure of her hair color. She might be bald, for all I knew. Her face was wrinkle free, but her eyes held a pinched look. I estimated her age somewhere between thirty-five and ninety. She reminded me of a constipated version of Mrs. Howell from Gilligan’s Island.


    Doug cleared his throat. “Ladies, allow me to present Alessandra Kline, my wife.”


    “We’ve met.” Sylvia stepped forward. “Mrs. Kline, this is my friend, Maggie Phillips.”


    Mrs. Kline quirked an eyebrow at Neil. “Your wife?” she asked in a disbelieving tone.


    I sighed. Her surprise was a very common reaction, and I’d ceased being offended years ago. Really, I had.


    Neil smiled and placed a protective arm around my shoulder. “My better half.”


    I resisted the urge to elbow him in the side, even though he laid it on a bit thick. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Kline. You have a lovely home.”


    Alessandra Kline waved off the compliment. “You should have seen our house on Martha’s Vineyard. It was truly something to behold.” She sighed wistfully. “This place will be passable as soon as I find a reliable cleaning service.”


    My eyebrows headed north at the odd comment. The house appeared immaculate, and I have very high standards. I’d been raised in a home where cleanliness meant godliness, and the state of the Kline’s house was piety incarnate.


    “Shall we head back to the gathering?” Doug asked, crowding his wife, Neil, and me at the doorway. His jubilation at his little den o’ horrors had evaporated as soon as Neil and Mrs. Kline had joined the scene and he quickly ushered us all out before relocking the seventh circle of hell. Mrs. Kline had yet to remark on her husband’s odd collection, but then again, she might’ve had a shed full of Dalmatian puppies and a new fur coat design out back.


    What a pair.


    “Who does your cleaning now, Mrs. Kline?” Sylvia asked.


    “Oh, some dreadful woman from an agency was sent in. She overlooked the grout in the bathroom tiles, and I swear I can see bacteria forming in the kitchen sink.”


    I guess Mrs. Kline had never heard of Lysol.


    “You know, Maggie is fastidious about cleaning. Her house puts me to shame every time I visit, and she has two growing boys living there,” Sylvia chirped.


    I shot her a death glare behind the Kline’s backs as we descended to the first floor. What was she insinuating?


    “Is that right?” Mrs. Kline couldn’t have been less interested if Sylvia had announced that NASCAR was coming to town.


    “You’ve been talking about going back to work, haven’t you, Maggie?” Sylvia sent me a pointed glance.


    “Yes, but I really haven’t had time for—”


    “How about we kill two birds with one stone here?” Sylvia interrupted.


    “I’m going to get us some drinks.” Neil retreated to safer ground. I’d never accuse him of running away, but my husband is no fool. He probably didn’t want to get Sylvia’s blood spattered across his new suit.


    I opened my mouth to respond, but my boys chose that moment to tear through a crowd of people, who cursed and spilled their drinks.


    “Mom!” Josh squealed as he rushed forward. “She’s chasing us!”


    “Who?” I asked. Kenny collided into Josh. I caught them both and actually managed to keep my balance.


    “Her!” The boys pointed through the crowd. A beautiful, bare foot redhead in a chic, turquoise silk pants suit raced through the drawing room after my monsters. She carried sling back shoes in one perfectly manicured hand, slowed as she approached us, and seemed oblivious to the stares of the entire gathering. The men’s eyes widened with appreciation, while the women’s narrowed, murderous with disgust and envy.


    “Francesca!” Mrs. Kline snapped at the newcomer. “Your behavior is completely inappropriate. What on Earth do you think you are doing?”


    Francesca flipped a scarlet tress off her glistening forehead. “Having fun, Sandra. You should try it some time.” She turned her back on a seething Mrs. Kline and smiled at me.


    “Francesca Carmichael, but please call me Frannie.” She extended the hand that wasn’t clutching her shoes.


    “Maggie Phillips. I’m pleased to meet you, Frannie.”


    “Phillips?” Are you related to the beefcake with the stellar glutes?


    That would be Neil and his butt. I nodded. “He’s my husband.”


    Frannie didn’t look surprised in the slightest, which soothed my battered pride.


    “Your boys are adorable. I could eat them up.” She eyed me more closely. “They seem to take after your husband.”


    How right she was. “They’re his children from his first marriage.” Don’t ask me why I felt the need to clarify this. I’d raised Kenny from infancy and Josh from diapers, and in every way that counted, the boys belonged to me.


    Her smile appeared genuine and made her even more strikingly beautiful.


    Here’s the thing about gorgeous people. You can easily separate them into two categories. First, there are the nice ones, who will mingle with us mere mortals without condescension. They’re the types who are beautiful inside and out like a double-layer chocolate cake. Then, there are the attractive people who believe their looks set them apart from the rest of us. I call them the cow pies because the golden brown exterior doesn’t make up for the fact that they’re filled with their own….


    “Francesca is my sister,” Mrs. Kline’s disapproving tone cut across my inner monologue.


    Sylvia didn’t miss a beat. “Well then, Francesca, you can talk your sister into hiring Maggie here to be her new cleaning service.”


    “What!” Conversation dimmed around us, and my outrage took on a banshee-like quality.


    “Actually, I think that is a terrific idea,” Francesca said as if she hadn’t heard me. For all I knew, my outrage had hit that pitch reserved for dog whistles so perhaps she hadn’t.


    Mrs. Kline eyeballed me with that same expression Neil had when picking out major appliances: concern for efficiency overridden by boredom.


    “Sylvie, could I speak to you for a moment, over there?” I jerked my head toward an unoccupied corner. Good thing she hadn’t started this when we stood in Mr. Kline’s office because I felt the need for a torture device or two.


    “Come on, Maggie, this place needs a little livening up.” Frannie tossed back her head and gave Mrs. Kline a knowing look. “Sandra, you know you will never be satisfied with that cleaning service because they can’t get here until after ten and they won’t work weekends. Maggie here is perfect. She could be, like, on call for you.”


    I sputtered at the indignity. An on call cleaning lady? What the hell was that? A maid? A freaking business degree in hand, and these people wanted me to scrub their toilets?


    “You know, Francesca, you should really settle your own affairs before nosing into mine,” Mrs. Kline said a little too sweetly.


    “Truly, Sandra, I have no interest in your affairs.” The double entendre hung in the air, punctuated by Frannie’s arched eyebrow. We were in a seriously hot passive-aggressive kill zone, and I looked frantically around for Neil and the kids, hoping to make my excuses and leave this mental institution before someone showed up with the straightjackets and decided I fit right in.


    Mrs. Kline had taken over my irate sputtering, and I wondered if a vein throbbed between my eyes when I did that. Her anger overruled her Botox treatments, and I thought I saw some fine lines.


    “My dear, is something wrong?” Doug Kline put a hand on his wife’s shoulder, and she snapped her mouth closed. Her gaze shot Scud missiles at Frannie before turning to me.


    “Be here Thursday at nine sharp.”


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    “I won’t do it Sylvia; I won’t be some plebeian servant to Mr. Nut-ball and Mrs. Stick-wedged-so-far-up-her-ass-it-tickles-her-esophagus.” I shook the sweatshirt I was folding so it made a vicious crack and knocked a lampshade off kilter.


    Sylvia straightened the shade without comment. The early afternoon calm of my house, sans boys or Neil, contrasted my chaotic mood.


    “I mean it, Sylvie, I’m not going.”


    “All right,” Sylvia said.


    “What do you mean all right? How can I possibly blow them off after that scene last night? I have to go; you made damn sure of that.”


    “Then go.” Mother Teresa couldn’t have been more serene. That’s what five hours of yoga a day will get you.


    “I can’t go! I have to make lunch for the boys and put them on the bus, and Neil works a full day on Thursday, so I have to pick them up after school and take them to karate.”


    “Make their lunch the night before and get them up before you leave. They’re old enough to get themselves on the bus, and you’ll be right up the road if they need you for anything. And you’ll be done in plenty of time to pick them up for karate.”


    “You have an answer for everything, don’t you? Well answer this: why did you do it? Why did you throw me to the wolves like this? And not just the wolves, but the starving rabid wolves!” I had given up on the laundry and used my hands to illustrate my anger.


    “I can see why you were voted most dramatic in your senior class.”


    “So can a blind man, but that isn’t an answer.”


    “You need something beyond this house, Maggie.”


    I took one of those calming yoga breaths, but it ended up as more of a wheeze. “I have you and Eric. I have my family. Look, I appreciate what it is you’re trying to accomplish here, but I’m not in danger of Empty Nest Syndrome anytime soon.”


    “Face facts, Maggie, you’re bored and depressed.” If there had been any sympathy in her voice I might have strangled her with Neil’s jock strap. Sylvia remained calm, as if stating fact, a slim, blonde, all-knowing Buddha trying to better mankind. And it appeared she was starting with me. Neil sometimes takes a similar approach, and it drives me friggin’ bananas. There’s nothing worse than seeing the craziness in a calm person as they ask for something completely ridiculous and then to have them look at you as if you’re a shovel shy of a tool shed.


    “Don’t take that tone with me,” I warned Sylvia in my most lucid voice.


    “You’re overreacting,” Mahatma Gandhi informed me.


    I clenched my jaw. “I do not overreact!” That was a flat out lie. I make time in my day to overreact. Overreacting keeps my head from exploding.


    I picked up the laundry basket and stomped down the hall to my bedroom, hoping Sylvia took the hint. Even though I’d only known her for six months, Sylvia was the kind of friend I really appreciated. She didn’t create unnecessary drama, like some of the navy wives I’d known. (I know what you’re thinking, that I admitted to overreacting on a regular basis, but that is necessary drama. Remember the whole exploding cranium bit.) She always told me her opinion, even at the risk of my feelings. If I looked truly horrible in a new outfit, Sylvia would tell me, without hesitation or spectacle. She lets me know where I stand, and I usually appreciated it.


    But not this time.


    I still felt shanghaied from the night before. Bad enough everyone on the street had seen Mrs. Kline begrudgingly offer me a job I didn’t want it to look like she was doing me a favor. Getting out of the house and making more money would be nice, but I’d hoped to find something a little less demeaning. It wasn’t like I thought the cleaning position was beneath me. I may be a little touched in the head but I love to clean. Not if it meant being treated like a second-class citizen, however well I would be compensated.


    I shoved Neil’s boxers and sweat socks into the dresser and unloaded my undergarments into another drawer.


    Sylvia appeared in the doorway. “Look, I have a class at one-thirty, so I have to head out. I didn’t mean to upset you, Maggie. I thought you might need a push out the door.”


    I stowed my under things and turned to her. “Just tell me this, Sylvie, why them? You were in the room with me last night; you saw the freak show in Armani. Why would you want me to deal with that?”


    Sylvia grinned. “At least you wouldn’t be bored. Not to mention, there aren’t too many decent paying jobs in the area right now. It would be a place to start.”


    I nodded. Truth was, I didn’t have much in the way of options. My business degree gathered dust in the garage, mostly because I lacked the killer instinct necessary in business. Most of the positions I did qualify for didn’t leave me with the option of being home for my family. I’m an old fashioned girl at heart. My mom had worked in our school lunchroom so she would be free to put her family first, and I prided myself on following in her footsteps.


    I walked Sylvia to the front door. She turned and gave me a quick hug. “Just think about it, okay? I’ll call you later.”


    “Talk to you later.” I shut the door and watched her cross our scraggly patch of lawn to her own pristine one before driving off in her sporty white Mustang convertible. A sigh escaped my lips. Sylvia was the type of friend I couldn’t help but envy. Completely happy with her life, herself, and the people around her. Sylvia embodied what all women wanted to be. I made a habit of counting my blessings, but there were times where I felt less than content.


    The phone trilled, and I scooped the portable from the charger.


    “Hello?”


    “Maggie dear, it’s Laura.”


    I swallowed. Laura, a.k.a. Neil’s mother, must be the most intimidating woman on the planet. She’s not the baking, housekeeping type like my mother had been. She had made grown men wet their pants in terror whenever they came up against her in court. Back in the early 70s, she’d been an icon of women’s lib, taking life and coworkers alike by the balls. She’d been some sort of child prodigy, graduating from law school at the tender age of twenty-two. She’d gotten pregnant, and the gravy train had come to an abrupt halt—and she never let Neil or Ralph forget it. Years of cutthroat practice had killed any sense of humor or tenderness the woman ever possessed. To Laura Phillips, my idea of home and hearth was “positively primitive”.


    “How are you, Laura?” I kept my voice low and steady because Neil had advised me time and again to show no fear. His mother could smell weakness, even over AT&T.


    “Terrible dear, simply dreadful. I have this baboon’s ass of a CEO trying to tell me how to do my job. It’s bad enough that he thinks he knows how to manage a business and runs the company into the red on a quarterly basis, and then he argues with me over a leveraged buyout, which is, in fact, his only hope of staving off bankruptcy. I wish I could let loose and tell him exactly what an imbecile he is, but he’s been dumping truckloads of money into the firm and he’s the son of one of our other long-standing clients. He’s incompetent. I know it, his father knows it, and the stockholders know it. But you can’t say anything, because he’d take offense. I think I’ll clip out a help wanted ad for the convenience store down the street and mail it to him. Maybe he’ll take the hint.”


    I didn’t know what to say, so I kept my mouth shut. Laura didn’t need a response.


    “Anyhow, I’m calling because that idiot contractor is taking his sweet time, and the house looks like a third world country, plaster and sawdust everywhere. He promised the renovations would be finished early next week, but we’ve run into problems with the electrician, and I had to fire him. So we’ll be having Thanksgiving dinner at your house.”


    “What?” I staggered out the front door and sat down hard on the porch with my back against the railing.


    “I know it is last minute, but I’m sure you’re up for the challenge.”


    Thanksgiving was ten days away. I looked over at the doormat, deciding I knew how it felt.


    “Now, Ralph and I will be there of course, along with two of our regulars and a potential client who is going through a nasty divorce. Ralph thinks we can garner some good will by inviting him. I’m not so sure, he’s quite the hard ass.”


    Talk about the pot and the kettle.


    “I’ll be faxing Neil the menu and instructions for place settings and a time table. It’s imperative that you stick to the schedule; hungry businessmen are notoriously hard to deal with.”


    Neil parked our blue Ford Escort in the driveway. He climbed from behind the wheel and retrieved his gym bag from the back seat. A frown marred his perfect features as he sat next to me. My eyes rolled up in my head, and I leaned against him. He was so much sturdier than the railing. Laura still prattled away about the importance of homemade pie in business dealings, which I found laughable since her idea of homemade was to have her housekeeper, Leopold, prepare said pie.


    Neil’s iridescent hazel gaze searched my face. “My mother?” he mouthed.


    I nodded. Without another word, he took the phone from my hand.


    “Mom? Hi. Sorry to cut you off, but Maggie and I have an important appointment and we have to get going.” He nodded and said a few cursory salutations before hanging up.


    “An important appointment?” I asked.


    He shrugged. “It’s the one thing she’s sure to understand. So what’s she done now?”


    “I’ve been assigned the task of preparing and hosting Thanksgiving dinner.”


    “You always make Thanksgiving dinner.” Point to the sexy man. For the past nine years, I’ve had to prepare Thanksgiving for Neil, Josh, Kenny, and whatever ragtag bunch of wayward SEALs were hanging around. Cooking for a crowd was nothing new for me, but in this case, more was certainly not merrier.


    “I have to follow her menu, her timetable, and her seating chart.”


    “You could have refused,” Neil pointed out.


    I looked at him. “I can’t say no to your mother.” Bigger and better people have tried to say no to Laura Phillips.


    “You can’t say no to anyone.” Neil smirked, and I stifled the urge to smack his handsome face. “Face it, Uncle Scrooge, you’re a pushover.”


    He was right, but I’d rather stick the car keys in my eye than admit it. “We can’t all be fearless Navy SEALs.”


    “Former SEAL, current fearless Intel electronics technician.” No regret in his gaze, much to my relief. It had taken over a year for Neil to accept that his torn rotator cuff injury had ended his career with the SEAL teams. He could have taught—instructing the men who would then go out into the real world and slink through the night, setting bombs and rescuing hostages while he sat behind a desk—but Neil viewed that life as a bitter pill to swallow. Neil had decided to make a clean break. He wanted to spend more time with his family and return to his New England roots. Honestly, I think I was having more trouble transitioning to life post-navy than he was.


    “You’ll always be a SEAL, just one whose wife isn’t developing ulcers from worry.”


    “Oh, come on, I could be electrocuted, or hit by a bus, or suffer a heart attack from your fabulous cooking.”


    “Or you could be poisoned by your tormented and mentally unhinged wife.”


    He laughed and reached out to smooth my hair. “That’s my little sadist. Why can’t you show some of that spunk to my mother? You know she’d appreciate it.”


    “Since she is so full of spunk herself?” I let the sarcasm drip.


    Neil stood and helped me to my feet. “My mother ferrets out and exploits weakness. The less you show, the happier you’ll be around her.” He squeezed my hand. “I know it’s hard for you, being so near to them now, and I know you don’t understand them. I hope you never do. Just let me know what I can do to make things easier on you.”


    “Teach me how to make that SEAL warrior face so I can scare the crap out of Sylvia.”


    “She’s still on your case, I take it.”


    I sighed. “You know I’m glad I met her because I really don’t know many other people around here, but why she’d do this….” I trailed off, since I was getting sick of my own belly-aching. Neil had listened to me rant for half the night, and I’m sure he’d had enough too.


    “Tell me something, Uncle Scrooge, why are you so against the idea? Is it the ambush or is it something else?”


    Neil is way too perceptive for my peace of mind.


    I led the way into the kitchen, stalling in a most obvious way by sticking my head in the refrigerator. Neil pulled me backwards against his chest. “What is it Maggie? I know something’s bothering you.”


    “I just…I feel inferior.”


    “Inferior how?”


    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I don’t fit in. All of the people are sophisticated and worldly, and I’m the only stay-at-home mom around here.”


    Neil frowned. “No you aren’t. Josh’s friend Randy and a few kids in Kenny’s class all have stay-at-home mothers.”


    “No, they have society stay-at-home mothers, women who do event coordination and fund-raising for charity. Not mothers who clip coupons and shop clothing sales six months ahead. Those mothers don’t have to wipe the sweat from their checkbooks every month.”


    Neil hugged me, and I breathed in the confident and comforting smell of him. “You’re a terrific mother to those boys, and I’m the luckiest guy in the world to have you by my side. And don’t tell me you aren’t worldly in your own way. I happen to know of a late night trek along a major highway which resulted in a diamond ring being hurled into the Atlantic. How many women can claim that?” He released his grip and turned me so I looked into his eyes. “I see you, Maggie.”


    “I see you too.” I smiled at our special phrase.


    “Mom!”


    I glanced up at the sound of Kenny’s voice as he slammed the front door. Josh and Kenny stampeded into the house in the way only young boys could. Kenny had dropped his backpack in the entryway, but Josh clutched his to his chest like a life preserver.


    “Hey, guys, how was school?”


    Kenny squeezed past me, his nine-year-old body craving whatever the fridge had to offer. “Borrrr-ing.”


    “Josh?” I felt a prickling at the back of my neck. Josh usually shoved his brother out of the way and joined in with the chorus of boring. Today, however, he seemed shell-shocked and clutched that backpack with all his might.


    Kenny surfaced from the fridge with an apple and one of those disgusting squeeze yogurts in the tube. “My teacher told us about the Native Americans coming to the first Thanksgiving, how they shared their food with the Pilgrims, ‘cause they were too stupid to grow their own food.”


    Neil cleared his throat. “They weren’t stupid, Kenny, they didn’t know how. The Indians showed them how.”


    “Mom always says ignorance is no excuse. Where there’s a will there’s a way.”


    “It’s Native Americans now, Neil,” I said. “It has been for a few decades. And Kenny, you’re right, I do say that, but if you don’t know how to do something, you need to ask for help. That was the point of the first Thanksgiving, that the Native Americans befriended the settlers.”


    “Didn’t the colonists steal their land?”


    “Later,” I mumbled and turned my attention to Neil. “Maybe you should explain the finer points of American history to him, while I talk with Josh.”


    “You always get the easy one,” Neil groused as he followed Kenny’s prattling voice down the hall to the boys’ bedroom.


    I took out a bag of baby carrots and some dip I’d made earlier and set them on the counter. Our kitchen is decorated circa 1963, with a hideous yellow wall border to match the awful lime green walls. The counter is a U shape with a range top and the original sink set into a work counter that separates the kitchen and dining room. I had purchased a few barstools on one of my more successful garage sale excursions and reupholstered them in a practical brown that Neil and the kids say looks like…well, you know.


    The fridge—which we’d replaced out of necessity—and the wall oven, made up the fourth side of the room. I also owned a portable dishwasher that napped in the garage until after dinner.


    “What’s up, Doc?” I munched on a carrot and did my best Bugs Bunny, but Josh shot me a you’re so lame look. “Spill it, tough guy.”


    “You have to promise not to make a big deal out of this,” Josh implored me.


    Uh oh. I sat on one of the stools in case the news was going to disrupt my digestive tract. “What am I not making a big deal about?”


    Josh miserably opened his backpack and dug out a crumpled piece of paper. I took it from him without further comment. After scanning the contents, I looked to Josh, who’d put his head on the counter.


    “Why didn’t you write your book report?” I asked in my most even voice. Josh was an excellent student who loved to read as much as he loved to backtalk. I couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t completed an assignment.


    “It was this stupid book about this guy who goes fishing but doesn’t catch anything.”


    I frowned. “The Old Man and the Sea? Why would your teacher assign that to a sixth grader?”


    “I had to pick it out of the library. It looked short enough that I thought I could get it over with quick, like a Band-Aid.”


    I cringed because there was no quick way to get past the painful works of Ernest Hemingway. “This is a book more appropriate for older kids. Why did your teacher let you choose that?”


    “Mrs. Martin said I was intelligent enough to understand the symbolism and nuances. She said she was looking forward to my report. But after I finished, I couldn’t write about it because I didn’t know what to say.”


    I took another carrot and dipped it, smelling the sour cream and onion soup mix before I ate it. “You know how to do a book report, Josh. You summarize the plot—”


    “But there was no plot! The guy went fishing! That’s one sentence! That’s less words than in the title! That’s not a report. How could I hand that in?” Josh looked so upset, and I pulled him into my arms. It’s always a coin toss whether he’ll let me do that anymore. It was a rough day in the Phillips’ house.


    I felt his frustration. I remembered my own struggles in school reading the “classics” touted as the be-all end-all of literature. Poor Josh had years of this aggravation and struggle ahead of him.


    “I tell you what, Scamp. I’ll call your teacher and see if maybe she’ll let you read another book, one which is more appropriate for your age. It’ll be okay, I promise.”


    Josh nodded, but I could tell he didn’t believe me.


    “Why don’t you go do your other assignments? I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”


    Josh picked up his backpack and headed down the hall. Neil ruffled his hair as they passed in the hallway. I started chopping onions with a vengeance, and Neil retrieved a beer from the fridge. He didn’t say anything, but I knew he waited for me to fill him in.


    “Fricking Hemingway,” I said.


    Neil laughed.


    


    * * * *


    Dinner was a serious affair with mass quantities of shepherd’s pie and mixed veggies disappearing at the speed of light. I’m constantly amazed that there isn’t food flying everywhere as my guys create vortexes that suck all things edible from the table. My Hoover vacuum isn’t that efficient.


    After dinner, Neil helped the boys finish their homework as I cleaned the kitchen. Afterwards, I curled up with my latest romance novel.


    The phone rang.


    “It’s me,” Sylvia said without preamble. “What are you doing?”


    “Nothing, reading.”


    “Good, I’m coming over.”


    “Sylvie, wait!”


    But she’d severed the connection.


    I smacked my forehead with the heel of my hand. Stupid! I couldn’t fathom a way out of Maggie’s a pathetic loser, round two, but I should have made an excuse.


    “Neil!” I shouted.


    He jogged down the hall from the bedrooms. “What’s up?”


    “You wanna make out?”


    He gave me his boyish, lopsided grin. “Is that a trick question?”


    “Take off your shirt.”


    “What’s the rush?”


    “I want to have a good reason not to answer the door.”


    The doorbell rang.


    “Shit!”


    “Now, honey, I know I’m irresistible, but there’s a time and a place—”


    “December 31, 2009, will be the next time. Mark it on your calendar, smart ass.”


    Still laughing, Neil opened the door. Sylvia brushed past him with barely a hello, and I waved at Eric over the top of her head. An unzipped sweatshirt covered Sylvia’s yoga top, and she’d braided her hair on each side of her head so she looked like Heidi. I had the urge to get some gel and a red marker and see if I could turn her into Pippi.


    “Francesca Carmichael was in my 6:30 class. She told me to give this to you.”


    It took me a second to erase the vision of Francesca, who made a much better imaginary Pippi, from my muddled brain. I looked at the white envelope Sylvia held but didn’t reach for it.


    “If you don’t open it, I will.” Sylvia made as if she was going to unseal the envelope.


    I snatched it from her hand and opened it, feeling both reluctance and anticipation. My hand shook as I removed the plain, cream-colored stationary.


    “What does it say?” Sylvia practically shrieked at me.


    I read aloud. “Dear Mrs. Phillips. First, allow me to apologize for that horrid display last night. My sister and I have our differences, but we never meant to involve you in our family tiff. That being said, please consider the job offer I made you last night as genuine. I have enclosed a check for five hundred dollars….”


    I stopped reading.


    “No way! You’re making that up!” Sylvia yelped and grabbed the letter back.


    I looked in the envelope, and low and behold, there was a check inside. A five hundred dollar check sighed by Alessandra Kline.


    “Why would she have Frannie give this to me? Why not mail it?” Sylvia stood over my shoulder and stared at the check.


    “Probably because it’s made out to cash,” Neil said from his position behind me.


    Even Eric had crowded in to look at the check. The four of us stood there staring at it. We were all adults, living in the twenty-first century, so the sight of five hundred dollars shouldn’t have floored us. But the whole situation was so bizarre.


    Neil took the letter and continued where I had stopped. “I have enclosed a check for five hundred dollars to cover your initial expenses and as a gesture of good faith. I hope to see you Thursday at nine. Sincerely yours, Alessandra Kline.”


    We stood for a moment in contemplative silence.


    “That should go a long way to soothing your ruffled feathers, Uncle Scrooge,” Neil said.


    “You’re going to take the job now, right, Maggie?” She waved the check in front of my face. “This proves that they aren’t horrible people out to insult you. She even apologized! You have to do it!”


    “It would only be temporary,” Neil reminded me.


    “Until something better comes along,” Eric added.


    They all stared at me, waiting.


    “They call me Cash,” I said.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Three


    Part of the job description for a Navy SEAL is demolitions expert. After basic underwater demolition or BUD/s training, Neil excelled in blowing things up. Creating explosions may seem simple, but Neil has told me a little of what’s involved for safely containing and controlling what goes boom. He told me it was only natural for him to go to work in the dynamic electronics industry. Neil believes in playing to his strengths.


    Instead of your typical nine-to-five, which Neil has never done since he joined the navy straight out of high school, on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday he works twelve hour shifts, with four hours on Wednesday. I asked him when he was first offered the job if he could deal with the stress of the electronics field. He gave me a look that said, well at least no one is trying to kill me and I don’t have to worry about blowing myself up. Neil has his priorities straight.


    Sunday is family day in our house, when we take the boys out, sometimes to play football in the park. Neil has to be on my team since I reek like week-old tuna when it comes to sports. Both Josh and Kenny have inherited Neil’s athletic ability, and I can easily envision a future full of athletic scholarships.


    Mondays and Tuesdays are grown up time. I do the mom thing, getting the boys up, doling out breakfast, and seeing them off to school. Neil sometimes goes to the gym and occasionally drags me along. I do about ten minutes on the treadmill before giving up and chatting with Sylvia between classes. When Neil is done, we have a leisurely lunch, run some errands, and basically enjoy one another’s company. The boys arrive home around three, and Neil takes his turn helping with homework. Both children had surpassed my meager spelling and math skills in kindergarten.


    The downside of my week starts on Wednesday afternoons. Neil works half a shift, and I’m left alone with my thoughts. I like to think I’m an optimist at heart, but when one is forced to trundle about the house, desperate for someone to talk to, one goes a little nutty.


    When Neil was away with his SEAL team, I had a hard time keeping my fear at bay, hence my need to scrub every available surface, wash every stitch of clothing, and cook for thirty while feeding three. I would take my casseroles and pies down to the Veterans’ shelter, where I knew they wouldn’t go to waste. Military spouses often develop a coping mechanism; mine happens to put Martha Stewart to shame. My anxiety has abated somewhat now that my husband is no longer being shot at, but the paranoia is crazy-glued to my mind. I scrub the house down every evening and play games with Kenny and Josh, but there is always a part of my brain that frets over finances and mulls over statistics of traffic accidents. That’s a problem when you lose someone you love at an early age, you never quite shake the feeling that the other shoe is about to drop.


    I’d made a mistake by telling Sylvia about all this. Her good intentions aside, there was no doubt in my mind that cleaning the Kline’s house wouldn’t be my reprieve. I’m still not sure why I decided to take the job. I puzzled all day on Wednesday and tossed all night, but Thursday arrived before I could figure a way out of it.


    I pulled on a long-sleeved shirt and a pair of ratty jeans, the comfortable kind with bleach stains marring the denim, and stuffed my hair under one of Neil’s SEAL caps. As per Sylvia’s suggestion, lunch for the boys was prepared the night before, so I fixed some oatmeal before rousting the kids. Neil was in the shower, so I set about gathering cleaning supplies. Not knowing what the Kline’s had in stock, I grabbed a few essentials from my own war pantry. I hadn’t cashed the five-hundred dollar check yet, mostly because I still didn’t want to go through with this.


    Neil sauntered into the kitchen, took one look at me, and grinned. “You really don’t want to do this, do you.”


    It wasn’t a question.


    Sipping my third cup of coffee, I noticed the tremors in my hands and quickly put it down. “What makes you say that?”


    Neil tucked a stray curl behind my ear. “It’s either the dark circles under your eyes, or the crazed look in them.”


    “It’ll be fine.” I waved him off. “Do I look all right?”


    “Couldn’t find a maid’s uniform?”


    That did it.


    “You know as well as I do that I’m not a maid! I’m like some kind of peasant woman ordered to clean the great lord’s feudal castle. A gnarled old hag, brought out to do the washing and to scrub the blood from the floors! I’m the Laundry Hag!” My arms flailed as I ranted at my poor, put-upon husband, who couldn’t seem to wipe the dopey grin off his face.


    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, searching for the inner calm that had saved me from insanity while Neil was saving the world.


    “The Laundry Hag. I like it. It’s definitely memorable.”


    I opened one eye. “What?”


    “That should be the name of your business. The Laundry Hag Cleaning Services.”


    “Who said I’m going to start a business?”


    “Well, I just figured since you took the job that you’d open a full scale business, rather than clean the Kline’s house a few times and go push day old hotdogs around at the seven eleven. You know, ask for references and pick up a few more clients.”


    He was serious. I stared into his honest, hazel green eyes but found no trace of a cruel joke. “Those aren’t my only options; I do have a business degree.”


    Neil snorted.


    “What?”


    “I don’t want to get into a fight with you, Maggie. Yes, you do have a business degree. And now you have a job. It may not be one of your favorite things, but you can always quit, anytime you feel the urge, just up and go.”


    I knew what he was trying to do. Neil discovered early on in our relationship that I don’t perform well when I feel cornered. Neil was giving me some breathing room and shining a light on my escape tunnel. We both knew that as long as the out clause remained intact, I’d walk through flaming piles of goose crap to garner a few extra dollars for my family.


    The boys charged in and began devouring mass quantities of oatmeal.


    “Hey, guys, you remember what we talked about last night? You have to get yourself on the bus and….”


    Josh gave me an eye roll that only an adolescent boy can give his worry-wart mother. “We know you’re right up the street if we need you.”


    “And you have my—”


    “Cell phone number if we need it,” Kenny chimed in around a mouthful of oatmeal.


    Well, gee whiz, boys, don’t try so hard to make me feel appreciated.


    Neil, as always, made up for it. “Go get ’em, slugger,” he whispered in my ear before giving me a pre-game slap on the butt. Or maybe he was copping a feel.


    I gathered my cleaning paraphernalia and loaded everything into my nondescript white van. This was not one of the typical minivans which had spawned in suburbia like the swallows of Capistrano. This was a full sized white monstrosity which averaged about twelve miles to the gallon and sported a nasty rust spot on the rear quarter panel. I bought the van a few months before Neil left the navy at an automotive charity auction. I’d been the only bidder, which I guess is a very accurate illustration of how bad the vehicle appeared. Neil likes to call it the White Cloud of Death, although I’ve yet to run anyone over with it. That skunk on the drive from Virginia didn’t count, and he’d definitely had the last word.


    The engine sputtered to life, and I backed slowly out of the driveway, very slowly to avoid hitting anything in my blind spot. Like another house. Despite being the size of an aircraft carrier, the van was a pretty smooth ride, even though I wasn’t about to get ‘hey baby-ed’ at any traffic lights. I’d put in a few storage nets, but the box with my Swiffer duster and grab-it dry floor mop slid against the back of my seat as I took the sharp curve down to the Kline’s driveway. There, a new problem faced me. Where to park?


    The tree-lined circular drive in front of the house was freshly blacktopped; I caught a whiff of the stuff they’d used to seal it. There was a parking space in front of the garage, but I didn’t want to block anyone in. I sighed and put the White Cloud of Death into reverse, backed down the driveway, and parked half in a ditch behind the mailbox.


    Getting all of my cleaning supplies up to the front door took two trips, but I’ve always been compulsively early, so it was five minutes to nine when I rang the bell. Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata echoed throughout the cavernous entryway, only slightly muffled through the door. It figured they wouldn’t have a ding-dong chime, too pedestrian. Footsteps melted in with the final notes, and I blanked my expression as the door opened.


    “Good morning,” I said in my professional voice.


    Alessandra Kline’s long-sleeved yellow wrap dress did nothing to embellish her gaunt frame. Her thin-lipped scowl told me someone had done number two in her Wheaties.


    “The help uses the back entrance,” she informed me before shutting the door in my face.


    I blinked several times, wondering if that had really happened. Where was the apologetic woman who had penned the letter of regret? I took the check out of my pocket and was very tempted to shove it under the door. She’d have to live with her bacteria-ridden sink and grime-encrusted tile. I watched the White Cloud of Death drip oil on the driveway and felt a bit better. I could always buy a new car with this extra money, one with more than two seats.


    “Okay, Maggie, you can leave, anytime you want to.” I spoke Neil’s words aloud, and it gave me the courage to haul my two loads of cleaning supplies to the back of the house. I knocked on the kitchen door.


    “You’re late,” Alessandra Kline informed me as she stepped aside to admit me to the kitchen.


    I looked at the wall clock, and sure enough, it was two minutes past nine. I opened my mouth to respond but I closed it. I’d be damned if I’d dragged all this stuff up here and then had to turn around and drag it home without using it. I still had a shred or two of pride, so I wasn’t about to apologize either.


    Mrs. Kline didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered by my silence. She turned to the work island, and I had to tamp down my kitchen envy. I hadn’t seen this room on my last visit and I stared in awe at the marble countertops and stainless steel appliances. It was, in a word, mag-frigging-nificent.


    But it could definitely use a good cleaning.


    A ring of grime marred the sink, and an assortment of crumbs loitered under the maple cabinets. The floor appeared relatively decent, but I knew how to make it shine.


    “I see you’ve brought your own materials,” Mrs. Kline said, waving a hand at my stockpile. “For now, I’d like you to clean the kitchen, the bathrooms, and the laundry room. We’re in between cooks at the moment, so you’ll be alone. My husband’s office is strictly off limits, and our housekeeper takes care of the bedrooms and living areas. I have a few errands to run, so lock up behind yourself when you’ve finished and leave your bill on the counter.”


    My bill?


    “Um, Mrs. Kline, I know we haven’t discussed my fee but—”


    Alessandra cut me off. “Do a decent job, and I’ll pay whatever you feel is adequate. I have quite a few acquaintances who I will gladly recommend you to if I’m sufficiently impressed.” She spun on her heel and marched toward the front of the house.


    Well that was demeaning. Alessandra Kline definitely had a knack for putting people in their place. I guess I was supposed to feel grateful at the offer of more cleaning jobs that I didn’t want, but I’d left my enthusiasm in the White Cloud of Death.


    I set to work scrubbing and disinfecting the sink and countertops. I used rubber gloves to clean out the oven and wipe down the appliances until they shone. I could almost hear Mrs. Kline’s voice: I want to see my face in the oven. For once, I agreed with her. I’d like to see her face in the oven too, preferably with the temperature set on broil.


    I found a scummy mop in the pantry closet but the grimy thing would do more harm than good, so I broke out a rag and polished the hardwood floor. I hummed to myself while I worked, because despite the lunacy of it, I enjoy cleaning. The feeling of accomplishment, of seeing a room gleam in invitation and the knowledge that I had made it so, was always worth the elbow grease. Plus, cleaning only requires a quarter of my attention, so my mind will often wander in other directions.


    I imagined my husband naked on a beach, beckoning me with a Margarita and a smile. The citrus smell of disinfectant added to my tropical fantasy. Warm sun, hot man, oh yeah.


    Now this is where my mind belonged, in the gutter right outside La-la land.


    I moved onto the laundry room and scrubbed around the outline of the washer and dryer. Most people don’t realize how bad it can get under there until they move. I’ve helped many military families prepare to sell so I know all the tricks. I thought about Neil’s declaration that he liked the Laundry Hag title and decided I did too. He was right, it was definitely memorable.


    The Kline’s house had four bathrooms. One downstairs powder room—in pretty good shape in spite of the rose wallpaper and repugnant air freshener—two upstairs bathrooms that required some serious hands and knees scrubbing, and that awesome master bathroom, which needed the shower doors and mirrors cleaned in the worst way.


