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Chapter 1
 I knew Jason would be the love of my life the first time I met him. What I didn't know was that he would turn out to be a monster. 
We were in college back then and ended up in the same drama class our senior year. Okay, so I had seen this gorgeous boy a few times around campus before, but we had never interacted. Doing so made all the difference. We were asked to do a scene together in class, playing a couple fighting about money and then making up afterward. He took me by surprise by actually French-kissing me at the end, even though our acting teacher had shown us how to properly fake such a kiss. The second I felt his hot tongue swirl around mine, I was lost. Well, to be honest, maybe that happened the moment I looked into his beautiful blue eyes. I had never before looked into eyes containing that much depth, that much sincerity and benevolence. This boy was one of a kind. And he would be mine. 
 I have been lost to this man for the last nine years and we’ve been so happy together all of that time, oh so happy. That blissful happiness ended today, about thirty minutes ago. That was when I found out that I had been wrong about the state of our relationship. I now know that Jason has been unfaithful to me for the last few months. 
 If only that had been it. See, I might have been able to handle him straying. No, scratch that; I would have handled it. I’m not a quitter and our marriage, our love for each other, is worth too much to me to give up on that easily. After all, I haven’t been easy to deal with lately and most couples have had their share of such problems, so this one would turn out to be ours. Life isn’t perfect and all relationships go through ups and downs. But we would get through our down. I’d confront him about it and then he’d leave her, realize his mistake. I’m the one he really wants to be with, but I have pushed him away with my postpartum depression. I’d get him back, though, make him mine again. Except his seeing another woman isn’t our only problem. Like I said, there is more—and it ain’t pretty. 
 My innards twist with excruciating pain when I read the last three words again, still hoping that I have just imagined the large, glaring letters written across one page. But there they are again in Jason’s distinct handwriting:

I killed her. 
 There, right before my eyes, is his confession. It is written in his diary together with what he did with his mistress during the many evenings when I thought he was only working late. He has even written about how they first met, which was in the weeks before Matthew was born. I never once suspected that he might be unfaithful to me. How could he be? Up until what happened with our little boy, we were so incredibly happy together. 
 But the evidence is here and there is no mistaking his handwriting. I’m as familiar with it as I am with my own. He has written all these horrible words, and unless someone has made him write them, it is what has happened. Why else would they be there and in such detail?
 I can’t imagine why anyone would ever make him do such a thing, though. Neither Jason nor I are the kind of people who have plenty of enemies, certainly not ones who hate us to the point of forcing him to make up such a story, incriminate himself in the diary he uses to write about his feelings and daily life. Then again, if it is true—I still carry some hope that it might not be—it also shows that I don’t know my husband as well as I thought I did. 
 I bury my face in my hands and close my eyes. My stomach hurt so much I open my mouth to groan, but no sound comes out from between my lips. 

Why is this happening to me? Haven’t I suffered enough? 

I hear the front door to our apartment open then. Only two people have keys to get into our place—Jason and our maid. But it is one o’clock on a Friday afternoon, which means that Jason should be at work. Our maid always comes on Tuesdays. Did she confuse the days this week?
 “Lexi?” Jason’s voice coming from the hallway. Slamming the diary shut, I spring to my feet and put the worn, blue book in my purse that is sitting on a chair nearby. My heart feels like it has gotten stuck in my throat, making it hard to breathe, and my pulse is throbbing loudly behind my ears. Frantically, I look around, wanting to hide myself somewhere as I hear him walk toward the kitchen where I am. Oh, God, how can I talk to him now? What shall I do?

And there he is, my handsome husband, standing in the doorway between the hallway and the kitchen, wearing a sharp suit that fits him to a tee. His short, dark hair is slightly messy, as if he just rolled out of bed and only had access to his fingers to smooth it out. His clear blue eyes glitter as he breaks into a smile at the sight of me. 
 “There you are,” he says and comes into our large kitchen, toward me, still smiling.

 Oh, God, this man just can’t be a murderer, I think as I watch him approach, struggling not to reveal the storm of emotions going on inside me right then. And I don’t care how difficult it must have been to be with me lately, he would still never be unfaithful to me. There must be some other explanation as to why all those terrible, terrible words are written in his diary. There has to be. It suddenly strikes me that he might have written them because he has finally begun working on that novel he keeps telling me he wants to write.
Yes, that must be it.

He has just chosen to use his own life as the basis for his story. I’m well aware that my husband dreams of becoming an author and quitting his job at the ad agency one day. It’s a lucrative job, but he is not very happy doing it. I feel myself relax a little. Of course it is something innocuous like that. No sane person would ever confess to adultery and an actual murder in a diary. 
 The bright smile on Jason’s lips dies and worry colors his features. I must look miserable because he comes up and envelops me in his arms, holding me close. He strokes my hair and whispers into my ear, “My poor, poor Lexi. It’s one of those days, huh?” 
 I don’t reply. I just let him hold me and inhale the familiar smell of him, a pleasant mixture of wood, the city, and Chanel Platinum Egoiste.
 So if I believe so strongly in his innocence, why am I dreading telling him what I have just found? Why do I dig my fingers into his back, not wanting to face him, instead of asking him straight out why he has written all those words? I tell myself it’s because I don’t want him to think I spend my days at home snooping through his things. Which is what I did today and how I found his diary in one of the drawers in his dresser, hidden under several sweaters. 
 Finally, he loosens his grip around me and I have no choice but to glance up at him. He gives me a small but warm smile. There, in his gaze, is that deep care for me that I know so well. 
 “Feeling a little better?” he asks softly. 
 I make myself smile back at him and nod my head, but no words come out of my mouth. 
 He keeps smiling while contemplating me, a ray of sunshine hitting his face in that moment, causing his eyes to glow bright and almost painfully blue. “What were you doing, babe?”
 The question slides off his tongue so easily, his voice light and carefree. Not the way I expect a man with a guilty conscience to ever speak. The thought gives me hope, reinforces my belief that there is a simple, perfectly reasonable explanation to what I have found. I am able to at least speak again.
 “I was just going through some receipts, but I’m done now, just in time for your unexpected arrival. What are you doing? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” 
 “I had a meeting uptown that got canceled, so I figured I should swing by the house on my way back to the office and say hi. See how you were doing.” He leans down and kisses me on the lips. “Are you sure you’re okay?” His voice is intimate. “You looked like you were in such pain.”
 “Yes, I was, but I’m better now. Much better. I just got to thinking a little when I saw some receipt of… of the stuff we bought for…” I can’t make myself finish the sentence. Not that it is necessary. Jason knows much too well of what I’m talking.
 He runs a knuckle along my jaw and that little, warm smile that I hope he only uses for me widens. 
 “That’s good,” he says. “Tomorrow you’ll be even better. Right?”
 “Yes,” I say, my voice sounding odd to my ears. “Tomorrow I’ll be even better.”
 “Good girl.” His arms loosen further around me. “Well, like I said, I just wanted to pop in and say hi since I was in the neighborhood. Are you still up for dinner tonight?”
 “Absolutely. I need to get out of the house. It’s been days since I was out last. I’m beginning to feel claustrophobic.” I grimace. “And even if I don’t feel like dinner later, I’ll make myself. It’s time for me to get out of this funk once and for all. Besides, I need to be sure I haven’t forgotten how to behave properly in normal social settings filled with strangers.”
 Jason chuckles softly and places a strand of hair behind my ear. “I don’t think that’s ever possible. You were born with natural graces, babe.”
 “Ha. Well, let’s hope you’re right or I’ll be out of a job next week.”
 “You’re going to do great. Remember what Dr. Meyer says—one step at a time.”
 I nod and smile.
 He leans in and kisses me again with those soft lips. “See you in a few hours then. Fifth and 49th. Do you want me to text you the address in case you forget?”
 I shake my head no. “I think I’ll be all right.”
 He pinches my chin. “Okay. Bye. Love you.”
 His tall shape disappears through the doorway, and then I hear his dress shoes click against the hardwood floor in our long hallway as he makes his way back to the front door. It opens and then shuts again, and he is gone.
 I sink down on the chair I sat on earlier and wait a few minutes. When I’m sure he is truly gone, I find the diary in my purse. I open it to the page where I saw the words, convinced now that I have simply imagined them. 

I must have.
 There is no chance in hell that the sweet man who came to see me to make sure I was all right is an adulterer and a murderer. But there they are again, written as plainly as the last time I saw them across one sheet in the diary. 

I killed her.

I clench my hand into a fist and bite my knuckles to stop myself from screaming out loud.











Chapter 2
 Jason and I got married a year after we graduated college. 
 It was one of those picture-perfect weddings in which everything went even better than I could ever have wished for in those stressful weeks before the big day. The early July weather was warm but not humid the way it sometimes is that time of year in the New York area. The sun shone from a crystal clear, cloud free sky. No one in the bridal party was late, not even my sister, who is always late for everything. I didn’t slip while walking down the aisle in spite of my long dress and very high heels. Neither Jason nor I messed up the vows we had written to read to each other during the ceremony, and no one in the church made any weird noises or sneezed loudly to dampen the special moment. No one gave any awkward or embarrassing speeches during the reception, not even my father, who tends to get overly emotional when it comes to me, his first-born daughter. Our first dance on the dance floor went without a hitch, and both the catering team and the wedding band delivered beyond expectation. 
 It was truly a magical day and night.
 The following morning Jason and I took off for our honeymoon, five days in Paris. Being so young and new at our jobs, that was all we could afford. Jason might come from money, but he was a fiercely proud and independent man, who refused to have his family pay for everything. I adored this quality about him—I had definitely not married a weak person. It turned out that we might as well have stayed in the States because we barely left our hotel room once during those five days. Amazingly, we were still so in love that we couldn’t keep our hands off each other even though we had been a couple for two years already. 
 When I glanced at the young man sleeping in the bed beside me during one of those nights, the moon shining through the hotel room window big and round in the dark Paris sky, I remember thinking that I was so lucky. How come I got him when so many other girls had wanted him? What had made me so special? This gorgeous, tall, brown-haired Adonis could have had practically anyone he wanted. After I got to know him in drama class, I quickly learned that Jason was a boy most girls were crazy about, and it surprised me that I hadn’t paid more attention to someone like him earlier. Well, it might have had something to do with me being hung up on my ex, who had dumped me a couple of months earlier. It was the only possible explanation.
 So why would a guy like Jason want to be with me, a regular girl from working class Queens with mousy brown hair that ended up frizzy soon again no matter how much I blow-dried it? (This was before I discovered the wonders of Brazilian Keratin Treatments.) Okay, I knew I wasn’t totally unattractive and that I was a smart girl—I had been given a full scholarship to attend Columbia University after all because of my straight A’s. But still, I wasn’t in Jason’s league. He was a ten while I was a six, maybe a seven on a good day. In addition to the problematic hair, I was on the shorter side, and while I wasn’t fat exactly, I always wished I were a few pounds lighter, had a model’s slender, long limbs. There were several of those kinds of girls attending Columbia, drop dead gorgeous girls from good families like Jason, whose footsteps most guys worshipped. Really, the best thing I had going for me when it came to my body were my big breasts. Guys had always liked those. Those and my face that I had been told was cute in a quirky way.
 I guess the answer was obvious—Jason simply preferred quirky, curvy looks over those of a gazelle-like supermodel’s. Still, in preparation for the wedding I made sure I lost the annoying extra twelve pounds I carried around, making me more confident about my body. Even so, there was always the slight doubt in my head whether I was good enough for Jason. Would I ever be good enough for a man like him? 
 On our last day in Paris I decided that I needed to know, hear him tell me why he had chosen me in his own words. I couldn’t help myself even though I knew it would make me sound horribly insecure and, at this point, with a big, princess cut diamond ring on my finger, was it really necessary to ask such a thing? The man obviously loved me and that was it. I had nothing besides my person to offer him, no money, no connections.
 But I still wanted to know. Maybe it was the alcohol speaking, dipping into my most deep-seated insecurities. 
 “Jason,” I said, looking at him over my champagne glass that the waiter had just refilled for the umpteenth time that evening. We had told each other that champagne would be the only thing we would drink at dinner while on our honeymoon, making it one long celebration.
 “Yes, babe.” He gazed back at me with those innocent blue eyes that had me floored the first time I gazed into them, really looked into them. A tiny smile curled the corners of his delectable lips. “What is it?”
 “Why me?”
 He frowned and tilted his head slightly. “What do you mean?”
 “Why did you choose me when you could have someone… someone much prettier?” I regretted having used that word as soon as it left my lips. Drunk or not, my question was truly pathetic. I was pathetic. This was my husband I was asking this silly question, someone who had shown nothing but devotion for me since the day we started going out. I knew he loved me deeply. I could feel it, see it in his eyes when he looked at me.
 Jason reached across the table and took my hands. “Because you are the prettiest girl I know. I always thought so. On the outside and on the inside, too. How could you ever doubt that I think so?”
 I gazed down at my plate that still contained a couple of lonely slices of baguette and a sliver of Foie Gras. Yes, why did I doubt it? He was right; he had never given me reason to do so. I felt his finger under my chin then and he gently made me face him. 
 “There’s nothing about you that’s not pretty, Lexi. You made me the happiest man in the world when you agreed to marry me. Don’t ever forget that.”
 I couldn’t help but smile at him then. I truly was a lucky, lucky girl. Not only was my husband the hottest, most ambitious man I had ever seen, but he was also the nicest. It was almost too good to be true. But it was true.
 That night Jason proved to me just how much he loved me by making love to me in a slower, more sensual way than he normally did. Not that he wasn’t a good lover otherwise, but this night he took his skills to a whole new level.
 It began the moment we stepped into our bedroom. After closing the door, he put his hand on mine as I switched on the light and made me turn it off again. It wasn’t necessary to see in the room as silvery moonlight mixed with Paris night lights poured in through the large windows, providing enough illumination for us to make out even smaller details. But the dimmed lighting changed the atmosphere in the room, caused it to seem more mysterious, more romantic, and certainly sexier. 
 Letting go of my hand, Jason surprised me by grabbing me under my knees and back and carried me to the big bed that was covered in smoky pale purple satin sheets. He gently put me down in the middle of the bed. 
 I began to giggle at the seriousness with which he did all this. When he didn’t also start laughing like I had expected him to do but simply ignored my chuckles, I stopped. Instead, I just watched him as he removed my strappy high heels and studied one of my bare feet, following its shape with his long, elegant fingers. Turning the foot so that the bottom was facing him, he placed a light kiss in the arch. His lips burned against my naked skin, sending a slight electric current through me. Lowering my foot so I could see his face again, he met my gaze.
 “You have the most perfect feet, Lexi,” he whispered. 
 I had never thought much about my feet, but the way Jason was touching and looking at them right then, like they were a piece of precious art, made me believe that they were indeed particularly beautiful. He traced the outside of my foot with feathery kisses while massaging its arch with his thumb in small circles. He sucked lightly on each of my toes. I shivered with pleasure each time a toe disappeared into his mouth, pleasure that traveled like tiny sparks of electricity over my body and made my stomach clench slightly.
 His eyes moved to my ankle. “And your ankles.” He picked up my other foot and inhaled as he took both of them in. “Could they be any sexier? So delicately shaped.” 
 Lowering a leg back onto the bed, his hand circled the ankle of the other as if measuring the slenderness of it. His fingers reached all the way around. He pressed a light kiss onto the ankle bone, then kissed his way up my calf, stopping when he reached the back of my knee, this most sensitive of places.
 He sat down beside me and kissed the thin skin there. I felt his tongue move in circles, his hot breath against my leg, and the fine hair on my arms went erect. My breathing picked up speed and I got more and more aroused. 
He lowered my leg to the bed and slowly moved my snug-fitting tube dress toward my hips.
 Staring at my bare thighs as if they had put a spell on him, he ran his hands over the skin there.
 “I love your legs,” he muttered, his gaze still fixed on them. “They’re such a lovely shape. And your skin. It’s so beautiful. So smooth…” 
 He spread my legs and leaned in to trail the insides with light kisses. When he neared my erotic center, I couldn’t help but gasp. I knew what was coming next. It had to come next. But Jason only circled this area, then straightened so that he was sitting back up, gazing down at me with tenderness. He picked up one of my hands and kissed the palm while maintaining eye contact with me. 
 I wanted to reach for him, feel how hard he must be under his dress pants, but something about the way he touched me, watched me, forbade me to do so.
 “And you have the prettiest hands too,” he murmured softly into my palm. “Pretty like the rest of you.”
 He continued moving his lips up the inside of my arm, pausing briefly in the bend. I gasped as I felt the burn of his hot mouth on me. I wondered if he would move on to my breasts next—hoped that he would—but instead he gently turned my head to the side so he could kiss me on the side of my neck, moving my long hair away to get better access. The way his mouth touched my neck—and especially the way his tongue circled the thin skin behind my ear—soon made me forget about anything else but what he was doing. I let him know how much I appreciated his actions by letting out a long, pleased moan. 
 He found my eyes again and lay down on top of me, placing his elbows on either side of my head, maintaining eye contact all the while. I don’t know if it was the way he kept looking at me, making me feel how much he truly loved me, or if it was the way his body weighed down on mine that excited me most, but I was ready for him now. I wanted to feel him inside me. Craved to feel him inside me. Any moment now he would crash his mouth to mine, hungrily search the insides of it with his tongue.
 But instead of kissing me, he gave that special smile I’d only seen him use for me .
 “Imagine that I get to look into that beautiful face every night,” he whispered. “Who would’ve thought that I would ever get so lucky? A girl like you could’ve gotten anyone.”
 I was about to tell him that those were my lines, but the sincerity with which he’d said them, looked at me when he’d spoken them, made the words get stuck in my throat. 
 This man truly believed what he had said and I decided that it was time to stop worrying once and for all. He leaned down and kissed me finally, but only lightly, teasingly, outlining my lips with the tip of his tongue. Instead of crushing his lips to mine next, he kissed the corners of my mouth so lightly I could barely feel it. Even so, his action managed to send renewed waves of hot excitement throughout my body and mind.
 “Oh, Jason, you’re driving me crazy,” I gasped, grasping his head and trying to pull his mouth back over mine. I needed to taste him.
 “Wait, I’m not done yet,” he murmured. “I promise that you’ll eventually get what you want… And it’ll be even better than usual.”
 He slid down my body and buried his face between my breasts. As he raised his head and pulled down the top of my dress, setting my chest free, he said, “You already know how much I love these beauties… The most perfect boobs in the whole world.” He smiled a little and something sparkled in his darkened gaze.
 Grabbing them from the underside, he squeezed them together and sucked on my nipples, causing them to pebble. I couldn’t help but moan it felt so good.
 “When I die, I want my face to be buried in your breasts,” he muttered, his breath hot against my skin. 
 Slowly, he worked his way down my limbs, pulling the dress with him all the while. Soon his hot mouth was between my legs, just where I wanted him to be, but instead of removing my panties like he usually did, he simply spread my thighs apart and covered my most intimate part with kisses on top of the sheer material.
 I trembled with ecstasy. Surprisingly, what he was doing to me was even better than what he usually did with his tongue, just like he had promised. 
 “Or I wouldn’t mind dying down here…” I could hear him say, his voice deep.
 Massaging the insides of my thighs, he placed a few more of those incredibly exciting kisses in my center, driving me crazy. But just as my toes began to curl and my stomach to clench and fill with an expanding, delicious heat, he pulled away. 
 Sitting up, he pulled his cashmere sweater over his head and threw it aside. His ripped body looked particularly great in the moonlight in which the room bathed. I stared at him, wanting to imprint the beautiful picture my husband made into an indelible memory in my mind. Still holding my gaze, he unbuttoned his pants and his white boxer briefs soon became visible, bulging in the middle. It didn’t take long before both pants and boxers were off and on the floor. I bit my lip in expectation at the sight of how hard and big he was. The ends of his lips turned up in a little smile as he pulled off my dress all the way and tossed it next to his pants. Then he slid off my panties, not once breaking eye contact with me.
 As he slowly lowered himself on top of me, he said the words he knew I wanted to hear the most, and the ones I knew he’d hesitated to say the most, citing our youth as an excuse: 
 “Let’s make a baby, Lexi.”













Chapter 3
 I didn’t end up getting pregnant that night of course, having been on the pill for a few years by then. But knowing that Jason loved me so much that he was willing to do everything I could possibly want to make me happy was all I needed to hear for my insecurities to be squelched. Even though he himself might not be ready for a child yet, he’d find a way to be ready, he assured me. 
 Didn’t I tell you that this man was the nicest, best man a girl could ever have wished for? 
 A man like that didn’t end up an adulterer and a murderer. Life wasn’t that sick. Even so, the evidence told me otherwise.
 For as far back as I could remember, I had always dreamed of becoming a mother. A young mother. I was one of those people who were meant to become a parent. Every time I saw a baby, I was dying to hold it. It didn’t matter if it was screaming or acting generally obnoxious; that only made me want to take care of it more. When I got to hold a baby, I was loathe to let its mother or father have it back. I didn’t see the point in waiting to have kids if I married young, especially since I wanted to have at least three kids. But at the same time I wanted to have a career, which meant that I wouldn’t be a stay-at-home mom. With the right husband, I thought I could make it work.
 The only thing Jason and I had ever really disagreed upon was the timing for our future children. He wanted kids as much as I did, but he had always seen himself having them when he was in his thirties and more established in his career. Living in Manhattan wasn’t cheap and Jason wanted to provide us with the best of everything. I told him that since I was going to be working, too, we wouldn’t have to worry about there not being enough money. I was an accountant and the firm I had been hired at right out of college paid good money. With Jason’s salary as an advertising executive combined with my own, we wouldn’t exactly starve being young parents. 
 We finally compromised by deciding to start a family in our late twenties.
 Needless to say, I was beyond ecstatic that Jason had changed his mind.
 But getting pregnant didn’t come to me as easily as it should have for someone as young and healthy as I was. After a while we began to worry that something must be wrong with either or both of us because by now, after a year of trying, I should definitely be pregnant having only just turned twenty-five. We went to a fertility clinic to have us both checked out. There, we found out that Jason was fine, but that I, to my horror, was “reproductively challenged.” 
 When the doctor told me this piece of unwelcome information, I struggled not to fall apart in front of him in his office where I sat in a comfy chair. In order to maintain my composure, I kept telling myself that it wasn’t the end of the world; many women were reproductively challenged and still managed to get pregnant. The doctor also kept telling me this. All it meant was that it would be a little harder for me.
 It turned out that it would be not a little but a lot harder for me. As in it took us another four years for me to finally get pregnant and then to also keep the child.
 So the day I found out that I was pregnant again, I was cautiously happy. After all, the first two times the pregnancy kit had indicated a positive result, I ended up having a miscarriage.
 Still, I couldn’t help but smile wide as I noted the clearly defined plus sign on the pregnancy stick. There they were, the blue crossed lines, big and clear, impossible to miss.
 I put the stick aside and looked for my cell so I could call Jason, who had yet to come home from the office. I didn’t want to wait; I had to tell him about it right away. He hadn’t married an infertile woman; having gotten pregnant three times in the last twelve months spoke to that. I had just had a few bad years most likely related to stress at work.
 I soon found my cell and speed-dialed my husband.
 He picked up after the third ring. “Hey babe. I’m only a few blocks away.”
 “Hurry. I have something I want to show you.” 
 “Oh, yeah?” I could tell that he was smiling. “Wait. Don’t tell me. I think I know already. You’re wearing the sexy underwear I got for you last week and a pair of your stiletto pumps? If that’s the case, I’m running now…” His voice had turned seductive.
 Jason loved it when I wore different types of lingerie and shoes or boots with spiky heels and I loved wearing them for him. It kept our sex life hot and fresh. But at the moment, having sex was the last thing on my mind.
 “No, sorry, that’s not it. But if you behave, I might put it on later tonight,” I quickly added in a teasing tone. Then I took a deep breath and delivered the big news. “I hope finding out that it looks like you’ll become a father is as exciting to hear.”
 Jason sucked in a breath. “Really? You’re pregnant so soon again?”
 “Yep. I’m obviously not as reproductively challenged as they’re thinking.”
 “That’s so great, babe! No, you’re a super woman. My super woman… So I guess I shouldn’t bother picking up a bottle of wine for dinner then?”
 “Ha! No, you guessed right. I’m not doing anything that could potentially hurt this little one ’cause this time we’re having it. I’m gonna make sure we do. Besides, third time’s the charm, right?”
 “That’s true, but even if it’s not, that’s okay too, Lexi,” Jason said in a voice that was much too serious for the state of mind I was currently in.
 “No, it’s not,” I replied with determination. “I’m going to have this child. I’m thinking of taking some time off work to make sure I don’t get stressed like last time. I’m sure that was why I lost both of the other ones.”
 “Sure, do anything you think will make it easier. We’ll be fine on my salary. How many weeks do you think you’re pregnant? Any idea?”
 “Well, it’s almost six weeks since my last period, so let’s hope at least a month already. But I’ll make an appointment with the doctor tomorrow and then we’ll know for sure.”
 A few days later I saw my doctor and he told me that I was in fact five weeks pregnant already. He also told me that he didn’t think it was a good idea for me to take off work completely but instead go down to part-time; this way I wouldn’t spend my days with nothing else to do but worry about making sure I didn’t have another miscarriage. Doing so would likely be as stressful as me working too many hours like the last times. I agreed with him and stayed at work but cut my workload in half. I was lucky to work for an employer-friendly company as well as have a great boss who knew how important this was to me, so she was able to be fully supportive of my decision. 
 Third time did indeed seem to be the charm for me and Jason. In addition to working less, I attributed the continued success of this pregnancy to all the prenatal yoga, massages, and acupuncture I did throughout it. In the fifth month we found out that we were about to be the proud parents of a healthy little boy.
 When we went to bed that evening, Jason and I were so excited that we couldn’t sleep and spent the longest time fighting about what to name our son.
 “We can’t call him Jeremiah!” I said and slapped his arm. “It makes me think of bullfrogs.”
 Jason laughed and arched a brow. “Bullfrogs? By the time our son is ten no one will remember that old song.” 
 “That might be true, but it’s just way too old school. And too long. Je-re-mi-ah.” I emphasized each syllable.“It doesn’t exactly roll off your tongue easily…” I grimaced. “And it brings back memories from Sunday school. I’d rather not think about those.”
 “Old school is the new cool, babe. Tons of kids are called Jeremiah these days.”
 “Well, if that’s the case, that’s yet another reason we can’t call him that. Liam is a much better choice,” I maintained emphatically.
 “Uh-uh,” Jason replied, shaking his head with determination and crossing his arms. “I don’t want to have to think of Liam Neeson every time I call for my son. You know I’m not a fan of that guy.”
 I sighed. “You’re ridiculous. He’s an awesome actor. You’re just jealous.”
 Jason looked at me like I was crazy. “Jealous? Of what? The dude is not only a bad actor, but he’s butt ugly too.”
 “He’s not. He’s super hot. But I was referring to his size.” I grinned at him mischievously and then my eyes found the front of his green boxers. 
 He gave me an amused smirk. “Yeah, right I am. You if anyone should know that I have nothing to be insecure about in that area.”
 I rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine, I guess you got me there.” I inhaled and scrunched up my face. “Well, if not Liam, how about we go with Matthew? Matthew is a great name.”
 “What? I thought you didn’t want him to be called any biblical names. Isn’t Matthew as bad as Jeremiah?”
 “No, because if we call him Jeremiah, we’ll have to call him just that. Or Jerry, which is a terrible name too.” I paused as something hit me. “I just thought of another reason we can’t call him Jeremiah.” 
 “What’s that?”
 “It makes me think of Jeremiah Wright. Not one of my favorites.”
 “Who’s Jeremiah Wright?”
 I dropped my jaw to show how much he had surprised me with that statement. “It’s Obama’s old pastor who said all those controversial things during the election. I can’t believe you don’t remember him. You were all on fire about how crazy you thought he was.”
 Recognition lit up Jason’s features and he made an ugly face. “Oh, him. Yeah, I remember now. Okay, so Jeremiah’s definitely out. But I don’t know about Matthew. Sounds kinda wimpy.”
 “Wimpy? Are you kidding me? And with Matthew we could call him Matt. Women love guys who are called Matt or Matthew. Matt Damon, Matthew McConaughey. Matt Dillon. I want our son to have a good future with the ladies. Or boys if he’s gay. Don’t you?”
 He laughed. “Yeah, I do. Matt… Hmm…” Gazing into the distance, he said the name as though to see how it felt saying it. “Matt.” His eyes found me again and he smiled. “I think I might like Matt, actually.”
 I smiled back. “Really?”
 He nodded. “Yeah.”
 That night we decided to name our first-born son Matthew John George. George would be after my father and John after Jason’s. 
 My pregnancy kept progressing in the same reassuring fashion, our son developing the way he should. Every day we could feel him kicking against our hands as we put them on my stomach. Things couldn’t go any better.
 This was why, when my water broke and I was rushed to the hospital to deliver, neither of us was prepared for the outcome of the birth. Jason was with me in the delivery room, wearing green scrubs and a hat like everyone else in there, helping me to deliver. 
 Pushing out Matt went easier than I had thought, only taking an hour, and wasn’t nearly as painful as I had feared. I had refused all offers of pain medication for fear of harming the baby. To prepare for a natural birth, I had instead spent many, many hours practicing proper breathing to be able to better handle the pain associated with the delivery. As soon as it began to hurt, I put what I had learned into action, Jason helping me along the way. My practice paid off because the pain soon became manageable.
 When the baby was finally out, the doctor held him up and both Jason and I waited for him to begin screaming. I glanced at the doctor with eagerness, but the seconds ticked by and no loud wail filled the delivery room. It was perfectly quiet around us, so quiet that I could hear the rustle of the doctor’s scrubs as he moved the little boy around in his arms. 
 Dr. Gustafson looked at me over the baby against his chest. 
 “His heart isn’t beating,” he said. “We’re going to have to do some resuscitation.” His gray eyes flicked between me and Jason. “But don’t you worry. I think he’ll be just fine.”
 With those words, said in a tone and with face that didn’t instill much confidence, the doctor left the room with Matt. 
 When he returned two hours later, his arms were empty. 















Chapter 4
 As I think back to that horrible day, I’m glad that I decided to hold my dead little boy in the end. It was the hardest decision I ever had to take. On the one hand, I worried that if I got him in my arms, I would never let him go. When someone tried to take him from me later as someone inevitably would, I wouldn’t let them because it would hurt too much. On the other, if I didn’t get to at least see him for a while, I feared that I would regret it forever and never have a chance of moving on. Even as I lay there paralyzed with sorrow, somewhere within the deepest recesses of my mind, I knew that eventually I would have to leave the hospital bed and try to live again no matter how impossible that seemed now. 
 With the tears streaming down my cheeks, I finally made up my mind to hold him and look at him. 
 I was in a different room and in a regular bed when a nurse came in with Matt and placed him in my arms. Jason was sitting next to me in a chair, trying to comfort me. Unlike me, who had turned into a blubbering mess from the moment I realized that Matt was not going to make it, Jason had been stone-faced and said very little. But a few minutes after the nurse left the room that changed. I had never seen my husband cry before—he wasn’t the kind of man to whom tears came easily—but as we sat there together, peering down at the bundle that looked so perfect, yet wasn’t, I noticed that his eyes had gotten red and glossy. It didn’t take long before one tear after another rolled down his face and landed on the part between my neck and shoulder, right above the hospital gown’s neckline.
 Finally, a solemn-looking nurse came in to remove the dead baby from us. She was lucky that I had gotten so weak from all the crying by then that I didn’t put up much of a fight. I swear I passed out after that from sheer dehydration, having shed so many tears. 
 I don’t know how or when I ended up in my own bed, but the next time I opened my eyes, I was in our bedroom at home and Jason and my mom sat next to me. They looked sad and worried. My mother put a hand on my forehead the way you do to check if someone has a fever and asked me how I was feeling.
 I opened my mouth to speak, but instead of speaking I just closed it again and turned my face away from her. No words could ever accurately express how much pain I was in, so why even try? Besides, my throat ached.
 “That’s okay, honey,” my mom said in a soothing tone. “You talk when you’re ready. But you need to at least drink something.”
 Gently, she made me face her and slid an arm under my neck. Making me sit up a little, she held a cool glass of water in front of my lips. I had a couple of sips, then turned my face away. 
 “Try to have some more,” she urged. “We must get you hydrated or you’ll feel even worse.”
 “No,” I managed to say. “I can’t. Not right now.”
 “Okay, sweetie,” she said, and out of the corner of my eye, I watched her put the big glass on the nightstand. “It’s right here when you want to drink some more.”
 I rolled over on my side, away from Jason and my mom, so I couldn’t look into their faces. Doing so just made me hurt more, reminding me of exactly why I was in so much pain. Instead, I stared out the bedroom window, into the overcast, rainy sky, feeling like an empty, useless shell of a person. The miserable weather couldn’t have fit my dark mood any better.
 Jason and my mom and then my sister and father took turns staying with me those first few days. It could not have been easy for any of them. Eating out of the question, I just drank water or juice every now and then. If they tried to make me eat something or asked how I was doing, I hissed at them to stay away and leave me alone. If they dared turning on the light in the ceiling, I screamed at them to instantly turn it off again. I craved darkness all the time, silence all the time. From the moment I woke up in the morning until I fell asleep again, I either stared out the window or cried uncontrollably. 
 I lost track of time, but I believe something like two weeks passed before I agreed to leave my bed for reasons other than just going to the bathroom and of course to attend Matt’s funeral. I would not have made it there had it not been for the three valium pills I took before, keeping me in a daze that entire day. Another week passed before I ventured out of the apartment to get some fresh air and mild exercise. Jason had been the one who convinced me that I needed to get out a little, take a short walk around the block.
 I couldn’t stand the way Jason was talking to me during this time, treating me like I was a fragile porcelain doll that would shatter at any moment. Each time he tried to engage me in conversation, I told him to be quiet in a sharp voice. I told him he was driving me crazy, that I couldn’t stand the sight of him. Having sex was definitely out of the question. If he so much as tried to touch me, I reacted as if he had burned me, screaming at him. 
 The despair within me continued with the same intensity for the next several weeks, and I kept lashing out at Jason whenever he dared try to reach me in some way. Only when I finally agreed to go to see the psychiatrist he had contacted for me to get some medication, a woman named Ruth Meyer, did things start to get better. I’m still not sure how he succeeded convincing me to go; maybe the depression had already begun to subside by itself by then. All I know is that, slowly but surely, I became more like myself again, the aggression retreating first, then the heavy sadness. It didn’t go away completely, but I was feeling better, much better, almost back to normal some days.
 When I could go an entire week without suddenly starting to cry without warning, we decided it was time for me to get back to work. The worst part was over and I needed to return to my regular life. Doing so would make me feel even better. I needed to keep pushing forward, try to be happy again.
 I lower my hands from my mouth now and find the diary in my purse on the chair beside me. As if it has become magnetic, I feel compelled to open it to the page where the words I killed her are written in glaring caps. I need to read them again.
 Staring at the terrible words, it seems they burn my retina like they’re made of acid that splatter into my eyes. Even so, I can’t stop looking at them. Once more I’m convinced that they are in fact true, and that everything I have read up until the point Jason wrote those three jarring words is also true. The notion that this is only he free-writing parts of a novel is only wishful thinking; it’s too contrived to have any chance of being true. The feeling that accompanied me when I left the hospital and stayed with me for many days, a feeling of being an empty shell, expands within me as I come to these conclusions.
 I wonder if it was right after the birth that he began his affair with Celeste—that is the name of his mistress—or if it had already been going on for a while. It’s hard to tell exactly when their relationship started based on his notes since they’re not accompanied by dates.
 The only thing I can be sure of is that it lasted for quite a while. My depression has been going on for about four months now, so they sure had plenty of time to get to know each other. Based on his diary, they spent a lot of that time in hotel rooms, fucking in ways we have never done. Sometimes it was getting quite rough apparently. 
 I laugh without mirth, a sense of disgust mixed with jealousy rushing over my skin. Who knew my husband, a man who likes to be in charge in bed, was into having the hot wax of a lit candle dropped onto his bare chest and back? Being whipped with a riding crop whip? Having his nipples clamped, his eyes blindfolded and his hands tied up? I can’t help but wonder if I would have discovered any traces of their BDSM games on his body over the past few months had I seen him naked. I probably would have, I decide. No wonder he wasn’t all that eager to have sex with me. 
 I go up to the window in the kitchen. As I gaze out onto the busy street far below, I wonder what it was that made him decide to kill her in the end. It doesn’t say in the diary. There are only scenes with them meeting each other and then, abruptly, are those three terrible words written across an entire page. 
 Was she in love with him? Had she threatened to tell me about her, given him an ultimatum? Had he then realized that it was me who he really wanted and feared that I would leave him if I found out what he had done to me? Based on the part right before those three words, it does seem like this is the case. He couldn’t know that I would have forgiven him if only he stopped seeing this woman. Celeste. I snort out loud. Sounds just like the name of a stripper or a street walker. But based on the pages in his diary, she was just a regular woman he met one night at a bar in Manhattan. Someone who used to frequent the same bar as he did, on her own too, apparently.
 Or had her death been an accident? Had they engaged in dark, sexual games at the time, games in which she was the submissive instead of he, games that included choking and he held on a moment too long…? Judging from the several pages in which he describes what they did to each other, it sure doesn’t seem like an unlikely scenario.
 I shake my head at myself then, rake my hands through my unwashed hair. No, it’s ridiculous. It simply cannot be true, none of it. I would have known if Jason was unfaithful to me for that long, depressed or not. I would have felt it, seen signs, something out of the ordinary. I really can’t believe that he would ever deceive me in any way, no matter how difficult these last few months must have been for him when he had no choice but to put up with me and my moods. Not the way we love each other. He would never take such a risk, risk losing me only to make himself feel better momentarily and then write about it in a diary that I could find. A diary that I have found.