    I worked diligently as if cleaning my own bathroom in preparation for the in-laws’ arrival. I would have to do that over the weekend as well as call my wayward brother and invite him to Thanksgiving dinner. Marty was sometimes hard to reach, since he made a habit of moving wherever the wind blew him. He’d had a cell phone for a while, but it was lost in the tide of the Hudson River, in what I can only imagine was an act of drunken brilliance.


    I checked my phone for the tenth time, half hoping Kenny and Josh would call to let me know they’d made it to school without incident. I had to call the school as soon as I made it home and set up an appointment with Josh’s teacher to discuss the Hemingway debacle. I felt sure I could convince the woman to let him make up the assignment.


    With that thought in my head, I scanned the master bathroom and with a nod of satisfaction headed back to the kitchen. It was about twelve-thirty, so I estimated about three and a half hours at fifteen dollars an hour. It seemed a little steep, but Mrs. Kline told me to name my price, and for the dog’s abuse I’d received, $53.50 seemed about right. I left the total on the counter along with my phone number in case she wanted to call me again. Never let it be said that Maggie Phillips was a quitter.


    I backed the van up to the garage and loaded my cleaning supplies. Despite the sour start to the day, I was in a good mood. Paul Simon came on the radio, and I called him Al all the way home. I let myself into the house and dumped some prepackaged salad into a bowl with shredded cheese and way more than a serving of Thousand Island dressing.


    The phone rang.


    “Where are you?” Neil asked me.


    “Uh, sweetie, you called the house,” I pointed out


    “Yes. So where’s your cell?”


    Oops. “I guess I left it in the Kline’s bathroom.”


    “Josh’s teacher called here saying she was unable to reach you and she really needed to set up an appointment with us.”


    Oh, crud muffins. This stupid job was already interfering with my career.


    “I’m all over it,” I told him then called the school and set up an appointment with Mrs. Martin for Monday afternoon. Next, I called Marty’s current girlfriend and left a message on her machine inviting them both to Thanksgiving dinner. I called the Kline’s, but only got the machine. I ate my salad and chugged a root beer before taking a much needed shower. I dialed Mrs. Kline again, but still no answer. With some groceries to pick up, I set out in the van.


    I can safely say that I have grocery shopping down to a science. There was a time in my misspent youth where I was actually intimidated by supermarkets. Overwhelmed by the gads of products which all seemed to serve the same purpose, and the sale stickers were always mixed up, so my bill was much higher than what I’d estimated. Since I married Neil, I’ve developed a system which may be a bit anal retentive, but is effective nonetheless.


    Coupon cutting happens every Sunday. I take stock of the fridge and pantry and make note on anything we’re low on or out of. I plan general dinners for the week, i.e. chicken on Sunday, beef on Monday, that sort of thing. Then, I hit the store, starting with produce and working my way through the list. I usually leave a few dollars aside for impulse buys, and overall, I have our family grocery budget set to five hundred dollars a month. If there’s any money left over, I treat myself to a trashy paperback. Like I said, it’s a science.


    I brought the bags out to the van and loaded them in the cargo nets. That left more cleaning supplies free to roam and me smacking my forehead for not unloading them in the first place. On my way home, a white corvette turned up the Kline’s driveway. I followed it in hopes of retrieving my phone.


    “Maggie!” Francesca Carmichael called to me. “I thought you were coming this morning.”


    “I was here, but I forgot my cell. Do you know if anyone’s home?”


    Frannie shrugged one silk clad shoulder. “I’m not sure, but I was coming by to see if Sandra wanted to go into Boston with me. There’s a new spa that I’m dying to try.”


    My experience with the spa treatment was limited to an NC-17 fantasy starring mocha flavored oil rubs and Neil as the cabana boy who compliments my beauty.


    “That sounds, um, nice?” was my weak reply.


    “Heaven on Earth!” Francesca corrected me and extracted a key ring from her Prada handbag. “I desperately need an herb wrap and I can’t remember the last time I had a pedicure.”


    Well I had her there because I could easily remember my last pedicure. It occurred in my last life.


    Francesca opened the door. “Where did you leave it?”


    “The master bathroom, I think.”


    We ascended the stairs together, Frannie illustrating the finer points of professional massage.


    “It’s so much better when you pay a professional to do it. That way you don’t have to worry about compensation. My ex-husband would only give me a massage if he was going to get sex afterwards. It was positively codependent.”


    I had no idea how to respond to this so I did the guy thing. I grunted.


    Francesca opened the door to the master bedroom and stopped short. I slammed into her back. I was going to ask her what was going on when I noticed the reflection in the mirror above the vanity.


    Not again.


    Mrs. Kline was shown in profile in the mirror, so at least she hadn’t seen us. She’d shed her unflattering dress in favor of her birthday suit and was bent over her very expensive duvet, moaning in ecstasy. The man behind her, and I do mean behind, was not Mr. Kline, unless Mr. Kline had increased in both height and muscle tone since Monday night. And had managed to shed about twenty years.


    I’m sorry to say this isn’t the first time I’ve walked in on people having sex. Nor is it the first time I’ve walked in on people having sex who weren’t supposed to be having sex. In fact, I think this might be my modus operandi.


    The worst part about this type of discovery is that I’ve never figured out a way to exit with my dignity intact. Each time, I’ve stood there, wondering what I should do next. One might think I could develop a battle plan, like I had for the supermarket, but until it happens to you, you won’t understand the reaction. It takes all of my energy not to laugh.


    Or cry. Or scream.


    Mr. I’m-not-Mr. Kline was really getting his groove on. A heart pierced by an arrow tattoo decorated his left shoulder blade. For some reason, that made me sad because in this case the pierced heart would belong to creepy Mr. Kline. Of course, Kline could at this very moment be engaged in a similar situation with a woman who wasn’t his wife. The fact that Mrs. Kline’s naked form resembled an age-spotted turkey carcass after Thanksgiving dinner was little solace.


    The moaning increased to a fever pitch, and I was pretty sure we needed to either back out of the room now or risk discovery. Thankfully, Francesca made the decision and closed the door.


    “Um, I think I’ll come back for my phone at a more convenient time,” I said.


    Francesca looked at me and shook her head. We took the stairs at a trot and didn’t stop until we were both outside. Francesca lost it and began to giggle hysterically, and I couldn’t help but join her.


    “I guess my sister has her own kind of relaxation planned for this afternoon,” Frannie said as she gasped for air. “That’ll teach me to call first.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Despite the wheezing cackles we’d been reduced to, I thought Francesca and I handled the situation with a surprising amount of style. When we ran out of breath, we each made some sincere sounding apologies and excused ourselves. Of course, as soon as I’d recovered, I started laughing again. I wiped tears from my eyes on the way home and had barely regained control by the time I picked the boys up from school.


    The boys have had karate every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon from the time they turned five. Neil and I agreed early on that it’s important for the boys to learn self-discipline and confidence. Martial arts do both, plus it gives them something to focus on outside of school. I was glad to see that the local martial arts center offered classes around the same time, so their schedules weren’t completely jolted when we moved.


    “How’s it going, guys?” I asked and wiped the last few tears of amusement from my eyes.


    Kenny and Josh looked at me funny and clambered into the back of the car. I’d driven to the Intel plant and swapped cars with Neil, since the two-seater Cloud of Death wasn’t something I wanted to transport the kids in. Besides, if I showed up in the van at the school, Kenny and Josh would probably pretend they didn’t know me and get on the bus. The poor kids still have to learn that embarrassment is a part of life, and who better to ease young boys into that unfortunate reality than a wacky mom?


    “Jimmy Kendal picked his nose until it bled in the middle of the spelling test. He had to go to the nurse to get it to stop. And then he had to retake the test because the first one was all bloody,” Kenny told me with relish.


    “That’s horrible; I hope you didn’t make fun of him,” I said.


    “Nah, I was too impressed that he could bleed so much and still be alive.” Kenny believed in brutal honesty.


    “What about you, Josh? Did anything interesting happen today?”


    “Not really, except Mrs. Martin asked me why I still hadn’t turned in my report.”


    I told him about the meeting I’d set up for Monday, glad to see an expression of relief cross his face. Josh is exactly like Neil: they both hate the idea of leaving something unfinished.


    Karate went well, with both boys ravenous by the time they got home. They snacked on pretzels and string cheese before heading back to their room to do homework. The phone rang while I prepared dinner, and I grabbed the cordless so I could keep an eye on my chicken cutlets.


    “Hello?”


    “Um, Maggie Phillips, please?” The female voice sounded hesitant, and it took me a minute to place her.


    “Is this Dee?”


    “Yeah. I, uh, thought you should know that Marty and I broke up, so he isn’t living with me anymore.”


    I dropped my head, feeling the crushing weight of defeat. Dee had been great for Marty, and they’d stayed together for almost three months. I’d only met her once, but I’d liked the pretty, intelligent African American woman, a zoologist in the Bronx. I guess all that animal training still wasn’t enough to deal with my brother.


    “I’m sorry to hear that, Dee,” I said. “Do you have any idea where Marty is now?”


    “No, we had a huge fight about his new job, and he packed up his duffels and hit the road.”


    I cringed from the familiar refrain. “What new job?”


    “Trust me,” Dee said. “You don’t want to know.”


    She was probably right, and my guilt overwhelmed me. I had been responsible for Marty since our parents’ untimely death, and every time I found out about another scheme, I felt like an even bigger failure.


    “Thank you for calling, Dee. I really am very sorry.”


    Dee said goodbye, and I hung up the phone. I turned the chicken cutlets and washed some broccoli, wishing my brother had contacted me before he moved out and praying he would call soon to let me know he was safe. I wished it was Sunday so that I could talk to Neil, knowing that it was silly to call and bug him at work when there was nothing either of us could do until Marty surfaced.


    Dinner was quiet that night. I pushed food around my plate, and the boys gobbled everything before them so they’d be ready to watch the new Avatar movie on TV. I cleaned the kitchen and had the boys sort out their dirty clothes before I started a load of laundry. Of course, their idea of sorting is much different from my own. They put grays in with the whites and bundle sheets and towels together, breaking laundry commandment number two.


    The Laundry Commandments are a big joke in our house. Living in a house full of testosterone has always been like pushing a boulder to the top of the mountain. I would finally feel like I was making some progress, but the next thing I knew, I’d been flattened in the dirt, watching the rock roll back to the bottom. I’d started spouting the Laundry Commandments a few years back, in hopes of making a dent, never once realizing my words were sinking in, but not in the way intended. What had begun as me nagging (I call it ‘explaining’ but Neil insists it’s ‘nagging’) about emptying pockets and using fabric softener had become a chorus of beat Maggie to the punch. Neil and the boys had actually hand carved me an 11x13 sign which now hangs above the dryer.


    


    The Laundry Commandments:


    


    
      1) Thou shall separate thy whites (i.e. socks, undergarments) from thy colored clothes.

    


    


    
      2) Thou shall not mix thy sheets with thy towels.

    


    


    
      3) Honor thy (my) lint screen and keep it free of crud.

    


    


    
      4) Thy workout clothes must be washed with thy towels not my new white top.

    


    


    
      5) Empty thy pockets of gum, Chapstick, baseball cards, wallets, keys, candy, Swiss army knives, and all other pocket flotsam or thou shall evoke the wrath of the Laundry Goddess.

    


    


    
      6) Thou shall not mess with the water temperature settings without my permission.

    


    


    
      7) Thou must remove clothes from the washing machine in a timely manner, i.e. before the plague of mildew sets in.

    


    


    
      8) If thou are confused about liquid vs. powdered detergent, ASK!

    


    


    


    I could easily imagine Neil working overtime to change “Laundry Goddess” into “Laundry Hag”. It’s a darn good thing I have an excellent sense of humor.


    


    * * * *


    Neil arrived home shortly after the boys were in bed for the night. I was dead on my feet and without the energy to tell him about my day. I heated his dinner, kissed him goodnight, and dragged myself into bed. In that blissful state between asleep and awake, where all the hard edges of the world melt away, my body relaxed.


    The phone rang. Neil answered it on the second ring and flicked on the overhead light as he entered our room. I groaned and squinted.


    “It’s Mr. Kline for you.” He ignored my wave of refusal and held the phone to my ear.


    “Maggie, I’m so sorry to disturb you this late, but I heard your message and retrieved your phone. Why don’t you come to the house tomorrow around two and pick it up.”


    I stifled a yawn. “Thank you, Mr. Kline, I’ll be there.”


    “It’s Doug, remember?”


    “Yes, thank you, Doug.”


    He disconnected, and I shoved the phone back at Neil.


    “What was that all about?”


    “I made an appointment to go pick up my phone.”


    “How did the job go?”


    I gave him the highlights of my day, briefly outlining my attempt to retrieve the cell phone and the mating act I’d witnessed.


    “Cripes,” Neil said. Actually, he said something I don’t want to repeat. “How do you get yourself into these situations?”


    That was a rhetorical question if ever I’d heard one. The truth is, I don’t know how I always manage to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. I guess it’s sort of like having the extreme opposite of intuition. Like the lights flicker as the killer creaks his way across the floor, and I’m singing Like a Virgin into my hairbrush, cosmically oblivious.


    “Do you think I should tell Mr. Kline?” I asked.


    Neil has a very particular expression he uses whenever he’s confronted with blatant stupidity. This face has made a cameo now and again throughout our marriage.


    And he had it on now.


    “I know what you’re thinking; I should mind my own business.”


    “You left out the expletive, but yeah, that’s pretty much what I was thinking.”


    “But, I mean, if you were him, wouldn’t you want someone to tell you?”


    “That my wife was fornicating with some guy young enough to be my son in our bed?”


    Well when he put it like that….


    “Maggie, I know you have good intentions and you’re just as compelled to save the world as I was as a SEAL, but, honey, you know nothing about their situation. Maybe they have some kind of arrangement, and Mr. Kline has his own Twinkie on the side. Besides, you know the old adage about shooting the messenger? Do you really feel it’s necessary to put yourself in the middle of this? You don’t even like these people.”


    Neil rarely shouts. I think it’s a side effect of being brought up by parents who did nothing but shout. Instead of yelling when he’s angry, Neil delivers his thoughts in short, clipped, machine-gun-like fire, one coming immediately after the next. I’ve learned to pay attention when he talks that way.


    “I see your point,” I told him.


    Neil grunted in what I can only interpret as grim satisfaction, and his stern gaze softened a degree. “So, you made fifty dollars on top of the five hundred. Not too shabby. You keep this up and you can quit shopping at Wal-Mart.”


    “Stop talkin’ dirty.” I hate shopping at Wal-Mart. I hate shopping at Wal-Mart the way Jack Nicholson hated taking pills in As Good as it Gets. But like Jack’s character, I put my loathing aside, fight for a parking space in the trash-strewn lot, avoid collisions with wild-eyed bargain seekers and depressed-looking employees sporting the infamous blue vest in order to save three dollars on the last mega pack of toilet tissue. If I won the lottery I’d still shop at Wal-Mart, because I’m Uncle Scrooge, and three dollars is three dollars.


    God bless America.


    


    * * * *


    I had a serious case of anxiety by the time two o’clock rolled around. The decision to walk in the brisk November air, since I didn’t have my arsenal of cleaning supplies to transport, was supposed to help sooth my agitated nerves, but if anything, my unease grew with every step.


    I’ll go in, say hi and thank you when he hands me the phone and be on my merry way. I pressed the doorbell. I had a battle plan and took some of those cleansing yoga breaths. A bug made its way into my esophagus, and I choked. Sylvia constantly reminded me to keep mouth shut when I did that.


    I managed to hack the bug up and wipe the spittle from my face before Mr. Kline opened the door.


    “Ah, Ms. Maggie, a pleasure to see you.”


    I couldn’t help but mentally compare Mr. Kline’s cordial greeting to his wife’s less than welcoming salutation the day before. They really were a strange pair, and even though I liked her less, I would rather be around Alessandra because Douglass Kline creeped me out.


    Big Time.


    “Please come in.” Doug made a gesture, and I stepped past him. He closed the door, and we stood there, him studying my face and me looking anywhere but at him. Where was my damn phone? I couldn’t wait until we all had personal communicators like on Star Trek, which would remain attached to our clothing and would have to be intentionally removed.


    Be polite. It was my mother’s voice, which I heard in my head whenever I had a stroke of conscience. Mr. Kline may be a strange little man, but he was still a human being who was being cuckolded by his wife. He deserved at least a modicum of respect, especially from the hired help.


    “How are you, Mr. Kline?” I pasted what I hoped was a warm smile on my face.


    “Fine, my dear. And how are those little ruffians of yours?”


    My smile grew brittle. I guess he assumed ruffian was an affectionate term, but in my mind it was a very small step above hoodlum.


    “The boys are very well, thank you.” I looked around pointedly, but he ignored my hint.


    “I’m afraid Alessandra has gone out for the day. She was meeting her sister in town for a girl’s day. She asked me to tell you that you had done an adequate job yesterday and she hopes you’re available next Wednesday.”


    I gave a noncommittal shrug, mostly due to the fact that I had my own house to prepare for Thanksgiving and one demanding and cantankerous woman was all I could handle in a week.


    “Your phone is up in my office,” Mr. Kline informed me. I fought the urge to cringe. Not the office. Anywhere but the office.


    I reluctantly followed Mr. Kline upstairs and into the room which had been the setting in a few nightmares in the last week. I’d like to say it was less disturbing in the daylight but I’d be lying.


    Mr. Kline went straight to his desk and opened a drawer. He removed, not my phone, but a device that consisted of a belt-like circle of metal and dipped down to an oval shape equipped with teeth. I blinked several times.


    Mr. Kline’s gaze had glued to me, and I knew he was waiting for a reaction.


    “Is that some kind of dog collar and groomer combination?”


    He laughed, and I stepped closer, hoping I could seize my phone and run hell bent for home.


    “I’m afraid not. This is a chastity belt.”


    Oh, dear sweet Lord in Heaven.


    Mr. Kline held it out to me. I didn’t take it. Looking was quite enough for me.


    “It is said that the first chastity belt was constructed by Hephaestus, the Greek god of fire. In Homer’s Odyssey, Hephaestus forged a chastity belt for his wife, Aphrodite, when he caught her flagrante delicto with Ares, the God of war. This is why the chastity belt is also known as the girdle of Venus. Quite clever of him, actually.”


    I had totally given up on masking my fear. My palms sweated, and I wiped them on my jeans, hoping that Mr. Kline wasn’t implying what I thought he was. It was one thing to lie safe and sound in my bed and discuss the Kline’s marital difficulties with Neil, but talking one on one with Douglass Kline had me shaking in my hiking boots.


    Mr. Kline continued his monologue, oblivious to my discomfort. “There are many legends surrounding the chastity belt, probably the most popular being from the medieval period where it is fabled that a knight would fasten the belt to his wife before leaving for the crusades. Can you imagine if he died during battle and she was left wearing this for the rest of her days?” He chuckled sadistically.


    “Mr. Kline, I really need to be going,” I segued, but Doug would have none of it.


    “It is all a misnomer, since the chastity belt was only intended to be worn for short periods of time, usually to prevent rape when a woman was in a less than ideal situation.” He sighed and with a last wistful look returned the horrible thing to the drawer.


    “The road to perdition is paved with good intentions, Maggie. You would do well to remember that.”


    Gone was the frantic little maniac, and as Mr. Kline retrieved my phone from the drawer, I felt a tug of sympathy. I may be dense at times, but it was very clear to me that Doug Kline knew of his wife’s infidelity and was wounded by it. I had a hard time imagining him with a ‘Twinkie’, as Neil had suggested. For whatever reason, this weirdo had taken a liking to me, and he seemed so sad and lonely that I couldn’t turn my back and walk away.


    “You know, Mr. Kline, er, Doug, you’re a very, um, attractive man.”


    What are you doing! my mother’s voice shrieked at me as I took the phone from him.


    Quiet, Self! I’m trying to make him feel better. I rested a hand on his shoulder, intending to do some more of my good-pal-bucking-up routine, but I noticed his self-pitying expression had turned to one of bemusement.


    Oh shit, both my mother’s voice and my own inner monologue chorused. I had totally given him the wrong impression, pulling off a Don’t stand so close to me. I snatched my hand back and picked up on the not so subtle throat clearing coming from the doorway.


    The portly woman in the doorway was in her late sixties, and she didn’t bother to hide her distaste. It took me a minute to place her as the Kline’s cook.


    Maggie, Maggie, Maggie. You’ve really stepped in it this time….


    I did my best crustacean scuttle all the way home.


    


    * * * *


    I called a few of Marty’s friends, trying to track him down, but came up with squat. My brother had done his David Copperfield escape-from-the-jaws-of-commitment-and-then-disappeared-into-the-night routine. Kenny and Josh stepped off the bus, and I had a list of chores for each of them which I needed done over the weekend. Both boys are more computer savvy than I ever hope to be, and I’d assigned them to research the men who my mother-in-law had invited to Thanksgiving dinner.


    Neil had called her and attempted to change the venue to an upscale restaurant, but he reported it had been like trying to dislodge a giant sequoia with a plastic sand shovel. So I was stuck. Nothing new there.


    I’d finished my shopping list based on my mother-in-law’s menu when Neil arrived home. I dreaded telling him about my encounter with Mr. Kline, because no matter how I phrased it in my head, it sounded awful. There was no simple way to explain what had happened.


    “What’s up, sweets?” Neil gave me a peck on the cheek and stuck his head in the refrigerator. I wrung my hands and debated what to tell him.


    “I hit on Mr. Kline,” I blurted out.


    Neil emerged with a bowl of antipasto salad and a huge grin. “Do tell.”


    “Well, I uh, went to get my phone, ya know?” I looked up at him hopefully. He nodded, and I scoured my mind looking for the right words. “So, I was there, and he had my phone in his office, and there was this chastity belt….” I trailed off as Neil gagged on a piece of mozzarella. “Do you need me to do the Heimlich?”


    “No, I’m good. You just took me by surprise there. Maybe I should wait to eat anything until I hear this.”


    “Well, I found out that Mr. Kline knew, you know, about Mrs. Kline, and he didn’t seem as intimidating, more like depressed.”


    “So you thought you’d cheer him up,” Neil finished my thought.


    “Exactly!” I said, elated that Neil understood.


    “And you decided to hit on him.” Neil shook his head.


    “NO! I mean, I didn’t intend to hit on him, more like I was trying to bolster him up, you know? But he took it the wrong way, and that’s when the cook walked in….” I bit my lip, wondering if I could explain my way out of this.


    “What exactly did the cook walk in on, Maggie?” The words were dangerous, but amusement danced in his green gaze.


    I put my hands on my hips. “You’re having way too much fun with this.”


    “Gotta take it where I can get it.”


    I was about to tell him exactly where he should put it, when the doorbell rang. I looked at the clock. Almost eleven. I tromped down to the front door and turned on the outside light. And began hyperventilating at the sight of two police officers on our door step.


    Marty.


    I looked at Neil, who was about to open the door, and he studied me for a second before squeezing my hand. I knew he understood what I was afraid of.


    Oh, God. Please let my brother be all right.


    “Mrs. Margaret Phillips?” The taller of the two police officers stepped forward.


    I couldn’t speak. Neil answered for me. “This is Maggie.”


    “Ma’am, I’m afraid we need to ask you a few questions.”


    “Is he dead?” I practically shouted at the young officer, wishing he would get to the frigging point.


    The policeman exchanged glances with his stockier companion before answering. “No, ma’am, he’s fine, but we have him in custody. If we could come in for a few minutes—”


    “What’s he charged with?” I demanded. Marty arrested. Dear Lord, what had he gotten himself into now?


    Neil pulled me back from the doorway so that the policemen could come in. I pushed against his chest, but his hold was like a vice.


    “Officers, maybe you should start at the beginning.” Neil’s calm voice washed over me, but instead of calming me it upset me even more. He knew my brother needed me and he was standing there asking the officers to prolong the process.


    “Mr. Kline was taken into police custody at fifteen-thirty hours. He claims you are his alibi.”


    “What? I don’t understand. What about Marty?”


    “Marty?” The men exchanged another one of those looks.


    “Maggie, I don’t think they’re here about your brother.” Neil spelled it out for me. I sagged against him in relief. Marty wasn’t hurt or in jail. It was only then that the rest of the officer’s statement registered.


    “Mr. Kline’s alibi? What does he need an alibi for?”


    The stocky officer cleared his throat. “The murder of his wife.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Saturday morning arrived, frigid and glumly overcast. I donned a shapeless cobalt dress which Neil detests but gives me a feeling of comfort. I didn’t bother with makeup and after I twirled my hair into a fat bun, I walked down to the bottom of the driveway to collect the newspaper. I left the paper on the kitchen counter and started the coffee. Kenny and Josh wouldn’t be up for several hours yet, boys in training for the adolescent sleep patterns. I looked out at the gray morning and tried not to think about the night before.


    It didn’t work.


    The police officers had stayed for over an hour, questioning my whereabouts and my relationship with Mr. Kline. I’d protested that I didn’t have a relationship with Douglass Kline, informed them that I’d only spoken with him twice. The older officer asked me to come by the station after lunch today so I could speak with the chief investigator. I reluctantly agreed. The thought of more of those probing questions made me shudder.


    “Uh oh,” Neil said from the doorway. “You’re wearing the muumuu, that’s never a good sign.”


    “It’s not a muumuu,” I protested, but my heart wasn’t in it.


    “Everything will be all right, Uncle Scrooge.” Neil draped an arm around my waist and kissed the top of my head. “Do you want me to come with you to the precinct?”


    I did, but I didn’t want him to miss work for something so ridiculous. Neil was saving his scant few vacation days for the holidays, which he’d missed way too many of during his tenure with the SEAL teams.


    “I’ll be fine. I’m going to ask Sylvie to watch the boys. I don’t want them to know about all this.”


    Neil released me and unfolded the newspaper. “Um, Maggie, I don’t think we’re going to be able to keep it from them.”


    I looked at the front page headline. SOCIALITE MURDERED: JEALOUS HUSBAND IS PRIME SUSPECT. Under the headline there were two pictures, one of Alessandra Kline with a benevolent smile, an expression which didn’t reach her eyes, and a gold turban wrapped around her head. The other photo was of a man being led into the police station, his face turned away from the camera. I could only assume that was Mr. Kline.


    I grabbed the paper from Neil and read.


    


    
      Alessandra Kline, wife of business mogul Douglass Prescott Kline, was found inside her car which was parked in a parking garage in downtown Boston yesterday afternoon. Mrs. Kline was pronounced DOA by the paramedics; cause of death presumed to be several gunshot wounds fired at close range. It did not take investigators long to confront Douglass Kline, who admitted in a brief statement via his legal council that his wife had been having an affair.

    


    


    
      “My client knew of his wife’s infidelity, but was at no time of a mind to end her life. My client has an alibi who will state that he was at his home in Hudson at the time of Mrs. Kline’s death.”

    


    


    
      No information has been released about Mrs. Kline’s lover or Mr. Kline’s alibi.

    


    


    
      Mrs. Kline was forty-seven years old.

    


    


    
      

    


    


    The paper went on to list Doug’s business successes and Alessandra’s charity work. I swayed slightly, and Neil reached a hand out to steady me.


    “They’re making it seem so sordid, using alibi in the same sentence as lover.”


    Neil shook his head, his voice laced with disgust. “Sensationalism sells. I guess this close to a major metropolis a dead society wife isn’t enough, so they have to cast innuendo into the mix.”


    “Yeah, but Neil, that innuendo is about me!” I said, my voice getting louder. Neil made shushing noises, which only fueled my aggravation. I hate it when someone tells me to shush or calm down—it always has the opposite effect. “I bet the cook had something to do with this!” I virtually shouted.


    “Ms. Scarlet, in the conservatory, with the revolver.” Neil, being Neil, knows how to deal with my high drama. “Maggie, I know this is a pain in the ass, but really, what can we do? You’ll go down to the police station, explain to them what happened again and again until they tell you that you can leave, and we’ll take it from there.”


    Why is it that I so often feel like the craziest person in the room? I guess I usually am, but it’s definitely a frustrating feeling.


    Neil poured himself a to-go mug of coffee, kissed my forehead, and headed out the front door. I stood on tiptoes and craned my neck to see if a bevy of reporters had camped out on our front lawn, but all I saw was Sam Cavanaugh walking his Great Dane, Sampson, in the early morning light.


    I fixed a mug of coffee and added my French vanilla coffee creamer, one of my five allotted guilty pleasures. I have, for almost six months now, been on the Make-It diet. This is a diet of my own creation, and once I perfect it, I’ll be the next Atkins or South Beach guy. Then I can finally stop shopping at Wal-Mart. I’ll send someone else to buy the cheap toilet tissue instead.


    The Make-It diet is very simple. The dieter is allowed only five preprocessed items on their menu, such as coffee creamer, five trace amounts of things you personally can’t function without. And for everything else, you have to make it, ingredient by ingredient, the way our grandmothers did. Whatever it is that you want to eat, you have to prepare. No readymade meals or bakery items. If I want a chocolate layer cake, I have to make it—no running out to the 7-11 for a late night hostess cupcake fix. No boxed cake mixes or readymade pie crusts either. No scratch, no dice. I think that’s what I’ll call the diet book.


    The idea behind the Make-It diet is that if you want to eat something badly enough to go through the trouble of preparing it and cleaning up after it, you deserve to have it. There are several kinks in the diet, like what to do when you live in a house with growing boys who always munch on chips and pizza rolls. And what about American staples such as pizza and Chinese food which are only a phone call away? Like I said, I haven’t perfected it yet.


    I called Sylvia and arranged to leave the boys with her at noon. Sylvia teaches an advanced Pilates class on Saturday mornings for people who don’t have enough time during the work week. I didn’t tell her what I had to do, and, bless her soul, she didn’t ask. It was a tossup as to when she discovered what was going on, but I hoped to have a little more information before I had to talk with her about it.


    I took my coffee and sat out on the front steps, letting the early morning mist shroud me from view.


    Who had killed Mrs. Kline? I couldn’t help but wonder if her lover had misdirected his passion for her. Or maybe he had a jealous wife or girlfriend himself, one who was so desperate to be rid of Mrs. Kline that the anonymous woman had killed her. I was sure the police were looking into all of these possibilities, but it didn’t keep me from musing. Of course, musing was all I could do, since I had no idea how to identify the man, other than his pierced heart tattoo. I doubted I could pick him out of a line up, even if all of the suspects were asked to strip. Since that wasn’t going to happen outside of my imagination, I was at a loss.


    Neil was right, I should go in, tell the investigators what little I knew, and put the whole mess behind me. Being nosy has never benefited me in the past. My mind made up, I went inside to shower, only to stop short when the phone rang.


    “Is this Maggie?” a tear-filled voice queried.


    “Speaking. Who is this?”


    “Francesca Carmichael.” A sniffle sounded, and I wondered what I could say to a woman whose sister had been murdered.


    “Francesca, I’m so sorry for your loss,” I finally managed.


    Another sob followed by a short pause. Then, “Maggie, you have to help Doug. I talked to his lawyer, and the police are convinced he’s the one who did this. I’m sorry to ask you, but I need you to go to the police and tell them you know Doug didn’t do this. I’ve tried already, but I’ve been written off as hysterical from grief.”


    I guess no one had told Frannie that I was Doug’s alibi. I debated telling her when she interjected into my thoughts.


    “Maggie, I know my brother-in-law. He’s a good man and he loved my sister more than his own life. He would never hurt her, I’m sure of it.” She inhaled deeply, practically sucking me through the phone. “Maggie, you have to help me; he’s the only family I have left.”


    My heart went out to Francesca Carmichael. I understood what it was like to be virtually alone in the world. I honestly didn’t know if Mr. Kline was capable of murder. He disturbed me on many levels, but my impression of him was not a vengeful man determined to settle the score, but more of a wistfully resigned doormat. I knew that feeling too.


    My biggest problem was the timetable. When exactly had Alessandra been shot? Mr. Kline had asked me to stop by his house around two. Was it possible that my visit was carefully orchestrated to provide him with an alibi? Maybe he’d hired someone to shoot Alessandra, and I was actually helping him get away with murder.


    “Francesca, I’m going to go to the police this afternoon. I’ll do what I can, but I have to tell the truth.” A thought unfurled in my head. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know who we saw with your sister that afternoon, would you?”


    Frannie cleared her throat. “I’m afraid not. I really didn’t get a very good look at his face, if you catch my drift.”


    I smiled, in spite of the horrific situation. “We’re in the same boat then.”


    I said goodbye to Francesca and went to take my shower.


    


    * * * *


    We arrived at the gym by 11:45, the boys all set for an afternoon at the gym since Sylvia and Eric’s place is in no way kiddie compatible. It never ceases to amaze me the awesome things people can put on display when they don’t have children. Iron and glass end tables, an imported oriental rug, and a painting which definitely wasn’t purchased off of eBay, like the one in my living room. When you have children, you have to live like you have children, hence durable furniture and a Scotch-guarded carpet.


    The boys raced out onto the basketball court, and I stood next to the enormous window which overlooked Sylvia’s Pilates class. Several large women stood in spandex sporting what I like to call the lumpy-bumpy tennis ball butt. Seriously, if you have that much cellulite, wear sweats.


    Seeing so many out-of-shape people made me realize exactly how fit Mrs. Kline’s lover had been. Considering the last decade of my experience with naked men was made up of Neil, Mrs. K’s mystery lover, and the occasional actor’s well-toned backside, I’d forgotten the warrior God build was the exception rather than the rule. So, I couldn’t pick the guy out of a line up, but there was always the tattoo, and he might have a gym membership somewhere.


    I peered in the room with all of the treadmills and orbital machines and examined the male population. Too old, too flabby, too bald, too skinny. Ah, wait!


    There, on the last treadmill on the right, the man was about the right age and build for the mystery lover. His light brown hair shimmered under the track lighting. He had a ribbed crew neck shirt, cut off at the sleeves, and he was in motion so there was no way I could spot the tattoo from my position by the window.


    A thought unfurled. There was a slim-to-none chance that tattoo man was at this gym at this point in time, conveniently waiting to flash his tattoo at me.


    I grimaced. Can we say ‘snowball’s chance in hell’?


    “You look like you’re suffering from sea sickness.”


    I turned. An incredibly handsome guy with a smirk on his face gave me the once over. His longer than average dirty blond hair looked wet, but on closer inspection it was smeared with some gelatinous goop, like he’d spent a great deal of time preparing his gym rat persona. His dark brown eyes seemed small and beady on his finely chiseled face. He was, in fact, chiseled all over, as his emerald green tank top and black spandex shorts quickly advertised. Tall, at least six feet in height, his stance screamed: “Notice me and revel in how irresistible I am.”


    I rubbed my left hand over my eyes, making a point to show off my wedding ring. “I’m waiting for a friend of mine,” I told him.


    If he noticed my ring, he made no indication of it. He stepped closer, invading my personal space with the smell of stale sweat and....


    Cologne?


    Who wears cologne to the gym?


    This guy apparently.


    “I’ve seen you around here before, mostly hanging out. What, you’re not a feel the burn kinda girl?”


    Before I could muster an appropriate retort, the door to the workout room opened and Sylvia’s class poured out. Sylvia, the last out, waved to me and Mr. Macho.


    “That’s my friend,” I mumbled and stepped around him. I’d barely reached Sylvia’s side when I noticed my greasy shadow.


    Sylvia readjusted her ponytail and smiled at me. “Hey, Maggie, I’m going to take a quick shower, and then I’ll take the boys off your hands.” She looked at my steroid-induced follower. “I see you’ve met Greg. He’s one of our most faithful clients.”


    Greg tipped an imaginary hat at me. “Greg Miller, at your service.”


    I gave Greg a brief nod and turned back to Sylvia. “I’ll be on the basketball court with the boys.” I had to get away from the goopy gym rat.


    But this guy couldn’t take a hint. He dogged my steps all the way to the bleachers that ran along the side of the gymnasium. I sat down, and he perched his knee on the next bench. I stared straight ahead, afraid I’d catch a glimpse of Mr. Happy.


    “Your kids look exactly like you.”


    I snorted. I should probably mention here that I’m flirting impaired. I never had the opportunity as a teenager to exercise my feminine wiles and I didn’t develop a knack for it as an adult. This is one shortcoming I can live with, because I found Neil, and he enjoys my candor. I don’t flirt, but I do recognize when someone is coming on to me.


    “Look,” I said to Greg the Greasy Gym Rat, “I’m married and I’m so not interested, it’s embarrassing. For you. I don’t mean to be rude, but you should probably move on to greener pastures.”


    Greg lowered his leg and held his palms out in front of him. “Peace. I saw you checking out other guys and assumed you were looking for a fling, but I guess we’re really not compatible. Hey, it’s like the lottery, you know? If you don’t play you can’t win.”


    I shot him my most withering smile and was ready to let out a sigh of relief when I saw it.


    The freaking tattoo.


    Oh, my dear sweet Lord in Heaven! I had discovered the identity of Mrs. Kline’s lover! I now knew how Lois Lane felt when she saw beyond Clark Kent’s glasses and bumbling. I fidgeted with my wedding ring, my mind leaping ahead to the significance of this find. I have to tell someone! I jumped up and almost knocked Sylvia down in my haste.


    “I have to go! I’ll be by to pick them up later!”


    I was already around the corner as I heard Sylvia shout, “You’re welcome.”


    


    * * * *


    I’d never been inside a police station before. I’d pictured a dirty, grime-riddled building filled with the seamier side of humanity. In truth, the Boston precinct, which held jurisdiction over the Kline murder, was a clean but cluttered office building where uniformed patrolmen and smartly dressed detectives went about the business of upholding the law in a very civilized manner. No doped-up degenerates screaming profanity, no grisly interrogation rooms where suspects were browbeaten into confessing the truth. I was a little disappointed.


    I identified myself to the woman at the front desk. She directed me to the third office beyond the water cooler. No name plate graced the door, and file folders, maps, and a PC that had seen better days back in the eighties filled the room.


    My excitement refused to take a seat, and I tapped my foot and watched the wall clock tick. For twenty minutes, I shifted my weight and sighed. Had something happened? Maybe I’d been forgotten. I poked my head out into the hallway and came face to chest with Detective Bradley Patterson.


    To say he was a big man was a serious understatement. He was at least six-four and built like a linebacker to boot. An attractive man in his late forties. I took in his smooth mocha skin and eyes so dark that it was impossible to distinguish between pupil and iris. I swallowed and stepped back, allowing the large African American man into the office. He held two cups of coffee, offered one to me, and shut the door before seating himself behind the sturdy desk.


    “I apologize for my tardiness. I was unavoidably detained.”


    I waved his words off and opened my mouth to tell all, but he spoke over me.


    “I want to know everything about your interaction with Mr. and Mrs. Kline. I’m particularly interested in your relationship with Douglass Kline. How long have you been involved with him?”


    I blinked. “I’m not involved with him. His wife hired me to clean their house, which I only did once.”


    Detective Patterson glanced down at a clipboard that rested on a mountain of files. “That was last Thursday, correct?”


    I nodded, ready to move this discussion along, but he beat me to it again.


    “So why were you there on Friday afternoon, at the time of the murder?”


    I explained about my cell phone, finding Mrs. Kline with her lover, and Mr. Kline’s phone call.


    “So he asked you to come by at two? Didn’t you find that a little odd?”


    I shifted in the suddenly uncomfortable chair. “Not really, I know he’s a busy man and he wanted to make sure he was home when I came by.”


    Detective Patterson eyed me for a minute and asked, “Did he pay you?”


    “No, I had arranged to collect my money from Mrs. Kline. She’d already sent me a check for my expenses beforehand.” Something in his tone registered in my brain. “Wait, what did you mean by pay me?”


    “May I be candid?” When I didn’t respond, he continued, “Mr. Kline is a very wealthy man, and in my experience, wealth and privilege can buy many things. Loyalty being one of them.”


    I tamped down my anger. “He didn’t buy me off to provide him with an alibi, if that’s what you’re saying.”


    “Are you sexually involved with him?”


    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It was obvious this detective held everyone’s motivations suspect, but the idea that I would betray Neil for creepy Mr. Kline….


    I pulled my wallet out of my purse and flipped to a picture of Neil and the boys that I’d taken on the beach right before we moved. “Do you see this man? That’s my husband. He’s my best friend and my hero too. Now, I understand you’re just trying to do your job, but I take serious umbrage to your implications.”


    The detective looked at the picture for a minute before focusing on me. The gleam of suspicion in his eyes hadn’t diminished. “What’s your impression of Douglass Kline?”


    “He creeps me out, but I feel sorry for him.”


    “Sorry enough to cover for him?”


    “Now wait a damn minute! I’m here to help you with this investigation. I wish I’d never met the Kline’s because ever since that stupid soirée, my life has spiraled out of control. I didn’t want to clean their damn house, but my friends talked me into it. I really didn’t want to see Greg the Gym Rat sticking it to bitchy Mrs. Kline, but it happened, and I can’t erase it now. I feel sorry for Mr. Kline because no one deserves to have someone they love betray him like that. I was with him on Friday afternoon; I went to pick up my cell phone, and we talked. The end. Now, I don’t want to be involved in this craziness, but I am. I want to assist the investigation, but I can’t help you if you don’t put a little faith in what I’m telling you!”


    At some point during my tirade, I’d risen from the chair and balled my hands at my sides. Detective Patterson made a steeple out of his sausage sized fingers and stared at me, wearing an expression I couldn’t begin to read. The man had one hell of a poker face.


    “Well, I believe that’s enough for now. Thank you for coming here today, Ms. Phillips….”


    “It’s MRS. Phillips,” I emphasized.


    “Sorry. Mrs. Phillips. I’ll be in touch.”


    “Skippy,” I said. I stashed my wallet and flounced out of the office. I was the focus of several stares as I headed back to the parking lot and I supposed I’d forgotten to use my indoor voice. I really didn’t care.


    Unless you’ve been in a situation where someone is determined to prove that you’re a liar, you’ll have a hard time understanding how I felt. I had entered the precinct with the idea that I was going to meet one of the good guys. I hold a tremendous amount of respect for anyone who fights for the side of law and order. The fact that he seemed to want to pin some kind of disreputable tag on me really fried my bacon.


    I called Neil from the parking lot and left a message on his voicemail, detailing my rage and complete disillusionment with the justice system in this country. I always figure ‘go big or stay home’.


    I picked up the boys with a murmured thanks to Sylvia and a promise to call her later with details. We motored home, where I sent them out in the backyard and scrubbed the floors with a vengeance. Grime and dust became the focus of my frustration, and as I worked Q-tips between the keys of the computer, the rage abated a smidgen.


    Empathy is my strong suit. I tend to put myself in someone else’s shoes and tread that mile. Detective Patterson was probably stymied by the case and reluctant to let go of the only viable murder suspect. By providing Mr. Kline an alibi, I’d punched a major hole in Bradley Patterson’s theory and sent him back to square one. His attitude still bothered me, but so did a great deal of other things.


    I started the stew and called the boys to come and finish their weekend homework. They did a good amount of grumbling but complied. Neil called me to say he wouldn’t make it home for dinner but he’d be there as soon as possible.


    “There’s a screw up in production, and I’d rather fix it tonight than have to come in tomorrow.”


    I fed the boys, and Neil sauntered in shortly after nine. It’s hard to tell when Neil is tired, since he never shows outward signs of fatigue, but I could guess all was not quite right in Who-ville.


    “You want to talk about it?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “Later. Tomorrow. All I want to do now is eat and chill out.”


    We chilled out until well after eleven. Neil fell asleep on the couch watching Fox News, and I sent him off to bed. I couldn’t sleep. I wandered into the kitchen and looked in the fridge, then closed it when I realized the answers weren’t in there.


    Sylvia is a night owl, so I knew she’d be up. After a brief greeting, I let her in on current events.


    “My God! And you saw Greg from the gym with Mrs. Kline? Are you sure it was him?”


    “The tattoo was exactly the same, and in the same place.”


    “Maybe he was blackmailing her? Maybe he threatened to tell Mr. Kline about them if she didn’t pay him. She might have refused, and he got so mad he killed her.”


    “Sylvia, you were his number one fan this morning.”


    “No I wasn’t. He’s always at the gym at odd hours, like he doesn’t have a real job. I bet he’s a gigolo, always hunting for a new paramour.”


    Well that would certainly explain why he came onto me. It wasn’t that he’d missed my wedding ring; he’d noticed and targeted me because I looked like a bored housewife.


    “We should check him out,” Sylvia said.


    “What do you mean, check him out?”


    “You know, go over to his house and see what his deal is.”


    A chill gripped me. “What if he’s the killer and he finds us?”


    “I’ll bring my cell phone; we can call 911 as soon as we see something, and the cops can take it from there.”


    I was half enthralled and half terrified. “Sylvie….”


    “Wear dark clothes and running shoes. I’ll be by to pick you up in ten minutes.”


    The receiver clicked in my ear.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Six


    I didn’t want to disturb Neil by going in the bedroom for some stalking (investigating!) clothes, so I pulled a pair of dark blue jeans and a black sweater out of the laundry basket. It wasn’t until the pants were almost buttoned that I realized they weren’t mine. It took several deep breaths to keep me from crying. After all, it isn’t every day a woman finds out her husband wears a smaller size pants than she does.

    The pants were too long and felt funny in the crotch, but it was the best I could do. Black combat boots—brand spanking new since I never needed anything like them in Virginia—completed my ensemble and gave me a place for the extra denim.


    I hunted through the coat closet for something both warm and inconspicuous and came up with Josh’s dark blue ski jacket. Once again, the zipper wasn’t having any of me, and I looked in the bathroom mirror to see how bad the effect was.


    Big. Fat. Dork.


    I pulled on a ski cap and debated writing a note in case Neil got up, but really, what could I say? Hey sweetie, I’m off with Sylvie, checking out a potential murder suspect. Could you defrost a steak when you get up?


    Yeah, that would go over like a fart in church.


    I left the house.


    Sylvia pulled up in her husband’s black pickup truck, and I ran down the driveway and climbed in the cab. Sylvia had donned skintight leather pants, black biker boots complete with chains, and a black corset-style top which left her arms bare. A black leather jacket lay on the seat next to her. She looked like the floor show at a biker bar.


    And I looked like the fat kid making off with the Salvation Army’s newest inventory.


    Nope, no one was going to notice us.


    “Do you know where Greg lives?” I asked.


    Sylvia put the truck in gear. “I checked the phone book, and he wasn’t listed, so I looked him up in the gym’s database. He listed an address that’s halfway between Hudson and the Boston city limits.”


    Gloria Gaynor came on the radio, and we both sang along.


    “I will survive. As long as I know how to love, I know I’ll stay alive. I’ve got all my life to live; I’ve got all my love to give. I’ll survive. I will survive.”


    You and me, Gloria.


    


    * * * *


    Greg the Gym Rat lived in a neighborhood that had at one time been middle class but had fallen on hard times. A season’s worth of leaves littered most of the lawns, and the houses had a battered look to them, as if the natural course of erosion was too much to keep up with. This wasn’t hillbilly country, not this close to Boston where the housing prices rivaled Westchester County, but it seemed as if the populace had a hard time keeping up with economic demands. A family starting out or one living off social security didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell.


    The address Sylvia had pilfered stood three houses from the end of the wooded cul-de-sac. We cruised by at stalking speed, slow enough to count four windows on the first floor and five on the second. Lights shone in what we guessed was the kitchen and one upstairs room.


    Sylvia banged a U-turn at the end of the street, and we passed by again. The house to the right had a porch light on, and the one to the left was completely dark.


    “What’s the plan?” I asked.


    “Hey, this is your show; I’m only the getaway driver.”


    I was about to remind her that this whole escapade was her idea, when a car backed out of the driveway directly across from Gym Rat’s.


    “We need to find a place to hide the truck,” I said. “Try parking a few streets over and we’ll cut through the backyards.”


    Sylvia did as directed, and we hoofed it toward our destination. The back of the house lay in darkness, and I was thankful when no security light flipped on. We attempted to peer into the windows, but the lack of light was an obstacle for us too.


    “I wish we had some night vision goggles,” Sylvia said.


    I gave myself a mental slap on the forehead. Neil had some, tucked away in one of the boxes which held any number of necessary SEAL gear. Of course, even if I had them, I had no idea how to use them.


    “Let’s go around to where the light was on in the downstairs,” Sylvia suggested.


    I heard the smile in her voice. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”


    “You bet.” Before I could say anything else, Sylvia crept around the front porch and out of my line of sight.


    I sighed and followed her.


    We were right; the light was coming from a kitchen window. The room looked homey.


    Green-and-white-checked curtains hung at the window, and a rooster toaster cozy hid the appliance beneath. It didn’t strike me as something the gym rat would pick out. I saw him as more of a naked lady on the mud flap kind of guy.


    “Are you sure you have the right address?” I asked.


    “2346 Union Ave.” Sylvia looked up at the cast iron numbers nailed to the porch beam. “Yup, this is the place.”


    I looked in the window again. The floor was neatly swept, and a bowl of fresh fruit sat on the counter. A “Bless This Mess” crocheted sign hung on the wall above the small wooden table. Nary a pizza box or beer bottle in sight.


    I had a really bad feeling about this. Greg the Gym Rat was either a compulsive neat freak or he didn’t live alone.


    “Did you see his vehicle?” Sylvia asked.


    “I have no idea what he drives.”


    “Me neither.”


    “A 1985 Pontiac, in metallic blue,” a third voice answered us.


    I spun around slowly, sure my heart was about to give out. A woman in her early sixties held a shotgun on the two of us. Her silver hair hung loose around her shoulders, and a Terry cloth bathrobe draped her slim form. She held that gun like she meant business.


    “You two are about as sneaky as an elephant at a tea party,” she informed us. “Don’t try anything funny now. I’ve called the police, and they’ll be here soon to haul your miserable carcasses off to jail.”


    I swallowed hard. I could think of a billion better ways to spend Saturday night and I glanced over at Sylvia, wondering why I’d let her talk me into this. Of course, I had gotten myself involved in the first place; Sylvia acted as the devil sitting on my shoulder.


    Devil or not, I didn’t want to see Sylvia incarcerated because her business would suffer. I was also aware of how important reputation was in Massachusetts. Mine was beyond repair, but I wasn’t about to drag her down with me.


    “Ma?” a male voice queried into the night.


    The screen door banged open, and Annie Oakley turned towards the gym rat. I did the most ludicrous thing I could think of. Made a grab for the gun.


    I’d taken Annie by surprise and knocked her back a few feet as I fought for the gun. We struggled, and I managed to get the barrel pointed to twelve o’clock. She got off a round that went up in the air, and I screamed “GO!” at Sylvia, who stood like a beautiful, dim-witted doe in headlights. She hesitated a moment more and booked back into the night.


    “Get her!” Annie screamed as I held onto the gun for dear life. Luckily, the gym rat hadn’t grown a brain since earlier and he came to help Annie instead.


    “I’ve got this one, you fool, go get the other one!”


    My peripheral vision picked up the blue-and-red flashers, and I almost let go of the gun, but my fear of Annie’s vigilante justice kept me in the struggle. Now that Sylvia was safe, my mind turned to self-preservation.


    Before I knew anyone had approached, I was yanked back and tossed to the ground. I heard a rip and realized my derrière had given Neil’s pants what-for. I knew there was a reason why my mother insisted to always put on clean underwear before leaving the house. All of my delicates had been line-drying in the laundry room when I left.


    Wonderful, exactly what this night needed. My bare ass, exposed to the arresting officers.


    


    * * * *


    The police dragged all three of us down to the local precinct: me, Annie Oakley, and the Gym Rat. I stood silently in the holding cell waiting for my turn to tell the story. Gym Rat and his mother made up the difference in the noise level by bitching about the unfairness of their treatment.


    “I didn’t do nothin’ wrong! Those girls was skulking like thieves in the night. I was the one who was the victim here! I demand a phone call!” Annie’s bathrobe was now caked in what I hoped was mud, and she had leaves in her hair.


    “Stuff it, Ma! Who you gonna call?” Gym Rat had fared a little better; hero that he was, he’d acquiesced to the police demands immediately. His jeans were dirty, and his flannel shirt had been ripped, but he hadn’t been tossed on the ground like a beached whale. He seemed less than thrilled with the situation and kept shooting me dark looks through the bars.


    I was the worst of the bunch. I lost Josh’s jacket in the fray, and Neil’s pants were beyond repair. One of my boots had come off at some point during the scuffle and it hadn’t made it into the squad car. My ski hat had gone the way of the dodo leaving telltale hat hair behind. I’d pulled as many leaves and pine needles as possible from my hair without a mirror. The left side of my face felt tender where it had been planted into the ground, but at least my lip had finally stopped bleeding. No matter how bad I looked, I felt ten times worse, especially because the whole ordeal was my fault.


    A woman in a police uniform poked her head around the corner. “Settle down back there, all of you! You’re being held for disturbing the peace, so I’d suggest you keep your mouths shut!”


    Annie gave the bars a very indignant shake. “I know my rights!”


    “Maggie?”


    I looked up. Neil and a short, balding man strode toward my cell. Neil had his poker face on. The stiffness in his posture and his stare flashed a warning. “I came as soon as I heard. This is Mr. Grayson. His brother works with me at Intel and he offered to be your legal representation. We’re going to get you out of here.”


    “Who—” I cut myself off as Neil shook his head.


    “We’ll talk about it later.”


    I nodded and looked to Mr. Grayson. He gave me a small smile and patted my hand through the bars. “I have a call into the judge and I’m trying to find out exactly what you’ve been charged with.”


    “She was trespassing and disturbing the peace!” Annie Oakley shouted at him, her face squished into the bars.


    Mr. Grayson did a double take at her before looking back to me. “We’ll get this resolved as quickly as possible.”


    Neil, whose gaze never left me, quirked the corner of his mouth. “Are you wearing my pants?”


    I nodded again and dropped my gaze to the cracked concrete floor.


    “I can’t wait to relive this over Thanksgiving dinner.” Neil’s tone sounded dry.


    I gave him a weak smile, and they were gone.


    “Just what the hell were you doing at our house anyway?”


    It took me a moment to realize that Greg was addressing me.


    “You know, if you wanted me, it would have been a hell of a lot easier if you told me so instead of stalking me!”


    This guy was way too full of himself. I really wanted to give him a serious reality check, to inform him that I was investigating him and that I knew he’d been shagging Mrs. Kline, but the words stuck in my throat.


    “You’re absolutely right,” I said instead.


    “You missed your chance, hot stuff. Now I know what a psycho you really are.” He snorted and moved to the back of his cell.


    Thank God for small favors.


    


    * * * *


    It took Neil and Mr. Grayson until daybreak to secure my release from the holding tank. Annie Oakley had wanted to press trespassing charges, but Mr. Grayson had been very persuasive and informed her it would be better for all involved, and we were all released with a warning.


    “So, do you want to tell me about it now?” Neil had stayed quiet for most of the drive, and I could practically hear him grinding his teeth.


    “Well….”


    “Jesus H. Christ, Maggie, what the hell were you thinking? It’s a damn good thing Sylvia bee-lined for our house. I woke up, and you weren’t there. I was about to call hospitals!”


    I swallowed around the huge lump of guilt in my throat. I knew exactly how he felt, because it wasn’t so long ago that I’d spent the sleepless nights worrying about Neil’s well being. Those three a.m. thoughts of is he warm enough; did he get enough to eat; oh, God, please don’t let anyone be shooting at him; don’t let him be hurt or killed, and a plethora of other morbid musings could give one an ulcer.


    I couldn’t speak; it took all of my effort not to cry because I wouldn’t wish that kind of anxiety on my worst enemy, let alone the man I loved more than my own stupid life.


    “I was so scared, Maggie,” Neil said, and I was surprised to find a sheen of tears in his eyes as well. His anger had burned out, replaced by a mixture of concern and relief. “It was so unlike you, taking off without leaving a note, and in the middle of the night. Then Sylvia shows up, ranting about some old lady with a gun, and I lost it! And with all of the crazy shit going on lately…I don’t know, I guess my imagination went wild.”


    I knew how much it cost him to say all this, since Neil has been trained to never show weakness or fear under duress. I lost the battle, and the tears streamed down my grimy face. Neil stopped for a red light and turned to look at me.


    And burst out laughing.


    “You really are a sight, you know that? I feel like I’m driving little orphan Annie.”


    “Just be glad it isn’t Annie Oakley,” I muttered.


    “What?”


    “It’s a long story.”


    Neil took the next left and pulled into the parking lot of the local Methodist Church. He turned off the engine before giving me his undivided attention.


    “We’ve got nothing but time, so let’s hear it.”


    Here’s the thing about being married to a SEAL. I imagine it’s like being married to Superman. There are no illusions; you know for a fact that he’s smarter than you, tougher than you, and he is always favored to win any battle of wills. I guess some women might be intimidated by this scenario. Not me. I know that I don’t have to hit every curve ball life throws my way because I’ve got Superman on standby. Sharing my woes was easier than I’d imagined, and I outlined all of the major events of the past twenty-four hours.


    “So that about sums it up,” I said with a weak smile.


    Neil looked at me without blinking for a moment, then closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of his seat.


    “What do you think? Should I—”


    “Hush. I’m thinking.”


    As Neil ruminated, I listened to the traffic pick up, and a few cars turned into the church parking lot.


    Neil started the car when he realized that a few of the church patrons stared at us. Or more aptly, stared at me.


    “I want you out of it, Maggie. You’re a civilian, an untrained civilian. Tonight was a perfect example of why you need to let the police handle this.”


    “But—”


    “No. Goddamn. Buts!” Each word fired at me like a bullet. “There’s a killer on the loose, do you understand that? Someone who has committed murder and you’re treating this like a game!”


    I didn’t want to fight with him, so I ground my teeth in silence. We arrived home without further comment. I took note of Sylvia’s truck parked at the curb between our houses and wondered if she’d called Eric to tell him what had transpired. I stooped to retrieve the rolled up newspaper on the front porch and groaned as cold air hit my stiff and exposed backside.


    Neil passed me and stalked into the living room. “Hey, Ethel, I sprung Lucy, and she’s got some ‘splainin’ to do. You’re off rug rat duty.”


    Sylvia sat up and rubbed her eyes. “What’s going on?” she asked in the mystified voice of the not quite awake.


    “Neil, call Eric and let him know where she is.”


    Sylvia turned her glazed expression towards the sound of my voice. “Oh, God, Maggie!” It was eerie watching her mull through the morning haze, trying to pinpoint exactly what had happened before she’d passed out. “Are you all right?”


    I opened my mouth, but Neil answered for me. “She’s fine, Sylvia.” His tone implied a no thanks to you.


    I darted him a scathing glance which rolled off his Teflon-like exterior in a nanosecond. He crossed his arms over his chest and managed to gaze down his nose at both of us at the same time. Neil was in no mood to be trifled with.


    Sylvia gave me a quick hug and beat a hasty retreat. I opened my mouth ready for a full scale verbal offensive, but he held a hand up.


    “Save it, Uncle Scrooge. I’m not happy with either of you and I’m really pissed off that she left you there while some madwoman was discharging a firearm.”


    “Neil, this isn’t the armed forces. I don’t expect my friends to take a bullet for me.”


    “She left you behind!”


    “I told her to go!”


    Neil opened his mouth, thought for a second, and closed it. He rubbed his face. “No more now, Uncle Scrooge. Let’s see if we can catch some sleep before the boys get up.


    “You go, I want to shower first.”


    His lips twitched, and I saw a flicker of heat in his eyes, a disparity to his frozen posture. “That’s a prime idea. Need some help scrubbing those hard to reach places?”


    “I’m good.” It was a flat out lie, but I was too drained to say anything else.


    I trundled into the bathroom and admired my self-restraint when I didn’t scream at my ghoulish reflection. A night in the slammer really didn’t do much for a girl’s complexion.


    One of the great benefits of having a pre-Reaganomics era house is the awesome water pressure. I love having the water pound my back like a meat mallet until I’m thoroughly tenderized. I stripped while the water warmed up, wishing I had some Brillo pads to scour the grime from my body.


    I washed my hair with the fruity shampoo, thinking dandruff was the least of my worries. Neil pulled the curtain back. He’d piled his clothes up on the floor next to mine and had a sheepish look in his eyes.


    “I need you,” he said.


    It was exactly what I wanted to hear.


    I reached out and pulled him into the shower with me. We didn’t even notice when the hot water ran out.


    


    * * * *


    I was back in Mr. Kline’s office. My clothes had been removed. I was strapped down, spread eagled on a cold metal table. Mr. Kline and Greg the Gym Rat were off to my left, and Mr. Kline held a metal ladle over a steaming brazier filled with a bubbling dark liquid. I thought I must be hallucinating, because I could clearly smell the odor of smoldering chocolate.


    “Do you know what this is, dear Maggie?” Mr. Kline lovingly eyed the ladle as he dipped it into the brazier. He didn’t wait for me to reply but attached a perforated sieve type top onto the scepter. “It’s called a lead sprinkler. With a mere flick of my wrist I can coat you with its contents. Of course, this isn’t molten metal, I thought of something truly ingenious for you. Sugar, milk, cocoa butter, lactose, milk fat, vanilla, and emulsifiers. Or in layman’s terms, Death by Chocolate.”


    My mouth was parched, but I managed to croak, “Why?”


    “Because you’re in the way,” Greg said. I watched in horror as he dipped a wooden spoon into the liquid and then brought it to his mouth. “Tasty. Just like you’re going to be.”


    Greg smacked his lips and gave me a heated once over as Doug Kline approached the table.


    “Please…,” I begged as Douglass Kline thrust the scepter at me. I rolled to avoid the spray of blistering chocolate and….


    Landed on my bedroom floor with a thunk.


    I shook my head in a futile attempt to clear the fog and ran my hands along my naked torso to check for scald marks. Neil was still dead to the world, and I swept a look over the familiar surroundings, hopeful it had all been a dream. One look in the mirror and I knew it wasn’t. Swathing myself in a fleece bathrobe helped alleviate the worst of my chills.


    I stumbled toward the kitchen, hoping I’d feel a little more human after my daily caffeine fix. Kenny and Josh each occupied a barstool, chowing down on Captain Crunch. I squashed a wave of guilt at not being up in time to prepare the standard Sunday fare.


    “Jeeze, Mom, who worked you over?” Josh inquired as I lost count of how many scoops I’d put in the coffee filter.


    “The police and a sixty-year-old vigilante,” I said without thought. It took a few seconds for their shocked looks to register, and I winced. When was I going to learn to keep my mouth shut until after I had coffee?


    The doorbell chimed. I groaned and hoped Sylvia wasn’t on the outside, tapping her foot and plotting our next antic. Sometime during my listless morning I’d come to the conclusion that Neil was right, I had to keep my nose out of the whole scenario.


    But it wasn’t Sylvia.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Seven


    “Good morning, Mrs. Phillips.” Detective Bradley Patterson offered a warm smile. His respectable suit was considerately less rumpled than it had been at the precinct. He looked as if he’d come from church.


    I, on the other hand, sported the look favored by beggars everywhere. The sandman must have whacked me with his carry-on, because the more I scrubbed at my eyes, the grainer they felt. My wet hair had dried while I napped, and I’d suffered a severe case of bed-head. My caffeine deprived mind attempted to establish some sort of greeting, but all that came across was a wordless grunt.


    The good detective simply smiled and asked if he could come in. I allowed it and gestured towards the kitchen because that was where the coffee was located.


    Kenny had disappeared, but Josh played the role of man of the house by scowling over his cereal at Patterson with the consternation that only an eleven-year-old can pull off. “Is this the creep who roughed you up?”


    “If it was, don’t you think I’d be pounding him into the ground right about now?” Neil emerged from the bedroom wearing some unbuttoned jeans and a scowl. “I’m still waiting for an introduction though, friend.”


    I was too busy making love to my drug of choice, so Detective Patterson stretched out his hand. The introductions commenced while I inhaled the fortifying scent of my kitchen. Everyone has his or her calm and tranquil place, somewhere that empowers said person and gives a sense of harmony and confidence. My place has always been my kitchen, no matter which house we currently dwelled in. Closing my eyes and taking a deep breath allowed me to center myself and draw strength for the conversation to come. This was the closest thing I had to what Sylvia called inner peace.


    “Ma’am, are you all right?”


    I opened one eye on Patterson, who frowned at me with puckered eyebrows.


    “She’s fine,” Neil interjected as he pulled on a shirt. “It’s her thing—she’s sniffing the kitchen.”


    Detective Patterson looked even more confused. He wrinkled his nose and took a few quick breaths. “It smells okay to me, but it might be your fridge. You could try a box of baking soda.”


    Neil chuckled, and I nodded at Patterson’s obliging face. “I’ll do that. Now how can I assist you, Detective?”


    He assumed a much more formal pose, arms clasped behind him and shoulders squared, and I wondered idly if he’d been in the military. I looked over to Neil, who sent me a barely perceptible single nod, and had my answer.


    “I owe you an apology, Mrs. Phillips. My behavior was totally out of line the other day, and I wanted to assure you—”


    I held up a hand to stop him and glanced over at the two eager faces that were ready to bear witness at a moment’s notice. I really didn’t want them to know I’d been involved in a murder case, first with the alibi thing and then my antics with Sylvia and Annie Oakley. My mind turned at a slow, short-school-bus-type-special pace, but it was quick enough to recognize I didn’t want them to hear everything the detective was about to say.


    “Neil, maybe you ought to—”


    “Boys, grab your jackets. We’re heading down to the park.”


    Patterson shot him a grateful smile, and while Neil herded the protesting adolescents out the door, I poured the detective a cup of coffee.


    “Thank you, ma’am. You have a very nice family there, and I really didn’t want to ruin what’s left of everyone’s weekend with more unpleasantness.” Although he didn’t say it outright, I was pretty certain by his tone that he knew what I’d been up to the night before. I watched him take a sip of his coffee and smiled at the look of surprise on his face.


    “Good stuff, huh?”


    “Excellent, ma’am. Smells just like the 7-11 in here.”


    “Well there’s a compliment.” I let the sarcasm drip from my voice, but he either didn’t notice or decided to let it go.


    “As I was saying, Mrs. Phillips, I’m very sorry about our conversation the other day. You see, this case makes no sense at all, and frankly, I’m stymied at every turn.”


    I blinked at him, and he gave me a knowing smirk. “What, you think that a black man don’t know a word like stymied?”


    “No, actually, I was surprised that a man who would complement a housewife by comparing her kitchen to a 7-11 would know a word like stymied.”


    Bradley Patterson was the one to blink this time and then burst into laughter. “No offense intended, ma’am.”


    “Here either, Detective. I know the Southern accent tends to fool people at times, but I’d like to think we could get beyond the stereotypes here and be candid.”


    “Sounds like a plan to me, although I must point out you don’t have a very thick accent, it’s a bit different than a Bostonian intonation is all.”


    Now that’s a compliment.


    “I heard about your little adventure last night. A friend of mine works dispatch and recognized your name. I was a little surprised to say the least, since I thought you were going to keep your head down for a while.”


    I made a vague gesture with my hand, trying to make light of the most mortifying situation of my life.


    “I thought I’d come by and let you know you’re barking up the wrong tree.”


    “But the tattoo! I know Greg was Mrs. Kline’s lover, I saw the tattoo!”


    “Latest lover, you mean. The Kline marriage was littered with similar indiscretions, which is why I zeroed in on Mr. Kline. It must have reached a point where the man needed to kill her just so that he could retain a shred of dignity.” Patterson shook his head. “But you held true to being Mr. Kline’s alibi, and Greg has an even better one. He was having a, ahem, full body wax at a local spa.”


    Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeewwwwwwwwww!


    As Kenny would say, “Way, way, TMI.”


    “So, both the current lover and the husband have alibis. This definitely appears to be a crime of passion, at least according to the medical examiner’s report. Twelve rounds at close range was no theft gone awry. No, someone wanted to make good and sure that Alessandra Kline left this earth forever.”


    Warning bells clanged in my head. I took another sip from my tepid coffee and puzzled out exactly what wasn’t right.


    “The husband has some strange fetishes, as I assume you’ve noticed. His little torture room and whatnot, but your alibi shoots that theory down the crapper, so I’m left with a violent crime of passion, with no possible suspects. Or, at least, too many to sort through.” He sent me a meaningful look that I couldn’t decipher, and the clanging grew louder.


    “Why are you telling me all this?”


    He looked pained. “I shouldn’t be revealing evidence to a civilian, but I need an in.”


    “An in? To where?”


    “Alessandra Kline’s social circle. The people she ran with, so to speak. When dealing with the elite, I have to tread very carefully and with a ridiculous lack of evidence I can’t afford to even let on that they’re under investigation, or they’ll lawyer up faster than you can say O.J.”


    “I still don’t see how I….”


    “With your cleaning service. You’ll be privy to what goes on in these people’s homes.”


    “Are you asking me to spy for the police department?”


    His response was automatic. “Absolutely not. If, however, you happen to come across information which would be of assistance in this or any investigation, we would be most appreciative. You’re only a witness to Mr. Kline’s whereabouts, not to the crime itself. This might make you a target, you and your family.”


    “What!”


    “Think about it, Maggie. Without you, Mr. Kline has no one to place him at his house at the time of the murder. You’re standing smack in between a killer and his scapegoat.”


    “What about the cook? She saw me hitting on Mr.Kline!” I clapped a hand over my mouth a second too late. “That is, I ummm….”


    Patterson studied me for a few heartbeats. “You were hitting on Douglass Kline?”


    “Not intentionally. He seemed so downtrodden, and I wanted to comfort him. It wasn’t sexual.” Even if he thought it was.


    Patterson cleared his throat. “Well, the cook has disappeared. We found an airline ticket to Venezuela in her room, dated two days ago, but no other personal information. We’re still trying to track her down. It’s too soon yet to assume foul play, but I think a little caution on your part would be prudent.”


    I zoned out, staring straight over Bradley Patterson’s left shoulder. His words made a morbid sort of sense, and I tasted bile in my throat. I could be in danger, and Neil and the boys by proximity. My family was in jeopardy because I was tired of clipping coupons and shopping at frigging Wal-Mart. A tear slid down my cheek.


    Bradley Patterson handed me a tissue, which was good because I never have a tissue when I need one. And I really needed one right then.


    “I know this is a lot to handle, Maggie, and I’m not asking that you do anything you think would put you at further risk. This may be a way to tie up both of our problems, nice and neat, and capture a killer before he strikes again.”


    I don’t think I responded as Detective Patterson slid his card across the counter to me and let himself out. I gnawed on my lip and spaced out.


    Exactly what was I supposed to do now?


    


    * * * *


    


    It seemed like hours ago that I’d decided to stay out of it, to let the police fill in the gaps. But that was before I’d discovered my family was in the line of fire.


    Shit. I really wish I could go back to dealing with the gray hair and dandruff.


    By the time I’d showered and dressed, Neil and the boys had returned from the basketball courts. Kenny and Josh peppered me with questions, all of which I had not so skillfully evaded. I gave them a vague explanation, since they’d seen the paper and knew about Mrs. Kline’s demise, but left out my own involvement.


    “But what about the bruises?” Josh asked me. He was the more serious of the two and he hadn’t forgotten my flip remark about police brutality.


    “It was an accident, sweetie. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Why don’t you go finish your book for school?”


    The boys grumbled a little more before heading off to their room.


    Neil shook his head at me. “They’re getting older. They understand more than I think either of us realizes. Half-assed explanations aren’t going to cut it anymore.”


    I knew he was right, but it’s near impossible to turn off that Mom instinct which demands that I shelter and protect my children from the harsher realities out there in the world.


    “So, what happened?” The boys had definitely inherited their sense of persistence from Neil.


    “We’ll talk about it later.”


    “Maggie….”


    “Please, love, I want to forget about it for now.”


    That was easier said than done. I spent the day cleaning the house, having the boys assist me whenever possible, and taking stock of the pantry items we had on hand. I was without an escape from my troubled musings, which put a damper on an already thankless day of chores.


    We had almost finished dinner when the doorbell rang. I stiffened in front of the running tap water, a plate suspended in midair. Neil searched my face before going to see who had stopped by, the boys close at his heels.


    “Uncle Marty!” I relaxed as the jubilant greeting reached my ears. I dropped the plate in the sink and dried my hands on my jeans right before I was lifted off the ground.


    “Hey there, big sis! Boy, you look like shit.”


    “Oh, save the woo for your harem, Marty. Where have you been?” I hugged my errant sibling and lectured him at the same time, an art form I’d perfected a decade ago.


    As was typical, Marty ignored me. “You didn’t think I’d miss your Thanksgiving dinner, did you? No, even us up-and-coming business tycoons need to relax now and again.”


    Neil looked as if a thundercloud had taken possession of his eyebrows. “So what’s the new job, skin diver for Roto-Rooter?”


    Neil’s lack of enthusiasm for my brother’s aptitude knows no bounds.


    “It’s a surprise. Nice digs you got here, brother-man.” Marty winked at Neil, whose grinding teeth echoed throughout the kitchen.


    An involuntary twitch started in my right eye—the reaction comes about when the men in my life are brought together. It pains me that my husband and my brother can’t get along, and their trading of insults takes sibling rivalry to a perverse level.


    “So, where am I crashing out?” Marty looked around the kitchen skeptically.


    “You can stay with us, Uncle Marty; you can even sleep in my bed!” Kenny was eager to sacrifice his own comfort for more time with Uncle Excitement. My brother may be a complete baboon’s behind when it came to a career, but he’s the fun relation.


    Of course, the competition is pretty thin.


    The boys were getting Marty all squared away, and I turned on Neil with a vengeance.


    “Would it kill you to be decent to him? Or, Heaven forbid, nice?”


    “It might.” Neil’s gaze traveled down the hallway. “It’s hard to believe he beat out a million other sperm.”


    “Neil!”


    “Uncle Scrooge, I tolerate him because he’s your brother. But the navy has a term for his life. Malingering. It’s a punishable state of being.”


    “Well he’s not in the military, and while he may be lazy some of the time—”


    Neil whirled on me. “All of the time. And I don’t want to hear anything from that cache of excuses you keep at the ready for his defense. You did the best you could with what you were given, and he’s an adult. He’s responsible for his own pile of crap and he has been for the last decade.”


    My lip trembled, and Neil softened in his attack. “I’ll try harder. For you. But if he calls me brother-man one more freaking time, I’ll….”


    I put my fingertips over his mouth. “Duly noted. And I appreciate it.”


    Neil slung an arm around my shoulders and steered me to the front porch.


    “While we have a moment of peace, I want to hear about this morning.”


    The words came pouring out of me like air from a deflating balloon, and I felt just as empty when I finished.


    Neil shook his head. “No, that detective is playing games with you, Uncle Scrooge. He’s using your fear to manipulate you.”


    “Maybe. I was thinking I’d ask Francesca to hire me and recommend me to some of her and Alessandra’s acquaintances, you know, to get my foot in the door?”


    “Less than a week ago you were ranting like a loon about how you didn’t want one cleaning job, and now you want to pick up more?”


    “Things change.” I wasn’t exactly thrilled by that fact, but I had been scheming all day, and denial wasn’t going to help any of us. “I’ll hire someone to go with me; you know, an assistant or partner, so I’ll never be alone in a potential murderer’s company.


    “I should have killed that detective when I had the chance,” Neil muttered.


    “You have to admit he has a point. I’ll have access to the Kline’s social circle, and most people don’t look twice at the help.”


    “Maggie, five minutes with you, and anyone can see you’re no help.”


    “The insults aren’t helping,” I said as quietly as possible. I was trying not to antagonize Neil.


    “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll be your partner.”


    I laughed in his face; I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t very often that Neil was the one to come up with the ridiculous suggestions.


    “What?” Neil put his hands on his hips, which only enhanced my giggle fit.


    “You have a job, remember?” I said between gasps for breath.


    “Yeah, but I can take some time off or rearrange my schedule or something.”


    “Neil, you put in your time saving the world. I know you want to keep me out of harm’s way, but it seems that fate has other plans. I’m no warrior, but I can help, and it’s better than sitting around here worrying about whether or not our sons are in some maniac’s crosshairs.”