No, they are just not true, I assure myself once again. I didn’t marry a man capable of murder. If it happened and it was an accident, he would have told me about it. I know this man. He doesn’t have a deceitful bone in his body. He is someone with a strong sense of right and wrong. Besides, at this point in our marriage, I would have discovered that my husband secretly craves being dominated, enjoys a woman who can inflict pain upon him. I huff loudly. I’m not that clueless! Therefore, there has to be a perfectly innocuous explanation to what I have read today.
 I turn around and head toward the bathroom to take a shower. I have errands to run before my dinner date with Jason tonight. I have yet to shop for clothes to wear at the office on Monday. Having lost so much weight, most of my clothes are baggy on me now and I want to look polished when I return to work, not sloppy. Surely the news of my stillborn baby and subsequent depression have spread all over the firm, so it’s paramount that I carry myself as someone completely in charge of her emotions and mind. Otherwise I can look forward to losing everything I have worked so hard for. People have little respect for emotionally unstable individuals in this world.
 I hurry into the bathroom and turn on the shower. It will have to be a quick one. Who knows how long it will take to find the right outfits? I’m going to need at least three different ones, not to mention something cute for tonight, and I don’t have more than a few hours before I have to get ready for dinner.
 And when I’m at dinner, I will find out exactly why Jason wrote all those horrible words in his diary. 





Chapter 5
 Jason is waiting for me in the bar when I arrive at the little restaurant on the Upper East Side, wearing the same elegant suit he wore when he came by to check on me earlier. He stands with his back to me. 
 I walk up to him and touch his shoulder lightly. He turns around and smiles when he sees me. He leans in to kiss me on the cheek, placing a hand at the small of my back. As before, he smells of wood and the city mixed with Chanel Platinum Egoiste.
 “You look beautiful,” he says. 
 “Thanks,” I reply and smile back. I found several things to wear for the office sooner than I’d expected while shopping, as well as a great cocktail dress that I’m wearing right now. Returning home early gave me plenty of time to get ready for our date night. I feel beautiful with my smooth, shiny mane of light brown hair and carefully applied makeup. Being a tiny size two adds to the wellbeing brewing inside me. I’m also wearing stilettos, which makes me the same height as those gazelle-like girls I used to envy back in college. Thankfully, I don’t envy these girls any longer. 
 Going out for a shopping spree turned out to be just what I needed to get into the right mindset for what I have to do. It helps that I’m now even more convinced that there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation to why Jason wrote those words in his diary. When I confront him, he will tell me about them and then everything will be back to normal between us, better even. I’ll make sure of that. As badly as I have treated him lately, he deserves it.
 We’re immediately seated at a table by the windows and a waitress quickly shows up to take our drink orders.
 “I’d like a club soda with a splash of cranberry and a lime wedge,” I tell her while Jason orders a glass of red.
 “How was the rest of your day?” I ask him when she leaves, leaning toward him. He mimics my body language. 
 “Pretty busy, but good. How about you?” He puts a concerned hand on my arm. “You feeling okay?”
 I pat his hand. “Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”
 The waitress returns with our drinks and asks if we’re ready to order. Jason tells her we need some more time; we haven’t even looked at our menus yet. I have decided that I’ll work in my questioning sometime during our main course when Jason has had a couple of glasses of wine and is more relaxed. I’m not sure why I need him to be a little under the influence. What difference will it make? Well, the truth is that, even though I feel confident that this will all turn out well, I’m not looking forward having to put him on the spot. But I know that I can’t just let it go. I need to be one hundred percent certain. I sigh inwardly. It’s too bad that I’m not allowed to drink any alcohol; surely the words would have rolled off my tongue with more ease if I were a little tipsy 

Oh, well, I think and have a large sip of my club soda. I can do this sober.
 After we figure out what to eat and the waitress takes our orders, we keep talking about how our respective days have been. Nothing out of the ordinary has happened to either of us. Well, it has to me, but I’m obviously not about to tell Jason that right off the bat.
 We finish our appetizers and order another round of drinks. Jason doesn’t normally drink very fast, but I think that me drinking my club soda so quickly tonight spurs him on. My throat keeps getting dry. By the time our entrees are served, I feel slightly bloated having drunk two big glasses of cranberry-splashed club soda. But I’m finally ready to take care of business. It’s pointless to keep putting it off any longer.
 I put down my silverware and look Jason straight in the eyes, deep into those beautiful baby blues. I experience what feels like a knife stabbing my stomach and dread fills me. Oh, God, what if he did it after all…?

But the way he smiles at me, with warmth and sincerity as usual, tells me that this is impossible and again I feel stupid for second-guessing who he really is. 
 “You look like you have something very important to tell me,” he says before I can get the first sentence out of my mouth. 
 “Yes,” I reply, clearing my throat. “When are you going to start writing that novel you always told me you wanted to write?” Not the most subtle opening, but it’s the best I’ve got.
 He looks at me for a long, tense moment during which my heart picks up speed, pounding so hard it feels like I’m all heart suddenly. The expression on his face is unreadable.
 “What made you think of that?” he finally asks. 
 I shrug in a way I hope seems casual. “I don’t know. You just seem like you’re a little burned out, so I thought now that I’m going back to work, maybe you could take off work for a few months and finally get going on that book. I know you really want to be a writer, not an ad executive. We can afford it, right?”
 He inhales and puts down his own silverware. “Yeah, I would love to be writing full-time, but I don’t know about me taking off from work, even if we could afford it. I wouldn’t feel good about staying at home writing while you’re slaving away at the office every day.”
 I finish the last of my giant soft drink. “You’re so silly. You know I love my job—well, most of the time—so it’s not like I’m slaving away there. The one who’s slaving away is you, honey. You’re the one who hates his job. So isn’t it time for us to do something about it?”
 “Sure, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable with you being the main breadwinner in the family, Lexi. You know that.” His jaw tightens. “Especially not now, after all that has happened.”
 I look away, pain twisting my chest and warm tears filling my eyes as I think of Matt. I just can’t help myself. I do my best to blink them away. This is not the time for me to fall apart. I need to keep myself together until I have found out the truth about the diary. Soon I will know it and then I can relax.
 Jason reaches for my hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”
 I take the napkin with my free hand and dab at my eyes, at the tears that are still there. Then I look at Jason and smile. “No, that’s okay. It is what it is and I have mourned enough. As hard as it is, I need to move on if I’m ever expecting to have some kind of a life. We both know that. So, really, I’d be okay with you taking some time off now that I’m going back to the office. It’ll be good for me to bury myself in work for a while. That’s what Dr. Meyer thinks too, remember? I need to distract my mind as much as possible.”
 Not only does Dr. Meyer prescribe me medication, she is also my therapist.
 “Yes, that you do,” Jason says, nodding slowly. “But I’ll still be working even though you’re working too.” The tiniest of grins curls the corners of his lips then, and his eyes glint with mischief. “Besides, I’ve already begun writing on a novel…”
 I can feel my jaw drop and my eyes widen. I’m not sure why I’m so surprised. Didn’t I know all along that he would have a perfectly reasonable explanation, and that it most likely had to do with him having begun writing a novel? Plus, with his penchant for dark, deviant themes, it was almost a given that he should write about something like the stuff I read in the diary.
 “Wow, I didn’t think it was that much of a surprise,” he says, chuckling. “I was meaning to confess this to you at some point, but it was never a good time. I’ve been writing on it for a while, actually.”
 “Oh, yeah?” Now it’s my turn to grin big. I’m so relieved. Thank God. 

“Yup.” He’s practically beaming at me now. “I’m only a few chapters into it, but I feel what I have so far is pretty solid. It’s important that the beginning works and now it finally does. It took me longer than I thought to get stuff down on paper that was coherent. I spent some time just writing down ideas here and there whenever something popped into my head, then I free-wrote to see where it would go.” 
A shadow comes over his face and he looks guilty. “I didn’t always work late when I told you I did. Sometimes I just stayed at the office to work on a piece of writing. I’m sorry I lied to you.”
 I shake my head and squeeze his hand. “That’s totally okay. Trust me, I understand.” I gaze at him intently to drive home my point. “I’m sure you could use a break from me. I know I haven’t been easy to be around lately.”
 Jason frowns at me. “Don’t talk like that, babe. You had all the reason in the world not to be at your best. I always understood. I didn’t stay at the office to get away from you. Sometimes I just got carried away with my writing and then when I realized how late it was, I was too embarrassed to admit the real reason to you. I know you needed me.”
 I’m not entirely sure that is the truth—he is only human after all and probably did stay away on purpose to get some time to breathe before coming home to the weeping, miserable woman I had turned into. “Well, that’s behind us now.” I grin at him to show him just how much I mean those words. “I can’t wait to read what you’ve written!”
 Jason looks down into his plate on which there is steak, sautéed broccoli rabe, and mushrooms. “I don’t know if you’ll like it.”
 I put my hands on his cheeks and make him face me. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Jason. I’m sure I’ll love it. Besides, it’s your first novel, so it’s okay if it’s not perfect. I’ve read that Stephen King’s first attempts at writing sucked and look how successful he became.”
 He nods slowly. “Yeah, that’s true. Okay, I’ll show you when I’ve written some more. Not yet. I need to work on it some more.”
 “Whenever you’re ready, baby. Whenever you’re ready. Just know that I’d love to read it and that I don’t care if isn’t brilliant yet. I’m sure it’ll be great once you finish it and put it through some rewrites.”
***
When dinner is over that night and we cross Central Park to our apartment building on Central Park West, I feel like a new person. I was right all along. I can’t stop smiling the entire way as we’re walking. For the first time in four months, the pain in my heart that I have gotten so used to carrying with me is not noticeable. 
 Jason smiles at me as I almost skip over the asphalted ground in my stiletto heels and loops a protective arm around me.
 “Careful,” he warns. “If you keep that up, you might twist an ankle and or even break it. How are you gonna work if you’re on crutches?”
 I slow down. He makes a good point—it will be hard for me to work if I’m on crutches. After all that my boss has done for me, I don’t want to burden her with more just for me to keep my employment at the firm. It’s amazing that I still have a job there.
 As soon as the front door is closed when we’re back home, Jason grabs me. Flipping me around so that I’m facing him, he presses me up against the solid wooden door. He kisses me hard, tearing off my dress that I have just spent almost three hundred bucks on. But I don’t care, this is what I want right now, and I can feel that this is what Jason wants too. There’s so much pent-up passion inside both of us that needs to be released. We haven’t made love for several months and now we’re both finally ready again. More than ready.
 “Oh, God, Lexi,” Jason murmurs as he pulls away from my mouth, his breath hot. “I’m so glad you’re back. I’ve missed you so much.”
 “I’m glad too,” I whisper, fisting my hand into his hair and pulling his head back down to my mouth. I need to taste him again, feel his tongue search my mouth, probe it deeply. I get what I want and I can’t imagine a more exhilarating sensation than my husband’s lips on mine, his hard body pressing me up against the front door to our apartment. He grabs my hands and, straightening my arms, he pins them over my head with one of his hands. Then his hungry lips leave mine and he continues down my throat toward my breasts that are still on the large side despite my weight loss and encased in a black lace bra at the moment. He bites my nipples lightly through the sheer material.
 He comes back up and covers my mouth with his while his free hand finds one of my breasts. He kneads it so firmly it hurts but in a good way and he kisses me hotly at the same time. The way he handles my body makes me moan with approval into his mouth. Soon I can feel him removing my breasts from the bra’s cups. His lips leave mine once more and his head disappears down to my bared chest. Gripping one of my large breasts from the underside, he sticks as much as he can of it into his mouth, sucking and biting it hard while fondling it. He knows this is just what I want right then, what I need.
 I let out a loud groan it feels so good. He comes back up and grabs my long hair, pulling my head back so that I’m facing him, while his other hand keeps my arms pinned above me still. His mouth crashes to mine. He kisses me with such fervor it borders on violence, his teeth clashing against mine, cutting into the thin skin on my lips. I think I might be tasting blood, but I like it. No, I love it, I love the roughness he’s using. I know I’m safe with him now, so he can do no wrong in that department. 
 He pulls my hair so hard it hurts and my neck bends back and sideways so far I’m sure it would snap if he gave it one hard yank. But I’m loving that too, so much so that I feel myself get hot and wet, dying for him to move his hand between my legs, stick a couple of fingers deep inside me. 
 Slowly he lets go off my hair again. Keeping my arms in place above my head and his lips against mine still, his free hand moves down over my body toward my hot center, exactly the way I want it to do. He rips off my small panties with one forceful yank. Then he spreads my legs wide with his own, kissing me all the while. His hand finds my wetness and massages my most sensitive spot for a brief moment. I moan into his mouth when two of his fingers bury themselves inside me suddenly. He fucks me with them, deep and hard, his thumb massaging me until I come screaming into his mouth. He doesn’t let me get a breather, just lets me keep moaning into his mouth until the orgasm has peaked.
 When I’m all the way back down, he removes his mouth from mine. His clear blue eyes have turned black with desire. Staring at me for one long second, his face dark, he suddenly flips me around and pushes me into our home office that’s right next to the hallway and bends me over the desk there. His brutal ways make me hot again, ready for him to take me and fuck me hard until I come even harder. I know I can, we’ve done this before. Not often, but a few times, he taking me rougher than normal. He knows how to do it just right without hurting me, at least not more than I want him to hurt me.
 He kicks my legs apart wide and keeps my neck pinned to the desk, my cheek against the cool surface. I can hear him open his pants and the thought of what’s about to come, of his big cock that I know is rock hard by now pushing itself inside me, makes me whimper.
 “You want me to fuck you, huh?” he asks, his voice as rough as his touches and I’m loving it. 
 “Yes,” I mumble.
 “How do you want me to fuck you?” he demands roughly.
 “Like it’s the last time I’m getting fucked.” We both know what that’s code for and within seconds, he is against my slick opening, pushing inside me. His hand leaves my neck and then both of them are on my buttocks, spreading me apart so wide it’s borderline painful. The delicious roughness combined with the way he fills me repeatedly as he slams into me brings me another earth-shattering orgasm that makes me shudder all the way to the core.
 Shortly thereafter, he comes himself, and then he lies on top of me, breathing heavily to catch his breath. I close my eyes and enjoy the moment. Everything is as it should be at last.







Chapter 6
 Jason and I spend another hour making love and then we fall asleep in each other’s arms, both of us exhausted. 
When morning rolls around, I wake him up by giving him a blowjob. It’s Saturday, so Jason can sleep in with me. I feel he deserves special treatment after pleasing me in every imaginable way last night. But I don’t get very far before he wakes up and takes over the show. I swear this man has more energy than when we were in college. Not that I’m complaining. Instead of being rough, though, Jason is gentle and romantic now, taking his time. It’s not unlike the time he made love to me during our last night in Paris. 
 He collapses on top of me after he has come yet again. I run my fingers through his short, dark hair as he rests on my stomach and gazes out the window. We didn’t close the blinds when we stumbled into bed yesterday, so the bright sun is now pouring through the many thin horizontal strips like liquid gold. We remain like this in silence for some time, just enjoying the stillness of the morning. Then Jason speaks.
 “We should go and have breakfast somewhere. It’s gorgeous outside and I’m sure it’s pretty warm, too.”
 “Yeah, that’s a good idea. I’m starving.”
 “Me too. As much as I’ve worked, I could eat a horse.” He’s not exaggerating; last night and this morning he did all the work while I mainly lay there, and it must have been pretty tiring for him. He is not whining, though. The tone of his voice together with the pleased smile on his face tells me he is happy about having done so. Yes, he is definitely the kind of man who prefers to be in charge in bed. 

Each time the whip struck my back I winced, but it made me even harder. I loved how she ordered me to be still, threatened to burn me if I moved again…

A shudder goes through me as words from Jason’s diary return to me all of a sudden. I know that they are made up, feelings belonging to the character he is describing. Yet, I can’t help but wonder if it’s possible that Jason secretly dreams of being dominated, beaten, tied up, and burned after all. I should ask him about it, despite not being able to even imagine that he actually would want to experience any of that. It just doesn’t fit his personality and what I know of him. I’ll ask him later, when the right moment presents itself.
 We soon roll out of bed and take a shower together, but have no more sex. We’ve both had enough for now and all we want is hot coffee and food in our stomachs, so we hurry to get ready.
 It’s warm outside, just like the plentiful sunshine had suggested, close to seventy degrees, which is unusually warm for a day in early November in New York City. I turn my face to the sun to soak up the warm rays. I need sunshine on my skin. I haven’t been out much lately and I can’t remember the last time it has been this beautiful when I did go outside. It might have been, but I was probably too depressed to have paid much attention to it. But now I’m back. I’m done being depressed. Sadly, no matter how many tears I shed or how much I think about Matt, he won’t magically reappear in my life, alive this time.
 As we have breakfast at one of our favorite places in the neighborhood, I look at Jason and smile. I know what I must do.
 He smiles back, but with an arched brow. “What’s with the smile?”
 “I want to go to the cemetery.”
 His smile instantly dies. “Do you think that’s a good idea so soon?”
 I nod with determination. “Yes. It will bring me closure and make it easier for me to move on.”
 Jason stares into his coffee cup and I can tell by the way he frowns that he is not comfortable with my wish.
 I grab his hand with both of mine. “I’ll be fine, Jason. Really. I promise.”
 He raises his gaze to meet mine finally. “I think we should talk to Dr. Meyer before we do that.”
 It’s my turn to frown. “Why do we need to do that? Can’t you tell that I’m fine now? How could I ever be allowed to go back to work if I wouldn’t be fine?”
 Jason sighs and looks away. Then his eyes find mine again. There is a look of sorrow and defeat in his face. He must realize that there is no way he’ll be able to reject my wish. The fact that he wants to annoys me. Okay, so I know that I’ve been a pain in the ass to deal with lately, fragile as hell and that Jason has been the one who’s been forced to deal with the brunt of it. What happened really threw me for a loop, damn near killed me emotionally, but I have processed it now. I can accept the fact that our son is dead and still function. After fucking me like an animal last night, how can Jason doubt that?
 Before I can ask him just this, he asks, “Are you sure?”
 I look him straight in the eye and hold his gaze as I nod slowly. “Positive.”
 “Okay then.” Jason calls the waitress over and asks for the check. When he has paid, we leave the diner and he takes my hand as we walk down the street. 
 “You want to go right now?” he wonders in a light but tense voice. It’s obvious that he is dreading the visit. Well, he doesn’t have to dread it, I think but don’t say. It’s going to be fine. I just want to make sure there are flowers on the grave. Fresh flowers. 
 “Yes,” I reply. I point to a deli that’s a little farther ahead. “Let’s stop there and get some flowers.”
 “Okay.”
 I want white roses for Matt. According to the book of flowers I once bought, white stands for innocence and purity, both characteristics describing our dead son. I would also like some forget-me-nots, but I doubt I’ll be lucky enough to find them in the deli; those flowers are hard to come by I’ve come to learn. 
 We arrive at the deli and I immediately spot white roses. I grab a bunch of those and then I search for small, blue flowers in clusters, the way the forget-me-nots look. But of course I’m not that lucky. I look for daisies then, which I consider to be second best, but I can’t see any. Daisies stand for innocence too. Jason finds some lilacs, though, so we settle for those. Lilacs stand for first love. 
 With the two bouquets in my hand, I walk up to the dark-skinned man behind the counter and pay for them. Shortly after that, Jason and I sit in our BMW and are driving toward Queens where the St. Michaels Cemetery is located and our son is buried. 
 From the moment we stepped into the car, Jason has been looking terribly uncomfortable, gripping the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles have gone white. He keeps clenching and unclenching his jaw, avoiding making eye contact with me. He doesn’t speak. I keep throwing glances at him and ponder whether to ask him about his book, ask him what it is about even though I already have a pretty good idea. Maybe that would make him relax finally. But right as I’m getting ready to do so, I change my mind. It doesn’t feel right to discuss such dark, sexual stuff now that we’re about to go visit our baby’s grave. And I really don’t feel like talking anyway. I prefer just listening to the sound of our car zooming along the freeway, the peaceful whirring of the engine. 
 I can’t help but wonder why Jason looks so incredibly uncomfortable, if it’s only because of him worrying that I’ll have some kind of a breakdown when we’re at the cemetery. It’s as if he is expecting something really, really bad to happen—something much worse than me starting to cry and he having to console me. I can understand that this is not something he’s looking forward to doing; still, it’s not like it’s the first time that has happened. By now he has had plenty of practice consoling me. So why does he seem so… agitated? 
 I steal another look at him and decide that that is how he seems. Definitely agitated. Restless and disturbed by something. 

Well, I think. Maybe it’s just a new side to him that I haven’t seen before, his way of mourning our son. After all, it’s not like what has happened to us has ever happened before, and who am I to say how Jason should look and act when he mourns? I know he mourns our son as much as I do, but not in an outward, apparent manner the way I have done. It’s never been like him to wear his emotions on his sleeve. Maybe that has changed.
 I turn my face away and gaze out the car window, stare at the many cars that drive by on the freeway. We’re almost there now. If the traffic stays the same, we should arrive at the cemetery in less than ten minutes. Even though I have only been to this particular cemetery once, I can determine the distance because I remember the yellow house at the side of the freeway. The cemetery is very close to that house.
 When Jason drives off the freeway and onto the side road that leads to the cemetery, I turn back so that I face him. It takes all I have not to let out the gasp that wants to come out of me when I see how pale he has become, pale like a ghost, and that several beads of sweat have formed around his hairline. One trickles down the side of his cheek and lands on his arm. He doesn’t seem to notice.

Okay, this just can’t be a display of mourning for our son, I think. Nor can it be because he worries about me crying uncontrollably in his arms. He has simply had too much practice to fear something like that. It must be something else. Is he not feeling well?
 I shake my head at myself. So ask him then, silly! Ask him if he’s feeling sick or something. With just another moment of hesitation, I do exactly this.
 Putting a hand on his lower arm, I ask, “What’s wrong, Jason? Do you feel sick?”
 He throws me a quick glance. “I’ve felt better.” 
 “You don’t look good.”
 He puts a hand over mine. “I’ll be all right. You sure you still want to go visit the grave?”
 “Yes. Of course I am. I need to see it. And I’m going to be all right afterward. I promise.”
 He nods curtly and drives onto the cemetery’s parking lot. Together, we leave the car, me carrying all the flowers in my arms. 
 “Do you want help with those?” Jason asks.
 “No, I’m fine carrying them,” I respond as we walk on the gravel path that leads up to the black wrought iron fence that wraps around the huge cemetery. Jason loops a protective arm around my shoulders. I smile up at him and he returns my smile, but there is still that weird tension in his face and his skin looks clammy pale, wax-like.
 “How are you doing?” I ask him. “Still feeling sick?” I like that I’m the one who is more in control of their emotions at the moment. Usually, it’s the other way around, especially since after the birth. 
 He gives my shoulders a squeeze. “I’m okay. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
 We continue through the main path that parts the cemetery in two until we get to the second half, then we take a right. Matt’s grave is there, close to the corner of the cemetery. There are so many gravestones there that I’m surprised we find our way to our son’s grave so easily having been there only once. Jason feels stiff as he walks beside me with his arm around my shoulders still. He’s staring with empty eyes before him, I notice as I steal a quick glance at him. We walk past other people who are sitting or standing in front of grave sites, some crying openly. 
 I know exactly how they feel.
 Then we are suddenly standing in front of Matt’s gray marble gravestone. Shaped like a wide square, it says In Memory of
Matthew John George Woods, 2014-2014. Our Precious Baby Boy. 
 I don’t say anything and neither does Jason. We just stand there for some time and look at the stone. There are lots of flowers around Matt’s gravestone already, in various stages of decomposition. We have many friends and family members who’ve come by and still do to visit his grave and pay their respects. My mother has told me she comes here every Sunday to put flowers here. 
 I squat in front of the stone and am pleased that I have yet to fall apart at the sight of the stone with Matthew’s name on it. Yes, I’m crying a little, but not nearly to the point that I have been doing most days lately. Maybe I don’t have that many tears left in my body.
 I place the flowers right beneath his name and then I stand back up. I nod and turn to Jason, whose eyes have become glossy and red. I know he’s trying to keep it together because we’re outside and other people are around—the only time he does allow himself to cry is when he is with me and only me. He claims he never cries if he is alone. I guess I have to take his word for it.
 “We can leave now,” I say calmly, wiping at my eyes with the heel of my hand.
 Jason looks surprised. “That fast? You don’t need more time?”
 “No, I just wanted to make sure the gravesite looked nice. And leave the flowers. There should always be fresh flowers here and there is. Are you okay to leave?”
 “Yes. We can go.” Jason suddenly twists his face, looking like he is in deep pain. But the moment passes so quickly that I’m not sure if I didn’t actually imagine him grimacing. I decide that it’s best not to ask him about it; either way the answer is not going to be something that I want to deal with right then. It might even be the trigger that makes me fall apart all over again.
 We take one more look at Matthew’s gravesite and then I force myself to turn away from it. Jason takes my hand and together we make our way back to the cemetery entrance. When we have left the cemetery and are inside our car, color has returned to Jason’s cheeks and he is no longer sweating. 
 An hour later we’re back in our apartment and I have still not fallen apart. Instead, I’m feeling calm, calmer than I have felt in a long time. I don’t ask him, but even Jason must agree that taking me to see our son’s grave was just what I needed to be able to start living again. 
 I hope it’s not merely a temporary relief.





Chapter 7
 “It’s great to see you back, Lexi!” Angie, my boss, says after giving me a big embrace that takes my breath away it’s so fierce with affection. 
I have always been one of Angie’s favorite employees and it seems I still am. We haven’t seen each other for several months, but she looks the same as always. She is wearing lots of perfume and makeup and her red hair is a shock of tight curls. Her tall, curvy frame is dressed in a conservative suit and, unlike me, she wears comfortable loafers instead of heels on her feet. 
 “Come with me so I can show you your new office,” she says and loops her arm through mine. She is as Italian in spirit as she is in the way she looks, loud and maternal with a don’t-mess-with-me attitude that has the power to make grown men tremble with fear.
 We walk through the meandering corridors that crisscross through the large firm. I wave to people I haven’t seen in a while, smile and mouth hellos. 
 After having been gone so long from work, I realize that I won’t be doing the same kind of job that I was doing before, not have nearly as much responsibility and influence at the firm. In a way it’s almost like having to start over, but I’m okay with that. I know that I’m lucky to even have a job still at a place as high-powered and attractive as Ernst & Young as bad as the economy is. But that’s what makes this company so great—they truly care and take care of their employees. I’m living proof of that. 
 I’m not surprised to see that my new office contains no window like the one I used to inhabit even when I went down to part-time during the pregnancy. It is also much smaller. It makes me think of a very bright and empty storage room.
 “I wish we could offer you a better office,” Angie says in an exculpatory voice as she motions for me to step into the box-like space.
 “That’s totally okay,” I say and smile at her. “You’ve done so much for me already. At least it’s my own space and not a cubicle out on the floor.” 
I walk into the small room and run my hand over the glossy black desk there. “This is great.”
 We spend some more time talking about events and changes at the office, and then Angie tells me she needs to go to a meeting. I’m left to go over a stack of tax documents on the computer that Angie has already emailed me. As boring as some might consider this work to be, not to mention compared to what I’m used to do, I’m actually looking forward to doing it. It will occupy my mind, but not stress it too much. Dealing with clients would be too much. After what I have been through, I need to get back to things slowly. My mind is out of practice after all.
 It is not until hours later, after Jason has had time to check in with me and several of my old coworkers have swung by to say hi, that I get to a document in which I spot a name that makes me pause.
 Celeste Jenkins. 
 Celeste was the name I read in Jason’s diary, the name of his imaginary mistress, the one he supposedly killed. It is an unusual name and I can’t help but wonder now what made him pick that name for his character. Does it have a special meaning? Something that’s related to heaven maybe? Later, when I get home, I will ask him about it. No sooner has that thought entered my mind when I decide against it. It’s better that I don’t mention that I have already read some of his writing until he decides he is ready to show me on his own. I don’t want him to think that I’m snooping through his stuff while he is at work, invading his privacy. 
 It’s dark when I leave work, the moon full and a sharp white against the inky sky. Thick clouds that look like gigantic pieces of cotton hover around it. Fall is my favorite time of the year, and this early evening is the perfect fall night. Not too cold, not too warm, the air just a touch moist as I inhale it. There are no icy winds seeping through your clothes that chill you to the bone when you least expect it. It’s been a while since I’ve worked out and since it’s so nice out, I decide to walk all the way home, even though I’m fifty blocks from the Upper West Side where we live. It will be a long walk, but I can definitely use the exercise. I have changed into the flats I brought with me in case my feet would start to ache from wearing heels an entire day. 
 I take my time as I walk, slip into some stores on the way to check out clothes and pick up some things for the house. I buy a tie for Jason that I fall in love with the second my eyes land on it. It’s dark red and the silk is so smooth I can’t stop touching it.
 Dark red is a great color for my husband. I can already see in my mind how he will look when he wears it together with a crisp, white dress shirt. My husband, such a sexy, sexy man. I smile as I pay for it and the pretty, willowy girl behind the counter packs it up. She looks just like the modelesque girls in college whom I used to envy but no longer do. There is no need for me to do so, to be that insecure. Not when I’m married to a man as special as Jason, a man women still stare at whenever we go out, lust after. But he is with me and only me. The smile is still on my face as I leave the store.
 When I return home it’s way past nine o’clock and Jason is livid as he comes out into the hallway. He runs up to me and takes me in his arms. Slowly, my own arms go around his back and I return the soulful embrace he gives me.
 “There you are,” he whispers into my hair. “Why didn’t you respond to any of my calls or texts? I was so worried that something might have happened to you.”
 I unwrap my arms from around him and gaze up at his concerned face. “Really, you texted and called me? I didn’t hear anything. I must have turned off the sound of my phone by mistake.”
 “Yeah, I texted you several times and called you twice. Please make sure you keep your phone on at all times. I was going crazy with worry.”
 I scowl at him. “I’m sorry I didn’t hear you, but there’s really no reason for you to be that worried about me. Last time we were in touch was at four from what I can remember and that’s only like”—I look around in search of a clock somewhere—“what time is it now?”
 “Nine twenty-three.”
 “Okay, so it’s only about five hours ago. I know I’ve been fragile lately, but I’m not a child you know. Why would you be so incredibly worried about me?”
 “I know you’re not a child, but you know what Dr. Meyer said. You need to return back to regular life with care. Take—-”
 Luckily, he stops himself before he can use one of his favorite expressions that would be so very wrong in this instance. Besides, I am taking baby steps already, so there’s no point for him to emphasize this as though I’m not. I sigh. His extreme concern for me is starting to become really annoying.
 He coughs lightly, then clears his throat. “I was just worried, that’s all.”
 “Well, you can stop worrying from now on because I’m going to be fine. Everything is going to be okay. We’ve gotten through this.” I don’t want to fight with him, so I give him a little smile. “I have a surprise for you.”
 His face lights up a little. “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”
 I turn my head and nod at the shopping bag I dropped on the floor when I entered the apartment and he threw himself over me. “It’s in there.”
 His eyes find the glossy, white bag that contains his tie. I turn around and reach for it, then hand it to him. He takes it and plucks out the tie. I can tell by the way his eyes start to glow that he likes what he sees. Running his fingers over the exquisite silk, he smiles at me.
 “It’s a great tie, babe,” he says and leans down to land a soft kiss on my lips. “I’ll wear it tomorrow when I go to work. It’ll look great with my black Armani suit. How was your first day back at work?”
 “Even better than I expected, actually. Angie put me to work right away, sending me a bunch of tax documents to go through. It’s boring and repetitive, but it’s a good start.”
 “Was it weird to see all the people at work again?” A shadow falls over Jason’s gorgeous features. “Were they… difficult?”
 I tilt my head as I consider the word he has chosen to describe their potential behavior. It seems a bit too strong. Why would they ever be difficult?
 “No,” I say finally. “I can’t say that they were. Everyone was nice and relaxed, didn’t ask any intrusive questions, thank God. How was your day?”
 “Well, I finished early because a couple of meetings with clients were postponed for a later date. So I went to the gym and then I was back here by five.” He lowers his gaze suddenly, as if embarrassed. “I went into our office and tried to write on my novel.”
 I grasp his chin and lift it back up so our eyes meet. “Why do you sound like that’s a bad thing to have done? I’m so happy to hear that you’re working on your book, Jason. Truly. And I can’t wait to read about Celeste and everything else.” I grin at him. “I’m sure it’s a great story!”
 He stares at me for a moment with an unreadable expression on his face, then opens his mouth but closes it before any words can come out. 
 Fury at my mistake streams through me. Oh, God, why did I say something? Why did I have to reveal that I know what his story is about?

But I pull myself together quickly. I grab his hand and say, “I’m starving. Come on, let’s go make dinner!”
 He follows me along our long hallway until we reach the kitchen. There, I kick off my shoes that, flat or not, have now made my feet ache and then I remove my coat. As I hang it over one of the kitchen chairs, I can hear the nearest pantry open behind me. Turning around, I see that Jason has a bottle of red in his hands. It’s only half full. He pulls out the cork and pours himself a big glass of the dark red wine. I realize that the glass must have been on the counter already. He rarely drinks more than a glass or two weeknights at home, and it seems this must be his third glass. I decide not to mention it, though.
 We grill chicken and cut up vegetables to make a big salad, and for some time it feels like it always used to feel between us, our lives carefree and full of possibilities. Possibilities that would likely end on a positive note, unlike the birth of our son.
 By the time the table is set and the food ready, Jason has finished the bottle of wine. When he reaches for another bottle inside the pantry, I can’t ignore it any longer. So I put a hand on his arm. “Don’t you have to get up early tomorrow?”
 Jason is a fairly big man, but, strangely, he has never been one to carry his alcohol well, unlike me, who is much smaller. This is why he tends to stay away from drinking too much, not wanting to get a hangover. But tonight he seems determined to drink more than he should.
 “It’s okay, babe,” he says and takes out the bottle anyway. “I can handle it.”
 “Fine. But remember that I warned you when you complain about headaches later.”
 He laughs at me. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to complain about headaches.”
 We sit down at the kitchen table and start our dinner. 
 “Mmmm,” Jason says, his blue eyes glinting with humor. “This chicken is incredible. I wonder who cooked it.”
 “Me too, ’cause it can’t be you,” I say and wink at him. He has always been good at grilling any kind of meat and this night is no different. The chicken breasts we’re eating are truly delicious, moist and tender.
 “All the wine I’ve had must have given me special culinary powers then,” he replies and grins. 
 “Definitely,” I reply and stick a piece of chicken into my mouth, followed by some salad. Smiling at him, we chew our food in silence for a few seconds, then I say, “So when do you think your novel might be ready?”
 Jason exhales. “I’m not sure. Maybe sometime in the late spring?”
 I know I probably shouldn’t push it, but I can’t help myself. “Late spring? You mean I’m gonna have to wait that long before I get to find out what happened to Celeste?”
 No sooner is the name out of my mouth before I want to slap myself for having spat it out yet again. And it’s not like I don’t know what happened to Celeste. What the hell is the matter with me? I wonder if maybe I drank some of Jason’s wine by mistake.
 I’m expecting Jason to look irritated now that he understands that I’m going through his things while he is out of the house. But, to my surprise, he doesn’t look irritated at all. Instead he just looks at me tenderly, and then he reaches out a hand and cups my cheek. 