    We sat in silence for a time, staring up at the moonless night, and I caught the faint hint of chimney smoke. The moment was utterly serene, and I knew it wouldn’t last.


    Neil finally asked, “Who did you have in mind to ride shotgun?”


    “I wasn’t thinking of anyone in particular,” I admitted.


    “How about I make a few calls tomorrow, see what the network can come up with?”


    The network is Neil’s list of contacts, some SEALs, both former and active duty, as well as a handful of other people he trusts. It operates on the whole six degrees of separation theory, you know, ‘I know someone who knows someone who can do….’ fill in the blank. Neil and a few of his buddies started the network before we’d met, and it’s grown to almost global proportions.


    “Please, find someone discreet, not like the thugs who helped us move in.”


    Neil grinned. “You didn’t like Little John and Tiny Tim?”


    “Like has nothing to do with it. One of them did number two in our bathroom, and an hour later my air fern was all withered.”


    “You shouldn’t have left it in the bathroom.”


    “Discreet, Neil. No plant killers or toxic avengers, please.”


    “Ever at your service, milady.”


    


    * * * *


    I spent most of Monday on the phone. Francesca was more than willing to help when I told her I wanted to expand my cleaning service. I intentionally neglected to mention the subsequent information hunt, since I wanted to be circumspect with my investigation. She told me to come over and ‘do my thing’ on Tuesday night, since she had guests coming in for the holiday. “It’ll be the perfect opportunity for me to talk you up,” she said with enthusiasm.


    “Is your brother-in-law going to be there?”


    “No. The poor dear is so traumatized by what happened to Alessandra, he wanted to be alone. I’m going to go over with some leftovers and grieve with him on Friday. Maybe you could check in on him, Maggie? He’s going to have to fend for himself, especially since the cook quit.”


    For selfish reasons, I was glad I wouldn’t have to face the woman who’d seen me clumsily attempting to comfort Mr. Kline.


    Neil had been burning up the PC keys and emerged from the den, triumphant with a half dozen contact names and numbers he’d unearthed through the network. He assured me that all were available and living in our area. On that score, he was right, but none were interested in cleaning other people’s houses. When I hung up the phone at three-thirty, I was no closer to securing a partner than before.


    “Maybe I should ask Marty to come with me for tomorrow evening’s job,” I suggested when I told Neil about the results.


    “We’re looking for Remington Steele here, not the guy in the red-shirt on Star Trek. What was his name? Oh yeah, Ensign Dead-meat.”


    The phone rang, and I answered on the second ring while managing to roll my eyes at Neil.


    I’ve got mad skills.


    “Mrs. Phillips? This is Josh’s teacher, Ms. Martin.”


    “Hello, Mrs. Martin.” My tone was neutral, but as the silence reigned, I realized exactly what had happened.


    “Oh, God, I’m so sorry, Ms. Martin! I forgot about our meeting! Are you still at the school because I can leave right now and I’ll be there in ten minutes, less if I make all the lights. Oh, I am so sorry, really, for wasting your time like this and….”


    I couldn’t stop the verbal diarrhea from bubbling out. Neil made calm down motions with his hands, and I stopped my rant in order to show off my driving finger. He knows I hate to be told, even wordlessly, to calm down.


    “I have to leave now, Mrs. Phillips. I’ll be traveling out of town for the holiday, so we can reschedule our missed meeting for after the vacation. For now, your son’s F for the missed assignment stands.”


    I really didn’t appreciate her huffy tone and I felt awful that poor Josh had to suffer the humiliation of an F because his mother was a spaz. “But—”


    She cut me off. “You can call the administration office and reschedule at your convenience.”


    The receiver clicked in my ear, followed by the dial tone.


    “I guess you have to return that Mother of the Year award, huh?” Marty snarked from the doorway. Neil started toward him, but I got there first and slugged him. The oof sound he made when my fist connected with his gut satisfied my bloodlust, and Neil and I left Marty doubled over in the doorway.


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter Eight


    A fitful night and too many thoughts to process had left me strung out by Tuesday morning. My mind was like a washing machine, agitating through potential cleaning partners and had spun out nothing. Life 1, Laundry Hag 0. Neil had offered repeatedly to come and clean with me, and while I knew he would do an excellent job at both the cleaning and the protecting (he was ex-military after all), I didn’t want to leave Marty in charge of the boys at night. My brother may be a great uncle, but he’s my last resort for a baby sitter, right behind Pee Wee Herman and Joseph Stalin.


    Kenny and Josh had a half day at school due to parent-teacher conferences. I had a two-thirty appointment with Kenny’s teacher, but since Ms. Martin had vamoosed to parts unknown, our book report conversation was set up for a week from Thursday. The sinking sensation in my stomach had turned to anger at both my own thoughtlessness and Ernest Hemingway. It’s true—alcoholics hurt more than themselves, even after death.


    I’d taken a toothbrush to the baseboards by the time Marty staggered into the kitchen at eleven-thirty. He poured a mug of coffee, which I was sure had grown cold hours before, and sloshed a healthy amount on my gleaming countertop. After adding sugar to both the cup and the mess on the formerly clean work area, he took a sip and grimaced.


    “Coffee’s cold. When did you make it?”


    “Around six-thirty, when I got up.”


    Marty squinted at me. “Do you wake up at the ass crack of dawn every day?”


    “Actually,” I responded as I took a sponge from the sink and cleaned up after him, “I was awake at five, but didn’t get out of bed until six-thirty. So it was before the ass crack of dawn.”


    “Like the plumber’s crack of dawn then.” Marty snorted and took another swig of coffee. “You know, Maggs, you should probably take a little more care with your appearance; you look like death warmed over.”


    I had tied my hair back with a red bandana and I sported my bleach-stained jeans and a ragged flannel that I refused to let Neil wear anymore. “I’m dressed for cleaning, for work Marty, you should try it sometime.”


    “Hey, I have a job, a potentially awesome job, which is going to make me some serious capital.”


    I put the sponge aside and gave my brother my full attention. “Okay, I’m braced for it. Hit me.”


    “Well, I met this guy….”


    I wondered if my brother had decided he was gay and that was why he’d left the beautiful zoologist. I was very encouraged by the thought because at least it would mean Marty had settled on a course.


    For once.


    “…so he invited me to invest in the project.” Marty looked at me hopefully, but I’d zoned out.


    “The project?”


    “Yeah, you know, I’d be part owner in a lake community.”


    “And where is the community?”


    “Uh….” Marty bit his lip, the same way he’d always done when my parents had busted him for not washing behind his ears.


    “You don’t know?”


    “Real estate is always a good investment.” Mr. Wizard had gone on the defensive.


    “Not if it’s in the middle of Lake Erie.” A sharp pain took up residence behind my left eye.


    “I’m sure it’s not like that.” He didn’t look sure. In fact, he looked palpably worried.


    “How much have you invested?”


    Marty studied his mismatched socks. He didn’t look like he was about to turn thirty, but maybe that was my big sister tunnel vision kicking in.


    “Ten thousand.”


    “Marty!”


    “It was only half of what I needed, a deposit of sorts.”


    “And where did you expect to get the rest?” The question was redundant, since the pain had spread to encompass both my eyes and a ringing in my ears.


    Marty wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Well, you made some money when you sold your house in Virginia Beach, and I thought you’d be willing to throw a little my way as an investment. You’d get it all back and—”


    “Made. Past tense, Marty. Everything we made on the sale of the Virginia Beach house went into this one. You know how I am about money; I’m not taking out a second mortgage to support some whim!”


    Marty’s temper flared. “Hey, you weren’t always like this! I remember a time when—”


    “Don’t. Go. There.” Neil had arrived home from the gym. He still wore his sunglasses, and I saw my ashen reflection in the mirrored lenses. In true hero form, Neil has an impeccable sense of timing.


    Marty backed down, as he always does when confronted by Neil. “Maggie, I needed a little help, that’s all.”


    “Did you ask Dee for money? Is that why the two of you broke up?” I asked quietly. Unlike my brother, I had learned a while ago not to poke the hornets’ nest.


    Marty offered a wordless nod. I implored Neil with my gaze, and he sighed. “Maggie has a great deal of work to do, Marty. Maybe you and I should head to the den and have a talk.”


    I smiled at my husband and squeezed Marty’s arm as the two of them left the room. Neil would boot up the computer while gleaning the whole story from the business tycoon, and I was sure he’d have a plan of action before lunch.


    I finished with the baseboards and began polishing the antique dining room table.


    The phone rang.


    “Hello?”


    “Hi, is this Maggie Phillips?” a young girl’s voice chirped at me.


    “Speaking.”


    “Hi, um, this is Janice Montgomery. You had called my dad, Jack, about a cleaning job yesterday, and I was wondering if it was still available.”


    The voice was painfully young, and I covered my eyes with my hand. Perfect.


    “Yes, but how old are you, sweetie?”


    “Eighteen.”


    I cleared my throat, and then Janice amended her statement


    “Well, I’ll be eighteen in January. I’m real good at cleaning, Mrs. Phillips, and I really need this job.”


    I knew Jack Montgomery, or Jack Hammer as the SEALs referred to him in reverent tones, by reputation only. He’d been the senior chief for Neil’s SEAL team when Neil had graduated from BUD/s training and received his Budweiser pin. Neil had only been on a few missions with Jack before he had retired to his family’s home in Massachusetts, but the stories lived on. While I’d promised Neil I would take a partner along with me, I had mixed feelings about involving someone innocent into the whole rigmarole. A tough-as-nails former SEAL, or a no-neck goon was one thing, but the teenage daughter of one of them?


    I wiped my forehead. When had I started sweating?


    “Janice, there’ll be lots of hard labor involved; you know, beating the Persian rugs, wrestling the carpet cleaner....” Potentially dodging bullets…. “Are you sure you can handle this sort of thing?”


    “Oh, I’m in excellent shape and I really need the money. Please, Mrs. Phillips, take me out on a job and you’ll see.”


    My eyes closed, and I pinched my thumb and index finger over the bridge of my nose. I knew I was going to regret this, but…. “Are you free tonight?”


    


    * * * *


    Francesca Carmichael lived in a Greco-Roman temple. It was only twelve miles from my house but, like visiting my in-laws in Cambridge, it may as well have been Jupiter. The well-manicured lawn stretched as far as the eye could see, broken only by a too-natural-to-be-natural placement of oak and maples. The house itself was three massive stories, with a balcony wrapping out of sight on every floor. It had to be at least seven thousand square feet, larger than all three of the houses I’d ever lived in combined. I thought the Kline’s house on Cloverleaf Drive was spectacular, but this white-columned monstrosity was definitely more than a place for Frannie to hang her hat.


    It had occurred to me on the drive that I didn’t know too much about Francesca. She seemed to have an abundance of free time and an endless supply of capital. She was beautiful, but not shallow, and as down to earth as the rest of us work for a living stiffs. I hadn’t seen a wedding ring, and she’d never mentioned a husband, but who knows? Maybe he’d moved in three years ago and gotten lost inside, never to be seen again.


    “Wow, some digs, huh?” My teenaged companion snapped her gum, her silver gaze trained on the mansion. “I guess this lady’s like, rolling in the dough.”


    I had a flash of Scrooge McDuck swimming through his money bin.


    “Are you sure you’re up to this?” I asked Janice with a pointed glance at her distended belly. Funny how she’d neglected to mention she was six months pregnant over the phone.


    It was only forty-five degrees outside according to the flashing Framingham bank clock/thermometer we’d passed, but I’d shed my denim jacket and perspired through my long-sleeved Henley with the small hole in the shoulder seam. I hadn’t stopped sweating since Jack Hammer had dropped her off at our house, a black scowl on his craggy face that had Marty running for cover under Kenny’s bed. The plan had been that Jack and Neil would do some catching up while Janice and I went cleaning, but I had a hard time picturing the taciturn man gabbing away with Neil.


    I could easily picture the stalwart demolitions expert taking out the White Cloud of Death with a rocket launcher.


    Janice smiled and cracked her gum again. “Absolutely. I need to show Daddy that I can hold my own in the world, so he backs off about me giving up my baby for adoption.”


    I so wasn’t going to touch that topic with a ten foot pole.


    “Let’s go,” I said instead. I’d already decided that I’d do the majority of the work, allowing Janice to rest as much as possible.


    I’d learned my lesson at the Kline’s, so I parked at the back of the house, near what appeared to be a mud room. Janice followed me to the door, and I knocked. I’d carted my cleaning paraphernalia, but figured I’d leave it in the van until I scoped out Frannie’s set up.


    A dour looking woman in her early fifties answered the door and waved us in without preamble.


    “I’m Maggie Phillips, and this is my partner, Janice. Francesca hired us to—”


    “I’m Mrs. Smitts, the housekeeper. You will be assisting me to prepare for Ms. Carmichael’s guests.” A clipped brogue let us know she meant business.


    Oh boy.


    “There are twenty-two suites which need to be prepared as well as the polishing of the silver, and the formal dining room needs dusting. I will personally oversee the common areas and the menu. Follow me; there isn’t a minute to spare.”


    We did as commanded, following Mrs. Smitts’s orthopedic clip-clopping through the downstairs. The formal dining area was impressive, illuminated by a grand chandelier and accented with ivory tapers and silver pots of dried flowers. The dining table could easily seat everyone I had ever met, although the intricate chairs looked none too sturdy. A matching mahogany sideboard held a notable assortment of antique china, and Mrs. Smitts opened the top two drawers to show off the genuine silver.


    “I know exactly what is in each of these drawers, so don’t think for one instant that pilfering will go unnoticed.” She squinted at the two of us before setting a bottle of silver polish and a rag on the old fashioned tea wagon and departing.


    “Boy, what crawled up her butt and died?” Janice blew a bubble and reached for the rag, which I promptly extracted from her hand.


    “Let me do this. Why don’t you go get the Swiffer duster from the van so you can dust the shelving?” I didn’t want a baby deformity due to silver polish fumes on my conscience.


    The teenager popped her bubble and waddled off to do my bidding. I eyed the chairs with a sigh but decided to stand. Nothing can ruin my self-esteem like having a chair buckle under my charms.


    I stood and polished while Janice snapped and popped. I sent her on a second trip to the van when her gum got tangled in the Swiffer. I went with her and retrieved my stepstool so I could dust the chandelier.


    We had almost finished when Mrs. Smitts came to escort us up to the guest quarters. There was one bathroom for every two suites, all of which were larger than my main bathroom. It took us three and a half hours to set up the rooms, mostly because I wouldn’t let Janice anywhere near the cleansers, so after we made the beds, she’d sit and yammer at me while I scrubbed.


    “So then, Teri Kinney was all like ‘he’s gonna leave you,’ and I’m like, ‘no way, he loves me and we’re gonna have this baby together.’ And wouldn’t you know as soon as I told him, he took off. The worst part is that bitch Teri was right.” Snap, crack, pop.


    “Sweetie, I really don’t think that’s the worst part. Do you know anything about babies?”


    “No, but my mom will help. She’s had eight kids. Jeremy used to say that you could always tell when my dad got back from a long away ‘cause there was a baby born nine months later.”


    “It sounds like Jeremy has mastered the obvious.”


    This stumped Janice for a while, and I was left in peace. I mopped and wiped and cleaned windows and mirrors to the best of my ability, all to the accompaniment of snap, crack, pop. I was never buying Rice Krispies again.


    We finished well after midnight and received a grudging nod from Mrs. Smitts.


    “You girls did a fine job. Leave your bill for Ms. Carmichael, and I’ll be sure she gets it.”


    “I’ll mail the bill.” There’s a very small window during the day when I can actually understand math, usually somewhere between 3:59 and 4:01 p.m., and I had to figure out my expenses and Janice’s cut.


    The teenager fell asleep on the drive home. I fiddled with the radio stations, looking for something that wasn’t guaranteed to put me to sleep. Where is Enter Sandman when you need it? I guess I could put a CD player in the White Cloud of Death, but I figure if you’re going to drive a piece of shit, there’s no sense putting on airs.


    A particularly tricky turn found both hands on the wheel, and I braked to a stop as the announcer on WROR out of Framingham grabbed my full attention.


    “The annual Thanksgiving Day charity dinner hosted by local resident Francesca Carmichael is gaining even more attention than usual this year. Mrs. Carmichael has hosted the fund-raising holiday dinner for the past decade, ever since the death of her husband, Lewis Carmichael the second, and it has become a local tradition for the privileged among us. The proceeds from the dinner benefit local charities, such as Habitat for Humanity and the United Way. Mrs. Carmichael has announced that this year’s contributions will be given in the name of her sister, Alessandra Kline, who was found brutally slain last Friday. When asked if her brother-in-law and murder suspect, Douglass Kline, would be in attendance, the widow Carmichael rushed to his defense.


    ‘Mr. Kline is a wonderful person who loved my sister unconditionally and I would be honored to count him among my guests.’


    “This year’s guest list includes two current politicians as well as some aspiring….”


    I switched the radio off. Well, that answered my question about Frannie’s marital status. My hands were shriveled, and I reeked of bleach and sweat. All I wanted to do was get home and take a long soak in the tub. There were too many nuances to this case, and I was in no condition to ruminate.


    Neil and Jack greeted us in the driveway, and after seeing my ‘helper’ off, I stumbled into the bathroom. Neil followed me and watched with mild interest as I ran scalding hot water on top of the lilac bath crystals.


    “How’d it go?”


    I grunted and began to strip. A button from my shirt tangled in my hair, and I yelped in pain. Why is it when you’re tired, even the slightest discomfort is excruciating?


    “Easy there, Tiger,” Neil soothed as he worked my hair free from the shirt. He helped me out of the rest of my clothes and into the tub before I could damage myself further.


    “Are you going to be all right?” Neil’s gaze flickered with concern.


    “No more pregnant teenagers. I did twice as much work as if I’d been alone, trying to keep her out of trouble. And she talks too much.”


    “Must get it from her mother. Jack Hammer is a good guy to have at your back, but I doubt if he said half a dozen words while he was here. That’s including hello and goodbye.”


    “I don’t think I’m cut out for this,” I confessed as I rested my head against the back of the tub.


    “Don’t think about it anymore tonight,” Neil advised and handed me a towel. “There’ll be plenty of time in the morning.”


    I snorted. “There’ll be no time in the morning. Or until well after I have this Thanksgiving dinner over with.”


    “Well, all the cleaning is done, so what else is there?”


    “The dinner, Neil.” Honestly, he could be thick at times. “I haven’t bought anything, and with your mother’s menu….”


    “Ssshhh, no more tonight, Uncle Scrooge. We’ll tackle tomorrow, tomorrow.”


    I dragged an oversized T-shirt over my head and flopped on the bed seconds before oblivion claimed me.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Nine


    Someone shone a light in my eyes. I groaned and rolled away, but the light followed me. I put my hands over my face and peeked through my fingers, guessing I had out slept the boys and they were out to get me. What I saw confused then horrified me.


    Sunlight.


    The sun glared at me through my west-facing windows, and I could almost hear the voice of Apollo in my head. If you’re gonna be lazy enough to sleep the day away, don’t blame me when you’re too stupid to shut your blinds.


    “Neil!” How could he have let this happen? He knew how important today was for Thanksgiving preparations! He’d probably thought he was doing me a kindness, letting me sleep off my fatigue. Neil doesn’t buy my ‘I’ll rest when I’m dead’ speech.


    I was too afraid to glance at the clock so I flew to the closet and yanked on the first pair of clean jeans I found. I pulled on one of Neil’s T-shirts, figuring if I ruined it in my frantic haste he’d brought it on himself. I scrunched my hair into a messy pony tail while dashing to the kitchen, but tripped on a wrinkle in the carpet and ended up spread eagled on the floor.


    Damn it all to the black depths of Hades! I’d never been able to master two things at once.


    I pushed myself up from the carpet and continued my mad dash for the kitchen. There was a note on the counter from Marty, informing me he’d taken the boys to the park and that my mother-in-law had called. I faced the inventible and looked at the clock on the microwave. 3:46 p.m., the day before Thanksgiving, and I still hadn’t done my shopping.


    No time to lose. I grabbed my purse and my keys, jotted a quick note on the back of Marty’s, and was out the door. A brisk wind slapped me in the face and tossed my unruly hair in my eyes, but I didn’t slow. I climbed behind the wheel of the White Cloud of Death and shoved the key into the ignition. I turned and waited for the engine to catch.


    Nothing.


    Okay, Self, don’t panic. I turned it again, and still nothing. A third try came up nada. No revving of an ancient engine to indicate the beast was even trying. “She’s dead, Jim,” I muttered in my best Bones McCoy imitation. Murphy and his confounded law had struck again.


    I bashed the dashboard with all my anger at the vehicle’s impotence. My mother used to say we should thank God for small favors and be happy something worse didn’t happen, but I was too behind, and my coma from the night before hadn’t replenished my reserves. A little creative cussing was in order as I gave up on the van and didn’t attempt to pop the hood, because what I knew about cars would fit in Greg the Gym Rat’s jock strap and was just as useless.


    Mrs. Kline didn’t think it was useless. That rotten inner voice was always up for an argument.


    “Shut-up, Self,” I muttered as I looked around for another option. I could walk to the store, but my grocery list was the size of a Chinese restaurant’s menu, and I didn’t think I’d be able to carry everything back. None of my neighbors seemed to be home, and I doubted I would’ve asked for a ride even if they were. I wasn’t ready to cement my reputation as the neighborhood nut case yet.


    Kenny and Josh had abandoned their bikes by the porch, and I eyed them for a moment before dismissing them, due to the carrying problem. I could call Neil and ask him to come and pick me up, but I knew he had an uphill battle with his weenie manager and he may not be able to get the time off. I could call my mother-in-law and cancel the whole shebang.


    I shuddered. No, that wasn’t an option. Okay, what would the pilgrims and Native Americans have done?


    Shopped early.


    I spied the wheelbarrow propped against the side of the house. “Yes!” I cried as my inner voice shrieked No! You can’t push the wheelbarrow all the way into town. What if someone sees you? You’ll look completely unhinged.


    I was starting to think I was completely unhinged as I plopped my purse in the barrow and started off. According to Map Quest, the nearest supermarket was 2.7 miles from my address, but pushing a wheelbarrow that far was no easy task. I saw more than one motorist along the road, eyes like beach balls, nose pressed to the glass. The wheelbarrow was a fight every step of the way—one wheel didn’t for good navigation make—and I had to struggle to keep it on the road. I made sure to stay with traffic, since I didn’t want to get a ticket. No more time in the slammer for Maggie Phillips.


    I huffed along; sure I experienced some of that adrenaline-charged superhuman strength that Neil referred to on occasion. I remembered a story he’d told me about a grandmother lifting the back end of a Cadillac to rescue a trapped child. I wonder what she would have done if her first Thanksgiving with the in-laws was at stake.


    My hands were chafed and raw from the mid-grade wooden handles by the time I reached the market. I parked the barrow around the back of the store and sauntered inside the way a normal person would. I barely suppressed a wince as my hands gripped the shopping cart. A shopping cart would be much easier to push home, I mused, but I had no idea what the penalty for shopping cart theft was, so I released a sigh and dug in my purse.


    It took me a moment to comprehend what had happened. My shopping list was tucked neatly into my cook book, at home, right where it could be the least functional. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to keep myself from imploding on the spot. I was the recipient of more curious glances, but if these people only knew my mother-in-law….


    Standing sentinel in the supermarket wouldn’t get Thanksgiving dinner under way, so I began in produce. A dozen Macintosh apples for homemade apple sauce, fresh thyme and rosemary for the turkey, white and sweet potatoes, onions, turnip, and I was off to the canned aisle. Everything was much more picked over here, and I cringed at grocery store prices for canned pumpkin this close to the holiday. Cranberry, evaporated milk, flour, sugar, brown sugar, I probably had some of this stuff at home, but better safe than sorry.


    My normal efficiency was gone without my list, and I was transported back to my early days of shopping willy-nilly. I was putting off the turkey, since that was a dilemma all of its own.


    A normal person buys her turkey a few days ahead so it has plenty of time to defrost. Maggie Phillips didn’t have that luxury, so I chatted up the meat manager, and he told me how to brine a turkey. I was to set the bird in a salt water bath as soon as I got home. That way it would cook faster and have more time to defrost. He recommended I cook the stuffing separately, and I didn’t argue.


    I stood in line, watching the glazed expression of the other veal as we waited for the financial slaughter. I have a knack for picking the wrong line and, as usual, I waited behind a woman who bore a startling resemblance to that girl from Flash Dance and was trying to pay by check.


    “I’m sorry, ma’am.” The pockmarked cashier didn’t look the tiniest bit sorry, more like bored. “You need to have your driver’s license with you in order to write a check.”


    “But it’s out in the car; can’t you make an exception, just this once?” The pretty brunette in the sky blue spandex and cut-up sweatshirt fluttered her mascaraed lashes at the checkout guy, and I snorted. Like that was going to work. The kid had already ‘ma’am-ed’ her, for Pete’s sake.


    “It’s a store policy, ma’am.” The clerk scratched at an especially deep crater, and I winced in sympathy. If he had nails he was gonna need a blood transfusion.


    The woman worked her wiles a few moments longer, but Crater Face held his ground. Finally, the complaints from the people behind me sent Jennifer Beals out to get her driver’s license.


    Crater Face took his sweet time checking me out and had to call a price check on my parsley. At that point, I was ready to tell him to stuff the parsley where the sun didn’t shine, but the price check came in, and I pushed my cart around the back of the store where I’d left my transportation.


    It wasn’t there.


    I left the cart and searched along the brick wall and around the other corner too.


    Someone had swiped my freaking wheelbarrow!


    I pulled out my cell phone and called the house. Kenny picked up on the second ring. “Mom, where are you? Grandma’s been calling and she sounds real angry.”


    “Kenny, is your Uncle Marty there? Or Dad by any chance?”


    “Dad’s not, but Uncle Marty’s around someplace. Hang on.”


    There was some scuffling and a bit of silence before Marty came on the line.


    “’Lo?”


    “Hey, Sprout, I need you to come pick me up.”


    “You back in the slammer?”


    “No,” I ground out between clenched teeth. I swore I’d never tell him anything again. “My van was dead, and I don’t want to steal a shopping cart, so could you come get me?”


    Marty agreed to pick me up, and I ran through a list of things I had to do once I got home. The pies had to be made as well as the dressing and dip. Laura had sent me a recipe for a cheese filled puff pastry and stuffed mushrooms which I would try as appetizers along with the standard cheese and crackers and veggie platter because I knew the kids and my brother wouldn’t touch the other fare.


    I saw the cloud of exhaust and heard the rumble of an ancient Chevy before I saw Marty careen into the lot. I waved him down, and he pulled in next to me. He rolled down the window, and Marilyn Manson blared as he informed us we’re all stars in the dope show.


    “Damn, Maggs, how many people did you say were coming?”


    “I didn’t want to have to go out again.”


    “You get beer?” Marty didn’t leave the car as I loaded my bags into his trunk.


    “No, it’s Thanksgiving.” I slammed the trunk and rounded to get in.


    “Exactly. Turkey, football games and beer; the mighty trinity of an American holiday.”


    “Neil’s parents are bringing a few of their clients, and I’m striving for a classy dinner.”


    “Fancy-shmansy.” Marty snorted some phlegm and then spat at the window. The now closed window. It left a slimy trail as gravity worked it into the door frame. “What fun is classy anyways?”


    “You are so vile. If Mom and Dad could only see you now—”


    “I know, I’m a worthless scum-bum, but at least I’m not trying to be something I’m not.”


    I didn’t like his tone. “What are you talking about?”


    “You get all uptight around your in-laws and you’re so obsessed with impressing them that you become a total prig.”


    I sucked in a breath. “I am not a prig!”


    “Yes, you are. You’re usually lots of fun, but whenever Neil’s parents are around you walk like you’ve got a two-by-four lodged in your sphincter.”


    “Better a two-by-four than my head,” I retorted.


    “Laundry Hag.”


    “Dork-Nut.”


    “Toilet Scrubber.”


    “Shiftless layabout.”


    “That’s exactly what I’m talking about!” Marty was smug as he turned the car into our driveway. “Your insults are all ‘Better Homes and Gardens’ now. So politically correct that they aren’t even good insults! You’re turning into Martha Stewart.”


    “Take that back!”


    “Yeah, I think that fits since you’re both jailbirds.”


    “Bite me, Butt-Munch.” I reached across my brother and popped the trunk myself. I opened the door and looked over at him. “You have no idea how hard it is being responsible for other people. You get to just drift through life without a care, knowing Neil and I will always be there to bail your fat out of the fire. But you know, I have to set a good example for my boys, and that includes you—it has for over a decade. I may not be as much fun as I was before, but I’m a better person. Can you say the same thing?”


    I shut the door before he could whip out another smart ass retort and began to unload.


    


    * * * *


    Marty had driven off in a huff as soon as I carted my bags inside. Kenny and Josh were playing their latest PlayStation game and murmured a greeting at me. I deposited my bags and called Neil while I put the groceries away.


    “Do you think I’m a prig?”


    It took a moment for his laughter to subside. “No, Maggie, I don’t think you’re a prig. Why do you ask?”


    “Marty.” I scrubbed out the sink and let it fill for ol’ Tom’s brine bath. “He said I’m different when your parents come around, that I turn into Martha Stewart.”


    “Now, that’s total crap. First off, I would never marry Martha Stewart, mostly because I wouldn’t want to wake up like John Wayne Bobbitt if I forgot to put the seat down. And even though I can’t understand most of the things you do, I get that you want to make a good impression on them, although God alone knows why.”


    I felt better. “I feel better, thanks, gorgeous.”


    “All part of the service, love.”


    Neil hung up, and I set to work. I ordered pizza for dinner and stopped long enough to have a slice with Josh and Kenny.


    “Can we help, Mom?” Josh asked around a mouthful of pizza.


    “Actually, you can. After you guys finish dinner I need you to pick a few loaves of bread into dressing.”


    “What kind of pie are you making?” Kenny wanted to know.


    “Pumpkin and Apple Crumb.”


    “No chocolate cream?” My youngest son looked so crestfallen that I briefly considered trying to make his favorite dessert too.


    “Sorry, sweets, I don’t have enough room in the fridge for another pie, but I’ll do my best to make one over the weekend, especially for you. Sound good?”


    Kenny nodded and shot me a pizza lookie, which I returned. We finished dinner, and I had Josh take out the trash while Kenny started with the bread, and I tackled the pie crust and tried not to think about how harsh I’d been to my brother. He deserved every word, but the fact didn’t ease my guilt. The phone rang, and Josh finished washing his hands so he could answer it.


    “Hi, Grandma, how are you?”


    I shuddered and wiped my hands on my apron. I’d conveniently forgotten that Laura had been trying to reach me, and it was now reckoning time. Josh handed me the phone.


    “Good evening, Laura.”


    “Maggie, where have you been? Never mind, did you accept the delivery?”


    “Delivery of what?”


    The doorbell rang. Kenny jumped off the stool and scrambled for the front door. I followed as dread unfurled in my stomach. The sweat-covered missing link on the other side handed me a clipboard, and I cradled the phone on my shoulder as I signed.


    “What is it, Laura?”


    “Your father-in-law and I thought we would send your Christmas present early. No need to thank us, dear.”


    “Thank you?” I said absently as I watched Cro-Magnon man and his equally imposing partner unload the couch. The blindingly white couch, which had stain magnet written all over it in special ink that only I could see, along with its accompanying oversized chair and ottoman.


    “Oh, Laura, you shouldn’t have,” I said with conviction.


    “Where do you want it?” the delivery man grunted at me, and I threw my hands in the air. He shrugged and proceeded to the living room.


    “Now, the men have instructions to take away the old sofa and loveseat, so you don’t have to worry about that. Did you get my e-mail about the schedule changes?”


    “Changes?” I asked and watched my furniture disappear onto the truck. I wanted to cry.


    “Yes, dear, you really should stay on top of your correspondences; otherwise you’ll become a slave to them. Now, I know the timing may be somewhat inconvenient, but I’ve arranged for Leopold to come by at seven to assist you.”


    “Seven in the morning?”


    “Of course, dear. If we want to have hors d'oeuvres at noon, dinner at one, and dessert finished by two-thirty, he’ll need time to set up.”


    “Of course.” I stared at my new couch, wishing I could grow a spine and tell Laura off. Neil was right, I should take a stand, but the scathing words stuck in my throat.


    “Well, I have to go. I have a few last minute errands to attend to so I’ll see you at eleven-thirty tomorrow.”


    Laura disconnected, and I was left with two puzzled children and a cotton ball white living room set.


    The phone rang the instant I replaced it in the cradle, and I implored the All Mighty for a little reprieve. Maybe it was Neil or Marty. Against my better judgment, I picked the phone up.


    “Mrs. Phillips, this is Jason Macgregor. We met at the Kline’s soirée.”


    I vaguely recalled the gangly man with unremarkable features and light brown hair.


    “I’m sorry to trouble you, but I just received a call from Francesca, and she is very concerned about her brother-in-law. He hasn’t picked up the phone all day, and she’s in the middle of preparations for her dinner party tomorrow. I told her I’d check in on him, but I was called down to the courthouse and I doubt I’ll make it anytime soon. I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind stopping by to see Mr. Kline to make sure.”


    I didn’t say anything but I was thinking why me? Why was I the chosen caretaker for every lunatic in New England?


    Jason Macgregor cleared his throat. “I know this is inconvenient, but as Mr. Kline’s attorney, I feel it’s necessary to keep an eye on him.”


    Something in his tone stroked my curiosity. “I thought Mr. Kline was cleared of all charges.”


    “On the contrary, he hasn’t been charged with anything. His alibi, as you well know, is rock solid, but that doesn’t stop the police from looking into the possibility that Mr. Kline hired someone to kill his wife.”


    This was something I hadn’t considered. “Are you telling me Mr. Kline arranged for someone to shoot Alessandra?”


    “Not at all.”


    “Then why do we need to keep tabs on him?”


    “Mrs. Phillips, I’ve been given the impression by both Doug and Francesca, who I am very close with, that you’re a compassionate woman. The man has lost his wife, and his friends and family are worried about him. Will you please set our minds at ease?”


    I sighed. Neil was right, I’m a total pushover.


    “All right, Mr. Macgregor. I’ll check on him as soon as I can.”


    “Thank you.” The attorney rattled off his number, which I jotted down. I was such a sucker.


    My pies came out of the oven just as Neil walked in the door. He gave me a kiss on the cheek and a warm smile which I was badly in need of.


    “Smells great in here. How’s it shaking, sexy?”


    “I have to go check on Mr. Kline.”


    The smile faded. “The hell you do!”


    “I promised I’d—”


    Neil held up his hand. “I’ll go, but only to end this argument before it starts. And when I get home, we’re going to have a discussion about assertiveness with a hint of Nancy Regan’s just say no.”


    I hugged him, and he passed Marty on his way out. My brother was unusually quiet, but he sat at the counter, watching while I sautéed onions for the dressing.


    Neil returned a few minutes later, still scowling. “He wasn’t there.”


    I sagged against the counter. “Are you sure?”


    Neil removed the leftover pizza and took two plates from the cabinet before putting the first batch in the microwave. “I knew you’d ask that, so I scaled the side of the house. There were no signs of life; no lights, or TV, or music. No one was sleeping in the master bedroom, and there was no car in the garage.”


    Neil pulled the first plate out of the microwave and placed it in front of Marty, who grunted his thanks.


    I was more direct. “Thank you, Neil. I know I shouldn’t have said I’d check up on him but….”


    Neil kissed me hard, and Marty groaned. “Get a room, guys.” He picked up his plate, and I broke away from Neil long enough to shout at his backside.


    “Don’t even think about eating on the new couch!”


    “New couch?” Neil’s brows drew together.


    “Our Christmas gift from your parents.”


    Neil accepted this with his customary good nature. “You’re a pushover, Uncle Scrooge. I really hate that people take advantage of your good nature. But that caring is part of you, and I love it. I see you, Maggie.”


    “I see you too.”


    “What’s with the Good Humor man rejects?” Marty called from the living room.


    I sighed for what seemed to be the millionth time that day.


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Ten


    By the time I hit the sheets at 2:53 a.m., the dressing was prepared, the pies had cooled enough to be placed in the fridge, and I felt like I’d been hit by a Mack truck. Too little sleep found me in a rotten mood, and I slapped the buzzer on my alarm clock with undue force. The alarmed stopped, but the display went haywire. Well, now I had something practical to ask Santa for.


    I took a three minute car wash shower—just enough to cleanse the undercarriage— and tried not to think about my latest disturbing dream. A turkey had settled in on the new couch and lectured me on proper respect. I knew the turkey was supposed to be male even though the voice had sounded suspiciously like Alessandra Kline.


    I was ironing my pretty new outfit when Neil awoke.


    “Maggie, what time is it?”


    I bit back a scathing retort, since Neil was one of the few people unworthy of my venom. “Coffee will be ready in a few.”


    Neil scratched his stubble. “You’re not going to lose it today, are you?”


    I whirled on him. “Why would you say that? Power of suggestion, Neil. Now all I’m going to think about all day is that my husband thinks I’m on the verge of a breakdown!”


    Neil kissed me on the forehead on his way into the bathroom. “Want to make sure we’re on the same page.”


    Grrrrrr.


    There was no sign of Marty or the boys in the kitchen. I started the coffee and checked my to-do list.


    First the bird.


    I felt an unholy satisfaction taking the seventeen pounder out of its salt water bath and plopping it in the pan with a colossal thunk. Preparing raw poultry is the bane of my existence. On my first Thanksgiving I handled the turkey while sporting rubber gloves, but there was no time to dither.


    After I deposited the de-gutted and seasoned bird in the oven, I washed my hands with a vengeance. Neil was right; I was wound tight enough to snap.


    A fortifying sip of coffee helped me find some perspective. I love all holidays, but Thanksgiving is one of my favorites. Everyone was healthy, and my brother was safe and under our roof. We had enough money to pay our bills and provide for Kenny and Josh. And my in-laws would be gone by four at the latest.


    Yes, I had a great deal to be thankful for.


    The doorbell chimed. That would be Leopold.