Did he not hear what I just said? I wonder. No, of course he did. He realizes what I have done but is choosing to ignore it. Probably because he worries that if he scolds me, I won’t be able to handle it. Which is annoying, but there’s not much I can do about that, so I pretend like nothing awkward has happened right now.
 “Do you think you can handle it?” he asks me, his voice neutral.
 I’m confused. “Handle what?”
 “Handle waiting till late spring to find out what happens to Celeste?”
 Placing my hand over his, I reply, “Well, it seems I don’t have a choice.”















Chapter 8
 I’m the one who turns off the alarm clock when it blares loudly the next morning. 
 It still feels weird that both Jason and I are going off to work the way we used to with me having been home for so long. But we are because what happened is behind us now and we’re moving on. It’s not easy, but we will persevere, find happiness after such tragedy.
 After I have switched off the alarm clock, I roll over and shake Jason to life. He looks like he’s sleeping deeply still. He shoots up in bed, his eyes darting everywhere and his dark hair on end.
 “What time is it?” he mumbles, a wild expression on his face. “Did I oversleep?”
 “No, baby, you’re just hung over, so you didn’t hear the alarm clock,” I reply and kiss him. “I just turned it off. We both need to get up and get to work, but we’re good on time.”
 Again, I’m reveling in the fact that I’m the one who’s in control for once, not the one who needs guidance. I hate being a blubbery mess.
 Soon the two of us are up and getting ready for work. I take a quick shower while Jason fixes coffee and makes us breakfast. Well, if bringing out milk from the refrigerator and cereal from the pantry counts as making breakfast, that is what he is doing. 
 I’m already half done eating my cereal and drinking my coffee when he returns from his shower. Neither of us is talkative in the morning, so when he joins me at the kitchen table and fills up his bowl with cereal and milk, we don’t talk, just eat in silence. 
 Twenty minutes later, we are ready to go to work. As we stand in the hallway, about to leave, I realize that I have forgotten my cell phone in the bedroom, so I head back to pick it up. Jason waits for me because we will share a cab to work, both of us going downtown.
 When I enter the bedroom and spot my phone still charging by the bed, I notice out of the corner of my eye that the drawer where Jason keeps his diary is not fully closed. I don’t know what prompts me to do so, but before I can think twice about it, I walk up to the drawer and find the diary under a stack of shirts. A few seconds later, the worn book is in my purse, next to my phone.
 I feel guilty as I join Jason, who’s standing by our apartment’s front door, waiting for me.
 “Did you find it?” he asks me.
 “Yep,” I say and don’t meet his gaze. If I do, I’m sure he will see exactly what I have done without me actually having to say a word about it.
 As we ride the elevator down to the lobby, we do small talk with one of our neighbors, an older man, who joins us a couple of floors below ours. As we talk with him and laugh at his jokes, life feels just like it used to. Thankfully, our neighbor is sensitive enough not to ask us how our new baby is doing. Then it strikes me that maybe Jason has told him already that there is no baby and that’s why he’s not asking. After all, we run into this man often and Jason is bound to have run into him at some point during the months I just sat at home, barely leaving the apartment.
 Even though I have not been back to work more than one day, I’m already feeling used to walking down the meandering corridor that leads to my new, secluded office where I’ll be doing junior-level work until I’m ready to take on more challenging tasks again.
 I get some coffee in the kitchen ahead of it, then continue to my office and take a seat at the desk. I turn on the computer and get ready to do some work, but before I can open the first file, my hands leave the keyboard and I look for my purse. It’s as if the diary has turned magic and is beckoning me to open it and see what else might be in there. I try to resist its pull for a minute, but it doesn’t take long before I have given in. So I find it and get it out from my bag.
 I’m not surprised to find that Jason hasn’t written anymore in it since the day I last read all those horrible words. Or maybe I am surprised, I can’t be sure. Maybe I did expect him to continue that creepy, rambling, internal monologue of whatever character he was working on. 
 Again, those final three words capture my entire attention: I killed her. 
 The paper around the capitalized words is stiff and slightly dented, as though he has spilled tea or water on it and then let it dry again. Most of the page is dented, actually. He must have spilled the liquid after writing them since the words aren’t blurry the way they would be if the ink hadn’t dried yet.
 I know it’s probably unwise for me to do so, but I can’t help myself. I flip back a few pages to read some of the words he has written about Celeste. Not the ones that describe when he first met her and she suddenly left—I’d have to go back many more pages for that—but the ones that talk about what happened after he had bumped into her again and they were deep into their affair. The ones that describe what must be the latter stages of their relationship. 
 I tell myself that the reason I’m doing this is because I want to see if I experience the same intense emotions as I did the first time I read them. I want to see what it feels like to read them now that I know that they’re only part of Jason’s very lively imagination, which will one day help him become a best-selling author. Hopefully. Will I feel as much reading these words now? I hope not and it seems unlikely that I will, but I want to be sure.
 So I go back to where they start and begin reading:

Celeste is lying on the bed and she is looking as delectable as she always does, wearing only a purple bra and a garter belt with sheer stockings attached to it. No panties. She almost never wears panties. She gives me one of those come-hither looks she knows makes me go crazy as I start walking toward the door. She doesn’t want me to leave, but I must. I need to end this affair once and for all. It was never meant to be more than a one-night stand, but somehow it turned into more, into something that can’t be contained. I have become addicted to this woman. I can’t get enough of all the things she does to me and all the things she lets me do to her. The exquisite pain we inflict upon each other. 
 We see each other several times a week now, usually in hotel rooms, but tonight we’re in her apartment. It’s a messy, run-down studio, but its shoddiness only adds to the excitement flowing through me. It’s so different from what I’m used to and it makes me relax. Here, with Celeste, I can be who I really am. I don’t always have to be in charge the way I am at home, but I can let my other woman run the show. It’s a wonderful, freeing feeling. I wonder if my wife would have been less uptight, more adventurous in bed, would I have been able to resist Celeste? There’s no way of knowing. The only thing I feel sure of is that one day she will make me choose between her and my wife, and I don’t want to have to choose. 
 But of course I must and the choice can only be but one. When I do, I will be heartbroken because I love them both. Well, my wife will always be my one and only, the one who holds the biggest piece of my heart, but Celeste has made her way in there too, and I can’t get her out now. And her piece is growing, which is another reason this must end soon. Surely my wife will leave me if she finds out about Celeste and that thought is more than I can bear. I feel trapped. No matter what I do the situation is awful. But right now, the only choice I have is to go to back to Celeste and join her in bed.
 So I do and I’m glad that she’s not wearing panties because I’m already hard and I want to enter her right away. She smiles seductively at me as I return to her and begin opening my pants. I struggle to get them down, but they are by my knees soon enough. She spreads her legs for me and I lie down on top of her, my cock in my hand that I place against her—
 I snap the diary shut and throw it into a drawer that I’ve pulled out in my desk and slam it closed. Even though I know that this is fiction, I can’t handle reading anymore of it. I can’t believe I was ever able to read all of it once before, it’s so painful. I hate this imaginary woman, Celeste, who feels so real to me. I truly hate her. Why did I bring this stupid diary with me to work?
 I shiver and give myself a hug to warm up. Then I sigh. The day that Jason does decide to share his story with me is not going to be easy. I’m honestly not sure if I will be able to give him the support he needs and deserves to hear from me, his wife, in regards to his creative efforts. But I need to find a way to cope with it. After all that I have put him through lately, he deserves my full support and love even if the subject of his writing makes me uncomfortable. 
 Then it strikes me that maybe he already understands that it might make me uncomfortable and that is the reason why he is so reluctant to share it with me. I sit up straighter in my office chair. Oh, my God, of course that is why. How can I not have realized this sooner?

Well, he shouldn’t have to feel this way. I don’t want him to feel this way. I’m his wife and I want my husband to always share everything with me, no matter how disturbing or difficult he might think it is for me to hear it. 
I think about how worried he was when I was late getting back home last night and didn’t respond to his calls and messages. The reason I didn’t hear any of his attempts to reach me was exactly what I had thought—I had accidentally turned off the sound on my phone. Even though I should be grateful that I’m married to a man who cares so deeply for me, I find myself getting annoyed again. I don’t want Jason to think that I’m a different person than I used to be because of Matthew, a brittle person who can’t handle any stress. I huff as I think about how he thought I might have had some kind of a breakdown my first day back at work, because the stress of regular life is too much for me now. 
 I draw in a sharp inhale as I ponder how fragile he must think I’ve become, so fragile that I won’t be able to deal with life in all its shades and forms, some of them ugly. 

Well, I’ll show him differently, I decide with determination. Just because I got so depressed after what happened doesn’t mean that he will now forever have to tiptoe around my feelings, hide certain things from me just because he worries that I can’t handle hearing about them. If he can fuck me like a beast—and see that not only could I handle it, but that I also thoroughly enjoyed it—he can tell me everything that’s on his mind, certainly what he is writing about in his first book, no matter how dark a subject matter it is. Come on, it’s only fiction! I need to find a way to get that notion through my mind and his, too. I haven’t changed.
 I smile as I consider my decision. Tonight when we have dinner together, I will explain to him that he can tell me anything, share everything with me just the way we have always done. And I can certainly handle hearing about his dark stories and thoughts today as much as I’ve always been able to do.
***
It’s eight o’clock when we’re having dinner later that night, accompanied by only bottled water this time, no wine, for the both of us. I spent the entire ride back home on the subway planning what to say in order to make Jason share his writing with me sooner. Luckily, I got home before him, so I could put back his diary where I found it in his dresser in our bedroom. I regret deeply having taking it with me in the first place this morning and am so glad now that I get to put it back before he has discovered that it’s gone. I’m not a snooper, at least not when I’m back to my normal self.
 I know exactly how to word my request to see his writing, what to say if he acts reluctant to show it to me: I will tell him that the fact that he doesn’t want to show me makes me feel removed from him. Like he’s hiding things from me because he doesn’t trust me. If he wants me to truly heal from the stillbirth, I need to feel as close to him as always. Yes, it’s emotional blackmail, but I have no choice if he’s going to be difficult about this.
 Only when we’re almost done eating do I feel it’s time for me to start talking about it. 
 “How’s the writing going?” I ask him in a light voice. 
 He sighs. “Lately it hasn’t been going so well actually. I feel like I’ve gotten stuck.”
 I tilt my head and frown a little. “How so?” 
 He gazes out the window behind me. “I just don’t know what’s going to happen next. No words are coming out of me. It’s very frustrating.”
 “Sounds like it. Maybe I can help?”
 His eyes find me again and a smile curls the edges of his lips. “How can you help me?”
 I can tell that he’s not opposed to the idea, which I take as a good sign. Maybe this won’t be as hard as I had expected.
 “If you let me read some of what you’ve written, I could give you some ideas. I read somewhere that some writers break out of writer’s block by talking about plot points with other people.” That’s a total lie—I haven’t read such a thing anywhere—but as I say it, I think that it doesn’t sound like a bad idea. 
 “Okay,” Jason says and nods. “Let’s give it a try.”
 I stare at him. “Really? You’ll let me read what you’ve written?”
 He gives me a confused look. “Yeah. Why is that so surprising?”
 I consider telling him my thoughts from earlier today, but I change my mind. Why complicate things when it’s going so well? I turn my palms upward and shrug innocently. “I don’t know. You’re right. I shouldn’t be surprised. Can we go read it now?”
 “Sure.” He glances at my plate on which there is still some pasta and meat sauce. “Are you done eating?”
 “Yup.” I push my plate away from me to emphasize how stuffed I am. “Are you?”
 Jason takes a look at his plate that is practically empty and nods. “Yeah, I’m full. Let’s go to the office.”
 We quickly clean up the table and then head to the office that we share. Even though I’m pleased that Jason is going to show me what he has written and that he agreed to do so without any resistance, I can’t help but feel shaky. No matter how determined I am not to let on how freaky I find it reading about this fictional man and his adulterous affair, it will be hard. I can only hope that the version I’m going to read is toned down from what I read in the diary. 

Well, even if it’s not, you can handle it, Lexi, I tell myself in my head. You keep it together for your husband the way he has kept it together for you. You know that it cannot have been easy for him.
 Together we walk into our office and I’m reminded of the deliciously violent lovemaking we engaged in here only a few days ago. The thought of it even manages to turn me on and I suddenly feel disturbingly hot. Jason loves it when I wear the sexy lingerie my closet is full of; I should put some on later and surprise him. Except for this past Friday, I haven’t worn anything particularly attractive for him lately.
 Jason walks around the big desk with the desktop computer and beckons for me to come join him. He switches on the computer.
 “I save my stuff in Dropbox,” he explains, “so I can pull it up on any device any time I feel like working on it. As I’ve already told you, I write on it when I’m still at the office and after I’ve finished work sometimes. It’s so peaceful and quiet in the evenings there.” He grins at me. “The perfect environment to write in.”
 He pats the black swivel leather chair that’s between us. “You should take a seat.”
 “Okay,” I say and plop down on the chair. Jason types on the keyboard and moves the mouse around until he has found the file he’s looking for. He has named it The Green House. He clicks on the file and a double-spaced document full of words rolls up on the screen.  Chapter One it says on top.
 “I’ve only written five chapters that I’ve polished like crazy,” he says, looking a little embarrassed. “I was hoping that if I kept going over them that I would break out of my writer’s block, but I haven’t. The good thing is it should be easy for you to read them. They’re super clean. I guess you should read it from the beginning or you won’t be able to give me any good ideas. Do you want me to tell you the premise of the story, so you know what to expect?”
 “Sure. If you think it’ll make it easier for me to read it.”
 “Yeah, I do think so.” He takes a deep breath. “Basically, it’s about this guy who works on Wall Street and feels so guilty by all the shady deals he has to make that he decides to move to Africa to volunteer. Together with the locals he helps rebuild a village only to fall sick with a mysterious disease. The village elders tell him he needs to travel through the jungle to reach a spring and drink from the water there to become well again. Only problem is, no one has ever succeeded reaching this spring before.” 
 I stare at him again, feeling how my eyes want to widen with astonishment. But I compose myself and nod mechanically. “That sounds really interesting! Well, I should probably read this while on my own. If you’re hovering above me, I won’t be able to relax and get into the story.”
 “Got it.” He presses a kiss onto my head and then walks toward the door that separates the office from the hallway outside. “I’ll be in the living room when you’re ready. And if you hate it, don’t push yourself to keep reading,” he adds. “It’s okay, really.”
 “Stop it,” I say and shake my head. “Of course I won’t hate it.”
 He grins at me like a little boy. “Just wanted to give you an out.” Then he walks out of the office and I can hear his steps fade away as he walks to the living room.
 My eyes return to the computer and just as I feared, it only takes me a few pages to realize that this story is nothing at all like the one I read in the diary. Still, I keep reading, hoping that somehow it will take a sharp, unexpected turn. I’d much rather see that Jason is a terrible writer whose story makes no sense and is all over the place than find that the nightmare in the diary is in fact the truth. Unfortunately, neither of those criteria holds true—he’s a good writer and the story makes perfect sense. Nowhere in the story do I get the sense that it will ever turn into something about an unfaithful husband and his mistress, Celeste. 
 No one in the story is even called Celeste.
 An hour later I have finished chapter five of Jason’s book. I know he’s sitting as if on needles out in the living room, waiting for me to give him my opinion on his writing. Give him some ideas where he could go with it. But I’m not sure I’m going to be able to talk to him with a straight face now. 
 Not now that I know that what he has written in his diary is most likely true.





Chapter 9
 I spend several minutes staring into the glaring computer screen, no longer seeing the words in Jason’s story. I’m trying to compose myself, find a way to make myself go out into the living room and not only act normal, but also like I was really into Jason’s story. I wasn’t. How could I be when I’m slowly but surely having to accept the fact that my husband must be a killer? A killer and a sociopath. Only a sociopath would have been able to act this calmly and caring around me all this time, right? A regular person would have shown some form of guilt, especially if the murder was not planned but an accident somehow. I’m nauseous now, my armpits and the skin below drenched with cold sweat as I consider how fucked up Jason must be. My heart is pounding frenetically against my ribcage and I take deep breaths through my nostrils, hoping that this will help me regain my bearings. But it doesn’t, of course; instead it only seems to make me feel worse. 
 I bury my face in my hands. Oh, God, what am I going to do? 
 I lift my head and run my hands down over my face, not caring that I’m probably smearing my eye makeup and foundation. Could there be another explanation to why Jason wrote all those words? There must be… But what could that be? 
I search my mind for something, anything, but no matter how hard I try, I draw a complete blank. Oh, God, please, I need there to be some other explanation… I begin to hyperventilate. There has to be some other explanation! My husband cannot be capable of killing another human being. 
 Is it possible that he’s working on another novel? 
 I calm down a little as I tell myself that that could actually be it, even though it sounds like a weak, farfetched explanation even to my own mind. But it still sounds more plausible to me than the fact that my husband is an adulterer and a killer. A sociopath. A monster.
 I shudder as I consider this again and the beating of my heart picks up renewed speed. 

Well, I tell myself quickly, steeling myself. There is no other way to find out the truth than for me to ask him straight out about it. Surely I’ll be able to tell if he is lying to me. Maybe he will break down and confess that it was all an accident if I confront him. It strikes me that maybe he wrote about it in the diary because he wants me to find out about it, wants me to confront him about it. 
 That would mean he’s not a sociopath after all and, I suppose, not quite as bad. 
 But it doesn’t take long before I start to I feel as though I’m grasping for straws again. All those pages leading up to his confession don’t support the idea of him wanting me to confront him. It seems like too much of an effort writing all those details of his affair, what they did and how they met. And wouldn’t he then have left the diary out in the open somewhere I could easily have found it and not hide it deep in a drawer beneath all his clothes? He used to keep the diary in places where I could instantly spot it, knowing that I wasn’t the kind of woman who pried through her husband’s things.
 But that was many months ago. I don’t know when he started hiding his diary. I was too depressed, too caught up in my own misery to pay any attention to this. 
 I shake my head and sigh heavily. I really have no other choice but to ask him about it. The sooner I do it, the sooner I’ll know for sure. I won’t ask him about it tonight, though. I need to think about the best way to do it. It’s not a question you just blurt out after all. And I shouldn’t do it when we’re alone at home either. As terrible as it is to admit this to myself, I have to at least consider the possibility that my husband is simply crazy and a very dangerous man. If he is a murderer and realizes that I know, he might try to kill me too.
 It’s safer for me to ask him about it when we’re in a public place somewhere. Not that I can ever imagine that my husband who loves me so much would ever kill me. But then again, I could never imagine that I would ever read those words in his diary, either. I need to be practical here, not take any chances.
 Finally, I stand up and walk toward the closed office door. I don’t know where I’ve found the strength to move, but it has suddenly come to me, so I use it. I have decided that I will go out into the living room and talk about Jason’s five chapters, tell him that I really enjoyed them but that I need to think about them a little before I can tell him what I think should come next in the story. Sleep on it. It’s the best solution I can come up with and that I think I’ll be able to pull off. 
 I open the door and walk through the hallway into the living room where I find my husband sitting on the couch and watching some news show on CNN. He lights up at the sight of me and I make myself smile big, hoping I come across as convincing.
 “It was really good, Jason!” 
 He takes me in for a long moment, then his eyes narrow slightly. Damn. He didn’t buy it.
 “You hated it,” he says matter-of-factly and there is a hurt look on his face. He lowers his gaze to the floor and crosses his arms over his chest. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t stand seeing that look on him, a look that makes him seem like a sad little boy. Suddenly, the fact that I’m dealing with a man who’s probably a murderer doesn’t feel very important. He is also a man I love and no matter what he has done can change that. He still has my heart, no matter how horrible a person he is. I know that feeling this way might make me a horrible person, too, but I don’t care right then. I can’t stand to watch the heavy disappointment on my beloved husband’s face. Especially since it’s not true that I hated what he had written. It was a good story and good writing. I just happened to have read it at a time when I wasn’t at my best, unable to focus on it. I burn with a need to make him understand this.
 So I run up to him and grab his face so that he has to meet my gaze. 
 “That’s not true at all, Jason,” I say with passion. “I really, really liked it. But I’m going to need some time to think about ways you can go with it.” 
I take a deep breath. “I think the reason you think I didn’t like it is because I was so surprised by it. I honestly had expected something else, but that doesn’t mean what I got is bad. Now I just need to sleep on it. It is after all a pretty complex story you’ve written here.”
 He blinks a couple of times and it seems my second attempt is more successful, because he does look a little happier now. I feel my shoulders relax.
 “What did you think it was going to be about?” he asks.
 “Dead people,” I say without thinking, instantly regretting it. 
 He frowns slightly. “Dead people? Like a murder mystery? Or are you talking about zombies?”
 “Yeah, zombies.” I nod eagerly. “I know they’re all the rage right now.”
 “Oh.” Jason gives me a funny look. “Yeah, I don’t think there’ll be any dead people in this story, at least no dead people who turn into zombies.” 
 “That makes sense. Adding zombies would be totally weird, not to mention unnecessary. I don’t know why I even thought of that.” I roll my eyes and shake my head like I’m so nutty.
 Jason sighs and looks into the distance. “If only I could figure out what happens after he speaks to the man in the hut. Something else needs to happen before he goes into the jungle or it’ll become a really short book. But the second I get to the end of that last chapter, my brain shuts down.”
 Even though I don’t really feel like smiling, I still do and say, while squeezing his arms, “Don’t beat yourself up about it, sweetie. I think I can help you come up with some ideas that’ll make you get through this block. Let me just read it again first, more carefully this time. I want to make sure I don’t miss any nuances or details of your writing. Can you email it to me so I can read it during lunch tomorrow and then we can talk about it over dinner later?”
 Of course I have no intention of reading his story again, not tomorrow at least, and I doubt we will discuss it over dinner then or that we will even have dinner together. Not after I have confronted him about the diary. Even if it turns out that he has some kind of plausible explanation why he wrote all those words, I can’t imagine I’ll feel safe enough to be in the same house with him again. I’m going to need to be apart from Jason for a few days to be sure I can believe whatever he’ll be telling me. Most likely I’ll spend the night at my parents’ or sister’s house instead. I’ll stay there until we have sorted this out.
 “Sure, that sounds good.” He smiles and hugs me. “Thanks for being so supportive.”
 “How could I not be after everything you’ve done for me,” I say and stare out the window over his shoulder. “Our marriage has been all about me for much too long. It’s your time now. I’ve made you suffer enough.”
 I feel him go stiff and then he grabs my shoulders so hard it hurts and glares at me. He doesn’t seem to notice that he is hurting me. Right as I’m about to let him know, his gaze softens and he loosens his grip. “Don’t talk like that, Lexi. We all have a dark side to us and it’s not healthy to keep it buried deep in our psyches. Sometimes you have no choice but to let it all out to move forward, to become whole again. Don’t ever forget that. I haven’t.”
 I have never before seen his eyes glow with such passion, not even when we make love. He clearly feels strongly about what he just said. I can only hope this means he has a way of explaining what’s in his diary that doesn’t involve it having actually happened.
 I hold his gaze and nod slowly. “I will never forget that, Jason.”
 He leans in and places a light kiss on my lips. “Good.” 
He puts his hands behind his neck and stretches his chest. “I’m tired. I’m going to bed. You coming?” There’s a glint of excitement in his face that I know exactly what it means. He’s in the mood to make love. Too bad for him that I’m not. Even if the strong conviction that spread within me earlier has eased up considerably, no longer making me sure that my husband is in fact a killer, I’m not exactly relaxed still. The lust that surged through me earlier is completely gone. The last thing I can imagine doing right now is have sex with Jason, and I don’t think I’ll be able to fake it. But I don’t want him to realize this, or he might think it has something to do with his book.
 “Yeah, but I’ll take a bath first,” I say. “My body is feeling kind of stiff.”
 “Okay.” He walks toward the hallway and his lips curl into a mischievous little grin. “See you soon then …”
 “Yes.” But it won’t be tonight. I’ll make sure my bath is so long that, by the time I’m done, Jason will have fallen asleep.
***
The following morning we share another cab to work. Before I get off, I ask him if we can have lunch together later.
 “Sure, that should work,” he says. “I think I’m free around one. Would that work for you?”
 I laugh. “Well, since I’m running my own schedule these days, any time works for me.”
 “Ha, yeah, I forgot that. Okay, how about I text you later after I’ve spoken to my assistant to make sure I have nothing in the calendar that I might have forgotten about?”
 “That sounds good.”
 The cab comes to a stop and I give him a quick kiss before I jump out. I don’t immediately start walking, but watch the yellow car as it takes off with a screech and disappears into the rows of morning traffic. Only when I can’t see it any longer do I head into the building that houses the New York office of Ernst & Young. 
By the time I’m in the elevator, the well-being that has filled me from the moment I woke up this morning, even more sure that my lunch with Jason will turn out just fine, has fled and my stomach is in knots again. The conversation we had over dinner the night before I read his story has suddenly entered my mind. I mentioned Celeste twice during that dinner and Jason definitely didn’t mishear me the way I had convinced myself afterward that he must have done.
 How could he have misheard me when he asked me if I could handle waiting till spring until I find out what happened to Celeste. He used her name. That means he knew exactly what and who I was talking about, yet he didn’t ask me how come I knew.

Why didn’t he ask me how I knew about Celeste?
 It can only mean one thing—he is aware that I’ve read at least some of the notes in his diary. Does he think I only read up until the point when Celeste went to the bathroom and never returned to their table that one night? It’s possible. After that scene he has written pages of stuff going on at the office. Boring, longwinded stuff that would make anyone stop reading. Except I didn’t. I pushed through only to find that, about five pages later, Celeste appears again and the affair between them finally takes off. 

Well, if that’s the case, you’d think he’d at least wonder why I’m not acting more jealous about it. He knows very well how insecure I can be. Yet, he didn’t seem to wonder at all. Why didn’t he? I highly doubt that he thought I just wrote it all off as him free-writing about his dark, upcoming novel. And even if he did, as of yesterday when I actually read what he had written, he must know that I no longer think his diary notes have anything to do with a novel. 

Is it possible that he realizes that I have read all of it and that I’m okay with what happened only because he killed the other woman in the end? Because he chose me?

As I realize it’s the only thing that makes sense, I want to throw up.
 I stumble out of the elevator and into the office, ignoring anyone who’s saying hi or smiling at me. I’m too upset at the moment. 
 What’s in the diary is the truth, all of it, just like I had feared. I’m one hundred percent sure of it now. Oh, my God…

 The door to my small office is open for which I’m grateful since I feel too weak to use the knob to open it. I need to get in there and be alone so I can think.
 Somehow, I manage to get my chair out and sit before my desktop computer. I turn it on with trembling fingers and do a search for Celeste and Queens, New York. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of doing this earlier. Her name is not a common name after all. How many adult Celestes with blonde hair can there be in Queens, New York? Wait, I do know why I haven’t looked for her. It’s because I didn’t want to risk finding out the truth about her and Jason. 
 It’s easier than I could ever have dreamed of to find out what happened to this woman. There are only four females named Celeste who live in Queens. One is thirteen, another sixty-three, neither a good choice to be the mistress described in Jason’s diary. Out of the two remaining ones, the first is twenty-three and the other thirty-one. When I do an image search for the twenty-three-year old, I see that she is black, which means she is not the Celeste I want. The Celeste I want had blonde hair and blue eyes. The thirty-one-year-old is named Celeste Hyland and even before her face pops up on my screen, a beautiful, blonde woman who looks just like the gazelle-like girls I used to envy in college, I know this is her. She used to be a cocktail waitress at a bar in Manhattan. According to the three news pieces about her on the internet, she was found dead in her studio apartment in Queens and is believed to have been murdered. Suffocated to death, but not strangled. When I have finished reading them all, I know that the police are still looking for any suspects. 
 There is only one more thing I need to do to be fully convinced that my husband is in fact the one who killed her. And that maybe he isn’t a sociopath after all, that it was all just an accident. How can he be after that display of guilt in the car the other day? 
 I leave the office and dash out of the firm and into the elevator. Soon I’m back down on the street and in a cab.
 I give the cabdriver a hundred dollars and tell him where I need to go and to take me there as fast as he can.
 The cabdriver doesn’t waste any time getting out of Manhattan and onto the Long Island Expressway. We zigzag between several cars, but soon there are so few vehicles that we can remain in one lane. By the time we pass the yellow house, we have been on the road for less than twenty minutes. This driver is truly amazing, worth every cent I gave him.
 Seven minutes later he drops me off at the St. Michaels Cemetery and looks at me kindly from the rolled-down cab window.
 “Do you want me to wait for you?” he asks in a thick accent.
 “No, that’s okay,” I say. “I’ll be a while. Thank you.”
 He nods and retracts his head, then takes off away from the cemetery where I stand, right by the entrance. I walk through the tall, wrought iron doors. It’s cool and windy out, a day in the middle of the week, which means there is hardly anyone there today, unlike the other day when Jason and I came. I’m glad because I don’t want to be interrupted as I methodically search through all the graves. I don’t want anyone to ask what I’m doing and if they can help me. No one can help me. It’s too late. What’s done can’t be undone.
 And there it is finally, the gravestone I knew would be there, that I would eventually spot.
 It says In Memory of Celeste Hyland, Beloved Daughter, Sister, and Friend. May 11, 1983—Oct 1, 2014.
 As I stare at the gravestone, I’m not sure how I will ever be able to talk to Jason again. But I know that I must. I need to find out what turned my husband into a killer. 







Chapter 10
 After my visit to the St. Michael’s Cemetery and Jason’s mistress’s grave, I don’t go back to work. Instead, I head to an obscure, small bar at the very east of midtown Manhattan where I know it is very unlikely that I’ll run into anyone I know. Here I can sit alone at the bar counter and get drunk and not worry about what it might look like to the world. Because, at the moment, that is all I want to do—get shitfaced. Really shitfaced. Dull the ever-growing pain in my stomach with lots of alcohol. 
 I somehow find the strength to text Angie to let her know that I’m not feeling well, which is why I’m not at work. After all that she has done for me, I don’t want to upset her by just disappearing almost as soon as I arrived this morning. Surely someone saw me come and leave shortly thereafter; I couldn’t have been in my office for more than half an hour.
 Of course, my intentions aren’t quite that unselfish and noble. I also know that, if I just disappear, chances are that Angie will contact Jason and ask him if he knows where I am. I don’t want my husband to know that I’m not at work. That will make him wonder what I’m doing, worry about me. Try to find me. And I definitely do not want him to find me right now.
 Well, at least he’ll pretend to worry about me. I can no longer be sure if he is ever actually worried about me. Even though I’m fairly sure that Jason is capable of feeling something regarding having killed Celeste, I have changed my mind about it being guilt necessarily. As I made my way back from the cemetery, I concluded that he sweating and turning white like a sheet the day he and I went to visit Matt’s grave might be some other feeling. Fear, perhaps. Fear that the world will find out the truth about him. Or maybe he was simply feeling sorry for himself, sorry for being reminded what a weak man he is deep inside. Only a weak man would do what Jason did to Celeste. And a man like Jason would hate to realize that, when all is said and done, he is no alpha male. Barely a man at all actually. 
 As I consider this fact, I have a couple of large sips of white wine in an attempt to drench the pain that keeps expanding in my mid-region. It’s been a while since I last drank any alcohol and I enjoy the taste, even if it is crappy bar wine.
 I can’t decide if he is truly bad—a sociopath—or just a really fucked up, weak human being. If he is a sociopath, I definitely do not want him to try to find me or even know how upset I am about what he has done. Not before I have figured out what I’m going to do with what I now know for sure to be the truth. As early as this morning, when he and I parted ways after having shared a cab, I was convinced that this would all turn out to be part of Jason’s deepest, darkest fantasies after all. Then later, at dinner, I imagined that when I finally asked him about it, he’d confess that to me. He’d be embarrassed of course, but he would nonetheless admit to the twisted turns of his mind. The words he told me yesterday while gripping my shoulders so hard they hurt return to me in that moment:

“Don’t talk like that, Lexi. We all have a dark side to us and it’s not healthy to keep it buried deep in our psyches. Sometimes you have no choice but to let it all out to move forward, to become whole again. Don’t ever forget that. I haven’t.” 
 I put my elbows on the bar counter and bury my face in my hands and exhale with despair. Who would have ever thought he’d actually meant each of all those horrible words written in the diary literally! 
 The pain in my stomach doubles in intensity as I ponder this terrible reality. I want to cry, but I can’t, and instead I empty the half full wine glass before me. The question is, what am I going to do about this now? Getting drunk is only a temporary solution. 
 “Would you like another one?” the thin-haired bartender with the potbelly and cheap dress shirt asks me in a smooth, sexy voice that doesn’t fit his appearance. 
 “Sure,” I reply. It will be my fourth glass of crappy bar wine, but I don’t care. It does the job it needs to do, dulls my senses, gets me drunk. When I first stumbled into this shoddy hole in the wall, I was in such pain I would have settled for rubbing alcohol to feel better. Fortunately, the bar has slightly better things to offer than that. But only slightly.
 He pours me another serving of cheap wine and I place another ten-dollar bill next to the glass. They only take cash, no cards, which is fine since I happen to have plenty of cash on me today. I don’t think it’s more than five or six bucks a glass, but he can keep the change. He is a good bartender, keeps my glass full without asking me any annoying questions, stays hidden at the end of the bar the rest of the time. Only two other people are at the bar counter, appearing to be there alone like I am.
 I stay at this dark, quiet place for another hour, then I begin to feel claustrophobic, not to mention a bit nauseous. I need to leave and get some fresh air. At this point, I have lost count of how many glasses of wine I have drunk, but it must be at least six or seven. Fortunately, I’m one of those unusual women who, while small, can drink lots of alcohol before I get so drunk I pass out. I’m not even close to that stage yet, but if I drink more I might throw up and I definitely do not want to do that. Plus, sitting at this bar is not helping me figure out how to best deal with the situation. Hopefully, if I take a walk, it will come to me. 
 I need to know what to say to Jason when I see him again this evening. While I sat before Celeste’s grave this morning, the next move seemed obvious to me—I must ask him why he did it. Was it an accident? Did he do it on purpose, planned it out in advance? I have to know what prompted him to do it. He is clearly aware that I know what he has done. 
 Another option is to keep acting like I’m okay with it, the way he seems to think that I am. Just keep living life and forget about it, not challenge him. That’s probably the way he prefers it or he would have told me about it himself already.
 If I were a sociopath, guarding his secret might be an option—a good one even—but I’m not. I’m not okay with my husband being a murderer. Of course, if it was an accident, not planned, I’d be more understanding, but only somewhat. He shouldn’t have been having an affair with Celeste in the first place.
 My gut feeling tells me it just has to have been an accident in the end. I refuse to believe that I have been married to a man capable of cold-blooded murder all these years and haven’t had a clue. No, it must have been an accident. A convenient accident, but still an accident that we have to go and tell the police about. Let them decide what happens next. If he doesn’t go willingly, I will have to go on my own and turn him in.
 The bright sun is glaring at me from a crispy blue, cloudless sky as I leave the bar. It blinds me, causing me to become disoriented for a long, disquieting moment. In order not to fall, I grab onto the building wall. Finally I can see again and start walking down the windy street, pulling my coat closer around me to stay warm. My phone suddenly sounding in my pocket makes me jump. I reach my hand down and pull it out, pretty sure who is trying to reach me.
 I’m correct. It’s Jason, wanting to know how my day is going so far, the way he usually does.