    The smartest thing my in-laws ever did was hire a flaming gay man with an outrageous sense of humor to liven up their household. Leopold is an absolute gem, who can cook like nobody’s business. He doesn’t take crap either, which has me marveling that he’s been in Laura Phillips’s employ for almost a decade.


    “Hey Leo.” I greeted the gangly, middle-aged man with a kiss on the cheek. In true Leopold fashion, he was decked out in Gucci gray, broken only by an electric blue belt and matching shoelaces in his gleaming white tennis sneakers.


    “Maggie, my sweet, leave this life of complacency and run away with me. We’ll be the new Will and Grace, but with more seasoning.”


    “Hitting on my wife again, Leo?” Neil was dressed for yard work in old jeans and a grungy sweatshirt with the adage “Just let a SEAL show you how it’s done” with a few stick figures in X rated positions for extra class.


    “There’ll be hell to pay if your mother sees you in that.”


    Neil shook Leo’s hand. “Maggie’s working herself up to a full nuclear meltdown. I thought I’d set Mom up on the same level, you know, to even things out.”


    Leo chuckled. “Little boys who play with fire….”


    “Says the biggest flamer of them all. Do me a favor, Leo, hit on my brother-in-law.”


    I shot Neil a dirty look which Leo mirrored.


    Neil shrugged. “I thought it would tamper with his plans to sponge off us for the rest of eternity.”


    Leo smirked, and I shoved Neil out the still open door.


    Leo gestured toward the kitchen. “So let’s see what you’ve done so far, love, and we’ll go from there.”


    “One second, Bucko. Did you know anything about the couch?”


    His expression remained deliberately neutral, and I had my answer. “Damn it, Leo! You’re my inside man! You need to call me when they’re plotting so I have time to mount a defense!”


    “Somebody’s PMS-ing this morning. And to my own defense, I knew they were getting you some furniture. I thought you’d like it. You said last month how much you wanted to redecorate.”


    I pulled him into the living room in order to properly illustrate my outrage. “There is a difference between wanting to, as in an abstract ‘I’ll think more about redecorating at some vague point in the future’, and there is now a white couch in my living room!”


    “White?” Leo lost all color in his face, matching the shade of the couch. “Damn, what was she thinking?”


    “Probably that white looks good in magazines and in living room displays where it’s never touched.”


    “Oh, Maggie, I’m sorry. Tell you what, I have a friend who is a whiz with a sewing machine. I’ll have him make up some nice slipcovers for you as soon as possible.”


    Leopold’s contrition mollified my inner demon. “Sounds like a plan. He doesn’t work holidays does he?”


    “I’m afraid not. Let’s rework the appetizers so we can serve only white wine and champagne to start. Did you get my crab puff recipe?”


    Leo and I talked shop for a few minutes, and I had poured my second cup of liquid death when Marty emerged from the bedroom in all his morning glory.


    “Marty! Put some pants on, for crying out loud!”


    “I don’t have any clean pants. I don’t have any clean clothes at all.” Unabashed by his nudity, Marty started for the fridge and slowed when he caught sight of Leopold. “How’s it hanging, man?”


    “A little to the left.” Leopold’s lips quirked as he took in an eye full.


    “Oh, for Pete’s sake! Marty, there are kids in the house, and we have company!”


    I made a bee-line for the laundry room door where I extracted a pair of Neil’s sweats and tossed them at my brother’s head. He pulled the pants on without comment and returned his attention to the refrigerator.


    “You’re thirty years old, I’m sure you’ve used a washing machine before!”


    Marty poured himself a glass of orange juice and downed half before answering. “Yeah, I have, at laundromats, but you have all those rules and regulations, and I don’t want to evoke the wrath of the Laundry Hag.”


    I narrowed my eyes. I was really starting to hate that name. “Fine, I’ll do your wash, you big baby.”


    Marty grinned at me and took his juice back down the hall.


    “I’ve been played,” I said to no one in particular.


    “Like a violin in the Boston orchestra.” Leo shook his head in disgust. “You’re not doing him any favors by catering to him. As long as you treat him like a child, he’ll continue to act like one.”


    My guilt over Marty’s life-long debacles was well documented, catalogued, and labeled as being wasted energy, but I couldn’t seem to break the pattern.


    I retrieved my brother’s clothes from the floor and put on a load of whites, muttering all the while.


    


    * * * *


    “Hey, Uncle Scrooge, have you seen the wheelbarrow?” Neil appeared in the kitchen doorway. “We’re supposed to be getting some rain this weekend, and I wanted to dump the leaves in the creek out back.”


    This was going to be tricky, especially with Marty and Leo bearing witness. “Someone stole it.”


    Neil stuck his finger in his ear, like he was cleaning it out. “Come again?”


    “Someone took the wheelbarrow. I went to put some stuff in it and it wasn’t where I left it, so the logical conclusion is that someone stole it.”


    Leo stuffed celery and bit his bottom lip to hold back his laughter, and Marty took a swig from the beer bottle he’d been nursing.


    “The logical conclusion…,” Neil repeated. “Logical. That just doesn’t seem to apply to the theft of an antique wheelbarrow. That’s Monty Python logic if ever I heard it.”


    “Do you think we should report it?” I asked, all big-eyed innocence.


    “What the hell, the cops working on a holiday deserve a good laugh.” Neil went to make the call, and I smacked Leo on the shoulder.


    “It isn’t funny!”


    “Au contraire, this is not just funny, it’s hilarious!” Leo actually giggle-snorted, which got Marty going, and my indignation dissolved into genuine amusement. It was comical, even more so since I was the only one who knew I’d maneuvered the stinking thing to the grocery store where it was pilfered. I guess the next time the car broke down and I decided to push a wheelbarrow to the supermarket, I should bring a bicycle chain and padlock.


    I regained a bit of composure, and since my eyes were full of tears anyhow, I began slicing onions.


    My sleepy young-uns emerged and gave the cackling adults disgusted looks. “What’s so funny?” Josh said, hands on hips. He looked so serious, and the combination of the morning cowlick and the reproving tone started us off again.


    Kenny shrugged and went for the cereal. “Adults are so weird.”


    “Hey, boys, eat up and then get dressed. I need your help in the backyard.” Neil smirked in my general direction, shook his head, and made his way out of the house.


    Josh and Kenny groaned in unison, but did as their father bade.


    “Marty, why don’t you give Neil a hand?” I asked.


    He shrugged and followed after Neil.


    “Way to crack the whip, Laundry Hag.” Leo wiped down the counter and basted my bird. “Wait a minute, if you’re the Laundry Hag….”


    “Don’t go there.” I bit off each word, but knew what was coming.


    “Does that mean I’m your Fag? Isn’t the Fag supposed to have the Hag, not the other way around?”


    I rolled my eyes until I could almost see my brain. “No, you’re Laura’s Fag; you’re just on loaner to the Hag for the duration. God, I really hate stereotypes.”


    “You do?” Leo asked with a raised eyebrow.


    “Point taken. Now, this Hag has to make herself presentable. Can you take it from here?”


    “I’ll do my best.”


    With Leo working his magic and the boys all outside, I trundled down the hall. I did my makeup a touch on the conservative side and methodically checked for grays before twisting my hair into an untidy bun and donning my chosen outfit. The black pants were a bit loose, thank heavens, and the shirt was a billowy cut and fell nicely, revealing a tasteful amount of cleavage.


    I believe in playing up my assets.


    I clipped my diamond solitaire around my throat. And noticed the spot. A dime-sized white spot on my shirt directly over my left nipple, which made a noticeable break in both the cobalt and navy horizontal stripes.


    Son of a motherless goat!


    I immediately knew what had happened. There must have been a trace amount of bleach on my hands when I took the top out of the washer to line dry. Damn my anal retentive need to wash before wear!


    Don’t panic, maybe it isn’t so bad.


    I trotted down the hall and presented myself to Leopold.


    “What did you do to your shirt?”


    “Is it that bad?” I chewed on my lower lip.


    “On the grand scheme of things, no, but it does draw attention. Maybe you should wear something else.”


    “I don’t have anything else! My one nice dress is at the dry cleaners, and I can’t show up to Thanksgiving dinner in a T-shirt!”


    “Then we’ll have to work with what we’ve got.” He grabbed my hand and led me into the den. “Where are your permanent markers?”


    “At the store, waiting to be purchased.”


    “You really are a drama queen, you know that.” He sighed and pulled me to the boys’ room. Stepping gracefully over Kenny’s sleeping bag, Leo extracted some Crayola markers from the desk.


    “We have black and a medium blue. That will have to suffice. Now this is washable, so it’s only a quick fix.” He knelt on the floor in front of me and uncapped the black marker.


    I shifted my weight. “Um, maybe I should take the shirt off first.”


    He shook his head. “This material has some spandex in it and it needs to be stretched the way it’s going to be worn or it won’t look right. Now hold still.”


    I held my breath while Leo carefully colored my boob.


    “Hey, Maggie, do you know the timer is….” Neil came to a full stop in the hallway, both in movement and in speech.


    I could easily envision the picture he was beholding.


    “I’m not even going to ask.”


    


    * * * *


    “Hello, sweetheart.” My father-in-law leaned down to give me a subdued kiss on the cheek. To my knowledge, Ralph called every woman he met sweetheart, from family members to the female wait staff at his club. I gathered it was easier than matching names to cup-size. The sixty-two-year-old lawyer was the quintessential silver fox, oozing charm from every pore, and his casual manner allowed him such liberties. After five minutes with Ralph Phillips, I want to drop to my knees and thank God my husband missed out on the domineering pig gene.


    As usual, Laura sent him a perturbed glance, and I was only a little surprised when the women’s lib speech didn’t ensue. My mother-in-law had bigger fish to fry today.


    “Maggie, what is this I hear about you being arrested? What on Earth happened?”


    “It was a simple misunderstanding, Laura.” She had never offered to let me call her Mom, and I was very glad for it. “We’ve got it all taken care of, and it will never happen again.”


    My reassurance fell on deaf ears. “We don’t have time to discuss this now, but I had to do some fast talking to keep Mr. Henderson from backing out of today. He heard about your escapade and was ready to blow off the whole deal! Now, he’ll be here in half an hour with his teenage daughter, and so will Mr. Stevenson and Dr. Fredrick and their wives. Please, don’t embarrass me.”


    “I’ll do my best,” came out through tight lips.


    Neil and Marty appeared, both finely dressed in my husband’s button up shirts and slacks, although Neil made a subtle face at me as he reached for Ralph’s hand.


    “Good to see you, Dad.”


    “Laura, Ralph, you remember my brother, Marty.”


    The introductions over, I ushered my in-laws into the living room.


    “Oh, Maggie, the furniture looks wonderful! You see what a little style can do for a room.”


    I was glad I had banned my family from the furniture for the duration. Come the morrow, the stains would run rampant, and I wouldn’t care.


    “Where are the boys?” Laura queried in a distracted tone.


    “I’ll go check on them,” I said, glad for the reprieve.


    Josh emerged from the bathroom, dressed in the outfit I’d laid out for him. In the green button-up shirt and black slacks, he looked like a miniature version of his father.


    I gave him a kiss on the head. “You look handsome. Your grandparents are here. Where’s your brother?”


    “He says he won’t come out.” Josh pointed to the closed bedroom door.


    “Go on out, sweets, I’ll talk to him.”


    Kenny lay on his bed in his undershirt, face buried in a pillow.


    I crossed the room and rested a hand on his shoulder. “What is it, Kenny?”


    A sniffle was my only answer.


    “You know Grandma and Grandpa are here. Let me help you get dressed.”


    A violent head shake, and he clung tighter to the pillow.


    I rubbed his back. “Talk to me, Sport.”


    “I don’t like this. We never used to have to get all dressed up, except when we went to church. Thanksgiving was fun in Virginia. All of Dad’s friends and their kids, not a bunch of stuffy old people.”


    My heart ached in my chest. “Kenny, I know you miss the way everything was, but sometimes things have to change.”


    “I know.”


    “It’s only a meal, sweetheart. We’ll eat, and then when everybody leaves we can go play some football in the backyard. And think of all the awesome leftovers! You know what a great cook Leo is. We’ll have good food, and when we’re done we’ll send all the old farts packing.”


    That elicited a watery laugh. “I’m gonna tell Grandma you called her an old fart.”


    “No need,” Laura said from the doorway.


    Aw crap.


    “Kenny, please finish getting ready.” I stood and marched staunchly ahead to face my doom.


    With her features frozen, Laura looked like the evil queen from The Chronicles of Narnia. “Margaret, I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t malign us to our grandsons.”


    “Laura, I was only trying to cheer him up. He’s having a little trouble adjusting to all the changes, and I meant no harm by it.”


    Laura narrowed her green eyes and looked at me as if I had sprouted horns. “Children need to be taught to respect their elders, not to mock them. It’s outrageous enough that you don’t work for a living, setting an outdated and passé example for the boys, but do you really need to compound that embarrassment by belittling those more progressive than yourself? You may not have been taught proper respect, however—”


    “Now wait a darn minute, lady. My sister has nothing but respect for her elders and she was taught by the best. But respect is earned, and I think you should show Maggie a little consideration in her own house because she has sure earned some.” Of all the unlikely heroes, Marty decided to stand up for me.


    I was floored.


    Laura glared at Marty and turned on her heel, leaving a cloud of expensive perfume and simmering rage in her wake.


    “Marty, I….”


    “Save it, Laundry Hag. No one should talk to you like that, no matter what a screw up you can be.”


    “Right back at ya, Sprout.”


    Marty shifted his weight. “Anyway, I came to tell you that your guests are arriving.”


    We made our way back to the gathering where I greeted the stuffy new additions. Leo served appetizers and champagne with impressive efficiency, and no one seemed to notice that Laura ignored both of the Sampson siblings.


    Josh, who was totally enamored by Olivia Henderson, offered to show her his computer set up, and Kenny followed them into the other room. I ducked into the kitchen to check on Leopold and the bird.


    “How goes it?” Leo placed the turnip in the microwave.


    “The spot on my boob was the best part.” I hiccupped.


    He eyed me closely. “How much have you had to drink?”


    “I’m still conscious, so not enough.” I went to refill my glass. “That’s funny, the bottle is empty.”


    “Maggie, my love, you’re shit-faced.”


    I held my thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. “Mildly inebriated.” Another hiccup. “Nicely toasted.”


    Leo pushed me onto a stool. “You’re drunk as a skunk and you’re not to move from that spot until otherwise directed.”


    He sighed and went about his work. I watched him for a minute in silence, but that was all I was capable of.


    “I’m a bad mother.”


    “I know better than to argue with a nicely toasted person. Turkey will be going on the table in five. Do you think you can relay the news without injuring yourself?”


    I gave him my best droll look and lurched off the stool.


    “Steady there, Tiger. We don’t want you doing a face plant; it’d ruin the festive mood.”


    I snorted and focused all my energy in putting one foot in front of the other.


    “Dinner is about to be served, so what would everyone like to drink?” I announced in my perfect hostess voice.


    Neil cocked his head at me as he rose. “Why don’t you let me get the drinks, babe. You should sit. You’ve been working so hard today.”


    I made an ungracious sound and was about to sit when the doorbell rang.


    “Are we expecting anyone else?” I asked Laura with an arched brow.


    She shook her head mutely, and I focused on walking to the door. I never noticed before how hard walking could be.


    I pasted my most welcoming smile on my face and breathed in the fresh November air as I took in the two uniformed officers at the back door.


    “Now, gentlemen, this is getting to be old hat,” I informed them.


    “Um, are you Mrs. Phillips?” the impossibly blond young man asked.


    I touched a hand to my chest. “That I am.”


    “Your husband reported a missing wheelbarrow this morning, is that right?”


    Neil appeared behind me. “Yes, yes I did. Have you found it?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Oh good. Where was it?” I asked on a giggle.


    “I know it’s the holiday and everything, but do you think the two of you could come down to the station?”


    “What’s the meaning of this?” Ralph blustered. “Neil, who are these people?”


    “Pay attention, Ralph, look at the uniforms.” Laura was by his side. The doorway felt very crowded, so I took a step outside.


    “Sir, we have some questions to ask, and we think it would be better down at the station.”


    “What kind of questions?” Neil looked as baffled as I felt.


    “Do you need us to ID the wheelbarrow or something? Has more than one rusty old wheelbarrow gone missing?” Champagne plus my mother-in-law equaled a belligerent Laundry Hag.


    “No, ma’am.” The chubby red-haired officer cleared his throat.


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    The blond one looked at Big Red and back to me. “There’s a body in it.”

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    “Do you derive some sort of amusement from asking the same questions in forty different ways? I’ve been here for three hours, while my house is full of holiday guests. I told you, I didn’t know Greg the Gym Rat all that well and I’m very sorry that he’s dead, but that’s no excuse to keep me locked up here for the rest of my life!”


    The champagne had worn off a while before, and I was working on belligerent all on my own. It wasn’t hard. Neil and I had been separated as soon as we reached the police station; presumably so they could cross compare our ‘stories’. In all honesty, I can’t say I blamed them; it was a pretty weird tale.


    “Humor me, Mrs. Phillips. You took the wheelbarrow to the supermarket and then…?” the butch female detective asked me.


    I sighed and took a sip from the axle grease coffee they’d given me, which had turned cold twenty questions ago.


    “I took the wheelbarrow so I could do my Thanksgiving shopping. I was running late, it was an impulse. I left it around the back of the building and went inside.”

    I paused to take breath, and Butch interjected, as she had done every time I reached this point in the tale.


    “Approximately how long were you in the store?”


    “Somewhere between half an hour and forty-five minutes. It would have been less, but I picked the wrong line, and checkout took a while.”


    “When did you discover someone had taken the wheelbarrow?”


    “After I checked out.” I fought a losing battle with my temper, and the pointless string of redundant questions only fueled the fire. “If you’re Hudson’s finest, I’d say we’re all up shit creek.”


    Butch ignored my insult. “What did you do when you discovered the wheelbarrow had been taken?”


    “I called my house, and my brother came to pick me up.”


    “So why didn’t you have him give you a ride in the first place?”


    I really didn’t like the smug look on her face.


    “Because he wasn’t home when I needed to go!” The stress of the past few weeks was wearing me down and having Butch imply that I was either shady or stupid annoyed the crap out of me, so I stood up. “In case you’ve missed it, Detective, I’m trying to help you out here. I can leave anytime I want, but I feel it’s my job as a good citizen to do what I can, so either ask me something new or get out of my way.”


    “You were the ghost writer on that book, How to Win Friends and Influence People, weren’t you?”


    I guess I had to hand in my title of Master of Observation, since I’d missed the hulking presence of Detective Bradley Patterson in the doorway. That Detective Butch was just as startled was only slightly mollifying.


    “Detective Capri, can I speak with you for a moment? We’ll be right back, Mrs. Phillips.” Patterson was dressed casually in a knitted sweater that should have looked ridiculous on his bulky frame but was strangely fitting. He had this, so what if it’s ugly, my mother made it, air about him. Butch sent me a withering glance and departed behind Patterson.


    I sat back down and laid my head on my folded arms. Anger had kept me conscious to this point, but I was so tired my ears rang. I wanted to find Neil and go home; anything else was too much effort.


    The door squeaked, and I looked up. Bradley Patterson had returned with a fresh cup of coffee.


    “The way I see it, you have a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Did you know him well?”


    I shook my head before holding the Styrofoam cup to my lips. Greg the Gym Rat was dead, shot once execution style in the forehead and tossed into my wheelbarrow five miles from the supermarket where I’d last seen it. “I barely knew him at all. I’d only seen him in person three times. He wasn’t up for any humanitarian awards, but he was all right.”


    “Maggie, we’ve found Mr. Kline.”


    I gripped the coffee cup in both hands to keep them from shaking. “And…?”


    “He was pulled over for speeding along I84, heading southwest into Connecticut. He claimed to be at a campground for the last three days, but there was no one to provide an alibi for him.”


    I locked stares with the detective, and the unspoken words hovered between us. This time.


    “He had motive and opportunity, so he’s being held without bail, charged with murder in the first degree.”


    I nodded glumly. “What about me. Am I being charged with something?”


    Patterson studied my face for a minute before answering. “No. Detective Capri was reluctant to let you leave, and I have no authority here. Hudson is her jurisdiction, but I convinced her that our murder cases are linked. Unfortunately, you’re also connected, so before I let you leave, is there anything you want to tell me?”


    “Mr. Kline’s lawyer called me last night and asked if I could go check on him since he wasn’t answering his phone.”


    Patterson swore, and I flinched. “Did you?”


    I shook my head. “Neil went. He said the place was all shut up and dark.”


    “What time was this?”


    “A little after ten.”


    Patterson stood up, so I followed suit. “I don’t know why you’re connected to all this, Mrs. Phillips. On the surface, it seems like coincidence, but my gut is telling me there’s something else at work here. Do you know of anyone who holds a grudge against you or your family?”


    “Well, the woman at the end of the cul-de-sac was less than thrilled when I talked her down to twenty-two cents per paperback at her yard sale a few months back.” I’d been aiming for levity, but the words fell flat.


    He offered me a weak smile anyway. “Please be careful out there, Maggie. I’ll check in on you later.”


    I nodded and exited through the door he held for me. Neil sat in a chair with fingers steepled across the busy room. Anyone who didn’t know him would think he was utterly serene, but I made out the tense lines around his mouth. He rose in one fluid movement, his gaze trained on me. I scurried to his side, and he grasped my trembling hand in his steady one.


    “All set?”


    I nodded again, thinking that since the cleaning gig wasn’t working, I could sell myself as a life-sized bobble-head doll.


    The march to the car was quiet, and I settled myself in the passenger’s seat without comment. Neil shut the door behind me and made his way to the driver’s door. He sat and shoved the keys in the ignition but made no move to start the car. Instead, he leaned against the seat and closed his eyes. I looked at his beaten-down expression, one that I knew so well. Neil had the ultimate poker face. According to the SEALs who’d served with him, he was adept at showing no weakness in the hot zone, exuding confidence to encourage his team and strike fear into the enemy. When he came home from a strenuous mission, however, he’d let all of the tension out. I suppose it was like a pressure cooker—you had to vent the steam at some point or risk an explosion.


    I watched him for a moment, since it was easier than giving in to my own misery. I didn’t want to think about the deaths or the connection I had to these people. Neil took some even breaths, and I studied his handsome profile with the same awe I’d felt for close to a decade whenever I looked at him. He hadn’t aged visibly, and if anything, his confidence and determination were stronger than ever.


    “You’re sexy,” I told him.


    That got one eye open. “Don’t try to butter me up. I’m so mad and I’m doing my best not to yell at you, but I need a minute here.”


    “Why are you mad at me?” I loaded my tone with extra naïveté.


    “Maybe because you lied to me about the wheelbarrow? What the hell were you thinking?”


    “I told you, the van wouldn’t start, and I had to get to the store!” I knew I had no right to be outraged in the face of his wrath, he was absolutely right to be upset, but I’d learned long ago not to give any ground when going up against a difficult man.


    “Maggie, don’t even try to justify your actions. You were thoughtless, and you hid things from me. In my book that means you’re the one in the wrong.”


    “Oh, get off your high horse Mr. Perfect; you don’t have a clue what I went through trying to put on a dinner for your parents and their guests! Everything I do is to help protect and support our family, so don’t sit there being all uber sexy and thinking you are in the know about everything! I didn’t hide anything from you, but things started happening so fast, and your parents were coming, and you were at work, so I did what I had to, Neil! It’s what being a SEAL’s wife taught me, that when I’m home, I can’t sit around and worry about what might happen, I have to do whatever I can.


    “You don’t know; you don’t understand what I had to go through, worrying about whether you were safe, not knowing when you’d be back and looking to the right and the left and not seeing any relief! Being married to you and your military career made me this way, so you have no frigging right to complain now!”


    Tears tracked down my face, and Neil stared at me like I’d grown a third eye, but I was beyond caring. It was my turn to take some deep, even breaths before I got out of the car. I couldn’t be in a confined space with him right now, not because I was angry, but because he was right and I had sucker punched him with a backlog of issues deeper than the Atlantic.


    I stepped over the curb, glad I’d put boots on before going to the police station, and headed for home. The trek would have been excruciating in heels. I knew Neil wouldn’t come after me, not right away. There are certain things married couples may never say to one another, but are understood and accepted. I’d trod on sacred ground with my complaints about being a SEAL’s wife, and Neil needed some time to accept that history was not repeating itself.


    I fumed for three blocks and was just starting to cool off when my cell phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but answered anyway.


    “Mrs. Phillips? This is Janice Montgomery.”


    Against my better judgment, I had asked Janice to accompany me on the three cleaning jobs I’d scheduled for the weekend. With the holiday season gearing up, the elite of Hudson and the surrounding communities were busier than usual, entertaining and throwing lavish parties, and my reputation as a cleaning service was not only notorious, but reliable too. There was a great deal of background noise from Janice’s end of the line, and I thought I heard a crash.


    “Hey, Janice, how’re you doing?”


    “Super, Mrs. Phillips, but I wanted to call and let you know that I’m going to be moving.”


    “Oh? You’re getting your own place, huh? Smart idea.” I toed a dislodged chunk of concrete and kicked it into the street. There was definitely a crash, followed by some volatile yelling. “Where are you, a construction site?”


    A pause ensued, and I picked up on some more foul language.


    “Um, no. I’m on my way to North Dakota.”


    I stopped torturing the sidewalk. “I’m sorry; you’ll have to repeat that, I thought you said you were going to North Dakota.”


    Another crash and what sounded like an animal yelping in pain.


    “No, I am going to North Dakota as soon as Daddy lets Jeremy off the hood of the car. We’re getting married, isn’t that cool!”


    I heard the words worthless no good son of a whore, followed by another crash.


    “Uh oh, looks like we won’t be leaving until tomorrow. See, Daddy is payin’ Jeremy back for abandoning me in the first place and once he’s done were gonna go to North Dakota, only I don’t think we’re gonna be able to drive his car with the hood dented in like that. I guess we should get it looked at first.”


    “Sounds like a plan.” My voice was faint, and I sat down on the curb. “I guess this means you’re not going to clean with me tomorrow afternoon?”


    “No, cleaning is way too hard, and don’t take this the wrong way, Mrs. Phillips, but you’re kind of demanding to work for.”


    This kid didn’t have a clue.


    “Well, good luck to you, Janice. And congratulations on the wedding.”


    “I don’t think we’ll get married until after the baby is born. I wanna get my figure back, ya know?”


    Not to mention her fiancée was probably going to need reconstructive surgery by the time Jack Hammer finished pounding the stupidity out of him.


    “Take care, Janice, and I’ll mail your check to your dad.”


    I hung up before the girl could say anything else. This was freaking perfect. I had no assistant, three cleaning jobs, and a murderer to catch. Not to mention facing up to the wrath of Laura Phillips. Rock bottom was a skyscraper’s height above me.


    


    * * * *


    I was on my fourth loop around the block directly behind my house when my mother-in-law’s car finally left my driveway. Call me craven, but a girl can only handle so much in one day, and holidays were for resting, right?


    The sun had turned the western horizon a brilliant shade of purple by the time I let myself into the house. Neil lay sprawled on the floor, legs crossed at the ankle, and head pillowed on his forearms. The football game was on, but his eyes were closed.

    “Did I miss everybody?” I asked.


    “Mom saw you skulking in the Wilson’s gardenia bush, and I told her she should go before you tallied up another stalking charge. Everyone else was gone by the time I got home.”


    “Neil about before—”


    “Let’s stick a pin in that bug until later. I may have left you to walk home, but at least I waited to eat with you.”


    “You didn’t really leave me, I saw you driving on the thru streets. One of the parade floats started cursing at you to get out of the way. I thought we were going to see a reenactment of the final scene in Animal House there.”


    “Yeah well…I was worried about you. No matter how aggravated I am, I don’t want to find your body in the wheelbarrow.”


    “Ah, Mademoiselle Jailbird has returned to the nest.” Leo sashayed out of the kitchen wiping his hands on a dishtowel and struck a pose that Madonna would have envied. “You missed my finest work yet.”


    I was too wrung out to banter. “Feed me.”


    Leo tsk-ed in my general direction. “Manners, darling.”


    “Feed me. Now.”


    “That’s better.”


    Leo set out plates at the island. I saw the beautiful array of fats and carbs which would soon be sticking to my thighs and kissed his clean-shaven cheek.


    I loaded my plate with wild abandon, drumstick, mashed potatoes, stuffing, cornbread, cranberry, and an entire pumpkin pie on the side. Neil was busy scavenging what I had bypassed and while I had no plate showing, he beat me in stacking fortitude and claimed the apple pie.


    Leo shook his head in disgust. “Some people have no couth.”


    “The couth has left the building,” Neil told him around a mouth full of turkey.


    “What about your diet? You’ll never get published if you can’t stick to your own diet.”


    “My diet has gone the way of the couth.” In perfect form, cranberry sauce dripped on the opposite boob as the bleach stain, which had over-powered the Crayola marker.


    “Hey, Neil, look, light meat and dark meat.”


    His laugh was accompanied by beer out the nose. “Oh, dear sweet Jesus, that stings like a bitch!”


    Leo gave up trying to civilize our eating and joined the fun.


    “Mom!” Kenny ran in from the backyard where he’d been playing football.


    I ceased my marathon mastication long enough to slide off the stool and give him a long hug. “Hey, Kenny, where’s your brother?”


    “Trying to get Uncle Marty to come inside. He’s been talking to Mrs. Davidson for over an hour.”


    “It wasn’t that long, kiddo,” Marty objected from the back door. Josh skirted around him and kicked his shoes off, but my brother tracked leaves over the kitchen floor. “She was only being neighborly.”


    “Yeah, until Mr. Davidson came out and started shooting you dirty looks,” Josh reprimanded his uncle.


    I gave my oldest son an equally fierce hug. “I’m so sorry, guys. Was dinner awful?”


    “Nah, it was great! Especially when Grandpa called Grandma an overbearing harpy. Then she got all red and dumped cranberry sauce in his lap.”


    I looked to Leo for verification and got a short nod in response. What a day.


    “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I tell you what, let’s move the food into the dining room, and we can have our real Thanksgiving right now.”


    “I’d love to stay, sweets, but I promised the Dragon Lady I’d be back by seven.” Leo kissed the top of my head, shook Neil’s hand, and gave the boys a salute. He turned to Marty and offered him a wink. “See ya around, sweet-cheeks.”


    Marty blanched, and Kenny hollered with laughter. “Dad, you just shot beer out your nose and into the apple pie!”


    


    * * * *


    Feeling very fat and very happy, I collapsed onto the living room floor with my boys, and we all stared at the white couch. Marty, Neil, and I each had a beer, and the boys sipped sodas directly from the can.


    “It really is white, isn’t it?” Marty sounded baffled.


    I turned my head and looked at him. “You’re just picking up on this?”


    “No, I noticed it before, but from down here it looks like a great big snow drift.”


    “Nobody had better try to write his name in this snow drift,” Neil warned.


    “You know what, guys? I don’t care.” I sat up, knocked back my beer, strode to the puffy white couch, and flopped on it. There was a moment of silence, and I looked at three adorable awe-struck faces.


    “Mom, you didn’t!” Josh was the spitting image of his father, mouth agog, eyes the size of dinner plates.


    “What about Grandma?” Kenny asked me.


    I could tell by his hesitant tone he was waiting for me to turn into a pillar of salt.


    “What Grandma doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” I said. Neil shook his head slightly, and I realized I wasn’t setting the best example for adolescent boys. Or Marty. “Leo promised he would have a friend of his make up some slipcovers ASAP, so we probably won’t see the actual couch for a while. Life is short, guys, take advantage of it.”


    I removed one of the puffy cloud-like pillows and flung it at my brother. It hit right on his beer bottle, and he went down sputtering. Kenny and Josh jumped on him and pinned him down, and I went after my second target. Neil laughed at the fray, so I whacked him on the sly. Hey, when you’re going up against a guy with BUD/s training, you either fight dirty or you lose.


    My victory didn’t last long. Neil tickled me relentlessly, with the boys pinning me down.


    “I’m just a poor, helpless female!” I gasped in my breathiest Southern accent. “You big rough tough men are ganging up on little ol’ me.”


    “You bet your sweet derrière, Miz Scarlet.” Neil may have been a native of Massachusetts, but his fake Southern accent was more credible than my real one. “You’re no helpless female, that’s for damn sure.”


    A small smile curved up at the corners of my mouth. In that moment, as I looked into my Neil's eyes and heard the laughter of our boys, I could almost forget the worries that had consumed me for the past few weeks and be thankful for my life. I may never become a career woman, but I never really wanted that anyway.


    I’m alive, and my family is healthy and happy. Who could want more?


    “Earth to Maggie!” Marty snapped me out of my reverie and handed me the phone.


    “Who is it?” I mouthed at him.


    “Some guy, I dunno.”


    I rolled my eyes at my brother’s helpfulness and held the receiver to my ear. “Hello?”


    “Maggie, this is Detective Patterson. I want you to do something for me.”


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “I don’t like it,” Neil said. “I don’t understand why Patterson wants you to visit that psychotic bastard.”


    I didn’t stop to correct the notion that Patterson was behind this visit to the penitentiary outside of Worcester. That scheme was all me, but Patterson was taking the fall because I’d announced my intent to go visit Mr. Kline right after getting off the phone with him.


    “He might be able to point me in the right direction.” I slipped my sunglasses on. The pinks and oranges of Black Friday’s dawn gave way to hardcore sunlight.


    Neil had to be at work in an hour, and the return trip was about half that time, but he’d refused to let me come here alone. So instead of the marathon Christmas shopping I had planned for today, I was skulking to the county lock-up.


    “All Patterson really asked of me was to keep an eye out for gun collectors while I’m cleaning. I told you, we got to talking about Mr. Kline, and the idea came up that he might be more prone to open up to me than the cops.”


    “The guy has a lawyer to talk to. You’re no shrink,” Neil grumbled, like a big bear denied his winter nap. I couldn’t blame him. My own night was full of tossing and turning and a slew of dreams Freud would have a field day with. The news that Greg the Gym Rat had been shot by a marksman with a World War II rifle, the exact type I wasn’t told, had the police filtering down to suspects who had served or were avid collectors. I was under the impression that the gun was rare and perhaps the key to cracking the case. I was instructed to keep my eyes open for unusual firearms aficionados. That news didn’t disturb me nearly so much as it would have before I’d viewed Mr. Kline’s private collection.


    “What time did the leech say he was going to be here?” Neil looked at his watch as we stood outside the front entrance to the formidable building. After making the decision, I had called Jason Macgregor, who’d been willing to get up and come to the prison first thing, which would get us around both visiting hours and sitting in the common area.


    “Really, Neil, just because your parents are lawyers, doesn’t mean the rest of them are all bad.”


    Neil gave me a lopsided grin. “What do you call a thousand dead lawyers?”


    “Not again.”


    “A good start. What's the difference between a lawyer and a boxing referee?”


    “Neil, I’ve heard all these.”


    “A boxing referee doesn’t get paid more for a longer fight. Why is money green?”

    Neil didn’t need me to answer; he could go on all day. I looked at my watch and estimated it was about a minute and a half before the dirty lawyer jokes started.

    “Because lawyers pick it before it’s ripe. How can you tell if a lawyer is well hung?”


    “You can’t get a finger between the rope and his neck.” My blatant eye roll was accompanied by the revving of a large and costly engine. A Lamborghini shot into the parking lot and stopped on a dime about ten feet from our Escort. Jason Macgregor looked almost comical behind the wheel of such a flashy car. He was unremarkable in every way, from the top of his medium brown head all the way down his gangly frame. If he had a bigger nose, he’d have been a dead ringer for the cartoon version of Ichabod Crane.


    Neil winced as Macgregor first caught the lower half of his Gucci trench coat in the car door, then dropped his briefcase, which opened and scattered several documents to the wind. I felt an odd tugging on my heartstrings and bent to scoop up some of the papers. Neil was the beautiful sports car, and I was the bumbling fool.


    Well, at least we’re entertaining. I watched Jason take a flying leap at a yellow paper, hug it into his body like a football, and crash into a nearby Chevy. The sound of a car alarm pierced the stillness of the morning, and Macgregor stowed his papers, brushed himself off, and headed our way.


    “Sorry about that. I’ve been a little distracted lately.” He extended his hand towards Neil.


    A burly man emerged from the building and aimed a keyless entry remote at the shrieking car.


    “Let’s head inside. Mrs. Phillips, you may want to leave your purse in the car.”


    I nodded in understanding. No need to have some random security guard rifling through my wallet and coupon book for hidden weapons.


    The inside of the penitentiary seemed colder than the outside. Gunmetal gray paint covered cinderblock walls. The small lobby area boasted a set of metal detectors blocking the guard station. Several heavy-duty doors closed the room off from the rest of the building. Other than the security guard next to the metal detectors and a husky woman behind the desk, the room was empty.


    “Good morning!” Macgregor issued a warm greeting to the man by the metal detectors and handed over his briefcase. The man nodded to him, and Macgregor stepped through the uprights. The guard nodded to Neil and used a wand over Jason’s briefcase before he flipped the lid up and scanned its contents. Neil went through next without a hitch, and the guard waved me through. I, of course, made it beep.


    “Please remove all jewelry and walk back through.” The guard with the thick Brooklyn accent extended a small plastic bin. I struggled to take my wedding ring off, but I doubted that was what made the thing beep, since Neil wore his. I had no other jewelry, and my watch was a ten dollar K-Mart timepiece, but I took it off too.


    Beep Beep Beep. The metal detector shrilled again as I crossed its threshold. Guard No Neck beckoned me to come forward and he wanded me. “Are you wearing an under-wire bra by any chance?”


    My bra size measures at 40 C, so I always wear an under-wire bra. “Yes.”


    “You’ll need to take it off.”


    I stared at him for a moment, trying to decide if he was serious. When his taciturn expression didn’t change, I peeked around for a restroom. Naturally, it was at the far end of the reception area, where only the under-wireless could venture.


    Heaving a big sigh, I reached under my shirt and unfastened the front clasp, then slid it down my arms and handed it to him.