Except for the fact that I’m drunk in the middle of the day and nauseous because of what you did, I can’t complain, my fingers are itching to type back. I put the phone back in my pocket instead. 
 I can’t help but to laugh then the situation is so absurd. I feel like a crazy person as I pass other people on the street, unable to put a stop to the hysterical laughter coming out of me. Some of them glance at me with fear on their faces and make sure not to pass me too closely. I would have done the same had I been in their shoes. With my bloodshot eyes and messy hair, I must appear to be just another of New York City’s many homeless people despite my expensive coat and high-heeled designer boots.
 A few blocks later, the laughter stops bubbling out of me at last. I must reply to Jason’s text or, being the overprotective man that he is, he might call the office just to see that everything is okay with me. The last thing I want him to discover is that I told Angie I’m at home because I’ve gotten sick. That would really make him worry. 
 So I stop walking and lean against a building to get my phone. Then I type a reply to my husband: “Everything is going great. Super busy with tax documents. How about you?”
 I really don’t feel like interacting with Jason any more right then, but I don’t want to take any chances. Being too curt with him might make him pick up the phone to talk to me to ensure I’m truly okay, and that would be even worse. I press Send and the text is off. Jason replies almost instantly:
 “Sitting at a restaurant in midtown having lunch with a client. He’s in the bathroom right now. Can’t wait for it to be over. Did you get my email?”

What email? I have no idea what he might be referring to.
Then I remember that he was supposed to email me his book and that I’m supposed to read it over lunch. Tonight we’re supposed to discuss potential plot points his story can take. 
 I scroll through my emails on my phone and there it is. An email from Jason with a big attachment.
 I text back: “Are you talking about your book? I did get that.”
 My phone buzzes with Jason’s response. “Yes, that’s it. Great. Let’s go out for dinner tonight.”
 I stare at the text. Oh, God, can I handle going out for dinner? Jason clearly thinks I not only can, but that it’s something I’d love to do. Which isn’t strange—up until the last several months, I used to love going out for dinner at least twice a week. I decide that it’s best to just say okay. 
 After I have sent him a text telling him so, I realize having dinner out might actually be wiser since I’ll be confronting him about what he did. I’d rather we’re around people then. Who knows how he’ll react?
 “Definitely,” I text back. “Just tell me where and when and I’ll be there. I have some stuff to do after work, so I probably won’t go home in between.”
 I don’t have stuff to do, but I don’t feel like going together with Jason to the restaurant; it’s better that we just meet there. He doesn’t always come home first when we go out for dinner, but he might tonight. I’ll go home now instead and take a shower, fix myself up a little after having spent hours at the stuffy, little bar. I feel sweaty and disgusting, generally out of sorts. Power walking across the city to our apartment will only help to sober me up, not clean my body.
 My phone buzzes again. “Cool. Meet me at Capital Grille on 42nd between third and Lex at 8.”

I reply with “see you there.” 
 Putting my phone back in my pocket, I start walking at a brisk pace in the direction of our apartment. It will take me at least forty minutes to get there, which means it will be almost four o’clock by the time I’m home. I will have to hurry to freshen up to be sure that I don’t run into Jason. On the off chance that he comes home early from work, I will just tell him that I also left work early. He knows I run my own schedule right now, so he won’t question it.
 As I’m halfway home, I realize that I do have stuff to do before dinner. I need to read Jason’s book again or he’ll be upset that I didn’t. I’m not going to start off the evening by asking him why he killed Celeste, which means I can’t avoid discussing his book. He will surely ask me about his story right away. 
 When I arrive at our building and ride up the elevator to our apartment on the eighteenth floor, I’m feeling almost sober again. The fast walk in the chilly weather did me good. Not only has the nausea long since passed, but I can think clearly now and I’m not as upset about what I need to do. It won’t be fun, but I can do it. I’ll get to the bottom of this and I’ll still survive.
 I jump in the shower, fix my makeup and put on a different set of very similar clothes. The pants I wore earlier are wrinkly and dirty from me having crawled around on the ground in front of Celeste’s grave, and the shirt is sweaty at the armpits. Jason won’t be able to tell that I’m not actually wearing the same black satin shirt or the same gray slacks. I have so many of them that look almost identical. 
 When I have blow-dried my hair and applied new makeup, I leave the house to find a café where I can read Jason’s story again. At eight o’ clock sharp, I’m walking into Capital Grille on East 42nd Street.



Chapter 11
 I have an eerie feeling of déjà vu as I walk up to the bar counter where Jason is standing already, his back to me like the last time we had dinner out, only a few days ago. Feeling like my arm doesn’t belong to me, I tap him on the shoulder and he turns around, brightening at the sight of me. 
 “Hi, babe,” he says and kisses me on the cheek, his hand at the small of my back as he presses me toward him. As his soft lips touch my skin, all the resolve I have been filled with on my way over in the cab drains off me like water. It won’t be as easy and straightforward as I somehow managed to convince myself of to discuss this matter with Jason. I’m not even sure any more that I’ll be able to do it at all. Despite what I have found out, I still love this man deeply and I don’t want to see him hurt. One way or another, what I’ll ask him will hurt him in so many ways, especially when I tell him that he must turn himself in even if it was only an accident. He still needs to pay for what he did. 
 He gazes at me with a concerned face, the smile shrinking. 
 “Is everything okay?” he asks. “You look like you had a rough day.”
 I’m quick to nod. “Yeah, I did, but nothing that I can’t handle. Just a lot of annoying tax papers that were driving me crazy. But now I’m finally done with them, so it’s behind me.” I force myself to smile. “And I did get a chance to read your story again. I really, really like it.”
 It’s the truth. My husband is a very good writer and this time I was able to get lost in the story. If a story absorbs me as agitated as I am now, it must be really good. 
 “Really?” He looks pleased.
 “Yes, really. You’re a true wordsmith.”
 He grins big now. “Thanks, babe. What do you want to drink?”
 Strong drinker or not, the thought of more alcohol is not appealing, so I ask him to get me my usual seltzer with a splash of cranberry instead. I’m not supposed to be drinking anyway, and, besides, I want my head to be clear. Within seconds, I have a tall glass of sparkling pale pink soda water in my hand, a lime wedge adorning it.
 Soon we’re seated at our table, the hostess leaving us with big menus. 
 “I’m starving,” I say to Jason and open my menu, then glance down at it. I am in fact starving, having not eaten anything since breakfast and finally hunger has caught up with me despite the anguish I’m in. But no matter how hard I try, my brain can’t absorb a word of the many food items I’m looking at. I might as well have been reading a menu in Chinese. Clearly, the thought of having to confront Jason is affecting me more than I could ever have imagined. I keep trying to decipher the menu, though, because I don’t want Jason to know that I’m in a state. 
 “What are you in the mood for?” he asks.
 I look up, glad that he asked. Capital Grille is a steakhouse and has traditional American cuisine, which means there must be plenty of meat such as steak and burgers on the menu. No need to see all the items. I make myself smile at Jason and lick my lips. 
 “Steak and fries,” I say. 
 He raises an amused brow. “Really? Not fish? I can’t remember the last time you had steak, not to mention anything fried.” His eyes find the menu and then they return to me again. “Well, they do have New York strip steak and skirt steak, both with fries. The skirt steak comes with cilantro chimichurri sauce. Would you like that?”
 “Mmm, yeah, that sounds delicious. Can you order that for me and a mixed greens for appetizer?” I close the menu and put it on the table. “I need to go to the ladies’ room.”
 “Sure.”
 “I’ll be back in a sec,” I say and leave the table, walking quickly past the other tables that are in between where we are seated deep inside the restaurant and its spacious bar area. The bathroom must be somewhere around the bar as there is nothing but solid walls and tables at our end. I’m hoping that if I get a moment to myself, I can get centered again, find the conviction I was filled with in the cab that I’d be able to do this. Sitting with my husband, the cheater and the murderer, and having him act like everything is okay still when he knows I know all his secrets just proved to be too much for me. But I have to find a way to deal with it the way I found a way to deal with him after I read his book the first time and realized it wasn’t what I had expected. 
 When I’m inside a stall, I’ll do the breathing exercises I learned in preparation to give birth naturally. If they can make me relax enough to give birth without feeling pain, they sure as hell should help me focus and relax around my husband so I can do what I need to do.
 As I enter the bar area, which is fairly crowded, I search for a sign that says “Bathroom.” I can’t spot one anywhere, so I go up to one of the two pretty girls who’re standing at the bar counter, both of them looking like they are waitresses at the restaurant. 
 “Excuse me,” I say to the tall, blond one. Now that I’m up close, I note that she is drop dead gorgeous and has a killer body encased in a short, black dress with a plunging neckline. “Do you know where the ladies’ room is?”
 She smiles at me and points to a small, white sign right at the end of the long bar area, close to the entrance of the restaurant. It says Bathroom in bold letters. I must have missed it as I was looking around the space.
 I smile back at the blonde and say “thanks.” Then I hurry over in that direction and turn the corner. Finally inside the bathroom, I’m relieved to find that one of the three stalls is empty, so I enter it and sit on the toilet seat. Closing my eyes, I do the breathing exercises that I have been taught and they do help me get centered and relaxed. In fact, it goes much faster to achieve this than I could ever have hoped for. 
 A few minutes later, I leave the stall and the bathroom, having first checked my hair and makeup in the mirror. All things considered, I look pretty good.
 As I make my way back through the crowds of people, I spot our table and Jason. He is not alone but talking to the gorgeous, blonde waitress in the black dress. Both of them are smiling big, and it looks like they enjoy talking to each other and not in the way a waitress and a customer normally do. These two appear like they are way more chummy than that.
 The serenity that I had fought for and achieved via breathing in the bathroom is gone and replaced by hot fury. Walking closer and getting an even better picture of what the two are doing, I see that my first impression is definitely correct. These two have met before, or if they haven’t, they have instantly connected on a level that I’m not comfortable with at all. I can’t believe that Jason is doing this to me after all that he is guilty of.
 I’m livid as the jealousy streams through my veins, a powerful emotion that has me feeling like I’m about to explode any second. Both of them turn around to face me as I get to the table.
 Jason is smiling wide as he notices me. “There you are, babe. Claire here says the New York strip steak is the best thing on the menu, so how about you have that instead of the skirt steak?”
 “Sure,” I say coolly and walk to my seat.
 “Did you find the bathroom okay?” Claire, the blonde, says in a smoky voice that is much too seductive for my current mood. It takes all the restraint I have not to slap her pretty face hard. My hand is really itching to do so, but fortunately I don’t and instead I just sit down on my chair. Then I make myself smile at her and reply, “Yes, thank you.”
 She turns back to my husband. “Well, let me go get your waitress so you can place your order.”
 I glare at her, then at Jason, whose attention is back on Claire again. So this is not even our waitress? What the hell is she doing here then and why is Jason even talking to her?

I’m so furious I’m trembling now. He can’t possibly think it’s okay to be openly flirting with other women after how he has treated me. You’d think this would be the last thing he would do. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to let my cheating, murderous husband know how much this has upset me. Desperately I begin to breathe the way I did in the bathroom to calm down. Claire leaves us and heads back to the bar. Unfortunately, it’s too late to do anything about the jealousy that must be painted all over my face because now that we’re alone again Jason’s eyes are on me, and I can tell he suspects what I’m thinking.
 He reaches across the table to take my hand, but I snap it away before he can touch it. The creep looks almost as upset as I am.
 “What’s wrong?” he asks me. I can’t believe he is doing that when it’s so obvious. 
 I huff loudly. “What’s wrong? Is that supposed to be some kind of a joke?” I lean toward him, having decided that I might as well let it all hang out since I didn’t manage to cloak my jealousy anyway. “What do you think you’re doing flirting so shamelessly with that girl? Haven’t you done enough?”
 He looks at me for a long moment, appearing like he is in as much pain as I am strangely enough. Then he says, “I’m sorry. You’re right. That was uncalled for.”
 Before he can say anything else, another waitress comes to our table. An overweight, plain-looking girl in her mid-twenties with glasses and no makeup. Unlike the other girl, she’s wearing black slacks and a boxy, white dress shirt with a black tie. I throw a quick glance into the dining room and note that the other waiters and waitresses here are dressed the same way. That other girl must have been a cocktail waitress. 
 Even more reason to wonder what the hell she was doing all the way down here at our table… The jealousy returns with a vengeance and I’m practically fuming.
 “Good evening, my name is Marsha and I’m going to be your waitress this evening,” the frumpy girl says in a perky voice. “I see that you have drinks already. Are you ready to order your dinner? Would you like to hear the specials?”
 “Sure,” Jason says and the two of us listen politely to her as she rattles off the special appetizer and entrée of the evening.
 “Thank you,” Jason says. “I think we know what we want already.” Clearing his throat, his baby blues find me and he asks, “Do you still want a mixed green to start and… what steak do you want?”
 Ignoring him, I turn to Marsha. “I would like the mixed greens and the skirt steak with the chimichurri sauce. Does that come with fries?”
 “Yes, it does,” she replies, jotting on her notepad. “How would you like the steak cooked?”
 “However the chef recommends it.”
 “Great.” Marsha turns to Jason next and takes his order—mushroom soup to start and salmon with spinach and butternut squash as his entrée. 
 Before Marsha can leave, I ask her to bring me a dirty martini, light on the olive juice.
 “Coming right up,” she says and smiles, then turns to leave.
 I stare at Jason, daring him to say something about the fact that I’m about to have alcohol when I’m not supposed to drink. He does look like he wants to object, but is smart enough not to do so. The tension in the air is palpable. I have some water and Jason adjusts his tie. The dark red tie that I bought him and that does make him look even more handsome than usual. No wonder the blonde was all over him.
 “I hope you’re not suddenly deciding to drink tonight because of my conversation with that girl,” Jason says finally, his voice and face tight. “It really meant nothing.”
 “Why did you talk with her at all?” I blurt out. “What was she doing all the way down here? She’s a cocktail waitress, right?”
 He shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. I think she was bringing someone a drink over there”—he jabs his thumb at a table near us—“and then she dropped her pen on her way back. Right by our table. I picked it up since it rolled all the way to my feet and gave it back to her. I’m not sure how it happened, but we somehow got into a conversation. And then, as we were discussing the food at the restaurant, you came back. It really meant nothing. I swear.”
 Jason is looking at me with such innocence and sincerity right then that I have no choice but to believe him and, instead, I’m feeling bad for having lashed out at him the way I did. Maybe their conversation seemed more intimate to me than it actually was. I’m still a little drunk after all. Perhaps I overreacted. 

Which, I suppose, given the circumstances that we’re in, is completely understandable, I remind myself of then and I’m no longer feeling bad about it. I have all the reason in the world to be jealous and furious about Jason chatting up a gorgeous blonde. I’m sure he also understands this.
 I gaze out over the buzzing dining area and sigh. Even if I have a reason, I don’t want to be furious with Jason, don’t have time to be furious. I need to be focused at the task at hand. Find out why he killed Celeste.
 I bite the inside of my cheek as I ponder the best way to broach the subject. Now is as good a time as any. Might as well get it over with.
 “You look like you’re thinking about something very important,” Jason says in a light tone. Before I can reply, Marsha returns with my dirty martini. Giving her a grateful smile, I have a big sip of the spicy vodka drink. It burns my throat and I love it. It makes me even more alert, which I need to be. I turn to face my husband, who looks like he is in pain.
 “Is it ever okay to kill someone?” I ask him, making sure I’m not talking too loudly.
 Drawing in a sharp breath, he stares at me with an unreadable expression on his face. “That is a very complicated question,” he finally responds, averting his eyes from me. 
 “So you can’t say yes or no?” I press on. He keeps looking away from me.
 “Look at me, Jason,” I say quietly. 
 Slowly, he turns his face in my direction, his features twisted with pain again, and his blue gaze is suddenly red and glossy. It looks very much like he is about to start to cry. I’m staring at him, in shock. My husband is not the kind of man who would ever get emotional in public, not to mention cry. Cry at all, really. The fact that he looks like he is about to do so any moment tells me that something very powerful must be going on inside him. 
 He must be feeling something very, very strongly. And I’m sure that at least part of that must be guilt. 



Chapter 12
 I didn’t want to embarrass my husband at the restaurant, so I immediately changed the subject, praying that doing so would stop him from falling apart. He seemed dangerously close to a breakdown. It did make him pull himself together and that tragic expression on his face quickly disappeared. Seeing him like that completely freaked me out I have to admit—but I was also relieved. 
 If he is capable of that much emotion, he just can’t be a sociopath. 
 As the dinner wore on, we spoke mostly about his book. I pointed out some passages that had stuck with me and I gave him some ideas for what I thought could happen next in the story. He seemed to like my suggestions, told me he’d try them out tomorrow. I kept drinking more dirty martinis while Jason had wine as we went through the motions of what it’s supposed to be like when you’re out having dinner with your spouse. He seemed as determined as I was to keep up the act, pretend like there was no huge elephant in the room. 
 Now that we’re in a cab driving back to our apartment, I remain convinced that his sudden emotional reaction was a display of tremendous guilt, at least partly, and that is good. When the car stops outside our apartment building next to Central Park, I realize that I’m drunk, very drunk, which is also good. I need to be plastered to be with Jason right now, my senses dulled. Jason pays and we get out. He takes my hand as we walk into the lobby and our doorman greets us. I’m surprised that I’m able to walk as steadily as I am wearing five-inch stiletto heels. We wait for the elevator in silence and then ride up to our floor in silence. How long will we be able to keep pretending like everything is all right? When we finally get inside our apartment, Jason suddenly grabs me and kisses me with such passion it takes my breath away. 
 I know I shouldn’t do it, that I should push him away, but I can’t. Instead, my arms go up around his neck and I kiss him back, hold on to him tightly, tug his head down to my face as forcefully as I can. I crave his lips on mine, his tongue around mine. I need to taste him. I’m drunk and horny, and I’m as in love with this man as I have always been despite what he has done. And this is despite that I’m now sure that what he did was intentional, not an accident. But I can’t stop loving him just like that. That is not the way it works, not for me at least. I realize that I would still do anything for him. The thought of seeing him hurt in any way is more than I can bear.
 Maybe tomorrow, when I’m sober again, I will feel differently. One can only hope or I’m as lost as he is.
 He pulls away from me suddenly, gazes down at me with eyes that have turned black—and glossy with tears. Seeing him like that breaks my heart. His arms loosen around me and his hands go up to cup my face, tilting my head backward. And then a tear trickles down his cheek as he keeps looking into my eyes. Ah, those rare tears of his!
 “You know I love you, don’t you, Lexi?” he mumbles. “You’re the only one for me. I could never love anyone else the way I love you.”
 Every word he says is like a shot through my heart. How can I turn this man in to the police? The way I feel right now, I can’t see how I will ever be able to go through with it. I do believe what he is telling me; I am the only one for him. Even though he strayed from me, I believe he loved me as much as ever even then. Some other dark need within him drove him to betray me. He didn’t really love Celeste and it seems he is understanding that himself at last. It was all a matter of lust. This is why he is crying. He is ashamed over what he has done, but I forgive him. He was just addicted to her the way a heroin addict is addicted to shooting up his drug. That’s not love, so how can I not forgive him?
 “I love you too, Jason,” I say and, smiling at him, I wipe his tears with the pads of my thumbs. “I still love you as much as ever. No matter what you did.”
 “I think about that every day, you know,” he mutters, gently stroking my hair away from my face. “And it’s killing me. How could I have been so careless? Risk losing you like that?”
 “It’s no point in mulling over it any more, Jason. What’s done is done. I’m sure it felt right the moment you did it.”
 He sighs heavily, looking even sadder as he gazes over my shoulder into our apartment. “Yes, it felt completely right. I really had no other choice but to do what I did. Not right then.”
 “I know. You did what you thought was right for both of us. It must have been so hard for you.”
 He closes his eyes and rests his head on top of my shoulder. “Yes, it was very hard.” Then he hugs me so tightly I struggle to breathe for a moment. Letting go of me, he stands back up and looks at me again. “Can you ever forgive me?”
 “Of course I forgive you, Jason. You weren’t yourself. You didn’t see clearly.” 
 He frowns a little, but then his entire body relaxes and he smiles finally. “Thank you, Lexi. Thank you for being so understanding.”
 “I’m your wife, Jason. How can I not forgive you when you fight so hard for us to stay together? When you’re willing to do anything for us to stay together?”
 I’m glad I said those words. It’s clear that Jason is going crazy with guilt over what he has done, so there is no need for me to pile it on. Me forgiving him doesn’t mean I condone his actions. It still doesn’t make it right, even if he did it for me, for us, to save our marriage. Tomorrow I will somehow find the strength to turn him in, so he can pay for taking someone else’s life. If I dig deep enough within myself, I will find what I need in order to go through with it.
 It feels good to have come to this realization; no matter how difficult it will be, I will do the right thing. But tomorrow is far away and in the meantime, I might as well enjoy my time with Jason. The last hours we have together. I don’t doubt for one second that he will be taken into custody immediately after his confession to the cops, which means this is all the time we have left together.
 I better use it wisely. 
 If there is anything good that came out of me having found and read Jason’s diary, it is that I now know that he is not fully sexually satisfied with me. Before we part, I want him to have something to remember me by, something that will make him never want to stray from me again if he got the chance. Not that I think he will; still, I want him to always think of me when he is horny, no one else. So that is what I can do for him—give him what he truly wants in bed. Be more adventurous than simply putting on some sexy lingerie for him.
 He obviously enjoys getting hurt, so I will have to hurt him. Punish him for having been such a bad boy, the way Celeste punished him. I don’t enjoy inflicting pain on others, but in this case it might not be so hard—Jason has after all been a truly bad boy. He deserves to be punished.
 So I straighten, lift my chin and gaze at him through half closed eyes. Then I open my mouth to speak, making sure I’m using my most sultry voice: “Well. But just because I forgive you doesn’t mean you won’t get punished. I need to make you hurt for what you did. Really hurt…” 
 He stares at me, uncomprehending. “What do you mean you need to make me hurt?” He laughs without humor. “Trust me, I’m already hurting plenty, Lexi.”
 “Yes, but not in the way that I will make you enjoy it…” I gaze at him head-on now, while giving him a meaningful little smile. Then I slowly run my tongue along my upper lip the way I know he finds sexy.
 He doesn’t answer, just keeps looking at me with confusion. Finally, he asks, “How will I enjoy you hurting me?” 
 I frown at him. How can he not get what I’m trying to tell him? Isn’t it obvious? Then it hits me that maybe he only likes to be hurt by Celeste, not by me. Or maybe most of the time he was the one administering pain and suffering, not the one receiving it, even with her. After all, I only read one long scene in which he was the one getting whipped and tied up, nipple-clamped and dropped hot wax on. But it had been so graphic and so detailed, so unlike what I knew of Jason, that it had felt like it had been most of the time. Now that I think of it, there were more pages of him inflicting pain on and dominating Celeste. Not as graphic and not with as many details, but more nonetheless.

Maybe that means he is more of a dominant in bed than a submissive.
 “Would you rather hurt me…?” I ask him slowly. 
 He keeps staring at me, but something in his eyes has lit up. It’s only a vague, vague flicker of something, but it’s definitely there, and I know I’m right. Yes, he’d much rather make me hurt. I have already seen signs of it before lately, so I shouldn’t be very surprised, really. And so I whisper, “I want you to hurt me, Jason. Hurt me a lot. You know I deserve to be hurt. I have been a bad girl too. I want you to show me who’s the man in the house. The one who’s in control and who makes sure the ones who disobey get punished.”
 His pupils dilate, causing his now fully dry, clear blue eyes to go black again, and that flicker of something turns into a flame. I can tell that his breathing is picking up speed. He definitely likes what he is hearing. I bite my lip, lower my head and gaze up at him from between my eyelashes like a little girl.
 He swallows hard, then his tongue darts out and he licks his mouth, leaving it slightly open afterward. Yes, this is what he likes, what really turns him on. To dominate me, be in full control of me. Make me hurt.
 I give him the faintest of smiles, urging him on. “Please make me hurt…”
 “Well, then,” he murmurs in a voice I barely recognize it has become so hoarse. “Go down on your knees and suck my cock. And I want you to suck it well. I know you’re good at sucking cock.”
 To my surprise, a shot of heat hits me between my legs and I feel suddenly incredibly hot. My breathing has picked up speed.
 “What are you waiting for?” he asks in that same commanding voice, staring at me with a dark face. Hot waves rush up the insides of my thighs now, colliding there, and my pulse is suddenly racing. I’m enjoying this as much as he is. Still looking up at him through my lashes, I sink to my knees and open his dress pants. He is wearing snug, low-rise boxer briefs and I can see through them how hard and big he is already. I can’t remember the last time I saw his cock that big and hard. Licking my lips, I use my hands to set him free. He grabs my hair and pushes me toward his erection.
 “Take it in your mouth, you whore. All of it.”
 I put my hands around his cock and take him in my mouth, opening my lips wide to get him as deep down my throat as I can. Hearing him call me whore should make me mad and turn me off, but it doesn’t. Instead, I feel myself getting disturbingly wet and I want to hear him say it again. Treat me like a whore.
 I must be really drunk, but I don’t care. I’m truly liking where this is going.
 “I know you know how to suck cock,” he mutters, “so show me how it’s done, or I will have to hurt you.” Both his hands are fisting my hair now as he holds me close to his groin, making sure I can’t escape.
 He groans loudly as I keep working him with my mouth and tongue, massaging the lower part of his shaft and his balls with my hands. He pulls my hair so hard it burns and tingles my scalp as he keeps me firmly in place. I don’t want him to stop; in fact, I wouldn’t mind if he pulled harder. The hardwood floor on which I’m kneeling is hurting me, but I don’t mind that, either. It only serves to make me hotter.
 “You’re a good little whore, aren’t you…?” he mutters, thrusting his hips to my face. “You like me fucking your mouth, don’t you…”
 I’m so hot and wet now I can’t help but moan a little.
 “Oh, yeah, that’s my little whore. I bet you’d like it even more if I spread your legs and fucked you in the ass. I know you’d like a hard cock up your ass.”
 Roughly, he pulls my hair so hard that my head moves away from his groin and my lips leave his cock. I let go of it with my hands too, sensing this is what he wants me to do. He flips me around.
 “Go on all fours and show me your ass,” he orders me darkly. 
 I immediately do as he said and arch my back so he gets a better view of my butt. He sinks down behind me and, leaning on top of me, he wraps his arms around my waist and unbuttons my gray pants. He rolls them off me and, taking my panties with him, he pulls them all the way off me and throws them aside. My stiletto pumps are still on me, but other than that, I’m naked from the waist down. 
 I feel him behind me, his hard erection against my bare cheeks. He runs a hand between my legs and groans, pleased.
 “I knew that would make you super wet… I bet there’s nothing you’d like better now than a big dick up your pussy… Don’t you, you slut?”
 It’s true what he’s saying—I want him to bury himself inside me—but I still don’t know what to say. Even though I like what he is doing to me, I don’t quite recognize him. The few times he’s been rough with me before, he rarely speaks, and if he does, it’s not as if I’m a whore and he a customer, a stranger who loathes such women.
 A burning sensation assaults the skin on my ass then and I gasp, more in surprise than in pain. 
 “Answer me, you slut.” He slaps my cheek again before I can, and this time I find that I welcome it. “Or do you want me to keep spanking you?”
 I do want him to keep spanking me, so I don’t say anything, just moan. He slaps me a few more times and I spread my legs, hoping that he’ll see how much the pain he’s inflicting upon me is turning me on. 
 “Oh, God, you love it, don’t you,” he murmurs in a surprisingly tender voice now, shoving two fingers inside me and twisting them around. I moan again, I like it so much. He takes them out and runs them over that other part. 
 “Spread your legs wider,” he demands and I do, breathlessly waiting for what he’ll do to me next. I’m so wet now I can feel my juices trickling down along the insides of my thighs. Spreading me apart with one of his hands, I feel his cock against my other opening that he has made slick with his hand. Slowly but decisively, he pushes himself inside me.
 Pain mixed with pleasure rushes through me as he gets deeper and deeper in.
 “This is what you want, you slut, isn’t it?” he demands, his voice back to hoarse and cold. I just moan loudly in answer and he slaps my cheek so hard it stings. Suddenly the pain as he presses inside me morphs into sheer pleasure and I push against him, wanting him to go deeper.
 “You dirty, dirty slut…”
 He slaps my behind again, then grabs one of my breasts and squeezes it, rolling its nipple between his fingers until it turns into stone. Heat rushes through my stomach as he begins pumping me, harder and harder, getting deeper into my ass with each stroke. The hand that isn’t playing rough with my breast finds a big chunk of my hair and he pulls it so hard my scalp tingles with the most exquisite pain. And as he call me dirty slut again, I come so hard I shudder violently and disappear into a cloud of indescribable ecstasy. He lets go of my hair and breasts and grabs my ass firmly, pumping furiously. Then he, too, comes, groaning out his pleasure loudly along with me.


 ‘



Chapter 13
 When I wake up the next morning, the alarm clock blaring loudly on the nightstand, my head is pounding from having drunk so much alcohol yesterday. The alarm’s deafening sound only serves to intensify the pain, splitting my head in two. Duuuuun, duuuun, duuuuun…

 Groaning, I fumble in the dark to make the torture stop; the clock is on my side of the bed. Finally, I find the damn thing and slap at the buttons on top of it. I’m successful because the sound is suddenly cut short. 
 I rub the sleep out of my eyes, try to awaken. When I feel semi-awake, I push myself up into a sitting position. Jason is still sleeping what seems to be soundly beside me. I watch my beloved husband and, even though my head hurts like hell, I’m experiencing a moment of intense peace with life right then. Reaching for him, I caress his hair and he grumbles something unintelligible at my touch. I smile at him and yawn, waking up further. Suddenly, as all of yesterday comes back to me in a rush, one image after another, all of them unsettling and with the power to make me fully awake, the peace dissolves and then quickly disappears. 
 The cold, harsh reality settles in my stomach like a huge slab of ice.
 I have to go to the police and turn Jason in today, tell them he is the person who killed Celeste Hyland. I’m the only person who can make him right his wrong, pay the just price for what he did. He won’t do it on his own or he would have gone already. Celeste has been dead for several weeks now. He obviously thinks I will keep his secret for him because I’m not sensing that he is worried that I’ll go, either.
 But he is wrong—I will go to the police today, do the right thing. He might have found the key to my darkest desires, made me enjoy sex like I have never enjoyed it before, but that doesn’t mean I have lost myself completely. As much as I enjoyed all that he did to me yesterday, the disdainful way he spoke to me, the horrible things he called me, he didn’t manage to fuck me senseless. I can still separate right from wrong, and killing another person is still terribly, terribly wrong, even if the culprit is my husband and he did it to save our marriage. So I need to make him pay for his crime.
 I move my legs to get out of bed and find that I’m so sore that it bothers me to stand up and walk to the bathroom. Even so, a smile tugs at the corners of my lips as moments of the ecstasy Jason showed me last night flash through my mind. The images are so powerful they cause the sore flesh between my legs to throb deliciously, a throb that I make myself ignore. We don’t have time for any more sexual adventures. I got what I wanted and shouldn’t be greedy for more. I’m pretty sure Jason fell asleep as deeply satisfied as I did, and that had been my ultimate objective anyway. 
 Our final time spent together couldn’t have been more enjoyable and I truly believe he will remember it forever, just the way I will.
 Throwing a glance over my shoulder at Jason, I ponder whether I should even bother to wake him up while I head to the police station. What’s the point for him to go to work when he is going to jail anyway? It’s not like he is crazy about his job and will miss it much. But then I decide that I will wake him. I don’t think he’ll want to face the cops newly awake. I know my husband; he’ll want to look presentable when they come for him, so the least I can do for him is making sure he gets a chance to get ready. And I will tell the cops not to come for him when he is at work, either. No need to embarrass him in front of his coworkers and employees; it’s not like they won’t find out soon enough. No, the cops can come tonight, when we’re both back home.
 I’ll go to the police during lunchtime today, not now. Hopefully by then my headache will have lessened and I can be fully focused, in charge of myself. If my head is hurting the way it is right now, I’ll be impatient and struggle to get the words out. I’m not fooling myself into thinking that it will be easy once I’m inside the police station. It’s going to take all I have to make myself betray my husband, a man who trusts me to a fault, a man who loves me so much he has killed for me.
 After visiting the bathroom, I climb across the bed toward Jason. Leaning over him, I wake him with a kiss on the cheek.
 He stirs and opens his eyes slowly. Turning around so that he is facing me, he gives me a lazy, sexy smile. 
 “Good morning,” he murmurs in a raspy voice and pulls me back down so I end up on top of him. He locks me in place with his strong arms and I can feel that he is hard against my stomach. Bracing myself with my elbows on either side of his head, I sigh inwardly. We really don’t have time for this. Gazing into my eyes, he whispers, “How are you feeling today?”
 “I could do without the hangover, but other than that I’m great,” I lie. 
 He laughs and kisses my nose. “Yeah, as much as you drank yesterday, I can imagine you must feel like shit… Nothing a couple of Advil can’t cure, though, huh?” 
 A shadow falls over his handsome face then and he seems worried. “Do you regret yesterday?”
 “What do you mean?” I’m honestly not sure what he is referring to. There was so much going on yesterday. So much to potentially regret.
 “The way I treated you in bed. It seemed that was how you wanted it and I admit I was pretty drunk myself, so I just went with i—”
 I cut him off by putting a finger over his lips. “Shh. You know I loved it. It was great. Did you love it?”
 His eyes leave me and find a distant spot far past my shoulder. He inhales deeply, then sighs with a mixture of despair and... and something I can’t figure out. “Yeah. As sad as it is to admit, I must say that I really enjoyed it. But now I feel bad about the way I talked to you.” His boyish gaze returns to me and he looks suddenly helpless. “That’s not a way for a husband to talk to his wife.”
 I smile at him and lean in to plant a light kiss on his lips. “Well, as long as it’s okay for this wife, I don’t see a problem with it.”
 I can feel him relax under me and then his arms wrap tighter around me, hugging me closer. I rest my head in the crook between his neck and shoulder. “I’m definitely the luckiest man in the world to be married to a woman like you,” he mutters into my hair. “You’re truly one amazing creature.”
 As I lie there in his arms, inhaling the faint smell of Platinum Egoiste that still lingers on his skin, the pain of my hangover threatening to split my head in two is nothing compared to the one going through my soul right then. 
***
I see her when I exit the building that houses Ernst & Young to eat lunch, needing fresh air after having spent several hours inside my stuffy office. The gorgeous, blonde cocktail waitress from Capital Grille. There is no question that it’s her. She doesn’t have that almost childlike prettiness so many blondes have, all-American like apple pie, football and cheerleaders. No, this one has a distinct look, almost exotic with her long nose, diamond-shaped face, sun-kissed skin and striking green eyes with impossibly long eyelashes. As though she can sense my presence, she looks up from the public bench where she is sitting, checking her smartphone. If I ever doubted it was her, she helps me shed that doubt by waving at me and smiling as I pass by her.
 Her unexpected action causes me to instantly tighten up, but I manage a weak smile and a half wave back nonetheless. I’m too stunned to do anything else, have another reaction such as perhaps just ignoring her instead of returning her greeting.
 Picking up my pace, I walk to the other side of the plaza where the street crossing is. On the other side of Broadway is the diner where I will get my lunch. A shock of black fury streams through me and my nostrils flare. My heart pounds.

What the fuck is she doing here?

Out of all the park benches she could choose to sit on in the world, why has she chosen one in the plaza before the building where I work? And it’s so cold out, so why was she wearing such a little jacket over her short skirt and black tights? It’s December, for Christ’s sake! I myself am wearing my thickest, longest coat that reaches all the way to my ankles to stay warm today what with the sudden wintry cold in the city. It’s almost as if she is wearing her sexy outfit to taunt me with her tall, perfect body, show me that she is so hot that she doesn’t need more clothes; all the looks she attracts from passing men keep her warm enough. I hate the way her eyes flashed with recognition at the sight of me, the flippant way she brushed back her long, blonde locks. She is clearly well aware of how beautiful she is and how men would do anything to get her in bed.
 I can’t shake the feeling that the smile on her lips wasn’t as friendly as she made it seem. There had been pity in it too, pity for the pathetic, insecure wife of Jason Woods. Someone as insecure as that doesn’t deserve a catch like him.

Well, he is no longer the catch he used to be, I remind myself as I cross the street and head inside the diner. I wonder if she’d feel the same way about him if she knew what he had done. Knew what I knew about him. Knew that he is no way near the alpha male he likes the world to view him as. Underneath that handsome, alluring surface, he is nothing more than an insecure, sad man. The thought makes me feel a lot better. 
 Plus, whether there was something more than friendliness in her smile or not, it doesn’t really matter. She might be hot, but in Manhattan girls like her are a dime a dozen. I doubt she has anything of substance to her, the way Jason likes his women. She is just some cheap-looking cocktail waitress working at a place no one who matters in this city cares about. Not anymore at least. Capital Grille is passé. I nod to myself. Definitely passé. Then I laugh at how insecure her sudden appearance has made me. Why do I waste even two seconds worrying about her? 
 Besides, even if Jason does like her, it’s not like he could ever do something about it. After this evening, he will be in jail.
 A huge clump forms in my throat as I think about what I’m about to do, at the thought of how he’ll look at me when he knows I’m the one who betrayed him. I try to swallow it, but it remains in place, hard and painful. Will I ever get over the hurt in those clear blue eyes? I steel myself, pushing the terrible image out of my mind. Well, I guess I have no choice but to find a way to get over it. The idea of never letting on what I know makes me feel even worse.
 I walk up to the salad counter and ask the short guy behind it to make me a Cobb salad. I’m not sure why I even bother since I feel absolutely no hunger. Maybe it’s just to buy time. This morning after I left Jason in the cab we shared, I promised myself that I would go to the police and tell them who murdered Celeste Hyland after I had lunch today. If I don’t have a salad, there is nothing left for me to do but go now. Either way, it’s already one thirty, so I can’t wait much longer until I go.
 I pay for my salad and sparkling water and find a seat by the windows. Picking at my food with a white plastic fork, I can’t make myself eat any of it, just like I had suspected. The idea of putting it in my mouth makes me cringe. Involuntarily, I look for Claire only to see if I can get another glimpse of her. But she is gone.
 When it’s almost two o’clock, I resign myself to the fate of what needs to be done. I throw away the salad but keep the water bottle and then leave the diner. Out on the street, I raise my hand to stop a cab, hoping against hope that none will stop for me, that they’ll all ignore me forever. But I’m not that lucky—two cabs stop instantly, competing for my attention. I choose the one that is closest to me and jump inside.
 I give the driver the directions to a police station in the very north of Manhattan that I found online while at work. It seems somehow kinder to Jason if the cops come from a station that is not close to where we live or where either of us works. I pray for plenty of traffic so it will take me forever to get to the station; I’m even half hoping that we will end up in an accident that will kill us both. That way I won’t have to go through with the horrible thing I’m about to do. But there is little traffic and the driver uses care as he smoothly zips along the long streets of Manhattan, never even getting close to hitting another car and instead staying safely away from all other vehicles. My heart is slamming in my chest and my mouth is dry. I feel weak and dizzy. I find the water bottle in my purse, open it and lukewarm liquid is in my mouth. I keep sipping and sipping, but the dryness doesn’t go away.

You can do this, Lexi, I cheer myself silently. You have no choice but to do it. It doesn’t matter that you love this man and that it will break your heart when he realizes how you’ve betrayed him. Killing another person is wrong. 

My heart is beating so violently it hurts, but I welcome the pain. It’s nothing compared to the pain in my soul. The hangover has long since passed, courtesy of the Advil I took this morning. In fact, I’m biting the inside of my cheek so hard I soon taste something coppery in my mouth and I know I must be bleeding. That doesn’t stop me from biting another part of my cheek, though.
 Of course—as if I’m not already suffering enough—I receive a text from Jason, as I’m only a few blocks away from the street where the police station is located. 
 “How are you?” he wants to know.
 I stare at the three simple words my husband has inquired of me and the pain in my stomach is more than I can bear. Warm tears start streaming down my cheeks as I type back: “I’m good. What about you?”
 My phone buzzes with his reply: “In a cab for a meeting in midtown. I forgot to tell you something this morning.”
 I can just barely make out what he has written and just barely type my response back to him: “What’s that?”
 “That I love you.”



Chapter 14
 I spend another afternoon at the same shoddy, dark bar I visited yesterday, but this time around I’m asking the bald, potbellied bartender to serve me vodka straight up instead of cheap bar wine. He pours me glass after glass, asking no questions, and I swallow them as easily as if the contents of my glass had been water. I have placed a hundred-dollar bill on the bar counter and told him to keep my glass full at all times. 
 Like yesterday, he is proving himself to be an excellent bartender. 
 You’ve probably already figured out that I never did go into the police station to turn in Jason. After his text, I simply couldn’t find it in me to do it. I tried, I really did, but I just couldn’t make myself leave the cab. I was paralyzed, unable to move. The cab driver must have thought I was crazy when I just sat there in his backseat, bawling my eyes out. Only when he finally told me that he had to leave did I tell him that I still needed him, could he please drive me back downtown? Fortunately, he didn’t mind.
 Even if I had gone into the station, I don’t think that I would have been able to get any words out. I would have just stood there, crying and crying, acting as hysteric as I was feeling on the inside. And I’d rather do that in a dark, shady bar than under the bright fluorescent light bars of a police station. So I told the cab driver to turn around and drive me to Finnerty’s, which is the name of the dark hole in the wall that I’m in right now. 
 By the time I arrived at Finnerty’s, my eyes had dried and I had gone numb the pain inside me was so intense. I felt like a living dead as I walked in to the dark space and took a seat on one of the many empty wooden stools before the smooth-voiced bartender. Only one more person is there this afternoon
 I have a sip of my vodka, then I return to staring emptily ahead, into the many rows of liquor bottles in the wall behind the bar counter. I’ve been doing this from the moment I sat down on the stool I’m on and I have lost track of time. When someone sits down next to me, interrupting the soothing daze that I have entered, I’m shaken back to reality. Not bothering to turn my head to see who it is, I only steal a glance of the person out of the corner of my eye. It’s a man in his fifties dressed in an expensive-looking business suit. He orders a gin and tonic from the bartender and the drink is promptly before him. 
 We sit there in silence, sipping on our drinks. I have slowed down my own alcohol consumption, not feeling the same urgent need to get shitfaced today as I did yesterday. I don’t know what I feel anymore. I don’t know who I am. I feel like the specks of dusts that are floating around in the air inside this place, caught in the sparse daylight that enters through the few windows. Like them, I just float around and around, a tiny, meaningless part of the universe. 
 “Tough day?” the stranger suddenly asks. 
 At first I decide to ignore his question, hoping that doing so will make him stop trying to engage me in conversation. So I let it hang in the air for a long, pregnant moment. Then, as if someone else that has nothing to do with me has suddenly possessed me, I change my mind and answer him.
 “You could say that again,” I say. I even turn slightly to get a better look of him and he of me. I give him a tiny, humorless smile. He is definitely in his fifties but with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. His face is puffy and he is slightly overweight, but you can still tell that he is a handsome man. Was a handsome man.
 He nods, sweeps his drink, and orders another one. Throwing me an almost shy glance, he asks in a way that can’t be described as flirtatious, only congenial, “Can I buy you a drink?”
 I shrug. “Sure.”
 The bartender makes sure we have full drinks in front of us and it occurs to me that I’m pleased that this man sat down beside me and is drinking with me. It reminds me that I’m not the only one on this earth who has bad things going on in their lives, things that they’d rather forget exist. Why else would this man come to this crappy bar on his own and have a drink in the middle of day? A man like him should be at the office somewhere, at a law firm or a financial institution somewhere in the city, hard at work. But obviously something is weighing him down the way life is weighing me down so much so that I’m compelled to come here again and get wasted.
 Suddenly I feel I need to ask him what he would do in my situation. If he believes that most people would do what I chose to do in the end—spare their spouse from a life behind bars, perhaps even the death penalty—or if he thinks I’m a terrible, terrible person. 
 “Are you married?” I ask him to ease into the subject. I eye his ring finger discreetly, which is bare. Bare or not, though, it means nothing, I’ve come to learn. These days so many men walk around without their wedding rings that it’s impossible to know their marital status any longer. If Jason would walk around without his on, I would be so upset. Luckily, he is one of those men who love wearing their rings at all times, even when they sleep. 

Well, I think darkly. As far as I know he loves to wear it.
 An image of him with Celeste materializes inside my mind in which he is most definitely not wearing it. I make the picture instantly disappear it makes me so uncomfortable.
 “I was once,” the man says, gazing down into his gin and tonic.
 “What happened?” I ask him. I’m sensing that he wants to tell me about it.
 “She found someone else, so she left me.” He grabs his glass and sweeps his gin and tonic in one long gulp. Then he motions for the bartender to give him another one. He looks at me as if asking if I’m ready for another drink, but I’m not so I shake my head no.
 “I’m sorry,” I say and I really am. The pain his wife leaving him has caused him is obvious.
 He rubs his chin and there is a faraway gaze in his eyes for a moment, as though he is in another place entirely. After some time he shakes his head slowly, lowering his gaze back to his drink. 
 “I’m sorry too,” he says finally, not looking at me.
 “So it happened recently then?” I ask him, already convinced of his reply. This is why he is in here drinking today. He is in as much pain as I am. 
 “Two months ago,” he confirms, sighing.
 “Oh,” I reply. “Did you love her?”
 It’s a stupid question that I already know the answer to, but I need to see how he replies. I need to see if he replies in the way I think he should, sitting here next to me drinking away his sorrows. 
 He runs his hands over his face. “I’ve never loved anything as much as I love her.”
 I can’t help but stare at him then. The passion with which he said those words literally made the wooden bar counter below us vibrate. Both our knees are against it. As I keep staring at him, I’m assaulted by a need to find out what happened between them, why they met, how they fell in love and why she left him. Did she ever love him as much as he so clearly loves her? I’m burning with a need to know what happened, but can I really ask him such personal questions? Well, what do I have to lose by trying? Besides, I’ve already started anyway, haven’t I? So I begin—continue—my prodding.
 “How did you meet?”
 His chest heaves with emotion and I can tell that this was the right move on my part. This man wants to talk about what happened, relive their love story again. And I’m the instrument that allows him to do so.
 “We met fourteen years ago,” he begins. “When I was on a business trip to Fort Lauderdale. She was walking down the street one day as I was heading to a meeting, and it was love at first sight, at least on my part. I stopped her and asked her what her name was. Brianna, she told me.” There is a faint smile on his lips and suddenly he appears years younger. He’s right there with her in his thoughts, far away from me and this bar, I can tell. “When I asked her if she wanted to have dinner with me that night, she said yes and handed me her card. She was a hairdresser in the area. We had dinner together that night and were inseparable from that day and onward. Six weeks later I proposed to her and she said yes.”
 “So you were married thirteen years then?” I ask, unable to remove my eyes from this man and his story.
 “Thirteen years, five months and twelve days.” He turns around and looks at me then and his lips pull into a smile. A nostalgic smile.
 I don’t know what to say to that. All I can do is pull my own lips into a smile to mirror his. He removes his eyes from me and gazes into the distance yet again.
 “Then what happened?” is all I can make myself ask next, not wanting to be too pushy. I fear I might make him stop talk if I do. And we’re getting to the part I really want to hear about now.
 He doesn’t look at me, just shakes his head slowly. “I think she got lonely. I worked too much and didn’t pay her enough attention. That’s when she got involved with… with that prick.”
 His face distorts as he spits out the name of his wife’s lover. His ex-wife.
 He lowers his head and rests his forehead on the heels of his hands. I can’t help but pat him on the back then, I’m feeling so bad for him. The poor man is in tremendous emotional pain. 
 We order another round of drinks from the ever-accommodating bartender and my drinking partner insists on paying. 
 “I should never have neglected her the way I did,” he keeps mumbling into the bar counter. “It’s my fault she left me. She had no choice but to leave me, she was so lonely.”
 “So you want her back?” I venture. Another stupid question that I know the answer to much too well.
 He raises his head and inhales deeply. “Yes, I do. And I know that one day she will come back to me. One day she will forgive me for what I did. She will see that I’m the one she’s meant to be with, not that…” He clenches his teeth and his jaw muscles flex. “That creep. And then she’ll come back to me and we’ll be happy again.”
 I can tell that he truly believes this. I hope for his sake it will come true. As for me, the time has come to ask the questions I really want answers to.
 “I want to ask you a difficult question,” I begin. “Is that okay?”
 He looks at me over his hands. “I can’t see why not.”
 “If you got her back and she turned out to be a murderer, what would you do?”
 He stares at me for a long moment and I almost regret having asked the question. But before I can try to take it back, he says, “That depends on if the person she killed deserved to die. If he did—if she chose to kill her new lover, for example—I wouldn’t have a problem with it. He’s a bad man. He got involved with my wife despite knowing that she was another man’s woman.”
 I hold my breath I’m so excited right then. “So you mean that if you found out that she killed the man she’s with right now in order to be able to be with you again, you wouldn’t turn her in to the cops?”
 He seems to be pondering my question, placing a hand around his chin. “No, I wouldn’t turn her in. That creep deserves to die. Besides, she did it for us. In the name of love and war, there are no rules.”
 I nod slowly as I take in what this man has just told me. He is right—all is fair in love and war. I straighten in my chair. How could I have ever even considered turning Jason in to the cops for killing the woman who stood between us? He had no choice but to kill her, just like he had explained in the diary. How could it take me a conversation with a complete stranger to realize something so fundamental?
 I push myself away from the bar and stand up. I look at the man next to me and smile.
 “Thank you,” I tell him. “You don’t know how much you telling me this has changed my life.” I grab his hands and bring them to my chest. “I truly, truly hope you guys work it out. I’m sure you will, the way you love her. Love conquers all!”
 He takes me in and then smiles. “Thank you, my friend. I hope you work out your own problems. Whatever they are.”
 I grin at him then. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’m one hundred percent sure that my problems will work out just fine. It’s you who I’m worried about.”
 “Don’t worry about me, kid. My wife and I will be just fine. Rest assured of that.”
 “See you later?” I ask him as I get ready to leave. 
 “Yes, see you later. Come back to this bar whenever you need to talk. I’m here most days of the week.”
 “Sounds good,” I say. “So long then…” I raise a brow at him in question, realizing that I don’t know his name.
 “Rick. Rick Atkinson.”
 I tell him my own name, then I rush out of Finnerty’s and look for a cab on the street. I want to get back home and get ready for my husband to return from work. As I think about how I was about to betray him today, shame heats my cheeks and I wish that someone could slap me right then. As ungrateful as I have been, almost destroying Jason when all he did was what he had to do in order to save our marriage, I want to crawl into a corner and hide from the world. I really don’t deserve a husband as good and loving as the one I have. That old adage is so true—all is indeed fair in love and war. Jason only did what he knew had to be done. He didn’t take any pleasure in killing Celeste. In fact, it seems instead that his deed eats at him every day. Besides, just like Rick’s wife’s lover, Celeste must have known that he was already taken. She had no business messing with my husband. She tried to steal what wasn’t hers and she lost. No one is happy about how it ended, least of all poor Jason—who I practically pushed into Celeste’s arms by being so unbearable to be around. He is as much of a victim as Celeste.

Well, I think as I gaze out the cab window. The good news is that I can rectify this situation now. I’m going to treat Jason as well as he deserves to be treated from now on. 







Chapter 15
 When Jason arrives home a few hours later, I’m greeting him while wearing only a pair of six-inch spiky, black leather boots that end above my knees, a red thong, and a lacy red bra. My husband loves red underwear, so I have decided to wear the most recent ones he’s bought me in celebration of the rest of our lives—in which I intend to make sure he is as happy in every sense that he can possibly be. After all, the man has gone out of his way in order to be with me and only me, so how can I not? 
 His handsome face lights up at the sight of me leaning against the doorway of our kitchen. 
 “Well, hello there, handsome,” I say in my most seductive voice, licking my red-painted lips. “I’ve missed you today... I’ve been a bad girl and need to get punished.”
 He instantly comes up to me and takes me in his arms. His blue eyes glint dangerously as he looks down at me. “Really? Just how bad have you been?”
 I can feel him harden against my lower belly.
 I gaze up at him from between my lashes. “Really, really bad.... I need you to set me straight right now.” Part of my lower lip disappears into my mouth as I chew on it lightly.
 His own lips part and his breathing gets heavy. His pupils dilate, causing his light eyes to darken as he takes me in. Yeah, me acting this way definitely turns him on. “You can bet that I’ll set you straight… Take off your panties.”
 He lets go off me and I take a couple of steps away from him. Then I pull down my panties while he watches. His breathing picks up speed. 
 “Good girl. Throw them on the floor and lie down on the table.” He glances over at the kitchen table behind me. “Now.”
 “Okay,” I mumble and toss the panties next to me. The flesh between my legs is throbbing and tingling with excitement. He is not the only one who enjoys this moment, who enjoys to have him order me around. I’m pretty sure I know what will come next.
 I back up toward the kitchen table and lie down on top of it, bringing my knees up demurely.
 “Don’t you dare hiding yourself for me,” Jason murmurs darkly. “Spread those legs for me right now so I can punish you properly.”
 I do as he wants me to do, already ready for him to enter me. I can’t wait for him to punish me, push himself into me. Between my parted legs, I watch him under heavy eyelids as he quickly opens his pants and lowers his underwear. As I suspected, just the sight of me and hearing me tell him I need to get punished has made him so hard his erection is pointing to the ceiling. Rubbing it once against my considerable wetness, he places it against my opening. Then he buries himself all the way to the hilt while pressing my knees apart so far I feel as though I might split in two. In a good way.
 Keeping my legs locked apart with his arms, he fucks me hard and deep while squeezing my breasts firmly. He soon brings us both to an intense and satisfying orgasm that lasts many seconds, groaning loudly. He lowers himself on top of me when the last shudder of pleasure has left him and just lies there for a while. Then he pushes himself up on his elbows and kisses me on the lips.
 “Well, that was a nice welcome home gesture, I have to say,” he murmurs and smiles pleased. His eyes, back to their regular light blue hue now, glitters with humor. “What did I do to deserve that?”
 I smile at him, content myself. “It’s enough that you’re just you. Just keep being you and you’ll see how everything will turn out all right.”
 He nods. “That sounds good.” He leans in to kiss me again. “And not too difficult.”
 “Happiness shouldn’t be very difficult,” I reply and, as he stands back up, I slide my legs closed. “And it’s not like we both don’t deserve it. I think we’ve had enough difficult times to last for several lifetimes, don’t you?”
 His smile fades and the glitter in his eyes scatters quickly. He inhales deeply, his chest rising and falling as he gazes beyond me. His face darkens a little at the same time as he looks sad. “Yes, I can’t argue with that. We’ve been through enough hard times.” Then his eyes find me and he smiles again. “From now on, we need to have fun and enjoy ourselves more.”
 We proceed to cook dinner and talk about how our days have been. I don’t let on what I was almost about to do to him today. There is not point and I have been home long enough to sober up and make sure he doesn’t suspect where I spent my afternoon anyway. As soon as I got home, I took a shower and rinsed out my mouth with lots of powerful mint mouth rinse. I told Angie I spent the second part of my day working from home and I prefer that she keeps thinking that. 
 As we go to bed later that night and Jason has fallen asleep beside me, I thank my lucky stars that I never managed to go through with my mission today. I honestly don’t think I would have been able to survive having betrayed my husband when all he wanted by killing Celeste was to be sure that I stay with him. According to Rick Atkinson, this is the one time it’s okay to condone a murder, look the other way. I keep thinking about the wise man’s words while listening to Jason’s even breaths and find that the more I do, the more I agree with them.
***
Life feels back to normal more or less as I enter my work building the following day. I’m not even particularly hung over today despite having drunk more alcohol than most people do in a month in the last couple of days. 
 Going through basic tax documents isn’t as much of a chore as it usually is, and when the day is over I still feel okay with it, eager to keep working actually. If it keeps being this simple in the next few days, I’ll tell Angie that I’m ready for more demanding tasks. Like taking on some clients. I used to be very good at dealing with clients. I hope I haven’t lost my touch.
 It does feel as easy the next few days so I do ask Angie for more to do. It appears she has been waiting for me to ask because she is quick to accommodate me. Soon I’m talking to my first new client over the phone. It goes just as smoothly as it used to do and the client, a woman, and I make a lunch appointment some days later to continue our talk. The woman needs to show me some documents in person. She suggests for us to meet at Capital Grille of all places. 
 It annoys me that the same sense of black jealousy grips my entire body at the sheer mention of the restaurant where the blonde—Claire—works, just as it did when I thought she and Jason were flirting. The way things are going between us—the way I know he loves me—why am I feeling so insecure again at the thought of this woman? It’s truly ridiculous and pathetic and I hate myself for reacting in such a way.
 So I tell my female client that of course Capital Grille would be a great place for us to meet, not out of the way at all. In fact, it’s one of my favorite restaurants.
 The following Friday I’m walking into this same restaurant, praying silently that I won’t run into Claire again. Even if I managed to calm down each time I thought of facing this gorgeous girl in the days prior to today, I can’t stop myself from trembling now that it might become reality. The likelihood of me seeing her in the flesh is considerable.

You can handle it, Lexi, I keep reassuring myself as I head toward the bar area, expecting to at any second bump into the blonde bombshell. But, much to my relief, I don’t. She is nowhere in sight. Neither is, unfortunately, my new client. There are no women there on their own with that look on their faces that they’re waiting for someone, only pairs or groups of people in conversation. 
 I slide on top of a bar stool and order a seltzer with a splash of cranberry as I wait for my client to arrive. It’s not even one thirty yet, the time we settled on, so I’m not worried that the woman won’t show up. She is probably just running a few minutes late.
 While I sip on my alcohol-free drink, I can hear the bartender talking to a waitress as he’s making her drinks to carry to patrons. They are only a few feet away from me and use discreet voices. My back faces them.
 I turn around to see what they look like. I can only get a good view of the waitress since she is facing me and the bartender isn’t. Feeling like an intruder, I place my elbow on the bar counter and cup the left side of my face with my hand while gazing down at a bar menu. This way she can’t see me. Not that she’s paying me any attention anyway, she’s so caught up in her conversation with the buff bartender. 
 “It’s so like her,” the waitress complains, smirking. She has a short, black hair and a diamond stud in her nose that sparkles each time it catches a ray of sun. “As soon as a man is in the picture, her friends are history.”
 “Who’s the guy this time?” the bartender asks the girl. “Another married dude?”
 The waitress huffs. “Of course. Claire is incapable of dating someone who’s actually emotionally available.” 
 I instantly perk up and a dull pain begins to form in my stomach.
 “That’s probably because she’s emotionally unavailable herself,” the bartender says. 
 “Definitely.”
 “Let’s see how long this one lasts. Maybe she’ll actually want him around for more than a few months.”
 “Yeah, let’s see,” the waitress continues. “I swear these guys are only a game to her. All she really wants to know is if the husband will choose her over the wife and when they do, she dumps them. Remember the last two?”
 “Oh, yeah, I do. They both came here looking for her.”
 “They sure did. Anyway, I think she has some kind of abandonment issue what with her father leaving her and her mother when she was a kid, so now she’s taking it out on all these poor dudes. It’s fucked up. One day one of the wives will find out and then all hell’ll break loose.”
 I throw cautious glances in their direction while hiding most of my face with my hand. The waitress grins. She has small, pointy teeth that make her look like a shark to me. I’m hurting more and more. 
 “A normal chick would keep this latest around, though,” she continues. “He’s the hottest thing ever. He was here with his frumpy wife the other day.” She twists her face in disgust. “When I saw her, I knew it was only a matter of time before Claire would get him in her claws. He’s just her type and he and his wife are so incredibly mismatched.”
 I zone out their conversation at that point. Listening to what the girl is saying is just too hurtful. Even though she didn’t actually mention Jason’s name, I know it can only be him that she’s referring to. 

Jason is having an affair with Claire. 
The realization should make me scream with pain, but I don’t. Instead, I fist my other hand and dig my fingernails into my palm so deeply I can feel my skin breaking. I savor the pain of it. I want to hit something, destroy something, but I’m determined not to make a scene. So I just sit there, stewing.
 And this is the man I chose to protect instead of turn in so he wouldn’t be forced to face justice for fucking killing another person. What the hell was I thinking?
 I suddenly find that I hate the person I’ve been for the last couple of days, this weak, unscrupulous, pathetic woman. Something is seriously, seriously wrong with me for planning on keeping Jason’s disgusting secret. I’m practically fuming with ire by now.

Calm down, Lexi, I order myself in my head then. It is possible that they’re talking about someone entirely different, another man. This is after all a popular spot even though it might not be a place I would go to. Claire and the shark-teethed waitress must see dozens and dozens of married couples every night. And you’re not as unattractive as that girl seemed to think, either, I remind myself. I hear her voice in my head again. …he and his wife are so incredibly mismatched… Yes, they must be talking about someone else. Jason and I are a great fit!

Yeah, right. I’m just trying to fool myself because I don’t want to deal with the reality of who my husband actually is. Surely it was Jason that girl was referring to. Who else could it be? I saw them flirting openly, for God’s sake, something Jason didn’t exactly deny.
 As all these thoughts go through my head, I turn around on my bar stool so that I won’t have to keep hiding my face with my hand and instead have my back turned to the waitress. The last thing I want to do in this moment is locking eyes with her. I honestly think I will lose it completely if that happens. My client will be here any second and I need to be in control of myself, at my most charming.
 Inhaling deeply, I try to calm the storm within me, not let on to anyone around me all the turmoil going on inside me. It’s working surprisingly well. Soon I can feel what is left of it subsiding and the tension in my shoulders going away. I stare at the restaurant entrance, hoping to see some woman rushing in, my client finally showing up. It can’t be much longer now.
 I’m correct; a couple of minutes later, my client does show up, apologizing profusely over arriving so late. There was an accident on the road that delayed her cab and her phone had died, so she couldn’t get a hold of me to let me know. 
 Forty-five minutes later, our lunch meeting is over. Instead of going back to work afterward, I tell the cab driver to take me to my house. I want to check Jason’s diary to see if he has written anything about his latest escapades. Sadly, he hasn’t written anything at all in the diary since his confession, so it is no help. 
 As the day wears on and I go back to the office, I keep waffling regarding what I overheard, changing my mind every few minutes. I tell Jason I need to see a girlfriend who’s having some urgent problems to avoid having dinner with him that night. But instead I just walk around the city until I think Jason is in bed; he’s always tired on Fridays and wants to sleep early. 
 The matter is at the back of my mind the entire weekend. Fortunately, I have tons of reading to do for work, so I spend all of Saturday and part of Sunday with my iPad. Jason plays basketball during the day on Saturday and spends several hours writing on his book. In the evening, we have takeout sushi for dinner with our noses buried in our respective tasks. Really, the only time we talk that weekend is during dinner Sunday night and then, in order to hide my feelings, I focus on Jason’s book. He has broken through his writer’s block, so there is a lot to discuss. After we make love, I decide that I don’t think the waitress was referring to him after all. I was reading too much into the conversation. Even so, the damage is clearly done because I don’t sleep well that night. All kinds of conflicting emotions go through me, especially guilt over my decision to safeguard Jason’s crime.
 When the alarm clock sounds on Monday morning, loud and blaring as always, I know what I must do. First of all, I need to make sure that Jason is not straying on me again. I will never be able to relax, not to mention trust him if I can’t be entirely certain that he is not involved with Claire—or anyone else.
 There is only one way to find out. I must verify that he is actually doing what he claims to be doing at all times. Only after I know that can I decide how to go about what he did to Celeste. We will have to do something to atone for his deed. But instead of involving the police, maybe we can do something else. What I don’t know, but it will surely come to me. All I know is that we must do something about it.
 As I lie there next to a sleeping Jason, I play with the idea of hiring a private eye to follow him around, but I soon discard it. That would probably turn out to be very expensive. Now that I’m still not super busy at the office and allowed to work from home, I should do it on my own first and see what that gets me. If it turns out to be too complicated, I’ll use a P.I. 
 As often as Jason and I communicate during the day, it’ll be fairly easy to figure out where he is most of the time. If he is involved with someone, I’m thinking he’ll follow the same pattern with this girl as he did with the first. According to his diary, he saw Celeste mostly at night. If I can determine which nights Claire works, I’ll know that he can’t be seeing her then, which means I only have to follow him the nights he can’t come home and she isn’t working. All I need to do is call Capital Grille whenever he claims to have work commitments. In a couple of months I should have my answer and surely—

Wait a sec.

 It has suddenly dawned on me that in the last week alone Jason has either been stuck at the office or at work events three times. The first time, a Sunday night of all nights, coincided with me meeting up with my sister, the second with me having dinner with a couple of girlfriends, and the third I was dead tired and felt like being alone, so I had been happy when he told me he wouldn’t be home until at the earliest eleven. Prior to that week, he’s been coming home just about every night. More or less since the date of Celeste’s death, I realize now as I go over the dates in my head. 
 How could I have forgotten this?
 My stomach turns to ice. I bet those nights all coincide with when Claire was off... Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to verify that. Not unless I bribe someone at the restaurant who can tell me, someone like a manager who keeps track of who is working and who is not. My younger sister is a waitress and her schedule changes all the time what with her picking up extra shifts or just switching with her coworkers so she can get the night off for whatever reason. I can’t imagine it is any different for Claire.
 Jason wakes up then, interrupting my darkening thoughts by taking me in his arms. I slide out of them, explaining that I need to urgently use the bathroom.
 We go through our regular morning routine and then share a cab to work. I’m amazed at how easy it is for me to hide all the unease that’s growing bigger and bigger inside me. The more I consider the fact that Jason suddenly had “work commitments” three times in the past week, the more convinced I am that he is having another affair and that he is having it with Claire. I feel like I have turned into another person, a mere shell of the old me, almost like a robot who knows just how to act and speak the way regular Lexi does.
 On the inside, another person has taken root. It’s a person who will ensure that both the adulterer and the slut will pay for what they’re doing. I smile as I nod to myself. Yes, indeed. They will both pay.
 “What are you thinking?” Jason asks and smiles a little, tilting his head in that way so typical of him. I usually find it endearing, but not today. I wonder if this is the way he looks at her, as though he is deeply interested in what she is saying. Surely it is, I think bitterly. In fact, he did it when I caught them flirting at the restaurant, didn’t he? Yes, he did, I remember now. 
 I’m such a fool. 
 I make myself smile back at my husband. My cheating son-of-a-bitch husband who I couldn’t make myself turn in to the cops because I believed he loved me so much. That has not turned out to be the case. 
 “I’m thinking about how lucky I am to be married to a man like you,” I say in response to his question. Then I lean in and kiss him on the lips.



Chapter 16
FIVE YEARS EARLIER
 
 
Jenny looks at the many people who pass her on the street. They all ignore her brown cardboard sign and the big plastic cup in which there are lots of coins and a few bills. Hardly any of them even notice that she is sitting there on the dirty ground, leaning against the building wall while holding out her cup toward them. It’s like she has become invisible, a ghost of the city. 
 More than an hour has passed since anyone has put any money in the cup. How can so few people care that she and Herman are destitute and need help? Can’t these people read the desperate words they have written in large block letters on the sign beside her? She and Herman have both lost their jobs and live in a shitty studio apartment in the worst part here in Brooklyn. If they can’t get another two hundred dollars together by Friday to hand the landlord, they’ll be evicted. Their home will be the streets, day and night. Neither of them wants to sleep in the homeless shelter in their area and mix with the crazies there. Herman has friends there who tell them there are fights going on almost every night and people trying to steal money from each other. The hygiene is poor and many are drug addicts, which make them dangerous and unreliable. The other Brooklyn shelter only allows women and Jenny doesn’t want to be apart from Herman at night. He is her only real friend. Her friend and lover until the end.
 Jenny keeps trying to make eye contact with people, sighing inwardly as they keep averting their gazes. Friday is two days away, but at this rate it’s questionable whether she and Herman will have the money needed by then. Some of the money will need to be used for food, so they’ll need more than $200. She knows the landlord means business this time. If they don’t amass the rent somehow, they can look forward to calling the corner of Flatbush Avenue and Avenue J their home starting this weekend. 
 Maybe Herman is having better luck on the trains than she is here on the street. She switches spots almost every day in hopes of finding a more lucrative one. So far they have all been more or less the same. Herman left for the subway as soon as they woke up this morning while she headed for this street corner, right next to the post office entrance, a spot she was told is good. She realizes now that she must have been duped because it sucks. It’s time for her to stop being so gullible. She can only hope Herman will come home with all the money they need tonight so they can relax a little. That would be nice.
 She looks around, wondering what time it can be. It must be late; the daylight has changed, becoming softer and warmer the way it does when it’s approaching dusk.
 She cocks her head and her eyes find the sky behind the many buildings around her, most of them six or more stories tall. As she suspected, the sun has already sunk behind them, no longer visible at all. Since it is August—wait, maybe it is September now, Jenny can’t be sure. Every day is the same to her, which makes it hard to correctly gauge the passing of time. Anyway, it’s time to call it a day shortly; she has been in this spot since eight in the morning. This is a business area and few people come here after it gets dark, so hanging around here then is likely even more of a waste of time.
 Her stomach makes a funny sound and she thinks about the fact that she hasn’t eaten since the egg sandwich this morning. But that’s okay; she’s not really hungry, only thirsty, but not for water. She’s had enough water today. There is a water fountain right outside the post office that she drinks from when the mood strikes her. Now she reaches for the bottle in the brown paper bag between her legs instead and drinks three large sips of the cheap vodka. It makes her feel a little better, not so lonely and helpless. The pain that is always with her is kept at bay this way. 

Where is Herman?