    “Wow that was hot!” The owner of the Chevy had reappeared in time to witness the floor show.


    “Nice color too, I never see purple undearwears anymore,” Brooklyn said as he wanded my lingerie.


    I marched through the metal detectors, snatched my bra back, and shoved it in my pocket.


    I joined a smirking Neil and Macgregor at the guard station.


    “They’re getting him ready for visitors now, and when he’s brought to the room, someone will show us in,” Jason said.


    “You always add your own spice to life, don’t you, Uncle Scrooge?”


    Before I could retort, the door to our left opened and another security guard waved us in.


    The meeting room stood at the end of a long corridor. The guard peered through a small square window then gestured us inside. Lit by repugnant florescent track illumination, Mr. Kline’s face looked sallow, and he appeared much older than the last time I’d seen him. Deep purple bruises smudged like a child’s finger painting around his sad eyes. I stared at him for a moment while he shook hands with his attorney, thinking that two people had been murdered since I’d seen him last. Was his deterioration based on grief for the death of his wife and the stress of a murder charge, or something more?


    “Douglass, how are you holding up?” Jason Macgregor’s voice sounded phony in my ears, and I looked at him sharply. His expression of concern felt a little too practiced, and although I couldn’t put my finger on it, he was somehow different than the buffoon in the parking lot.


    What if that was an act too? Maybe this guy is a sociopath, sliding into a fresh role for each new audience.


    I glanced over to Neil to see if maybe he’d observed the difference too, but he seemed unmindful of anything odd. I chalked the thought up to too much pie for breakfast and my imagination running amok yet again.


    “Well, I can complain, Jason, but I won’t. I see you’ve brought me visitors.” Mr. Kline faced me, and I knew I’d been right to come. This man made my skin crawl, but for some reason, he talked to me.


    “Maggie, my dear. As always, a pleasure to see you, albeit I wish it was under different circumstances.”


    “Mr. Kline, I was very sorry to hear about your wife.”


    “It was…shocking. Alessandra had a larger-than-life manner about her, and I’m still coming to terms with her loss.” His gaze focused inwards, searching for some puzzle piece in the dark corners of his brain. I reached over to pat his hand, then thought better of the act, remembering the last time I’d attempted to comfort him.


    “Do you think I could speak with him in private for a moment?” I asked Jason. Neil stood up straighter and eyed me but I directed my gaze at the attorney.


    Jason studied my face for a long breath, nodded his head, and retrieved his briefcase. “We’ll be right outside the door. Doug, I’ll be back to you in a few.”


    Neil stared me down and he too he left the room without a word.


    “Mr. Kline—”


    “Doug, please. I hope we’re still friends, even after all of this.”


    I hesitated—unwilling to coldly inform him that we never were friends—before sidestepping the same way I do when Kenny and Josh ask me to take them to play laser tag every Saturday.


    “Doug, between you and me, I’m investigating for the police, hoping that my job as a cleaning lady will help them find out who is behind all this. Is there something that you know about your wife, like people who might’ve wished her harm, anything at all you could tell me? Did her habits change; were there new people in her life? Maybe there’s something, which at the time seemed unimportant, but you recalled later?” I was proud of my professional sounding delivery, honed by watching countless episodes of Law and Order.


    He sat in silence for a moment and then shook his head. “No one wished my wife ill, not even me when I found out about her affair. I loved her too much, and we had a good life together, even if our marriage bed was cold. It was my doing and I couldn’t fault her.”


    I almost asked about that one but stifled my curiosity, since that wouldn’t have anything to do with the case. “So she looked elsewhere for…um…comfort in that area?”


    Doug nodded. “I hated the thought of her with another man, but I knew she needed something I could no longer give her. So I hired a private investigator to follow her and find out who he was. Not that I would do anything to him, but I wanted to make sure the man was treating her properly.”


    I flinched at those words. It was probably the PI who had leaked the affair to the media in the first place. “Would you mind if I contact your investigator? If he followed your wife, he may have additional information about who she was meeting on a regular basis.”


    “His name is Len Greer, and his office is off of Main Street in Worcester. He’s in the Yellow Pages if you want to call him.”


    I had no intention of calling him, but I was going to see him and hopefully get a little more insight into the Kline’s marriage.


    “I have to go, Mr. Kline. Hopefully we’ll figure something out.”


    It may have been my imagination, but Doug Kline looked extremely skeptical as I turned and knocked on the door. I couldn’t blame him. If I had been in his shoes, I would have wanted a real champion, not the Laundry Hag, but I guess he had to take what he could get.


    


    * * * *


    Neil dropped me off at home on his way to work. Marty and the boys were still asleep, so I made another pot of coffee. While I waited for the coffee to perk, I thought about the inconsistencies I’d witnessed from Jason Macgregor. He’d seemed completely competent the first time I’d seen him and over the phone, but today he vacillated between a Jim Carey skit and almost soap opera type of intensity. Was he simply a wacky person, or was he actually performing some kind of role?


    I poured the fresh coffee and took a fortifying sip. The phone shrilled. The portable was nowhere to be found, so I made a mad dash for the wall unit.


    “Hello?”


    “Hello?” The querying voice of my early morning caller belonged to an elderly man. A confused elderly man from the sound of his bewilderment.


    “Hello?” I queried again.


    “Are you the lady who advertised for cleaning help wanted in today’s paper?”


    “Yes, I’m Maggie Phillips and I run a cleaning service called—”


    “What’s the pay like for this job?” The caller had changed from befuddled to belligerent. Maybe it wasn’t Jason Macgregor, maybe my perception was off.


    “Do you know someone who would be interested in the job?” I asked.


    “That depends on what the money’s like.”


    “Well it depends on the size of the house and the particular type of cleaning job,” I hedged, unsure of where this conversation was headed.


    “I won’t take less than $8.50 an hour, and that’s under the table, right?”


    “Um….”


    “Damn social security, sucking the lifeblood out of us working stiffs, you know what I mean?”


    Since I was certain the man I was speaking with was a recipient of social security, I decided to retrench. “Sir, I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”


    A wheezy chuckle ensued. “That’s ‘cause I didn’t give it to you yet, Missy.”


    “Actually, it’s Maggie.”


    “Sure as hell ain’t!” was the incensed reply. “I’m Cooper C. Milton Jr., but you can call me Coop.”


    The feisty old bugger had me tongue-tied. I looked at the wall clock with the mallards on the face. I had little less than eight hours until I needed to be at my next job and no partner in sight. Marty was taking the boys to the movies, Neil would be at work, and Sylvia was visiting Eric’s family in Concord for the holiday weekend.


    “Looks like it’ll be you and me, Coop. Can you start today?”


    Coop said that he would, and after I gave him directions to my house said goodbye.


    Well he can’t be worse than Janice.


    


    * * * *


    When Marty and the boys got up we decided to take Kenny and Josh to the park, which was deserted due to the almost freezing temperatures. One good thing about having my brother around is that my sports self-esteem increased by multiples of ten. Marty is just as spastic as I am, but it’s so much worse because he thinks he’s hot stuff.


    “Over here, Uncle Marty!” Kenny had managed to break away from his brother’s guard and positioned himself directly in front of the basketball hoop.


    I waved my arms like Chicken Little in front of my brother, who’d already bounced the ball off his foot twice. The score was twelve-ten in favor of me and Josh, and guess who’d scored all the points?


    “You’re going down, Laundry Hag.” What Marty lacked in skill he made up for in smack talk.


    I can’t pass straight, dribble without traveling, or shoot to save my bank account, but I guarded as if the world was coming to an end. Neil calls it my mother bear instinct, which I decided to take as flattery.


    Marty made a half-assed effort to dribble around me, and I shoulder-checked him for being a ball hog. “Pass it to Kenny,” I hissed under my breath. Kenny, who was responsible for all ten points on their side of the scoreboard, was still my baby, and I’d always feel a need to protect.


    My brother was sweating like he’d spent an hour in a sauna, and the look of concentration on his face would have been comical if I wasn’t worried I’d have to perform CPR at any moment. Neil and the boys were natural athletes, and they made sports look so effortless that I sometimes forgot how difficult it could be for the mortal man. Women are different—we’re born without the competitive sports gene, and while some choose to pursue them, it isn’t expected.


    “I’m open!” Kenny called out again, his voice tinged with frustration.


    Marty paused, and the ball struck his size ten clodhopper for the third time. It rolled towards the boys, who scrambled at it like a priceless treasure, but Josh’s longer gait got him there first. He scooped up the ball, pivoted on the spot, and shot straight for the hoop. His aim was perfect, and he caught the far rim before the ball swished through the net.


    Marty looked winded, and Kenny sullen, so I figured we’d had enough. “Good game,” I said to Marty and Kenny after completing a high five with Josh. I had to call about my van anyhow.


    “You did real good, Kenny,” Josh consoled his brother on the walk home. He put his arm around Kenny’s shoulder, but his brother shrugged him off.


    “What’s his deal?” Marty huffed alongside me.


    I was glad my breathing didn’t sound so labored.


    “You’re his hero and you let him down.” It was mostly true. While Josh and Kenny both adored their father, Kenny viewed his uncle through rose-colored lenses. It bothered me sometimes to see my little guy admire someone as aimless as my brother.


    “Hey, I never claimed to being courted by the NBA,” Marty said, his tone indignant.


    I pulled on his arm so the boys couldn’t overhear us. “You don’t have to be. What he needed was for his uncle to show him a little respect, to be a team player. You and I both know we suck, but it doesn’t have to matter. You respect the game and the talent, but most importantly you respect the players.”


    “Well shit, you should go give advice on Dr. Phil’s show.”


    “And you should go back to school, Sprout. You still have a great deal to learn.”


    Marty looked ready for a retort, but I stopped as we caught sight of the house. A giant Oldsmobile had docked in the driveway, parked at such an angle that it blocked all other parking spaces and the garage.


    “Mom, who’s that?” Josh had his father’s intuition, and so much strange stuff had been going on lately that any foreign car produced a heightened level of interest.


    I saw the tufts of gray hair caressing a liver-spotted bald patch and had a pretty good idea who had staked out my front door.


    “I think that’s my new cleaning partner.” My voice sounded faint, so I cleared my throat. “Maybe you guys should go in around back while I greet him.” I didn’t want to overwhelm the old guy and see him suffer a coronary on my front porch. “Mr. Coop?” I called out as sweetly as possible, at the same time raising my voice to be heard over the sound of his fists pounding the door.


    “Dag-nabbit, Missy, don’t you sneak up on me like that!” The man put a fist over his plaid-covered chest. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you it’s dangerous to scare the elderly? I could’ve keeled over right into your flower beds!”


    “I’m sorry that I startled you, sir—”


    “Now I won’t be having none of that sir stuff. Stick with plain old Coop, and we’ll get along right nice like.”


    I smiled and took his proffered hand. “Coop, then. I’m sorry, there must have been a miscommunication, because I won’t be ready to leave for a couple more hours.”


    And I was going to spend every minute of that time figuring how to ditch Coop. Cataracts clouded his eyes, which explained the parking job, and while he wasn’t frail, he definitely looked like he’d be hard pressed to lift a mop and bucket. I guessed his age to be somewhere between seventy-five and ninety.


    “I know I’m a might early, but my daughter is staying with me this weekend, and she’s driving me bananas! She’s a well-intentioned girl, but none too bright, and that sonuvabitch she’s married to annoys the hell outta me.”


    I could empathize with the annoying relatives so I asked him to come in. “Would you like something to eat, Coop? We were just about to sit down to lunch.”


    “What are you having?”


    “Turkey soup with wild rice.” I headed into the kitchen and lifted the lid off of the crock pot.


    Coop inspected the contents cagily. “You took all them bones out, right? Someone could choke to death on one of them poultry bones.”


    I nodded to keep from wincing at his horrific grammar. I have a few slips and habits of my own, but Coop was a true connoisseur of American English.


    “Well, all right. Would you mind if I used the john?”


    I pointed him to the bathroom and set about serving the soup along with a plate of cheese and crackers.


    Marty, Kenny, and Josh had changed and now sat at the table with raised eyebrows.


    “He’s my new cleaning assistant.” I put the soup down and made vague circles with my hands.


    “Huh.” Marty placed some cheese on a cracker and shoved the whole thing in his mouth.


    “Does Dad know about him?” Josh managed to stir his soup and enhance my guilt at the same time. I knew Neil wouldn’t be happy about me taking Coop to my cleaning jobs, but all I really needed was a second body. The term lookout applied very thinly to Coop and his cataracts.


    “No, I didn’t have the chance to tell him. Coop is a new addition.”


    “Looks like more of an antique to me.” My brother slurped his soup, and I shuddered.


    “Stop that; you have a few manners, use them. And Coop is a guest, so be polite.”


    Coop shuffled into the dining room and sat at the head of the table. I set his soup down and moved to get my own bowl. “Don’t you have any crackers?”


    I sat down “Here.” I offered him the plate of cheese and Ritz. He moved his face a few centimeters from the plate and sat up abruptly.


    “I need saltines; don’t ‘cha got any saltines?”


    I put the plate down and gave him a wan smile. “Let me check.” I dug through the pantry until I found a box of saltines and returned to the table. “Here you go, Coop.”


    He took the box from me and squinted at it. “Are these the unsalted kind?”


    I hesitated, unsure of what to say. My mother always told me to stick with the truth whenever possible. “They have salted tops.”


    “Well I can’t eat them; high blood pressure, you know. Maybe I could have a piece of bread and butter.” The words sounded more like an order than a question.


    As I fixed his bread and butter, he asked Kenny to pass the salt.


    


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    To my astonishment, Coop was an excellent cleaning partner, despite the fact that he couldn’t recognize anything five feet in front of his face. True, he couldn’t see well enough to dust or wash windows, but his methodical mopping put me to shame and he had a way of charming the clients.


    “Now I just can’t believe that a pretty little gal like you has five great-grandchildren!” It was Sunday night, and Coop flirted shamelessly with the widowed Mrs. Duncan, who was one of our less well-to-do clients. Mrs. Duncan was hard of hearing, and Coop made his pronouncement in something close to a bellow. I thought they made a cute couple, especially since between the two of them they had a handle on all five senses.


    “You are a rascal, Coop! How the girls must chase after you!” Mrs. Duncan hollered back.


    With a stick!


    I leaned over the plastic-sheathed sofa to dust the horizontal mini-blinds. Coop was growing on me kind of like a fungus, eating every meal he could at my table and sniping over the smallest of details. The White Cloud of Death was still in the auto body shop, not due back until the next morning. After some world-class haggling, Coop had agreed to let me drive his Olds to and from jobs, so long as I coughed up fifty-two cents a mile on top of his salary.


    Coop waggled his caterpillar-like eyebrows at Mrs. Duncan as he pushed a Swiffer across her kitchen linoleum. I assumed he was gearing up to ask her to a bingo game so I made myself scarce.


    I doubted Mrs. Duncan had anything to do with my murder investigation, but I was keeping my eyes open. The first two jobs had been for acquaintances of Francesca Carmichael and Alessandra Kline. The first woman had obviously gone to the same snooty finishing school as Mrs. Kline because she refused to address me and Coop directly. The maid, who’d acted as a translator, however, bubbled gossip like a freshly uncorked champagne bottle and filled me in on the upper-crust scuttlebutt.


    The affair between Alessandra Kline and Greg the Gym Rat was common knowledge, but no one was sure of exactly how much Douglass knew. Greg the Gym Rat had been living off of his well-to-do paramours for several years, using each neglected woman’s need for affection as a gateway to his own greedy ambition. Slug slime as far as I could figure, especially since he’d pinned his sights on me not even twelve hours after her death.


    The second cleaning job had been a privately owned banquet hall halfway between Boston and Hudson. The chairwoman for the Red Cross fund had worked on several projects with Alessandra, some even before the Kline’s had moved into my neighborhood.


    “Sandra was meticulous,” she’d told me. “She was more comfortable taking on a job for herself than delegating responsibility. I once appointed her as the leader for one of our donation drives; it was a disaster. She kept shoving people out of the way to take over their work because according to her, they were too slow or not doing something correctly.”


    “Wow,” I had said as I ironed table linens for the evening’s fund-raiser. “It sounds like Mrs. Kline didn’t get along with most people.”


    “Hardly any,” the chairwoman admitted. She arranged place cards on a sterling tray. “We all respected Sandra for her hard work and dedication to a greater good, and her family dates back to the Mayflower, but she wasn’t someone who you’d think to put at the top of your invitation list, if you know what I mean.”


    As I mused on all I had learned, two disturbing thoughts shook me. First, Mrs. Kline’s propensity to step on other people’s feet made for a much larger pool of suspects than I’d originally thought, despite Mr. Kline’s claims to the contrary. Then two, it was feasible that her death was the result of a mugging gone awry. While I was in cahoots with Bradley Patterson, I was only a source of information for the police, and as such, I wasn’t privy to forensic detail. But that still wouldn’t explain Greg’s death or why I kept being sucked into the thick of it all.


    “Earth to Missy.” A wrinkled hand waved in front of my face, and I shook my head as I focused on Coop.


    “I’m done in the kitchen and I need a break. I was going to take Darcy around the corner for a cup of joe.”


    “Sounds good. I need to dust the lighting fixtures and scrub the bathroom, so take your time.”


    Coop narrowed his gaze at me. “Everything better be here when we get back.”


    “I’m not a thief, Coop!”


    “All the same, I’d appreciate it if Darcy didn’t catch you at anything underhanded. Don’t want to cast any doubt on my affection for her.”


    “Do you want me to place my hands on the Bible or is Scout’s Honor good enough?”


    Coop grunted twice and departed. I waited for the front door to close and I started to search in earnest. I figured the more practice I had with sleuthing the better I’d be at it.


    I looked behind paintings, between mattresses and box springs, and inside shoe boxes stacked in the closets. Other than mothballs and a collection of ancient Playboys hidden in with the Christmas decorations, there was nothing squirreled away. Deciding to abandon the search for my real job, I headed out to the Olds to get my cleaning supplies.


    The door wouldn’t open.


    “Damn it!” I shouted and tried the other door. The car was as tight as a freaking drum. Cooper had made sure I couldn’t steal his car. As the idea gripped me, I shook my head violently. Good Lord above, I was starting to think like the old stinker!


    “Can I be of assistance?”


    I whirled around. A heavy set man with a noticeable bald patch considered me with a smirk. Though only a few inches taller than me, he had me by about forty pounds. A flannel shirt worn jacket style and a faded pair of Levis would have made him look like a mountain man, except dress shoes peeked out from his hems.


    My brain ticked off possible reasons for why I was shouting at a car but came up blank. I looked like a lunatic; there was no getting around that. “No, I, um, my partner locked up the car, and I need something out of the trunk.”


    His smirk transformed into a sneer. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

    “Uh….” It was like my mind was an Etch-A-Sketch someone had shaken until it cleared.


    He rolled his piggy black eyes at me, and I stepped back. No matter what I did, it was hard to forget there was a killer out there, orbiting my little reality. Mrs. Kline hadn’t seen him coming, maybe because the murder was unobtrusive and forgettable….


    That’s when it struck me. “I met you at the Kline’s soirée,” I declared in triumph.


    He didn’t appear mollified. “And at the Gould’s engagement party, and at Mrs. McFarlane’s garage sale, as well as Wal-Mart about half a dozen times. Do you even remember my name?”


    It was like someone had run an ice cube along my spine. No, I was terrible with names, but I didn’t want to let him know that. “I’m sorry; I’ve been stressed lately, what with my new job and my family….”


    “Not to mention a couple of homicides to investigate.”


    The ice cube became a frostbitten fist, clamping onto my back until it seized up. Piggy Eyes watched me closely as I did one of those animated slow motion swallows. How did he know that? Was this guy stalking me? Or was it worse than that?


    “Hey, Missy, you all set?” Coop shuffled across the street, and I put the car between myself and the man who had terrified me.


    “No, I need my cleaning supplies for the bathroom.” I directed the comment at Coop without taking my attention from Piggy Eyes.


    While Coop opened the trunk, Piggy Eyes gave an almost childlike giggle and went on his way.


    Coop handed me the carry-all with my bathroom supplies. “You okay, Missy? You’re awful white.”


    “I must be if you noticed.” I made the joke but the words fell flat. “Do me a favor, Coop, next time you decide to woo a client, do it after we finish the job.”


    “There’s no need to get huffy, Missy.”


    Piggy Eyes turned the corner, and I realized Coop was wrong. I had my pick of reasons to get huffy.


    


    * * * *


    Even after triple-checking all of the locks on the doors and windows, I still felt ill at ease. Marty, Neil, and the boys worked on some project in the garage, and they might as well have hung a No Girls Allowed sign. I wanted to stay up and talk to Neil, but the cleaning marathon had taken its toll, and I drifted off on the couch. I awoke to the sound of the birds’ pre-dawn symphony. Neil must have covered me when he came in because I was swaddled like a newborn under a blanket. I had so many things to do, but I couldn’t muster enough energy to get up.


    Fear. I’d felt a few tendrils of it before, but that man I met yesterday made me want to sink to the ground and curl into a fetal position. There was a big difference between knowing a killer was wandering the streets and actually bumping into one. Neil was right, no matter how brave I pretended to be, I was an amateur in a situation where a professional was needed.


    I huddled deeper in the blankets and listened to the birds twitter, figuring this wasn’t such a bad existence. The remote was an arm’s length away, and maybe I’d splurge and get a satellite dish. I could spend days watching the cooking channel, learning about the plethora of uses for parsley.


    “You awake, Uncle Scrooge?” Neil’s disembodied voice called into the room.


    I didn’t answer. I felt more than heard him enter the room, and I closed my eyes and focused on calming my ragged breaths. I was a coward, pure and simple.


    “Quit playing possum.”


    I opened my eyes. Neil sat only a few inches away.


    “How’d you know?


    “I’m a SEAL.”


    Sometimes I get really sick of that answer.


    “I’m gonna smell the freaking roses, okay?” I sat up so I gained the height advantage.


    “Okay, that sounds like a plan. Where are you going to find roses in November in Massachusetts?”


    “I haven’t gotten that far,” I admitted. Maybe there were some conservatories in Boston I could drive to. Thinking about it made me tired, and I fell back down onto my white cocoon.


    “Talk to me, Maggie.” Neil slid his leg beneath my head and stroked my hair.


    “Do you remember when we went to the Kline’s house? There was a man on the porch, about fifty, 5’6”, balding up top?”


    “Kevin Bartley.” Neil and his photographic memory to the rescue.


    “Do you know anything else about him?”


    “He lives off of High Street with his mother. He’s had a series of business failures, first as a half-owner of an online bookstore, then as a wedding photographer, a restaurant owner, and more recently, a dog groomer. He has big dreams but little knowledge, and right now he’s working at Wal-Mart. No romantic associations to speak of, at least not in the past five years. He got arrested a while back for assaulting the UPS woman, but no charges were brought up. He claimed the lady deliberately damaged his package.” He chuckled at the double entendre.


    I turned my head to look up at Neil. “How did you know all that?”


    Neil shrugged. “I’ve been researching all of the people we met at the party. I figured it was a place to start.”


    “Do you think Bartley could be the killer?”


    “No. He’s a bully, not a psychopath. From what I’ve found out, he’s an angry little man, disappointed with his lot in life, and he vents his spleen at those he views as more successful than himself.”


    “And you don’t think that anger might cause him to do something rash?”


    Neil shook his head again. “Why do you ask?”


    I told him about my encounter with Bartley and the fear I’d experienced.


    “Christ, I wish you’d told me about this yesterday. You need to speak up when you’re so upset.”


    “You were having a good time with the boys, and you all deserve that after the last few weeks.”


    “I still don’t want you to suffer in silence. You have to talk to me, Maggie.”


    “So do you still think Bartley is incapable of murder?”


    “Yes, but don’t let that stop you from mentioning his name to Patterson. He has resources I don’t, and if the guy scared you, he deserves someone else putting the fear of the Almighty in him too.” Neil sighed and stroked my hair again. “What’s on the agenda for the day?”


    “I have one more job this afternoon at the Morgan’s. And I want to implement my plan with the PI.” As always, being with Neil helped calm me and put everything in perspective.


    “I guess a trip to the gym is in order?”


    “You guessed right.”


    


    * * * *


    After we saw the boys onto the school bus, Neil and I left Marty sleeping at the house and drove to the garage to pick up my van. The repair costs equaled the amount I’d made with my cleaning income so far, and Neil groused that he hated to see me driving the death trap. I asked him to please rephrase that sentiment before pulling out of the parking lot.


    The gym parking lot was crowded since people worked overtime to remove pie and stuffing from their waistlines. Sylvia’s car sat at the back of the lot, and I parked next to it. Neil pulled in a few spaces down.


    Neil caught up with me and asked, “Do you know what her schedule is like for the day?”


    “No, but I don’t have to meet Coop until three, so we can work around it. You’re going to be nice to her, right?”


    “I’m always nice. And in case I haven’t mentioned it, I really hate this plan of yours.”


    “Only about fifty times on the ride back from the penitentiary.”


    “Thelma and Louise ride again.” Neil shook his head.


    “You know as well as I do that men respond better to beautiful women’s inquires. Sylvia is perfect for this. Besides, she may say no, and then we’ll have to go to plan B.”


    “That’s me and my intimidating brute force, right?”


    I nodded, and we entered the gym. Once again, my being vertically challenged was annoying, since I couldn’t spot anyone’s face through the crush of bodies at the Mecca of healthy living. “Do you see her anywhere?”


    “Yeah. She’s in with the receptionist. Let’s talk to her there.”


    As it turned out, Sylvia didn’t have a class until eleven and was more than willing to help.


    “I owe you, Maggie. I should never have left you that night.”


    I shot Neil a look before he could agree and compound her guilt. “I wanted you to go, Sylvia. And you did the right thing. Now, no more about that. Do you have a change of clothes? Something sexy maybe?”


    “You happen to be in luck. Eric and I have a cocktail party to attend tonight, and I brought my outfit with me.”


    Luck was all right, I thought, while Neil and I waited in the parking lot for Sylvia to change. I was definitely ready for some good luck to traipse across my path. Sylvia emerged from the side of the building in a black trench coat and headed towards our car. Her hair and makeup might be enough. We decided to travel together, even though Neil would stay in the car. At least I hoped he would. I really didn’t want to implement plan B.


    I coached Sylvia along the way and brought her up to date on as many necessary facts as I could remember.


    “My God! And I thought I had a rough week. Eric’s dad broke his hip the day before Thanksgiving, and we ended up having dinner at like 11:30 at night.”


    “We’re here, ladies.” Neil parked across the street from a run-down brick house. “I’m going to drop the two of you here. Maggie, keep your cell phone on. If I don’t hear from you in ten minutes, I’m coming in.”


    I gave him a quick kiss and followed Sylvia across the street.


    “Are you sure we’re at the right place?” she asked me out of the corner of her mouth.


    The building looked ready for a wrecking ball, with a crumbling brick façade and cracked windows. Graffiti decorated the steps and concrete foundation, a splash of life on a decaying backdrop. It seemed a bit lopsided, and I cocked my head like a dog as I took it in. I guess the PI business wasn’t exactly thriving. I knocked on the red front door that someone had made a half-assed attempt to repaint.


    “Positive,” I hissed back. “Douglass Kline gave me the address, and I double-checked it in the book.”


    Footsteps sounded, and I stepped back, falling into the role of Sylvia’s maid, like we’d rehearsed.


    “Yeah?” The door opened to reveal a bulgy-eyed man in a rumpled brown suit, the top of his head pink and shiny except for the frizzy black hair around his enormous ears. I had about two inches on him, which left him eye to chest level with Sylvia, a fact that he didn’t seem too upset about.


    “I’m looking for Len Greer,” Sylvia crooned as if oblivious to his ogling.


    “That’s me. What can I do for you, doll-face?”


    Oh no, he didn’t just call her that. Especially since he had yet to look at her face. The Frank Sinatra wannabe was descended from an entirely different rat pack.


    “I need your help,” Sylvia said, adding an extra breathy intonation to her voice.


    Greer finally tore his gaze from her breasts. “Why don’t you come on in, little lady?” He waddled in reverse, and Sylvia glided past him. I followed and ran smack into the door he’d shut in my face.


    “Oh, uh, sorry, I didn’t see you there.” His apology would have seemed sincere if he’d actually looked at me instead of Sylvia, who’d taken off her coat to reveal an extremely short black dress.


    I gave him a wan smile that hid my clenched teeth. He didn’t notice. My plan was working better than I’d dared to hope.


    Greer shuffled down the dreary hall and ushered us into an equally dismal office. The wood paneling looked ancient and actually pulled away from the wall to reveal the sheetrock beneath in some spots. The fireplace wasn’t lit, and the room was cold. Since I wasn’t the eye candy, I kept my jacket on and waited for Sylvia to lure him in even further.


    Sylvia took a seat across from Greer’s particle board desk. “Mr. Greer, I got your name from a mutual friend—”


    “Who?” Len demanded. Cagey little bugger, suspicious from the word go.


    Sylvia smiled a little vacantly. “Douglass Kline. You see, he was very happy with your work, and since I need extreme discretion….”


    As Sylvia rambled on about her fictitious cheating husband and the need for concrete proof in order to ensure a favorable divorce settlement, I watched the smarmy little troll. He alternated his attention between Sylvia’s face and her legs, which she crossed and uncrossed in a semaphore-like pattern.


    He hadn’t blinked when she’d mentioned Kline’s name, so it was possible he was unaware of Gym Rat’s demise. Either that or he didn’t care.


    “Doug was so grateful to you, for all that you found out for him. He told me all about it.” Sylvia quirked her lips enticingly, and Greer started to sweat.


    He cleared his throat and reached to loosen a nonexistent tie. “Well, the Kline case has brought me a great deal of publicity,” the little toad bragged.


    I knew my guess had been correct—he was the media leak.


    “Such a horrible tragedy. Other than that one indiscretion, the Kline’s had such a loving marriage,” said Sylvia.


    Greer snorted. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same people? Doug’s touched in the head, and Alessandra would screw any man with a pulse.”


    Sylvia’s hand fluttered to her mouth. “You don’t say!”


    He stood and retrieved a file from a metal cabinet. “Lookie here. This affair she had going on with that Miller guy, it was only two weeks old when Kline hired me. Before that, she’d been banging his friend Jason Macgregor.”


    It was a very good thing that Len Greer had forgotten about me because my mouth hit the floor. No. Fricking. Way.


    “Of course, I never told old Douggie about that. He’s delusional, you know. He thinks his wife was some sort of angel incarnate, instead of your typical rich bitch with an itch. By the time I was put on the case, Macgregor had moved onto greener pastures and is now happily shacked up with Francesca Carmichael.”


    And the hits just kept on coming.


    “Do you always backtrack your client’s affairs?” Sylvia asked.


    “Well, that was a special case because of the murder and all. I did an extensive background check on her, traced her indiscretions all the way back to her college days, when she’d been seriously involved with another Ivy League student. They were going to marry, but he was poor, and she passed the sucker over for Doug. Her sister picked up the slack then too.”


    Sylvia sat wide-eyed, and I knew her well enough to get that her shock wasn’t all an act. “Who do you think killed her?”


    “Well, don’t quote me on this, but my money’s on Francesca. I mean, a beautiful girl like that always picking up her sister’s leftovers? There’s definitely something strange there. Of course, Macgregor might be bitter too.”


    Sylvia managed to keep it together long enough to ask Len Greer about his rates and tell him she’d be in touch. We scurried like mice out to the waiting vehicle, and I yanked out my cell phone with barely a thought to the massive coverage charges I was going to have to pay this month.


    “Yes, Detective Patterson, please. This is Maggie Phillips. Let him know I found out a few things about the Kline case.”


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    Since I’d ferreted out a bit of useful information, I was on top of the world. I didn’t want to think that I’d so misjudged Francesca; she’d seemed like such a compassionate and genuinely likeable person, while her sister had suffered from an acute case of bipolar disorder. But it was always the unassuming and likeable people with skeletons in their closets. As Sylvia’s husband Eric said, “No one suspects the butterfly.”


    I had yet to hear back from Detective Patterson, although I’d left a detailed message on his cell phone. Detective Capri called, wanting to go over my statement. While telling her all that I knew for the umpteenth time was less excruciating over the phone, I did mention my discovery as briefly as possible. I was annoyed to hear that it wasn’t relevant to her case.


    “But you and Detective Patterson are working together, right? One case ties into the other, so—”


    “If you don’t mind, Mrs. Phillips, you give me the unedited facts, and I’ll decide what is pertinent to the case, since I’m the one with the badge.”


    Of all the uptight, conceited….


    My mental rant stopped when the call waiting beeped, and I thanked the Almighty for his intervention.


    “I have to go, Detective. I’ll talk to you later.” I clicked over before Capri could protest.


    “Hey there, Missy!” Coop’s tell-tale wheeze sailed down the line, and I groaned.


    From the frying pan into the freaking fire.


    “I hope you aren’t calling to cancel on me, Coop.” My eye twitched from thinking about doing the evening’s cleaning job on my own. We had an entire house to scrub and polish, and while there wouldn’t be any investigating going down tonight, there was plenty of work.


    “No, it’s just that my deadbeat son-in-law wrecked my car. Fell asleep last night driving home from the bar and drove his stupid self into a tree.”


    “Oh my goodness, is he all right?”


    Coop actually chuckled. “Yes, siree. That good for nothin’ young man has a head as hard as a petrified dog turd. About as smart too. He’ll be fine, but my car’s being repaired.”


    “So you need a ride,” I deduced. I was getting good at this detective work.


    “Why don’t you pick me up now, and we can eat first.”


    Being jealous of a cantankerous old man was not my finest moment, but dear God, I wished I had his metabolism.


    “You have any of the soup left?” Coop asked.


    “Let me check.” I put the phone on mute. “Neil! Do me a favor and pick up my cleaning partner. If I spend any more time with him I’ll lose my last shred of patience.”


    “Why don’t you fire him?” Marty asked from his perch on the white couch. It was barely noon, and my brother was drinking a beer.


    “Because he wants a job everyone else seems to feel is beneath them. And because he actually works.”


    Neil pulled his jacket on. “I’ll have to take the van, since you’re blocking me in.”


    I gave my husband a kiss and un-muted the phone. “Coop? Neil’s on his way to pick you up.”


    “What about the soup?”


    “The soup will be ready when you get here.”


    Coop grunted, and I took that as a goodbye.


    


    * * * *


    Marty had pulled out the boys’ PlayStation and was busy with Oddworld, Abe’s Odyssey, by the time Neil and Coop came home. Neil gave me a look to let me know Coop had been himself for the entire ride, and I promised myself that I’d treat him to chocolate macadamia nut cookies over the weekend. He deserved each platinum-coated nut for putting up with the nuts.


    “So here’s what I think,” Coop said as we sat down at the table with our soup and unsalted crackers. “That young feller was blackmailin’ Mrs. K, and she wouldn’t pay up. So he killed her.”


    Spoon frozen in midair, I darted a look at Neil. “You told Coop about the murder?”


    Neil raised his hands and shook his head.


    “No, I did when he called this morning.” Marty didn’t stop eating as he relayed the information.


    I should have known. I’d get him later for this, but right now I had a geriatric fish to fry. “Are you sure you want to keep the job?” I didn’t know what answer to hope for.


    “Sure I’m sure. In fact, this makes everything much better. You had this shifty look about you, Missy, and I was just sticking around to make sure you didn’t get light-fingered on a job. This explains the sneakiness in you.”


    Marty snorted, and Neil grinned. I dropped my head into my hands and moaned. If Coop was on to me, then how was I supposed to fool a murderer?


    The phone pealed, and I jumped to answer it. Since I hadn’t made the crackers, I couldn’t eat them and I was getting sick of turkey soup.


    “Hello?”


    “Maggie? This is Francesca Carmichael.”


    Oh, holy heaven and hell. I had a potential murderess on the phone and I had no idea what to say to her.


    “Hello,” was my lame reply.


    “I just had a call from Doug’s lawyer and I heard you’d gone to visit him. Did he say anything to you?”


    Crap. “How is Jason, by the way?” When in doubt, stall until brain churns out something slick.


    “Mr. Macgregor is fine, but I was asking about Doug.” Francesca seemed irritated, and I couldn’t blame her. She wanted answers, and I needed backup. Stretching the phone cord as far as it could go, I waved my arms frantically at the men sitting in my dining room. They were talking college basketball, and I might as well have been a gnat on the wall.


    “Have you seen him lately?” I was striving for casual, but the quaver in my voice ruined the effect.


    “Doug?” she asked, and it was obvious that I’d confused her as well as myself.


    “No, Jason. I heard the two of you are involved.” No! Stupid, don’t tell her that! The words were already out though, and I was without the means to call them back.


    I could almost hear Francesca bristle over the phone. “Who told you that?”


    Ummmm. “Can you hold on a moment, please?” My hands shook as I reached for the mute button.


    “Guys! I have Francesca Carmichael on the phone. What do I say?”


    A massive scraping of chairs sounded, and Neil reached my side first, followed by Marty and Coop. “Tell her you can’t talk right now, that she needs to discuss the case with the lawyer and the police.”


    “But she’s involved with the lawyer, at least according to Len Greer and his smarmy investigation, and as soon as I get in touch with Patterson, she’ll be a suspect in the death of her sister!” I was freaking out; I couldn’t help it.


    “Tell her we’re gonna nail her pampered behind to the wall!”


    “Coop! That’s not going to help. And what if she’s innocent? What if Macgregor was behind the entire thing? Should I tell her she needs to hire a different lawyer?” I still held out hope for Frannie’s innocence.


    “Maybe Patterson is on the way to pick her up right now. Get off the phone, Maggie!” Marty’s eye held a crazed look.


    “Okay.” I held the receiver to my ear, ready to un-mute…and heard the dial tone. “Oh no.”


    “What?” Neil sounded like he was choking on something.


    “Oh shit!”


    “What?” the three men roared in unison


    I looked at them dumbly and gestured to the phone.


    “Spit it out, Missy!”


    “I never muted the phone.” I looked at my guys without actually seeing them. “She heard everything we said.”


    


    * * * *


    “Are you sure she heard everything?” Patterson had finally called about two hours after I’d made my colossal mistake and he wasn’t too happy that I’d spilled a tankard full of vital information to one of his suspects.


    “It’s possible she hung up before we started talking about the case.” But it was unlikely.


    “Christ. You really know how to stick your foot in it, don’t you?”


    “Hey, this is new territory for me, Mr. Big Shot Detective. I don’t usually spend my free time flushing out killers!!” Anger replaced the horror at my foolish actions, and now I wanted the cops to do their jobs so I could get back to my peaceful life.


    “I’m checking into Carmichael’s relationship with the lawyer. It seems unlikely, but I’m desperate enough to follow any lead. You know, I really don’t need this. I volunteered for this case, for God’s sake. I must have been off my medication.”


    I offered a half-hearted smile at his grim humor, but it felt like my face cracked. “Did you talk to Len Greer?”


    “I’m on my way over there right now. Where are you going tonight?”


    I gave him the street address for the Morgan’s house. “I’ll have my cell on, but if you could, please wait to call me until after nine, or I’m going to have to sell a kidney to pay the bill this month.”


    Patterson chuckled but then cut off with a particularly foul curse. “There’s quite a bit of activity here.”


    “What kind of activity?” I was busy locating my sneakers and heard Coop honking from my van.


    “Two fire trucks and an ambulance, plus several locals.” I heard a car door slam and Patterson call out to someone: “What’s going on here?”


    For once, I had excellent cell reception so I could follow the conversation. “Got a 911 call about twenty minutes ago. Someone spotted smoke coming from a room in the back.”


    “Was anyone hurt?” Patterson asked.


    I held my breath.


    “One fatality. Guy named Greer, died of smoke inhalation,” was the reply.


    


    * * * *


    “Hey, Coop, could you go get the Comet out of the van for me, please?” I called from my contortionist’s position on the bathroom floor.


    It was well after eight o’clock, and Coop and I had been working on the Morgan’s house for over five hours. Unlike our earlier jobs, we were responsible for the entire house—twelve rooms in all—and the Morgan’s were putting the house up for sale the next day. It wasn’t the largest house I’d worked on, but the five-year-old boy and German Shepherd had added to the cleaning challenge. “Get the Mr. Clean sponges too and see if you can get the crayon marks off of the dining room wall.”


    “I’ll tell you something right now, Missy. You can’t trust a bald man with an earring to know a thing about getting rid of dirt, no matter what his name is. Now, if you’re searching for buried treasure, he’s your man.”


    “Maybe if you scrub hard enough you’ll find an X marking the spot.”


    Coop chuckled and headed out to the White Cloud of Death, which I was seriously considering renaming. I was still in shock after hearing about yet another casualty. Unlike the earlier two victims, there was no proof of foul play. Neil had called the hospital and discovered a lifetime of heavy drinking and stupidity was to blame for the private investigator’s demise. Apparently, Greer had been attempting to build a fire in his office fireplace but didn’t open the flue. He’d been drinking, and it was assumed he’d passed out, totally unaware that the room filled with smoke. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder if his time had come sooner due to his association with the Kline’s.


    Finishing the bathtub would require the bleach scrub I’d sent Coop for, so I decided to scrutinize the house. I was impressed with our handiwork. Between the polished interior and the removal of clutter, I was optimistic that the Morgan’s would get their asking price.


    “Coop?” I called. “I really need that Comet! Coop!”


    I headed downstairs, more than ready to finish this job and go home. I’d arranged for the meeting with Josh’s teacher the next afternoon, and we had one more job before that. I was afraid I was burning the candle at both ends, but the next client was a long-time business associate of Mr. Kline’s and an avid gun collector to boot, so I was hoping to discover something.


    “Coop, damn it, let’s finish this job and get out of here.” My patience had worn out, and I wasn’t about to let the old man drag his feet because he didn’t want to get home. At this point, I would’ve let him sleep in bed between me and Neil if it meant a full eight hours rest.


    I crossed to the front door where I’d shucked my mules off. Coop’s loafers were nowhere in sight, so I deduced he must still be outside. I slid my feet into the shoes and flung open the front door. Dark and cold outside, a typical autumn evening in New England.


    “I swear to God, Coop, if I catch you flirting with some old battle-ax I’ll—”


    The threat caught in my esophagus as I spied a pair of tweed trousers sticking out of the end of my van at an odd angle.


    “Coop!” I screamed and ran for the van. “Coop, my God! Somebody help!”


    I reached the van just as the next door neighbor turned on a porch light.


    “What’s going on out here?” a middle-aged woman with her hair in pink curlers called out.


    “Call 911!” I shrieked and leaned over his inert form to check for a pulse.


    Nothing.


    “Hurry,” I tossed hysterically over my shoulder, fighting tears and immobilizing panic.


    Turning my back on the neighbor, I searched for blood but couldn’t find a wound. With a great deal of struggle, I flipped him over onto his back.


    “Oh, Coop.” I held his head in my lap like Neil had done for me that morning. “I’m sorry; this is my fault. I’m so sorry.”


    I chanted the mantra over and over while the first sirens pierced the night, while the paramedics shoved me out of the way, and I still didn’t stop even after the ambulance disappeared around a bend in the road, carrying Coop’s body to the morgue.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    The rain pounded down on my bare head while the chilly air seeped through my clothes and flesh, all the way to the bone. I sat on the curb, long after the taillights of the ambulance had vanished in the night. I couldn’t feel anything. A few snowflakes mingled with the rain, and my ragged exhales puffed in the air. Rationally, I knew I should climb into the van, crank up the heater, and go home to my family, but terror kept me in place.


    Coop was dead.


    And I was to blame.


    The paramedic with the kind face had told me it had been a heart attack. He said Coop was gone before he’d finished falling and most likely he didn’t feel a thing. He’d placed a hand on my shoulder, but I was too far gone for comfort.


    A car pulled up to the curb behind my van. The lyrics to Queen’s Another One Bites the Dust blared, and I laughed out loud. A sickeningly appropriate song for the horror of my life.


    The engine stopped, and the lyrics faded into the night. Boots appeared in my field of vision, paint-spattered work boots.


    “It was a choice between that and Skynyrd’s That Smell,” Marty informed me.


    “You’re such an ass.”


    “I made you laugh, though. I figured you needed one. Coop would have wanted you to laugh.”


    My throat seized up at the mention of his name. I didn’t want to talk about Coop. “Where’s Neil?”


    “He’s at home with the boys. He doesn’t know yet; none of them do.”


    “So how did you find out?”


    Marty jerked his thumb toward the house next door. The lady with the pink curlers peered through her shutters at us. “She called Mrs. Morgan, who called the house, and I happened to answer. I told Neil I had a date so I could keep his opinion of me at rock bottom where it belongs.”


    “Thanks, Sprout, you’re a good guy.”


    “Hey, even the lowlife brother has to come through once in a while. Besides, I spilled the last beer on the white couch so I owe both you and Neil.”


    Marty ushered me to his car, and I stared blindly out the window while the windshield wipers squeaked rhythmically as they fought the downpour. Marty inserted the key and cranked the heat. The interior of his car smelled like sour armpits and mildewed socks. He retrieved my jacket and cleaning supplies from the house and locked up the van.


    “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to drive that van again,” I told him as he backed away from the vehicle in question.


    “Neil will be happy to hear that.”


    I rested my head against the seat. “You could have told him, you know. He wouldn’t freak out. Neil can handle any crisis.”


    “Just because he can doesn’t mean he always has to. I left him in the dark; he’s having fun with the boys while I transport the pieces back to him. Then he can take over, put Humpty Dumpty back together again with all his blazing SEAL glory.”


    Marty couldn’t have chosen a better allegory; I did feel like I’d survived a great fall. “All the King’s Horses and all the King’s Men….”


    “Weren’t Navy SEALs. Nursery rhymes aside, I’ve seen you two in action, there isn’t anything you can’t overcome.”


    As my throated clogged with emotion for the second time in twenty minutes, I’d definitely said enough. I listened to the rain pound the roof of the Chevy and watched the streetlights pass as we drove down Manning Street on our way to Blossom.


    We pulled up in front of the house, and I stared in dismay at the front window. “We haven’t put the Christmas tree up yet. We always put the tree up the day after Thanksgiving!”


    “So, you put the tree up late, big deal.” Marty rolled his eyes and shut off the car. He didn’t get it. It was a big deal. Neil and I always put the tree up the day after Thanksgiving. Even that year when the oven caught fire while it was self-cleaning and we had to evacuate for a few hours while the smoke cleared out, even that year, we set the tree up. It was a tradition, one I carried on whether Neil was home or not, because tradition is important to a family. The boys needed to know that no matter where we lived or what was going on, some things never changed.


    But I hadn’t put the tree up. I’d neglected the tradition and let my family down.


    Just like I’d let Coop down.


    “Oh shit!” Marty jumped from the car as I erupted into a bawling meltdown, complete with fist banging on the dashboard. I screamed and sobbed while my hair flew everywhere as I bucked the car like a lunatic, too distraught to stop.


    My voice grew hoarse by the time Neil came out into the rain and extracted me from the car. Marty watched with a mixture of concern and wariness in his eyes, and I turned my head into Neil’s soggy sweatshirt, too ashamed of myself to face my baby brother.


    Neil carried me into the bedroom and stripped me to my skin then tucked me into bed. He didn’t say a word, just hugged me to him, sharing his body heat and silently dispelling my grief. I sniffled a few times before I sank into a dreamless sleep.


    


    * * * *


    I found Marty and Neil having coffee in the kitchen the next morning. Rain slapped at the windows with an even greater intensity than it had the night before, and a somber and almost surreal feeling encapsulated the room.


    “How’d you sleep?” Marty’s voice cracked. He fidgeted with his coffee cup.


    I opened my mouth to say ‘like the dead’ but snapped it shut again. Bad puns had no place in my mind right now.


    “Marty and I have been talking.” Neil’s gaze pinned me with a deadly intensity, and I knew I was going to like this next part. “If you insist on cleaning, one of us will be with you until this killer is caught.”


    “And what about when I need to go to the store or the bank or take the boys to martial arts?”


    “Everywhere. I’ll quit my damn job if I have to, but I don’t want you alone.”


    I kept my voice level. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting? I mean, it’s not like there was another murder. Coop was an old man; maybe his time had come.”


    I stunned myself as the words left my mouth. They both knew I didn’t believe a word of that rubbish, and if anything, my behavior the night before showed I shattered under pressure.


    “You could be right; we could very well be overreacting. Yes, Coop probably died of a heart attack brought on by his age and high blood pressure and absolutely nothing else.” Neil glowered at me.


    I looked away, and he had conformation of my guilty feelings.


    “But even if his death was natural, which we don’t know for a fact, and even if the PI also died from something other than foul play, you can’t dispute the fact that four people you’ve had a connection with have died in the past two weeks. It may all be a big coincidence, but I’m not willing to risk your life on it,” Neil said.


    “And neither am I!” Marty piped up.


    I never thought I’d see the day when my brother and my husband ganged up against me.


    “So what’s it gonna be, Uncle Scrooge? Will you accept this, or do we have to hogtie you on top of your precious washing machine?” Neil’s gaze didn’t waver, and I’m sure he was prepared to see his threat through.


    As much as I appreciated their protectiveness, my self-respect demanded I hold a little ground. “Two concessions: when I go Christmas shopping, I’m going with Sylvia. The other is that one of you will be with the boys if I can’t be. Anytime they aren’t in school, they’re with one of the three of us. Do we have a deal?”


    Neil looked ready to negotiate some more, but Marty cut him off. “Sounds like a plan to me. Now when’s the next job?”


    I looked at the clock. “Fifteen minutes ago.”


    


    * * * *


    We took Marty’s car to the Finkelstein residence. Neil had retrieved the van earlier that morning, and my cleaning supplies now resided in the trunk. The center hall colonial-style house stood back from the road at the bulb of a cul-de-sac. We parked to the side of the garage, and I made for the back door with a load of rags and cleansers tucked into my coat pockets. I stared at the note taped to the back door and read it aloud.


    Marty came up behind me.


    


    
      Maggie, sorry I couldn’t wait for you, but I had a meeting. The key is under the mat, and the security code for the alarm is twenty-seven, fifteen.

    


    


    
      Diana Finkelstein.

    


    


    


    “I guess when you’re that high up on the food chain, you assume the burglars are all illiterate.” Marty retrieved the key and let us into the house. “So what’s the story? Do we search first or clean?” he asked.


    I punched the code into the beeping alarm. “Search first, while no one is here to question us. According to the maid at the job I had the other day, Mr. Finkelstein is an avid weapons collector. She even told me he once held a Civil War pistol to the gardener’s head when the man cut back his favorite azalea bush in the spring instead of waiting for autumn. But of course, that’s only a rumor.”


    “And you want to poke through this guy’s house? Jeeze Maggs, it’s no wonder you keep getting into trouble.” Marty set the supplies down on a mahogany hall table, which appeared to be a grown-up version of my dinner table.


    “Let’s make sure we aren’t caught. Bring a dust cloth with you in case someone comes home.” I picked up a roll of paper towels and some Windex and made my way down the hall. “You do the top two floors; I’ll look down here and in the basement.”


    “Do you think he has a wine cellar? Rich people always hide the best stuff in the wine cellar.”


    “If I find a wine cellar, I’ll be sure to save it for you.” Turning my back, I headed for the first door on the right and found a powder room. After quickly spritzing the mirror, I walked across the hall. After discovering a chintzy sitting room with a fabulous stone fireplace and a sewing nook that sported a collection of dust bunnies the size of my head, I located a den.


    For once, rumor had been correct. Mr. Finkelstein possessed an extensive gun collection. I gave myself a slap on the head for bringing Marty instead of Neil to this cleaning job. My husband would have known a great deal more about the variety of guns mounted on three out of four walls. Glass encased the collection, and though I couldn’t be sure, I thought the guns might be sorted according to era. Several rifles mounted around what looked to be a Tommy gun, as well as a variety of six-shooters that resembled props for a western film.


    Okay, Maggie, think. You have a viable suspect and your next move is to….


    “Call Detective Patterson,” I said. My phone made a bulge in my hip pocket, and wonder of wonders, was still fully charged.


    Patterson answered on the first ring, and I briefly summarized my discovery.


    “Do you have picture phone capability?” he asked.


    “Who doesn’t?”


    “Please take a picture of all of the rifles and send them to me.” He hung up, and I did as he asked—didn’t even wince when I thought about what my cell phone bill would amount to this month. If I caught a killer and freed Mr. Kline, it’d be worth every dime of overtime charges.


    I’d finished Swiffering the hardwood floor in the sitting room when Patterson called me back.


    “I want you to leave the house now and go sit in your car. Wait for me; I’m en route now.”


    “You found something!” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice. This could be over soon.


    “Just do as I say, Maggie. Get out of the house and sit in your car.”


    “Marty!” I shouted up the stairs. My brother wandered down with a turkey leg in his hand. “Come on.”


    I dragged him out to the car and filled him in on what I’d found.


    “So Patterson thinks this could be the guy?”


    “I don’t know. He said he had to call the Hudson precinct since Greg the Gym Rat died in their jurisdiction, but he’s on his way.”


    The words were barely out of my mouth when Patterson pulled up next to Marty’s Chevy.


    “Has anyone come home yet?”


    When I told him no, he informed me that I had to invite him into the house. “Otherwise, the Finkelstein’s lawyer will be able to throw out any case we make based on unlawful entry. Detective Capri is going through the process to get a warrant right now.”


    “Shouldn’t you wait?”


    “Yes, I probably should, but I want to see it with my own eyes.” The eyes in question were overly bright, and he practically danced in anticipation.


    “Marty, go home and pick up Neil. He’ll want to know what’s going on.”


    My brother burned rubber, probably to get away from the unusual feeling of being useful.


    I retrieved the key from under the door mat, and Patterson followed me into the house. The air around him practically crackled with barely contained vigor.


    “In here.” I held open the door to the study, a small alarm clanging in the back of my head. I attributed it to the fact that I hadn’t eaten in over eighteen hours, but still. Patterson walked to the far wall and reached for the glass case.


    “This is it, the M1903 Bushmaster carbine rifle. It was designed with a shorter barrel and stock for use in Panama, but never saw field action. After the close of the Second World War, most of these guns were dumped in the sea. Only 4,725 were ever made, and surviving pieces are extremely rare. I would feel confident in stating that this is the only gun of its kind in the state.”


    “Truly fascinating.” I strove for nonchalance but couldn’t ditch the feeling I shouldn’t be here, and my voice quavered. “Don’t you think we should go back outside until Detective Capri gets here with the warrant?”


    “You have been the biggest pain in my ass, do you know that?” Patterson spoke in such an even tone that I thought I’d misheard him. I reached for his shoulder only to have him whirl on me. I saw the gun in his hand and burst out laughing.


    “What the hell is this?” I gasped between giggles.


    “Your old man didn’t laugh when I held this gun on him last night. He had a heart attack and keeled right over into your van.”


    That dried my laughter up quickly. “What are you talking about?” Even as I spoke the words, I knew. He’d killed them. Mrs. Kline, Greg the Gym Rat, Coop, he’d contrived all of their deaths.


    I glanced at the pointed gun, then out the window. Patterson followed my line of sight and shook his head. “Maggie, Maggie, poor stupid Maggie, don’t you know that no one is coming? I never called Detective Capri. That woman couldn’t find her skinny white ass with both hands. The Finkelsteins won’t be back for hours. And since you so conveniently sent your brother off to get your darling husband, I can say with complete confidence that our privacy is guaranteed.”


    He rubbed the side of his jaw with his left hand. “The stress of all this is getting to me. I think I need a vacation.”


    “Why?” My mouth was so dry that the question came out as a croak.


    Think, Maggie! Think! You have to figure out a way to fight him!


    “Well if everything had gone according to plan, I would have been done with this weeks ago. But the little cleaning lady had to provide Doug with an alibi and throw a damn monkey wrench into my well-oiled machine. I think I deserve a nice, long rest.” He chuckled sadistically. “Although you’re going to have a much longer one.”


    “But why did you kill her? Mrs. Kline wasn’t anything to you!”


    “She was the love of my life! We met in college, and it was love at first sight. But she threw that love away, and for what! A rich-bitch existence with a limp-noodle businessman? She stayed faithful to him too, for almost a decade. And when she did decide to end her self-imposed celibacy, who’d she pick? Some scumbag gym rat who was lower than piss on a snake.” Venom in the form of spittle flew from his lips, and I was truly sorry I’d asked.


    “Marty knows you were here. He knows that you were the last person with me and he’ll tell Neil. Neil will never stop until he finds you and kills you.” I was all false bravado but I had enough faith in my husband that I hoped I sounded convincing.


    “Which is why I plan to be long gone before he gets within a mile of this place.”


    I couldn’t help but detest the psychopath who had an answer for everything, especially when he cocked the gun.


    “I’m an Ivy League man, Maggie. Do you know why the bad guy always explains everything before he offs the victim? Because he’s arrogant. He believes he’s thought everything through, and since the person he’s about to kill can’t relay anything to the outside world, he indulges in his own conceit while the cavalry is riding in for that last-second rescue. Pure hubris and the gods always punish him in the end.”


    I heard the shot and dove to the floor. A sharp pain in my head made me cry out, and the cold ceramic tile rested against my cheek as Patterson spoke the last sentence I’d ever hear him utter.


    “But, I’m not the bad guy Maggie, I’m the victim.”


    


    * * * *


    The blood was everywhere, it pooled beneath my hands, and the tangy smell of iron invaded my nostrils. I was afraid to open my eyes so I remained as still as possible while listening. There was no sound at all, and I held my breath, hoping Patterson had left. I had to get outside and hope someone found me before I bled to death.


    Okay, Maggie, move as quickly as possible and don’t look back. I gave myself a small pep talk, hoping if Patterson was still around, I could find help before he got me.


    Taking a quick deep breath, I pushed off the floor and in a somewhat smooth move, pivoted and ran for the door. I couldn’t feel any pain, other than where my head hit the floor, but my survival instincts had kicked in and the adrenaline was keeping me going.


    A trail of bloody footprints marked my passage over the floor I’d just cleaned. I spied the door I’d come through with Patterson an eternity ago.


    Almost there!


    My efforts were rewarded by the glimpse of Marty’s car through the front window, and I made the extra push to reach the door. I stumbled through it into Neil’s waiting arms.


    “Maggie!”


    “Patterson,” I gasped at him. “He shot me!”


    “Call 911!” Neil bellowed at Marty while his hands quickly roved my ruined clothing. “I don’t see a wound; where were you shot?”


    A roaring blasted in my ears, and I don’t know if I answered him before the world went dark.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    The white light took my breath away. I fought its pull because I knew I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t leave my family no matter what. I still had so much to tell Marty, I wanted to see Kenny and Josh graduate from high school and go to college and maybe someday even have families of their own. And Neil, I could almost hear his voice.


    “Damn it! Somebody hold her down or she’ll hurt herself!”


    “Neil?” I rasped, trying to sit up. The light proved too intense, and my eyes refused to open.


    “Will you get that fucking light out of her eyes?” His harsh tone slid into the loving caress I was accustomed to. “Ssshh, I’m right here, Uncle Scrooge. You need to relax. Everything is going to be fine.”


    I decided to trust Neil’s voice and relaxed for a moment before the memories seeped back in.


    “He shot me! I was helping him and…,” and I couldn’t remember.


    “No, he didn’t shoot you, Maggie. The blood was Patterson’s. Marty spotted him through the window. Now try and rest, we’ll be there soon.”


    Neil’s voice faded away, and I drifted, hoping that God wasn’t pulling some sort of prank on me. I’d be extremely ticked off if I woke up dead.


    “How you doing, Laundry Hag?” Marty said.


    I struggled again to open my eyes, but everything blurred. “I’m alive, right, Sprout? That’s why you and Neil are here, not Mom and Dad, right?”


    “Yes, you’re alive. We’re in an ambulance on the way to the hospital so a doctor can check you out.”


    “I hate hospitals. People die there.”


    “I know, but Neil or I will be with you the whole time. You aren’t going to die.” Marty squeezed my hand and then he hesitated. When he did speak, his tone was penitent. “Maggie, I’m so sorry I left you. I thought you were safe with Patterson and—”


    “Marty. Save it for later.” Neil was back.


    “Neil, are you mad at me?” My voice warbled and cracked.


    “I’m not mad at you, sweetheart, I’m just glad you’re safe.”


    Sweetheart? Not Uncle Scrooge or Laundry Hag? “Oh God, I’m gonna die!”


    “Maggie, dial the drama down a notch, and I promise no more generic endearments. We’re gonna have to take you to a shrink as it is.”


    Those whispered words relaxed me, and I settled in for the duration. It was nice to have someone else doing the decision making for a change.


    The ride to the hospital seemed endless, and my head pounded in time to the siren’s wailing. Neil filled out paperwork as I was deposited in a semi-private room partitioned off by curtains. Marty stayed with me until Neil came back, followed by a handsome young doctor.


    “How are you feeling, Mrs. Phillips?”


    I thought it was a stupid question, but he was cute so I answered anyway.


    “I’m tired, and my head is throbbing.” The young doctor shone yet another flashlight in my eyes. I really needed to be able to think straight. Every time my mind seemed to grasp something, it was snatched away again, like a gum wrapper in a tornado.


    “I know, but you have to stay awake a little while longer.” He clicked off his small penlight and turned to face Neil and Marty. “I’m almost positive we’re dealing with a concussion. Blurred vision and difficulty concentrating are very common symptoms. I want to run some tests, and we should keep her overnight for observation.”


    That statement seeped into my brain like water through a rusty sieve. “NO! I can’t stay here!”


    Neil held me back while addressing the startled doctor. “She becomes distraught in hospitals and she’ll work herself up to a panic attack if she has to stay here. Can’t we take her home today?”


    I froze inside the circle of Neil’s arms, praying they’d let me leave. “I promise I won’t go after any more killers.”


    The doctor’s lips twitched. “Let me order a CT scan. Head injuries can be extremely tricky, and you’ll need someone to watch over you at all times.”


    “I will,” Marty and Neil said at once.


    Neil shot my brother a vicious glare, and Marty shrugged. “Well, he will.”


    “We’re going to schedule some tests and we’ll know more in a few hours. Until then, try to rest.”


    “May I come in?”


    I looked up from my uncomfortable bed to see the small stature of Detective Capri. The doctor exchanged a few words with her before exiting the curtained off area.


    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Phillips, but I thought you’d like to know Patterson is dead.”


    Patterson.


    I needed to concentrate, but the cobwebby shadows in my brain didn’t make any sense. “He shot me.”


    “He tried, but the gun misfired,” Capri informed me.


    “He won’t ever hurt anybody else.” Neil rubbed the inside of my palm with his thumb.


    “You stopped him, Sis. Way to go.”


    Detective Capri cleared her throat. “Can you remember anything else?”


    An image flickered behind my eyes. “He was so angry with me. He said I’d ruined his plans….” I struggled for more, but the information was playing a game of cat and mouse in my muddled brain.


    Neil glared at Capri, his voice rife with warning. “We think she has a concussion, so now’s probably not the best time to question her.”


    Detective Capri pulled up the small rolling stool that the doctor had recently vacated.


    “Let me tell you what we’ve discovered so far. Bradley Patterson was a hardworking cop who joined the force after he graduated from Harvard. No one could understand why an Ivy League man would settle for a cop’s lifestyle, but he had an exemplary record, which is why he made detective so fast.


    “No one found it unusual that he requested assignment to Alessandra Kline’s murder investigation. Patterson was in the habit of taking on the high-profile cases. Unfortunately, we’re pretty sure he took the opportunity to destroy the ballistic report on Mrs. Kline’s shooting and falsify the evidence. We also learned that he was the one who leaked Mrs. Kline’s affair to the press.”


    “He wanted to punish her because she rejected him,” I said. Fragments gathered into a familiar shape.


    Capri stood up ready to press me, but Neil interjected. “Maybe you should tell her the rest of what you learned first.”


    The detective nodded. “We have his prints on the Bushmaster Carbine Rifle at the Finkelstein house. Both homeowners recognized him as the night security guard they’d hired after a string of break-ins had occurred in the neighborhood. Mr. Finkelstein fired him after he caught Patterson touching his gun collection.”


    “So Patterson took the job in order to get to the rifle he used to kill Greg,” Neil summarized, and the detective nodded.


    “Correct. What we don’t know is why.” Capri eyed me intently.


    I struggled to sit up, hoping a more vertical position would help energize my sluggish brain cells. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. The intense throbbing pain blocked out everything else. I groaned and sank back down.


    “She needs to rest. How about try this later.” Neil’s tone left no room for debate.


    “Why don’t you check the cameras?” Marty offered.


    Total silence reigned in my curtained-off area as we waited for him to elaborate.


    “There are video cameras all over the Finkelstein house; didn’t anyone else notice?”


    “I’ll check and see if they were active. We might have the whole incident on tape.” Capri nodded her thanks at both me and Marty before hurrying off.


    “Way to go, Sprout. Maybe you should become a cop.”


    “I’ll think on it.”


    I settled back down into the way too firm pillow before uttering an oath.


    “What?” Both Neil and Marty paled with my outcry.


    “That teacher, Mrs. Martin! I have a meeting with her today!”


    “You’ll have to reschedule.” Neil relaxed into a parade rest stance.


    “I can’t! She had a fit last time when I didn’t show up. I have to be there!” I flung a leg out of bed, but Neil held me still.


    “Maggie, you’re injured, and the doctors have to run some tests. Now either you simmer down, or I’ll call a nurse in here to sedate you.”


    “You wouldn’t dare.”


    “Lady, you’re threatening the well-being of my wife, don’t even think you can imagine what I’m capable of.”


    Another wave of nausea broke over me, and the fight went out with the tide. I reluctantly sat back. “I’ve ruined everything. Poor Josh. And the Christmas tree…I can’t do anything right.”


    “Pity party, table for one.” Neil cupped his hands over his mouth and made the announcement in an impersonal voice.


    “My sides are splitting.”


    “Well, it’s a good thing there are plenty of people around here able to stitch you back up. Now relax.”


    I laid back and looked at my husband.


    “I see you, Maggie.”


    “And I can almost see you,” I told his fuzzy outline.


    


    * * * *


    After a battery of medical tests, I was sent home with the instructions to make an appointment with a local neurologist and to seek medical help immediately if my symptoms worsened or didn’t go away in a few days. Marty picked the boys up from school, and they all jumped to greet us as we came through the door.


    “Mom, did you really have a gun fight with a killer?” Kenny’s eyes grew round and lit with curiosity.


    “Marty, what have you told them?” As Neil helped me to the couch, I shot my brother a dirty look.


    “What?” Marty raised his arms in a helpless gesture. “I said their mom helped the police catch a killer and that you were very brave. Now if you’ll all excuse me, I have an appointment.”


    “Easy, guys. Mom hit her head and needs to rest, so don’t pester her, okay?”


    “I’m glad you’re okay, Mom.” Josh wrapped his arms around my neck and gave me a fierce hug. Not to be outdone, Kenny snuggled into my chest.


    I let the tears spill out of my eyes, pleased I’d lucked out.


    “Tell you what, guys, go do your homework, and I’ll order us some pizzas for dinner. We can watch some movies and stay up late.” As always, Neil to the rescue.


    Kenny and Josh scampered off, and Neil crouched on the floor next to me. “Can I get you anything?”


    “Some water would be great.”


    Neil retrieved my drink and handed it to me. “By the way, there were about twelve messages on the machine for Laundry Hag Inc. What do you want me to do about them?”


    I didn’t know. Part of me wanted to throw in the towel and go back to the stay-at-home mom bit, but I did like having something to do during the long, lonely days. “What do you think I should do?”


    “I think you should take it a day at a time. I’ll return the calls and say you’re out of commission for a while and that you’ll get back to them when you’re up to it.”


    “I want to be a little pickier if I do go back into it. Make my own hours, so I’m off when you are and when the boys need me.”


    “We’ll hammer out the details later. By the way, what have you been charging?”


    “Fifteen dollars an hour. That was pretty much covering the gas and cleaning supplies, plus my partner’s cut.”


    Neil shook his head. “It’s no wonder that so many people are trying to reach you. I did a little online research last night, and the going rates for a cleaning service in this area working on houses the size you were is $150 per visit. That’s ten hours of labor at your current rates.


    “Neil, you’re killing me.” I thought of all the scrubbing and scouring I’d done, not to mention the stress. Knowing that I’d been shortchanging myself only made my head pound harder. “I’m injured here, have a heart.”


    “Don’t think of it as all the money you could have made, imagine how much you will make. That’s a ton of garage-sale spending money for Uncle Scrooge.”


    I put a pillow over my head and waved him away, but he yanked it from my face.


    “Hey, Maggs, I’ve been thinking and um….”


    He didn’t meet my gaze, or at least I don’t think he did, and he toed his sock-encased foot into the carpet. Who was this shy guy in SEAL’s clothing?


    “I know my timing stinks, but I think we could benefit from some counseling.”


    “Counseling?” He’d have to forgive me for sounding like a nitwit, but I did have a concussion.


    “Yeah, I mean, we’ve been fighting so much lately, and you said some stuff the other day—”


    “Neil, it was Thanksgiving. No one means what they say on Thanksgiving.” My voice shook, which startled me almost as much as what my gorgeous husband, who I loved more than anything on the planet, was suggesting. We weren’t that couple.


    Were we?


    He must have picked up on the fear in my eyes. “No, Maggie, it isn’t like that. I think we need to get some stuff off of our chests so we can have a stronger relationship.”


    I knew those words, and they were not Neil originals. “Did Sylvia suggest this?”


    Neil blew air between his teeth. “It’s still a good idea, don’t you think?”


    My laughter turned into a moan as my skull throbbed. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had split apart like an over ripe melon. “Can we talk about this later?”


    “As you wish, Uncle Scrooge.”


    


    * * * *


    Marty arrived home after I’d finished taking a Neil-assisted shower and donned my muumuu.


    “Hey Maggs, you up to a little company?” My brother helped me to the sofa, which was still short a slipcover.


    “Not really, Ma—” But my objection was cut off when a pale-faced woman with dishwater blond hair and keen brown eyes entered behind him.


    Neil’s patience snapped. “Damn it, Marty, your sister is hurt. This is not a good time to introduce her to one of your tarts!”


    “Neil!” I interjected, but my usually laid-back husband was on a roll.


    “Can you possibly be more of an immature asshole, Marty? All you ever think about is yourself! How could you leave her there alone? I thought for once you would step up and help instead of hinder, but then you ditch your sister at the first opportunity. That was bad enough, but you parading in here with your latest conquest in tow, after all of the shit you’ve pulled, that’s the last fucking straw!”


    “Neil!” I shouted loud enough to make my own ears ring.


    My brother’s face was impassive, not a flicker of emotion available. I blinked, and Marty was in motion, striding down the hall to Kenny and Josh’s room where he slammed the door so hard our double paned aluminum windows rattled.


    “What Maggie?” Neil’s red face focused on me.


    “I’d like you to meet Josh’s teacher, Mrs. Martin.”


    I watched the rage leave my husband’s stance as an “oh shit” look of understanding appeared in his green eyes. The school teacher’s typically pasty face mottled red, and her small white hands clenched tightly. Marty stomped down the hall, towing his oversized green duffle bag. He stopped long enough to kiss me on the cheek, drop a one-armed hug and a vague promise to call soon. I wanted to hold him to me forever, but he pulled away, and with a final glare at Neil, he left.


    We listened to the Chevy engine sputter to life and peel out of our development. The clock ticked on, and I still couldn’t think of anything to say.


    Neil finally broke the silence. “He drank the last beer.”


    


    


    * * * *


    “So you see, Mrs. Martin, Hemingway was a sadistic alcoholic, and the use of his work as gospel, especially for students who are unable to comprehend the more abstract concepts in his writing, will only sour a young child to the great works of literature which are available.”


    I worried my lower lip as Mrs. Martin considered my speech. I thought the sadistic alcoholic part might be over the top, but since my husband had called the woman a tart to her face, I figured slighting Hemingway wasn’t quite so bad. Besides, I had a concussion and I’d run the emotional gamut in the past twenty-four hours. I deserved a little slack.


    Mrs. Martin slapped her hands on her thighs. “While I don’t agree with your assessment of Hemingway, I can see how strongly you feel about this, Mrs. Phillips. Tell Joshua that he may select another book tomorrow and as long as he has the report in by Friday morning, I’ll record the higher grade.”


    “Thank you very much for your time, Ms. Martin, and once again, I’m so sorry that you were dragged into our family drama.” I cringed at a sense of déjà vu. I remembered similar words written to me by Alessandra Kline. The woman may have been the next thing to impossible to work for, but I’d like to believe her heart had been in the right place.


    “I’ll let you rest now,” Ms. Martin said and retrieved her purse. Then, under her breath, but loud enough for me to hear, “You’ll need all of your strength to deal with that man.”


    She left, and I called out to tell ‘that man’ it was now safe to show his face.


    “Did you call for the pizza? I’m half-starved.”


    Surprise flickered across Neil’s face. “What, no lecture?”


    “No lecture. I know you were upset and I think the fifteen apologies you threw at Ms. Martin were plenty.”


    “What about Marty?”


    “Marty will be back. He doesn’t have enough pride to be seriously wounded, so he’ll vent for a bit, come back when he’s broke, and everything will return to normal.”


    “You seem remarkably calm,” Neil observed.


    “A brush with a psychopath and a blow to the head will do that for a girl.”


    Neil leaned down to give me a kiss. The doorbell rang. “I don’t want to answer that.” He glared at the door.


    “Do it, but don’t let whoever it is in.”


    Neil unlocked the deadbolt and blocked the entry to the house. I heard him conversing with a female voice. I was dismayed when he came back followed by Detective Capri.


    “I promise to make this quick, Mrs. Phillips, but I wanted to let you know your brother was correct. Mr. Finkelstein had installed a digital video system after firing ‘that crummy security specialist’. Your whole encounter was caught on film.”


    I was groggy and more than ready for all the loose ends to be taken care of. “That’s nice.”


    “We’ll still need you to come down to the station, but not until you’re feeling up to it. There’s something else I want to discuss with you as well.”


    I quirked an eyebrow at her distorted image. This interview couldn’t be over fast enough to satisfy the pounding in my skull.


    Capri cleared her throat before continuing. “There’s a seldom discussed yet vitally important role in most urban police departments, known as Confidential Informants, or CI. A CI remains anonymous, his or her name will never show up on documentation and will be recognized only by the detective he or she reports to. It’s imperative for a detective to have cultivated sources.”


    I grasped the importance of information in police work, but the term cultivated sources was new to me. My confusion must have been written across my face because Capri decided to elaborate.


    “A cultivated source is different from a regular source, such as an eye witness, victim, or suspect. A cultivated source has access to the criminal world and makes the best informant. The term usually applies to someone like a limo driver, prostitute, or perhaps a cleaning lady; someone who does business around the unlawful element, with no emotional investment.”


    “Why are you telling me all this?” I had a sneaking suspicion, but I inquired anyway.


    “Well, Hudson itself has a small police force, but we sometimes assist the Boston P.D., when, let’s say, a suspect lives in our area.”


    She looked directly into my eyes, or at least I think she did. “You see, I’m working on this embezzlement case, and the suspect’s wife is looking for a cleaning service—”


    I groaned and put a pillow over my head.


    “I think she needs to rest now, Detective.” Neil’s voice was dismissive.


    “I’ll speak with you soon. Have a good night, Mrs. Phillips.”


    I said goodnight, but knew it wasn’t goodbye.
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    Prologue


    


    “I need to speak with Detective Capri, ASAP!” No doubt I looked like a lunatic rushing in off the streets, my hair a wind-blown rat’s nest and reeking of Murphy’s oil soap. Somewhere in my mad dash from the Valentino estate to my Mini Cooper, I’d lost my ponytail holder and trashed the knee on my favorite pair of cleaning jeans. No matter though, I still clutched the evidence to my chest, gripping the photocopied paper with all my adrenalin charged strength.