 She looks up and down the street, expecting to spot his rangy figure somewhere in between all the people still walking on both sides of the street despite that it’s late now. He should be joining her soon; he knows she is outside the post office today. But she can’t see a tall man with longish brown hair in a ponytail wearing baggy jeans with holes in them and a worn T-shirt anywhere. She hopes he hasn’t suddenly decided to disappear on her. He did appear in her life unexpectedly, so it wouldn’t surprise her if he also disappeared all of a sudden, having decided to move to another state or something. Somewhere he can pursue his love for music and get a job as a roadie. He hated working as a garbage collector and so wasn’t very sad when they fired him.
 As she puts the bag with the bottle back between her legs, her oily, black hair falls into her eyes, annoying them. Huffing, she brushes the strands away from her face with the back of her hand. She sighs heavily. She should have cut her bangs short, shorter than the rest of her hair. What had she been thinking? Her hair used to reach her mid-back, but when she was fired from her job as a waitress in a diner, she decided to cut it all off to a chin-length bob. It’s a lot more comfortable to keep your hair short when you spend your days on the streets during the summer in New York. The summers here are not pleasant like they are in places like California. New York summers are sticky and humid, hot and disgusting, especially the latter parts of them, in July and August, and sometimes in September too. Few people truly enjoy these months and do what they can to get out of the city. The only good thing about them is that you don’t need to wear a lot of clothes. Small shorts and tiny tank tops are the best, loose ones that don’t stick to your skin when the merciless sun beats down on you. The same with hair—the less you have of it, the better. 
 Jenny and Herman have never belonged to the lucky group of people who can just take off and leave the city until it cools down. Herman doesn’t mind the weather as much as Jenny, though, and solves his hair problem by keeping it tied together at the nape of his neck. Placing her long bangs behind her ears now, Jenny tells herself that, when she gets home later, she’ll cut them off. She’ll cut all of her hair off.
 “Hey pumpkin,” a melodious, deep voice says beside her suddenly and Jenny flinches. The greeting has brought her out of her head, the daze she had entered. She soon relaxes and turns her face in the direction of the voice. As she gathered almost instantly, there stands Herman, having appeared around the corner to get her. He grins at her, a toothy smile that appears white against his deeply tan skin. His bony face is covered in beard stubble and the brown hair on his head looks greasy, the way Jenny’s feel. Being underground all day in late summer in New York is no fun either, the AC mostly non-existent at the stations and in the trains. Still, Herman insists on wearing jeans and his T-shirt.
 He wipes at his sweaty forehead with a paper napkin that he has conjured up.
 “Hi Herman,” Jenny replies and smiles back at him, relieved that he hasn’t left her after all. Her gaze goes to the stained canvas fanny pack around his waist. “How did it go on the subway?”
 He sinks down next to her on the street and leans against the post office wall. “I made seventy-three and change. Less than I thought. But we have one more day to go. You?”
 He extends a hand in her direction and Jenny automatically reaches for the bottle in the paper bag between her bare legs. It feels lighter than she can remember. She swallows back the guilt that streams through her as she hands him the bottle. Herman deserves better; he has worked hard all day, harder than her, and has looked forward to his drink at the end of the day. It will be a small one today. Hopefully, they’ll find more alcohol after they get home. They usually do. Yes, of course they will.
 Luckily, he doesn’t seem to notice as he takes the bottle from her and brings it to his mouth, chugging the rest of its contents.
 She grabs her plastic cup that she put down earlier and peers into it. There are a couple more bills in it than last time she checked. She pulls out the top one. Her eyes widen when she sees that it’s a twenty-dollar bill. She looks around the street. Who could have put it there? It must have happened when she wasn’t paying attention. Did she fall asleep at some point? She can’t remember. But she is glad that there seem to be more money in the cup than she had expected.
 “Not bad,” she says to Herman and hands him the cup to see for himself.
 He nods appreciatively as he gazes into it, taking in its contents. He puts an arm around Jenny’s shoulders and squeezes them affectionately. “This does look good, pumpkin. Let’s go home and see how much it is.”
 Together, they walk the streets back to the rundown building where they’ll be living for at least two more nights. As they get closer, the pavement on the sidewalks is grimier and has more potholes. There is more trash lying around and the storefronts are more tattered. Some are boarded up. There is a general sense of poverty hanging in the air, visible on the faces of the people they meet. Dirt is everywhere. The smell of pot enters Jenny’s nostrils, but she hardly notices it any longer; someone is always smoking in their neighborhood, including her and Herman when they’ve had a good day out on the streets and can afford a joint. Most of their cash goes to alcohol, though. They like to get high while Herman plays his guitar. It’s broken, but he manages to get some decent songs out of it from time to time.
 In the next couple of nights they need to stay strong, though. Definitely no more pot, which is more expensive than booze. They really shouldn’t buy any of that either. Even if today seemed to have turned out better than she had thought, they should still save every penny so they can be sure to afford the rent this month.
 They walk into their building. A terrible stench meets them and when Jenny looks down, she sees that someone has thrown up in a corner. Holding their breaths, they hurry by the mess and up the stairs to their studio on the fourth floor. On their way there, they run into Elsa, one of the two prostitutes in the building. Elsa gives them a quick nod as she walks by with her head down. It seems she’s trying to hide the fact that she has a black eye. Jenny’s heart clenches at the sight of it; either Elsa’s pimp or one of her johns has beaten her up again. Herman would never do this to Jenny; he treats her well, as well as he can considering how little he has to offer any girl. And he is a fairly attractive man, too, with his sinewy body that has several large tattoos, finely drawn features, and brown, soulful eyes. She’s lucky to have him. 
 As she watches him unlock the apartment door, she doesn’t understand why she worried that he would disappear on her even for a moment. This is the man who found her when she was huddled in a street corner in the middle of the night after she had been thrown out of her last boyfriend’s apartment and wandered the streets aimlessly for days. Finally, she collapsed from pure exhaustion and fell asleep while and leaning against a building somewhere in the depths of Brooklyn. He had known she needed someone and had taken her in to live with him. For as long as she has known Herman, he has come to get her on the street, made sure she is not lost on her own again. 
 They enter their dark studio home. A smell of sour milk mixed with unwashed dishes enters her nostrils. Jenny walks into the small kitchen. A milk cartoon stands on the counter by the stove and piles of dirty plates, silverware, pots and glasses are in the sink. She frowns as she takes in the untidiness—didn’t she clean up here yesterday? She was sure she did. And the milk? How could they have just let it stand there and go bad all day? She tries to remember what they did yesterday. 
 As she searches her mind, she finally recalls that they had scored two bottles of Absolut vodka for only six dollars on their way home from a day of solicitation. They had feasted on the liquor together with slices of pizza. Out of the corner of her eye, she spots two empty bottles of Absolut vodka next to the stove and no longer questions how come the apartment is in such a state. They must have gotten too drunk to do anything but have sex and sleep in the end. Even as she woke up this morning, she was still drunk she remembers now. She looks down at her leg and sees the nasty bruise on her leg. She got that when she fell and landed on her knee. 
 She throws away the spoiled milk into a nearby trashcan and turns on a faucet to fill up the sink so she can do all the dishes. By the time she’s done, Herman has counted the money they have gathered and gone down to pick up some sandwiches for them to eat. She joins him on the couch where he sits, grinning pleased.
 “I think we’ll make it, pumpkin,” he says and pinches her cheek. He motions toward the upside down wooden crate that serves as their living room table. “154 dollars. And that’s after I paid for the sandwiches and the booze. I got us some whiskey. Not the best kind, but not the worst either. It’ll do.”
 Herman wiggles his eyebrows joyfully. He loves whiskey the best. 
 She looks where he is looking. Next to the white bag with the sandwiches is a familiar brown bag. Feeling like she should be doing something, she walks into the kitchen to get them some plates and glasses and some water to mix with the whiskey, some ice from the freezer. That’s the way Herman likes it and this way the liquor also lasts longer. For him. Jenny will have her whiskey neat. She likes to get buzzed as soon as possible, and then stay buzzed. Get as much alcohol in her system as possible. She is buzzed more or less all the time, though not as bad as yesterday. She can’t remember hardly anything from yesterday. Her pain must have been worse than normal. She doubts Herman finished even one of those two bottles on his own; he doesn’t drink nearly as much as she does. 
 As she gathers glasses and plates and water and ice on a tray, she notes that her buzz from earlier today is pretty much gone. She’d better hurry.
 She brings the tray over to Herman, who is leaning back into the old, ripped-up couch and has put up his feet on the big wooden crate. She knows he’d like her to fix them their drinks. She doesn’t mind. When they’re done eating and drinking, they’ll go to bed and they’ll have sex. Herman has a healthy sexual appetite. A little too healthy for Jenny’s taste, but since she is usually buzzed, it’s really okay. Tonight she is determined to lure Herman into the bathroom and take a shower with her before, though. He doesn’t always take showers and the way he stinks sometimes bothers her. But she doesn’t want to complain. It wouldn’t be right. The man has done too much for her and is tired. The least she can do is make it pleasant for him when he gets home after a hard day out on the trains.
 Besides, it’s not like she doesn’t deserve to suffer as much as possible.









Chapter 17
 It’s almost too perfect. Jason texts me later that same day, informing me that he must attend a work dinner in the evening. I’m sure you must, I think after reading his text, instantly pissed again after having managed to get my feelings somewhat under control after entering the office and emailing clients. 
 “When do you think it’ll be over?” I text him back.
 My phone buzzes. “I really don’t know, but don’t stay up and wait for me. It might go on until past midnight. These people are coming in from California, so they’ll still be on West Coast time.”
 “OK. That makes sense. See you when I see you then.”
 “Hopefully tonight. Love you.”
 I want to throw the phone into the wall, I’m so furious at seeing his last two words. 
That fucking hypocrite. 
 I raise my hand and aim at the corner farthest away from where I’m sitting behind my black desk. But I control myself at the last second, realizing that smashing my phone would be a very stupid move. Not only won’t I have a phone any longer, but I’m not sure how I will explain it having gone into pieces to Jason. He’ll surely text me again later from the cab or something, pretending to be on his way to the dinner. I don’t think getting a replacement phone will happen that fast. Plus, someone here at the office might hear the phone break and that will be even harder to explain.
 So instead I lower my hand and type a text back to Jason: “I love you too.”

At least I used to. As I press Send, I’m not sure what exactly I feel for my husband. Hate doesn’t quite fit. At the moment there is a mishmash of big emotions within me, going around and around, impossible to dissect. Maybe when I see him together with her later—or not, though I’m sadly finding that extremely unlikely—I’ll have a better idea.
 I call Capital Grille and ask the person who answers if Claire is working tonight. The girl—a hostess, I assume—doesn’t know and tells me to call back later.
 Irritated, I slam down the phone into its cradle and turn my attention back to my computer on which there is a tax document opened that I need to go through before emailing it to a client. What time is it? Five past three. That means I’ll have to wait hours until I’ll know whether Claire is on tonight or not. I can’t imagine that she starts working before, at the earliest six o’clock being a cocktail waitress. I inhale, frustrated. I might as well finish going through the document then. Placing my elbows on the desk and my fingertips at my temples, I stare at the computer screen.
 The minutes creep by and I keep checking the time. My brain gradually ceases to cooperate. It becomes impossible to focus on work now that I’m so close to finding out what Jason is up to. So I visit the bathroom several times, go to the water fountain and have a drink, make myself another cup of coffee, head over to Angie for a little chat. I marvel at how calm I am on the outside despite everything. 
 Finally it’s six o’clock. I wait another few minutes, until it’s ten past six, before I call the restaurant again.
 “Hello, I would like to speak to Claire,” I tell the person who answers the phone in a deeper voice than my usual one. It sounds like a different girl this time. I hold my breath as I await the reply.
 “One moment, please,” the girl says and I nearly drop the receiver on my desk. She is working tonight? So Jason was telling me the truth about his work dinner then? How can my gut feeling be so incredibly off? 

As I keep squeezing the receiver, it dawns on me that I really do not want to talk to Claire. What would I tell her? I remove my ear from the receiver and as I get ready to hang up, the same voice speaks again.
 “Ma’am? I’m sorry, she’s not working tonight.”
 I snatch the phone back to my ear. “Excuse me?” I say, still not sure that I didn’t just imagine the words coming out of the receiver only because I wanted them to do so. 
 “I’m sorry, but Claire is off tonight,” the person repeats. 
 I block the gasp that comes out of me by pressing my free hand against my mouth. I can feel my heart pound like I’m a time bomb about to explode. 

I was right after all…

“Hello? Hello?” 
 I regain my bearings before the girl can hang up on me. Just to say something, I ask, “Are you sure she’s not working tonight? She told me she was on.”
 “Um, yes, I am.” Whoever I’m speaking to is sounding offended. “Would you like to speak to the manager?”
 “No, that’s okay. Thank you very much.”
 I hang up the phone and stare into the white-painted door in front of me. What will I do now that I know I was right? Should I just head over to the building where Jason works and wait outside until he leaves? I check the time. It’s almost six thirty, which means that he may or may not have left yet. Unless I ask the guard in the downstairs lobby, I can’t be sure if he has. Asking Jason doesn’t mean I’ll get the truth necessarily. But do I really want to call the guard and ask him? The guard will likely ask for my identity before answering me. He will surely find it odd that I’m probing him for my husband’s whereabouts. I don’t want him or Jason to suspect that I’m spying on Jason. Placing my elbows on my desk, I place my head in my cupped hands. What’s the best approach? 
 I decide that I might as well leave and head for Jason’s office, take a chance that he is still there. By the time I find a cab, a better solution might have come to me.
 Grabbing my purse, I rush out of my box-like space and speed walk through the firm’s corridors, muttering good-byes to coworkers that I encounter on the way, a fake smile plastered to my face. 
 Fortunately, it doesn’t take me very long to find a cab despite that we’re in the middle of rush hour. I give the cab driver my destination and then lean back into the seat, trying to think about my next move. I’m getting nowhere. Finding my phone in my purse, I send Jason a text. I have nothing to lose by asking him what he is up to, telling him that I’m on my way home myself. Maybe that will yield some useful information regarding his whereabouts.

“Hi honey, in a cab home after long day of reading boring documents. What’s your status?” I press Send, wondering how come I didn’t think of this sooner. He will likely tell me exactly what he is up to, clearly not suspecting that I’m on to him. 
 I hold my phone close to my chest as I watch the traffic zoom by outside the cab window. I jerk when it buzzes against me, even though I expect a prompt response. Slowly, I remove the phone from my body and check who has texted me. 
 Jason, of course.
 “Good for you, babe. Still at the office, need to finalize a presentation before dinner.”

Great, I think and throw another glance out the cab window. We’re only three blocks away from the building in which Jason works. I check the time. Still only six fifty. Chances are great that Jason told me the truth, so I might as well hang outside his office and wait for him to leave.
 If he hasn’t shown up by eight, I’ll reevaluate the situation.
 I pay the cab driver as we arrive at the street where Jason works, making sure I keep my head down as I exit the car on the off chance that Jason leaves right then. 
 As the cab takes off, I walk hunched over toward his tall building, checking the area for a good place where I can hang out while waiting for him. It doesn’t take long before I spot a Duane Reade drug store with big windows that face the entrance to Jason’s building. I walk in there.
 Pacing in front of the area where all the magazines are stacked in long rows, I keep glancing out the windows toward the mirror-covered skyscraper, praying that my husband will come out finally. When I have been in there almost thirty minutes and feel like giving up, he actually does. I’m quick to leave the premises. 
 I watch as he walks up to a street corner and raises his hand to hail a cab. One soon stops for him. Frantically, I look around for a cab of my own and find one shortly. As I slide into the backseat, I lean between the two headrests of the front seats and jab with my index finger toward the cab that Jason is in.
 “Can you please follow that cab?” I ask the bearded driver with the turban. To my surprise and relief, he doesn’t say a word but instantly drives after Jason’s cab. The traffic isn’t quite as heavy now, and the closer we get to the Queensboro Bridge, the lighter it gets. We have no problem tailing Jason’s cab. We’re clearly heading someplace in Queens. Most likely to Claire’s apartment, I think bitterly.
 We zip across the bridge, staying close behind Jason’s cab. We drive into Queens, deep into the borough, into parts where I grew up. I haven’t been in this area in a long, long time.
 “You still want to go, miss?” the cab driver asks me. It’s the first thing he has said since I stepped into the car.
 “Yes, please,” I reply. “Please just follow that other cab until it stops.”
 We drive along dark roads and quiet neighborhoods for another ten minutes and then Jason’s cab stops. 

This girl can’t be making much money living this far away from the city, I ponder. Must take her an hour to get into the city if she’s lucky with subway connections.No wonder she’s working her claws into my husband, I think, stewing. 
 I tell the cab driver to stop and let me out. After having paid him, I leave the car and run up to the nearest building behind which I hide. There are several streetlights illuminating the area, which would make it fairly easy for Jason to see me, especially since there aren’t a lot of people on the streets here.
 Fortunately, he doesn’t appear to see me. I can watch him being let inside an apartment building. 
 As soon as he is gone, I run after him and freak out when I find that the building’s front door is locked. Which is to be expected, of course. This is not the hood. Terrified I’m about to lose Jason when I’m so close to catching him in the act, I press all sixteen apartment buzzers hard and at the same time. Only seconds later, someone lets me in. 
Thank God.

 I tiptoe inside, but moving quickly. I’m determined to catch my husband. There is no elevator, so the footsteps I can hear climbing the stairs must belong to him. As quietly as I can, I stalk after him, treading softly up the stairs. 
 When I have reached the second floor and he the third, it sounds like he stops climbing the stairs. Taking even more care to be quiet now, I bring myself closer and closer to the third floor. I hear him knock on what sounds like an apartment door then. It’s a distinct, pounding sound that echoes inside the quiet building. That just has to be him.

I’m only two steps away from the third floor when I hear a door open. Hiding behind the pillar that separates me from the third-floor landing, I don’t dare to even breathe.
 “Hi honey,” a girly voice exclaims. “What took you so long? I was beginning to think that you weren’t coming after all.”
 “I just had something I needed to finish at work,” the unmistakable voice of my husband says in reply. “But here I am. Are you going to let me in?” There is a pleading note in his voice, as if he won’t be able to handle a no from the girl.
 A giggle rings through the building, feeling like a bouquet of small icicles stabbing my heart one after another in staccato mode.
 “Maybe,” the girl finally says slowly, teasingly. It’s obvious that she is enjoying herself right now. “If you promise you’ll be a good boy tonight and let me do exactly what I want with you…”
 I stick my head around the brick pillar keeping me hidden from both my husband and his new mistress then. I need to know who he is talking to, if it really is Claire. Her voice sounds different from what I can remember. I’m so livid with what is going on that I don’t care if either of them can see me. Which they might because it’s not exactly dark in this building. All I want to know is if this is in fact my husband speaking to the blonde bombshell. I need to see with my own eyes if that’s what’s actually going on. I don’t trust my ears; I need the full picture, the visual one as well as the audio now that I’ve gotten this far. 
 It is Claire who is standing in the doorway, only about five yards away from my hiding spot.
 The girl I have suspected to be my husband’s new mistress all along is wearing sexy, red baby doll tulle lingerie that only serves to enhance her tall, slender frame in which the breasts are large and firm. One of her long legs sticks out from the apartment and is encased in black fishnet stockings. She is pressing her chest in the direction of my husband, licking her red-painted lips suggestively as she keeps talking to him. Jason’s eyes go between her lips and breasts, as though he can’t make up his mind which are the most compelling and deserving of his attention. He stands with his back to me, seeming completely unaware that someone watches him. Claire, too, seems unaware that I’m there and staring at the two of them. Or maybe she simply doesn’t care that she has an audience. Based on what I know of her so far, this sure is possible. She obviously doesn’t give a damn what her neighbors think.
 It’s only when she snakes a slender hand with short, red-painted fingernails around his neck that I finally realize that she can’t be much older than twenty-two. As he leans in to kiss her, I get so nauseous bile rises in my throat and I must cover my mouth for it not to erupt beyond my lips. Sharp pain shots through my heart, as if I’m being impaled. Even so, I keep staring at the two of them kissing each other, Jason embracing Claire while she rubs up against him like a cat in heat.
 They don’t last much longer in her doorway. After a long, passionate kiss, they part and disappear into the lit space behind Claire, the door closing after them. 
 I keep staring at the door, the sound of it shutting going through my mind over and over. I don’t know what it is with me, why I keep having this hope in my chest that my husband will suddenly realize what he is doing and push Claire away. All I know is that I’m praying in my mind that he will somehow wake up and do so, and then come running out of that door again. Finally wake up. By going through with this, there is no way out for him. No matter how deeply I search myself, I know that there is nothing I can come up with that will explain, excuse what he is doing. 
 No amount of silent pleas reaches him; the door remains shut.

Well, there is no mistaking it any longer then, I conclude bitterly. This man is an adulterer and a murderer who only cares about one thing—his own pleasure and the way the world perceives him. 





Chapter 18
 After I have watched Jason disappear into Claire’s apartment and realized that he is perfectly happy where he is right now, there is nothing left for me to do in that building. Still, I sink down on top of the staircase and lean against the brick pillar behind which I have just hidden. I’m so devastated with grief that I’m literally paralyzed and feel as though I’m about to choke. I keep gasping for air as large tears roll down my cheeks and continue along my throat. My heart is broken and I don’t think it can ever be repaired. I can hear the sound of Claire laughing from within her apartment, then Jason’s laugh, and I cry harder. 

Yes, he is not coming out of there any time soon.

The tears keep streaming down my face and I have to press my hands against my mouth so no one can hear the sounds of anguish I want to cry out. A young couple passes by me, ignoring me completely. Somehow, I do find the strength to stand up at last and begin to make my way down the stairs, the same way I came several minutes ago now. Every part of me is aching, trembling with sorrow and pain. 
 It takes me some time before I’m all the way down to the building’s front door and out on the street again. The crisp night air hits my face as I leave the building, having a surprisingly sobering effect on me.
 As I walk along the quiet street, my tears soon dry and I’m feeling a little better. In fact, the farther away I get from Claire’s building, the better I feel because anger is building within me now.
 A few blocks later, I’m no longer sad in any way, only furious, so furious that I have begun to shake. I fist my hands and wish that I could punch both Claire and Jason right then, punch and kick them both until there is no life left in either of them. In my mind I hear them scream for me to show them mercy, but I just laugh and kick and punch them harder. Each time my fist or foot connects with a part of their bodies, euphoria runs through my blood. It’s with a stomach full of lead and a mind so poisoned with hate, pain, and jealousy that I feel I have fully transformed into that other person, the person that began taking root inside me this morning as Jason and I shared that cab to work. 
 I know there is only one thing that will make that person go away, that will make me feel like myself again, and that is if I get to see these two dead. Neither of them deserve to live, they are so disgusting. My husband is a psychopath I can now determine beyond a reasonable doubt, and the girl he is with doesn’t care about anyone except herself. That was clarified to me as I overheard her coworkers discuss her when I visited her workplace. According to her friend, Claire even seems to take pleasure in making other people suffer, which makes her at best a narcissist with sadistic tendencies and at worst a full-blown psychopath like my husband. In either case, a girl like that will only cause more grief in other women’s lives, tear families apart, destroy lives, just because she wants something right then. This is why it’s better if she, too, dies. 
 I will go to my parents’ house and find the gun that I know my father has somewhere, probably in his bedside table. I will take it and then I will find another moment when these two are together so I can shoot them both. At the rate they seem to be seeing each other, I’m sure it won’t take more than a few days before that happens. It doesn’t matter to me if I will go to jail for having done such a thing. Deep in my heart I will always know that I did the right thing—I saved the world from more grief, kept families intact. 
 For now though I will go home and when Jason joins me, I will of course not let on what I know. I will act as well as I did in the cab this morning, make him believe that everything is okay between us. That I’m still his poor, pathetic, clueless wife. It won’t be hard; all the hate in my heart will guide me, help me say and do the right things until I get my revenge on him and the slut. If he tries to have sex with me, I will reject him, claiming that I’m on my period or that I’m simply not in the mood. He will understand. What else can the fucker say? 
 I laugh as I make my way down into the subway station that I have finally bumped into while walking along the dark streets. It must be late because I haven’t run into a single person since I left Claire’s building. I can only imagine that Jason is currently enjoying some form of punishment administered by his young mistress. It hadn’t sounded like he wanted to be the dominant with her the way he prefers to be with me. 

I guess he doesn’t feel enough respect for me, I ponder acidly. Well, I hope he feels it’s worth it. Worth getting his dick blown into pieces. That is the first place where I intend to shoot him. We’ll see if he won’t respect me then... Laughing hysterically, I swipe my subway card in the turnstile and enter the station.
 It takes me more than an hour to get back to the Upper West Side and our apartment building, just as I had suspected. I keep my head down as I walk inside the lobby, barely acknowledging our doorman, who greets me as usual as I arrive. In the same black mood, I take the elevator up to our floor and enter our apartment. I jump in the shower to clean up quickly and then I slip into bed. Not that I think that Jason will arrive anytime soon—it’s only eleven—but I’m not about to take any chances. The way I feel right now, I’m not entirely sure that I’ll be able to perfectly fake my emotions. I need to sleep before I can be sure I’ll be convincing enough to fool him into thinking that everything is just A-Okay with me when it’s never been more wrong.
 As I lie in bed and stare up into the ceiling, waiting for the heavy duty sleeping pills I’ve taken to kick in, I think about Matthew for the first time in weeks. Tears fill my eyes as I wonder if the reason he was born dead has anything to do with what I’m about to do—the matters I’m about to set straight in the world. 
 I can’t help but wonder if my son’s dad had turned out to be normal, not a sociopath and a murderer—which made his mom kill his dad—would God have let him live? Was Matt spared only because the truth would be too much for any child to bear? What would have happened to Matt without his parents? Would it destroy him? Or would he be glad, thankful that people like us were out of his life? We are both terrible, terrible people.
 I force myself to stop thinking morbid thoughts about Matt and flip over on my side as I wait for sleep to come. Fortunately, it doesn’t take long before I do fall into a deep, deep slumber in which no dreams appear.
***
“…Lexi. Lexi.” Someone calls my name. I want to tell the person to go away, that I want to keep sleeping, but the person keeps shaking me. Finally, I give up my fight for more sleep and open my eyes. Jason is looking down at me. I move my head to the sides and see that I’m in our bedroom and that it is morning outside our bedroom window. The blinds are up. 
 Jason is smiling at me. “I think you have to get up now or you won’t make it into work.” He leans in to kiss my head, like I’m a child. “Wow, you must’ve been really tired, babe!”
 As I rub my eyes and the fog that has kept my brain in a daze evaporates, all of what happened yesterday floods back into my mind. Stark images of Jason and Claire kissing in the bright stairwell outside her apartment flash through my mind. It’s with the utmost amount of willpower that I make them go away and smile back at Jason.
 “Yeah, I was,” I mumble. I push him aside and make myself sit up. Stretching my arms to the ceiling, I pretend to yawn big to buy myself time. I don’t need extra oxygen to awaken further; the second I laid eyes on the monster that is my husband and the memories of yesterday appeared in my head, I was fully awake.
 “What time is it?” I ask Jason, who is standing by our bed, watching me. What the hell is he waiting for? He is already dressed for work, which means he must have been up for a while.

“Seven thirty,” he replies, fixing his tie. The dark red tie I bought him just because I love him so much. This is just getting more and more tragic. “You’ll need to hurry to get ready. I didn’t want to wake you since you seemed so tired. I hope that was the right thing to do.”
 “Yeah, I needed to sleep,” I say. “Hey, I’m not in the mood to rush. I’m feeling kind of queasy, actually.” I make a face. “Maybe I’m coming down with something. I think I’ll work from home this morning. So no need to wait for me.”
 Jason tilts his head in that way that makes him seem like he couldn’t care more, frowning slightly. “Are you sure?”
 “Positive,” I say and get out of bed. The last thing I want to do is share a cab with Jason to work this morning. “I’m going to start my day with a long shower and see how I feel after that.”
 Jason nods. “Okay. Well, I have lots to do at the office, so I’ll get going then. I’ll have breakfast there.” He blows me an air kiss. “Hope you feel better, babe. I’ll check in with you later.”
 “Sounds good,” I say and walk toward our bathroom. Jason has left the bedroom before I have opened the bathroom door. 

Clearly he can’t get away from me fast enough, I ponder darkly. His rendezvous with Claire yesterday must have gone especially well.
 I do take a long shower and when I’m done and wrap my hair in a towel, I decide that I will call my mother and tell her that I’m coming over for a visit instead of staying home working. I have nothing in my schedule that can’t wait until this afternoon. My mother is a homemaker, so she is usually at home, unlike my dad, who’s always working. The sooner I can get a hold of his gun, the better. Hopefully, Jason and Claire will get together for another romp in the next few days. I want to be prepared for whatever happens, so I can get things taken care of. No point in waiting.
 My mom picks up the phone after only a couple of rings.
 “Hey, Mom, it’s me, Lexi,” I say, almost feeling like a normal person after hearing my mom’s soft “hello.” She has always had a calming, restorative effect on me.
 “Hi, Alexandra, what a nice surprise! I was going to call you today. I was getting a little worried. I left a voicemail for you a couple of days ago. Is everything okay?”
 I remember then that my mom did call. I was going to call her back yesterday, but then other, more pressing matters occupied my mind and made me forget all about her. “Yes, yes. I’m sorry. I’ve just been so busy with work and stuff. Hey, what are you doing today? I was thinking about coming for a visit.”
 “A visit today? Could you come tomorrow? I have so much to do what with your father’s sixtieth birthday coming up on Sunday. You haven’t forgotten about that, I hope. I was going to go shopping and I need to clean the house.”
 I have completely forgotten that my father is about to have a milestone birthday. Thankfully, my mom, who is always preparing for special events such as this one well in advance, hasn’t forgotten. The thought of my parents almost make me change my mind about killing Jason and Claire.
 I shake my head as my eyes well up with tears. No, it can’t be helped. They must still die. I clear my throat. “No, of course I haven’t forgotten, Mom. Jason and I will be there as planned. But how about you go shopping and I clean the house for you?” That way I can also look for Dad’s gun without getting disturbed, I think.
 “Oh, no, I can’t let you come here and clean the house, Alexandra!” My mom sounds outraged. “Shouldn’t you be at work today? Are you sure everything is okay?”
 “Yes, Mom, everything is fine. And I’m working from home today, so I have time for a big break. Tomorrow I have to be at the office. I just felt like coming over for a visit. It feels like we haven’t seen each other in forever!”
 “Yes, well, that’s true. It’s been a while.” My mom sighs. “Okay, well, why don’t you come for a while then. I have time for a quick lunch. I suppose you could help me a little. If you don’t mind, maybe you can fold the laundry while I pick up groceries.”
 “Of course. I’ll be over in a couple of hours, like ten-thirty-ish. Is that okay?”
 “Sure.”
 We hang up and I hurry to get ready. My parents live in Long Island these days, in a house, and since I don’t want to bother with Jason’s car, I need to take the subway and then a train to get there. I call Angie and tell her that I’ll be working from home today and she doesn’t mind. Sometimes I can’t help but wonder how come she is so incredibly understanding with me. It’s almost too good to be true.
 I’m lucky with my travel, the arrival of my subway train coinciding perfectly with the departure of the next LIRR train, so I ring my parents’ doorbell at ten o’clock sharp, earlier than expected. My mom soon opens the door, her short, brown hair arranged in its usual smooth waves. She’s wearing mascara and pearly, pink lipstick, the same as she has always worn. My parents aren’t big on change. We embrace and she shows me where there is a big pile of socks, towels, and shirts that she has just removed from the dryer. 
 “Just put it on the table and I’ll put it away when I get back,” she says and points to a foldable table next to the washer and dryer that are stacked on top of each other. “I won’t be long. When I get back, I’ll fix us some coffee.”
 “Take your time, Mom,” I reply, waving her off. “You know I find folding laundry relaxing.” I start folding a towel to show her just how much I enjoy it.
 It’s true; I do find folding laundry relaxing, though maybe not today. I don’t think there is anything that will make me fully relax the way I feel inside. 
 “Okay, honey. See you in a few then.” My mom leaves the laundry room I’m in and as soon as I hear the front door click shut, I drop the socks in my hands. I don’t have much time; my mom has always been a swift shopper and the supermarket is close, so she’ll likely be back in thirty minutes or so. 
 I dash out of the laundry room and continue up the stairs where my parents’ bedroom is. If I’m lucky, the gun will be in my dad’s nightstand. I walk up to the white-painted one by his side of the bed and pull out the top drawer. All I can see are a book and a couple of magazines. My heart sinks. He must have moved it.

But as I’m about to shut the drawer, I pause. My hand reaches inside the drawer and push aside a couple of the magazines. I snatch my hand away, as if I just discovered there was a deadly spider hiding there.
 There is no such thing there—only the gun that I have been wanting since yesterday.
 I suck in a breath and stare at it for several seconds. Well, there it is, Lexi. What are you waiting for? This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Take it and put it in your purse.

It takes all I have for me to actually reach inside the drawer and wrap my fingers around the cold, metallic weapon. Removing it from the drawer, I weigh it in my hand. It’s heavier than it looks. I find myself hoping that there are no bullets inside it. But as I pull out the chamber, I see that there is a bullet in each of the six compartments. Swallowing, I put the chamber back in place and then close the drawer.
 Well, Lexi, now all you need to do is wait for Jason to get together with Claire again and then you can take care of business.

For some reason, the idea of actually using this gun on my husband and his mistress—on anyone at all—is not sounding nearly as simple as my mind wanted to make me believe. In fact, the way I feel right now, it seems completely impossible. I’m not a cold-blooded killer like my husband. Still, I put the gun in my purse and then I leave my parents’ bedroom. 
 I can only pray I will be able to go through with my deed when the time comes.





Chapter 19
 I’m sitting in the stairwell outside Claire’s apartment, hiding behind the same brick pillar as the last time I was here. 
 She is in there with Jason again. I know because I saw him go inside, having waited outside her apartment building for the last two hours until he finally showed up. I went here as soon as he told me he had a work dinner to attend.
 As I suspected, it only took them three days to get together for another encounter. It’s nine at night and the gun is in my purse, loaded and ready for me to use. In fact, my hand covers it at the moment. My heart pounds as I consider the best way to go about shooting my husband and his young mistress. Should I just ring the doorbell and fire at whomever opens first? I’m thinking it will be Claire, it being her place. Jason will likely hide somewhere behind her, maybe even remain in bed while waiting for her to return. Yes, it seems to be the most logical approach.
 I wish the neighborhood was shadier; this way maybe people wouldn’t care that I’m executing someone here. Well, it doesn’t matter anyway because after I have shot both Claire and Jason, I will kill myself. There will be no one to arrest. I can’t see any point in continuing to live after I have lost the two things that meant the most to me—my husband and my child. 

Okay, now you must stand up and go ring that doorbell, Lexi, I tell myself in my head. You’ve been here for almost thirty minutes. Do it already! What are you waiting for?
 But no matter how many times I keep telling myself to just do it, I can’t make myself get to my feet and walk up to that closed apartment door. I’m frozen where I sit, my fingers squeezing the cold handgun in my purse. I hear someone walking down the stairs then, from the floor above. It’s the second time someone either enters or leaves the building. I stiffen against the brick pillar and try to make myself as inconspicuous as possible by crouching to obscure my face. I’m embarrassed to be squatting here like some crazy, homeless person. The footsteps are coming closer and closer and soon the person appears next to me. It’s a dark-haired woman dressed in layers of drab clothing and a hat. Again, it turns out that I have nothing to worry about because, like the first person, she pays me no attention. Instead, she keeps her arms wrapped around herself, as if freezing, and her chin is tucked to her neck, her gaze trained on the ground. 
 When she is gone, I look at the door and repeat the same mantra I’ve been silently telling myself for the last several minutes: Stand up and go ring that doorbell, Lexi! Do it already! What are you waiting for? Kill those bastards. Give them what they deserve.