    The blond mountain of a uniformed officer behind the battered check-in desk didn’t quite roll his eyes, but I could tell he’d stifled the impulse. “She’s in a meeting Ms. Phillips—”


    “Mrs. Phillips.” I corrected out of habit. God alone knew why the officers at the Hudson Police Department couldn’t seem to get it through their heads that I was married. Probably because no man in his right mind would lay claim to the over-zealous Laundry Hag.


    Too bad for Neil, he’d been stuck with me long before I’d become the bane of Hudson’s finest.


    “Mrs. Phillips,” The burley blond guy tried to stare me down, but I wasn’t about to back off. I had two pre-teens at home and if this stegosaurus descendent wanted a battle of wills, I’d kick his Big & Tall butt.


    “Look, Bub. I’m working with Detective Capri and she needs this information, stat!” Cripes, I needed to lay off the primetime medical dramas.


    He rose to his full height, practically brushing the hanging lamp behind the desk. Thunderclouds gathered along his eyebrows and I wondered whether the ‘Bub’ or the ‘stat’ torqued him up.


    “It’s all right, Stan. I’m here.” Detective Capri hustled down the corridor from the bowels of the precinct. Either she had stellar timing or someone had tipped her off that her favorite visitor was making another scene. Capri dressed like a man, walked like a man and from what little I’d seen of her in action, she fought like a man. I had no idea what her first name was, but I called her Butch since no man could be more so.


    Capri wore pantsuits a la the Hillary for Prez collection; always with the juxtaposition military issue combat boots. Today’s suit came in a navy blue with a crisp white button-up and her only accessory was a scowl. “If you’ll follow me, ma’am.” She didn’t make it a question, just whirled on her size nine shit-kicker and trundled off.


    I cast a smug glance to the blond menace before scurrying after her. Capri led me to her office, a small cubbyhole littered with polyurethane coffee cups and reams of random papers in varying colors. My inner neat freak itched to tidy the stacks and dispose of the garbage, but from previous conversations, I’d gleaned some insight into the detective. Capri liked her mess and wouldn’t allow me to monkey with her system.


    “What do you have for me?” Small talk was not one of Capri’s strengths, but I appreciated that she didn’t roll her eyes or lace her tone with sarcasm. I may not possess much pride, but the Hudson P.D. did a number on it with every visit.


    


    “Here,” I snapped open the photocopy and handed the paper over with a flourish. “I was cleaning at the Valentinos’—”


    “Do you mean Markus Valentino, the electronics mogul?” Capri cut me off with a sharp glance.


    “Yes, he owns a place on the outskirts of town with trophy wife number three, a former Miss Texas. She hired me right after Christmas, and today I happened to be dusting the den when a fax came in.”


    Capri studied the photocopy, her mouth set in a grim line. “’The Phoenix is rising; you’re gonna get burned’,” she read aloud. “Where’s the original?”


    “I put it back in the fax machine for Valentino to find.” Capri shook her head and I scowled and wondered what was on her mind.


    “I meant what number did the fax come from? If you had the number we could trace it back to the source.”


    Oh. Well, shoot. I shrugged helplessly and felt like a twit for not paying attention to such an important detail.


    Capri shuffled some papers and actually found a clear spot on her desk. She set my evidence down and spun the paper to face me. “These letters appear to be cut and pasted out of magazines. See how the type is different? Of course, without seeing the original, I have no way of knowing if this is in color, if the letters came from different papers or not. Some word programs can create this particular effect. You sure it was a fax, not a photocopy? Most people have the two-in-one machines these days


    I nodded; encouraged because she hadn’t brushed my find aside. “No one else was in that wing of the house and the machine made a weird ring-buzz noise combo before the paper came out. What do you think it means?”


    “Honestly? It’s probably a prop in some role-playing sex game. The fax had to come from someone privy to the fax number, hence someone who is acquainted with Mister or Mrs. Valentino. The Phoenix may very well be a pet name for Valentino’s Johnson.”


    Shit on a stick. “Yeah, that’s what Neil thought too.” Oops. Did I say that out loud?


    “Maggie,” Capri growled and I winced. Oh Magoo, you’ve done it again! The detective only called me Maggie when she was preparing a lecture. Silence hung in the air and like the pause between an infant’s cries, the longer the breath, the louder the complaint.


    “You are supposed to be one of my confidential informants. Do you need me to define ‘confidential’ to you again?”


    Unthinkingly, I squirmed in my seat. “I just thought—”


    “No, you didn’t think. Your husband does not need to be brought into the loop, especially since he has no connection with the law. Isn’t it bad enough everyone at the station has a pretty clear idea of why you show up here thrice weekly? Most C.I’s bring in bogus tips to collect a fee. But you’re not after the money; you’re looking to bring down the bad guys. That’s my job. Here’s how the position works. You bring me a tip, I investigate the tip. The more information you give me, the more time I invest in following up on your leads. So far, we’ve got diddly-squat. Take a stab at how many man-hours I’ve put into following up on your tips?”


    I threw my shoulders back, straightening my spine. “Hey, I’m new to this cloak and dagger scene and can I help it if I don’t know what I’m looking for?”


    “Trust your instincts.” Her matter-of-fact statement stabbed me in the gut, but I hid my reaction quickly. No need to flaunt my vulnerability to Capri, since I wasn’t sure I could trust her yet.


    Since the last detective I’d put my faith in had tried to shoot me, I was a smidge gun shy.


    “Go home, Mrs. Phillips and don’t contact me again until you have information on an actual crime.”


    I’d been dismissed. Again. Battling my temper, I stuck my nose in the air and sashayed out of Capri’s office, feigning confidence I didn’t feel. I’m a big believer in the fake it ‘til you make it school of thought. Unfortunately, I bumped into the water cooler, and sent the five-gallon jug crashing to the floor, where it glugged its contents onto the linoleum.


    Let me tell you, it’s hard to maintain a dignified air when you constantly need to seek out a mop in order to clean up after yourself and everyone around you. At least I enjoy my work.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter One


    


    


    “Maggie, I think it’s clean enough.” Sylvia stood with her hands on her hips, a scowl marring her classic features. In that pose, wearing a purple leotard and turquoise tights, she could have petitioned for membership to the Justice League.


    Work-out Woman, battling the bulge one frumpy housewife at a time!


    “You’re supposed to be toning with the abdominal machine, not rubbing it down for the night.”


    “Can I help it if it’s dusty?” I swiped at the pulley system with my paper towel, obviously the first to do so in quite a while. “You want me to be comfortable doing the reps, then let me get to know the machine first.”


    Sylvia snorted. “This isn’t a date, even though there will be a bit of skin-to-vinyl contact.”


    “Exactly! And how many other patrons have indulged in the same? Hairy, sweaty pimply-assed patrons.” I squinted at the crunch machine. “You’re the whore of the fitness world.”


    Sylvia let out a bark of laughter. “You’re terrible—stalling because you don’t want to do the exercises.”


    Well, give the woman a cigar! I wondered what tipped her off, my sloth-like movements or whining like a seven-year-old girl in Toys-R-Us’s Barbie section. Usually, my bevy of complaints was enough to convince Sylvia to hang at the juice bar and gab, but for some unknown reason, she’d decided to stick to her guns.


    “I can’t believe you bring your own bottle of cleanser. The gym provides plenty of anti-fungal, anti-bacterial spray solutions for people to use.”


    I snorted and scrubbed the levers under the seat. “Yeah, I’ve been watching and I have yet to see anyone replace the liquid in those spray bottles. Besides, have you taken a look at the unsavory sorts who frequent this dive?”


    “Like your husband?” Sylvia smirked. “Maggie, you need to get a grip. You’re becoming a paranoid recluse and it’s not doing a thing for your figure.”


    I ignored her brutal observation, mostly because she was right. This obsessive creature I’d become wasn’t fit or fun, but I couldn’t keep from indulging my fears—I’d seen too many horrors and looked evil in the eye.


    Sylvia nabbed my cleanser and pointed to the seat. “Sit and crunch, now.”


    Fine, but I didn’t have to like it. I sat and lowered the shoulder harness, then gripped the handles. Struggling, I tried to contract my abdominal muscles and make the motion to rock my upper body toward my lap, but couldn’t do it. “What weight is this thing set for?”


    Sylvia glanced over me and the corner of her mouth kicked up. “You’re only pulling ten pounds in addition to your own body weight. Still want to argue about your state of physical fitness?”


    Or lack thereof. Damn, she was right. I was a mess. Fervently, I tried again and managed to lift the weight about three quarters of an inch, before gravity bested me. I released the handles, huffing at the indignity and the exertion.


    “Great job, now do fourteen more reps, take a breather and then two more sets.”


    “You’re joking, right?”


    “If you want to tone, you need lower weight, higher reps. Of course if you want to build muscle I could always add some more weight.”


    “Sylvie, at this rate, we’ll be here all night! I want to get home in time for House.”


    She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m getting a headache. How about you do your scrub-n-scour routine, while I run out to my car and see if I have any ibuprofen? I’ll meet you in the ballroom in five, but you’re going to do the exercises.”


    I’d never heard Sylvia this agitated before and it unnerved me. Usually she radiated inner calm, a self-possessed rock to my sea of turbulent emotion. “Do you wanna talk about it?”


    Sylvia shook her head. She took what she referred to a cleansing breath. Since she wasn’t huffing Lysol, I was clueless to the cleansing part. “Maybe another day, I’m a little tired.”


    And I wasn’t helping, acting like a petulant five-year-old. The purplish smudges under her eyes matched her leotard, but I doubted she’d set out to make that fashion statement. Maybe this work-out was more for her benefit than mine. Guilt flayed me and I made a silent vow to keep the pithy commentary to a minimum.


    “I’m here if you need to vent,” I offered and spritzed the seat of the crunch machine.


    “I know, and thanks. Ballroom in five.” She turned and made her way around various weight machines towards the lobby.


    Crud muffins. I really didn’t want to do calisthenics. A stroll on the treadmill or even the Stairmaster I could deal with, but calisthenics were akin to self-imposed torture. Worse even than the weight machines, since other patrons wanted a shot at those and there was a time limit. Using one’s own body for resistance could go on until the end of time. Given my state of physical fitness and Sylvia’s do or die mood it might.


    Disheartened, I gave the crunch machine a final swipe and trundled in the direction of the ballroom. The ballroom was really a storage studio located in the far corner of the fitness area. Staff and members alike stored a cache of various free weights, balance balls and yoga mats while some of the personal trainers took their clients there for one-on-one instruction, but it usually remained empty. Light shone from beneath the door, and I deduced that the staff hadn’t locked it up for the night. So much for my feeble hope.


    Quit your griping. You need this exercise, my inner critic scolded and I knew it was right. A hopeless klutz, I had no equal and I’d been avoiding any kind of obvious exercise for longer than I could remember. But I’d crossed the hill to the far side of thirty and was losing muscle tone dealing with a slower metabolism.


    People already wondered how I’d snagged a prize stud like Neil—who at almost thirty-seven, looked more like a male underwear model than when I’d married him a decade ago. I didn’t need to add my flabby abs and saggy buns to the grisly picture.


    Resolve firmly duct-taped to the sticking place, I opened the door to the ballroom and almost tripped over my own feet.


    Why did this keep happening to me?


    The room was occupied, all right. The man had his mesh gym shorts tangled around his ankles and all of the bits normally covered were blocked by a big-haired brunette on her knees in front of him. They were making a surprising amount of noise—a soundtrack I would take with me to the grave—and hadn’t noticed my arrival.


    I would have backed away quietly, but froze when I finally caught a glimpse of the man’s features. Hey, next time you see a bottom-less man see if his face is the first place you look.


    Even though I didn’t make a move, the lunatic in my head was running in circles, flapping her arms like a crazed Henny Penny and chanting “The sky is falling, the sky is falling!”


    “Hey, I brought the radio from my studio I thought….” I’ll never know what Sylvia thought in that final moment before the sky clobbered her, because she’d caught sight of her husband being serviced in the ballroom.


    Eric and his partner picked up the pace, their rhythm striving for the ultimate crescendo and I wanted to nudge Sylvia into action. If it were me in her shoes, I’d make damn sure he never got to finish, before I started the ritualistic disembowelment. But this was her crisis to deal with as she saw fit.


    Apparently, she needed more time, because she tugged me out the door and closed it soundlessly behind her.


    “Sylvie…,” I started, but any words I offered her would be cold comfort at best.


    “Why isn’t he in his office?” Sylvia asked in an even tone. Her perfect blond eyebrows met at the bridge of her straight nose. “He has an office on the second floor since he made assistant manager. Why the ballroom?”


    “Does it matter?” I asked quietly, enraged both for my friend and with her. Why the hell wasn’t she confronting the faithless S.O.B? I had her back, if she needed moral support, or a wingman for the takedown. I may not be fit, but I could definitely tackle Eric from behind and keep him pinned while she gelded him. Or rip the tramp’s hair out of her feather-headed scalp.


    Sylvia shook her head and stared at the ground. No doubt she was processing, making plans, deciding on the best way to handle the philandering scum-sucking cretin.


    I might have been a tiny bit miffed over the situation, but sometimes going with one’s gut was the best course of action. No amount of consideration would prevent Eric from getting his rocks off, but an accurately thrown ten pound barbell….


    Then, it was too late. Eric opened the door and I caught a glimpse of the dark-haired woman stuffing her mega boobs back into her jog bra and casting him a disbelieving look for his obvious inconsideration.


    Eric brushed past me without acknowledging my presence, but stopped dead when his gaze took in a pale-faced Sylvia. She’d wrapped her arms around herself and wouldn’t meet his stare. Her posture radiated hurt in staggering waves, combating with the righteous anger I threw off on her behalf.


    “Sylvie, I….” He trailed off, searching for a cover story and she looked at him hopefully. As if whatever came out of his mouth would erase the last five minutes.


    “We were just—”


    “Having a little oral sex.” The woman finished for him. Hell hath no fury indeed. This broad had taken in the scene, realized Eric had walked into a cauldron of hot water, and tossed a load of kindling on the fire. “Sorry Hon, he told me he wasn’t seeing anybody.”


    “This is his wife!” I yelled in outrage, pointing to Sylvia. Damn it all, someone needed to shout.


    The brunette blanched and I shot a scud-missile at her with my eyes. “What the hell is wrong with you that you perform sexual favors in a public place with a guy you barely know? Don’t you value yourself? Aren’t you worth more than a quickie on the sly with a lying pig? What would your mother think?”


    She opened and closed her mouth like a fish.


    “Maggie,” Sylvia pleaded, but I wasn’t done. Some things need attention in the


    here and now.


    I whirled on Eric. “And you! I actually thought you had a few brain cells to rub together. Whatkind of insensitive ass-muppet betrays his gorgeous wife for a five second orgasm


    with an overly-teased piece of fluff?”


    “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Why don’t you stay out of my business?” A warning threaded through Eric’s tone.


    Sylvia hadn’t said a word other than my name and continued to tug halfheartedly on my arm. Other people had ceased their workouts to watch the spectacle. Poor Sylvia. And I had to don my crazy hat, bringing more attention to cthe situation. The mortification written across her face convinced me.


    “That’s a mighty fine idea.” I whirled on my heel and marched off to the front desk. “I want to cancel my membership,” I announced to the tanned Adonis manning the phones.


    “Uh…well, there’s a form you need to fill out and—”


    I waved a hand, practically bonking him on the beak. “Whatever. Just as long


    I can register a complaint with the owner.”


    “A complaint about what?”


    “Unsanitary conditions in the ballroom.”


    


    * * * *


    


    I asked Sylvia to come to my house for a bit, but deep down I knew she craved alone time, and wasn’t surprised when she refused. With any luck, she’d bounce back and set her life straight by changing the locks on her front door before Eric came home. I’d already offered to send Neil to the local hardware store on her behalf.


    “Hey gang, Mom’s home!” Neil stood and stretched his back. I staggered over the threshold of our humble abode. As was custom, two backpacks, three baskets of unfolded linens and a pile of mail awaited my attention in the miniscule entryway which doubled as our foyer. The new coat of sage paint I’d applied a few days earlier still smelled fresh and Neil had finally hung the family pictures I’d been hounding him about.


    “Good workout?” Neil dropped a kiss on the top of my head and I stifled the urge to fall into his arms and sob. Two adrenaline spikes and more surprises and self-doubt than I’d wanted to count in the past ten hours made stringing a sentence together damn near impossible.


    “Mom, Josh is in the bathroom and he won’t come out!” Kenny’s words were punctuated with violent pounding. “Come on, dweeb, I gotta go!”


    “Kenny, use ours for the love of Pete!” Neil’s voice was tinged with exasperation.


    “How long has he been in there?”


    Neil glanced at the mantel clock below his big screen T.V., where he paused an episode of Deadliest Catch. “Almost an hour.”


    “Is he sick? Vomiting? Have you called the doctor yet? I heard there’s a stomach bug going around—”


    I cut myself off and headed for the kitchen where the emergency phone numbers resided, but Neil tugged me back by the shirt.


    “Maggie, he’s not sick, he’s twelve. Twel-ve, as in adolescent, pre-pubescent twelve.”


    I blinked a few times and Neil chucked me under the chin then locked his gaze with mine in silent communion. I stared into the hazel depths and the light dawned.


    “Cripes, not yet.” I sagged onto my ugly yet practical barstools and the urgency to do something fled. “I’m not ready for this.”


    “Really Uncle Scrooge, this is nothing you need to do anything about.” Neil stood behind me and massaged the tension from my neck and shoulders.” He’s getting older, he has a girlfriend—”


    “No he doesn’t.” I shook my head and shrugged out from under his hold.


    “That girl who was here at Thanksgiving, Olivia.”


    “There’s nothing official, they just chat online sometimes.”


    Neil cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes at me. “Kids don’t meet at a sock hop, then share a root beer float at the local soda shop anymore, Maggs. Communicating online is dating to the next generation.”


    “I was born in the seventies, Neil. And my first date tried to sell me stolen lawn gnomes he’d filched from the church rummage sale.”


    He stared at me for a beat, then doubled over in laughter. I’m pretty sure he believed I’d made that up. I sighed. Truth can be stranger than fiction.


    Once Neil got control of himself, he resumed the shoulder rub in silence. Obviously, he thought I was a few yachts shy of a boat show. He just didn’t get the mother-to-adopted son dynamic. It seemed like a few days ago, Josh had been a solemn, wide-eyed toddler in need of a mother’s unconditional love. And now he was growing up, in the bathroom….


    I winced and derailed that train of thought. Neil was right, as usual. This had nothing to do with me and everything to do with Mother Nature, the selfish cow.


    “They’ve been fighting more lately, over space and privacy. It’s probably time to give Josh his own room.” Apparently Neil decided to keep the bombs falling before I could fully regroup. My life was changing too fast and I didn’t cotton to change very well. Upheaval was one guaranteed ingredient to turn the mild-mannered Laundry Hag into a belligerent, frothing beast.


    My wrath focused on Neil, the calm eye in the center of my category five turmoil. The man didn’t get worked up about anything and while this usually provided a good balance in our marriage, right now he was pissing me off.


    I blanked my expression. “If that’s what you think is best.”


    His eyebrows drew together to form a dark V. “Don’t do this, Maggie.”


    Tapping my inner Southern Belle, I smiled absently and patted his arm. “You always know what to do, so I defer to your superior intellect.”


    He groaned and dropped his chin to his chest. Take that, hot stuff!


    Neil hated when I didn’t fight back almost as much as I hated losing every argument we had. Granted, sometimes we’d fight, he’d win and then I’d go my merry way, doing as I pleased. Typically though, I wanted to please him before myself so arguing was always a win-win scenario for Neil. Not arguing, however childish it may seem, gave me a bit of a boost. My husband is not the type of man to yell at a woman, especially a non-confrontational woman. I always stopped short of bringing tears into the game, but every so often I needed an edge, a way to make him understand my level of frustration.


    The patronizing tone took all the fight out of Neil. His shoulders rounded and he leaned back against the counter. He didn’t say anything and I got up to fetch a glass of water, just to give myself something to do.


    “I set up an appointment with a marriage counselor for tomorrow.”


    The water slid down the wrong pipe and I choked. “Are you serious?” I wheezed at his profile.


    He didn’t answer me, just stared at the school calendar on the fridge. Neil had mentioned going to a marriage counselor a few months back, but I thought the idea went extinct after the holidays. Granted, we had problems and miscommunicated, but to actually go to therapy like our relationship was falling apart….


    Unbidden, the image of Eric and his bimbo in the ballroom flashed and I cringed. No doubt, I’d been born with some sort of fornicator locator, because I always seem to walk in on people having sex. As if that isn’t enough, it was always people having sex who shouldn’t be having sex, at least with each other. I studied my handsome husband and flinched at the stress lines around his eyes. Guilt flayed me for my self-centeredness. He deserved more from me. A few hours’ time out of my crazy life might not be a bad thing and deep down, I was afraid if I didn’t acquiesce to this, one day my fornicator locator might steer me to Neil. My heart couldn’t take that kind of beating.


    “Okay, I’ll be sure to clear my schedule.”
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    Chapter One


    


    When I was eight years old I sat with my Aunt Roberta in the front porch swing, listening to crickets and watching lightning bugs when she asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up.


    “Catwoman,” I answered, then returned to my wild cherry Kool Aide.


    “That’s interesting. Why Catwoman?”


    I thought about it for a second. “Because she’s cool and she has an awesome costume and gets to kiss Batman.”


    “Sweetie, you know Catwoman doesn’t really exist, right?” Aunt Robbie said.


    “Sure she does. She’s not always Catwoman, sometimes she’s in other movies.”


    My mother breezed out on a cloud of Elizabeth Arden’s Sunflowers. “What are we talking about?”


    “Michelle Pfeiffer. Here, have some Kool Aide.”


    “That stuff rots your insides,” my mother sniffed and then hurried out to the car to meet her date.


    That was the end of the Catwoman discussion, but the idea never left me. Sure, at eight I thought growing up to be Catwoman was a legitimate profession and as I got older I found ways to rationalize the idea. Boys loved Catwoman, she was up there with Princess Leia on the fantasy wall in the boy’s locker room, or so my best friend Tad told me. Everyone knew Catwoman was hot.


    “Do you really think she’s hot?” I asked him while we studied for our algebra test.


    “Not as hot as Batman,” Tad said.


    I agreed with him on that score, Batman was hot, but I didn’t want to be Batman.


    The memory was fresh in my mind the morning that changed my life.


    Sitting across from Rowena Metcalf, aspiring author, and trundling through her tax receipts, it dawned on me that Catwoman must have a day job somewhere. Sure, she died and was revived by cats but where did she keep her catsuit when she was showering?


    Tim Burton had never returned my calls on the subject so I was stuck doing other people’s taxes in order to pay my bills.


    “Rowena, you can’t write off fifty three gallons of Moose Tracks ice cream. Jeeze, there are only fifty two weeks in a year!”


    “One week was really rough. Multiple rejections.” Rowena gave me the slitty-eyed glare that was her trademark. “It was for my muse.”


    Oy with the muse already. Rowena’s muse was the grown up equivalent of don’t look at me, she did it. “Even if your muse demanded it, the IRS won’t see it that way. Materials that directly went to furthering your career. Paper, ink cartridges, mailing expenses, yes. No ice cream.”


    “What about wine? And chocolate, I need chocolate to write.”


    I contemplated thunking my head against the desk but I couldn’t see CW doing that so I refrained. “You know, this is your fourth year claiming your writing as a business instead of a hobby. If you write off too much, it can trigger an audit.”


    Rowena made the sign of the cross at the A word. “How much is too much?”


    Clicking through her online account, I brought up her schedule C. “You made thirty seven sixty, from writing that article you sold to the magazine on the mating rituals of dolphins and porpoises. Two hundred fifty nine from your ebook novella and eighty five for the online class you taught. That’s three hundred eighty one dollars and sixty cents, via the cash method. If you keep your expenses within reason you should be fine.”


    The specter of the IRS still loomed large over Rowena’s ample frame in her cheetah print sweater dress. “Should be?”


    “Will be,” I amended. “And being audited isn’t the end of the world. You have receipts for legitimate expenses and I’ll be there to go over any discrepancies with you. Remember, my guarantee comes with my fee.”


    Rowena shuddered. “Still, I don’t want to be audited. That’s what brought down the mob, you know. The IRS got ‘em when the police couldn’t.”


    She had a point. “Just be reasonable with your expenses and don’t start up a crime ring.”

    After another hour of pain-stakingly picking through her shoebox full of receipts and arguing over writing off her weekly massage— “but I need it, Daisy,”—and homeopathic candles—“for ambiance, of course,”—I could have used a tankard of wine myself. Unfortunately it was ten forty three in the morning and I had a new client due in at eleven, so I settled for a fresh cup of coffee.


    “How’s Rowena doing? Did she churn out the Great American novel yet?” Chloe, the other CPA and the co-owner of our small business asked. Chloe had been my college roommate’s girlfriend’s roommate at Duke. After a semester the girls had broken up but Chloe and I remained close and post-graduation we had worked in the same office. Last year, she’d come to me with a business proposal, starting up our own accounting firm. I’d hesitated at first, after all I was an accountant— caution was ingrained in my psyche— but my college loans had been paid off and I lived with my aunt. Catwoman insisted I needed to be bold and the opportunity had been too good to pass up. We rented a store front in my hometown of Harrisburg, North Carolina and recruited my mother to do what she did best, spread the word. Yes, three out of five new businesses go tits up after the first two years but we were off to a solid start here in our second tax season. And of course, there was my secret after hours career. The accountant was happy and Catwoman purred with satisfaction.


    “If she did, she hasn’t sold it yet, though I learned a lot about dolphin mating practices.”


    Chloe grinned and shook out her long auburn mane before donning her cashmere scarf. “Well, I’m off to lunch. Been up since three and I’m starving.”


    “Should I ask why you were up at three?”


    Chloe made a face, which didn’t detract from her Marilyn Monroe pouty look. “Buster got into the trash last night and decided to hock it all up at oh dark hundred. You want me to get you anything?”


    “Maybe never again.” Eeep, that would teach me to inquire. Chloe and her husband Rich had the most badly behaved dog on the face of the planet. He chased cars, treed cats, lifted his leg in their walk-in closet and ruined all of Chloe’s silk blouses. He shredded newspapers, toilet paper, photo albums and shoes with equal fervor yet they continued to coddle the sixty pound German Shepard/Collie mix as though he was a big hairy baby.


    Dog people, go figure.


    Denise, our receptionist, strolled in an hour and forty nine minutes late. She ignored us both and headed for her computer station where she would proceed to play Farmville and Bejeweled on Facebook. One would think that if a woman was going to spend all day screwing around online when she was supposed to be working, she would be smart enough not to send her employer requests for pretend tractors. I’d begged Chloe to fire her, but Denise was her sister-in-law and certain family dues had to be paid. Denise’s teased blonde hair took up twice the amount of space as the rest of her as she settled behind the computer screen. Where Chloe was classy and well educated, Denise was trashy and a beauty school dropout, earning her the nickname Frenchy.


    “Buzz me when my eleven o’clock appointment comes in.” I told her now.


    “Sure thing Miz. Ellis.” Denise gave me a fake smile and I knew I’d have to keep an eye out for the newcomer myself.


    A quick pit stop in the bathroom to take care of the essentials. Staring into the crooked mirror, I evaluated my physical appearance. I was no Chloe, but neither was I Denise. All in all the assessment was positive, a little pale because I didn’t get outside much in the daytime, but with my long dark brown hair it was a look that worked. Besides, the sun tended to burn me or set loose the plague of freckles that dotted the bridge of my nose. I’d never be a stunner, but that was okay because I was Catwoman.
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    The coast of South Carolina, Earth, 2059


    


    T-minus five minutes and counting till coffee touchdown. Noelle McIntyre sighed as she finished filling the recycled filter with coffee grounds, stuck the basket in her machine and flicked the light on. She yawned and ran a hand through her rat’s nest hairstyle. Showering was definitely on today’s agenda—she’d scare her clients away before they had a chance to look through her portfolio if she showed up like this.


    Her gaze wandered to the view outside her sliding screen door. Ever since climbing temperatures raised the levels of oceans worldwide in 2023, real estate overlooking the sea had turned into veritable ghost towns. Some things had changed since her grandmother’s time, but the first law of the housing market remained, location, location, location. Ellie didn’t care that her trailer on the South Carolina shore was worth less today than it had been when she purchased it a year ago. She owned it and though it might be dangerous, the view of the crashing waves and the sun coming up over the horizon stole her breath every morning. What was the point of life without a little spice?


    I should log onto the net, check the news and clean my skanky bod of yesterday’s filth. She didn’t move however, bone weary from the events of the previous day. Who would have thought a yappy little terrier could cause so many problems? The client, Mrs. Regina Emily Robinson had hired her to capture the essence of her precious Snookums. Disaster didn’t begin to describe the experience. The fluffy little white beast had a mean streak the size of Mars and his shrill bark resounded in the halls of the great mountaintop mansion. While Mrs. Robinson had cooed at her lovey, Ellie struggled to free her pant leg from his jaws. Sick of her desperate situation, she’d ripped the fabric free and tumbled into the pool, camera and all. She had been darn lucky the items she’d brought were mostly waterproof. Worse yet she had to go back for another session with demon mutt.


    Ellie loved most animals but spoiled canine portraits were a necessary evil, if she wanted to survive. Unfortunately her truck—an actual gas powered behemoth, needed a sizable cash infusion. Without the picture of Snookums trapped on her camera and blown up to ten times the size of life, she couldn’t afford private transportation anymore.


    Maybe she’d add demon horns to the final hologram to really capture the beast’s essence.


    Enough coffee had dripped into the pot so she poured herself a large mug full. While old timers, like her grandmother, claimed the coffee sold now was swill compared to the late 20th to early 21st century standards—what with no caffeine and the beans grown in hydroponics’ factories—Ellie had never known anything different.


    Two seconds of chewing and she gulped down her breakfast pill. She swallowed all the nutrients and protein her body needed for the day with a grimace as she imagined the alternative. Some people still ate real food—their breakfasts consisted of eggs, bacon and toast. Ellie found the whole concept icky. Popping a food capsule was so much more efficient. Not to mention cheaper and less of a hassle. Body supplements could be bought at every store, but one needed a physician’s prescription to even enter a market. The standard physical one needed to pass consisted of body mass check, cholesterol and blood pressure screening, credit scoring and stamina testing. The jury still debated about whether food damaged a human body, but it wasn’t illegal yet. Even if it is repulsive.


    The aromatic coffee though was a different story. She liked her galley kitchen to smell of the divine witch’s brew and the liquid heat helped her start the day.


    She took her mug over to the reinforced glass doors and stared not at the ocean or the sunrise, but at her own battered reflection. Unlike so many of her contemporaries, Ellie didn’t have the cash on hand to invest in a rejuvenation tube so she looked every day of her thirty-two years. Tiny wrinkles crested around her mouth and eyes, and gray had threaded through her dirty blond hair since she’d turned seventeen. Her body could only be described as…meh. Not a head turner or worthy of catcalls. No, Ellie wasn’t a beauty by anyone’s standards, not even her own. She looked old and she felt old. What’s the point?


    “Meow.”


    Ellie glanced down. On the other side of the screen door, a small tiger-striped cat had appeared. She unlocked the door, and slid it open. Salty sea air immediately dispelled the coffee’s aroma. She crouched down, placed her mug on the deck and reached out to pet the cat.


    “Hey there, where did you come from?”


    “Trust me,” the cat answered. “You don’t wanna know.”


    Ellie blinked and drew her hand back. The cat didn’t say anything else and she wondered if her mind was going. “Did…did you just say something?”


    “Oh great, we’ve landed at the village idiot’s house.” The voice was deeper than the cat’s and came from the bottom of Ellie’s steps. A small beagle puppy stared up at her with scorn in his cocoa brown eyes. “You act like you’ve never seen a talking animal before.”


    “I haven’t.” Ellie’s voice sounded hollow in her own ears.


    “Snark, you dumbass, I told you the animals here aren’t supposed to talk!” The cat rolled her eyes at the beagle.


    “Well how the earth could I have known?” The beagle scratched his floppy ear with a rear paw.


    Ellie sat down hard on the steps of her trailer. “I feel dizzy.”


    “Looks like she’s gonna yak!” The dog yipped, and scampered out of the line of fire.


    “Don’t worry—she looks like one of them non-eaters anyhow. Probably spew a thimble full of nutrient-enriched bile.”


    “Oh God, please tell me I’m dreaming.” Being piss poor sucked enough, but Ellie did not want to be crazy. Bad things happened to crazy people.


    “Get with the program, homo sapien! If it makes you feel any better, we’re not really animals.” The cat knocked its head against her arm, and then turned its attention to the dog. “Snark, stop that!”


    The beagle had his hind leg poised in midair, aimed at her potted evergreen. “I can’t help it. It’s instinctive in this form!”


    The cat swiped at the dog with an angry hiss. “Cut it out! Brennigan needs our help.”


    “Who?” Ellie asked. Maybe if she played along the delusions would go away.


    “Our brother, he’s unconscious.” The cat jabbed a paw at the beach. “Down there.”


    The dog barked and started tugging on her hemline with gusto. “Come on, slow poke, he’s over this way!”


    “I’m in my bathrobe!” Ellie protested. The look the animals gave her screamed, So, who gives a flying rat’s ass?


    The chilly February breeze coming off the Atlantic didn’t help the tangles in her hair one bit as she stumbled along the shoreline after the figments of her overwrought brain. The only real question in her mind, was Brennigan a gerbil or a hamster? Freud would have a field day with her—she almost heard his thick German accent in the holographic therapy program she’d be required to endure after this episode. “So, your father never let you have a pet and now you are seeing them everywhere you go. Classic Electra complex. Very interesting!”


    The beagle stopped short and she tripped over his back and landed face first in the sand. The dog didn’t seem to notice.


    “Where did he go? I swear this is where we left him.”


    “I told you to stay with him!” The cat arched its back and hissed. “Snark, you meat sack! He doesn’t remember anything and he’s in the single most dangerous place in the known multiverse! What the earth is wrong with you?”


    “Calm down, Sass. He couldn’t have gone far. Let’s fan out and check the beach in both directions.”


    “Not like this, it’ll take too long.” A low hum reverberated through the air like a pulse of energy. Ellie sat up and wiped sand from her mouth. The yowling cat’s fur turned to feathers. Sand around the creature shimmered in and out of focus. The result appeared similar to the soft focus effect on Ellie’s cameras, where the subject remained clear against a blurry backdrop. Seeing it in real life went beyond eerie and well into the loony bin territory.


    Before she thought of what to say to her figments, the bird—a seagull by all appearances— hopped over a few feet and squawked at the dog. “You head south with the human. I’ll pan along the coastline to the north. See if I can spot him from an aerial vantage point. Hopefully, he has enough sense to stay out of the water.” Stretching its wings the bird hopped a half dozen times and took flight.


    Ellie stared at the markings in the sand. Heading from the direction of her house, cat paw prints indented the beach, but then bird tracks took their place. Could delusions be so detail specific?


    “Well come on, human. Best keep your eye on the prize.” The dog trotted off.


    For no discernible reason, Ellie jogged after it. “So, can you do that, too?”


    “Do what?” The beagle didn’t break stride as he glanced over to her. “Adopt a new form?”


    Ellie nodded.


    “Yeah, but it hurts like earth so we don’t want to do it too often. The more we refuse to change though, the more likely we’ll get stuck in a permanent form.”


    “We wouldn’t want that,” she mumbled. “Listen, since you don’t seem to need me urgently anymore, I am going back to my trailer to get dressed. You know, so I don’t get picked up for indecent exposure?”


    “Watchya got on under that bathrobe?” The dog sniffed at the terrycloth and she swatted him away.


    “Nothing of interest to you.” Last thing she needed was a talking beagle humping her leg. Her trailer came into view and she crossed her fingers that the dog wouldn’t follow her.


    “Suit yourself! I’ll swing back here when we find him.”


    “Can’t wait.” Ellie watched him run off down the beach. Maybe she was still asleep, dreaming of dogs and cats that told her off. Yes, a dream explained everything. And after the Snookums incident yesterday, who would blame her?


    Relieved that she hadn’t lost her mind, Ellie turned toward her trailer steps. In her haste to figure out the mystery, she’d left the sliding glass door open. She scurried up the steps and glanced around to make sure no one, either real or imagined, was around before doffing her sand-coated robe. Pajamas, just another luxury Ellie couldn’t afford, but here in the states walking around in public sans clothing was still a big no no. The robe would need a thorough vacuu washing—


    A huge hand clamped over her mouth so her scream came out muffled. Her mandatory five years of self-defense training rushed back and Ellie jabbed her elbow backward, aimed for her assailant’s solar plexus.


    Her funny bone connected with solid metal and tears sprung to her eyes. This so was not her morning!


    The man spun her around to face him. First thing she noticed was a wild gleam in the darkest eyes she’d ever seen. Absolutely no distinction between his irises and pupils, just jet black on black. He reeked of wood smoke and exhaustion. Sweat and what appeared to be blood matted his hair into clumps and so much ash stuck in the shoulder length strands, the color was impossible to decipher. More blood coated the plates of metal covering every inch of his giant frame. He removed his hand from her trembling lips.


    “What do you want?” Ellie whispered, more afraid than she’d ever been.


    


    
      “Sanctuary,” he rasped before those midnight eyes rolled back and he crashed at her feet.

      
        

      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      

    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    About the Author


    


    


    Mystery, Mayhem Laughter and Love….


    


    Former navy wife turned author Jennifer L. Hart loves a good mystery as well as a good laugh and a happily ever after is a must. Her works to date include The Misadventures of the Laundry Hag series, Redeeming Characters, River Rats, Stellar Timing, Who Needs A Hero?, and Daisy Dominatrix.


    Visit her on the web at www.jenniferlhart.com or www.laundryhag.com.


    


    


    

  


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Jennifer I Hart

g

Laundry Hag ﬂ/

Ska?tfons in the C?ostf






OEBPS/Images/00002.jpg
F stelir
4 Timing

Aemitr .l





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpg
Daisy Dommatrix

y
Jenmiier L. Hart