But as the other times, my body refuses to obey the wishes of my mind. I lean against the brick pillar, suddenly exhausted. This is useless. I’m not going to be able to go through with it. That burning fury that made me decide to kill both my husband and Claire, that made me go all the way over to my parents’ house to steal my father’s gun, completely defuses at last. It’s been fading with every hour that passed today, even though I’ve done my best to keep stoking it by imagining the two of them together. I’m empty inside now and as I hear someone enter the building, I find that I’m not even embarrassed to be sitting here any longer. It’s as if I died and became a ghost just floating around here on earth.
 Even so, I stay. 
 I don’t know how long I remain propped against that pillar—it must be at least an hour—but finally I make myself pull away from it. Jason will likely leave Claire’s apartment any moment now, and the thought of removing the gun from my purse and then pointing it at him, squeezing the trigger, makes me feel again. It makes my stomach churn with nausea, my heart race, and cold sweat break out around my hairline. I won’t be able to do it no matter how hurt I am by what Jason has done to me, no matter how much I despise girls like Claire. I’m just not built to kill anyone in cold blood. 
 I push myself up to my feet and start to make myself walk down the stairs. I feel like I weigh three hundred pounds, I’m so heavy with sadness and a sense of failure. The air around me seems to have turned into transparent pea soup, adding to the difficulty I have moving. 
 I’m finally all the way down and push open the building’s front door with the last of what I have left of my strength. The moon shines down on me from a cloud free sky as I stumble out onto the street. It’s cold and windy outside, typical December weather. Shivering, I pull my coat tighter around my body. I don’t know what to do with myself. I can’t go home. I don’t want to ever face my husband again. It seems there is only one option left and that is to use the gun on myself. 
 A chill goes through me at this realization. Will I be able to at least kill myself? Well, I need to find the strength to do so; I truly don’t want to go on living. But the thought of placing the gun in my purse to my head and then pulling the trigger causes a violent churn in my stomach and I get so dizzy I can barely keep walking. Maybe if I get some alcohol in me, it won’t feel so terrible and I will actually be able to go through with it, I think. I have enough money with me to get plenty drunk at Finnerty’s. Checking the time on my smartphone, I see that it’s only ten thirty. It’s a Friday, so Finnerty’s should be open for business. 
 After spending some time waiting for a cab to drive by on the street where I am, I give up and continue to the subway station. Hopefully I won’t have to wait too long for a train to come. I hurry down into the station and sink down on one of the many benches there. I hardly notice that there are people around me, I’m in such a daze. 
 I remain in the same detached state of mind for the hour it takes me to get back to Manhattan. It has begun to snow a little when I come back up from the underground subway station. Spotting the metal letters that spell out the name Finnerty’s, I hurry over to the red brick building on the other side of the street and pull open the heavy wooden door. A cloud of smoke greets me as I enter and there are a lot more people in this bar tonight than I’m used to, mostly men. There must be at least twenty people between the ones seated along the bar counter and the ones scattered in the dark room, three of them throwing darts at a board on the wall. They are smoking openly. I guess the owner doesn’t care much about the city’s non-smoking rules.
 At first, I’m contemplating leaving; I’m not in the mood to be in a smoky, crowded bar that is also a lot more noisy than normal. But then I spot Rick Atkinson seated on a stool at one end of the bar, the man I spoke to the other day whose wife had left him for another man. I lighten up slightly and decide to join him; he is just the person I need to speak to right now. He’ll know what I should be doing. He will hopefully also give me the strength I need to kill myself. I’m sure he’ll be able to relate to my situation and state of my mind.
 I cross the bar toward Rick, ignoring the comments of two men I pass on my way over. 
 I’m lucky that the stool right next to Rick is free. I slide on top of it and smile as Rick turns his head in my direction. His tired, puffy face lights up in recognition.
 “Well, hello there, Lexi! What a pleasure to see you here tonight. I could use some good company. Let me buy you a drink. What would you like?”
 “That’s so nice of you. I’d like a vodka on the rocks,” I tell the bartender, who has already come up to us, waiting for my order. It’s a different one tonight, a younger man with tattoos on his arms, and piercings, and a dark goatee on his angular face. 
 “Coming right up,” the bartender says in a cheerful Long Island accent.
 While the bartender prepares my drink, I turn back to Rick.
 “I’m so surprised to see you here tonight,” I say and find that I can’t help but smile a little despite my dark mood. Seeing him really did cheer me up, though not nearly enough for me to change my mind about what I have planned for myself. “What are you doing here?”
 He looks at the shelves filled with rows and rows of liquor bottles across the bar counter and runs a hand over his face. Then he lets out a despondent sigh and turns to me.
 “I was too depressed to be at home tonight. I needed to get out of the house, so I went out for a walk and ended up here.” He smirks and gives half a shrug. “How about you?”
 I stare into the wall of bottles myself for a moment, not sure how to answer Rick’s question. The bartender places my drink before me, a napkin under it. This man seems a lot more alert than the one I’m used to, running back and forth between customers along the bar counter. There might not be more than twenty people at this place, but they all seem quite thirsty for alcohol, keeping the bartender busy.
 I have a big sip of my drink before I reply to Rick’s question. 
 “I’m also too depressed to be home.”
 “Why is that?”
 It’s a nosy, direct question, but I obviously welcome Rick’s frankness. I want to tell someone about my feelings, someone who I know will understand completely. No one besides Rick will understand, not even my psychiatrist. I doubt Dr. Meyer would even pick up the phone were I to call her at this hour, so, really, Rick is my only option.
 “Because my husband is currently fucking his new mistress and I’m too much of a chicken to kill them. That was my plan for this evening.”
 I have another, large sip of my vodka on the rocks. The cold liquor stings my throat as it slides down into my stomach, a pleasant warmth spreading as it lands there.
 Rick, being the cool individual that he is, merely nods and says, “Huh.” Then he has a sip of his own drink. “How were you going to kill them?”
 “I have my father’s gun in my purse. I was gonna shoot them with that. And then I was gonna kill myself with it. End my misery.”
 Rick blinks a couple of times as he contemplates me. “That bad, huh?”
 “Yup,” I say simply and empty my drink in two large gulps. “It’s really, really bad. I’ve lost my husband and my child and I don’t want to live any longer. When I found out that Jason was cheating on me again—Jason is my husband—I got so furious that I decided that I would kill both him and his disgusting little mistress. But as I got to her building, I just couldn’t go through with it. I can’t kill someone the way my husband did.” I bury my face in my hands, despair overwhelming me. “I don’t even think I’ll be able to kill myself. But I want to die.”
 I feel a hand on my back and I look up. Rick has put his hand on my back. “Don’t kill yourself, Lexi. You’re too young to die. It might not feel like it, but things will get better.”
 I remove my hands and stare at Rick, feeling betrayed. “No, they won’t. And age has nothing to do with it. There is never a right age to die, only the right time for each person. My time has come now.”
 “Would you like another drink, miss?” the bartender with all the piercings and the goatee asks me then, having suddenly materialized in front of me.
 “Sure,” I say, looking at him with flat eyes. “The same as last time.”
 “Do you want to open a tab?” the bartender asks.
 I open my purse and find my wallet from which I remove a twenty-dollar bill. “No, I’ll pay as I go. Another one for my friend here as well.” I turn to Rick and glance at his almost empty glass. “Do you want to stay with what you’re drinking? What is it?”
 “Sure. It’s a gin and tonic. Bombay Sapphire.”
 I turn back to the bartender, whose fishy eyes have widened and there is a frown between his eyebrows. But he doesn’t say anything.
 “Okay,” I say, ignoring his odd face. “So another vodka on the rocks—bar vodka is fine—and a Bombay Sapphire gin and tonic for my friend here.” I point at Rick on my left side.
 “What friend?” the bartender asks. “No one is sitting on that chair.”
 I scowl at him; I’m really not in the mood to be joking around tonight. Then I turn back to the chair and Rick. “Rick, it seems our bartender has a vision problem. It’s a little dark in here. Can you please lean forward so he can see you better?”
 Rick chuckles and leans toward the bar counter, the bar lights hitting his face. “Sure.”
 Triumphantly, I turn back to the bartender. “Can you see him now?”
 The bartender doesn’t answer, just shakes his head a little. “What was it that you wanted again? A vodka on the rocks and a Bombay Sapphire and tonic?”
 “Exactly.”
 The bartender starts making the drinks. I stare at him, flabbergasted. What the hell is wrong with him? I turn to Rick and ask the same question, not caring if the bartender actually hears me, I’m so annoyed. Of course, it’s so noisy in this bar that I don’t think he can.
 Rick smiles and shrugs. “I don’t know. He’s new here. Maybe there’s something wrong with his sight. It is kind of dark in here.”
 “Yeah, but not so dark that you can’t see a person!” I huff, shaking my head. The bartender returns with the two drinks then, placing them before me and Rick.
 “That will be $22,” he states with an unsmiling face.
 I glare at him. “Did the prices go up in the last couple of weeks? That seems pretty expensive for two drinks.”
 He smirks at me. “No, they didn’t go up. The 22 is for three drinks. Your two vodkas and your friend’s gin and tonic.”
 I turn to Rick, expecting him to speak up and tell the bartender that the first vodka is on him. But instead he looks at me with a pleading, embarrassed expression. “I just realized that I forgot my wallet at home. Would you mind terribly paying for that drink yourself? I promise to make it up next time I see you.”
 Looking at Rick, I’m not sure what to believe. What he just told me sounds like a bad lie, but he looks so miserable that I don’t have the heart to reject his wish. Besides, he paid for plenty of my drinks the last time. And I have plenty of cash on me, so it shouldn’t be a problem. 
 “Sure, that’s fine,” I say and turn back to the bartender, whom I hand a few ten-dollar bills. 
 As Rick and I toast our drinks I’m filled with increasing unease. Who is Rick? Why is he lying to me? What is wrong here? I don’t believe for a second that he just left his wallet at home. It seems he has paid for the drink he had when I got here and he just finished—or someone else paid for it, though I can’t imagine who’d do such a thing. So why is he offering to buy me drinks when he has no more money? The first time the two of us met and drank here together he had plenty of money to buy me drinks. What changed? 
 Rick himself doesn’t seem to notice how bothered I am by this whole situation. I suddenly fill with a need to find out if he paid for the drink he had when I arrived or if someone else actually did pay for it. 
 “Hey, how long have you been here tonight?” I ask him in a light tone that I hope doesn’t give away how eager I am to find out what he is hiding.
 He smiles at me. “About twenty minutes before you got here. A guy I know bought me a drink. He left right before you came. Good timing, huh?”
 I stare at him and then
I make myself smile back. “Yeah, you could say that.”
 “So tell me more about why you want to die so badly,” Rick says, gazing at me with a serious face now. “Nothing or no one is worth killing yourself over. Life is too beautiful.”
 The nagging feeling I have how awfully convenient it is that “a guy he knows” bought him a drink and then left right before I came is growing within me, so what he is telling me doesn’t fully sink in. I’m thinking his explanation must be another lie. I wouldn’t be surprised if the bartender swoops by soon and asks Rick to pay for his first drink. It will be interesting to see how he handles that situation. Maybe he will claim his friend, who’s now gone, paid and the bartender forgot about it. I can’t see what else he could say.
 Rick places a hand over mine and repeats his words, and this time I hear them loud and clear: “Nothing or no one is worth killing yourself over. Life is too beautiful.”
 “I don’t agree with that,” I reply. “I thought you’d understand.” 
 Upset suddenly, I grab my drink and gulp down half of it. What happened to the Rick I met the last time I was here? More and more, this guy seems like a different person, a person I don’t really want to know. I feel terribly alone. I decide then that I will get shitfaced and then I will eat that gun. The alcohol will give me the strength I need to do it.
 He squeezes my hand. “Take it easy with the drinking, Lexi. You’ll get drunk if you keep that up.”
 I raise a brow at him. “Maybe that’s what I want. Don’t you want to get drunk?”
 He shrugs. “Not really. I just wanted to enjoy a drink or two and then go back home.”
 “But I thought you said you were so depressed that you couldn’t handle being home. What changed?”
 “Hearing you talking about killing yourself. I must say that it had a sobering effect on me. I don’t want you to kill yourself—or anyone else for that matter. It’s not worth it.”
 I grab my drink in defiance and finish the rest of it, raising my empty glass to the bartender, who keeps looking over at me and Rick. I signal the bartender that I want a refill and he is quick to oblige. Then I turn to Rick and smile.





Chapter 20
 “Is Lexi with you?” Jason asks Sue Ann, Lexi’s mother, at seven forty the following morning. He keeps squeezing the phone in his hand, as if this will yield the answer he is hoping for—to hear that his wife has gone to his parents’ house in Long Island and just didn’t feel like telling him. That she is secretly mad at him. He knows that, lately, he hasn’t been as attentive with her as he should have been, having been a lot more focused on work than normal. And a couple of the nights he didn’t even go on work events like he had claimed, having just made them up so that he could remain at the office and work on his novel. At long last, his writer’s block finally let up, which made him ecstatic and he just had to write on the book as much as possible, even if that meant that he would have to ignore Lexi further. 
 “No, the last time I saw Lexi was when she came over for an early lunch,” Sue Ann says, “and that was three… no, four days ago now. Why? What’s going on?” There is a pause and then she adds, her voice having turned ominous. “Don’t tell me she disappeared again, Jason.”
 Jason closes his eyes and inhales quietly. Oh, God, what can he tell her mother? As hard as it is, he has to admit to himself and to her what appears to be the truth. If Lexi isn’t with her parents or her sister, Claudette, whom he has already spoken to, it sure looks like she has disappeared again. She has disappeared exactly like she did that time five years ago.
 He clears his throat. He must confess what he suspects. “Unfortunately, that is what seems to have happened. I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning. And the last time I heard from her was at five last night.”
 “She didn’t come home last night and you didn’t think anything of it?” Sue Ann sounds outraged. “Didn’t you think it was strange that your wife never came home?”
 “Well, when I first got home I didn’t think it was strange that she wasn’t there. I thought that maybe she was out with a girlfriend or Claudette and had deliberately chosen not to tell me about it. I assumed she was just mad at me for working so much lately.”
 “Why would you assume that?”
 “Because the last few weeks have been unusually busy at work.” He decides not to add that he has also stayed late at the office so he could write on his book. It will only complicate matters and he doubts Sue Ann would understand. She has no idea that Jason secretly dreams of becoming an author and probably wouldn’t like it if she found out. “And when I told her I had to work late over a text yesterday, she was short with me in her response. I was busy with clients, so I didn’t have time to give her any details about what I had to do. I did come home at nine thirty last night, which was sooner than I’d planned on, and hoped that I could explain then why I’ve been so busy.”
 Yesterday wasn’t a writing night but a legitimate business dinner, but he managed to cut it short and went straight home. When he entered the apartment, Lexi was nowhere to be found. As he had just finished telling Sue Ann, he had instantly assumed that she had gone out for a drink with someone and just chosen not to tell him about it because she was pissed with him. When they first started dating several years ago, this had been a common way for her to show her displeasure with him when he neglected her. And now that she had bounced back finally from her most recent depression, she was going out more, something he was in full support of, so it had seemed to be the most likely explanation.
 He wanted his wife to become the way she used to be, before the deaths of both their children. He had been determined to wait up for her last night so he could talk to her, calm her down if she was upset. But he had been so tired that he soon fell asleep on the couch where he had been waiting, his feet propped up on the coffee table. When he woke up it was seven in the morning and Lexi was still nowhere in the apartment, nor had she gotten back to him in a text or a phone call, telling him where she was. Only then did he begin to worry.
 “We should call the police,” Sue Ann says. Jason can envision her face right now, her pink-painted lips having disappeared into a thin line and her nostrils twitching with ire. She is furious with him. He can understand because he is furious with himself, too. How could he have fallen asleep on the couch like that? But he needs to keep it together; maybe there is a perfectly reasonable explanation to Lexi not having spent the night at home after all. He can only hope. Still, he says, “Yes, you’re right. I will go right now.” Better to be safe than sorry. “We should also call her friends and see if maybe she slept there last night. It’s not even eight yet. Maybe they had a big night out last night and are still sleeping. It’s Saturday after all.”
 “Do you really think that’s the case, Jason? Why would she do this to you after all that’s happened?” She inhales. “Please tell me—did the two of you have a fight? Is there something going on between you two that I should know about? That she wouldn’t tell me or her sister about? Did you speak to Claudette? Maybe she’s with her.”
 He sighs. “Yes, right before I called you. And no, truly, there is nothing bad going on between us. Except for her being so short with me yesterday, I really didn’t even realize she might be annoyed with me for working so much lately.” 
 “Well, then something must have happened to her.” Sue Ann’s voice is tight. “While you go to the police, I’ll call her friends to see if she’s there. I suppose it doesn’t hurt to check with them. Do you have access to their contact information?”
 He searches his brain to figure out whose contact information he might have out of Lexi’s friends. He can only think of two, a woman named Lily and Lexi’s boss, Angie, whom he knows she is close to. He tells Sue Ann this, adding, “But maybe Lily or Angie know her other friends. Or Claudette might. You should talk to Claudette while I go to the police.”
 “Fine. Give me their numbers and I’ll call them while you go to the police. I’ll call you if I find out that she’s at someone’s house. And you’ll let me know as soon as you find out something.”
 “Of course.”
 After Jason gives Sue Ann Lily’s and Angie’s numbers, they hang up. Then he calls Lexi’s phone again. Like the other times he called, late last night and when he woke up this morning, he listens to the rings going through, his anxiety growing with each unanswered one. And like the other times, the call eventually connects with her voicemail. He leaves her another message, imploring her to get back to him as soon as she hears his voice.
 Pressing the End button, he goes to the bathroom to take a quick shower while hoping to hear his cell ring and it’s Lexi or Sue Ann telling him that she has turned up; or, even better, hear the apartment door opening and Lexi walking in. A lump has formed in his throat that he keeps trying to swallow, but it refuses to disappear and instead grows larger by the minute. 
 The phone remains dead on the little plastic stool next to the shower and Jason can’t hear the apartment door open, despite pricking his ears and removing his head from the spraying shower every several seconds. This particular bathroom is fairly close to the front door, so he should be able to hear someone entering. 
 When he steps out of the shower and reaches for a towel a few minutes later, it is past eight a.m. After drying himself, he walks through their large apartment hoping that he might have missed hearing the door open after all and that Lexi has come back. But it is as still and empty in all the rooms as it was before. 
 The lump in his throat has grown so big it hurts, but he doesn’t care. He wants it to get even bigger, hurt even more. He should be hurting. If something has happened to Lexi, if she has done something to herself, he will never forgive himself. 
 As he puts on a pair of jeans and a sweater, he keeps checking his phone, willing it to ring. Willing it to be Lexi at last, telling him that she is all right. He keeps his ears turned to the hallway, expecting to hear a key entering the front door’s lock. But, again, he doesn’t get what he wants. 
 After he has put on a pair of sneakers, he checks the time. Eight twenty now. Maybe in the time it takes him to get to the police station, Sue Ann will have gotten some good news for him or, finally, Lexi herself will have called or texted him, even though as time passes, the latter seems increasingly unlikely. He tells himself that her phone might be dead or she might have just lost it while being out partying with a friend yesterday, not contacting him on purpose to punish him. Punish him despite that even she must realize that this is an extremely cruel punishment considering their past. He hasn’t behaved that badly.
 He calls her phone again, and this time around the answering service informs him that her voicemail is full. He groans with disappointment. Well, there is nothing left to do but to go to the police now. He learned from her first disappearance that the sooner he reports her missing, the better. That 24-hour rule often seen on TV shows is a misconception.
 After he has put on his coat, it strikes him that he’d better leave a note for her just in case she has lost her phone and shows up at home while he is at the police station. He finds a piece of scrap paper and a pen in the kitchen and writes her a note in big letters:

Babe, I’m at the police station filing a missing’s person’s report for you. If you see this, call me immediately. I’m going crazy with worry.
 I love you, J

Putting the pen aside, he leaves the note in the middle of their big kitchen table so that it’s impossible for her to miss it when she enters the kitchen. If she enters the kitchen. He sighs heavily.
 As Jason turns to leave and finally head to the police station, the nagging fear that has haunted him since he woke up this morning and discovered that Lexi had still not come home finally surfaces. It has been hovering at the back of his mind, but he kept pushing it away, refusing to acknowledge even the possibility of it. Irrational or not, it’s an even bigger fear than that she might have done something to herself.

What if she has returned to him?
 One of many fantasies—nightmares—that have kept following him over the last five years appears in his mind. It’s an image of Lexi lying in a dark, filthy bedroom having sex with Herman, that man she stayed with all that time. She is under him in the missionary position on a mattress directly on the floor, her legs and arms wrapped around the rangy man’s bare back. She kisses him deeply, passionately, the way she kisses Jason when they make love. More passionately even. In Jason’s mind, it’s clear that she is enjoying herself very much at the moment, enjoying the way this man fucks her. Probably even more than she enjoys having sex with Jason.
 He tries to push the disturbing image out of his head, but it sticks there and expands instead, becomes sharper and more distinct. He can see the ponytailed man grabbing Lexi and flipping her around so that she ends up on top of him. Herman’s cock is still inside his wife as he grabs her hips and starts to move her up and down, making her ride him. She places her small hands on his hairy chest and undulates on top of him. He groans loudly as Lexi’s large breasts hang over his face, just out of reach of his mouth. His hands soon leave Lexi’s hips and move to her heavy breasts that he grabs and starts playing with the way Jason likes to play with them. Except Lexi seems to enjoy the way this man touches, sucks on her tits much more than she likes Jason’s moves because she throws her head back and moans loudly, appearing about to have an orgasm.
 The man suddenly loosens his grip on her breasts and lifts her off of him and then tells her to suck him. Lexi immediately obeys and slides down the large man’s body until she is at his feet and takes his large erection into her mouth. It disappears far down her throat and the man groans with pleasure, complementing her on how good she is at blowjobs while stroking her head. His compliments seem to spur her on to do an even better job because she moves her head faster, takes him deeper down her throat. Jason can tell that she thoroughly enjoys sucking this man, even more than she seemed to enjoy riding Herman. She then—
 The sharp sound of Jason’s cell ringing interrupts the unpleasant little video that insists on playing inside his head, just at the point where the man is about to come from the great way his wife is blowing him.
 Shuddering and shaking his head, Jason reaches for his phone in his pocket and checks to see who is calling him. Please let it be Lexi.

But it’s not. It’s Sue Ann. Well, hopefully she is calling with some good news at least.
 “Hello, Sue,” he says breathlessly. “Did you hear from her?”
 “No,” she replies in a strained manner. “And so far it seems none of her friends have seen her either.”
 Jason’s heart sinks. That’s not what he had expected to hear. The images of the rangy man and Lexi fucking in that dark room materialize inside his head again. He tries his best to push them away, but they insist on staying. He can feel cold sweat break out along his hairline and his gut screams with pain. 

Oh, God, what if she has returned to him?
 “But that’s not why I called you,” Sue Ann continues, her voice much too somber, not angry like before. “I called you because it seems like John’s gun is missing. And I think that Lexi might have it.”
 A chill skitters over Jason’s spine like a quick spider. “What? Are you sure? What makes you think that?” 
 Sue Ann’s voice is tight and controlled, but Jason can still hear the note of hysteria shine through. “It was really just out of a whim as I got to thinking after I finished calling anyone Claudette and Lily and Angie could think of. Lexi was acting a bit tense when she was here the other day, and it was very important that she could come over and see me that particular day. I always thought it a bit odd that she was in such hurry to see me. And now that I thought about it some more, it struck me that maybe it had something to do with her wanting something. So I walked around the house, trying to think about what that something could be. Somehow I ended up in our bedroom and that’s how I discovered it missing.” 
 “Maybe John moved it.”
 John is Sue Ann’s husband and Lexi’s father.
 “No, I just called him and asked him about it. He’s working today. He says that he hasn’t touched it in years.”
 Jason has gone ice cold and the disgusting images in his head have finally disappeared. “He’s absolutely sure?”
 “Yes. I told him it was very important that he thought it through and he said that he’s absolutely certain. He hasn’t moved it from the drawer. I believe him.”
 Jason draws his fingers across his eyebrows, the pads of his thumb and index finger meeting. This feels like a nightmare that is only getting worse and worse. Like Sue Ann, he doesn’t doubt for a second that Lexi’s father—an engineer with a very sharp mind still despite turning sixty now—has moved the gun and then simply forgotten about it. John has never been a scatterbrained person. And it isn’t likely that Sue Ann herself has touched it, either, never having liked having the gun around in the first place. But John has always insisted that it is necessary for protection when you live in a house. Since John wears the pants in the Collins household, that was the way the matter ended.

Surely Lexi has taken it, just like Sue Ann suspects. Jason doesn’t even want to consider the “why” behind it, it unsettles him so much. Suicide has been a word that has slipped between Lexi’s lips far too many times for Jason to feel comfortable with her having a gun in her possession. Even if it has been a couple of years since she last spoke of it. They had all been so worried Matthew’s stillbirth would trigger a depression so huge in her that she would never again recover. Certainly all of them had expected that she would try to kill herself again. But, much to everyone’s relief, she got through it comparatively easily. 
 He should have known that had been too good to be true.
 He can only hope there were no bullets in John’s gun when she took it.
 “Do you think it was loaded?” he asks tensely, even though, deep inside, he knows it is a vain question.
 “Yes. John always has it loaded in case of burglars.” Sue exhales with desperation. “You know how he is.”
 A sense of dread seeps through Jason. Of course.

“Did you talk to the police?” Sue Ann asks.
 “I was just about to head down to the station. I’ll go as soon as we hang up.”
 After they disconnect, Jason rushes around the apartment and finds a few of photos of Lexi. They will be necessary for the cops to find her. He isn’t sure what must have triggered her relapse into depression this time, only that something must have and that he needs to find her before she can hurt herself. He doubts it can be something as trivial as he not giving her as much attention as usual lately. 
 With that gnawing on his mind, he dashes out of their apartment.





Chapter 21
 The cop who is filing the missing person report is female and strong-looking. Her name is Officer Garcia and she moves and talks in a way that suggests she is very comfortable in her milk chocolate skin and with her tight bun of black hair. She motions for Jason to take a seat in the worn chair before the light wooden desk and takes a seat herself at the other side. 
 She steeples her hands and places her index fingers against her lips as she takes a long, piercing look at Jason. Lowering her hands, she gives him a close-lipped smile.
 “So, Mr. Woods,” she says. “When was the last time you saw your wife? Alexandra Woods, was it?”
 “Yes.” Jason watches Officer Garcia as she scribbles down something on a sheet of yellow papers. “Yesterday in the morning. We shared a cab to work together. We do that most weekday mornings since we both work downtown.”
 She scribbles something else on the sheet. “Did you talk to her during the day?”
 “We only communicated a couple of times via text. The last time I heard from her was at five yesterday afternoon.”
 Officer Garcia turns her wrist and eyes her watch. Then her black gaze returns to Jason. “It’s only nine thirty. Is it possible that your wife is gone on purpose? What’s the state of your marriage?”
 Jason knows exactly what the woman is getting at, even expected such intrusive questions, so he barely raises a brow and instead replies in a calm voice, “Except for the fact that I suspect Lexi might have been a little irritated with me for having worked too much lately, it’s as good as it has ever been. My wife and I are very happily married. From the moment we met almost a decade ago we’ve been in love and that has never changed.”
 Jason feels a smile stretch his lips as he considers how much he and Lexi love each other. They truly do have a relationship to be envied, having stayed in love while most of their friends’ relationships either have ended or at least fizzled considerably.
 Officer Garcia gives something between a smile and a smirk. “Really? Pardon my cynicism here, but that sounds like something taken out of a Disney movie. No one is that happy all of the time.”
 “I never said we were always happy. I only said that we’re happily married and that we love each other deeply. That doesn’t mean we haven’t had problems. Our marriage has faced a lot of trials. I dare say more than most couples have over a lifetime of being married. But we dealt with our problems and in the end our relationship has gotten even stronger.” 
 At least this is what Jason has believed up until this morning. He and Lexi had a relationship that had only grown stronger with each tragedy. The fact that Jason continues to struggle with Lexi having lived with that other man, slept with him, is his own issue and he doesn’t talk about it with anyone, not even with Lexi. There is no point to pile on her guilt. Those images that keep popping up in his head, that haunt him on an almost daily basis, have nothing to do with the state of their actual relationship. He hopes that, one day, he will be able to stop thinking about them, stop having nightmares. Really, what she did with that man was only in an effort to punish herself for what she was guilty of. Well, that’s the word she likes to use—guilty. Jason hates it when she uses it in context with what happened and has never once used it himself. No one besides Lexi has. It wasn’t her fault, yet she continued to blame herself. But he had thought that she’d finally dealt with all those feelings of crippling guilt once and for all.
 Apparently, this is not so.
 The black-haired Latina cop nods slowly. “I see. So you are very happily married then…”
 “Yes, we are,” Jason says, loathing the fact that he sounds like a defiant child who refuses to deal with the truth. His lips shrink back to a more somber expression. “But as I told you, our marriage has faced quite a few trials, so it hasn’t always been a smooth ride. Also, my wife suffers from depression.”
 “Clinical depression?”
 He sighs. “I don’t think so, but at this point I’m not sure. All I know is that she never showed any signs of depression before the death of our first child almost six years ago. A two-year-old girl.” Jason is suddenly gripped by an avalanche of emotion and needs to take a moment to regain control of himself before he continues. He clears his throat. “It took a couple of years for her to recover from that. She was very, very depressed. But after she recovered, she was back to normal more or less and even went back to work. She is an accountant with Ernst & Young and very good at what she does.”
 There are no longer any traces of sarcasm on Officer Garcia’s face. “I’m so sorry about your loss. That cannot have been easy.” 
 “Thank you. No, it was a very hard time for both of us.” 
 Officer Garcia nods again and asks Jason if he would like some coffee. After he declines, she asks, “Do you think her depression might have something to do with her missing today?”
 “Yes, it’s a pretty big chance that’s the case. That’s the reason she disappeared the last time.”
 The police woman pulls in her chin in surprise. “The last time? Does your wife make it a habit of disappearing on you?”
 “No, it has only happened once before. But it took eight months before she came back home that time.”
 “I’m confused. Your wife disappeared for eight months? You mean she left you?”
 Jason clasps his hands in his lap and his blue eyes find the pale wooden table top before him. He can feel his shoulders slump and that same mix of those strong emotions—sadness, fury, and helplessness—rushes through him, weighing him down just as they did the day he found out that Lexi was not in Miami like she had made him believe. 
 “I guess that is what she did,” he says finally, meeting the officer’s gaze again. “She just couldn’t handle seeing me any longer, so I had to let her go.”
 Officer Garcia frowns, her strong brows turning into a unibrow, and looks perturbed. “She couldn’t handle seeing you any longer? Why? What did you do?”
 He gazes off into the distance as he relives that terrible day once again, his chest aching with the same intensity. So many terrible days in his life. Again his eyes return to Garcia after some time. “It’s more about what she did. It didn’t matter that I forgave her, kept telling her that it could have happened to anyone. That it wasn’t her fault. It was just an accident. Everyone was in agreement of that. But she would have none of it. She couldn’t forgive herself.”
 “I’m sorry, but you’ve totally lost me now. What did she do that was so bad?”
 He tells her an abbreviated version of the toddler’s death. When he finishes, Officer Garcia’s eyes widen and the corners of her mouth go down. She opens and closes her mouth a couple of times like a fish before she says, “Again, I’m so sorry. That is truly… tragic.”
 Jason gives a small nod and looks away. “Yes, I know.”
 A conversation between him and Lexi sometime in the months after their daughter was buried replays in Jason’s mind: 
 “You need to stop blaming yourself, Lexi,” he said while grabbing her shoulders. “Please stop crying like this. It’s not your fault. When are you going to finally see that?”
 Lexi did stop crying momentarily and instead her features twisted in an ugly mask of fury. “If it’s not my fault, then whose fault is it, Jason? Tell me!” He could feel tiny droplets of spittle on his skin as she screamed at him. “Yours for leaving her with me? Don’t be so fucking stupid! Of course it was my fault. I’m a terrible mother and person.” She burst into tears again and buried her face in her hands, trying to turn away from him. But he wouldn’t let her. He needed to convince her once and for all that she wasn’t at fault. It had only been an accident.
 When would she accept this and finally forgive herself? It had been several months now. What was done was done and Lexi beating herself up about it like this wouldn’t change what happened that fated day. 
 How could he make her see that?
 He cupped her face with both his hands. “Do you know how often I wish I was the one in your place that day?” he asked softly while looking into her tear-swollen face, hoping saying this would make her listen to him. Besides, it was true. “It kills me to see you blaming yourself like this, Lexi.”
 She did listen to him and she didn’t even look mad any longer. But she didn’t reply in the way that he had hoped. Instead she said, her voice as dead as her gaze now, “If she had been with you that day, Jason, she would still be alive today.”
 The police woman clears her throat, interrupting his thoughts. The way she contemplates him makes him think that she must have done so for several seconds without saying anything, just let him be alone with his thoughts. “Do you think the accident might have something to do with your wife’s disappearance?”
 Jason forces himself to focus on the here and now. This is not the time to ponder all those trying months; he needs to find Lexi before she can do something to herself. He unclasps his hands and sits up in the chair, takes a deep breath and squares his shoulders. “Yes, I think it might. But I can’t think of how. The first time she disappeared—well, left me—I was well aware of the reason, and that was why I didn’t attempt to make her come back home in the beginning. Besides, it wasn’t like I didn’t know where she was staying. I figured she needed space, some time on her own. I hoped that it would help her move on at last. So I let her go.”
 “Move on? Are you saying you had to let her go so she would stop blaming herself for the death of your daughter?”
 “Basically, yes. I truly thought that giving her this space would help her heal. But it turned out to be a huge mistake that nearly cost her life.” He lowers his gaze and shakes his head. “I should have insisted that her mother stay with her instead of letting her go on her own.”
 Officer Garcia places her elbows on the desk and leans forward, closer to Jason. “You mentioned she couldn’t handle seeing you any longer. What exactly do you mean by that? Why couldn’t she see you?”
 “Because I look just like our daughter.”
 Officer Garcia jerks a little. “Oh.” She licks her fleshy lips in a way that makes her appear nervous. “I guess that makes sense.”
 “Yes, I thought so too.” He smiles sadly. “She looked just like me. I could see how seeing me made Lexi think of her all the time. Finally she told me she couldn’t take it any longer, so she told me she needed to be away from me for a while in order to move on. Since she’d been so incredibly depressed for so long, I thought us being apart might make her feel better. It was worth a shot. We’d begun fighting more and more, and could both use a break from that. So she left for Florida a few days later. She was supposed to live in an apartment that we had rented for her down there. And I was not supposed to contact her for a while. We agreed that she would instead check in with her mother every night so I could be sure that she was okay.”
 “And did she stay at the house?”
 Jason is screwing around in his seat and the pain in his chest is replaced by the jealousy that so often haunts him. “She stayed there for a while. A few months from what I understand. We don’t really talk about it.”
 “Why not?”
 Jason doesn’t immediately answer. But finally he does, realizing that he doesn’t really have a choice. “I prefer not to talk about that time.”
 “Oh.” Officer Garcia looks at Jason for a long, intense moment. Before she can speak again, Jason says, “She spent some of her time away from me in Brooklyn.”
 “In Brooklyn? As in Brooklyn, New York?”
 “Yes. She left Florida for Brooklyn.” The jealousy in his chest grows hotter, edgier. He does his best to push it away, but it remains.
 “Why did she do that?”
 He clenches his teeth. “Because she didn’t think she deserved to live in a nice apartment by the beach while her daughter was lying in a grave because of her.” He sucks in a sharp breath. “Remember, she was extremely depressed and wanted to punish herself. She wanted to die.”
 “So she went to Brooklyn to die? Why Brooklyn?”
 “Well, she’d really intended to go to Queens where our daughter is buried, but the closest Greyhound station is in Brooklyn, so she went there. One day in Florida she simply decided that she was going to drink herself to death. While doing so, her plan was to visit our daughter’s grave as much as possible. But she got stuck in Brooklyn instead.”
 There is a nondescript expression on Officer Garcia’s face. “I see. I assume you didn’t know she was so close by?”
 “No, I had no idea.”
 “Where did she live while in Brooklyn?”
 He knows he must answer—and give the whole truth—even if it’s tearing him apart. “First she lived on the streets. But then she lived with a man who took pity on her. I finally caught on to what she was up to.”
 The police woman shakes her head, tsking. “Dios. That must have been so hard for you.”
 One of the corners of Jason’s mouth goes up in a humorless little smile. “Extremely.”
 “So you think she might have done something similar again?”
 “Yes. It seems the death of our son proved to be too much for her after all.”
 The Latina frowns at him. “The death of your daughter, you mean?”
 “No, I did mean son. Last year Lexi got pregnant again, but our son was born dead. Unexplained stillbirth.” Jason pretends to check his cell that he has kept in his hand the entire time just in case Lexi contacts him finally. He blinks away the tears that have sprung to his eyes. He will not become emotional in front of this woman. His gaze returns to the policewoman shortly. “He was born about a week and five months ago.”
 “Ay, dios mio…” she mutters. Then she clears her throat. “Well, your wife hasn’t been missing that long.” She throws a glance over Jason’s head. “It’s not even ten o’clock yet. It’s hard to drink yourself to death in a day, so she should be okay. You’re absolutely sure she isn’t just mad at you and spent the night at a friend’s house?”
 “Yes, her mother and sister and I have already looked into that possibility. It really doesn’t look like it. Besides, if that were the case, she would have called me by now. Unless something has triggered her depression, she would never be so cruel and intentionally stay away for that long. She knows that it would drive me crazy with worry.”
 “I understand. Unfortunately, there isn’t much the NYPD can do but to put out an APB for her across all five boroughs. We don’t have the resources to do a deeper investigation, especially since she is an adult and she might have left voluntarily.”
 Jason stares at the policewoman. “Really? There is nothing else you can do? What if I tell you that it looks like she has her father’s loaded gun with her? She went to her mother’s house a few days ago and her parents just discovered that the gun is missing.”
 She looks at him with a sober face. “I fully understand your concern, but nonetheless, there isn’t much the NYPD can do to find your wife except for putting out an alert. And if she is found, you will only be notified of her whereabouts if she agrees to that. Unless a psychiatrist has deemed your wife incapable of taking care of herself, she has the right to disappear on you for as long as she wants to. Your wife has not been declared mentally incapacitated, correct?”
 “No, she hasn’t. But, as I just told you, she was extremely depressed after the loss of our second child.”
 Officer Garcia presses her lips into a thin line. “I got that, but so far she’s still in charge of herself. Unfortunately, she has the right to do whatever she wants.”
 Jason can’t stop himself from glaring at the big policewoman now. He can almost not believe what it is that he is hearing. 
 “So that’s it?” he asks, his voice taut like a recently tightened guitar string. “Am I supposed to just sit around and wait for her to show up then? Or wait until it’s reported on the news that a thirty-year-old woman has”—-he can barely take the words into his mouth—“has killed herself?”
 Officer Garcia inhales. “Let’s hope she doesn’t kill herself. If I were in your shoes, Mr. Woods, I would hire a private investigator to try to find your wife. That would be your best bet in addition to what we’ll be doing for you. I have the number to several good ones. Would you like them?”
 “Yes, I do.”
 Her hand disappears inside a drawer in her desk and returns with some business cards that she hands Jason. He takes them and then fills out the rest of the report on his own, not saying a word. Ten minutes later, he is on the phone with the first private investigator. This time around he isn’t going to take any chances by simply relying on himself to try to find her.
 Not with Lexi having a gun on her.





Chapter 22
FIVE YEARS EARLIER
 
 
Jason hurried down Bedford Avenue, aimlessly scanning all the people he met on the street—well, the women. Somewhere here, in the many blocks that surrounded the Greyhound station, he hoped to find Lexi. 
 He should never have let her go in the first place. Not given her that much space. He should have known that, in her state of mind, leaving her on her own could only end badly. 
 But it was too late now; now he needed to fix it. Try to fix it.
 The phone conversation he’d had with the manager of the Akoya Miami Beach Condos yesterday echoed through Jason’s mind:

“Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen her in months,” the owner said.
 “When was the last time you saw her?” Jason asked. 
 There had been silence at the other end of the line. After some time, the owner had replied, “A long time ago. I really can’t remember. I’m sorry.”

Shortly after speaking to the owner, Jason had checked Lexi’s credit card statements. The last purchase made with her VISA had been a one-way Greyhound ticket to Brooklyn, New York from Miami, Florida. Jason could only assume Lexi had purchased the ticket for her own use since she was no longer in Florida. Why he couldn’t figure out. If she wanted to come back home, why hadn’t she just booked a flight instead? They weren’t so cash-strapped that she needed to spend twenty-four hours on a grimy, sweaty Greyhound bus to reach New York City. Even so, if she preferred taking the bus for some strange reason, why hadn’t she purchased a ticket for one that stopped on Manhattan? Jason had checked and there were several Greyhound stations on Manhattan, which were all closer than the one she had chosen. Why Brooklyn? And why hadn’t she called him to tell him she was coming home? Jason didn’t think it had been to surprise him. If that was the case, she might as well take the bus to a Manhattan station, not to the Brooklyn one. 
 Also, she would have appeared by now if it had only been about surprising him. According to Greyhound, the ticket had been used May 9th, 2009 and it was now September 11th, 2009. 
 Jason bumped into a man on the street who gave him a glare. Jason didn’t pay him any attention, just kept scanning the streets hoping to see Lexi somewhere. She had to be here somewhere.
 The day before taking the bus, she had apparently paid the condo rent for the next six months. This was something else Jason struggled to understand. Why would she pay all that rent if she had not intended to stay there? 
 The only reason he had figured out something wasn’t right was because Lexi’s mother had called him and told him it had been eight days since she’d last heard from Lexi. 
 Part of their agreement when Lexi told him she needed to get away for a while was that she would check in with her mother every night. After the first couple of months down in Florida she seemed to be getting better, so they agreed she could call every second or third day instead. After yet another month of what appeared to be progress, they scaled down the phone calls to every five to seven days. Jason had felt confident that his wife’s depression was on its last legs, because, lately, each time she spoke to her mother, she apparently seemed upbeat and normal. Any day now she would call him and tell him she was returning home. But then a few days ago Sue Ann had contacted Jason to let him know how worried she was that something might have happened to Lexi. That was when he had called up the Akoya Miami Beach Condos and demanded to speak to the manager and found out the details about the prepaid rent and the fact that no one on the premises had seen her in a long time.
 There was only one thing he could feel somewhat sure of—-since it seemed Lexi had planned to disappear completely on him for some inexplicable reason, chances were she was still alive somewhere. He had already filed a missing person report with the police. When he had told them the background of the situation, the cop who took down the report had calmly informed him that they would put out an APB for her, but since she had been in touch with her mother so often and not him, unfortunately it seemed like she just didn’t want to have anything more to do with him from now on. She was an adult, so it would be up to Lexi whether they would reveal her new destination to him when or if they found her. All they could really promise him was a report that she was safe.
 He had smashed the lamp on the hallway table when he got home, he had been so frustrated with the police. If he relied on them, he might never get to see Lexi again. By having taken such extreme actions, it was clear that she really didn’t want him to find her. So why would she agree to see him when—if—the cops ever found her? No, he would have to find her himself if he wanted to see her again. He could only hope that he found her before the police and that he found her alive.
 The only clue he had to go by was the fact that Lexi had used a public phone close to where he was pacing up and down the streets in Brooklyn right now. Sue Ann, who was fully supportive of Jason’s personal search for Lexi, had called the phone company and they had told her where the last several phone calls from Lexi had originated. This led both him and Lexi’s parents to assume that she must be somewhere in this Brooklyn neighborhood. Jason thought that, if he paced the streets here and showed people in this area a photo of Lexi, he would eventually find her—or at least something that would lead him closer to where she might be.
 He had left the apartment early this morning to begin his search just the way he had done yesterday and by now, past six o’clock in the evening, he must have spoken to and shown Lexi’s photo to several hundreds of people. All in all, he must have spoken to more than a thousand by now. No one had seen a woman like her anywhere, nor had he himself seen anyone that even remotely resembled Lexi anywhere in this entire neighborhood. It wasn’t a great neighborhood, and many of the people who passed through seemed shady. The people who worked here weren’t very friendly, either. It was possible that someone had actually seen her, but didn’t want to divulge that information to him; he couldn’t be sure. 
 His feet ached and his shirt was sweaty and dirty, and he felt like giving up. Maybe she wasn’t here any longer. Maybe the phone calls from the phone booth in this area had only been made when she was actually hanging around here and now she had moved on to somewhere else. Maybe he would need to hire a personal investigator in order to find her after all, though he still couldn’t see how such a person could do a better job than Jason himself. This was why he had instantly rejected the idea when Lexi’s parents had brought it up. He would find her, he’d assured them.
 Or maybe she was… no longer alive. It was difficult to even consider this possibility, but he knew that he must, so he allowed the thought to enter his head. Let it stay there for a few seconds before he pushed it away again. In his heart, he didn’t think this could be true. He believed that he would know if Lexi had died; he would feel it instinctively. But he didn’t feel this. Instead, he sensed that she was here somewhere and that she was alive. 
 He sighed, defeated. He might as well admit it to himself; he needed the help of a professional if he was ever going to find her, swallow his stubborn male ego that had originally assured him he’d find her on his own. Obviously, it had been wrong.
 A rangy man with brown hair in a ponytail and a tan, appealing face walked down the street toward Jason. Somewhere in his late thirties, he was wearing a gray, worn T-shirt and baggy jeans with holes and stains on them. A tattered fanny pack was attached to the man’s hips. Their eyes connected as the man came closer to where Jason was standing outside a deli. I might as well give it one more shot, Jason thought. This guy will be the last one before I’ll call it a day. So when the man was only a couple of yards away from Jason, Jason pulled out the photo and said, “Excuse me,” to the man.
 The man paused and there was an inquisitive look on his face. Now that they were closer, Jason noted that the man had a light beard and that he looked… dirty, as if he had a film of grease mixed with dust over all of his skin. He looked just the way a homeless person looks, like they could use a good scrub down. Still, the man was not unattractive.
 “Yeah?” he said. “What can I do for you?”
 Jason held up the photo he had of Lexi that by now was wrinkled and greasy from having been handled several hundred times in the hot, humid late summer weather. But you could still get a clear look of the woman it depicted.
 “Have you seen this woman somewhere?” Jason asked. “It’s my wife and I have reason to believe that she is somewhere in this area. She’s gone missing.” 
 As the words left Jason’s mouth, he realized just how strange they sounded. Was this the way he had portrayed the situation the entire time, or only just now? He sure hoped it had only been just now because, to his own ears, it had sounded like he had announced that his pet rabbit had run away and that he was now searching for it. Not a human being—his wife.

 The bearded, narrow-faced man stared at the photo in Jason’s hand. As he finally removed his gaze and looked at Jason again, Jason noted that he was blinking rapidly and the smile that spread across his lips made him appear nervous. He shook his head quickly.
 “No, I’m sorry. I have no idea who that is.” 
 Jason could smell the sweet, distinct odor of alcohol wafting toward him as the man spoke. He gave Jason a nod and then he kept walking down the street, faster than before. 
 Instantly on alert, Jason turned his head and watched the rangy man disappear between the many people on the street. Before the crowds had fully swallowed him up, Jason started to move in his direction, keeping his eye on the man’s bobbing brown head that still floated among the others. Something about the way the man had stared at Lexi’s photo and then acted so perturbed afterward suggested that he knew more than he had been willing to admit to Jason. Having nothing better to do, no better lead, Jason decided he would go after the man. It might turn out to be a dead lead, but it was all he’d got and certainly worth a shot. 
 He followed the man several streets, at times worrying that he had lost him, but then, finally, he spotted him again. The man stopped walking at a street corner where a small person with short, black hair sat. The hair was so short that Jason couldn’t tell whether it was a boy or a girl he was looking at sitting there on the street with a big, white plastic cup between the bare legs. The person was wearing baggy, cut-off jean shorts and a tattered-looking green tank top. The feet wore cheap-looking flip-flops.
 The small person seemed happy to see the tan man, who sat down on the street and peered into the white cup. They were talking about something. Jason made sure he kept his distance, not wanting either of them to notice that someone was watching them. He was still half a block away, hiding behind a bus station. At the moment, he only got a view of the man’s small friend’s back. It was so warm outside still that no more than the minimal clothing the person wore was required. In fact, Jason wished he was wearing a lot less than the T-shirt and jeans he had on himself. Shorts and a tank top would have been a better choice for what he was doing today, considering the sweltering weather.
 Finally, the rangy man got to his feet and held out a hand toward the other person, who took it and stood up. Jason noted now that this was very much a woman or a girl, not a young man. No teenage boy had boobs like this one. Jason shaded his eyes to get a better view of the woman; he desperately wanted to get a look at her face. But the sun was shining straight into his eyes over the building before him, making it hard to see clearly.
 The couple began walking down the street, the rangy man having slung an arm around the woman’s shoulders. Jason set after them, careful to keep his head down as he scurried closely but not too closely behind. Thankfully, the man didn’t seem to notice that Jason had followed him because he seemed in no hurry to get away from the streets. 
 Jason’s heart kept pumping wildly as he continued after the couple. The woman had now slipped an arm around the man’s back, smiling big at him. Jason thought that she looked like Lexi, moved like Lexi, but he couldn’t be sure. Plus, this woman had stubby, black hair. Lexi loved her long, caramel brown locks. She would never ever cut them and color them black, would she? 
 Not the Lexi he was used to at least. Of course, the Lexi he was used to would never hang around here in Brooklyn, begging for money on the street. The Lexi he knew didn’t have to. She had a job and a husband that she loved and who loved her. Why would she ever give that up to be with some drunken loser in a shady area of Brooklyn? It was probably just a girl that reminded him of Lexi. Jason had probably just read too much into the way the man had looked when he had shown him Lexi’s photo. Why else was this guy so relaxed now as he was walking down the street with that girl—the potential Lexi—under his arm? Jason was just wasting his time following these two people. Still, he couldn’t make himself stop. He needed to get a better look of the girl before he gave up.
 The couple took a sharp right turn when they reached the next street corner. Jason picked up his pace so that he would see where they were heading. Peering around the building he hid behind, he watched them walk up to a rundown apartment building. They disappeared into the front door. Jason remained on the street, still standing behind the street corner. 

Now what? he asked himself, his heart banging in his chest. Should he rush after them and see which apartment they walked into? Well, he’d better hurry in that case or it would be too late. Just as he had made up his mind that he would run after them, he saw that the building’s front door suddenly opened. The girl with the short, black hair came back out and she was walking in his direction. 
 Retracting his head, he pressed himself against the building wall and tried to think what to do next. Should he just remain here, pretending to be… what? Waiting for someone? He supposed he had no other choice but to pretend that he was. If it actually was Lexi, it wouldn’t matter what he did anyway. He could hear the girl approaching the spot where he was standing.
 He held his breath as she came up to the corner and then rounded it. As she discovered him standing there, she let out a little yelp and tried to become one with the building, disappear into it. Then she froze and simply stared at him. He stared back and then grabbed her arm.
 “Lexi!”

It was Lexi all along… He was filled with an immense sense of relief. He had finally found her and she was alive! But he was also filled with something else, something like dread and sadness he thought at first before he realized what it really was—intense jealousy. 

What had she been doing with that man, walking with him like they were a couple, looking so happy?
 She tried to shake herself free from his firm grip, but he wouldn’t let go. He would never let her go again, not that easily. 
 “Lexi,” he said again, softer this time, pushing away his expanding jealousy. “What are you doing here?”
 She stared at him with uncomprehending eyes, settling down a little. Then, as if something suddenly dawned on her, she lowered her gaze to the ground. He could tell how her body lost the sudden rigidity that had come over her at the sight of him. He loosened his grip around her arm, sure that she wouldn’t go anywhere. She met his eyes again, hers full of tears now.
 “I’m here because I want to die,” she said simply. A whiff of alcohol came out of her mouth as she spoke. As Jason took a closer look at her, he noted that her eyes were not only blurry from tears, but they were also puffy and red. Her entire face was puffy and blotted with red, the way an alcoholic’s face is puffy and red in places such as the nose and the cheeks. She had lost weight, being a mere shadow of her previous self now.
 Pain went through him as he took in her pitiful appearance and he wanted to cry himself, but of course that would never happen. He never cried. Instead he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, glad that she didn’t resist the way he had feared she would. But she didn’t sling her own arms around him, either, just remained there and let herself be hugged. He stiffened as an image of how easily she had slung her arm around that other man entered his mind, how easily she had smiled at him. The man she had disappeared into the building with only minutes earlier.
 “Who is the man?” he asked in a voice he could hear himself was fraught with jealousy. The jealousy kept expanding and expanding within him, causing his throat and lungs to ache. “What are you doing with him?”
 Lexi didn’t reply, simply kept hiding her face against his chest like an ashamed child. He could feel her tremble slightly and his T-shirt getting wet from her hot tears.
 Swallowing back the continued assaults of jealousy, he removed her gently from his chest. He put a finger under her chin and raised it so she had to face him. “You’re coming home with me now, okay?” he said, not really asking.
 She didn’t respond, barely nodded, but she did move her feet and walked with him as he took her hand and led her away from the dirty, potholed Brooklyn street where they were standing. An hour later they were back home in their apartment on the Upper West Side where Jason drew up a bath for Lexi. When she was clean, he put her to bed and watched her fall asleep with the help of several sleeping pills, not leaving her bed once the entire night.





Chapter 23
NOW
 
 
Icy rain drops strike Jason’s face as he exits the 9th Ave subway station in Brooklyn. He hasn’t been back in this shoddy neighborhood more than once since he found Lexi here the last time. Not that he usually has a reason to visit this part of Brooklyn, but even if he did, he would have done everything in his power to make it so that he wouldn’t have to go. He never wants to come back here again. He doesn’t want to have to think about the things he has been plagued with ever since he found Lexi on these streets more than he already does. Almost every day does he think about how Lexi has voluntarily spent months with another man. Slept with him every night. 
 He has never mentioned to his wife just how much her being with this other man bothers him. He keeps it to himself. After all that she has suffered, he doesn’t feel that he can, or even should. Besides, he knows that she wasn’t herself then, so how can he blame her? Even so, a small part of him keeps on blaming her. A small part of him cannot forgive her for betraying him like that. That part of him hates her for what she has done, eats away at him slowly but surely the way acid wears down the enamel on your teeth. Some days the painful memories sting worse than others, and today is one of those. Being here again inevitably bring them back all at once, which of course causes their intensity to magnify tenfold.
 It will only get worse when he reaches the spot where he saw Lexi seated outside a small deli, wearing hardly any clothes in the Indian summer heat, soliciting money from passersby on the street. Now it’s winter, rainy and freezing cold, not summer and warm like it had been that late afternoon. But he still feels compelled to go see if she is there. He can’t imagine why she would be there, but you never know. He never thought she would disappear on him again, didn’t see it coming at all, yet that’s what she did. Anything seems possible now. 
 While the private investigator he has found—Hans Rutherford—combs the city in search of her, using all of his expertise, Jason will do what he can to help find her as well. There is no way he will be able to sit at home and just wait for the P.I. or the cops to call him with news about Lexi. He has to do something or he will drive himself crazy, pacing their apartment while willing his phone to light up with an incoming call. 

Yes, you never know, he keeps on repeating to himself as he gets closer and closer to the area where he spotted her the first time, not wanting to admit the real reason he is doing this. The real reason he has come to this part of Brooklyn this miserable afternoon. He has come here because he needs to see with his own eyes if she has returned to Herman. That is what he truly fears, almost as much as he fears her having committed suicide if he is going to be honest with himself. Because if she has returned to this man, it means their marriage is over. 
 Jason knows himself; he won’t be able to get over her sleeping with this man a second time. It was hard enough to get over it the first time it happened. He doesn’t even think he has fully gotten over that yet. Not the way thoughts of it keep coming back to him almost every day. Yes, seeing her with him again would kill him. So the more time he can buy himself before finding that out, the better. Which is why he is pacing the streets here in Brooklyn, telling himself that he might spot Lexi somewhere.
 When he brought up his worry to Officer Garcia right before leaving the station this morning, she told him that she didn’t think Lexi had returned to Herman. Lexi’s psychiatrist, Dr. Meyer, whom Jason contacted earlier, and Rutherford, a seasoned investigator, had both agreed. Why would she go back to him? they all asked him. She was drunk and depressed at the time, and the man had just happened to have found her and agreed to take her in because he felt sorry for her. It had merely been a convenient exchange for the two of them—she got a roof over her head while pursuing her goal to drink herself to death and the man got company. It had been nothing more than that. 
 Jason agreed with them, but he also thought that, while what they were saying was true, none of them know Lexi the way Jason knows her. They didn’t see how happy she seemed when she walked beside that dirty, poor bum as Jason followed them to his apartment building. How she was smiling up at him and leaning into him, enjoying the fact that he had slung an arm around her shoulders. They didn’t see how truly sad she was when Jason came to get her away from there, from that man.
 Of course, Jason knew part of the sadness could be attributed to the fact that he reminded her of their dead daughter again, but he wasn’t so sure it was only due to that. Especially since Lexi never again mentioned how badly their similar features brought back difficult memories. She may not have resisted him bringing her back home, but neither had she been happy about it. She seemed completely indifferent, like she was nothing more than a walking ragdoll as he’d pulled her away from those pot-holed streets.
 If Jason is going to be completely honest with himself, he really doesn’t know if she’d have preferred staying with Herman. Forever or until she had drunk herself to death since that had been her plan as she arrived in Brooklyn—find a cheap place to stay under a fake name and fill herself with so much alcohol her organs eventually shut down. In addition to taking a cash advance on her credit card, she had sold all her jewelry and designer clothes while still in Florida to buy alcohol and be able to rent a dirt cheap room somewhere close to the cemetery where their daughter was buried. While rambling around drunk on the streets in the Brooklyn neighborhood, she had finally passed out at a street corner. Herman found her as he was walking home and took her to his place to let her sober up there. He convinced her to move in with him the next day, and she did, figuring he would be the right company for her purpose. At that point, she had already been in Brooklyn for some time, but she can’t remember for how long. It could have been days or several weeks. She can’t remember if she used all her money for alcohol or if someone stole it from her. All she knows is that, by the time she met Herman, she was broke.
 Over the last few years, Jason caught Lexi several times with a faraway look in her eyes and a sentimental smile on her lips. When he asked her what she was thinking about, she just shook her head and the smile vanished, often replaced by a frown instead, as though he had asked her something utterly inappropriate. He felt sure she had been thinking of Herman on those occasions. 

Herman. He hates that stupid name. Just thinking about it makes Jason physically ill. 
 Jason spits on the ground before him as he keeps walking along Flatbush Avenue in the direction of the little deli that is only four blocks away from Herman’s apartment building. He is almost there now. The rain keeps whipping his face, often getting into his eyes. He keeps wiping at it with his hands, regretting not having brought an umbrella. He had known it would rain.
 The closer he gets to the deli, the stronger the fear of finding his wife with Herman becomes. He no longer knows what would be worse—finding that Lexi has willingly returned to this man or that she is dead, having taken her own life with the help of her father’s gun. The answer should be clear, simple—her suicide is worse, of course—but Jason grows increasingly unsure of this. It just isn’t so simple to him. His heart screams with agony at the thought of Lexi being with Herman. He will ultimately have to accept it if this is her choice, as impossible as that seems right now. He will have to let her go if she refuses to come back with him this time. He just doesn’t know how he will be able to live with it.
 As he has suspected, there is no Lexi sitting on the dirty, wet asphalt outside the little deli, asking for money out in the freezing rain. There are no homeless people sitting out there at all, barely any people walking outside on the street even. Still, he hangs around in this area for several more minutes, as if he thinks that Lexi will magically appear and thank him for coming to get her once again. Truly thank him this time. Not just look at him with eyes that underneath all those tears are really rather indifferent at seeing him again after such a long time apart. He would rather have seen fury, hate, annoyance—any emotion, even a negative one, would have been better than indifference. After all, the distance between love and hate is a lot closer than the one between love and indifference. But of course she never appears, so finally Jason has to get moving, head toward his real destination. Face the bitter reality at last, if that is what God has in store for him.
 He walks at a medium pace, keeping his face down to avoid getting hit by the rain that has turned into needles of ice now, stinging his skin. Should he buy an umbrella in one of the drugstores or delis he passes? He decides not to, not wanting to waste more time to deal with what is to come. Better to get it over it.
 It doesn’t take long before he reaches the street and the building where Herman lives. Having been there more than once, the address has always stuck with Jason—369 Flatbush Avenue. 
 He raises his gaze and walks with heavy steps toward the six-story building, slowing his pace a little. As he reaches the front door, he realizes that he, even though he was back to talk to Herman once and remembers his street address, he can’t remember which apartment Herman lives in, only that it’s not on the bottom floor. The names on the gate buzzer list next to the door are so blurry that he can’t make them out even if he shines the flashlight on his smartphone on them. Well, when I get inside, I should remember, he thinks. 
 He tries the front door to see if it’s open. It’s not.
 Sighing, he prays that one of the many tenants won’t mind buzzing him in. As he contemplates who to try first, someone opens the door and comes out of the building. A small, black woman wearing a hooded coat. She gives him a small nod and holds up the door for him so he can enter. He might as well go inside, he decides, and does, thanking the woman. Before she can get very far, it dawns on him that he is about to miss out on an opportunity. It has suddenly dawned on Jason that Herman might have moved.
 “Excuse me, miss,” he calls after her. She stops in her tracks and turns toward him. 
 “Do you know someone called Herman Jackson?” he asks. “I was told he lives here.”
 “Herman? Yes, Herman lives here. In 4 C.”
 “Thank you.”
 She gives him another nod, then swivels around and is on her way again. He walks deeper into the dark, smelly apartment building and begins climbing the stairs, having found no elevator. Again, he takes his time, the eagerness to get it over with not as strong any longer, and weakening with every step upward he takes now. Whatever might be going on with Lexi and this man, he is in no hurry to find out. It just can’t be good news. 
 Finally, he is standing outside the apartment door that says 4 C. It is completely quiet in the hallway and the light bulb in the ceiling has lost some of its wattage, casting a bleak light over the threadbare stairwell. Sadness mixed with a sharp sense of terror grabs his heart, paralyzing him for some time. His entire body screams a silent no, don’t do it. Leave this floor, this building and go home. If you find her here with him again, you may do something you regret. The police or Rutherford will eventually find her here if she is indeed in there.
 Is she worth killing for? 
 But of course he can’t just leave without knowing if she is there or not. So he raises his hand and presses the white doorbell. No sound follows, suggesting that the bell must be broken. He tries a couple more times with the same result. Finally he raps his knuckles over the wooden apartment door, hard three times. As he waits to hear footsteps approaching the door from inside the apartment, he holds his breath, his heart banging like a madman against his ribcage. He waits and waits, knocks on the door again, harder, but no one comes to answer it. 
 Well, he can’t count on Herman being at home only because it is raining outside and he wants him to be. Jason looks around the quiet stairwell. There are three other apartment doors in addition to Herman’s there. What shall he do? Wait and see if Herman and—God forbid—Lexi show up… ? Eventually at least Herman has to show up, since he lives here still according to the girl who let him in the building.
 Not knowing what else to do, he decides that he will wait for Herman to come home. There is nothing for him to do but that. He might as well pace the floor here instead of the one in their apartment, while waiting to hear from the police or Rutherford. At least this way something useful might come out of his pacing. 
 Less than three hours later and a couple of raised brows by neighbors finding him there, Jason’s patient wait pays off. Herman is coming up the stairs, hunched over like he is very tired. When Jason notes that he is alone, he let out a silent breath of relief.
 Wearing a dark, ragged coat and a hat that drips water, Herman pauses at the sight of Jason standing a couple of feet away from his apartment door. Jason isn’t sure if the older man recognizes him; if he does, his body language doesn’t give it away. Jason doesn’t think he does; after all, it was five years ago since they spoke and only briefly.
 “Can I help you?” Herman asks in a cautious but friendly tone. 
 “Is Lexi with you?” Jason blurts out, his voice jagged with jealousy. He can’t help himself; the need to find out is too overwhelming.
 The other man looks confused. “Who is Lexi?”
 “My wife. She stayed with you for a few months five years ago. Small woman, slender with a large bust. She had short, black hair back then.”
 As Herman seems to be pondering Jason’s words, Jason suddenly remembers that Lexi called herself Jenny back then. Jenny Smith so that Jason wouldn’t be able to find her.
 “She called herself Jenny back then,” Jason says. “I was here once to talk about her with you, remember?”
 Herman’s face lights up like a Christmas tree. 
 “Ah, Jenny!” he says and smiles a little. “Sweet Jenny who always liked her alcohol neat…” He peers at Jason from under his hat. “I remember you now. You guys got married?”
 It takes all that Jason has got not to throw himself at Herman with his flippant tone of voice and start pounding him. Why is the bum asking him if they’re married?
What the hell kinda question is that? Then Jason remembers that he had in fact only told Herman that he was Jenny’s boyfriend at the time they spoke. He hadn’t even bothered to inform the bum that Jenny’s real name was Lexi. There had been no point when all Jason had needed was for Herman to talk to Lexi over the phone, assure her that he had never once left Brooklyn since she got back to Manhattan.
 “Yeah, we’re married now,” Jason replies in a clipped voice, his hands fisted. “Is she back here or not? Have you seen her?”
 The reminiscing grin on Herman’s lips turns hesitant and he has the decency to look a little embarrassed at last. “Nah, not in a long time. Years. Not since the day she disappeared. You threw her out again?” 

What the…“No, I didn’t throw her out!” he hisses at Herman, struggling to keep his voice even. “I’ve never thrown her out. We just decided to spend some time apart because—” he cuts himself short. He never bothered to enlighten this bum about the reasons Lexi left him that first time, and he certainly doesn’t need to do so now. Not that he knows anyway. “It doesn’t matter. So you’re telling me she isn’t with you again?”
 The man tsks, shaking his head. “I wish.”
 A flash of hot jealousy shoots through Jason as he glares at the man with furious eyes and clenches his fists tighter. Herman seems to have turned oblivious to whom he is speaking all of a sudden. Jason sucks in a quiet breath to calm down the fire within him and not to jump on top of Herman, beat some sense into the bastard. He doubts that it will result in anything but giving Jason the satisfaction of turning the bum into a bloody pulp. Besides, what Herman just said makes sense if she isn’t with him. And that’s all that Jason really cares about anyway 
 Before Jason can ask the other man if he is absolutely sure he doesn’t know where Lexi is, a haggard woman walks up the stairs, carrying a plastic bag full of something bulky. Her blonde hair is stringy with gray streaks and her skin is pockmarked, and she moves as though she is asleep. She stops at the sight of Jason and Herman, who are both standing in front of Herman’s apartment door.
 Her bleary, baggy eyes go between the two men and finally end up on Herman.
 “You got a visitor?” she asks him, her voice hoarse like she has smoked too many cigarettes in her day.
 Herman glances at Jason and shrugs. “Nah, he’s just here looking for his wife.”
 “Oh,” the woman says. “You know her? She live in the neighborhood?”
 Herman shakes his head. “No, pumpkin. Not anymore.”
 The woman nods and continues toward the apartment door. As she opens the door, Herman nods to the woman. “That’s my girlfriend, Annie. If there’s nothing more you wanna know, I’m gonna go inside with her.”
 As Jason watches Annie disappear into the dark apartment, he decides he’ll be wasting his time by probing the bum before him anymore. If he has a girlfriend, it isn’t likely that he has Lexi in there with him. Especially since the girlfriend doesn’t seem to have any idea what he is talking about. 
 Jason shakes his head. “No. Thanks.” He can’t make himself say the word goodbye to Herman and instead just swivels around and begins descending the stairs. A clump of unease is materializing in his stomach and is growing larger and larger. He knows he should be relieved that Lexi hasn’t gone back to Herman, be happy, but he can’t be. If Lexi isn’t with Herman, then where can she be? Now that he is faced with the most likely answer, he realizes that maybe it would have been better if she had found her way back to Herman after all. At least that meant that she would be alive still.
 Dread streams through his veins as he keeps going down the stairs. He sticks his hand down his jacket pocket and finds his smartphone. No messages, which shouldn’t surprise him since he has the volume turned up as loud as it can go and has put it on vibrate. He would have felt it if someone tried to contact him. Rutherford and Officer Garcia have both promised him that they will contact him immediately as soon as they learn something about Lexi’s whereabouts, and so have Sue Ann and John and Claudette. Anybody who knows that Lexi is gone. Clearly, there is no progress on their end either. By now Lexi has been missing more than twenty-four hours. Jason has heard that the longer someone is missing, the bigger the chance that they won’t be found alive. 
 As he reaches the front door in the apartment building, he stops for a second and grasps the knob, unable to turn it and push the door open. All he can do is think, Please. Oh God, please.
 Don’t let her die, too.















Chapter 24
FIVE YEARS EARLIER
 
 
Jason took me to a doctor as soon as we returned to Manhattan straight from Herman’s apartment. It took a few hours before I got to see the doctor. 
 When I saw my husband standing there as I turned the street corner to pick up the booze Herman and I forgot as we walked home, I didn’t know what to think. At first I tried to hide from the handsome, dark-haired man with the piercing blue eyes standing right behind the building. I thought he was a stranger out to get me the way he was staring at me—and not get me in a good way. 
 Then I realized that I knew this man and that he wasn’t dangerous, but I still didn’t know where I had met him before. Even so, the initial fear that had made me want to instantly escape faded and I calmed down slightly. It was only when he grabbed my arm and called out my name that it suddenly dawned on me who this person was—it was Jason, my husband. I had a husband and my name wasn’t Jenny. My name was Lexi Woods and I wasn’t a fired waitress living in the hood with a boyfriend who had thrown me out. I was married and I had a daughter who was dead now. A two-year-old little girl. The mere thought of her made my eyes fill with tears and I told Jason that I was here in Brooklyn in this awful place with Herman because I wanted to die. I didn’t deserve to be alive. Not when I couldn’t take care of my own daughter, when instead she had died while under my watch.
 As I sat in a chair while the doctor checked me out, my entire body was trembling, not just my hands. My teeth chattered and I was cold despite that the AC in the examination room was so poor the nurse who took us in there apologized for the space being so hot and humid. I was dizzy, my heartbeat erratic and fast. I was anxious and confused, and I had a fever that made me sweat so much I felt like I had just taken a shower. 
 After the thorough examination I was put through, it was determined that I needed to go through an alcohol detox. Because I was already displaying so many withdrawal symptoms from the months of drinking heavily, I needed to go through my detox at the hospital instead of at home so my vital signs could be monitored. 
 The first two nights were by far the worst. When I was not hanging over the toilet, vomiting or dry-heaving, I was lying in bed with several covers over me, sweating and freezing at the same time, trembling like a leaf in a storm. My heart kept racing in my chest and I felt horribly anxious. Herman came to talk to me from time to time. On occasion he was in a good mood and cracked jokes, but mostly he was mad, asking me how I could have left him like that when he took care of me, let me stay with him for so long. A couple of times he was so mad he was about to beat me and I screamed at him to please stop, I didn’t have a choice. Jason made me leave. I would have stayed with Herman if I could. I didn’t really want to go, I assured him.
 In the middle of my screams and pleas, a couple of male nurses came into the room. Standing behind Herman, who was glaring at me with a raised hand and ready to strike, the two men gazed at me with severe expressions.
 “What’s wrong, Lexi?” the short, bald one asked me. “Why are you covering your face?”

What the fuck? Do they really have to ask? Are they blind? I was sitting up in the hospital bed, having raised my arms to protect my head from the beating Herman was about to give me. 
 I blinked and suddenly Herman was no longer there, only the two male nurses. I turned my head in search of Herman. What happened to him? I looked and I looked, but he was nowhere to be found in the sparsely furnished hospital room we were in. 
 “Herman was here just now and he was about to hit me,” I explained to the bald nurse, who was standing closest to my bed. He grabbed my arms and made me lower them to my sides. I hadn’t realized they were still up. My heart thundered and cold sweat coated my face. 
 The nurse considered me with a neutral expression. “No one was in the room but you when we came in here. You were screaming and fighting the air.”
 I scowled at him. That’s ridiculous. I know what I saw.
 The other nurse, a pasty-faced man in his thirties, came up beside Baldy. Calmly, he wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my upper left arm and began pumping it with air while adroitly attaching a stethoscope to his ears. My arm was squeezed as the cuff expanded.
 “You were experiencing a hallucination,” Baldy stated and produced a bottle of bright yellow Gatorade that he handed me. “And it seems you’re having paranoia, too. No one is here to hurt you, only help you. Drink this.”
 I wanted to snap at him that he was wrong—Herman was here—but I was suddenly too exhausted to speak. Instead I just took the already opened Gatorade and brought it to my mouth to drink. All the vomiting I had been doing the last couple of days had left me badly dehydrated. I swallowed a couple of mouthfuls of the sweet, lemon-flavored drink. My eyes still searched the room, expecting to see Herman pop up somewhere. But he didn’t.
 Feeling a stick in my arm, I jerked my head in the direction of the two nurses and I saw that Baldy was injecting me with something. By the time I realized what he was doing, he had already removed the needle from my arm.
 “What… what are you doing?” I demanded. You can’t do that, I wanted to add, but already my tongue and lips had become too weak for me to form the words. A sense of calmness spread through my veins, causing me to relax. My eyelids became heavy.
 “I’m helping you sleep,” the man said. “You need to rest.”
 I tried to make my eyes stay open, but it soon became too hard and I drifted away into a soft cloud of nothingness. 
 The third day was not quite as difficult to get through as the first two and the next two were even easier. I finally accepted the fact that Herman’s angry visits had just been a figment of my imagination. It was hard not to when Jason got him on the phone for me, telling me the man had no idea what had happened to me or where I was. Even if he had known, he would never have been allowed into my room.
 I was still doubtful as Jason handed me the phone with what he claimed was Herman at the other end. Reluctantly, I took my husband’s smartphone out of his hand.
 Putting it to my ear, I said a defiant, “Hello?” I expected to hear someone faking the sound of Herman, which I of course would be able to tell immediately.
 “Pumpkin, is that you? Where did you go? You alright? I was looking for you.”
 I removed the phone from my ear and stared at it for a moment. It was no question that was Herman’s voice, which is very distinct, melodious yet hoarse. No one was that good a faker. I put it back to my ear.
 “Yes, it’s me, Herman. I’m okay. Were… were you here?”
 “Where? I don’t know where you are. Where are you?” The sincerity in Herman’s words was unmistakable. I supposed he really didn’t know where I was then.
 I cleared my throat, suddenly feeling guilty. I should have told him I was leaving. For good. “I had to go back home. I’m sorry, I should have told you.”
 “You with your boyfriend?”
 I tried to remember what I had told Herman about my life. My time with him was all a big blur since I had been drunk pretty much always. Had I told him I had a boyfriend? Yes, I probably had. I think I told him my boyfriend threw me out and that I was fired from my job as a waitress at a diner. I know I told him my name was Jenny Smith. After some time, I myself had started to believe I was this person, forgetting all about Lexi Woods and her life. It was strange how quickly I had slipped into my new identity, fully become Jenny Smith. The only thing that didn’t change was the deep pain in my chest that only lots of alcohol helped to soothe, the pain that I deserved to feel for some reason. Even though I now knew who I really was, I didn’t see a point for me to set Herman straight. It seemed better to keep my two identities apart for now. So I replied, “Yes, I’m with my boyfriend. He came to get me.” 
 “Is he good to you?”
 I looked at Jason then. He was staring at me with those clear blue eyes full of worry. I couldn’t help but fill with gratitude then, gratitude that I was so lucky to be married to a man who loved me so much as Jason did. After all that I had put him through this past year, he was still by my side, not having wavered once in his support of me. He came to find me when I had done everything in my power to go missing on him and everyone else in order to drink myself to death. He may not appear like it, but I knew that he was just as devastated by our daughter’s death as I was. He didn’t deserve all the additional pain my actions had undoubtedly caused him. That my death would continue to cause him. Obviously he would eventually have found out about that. My cheeks heated with shame when the extent of all that I had done to him dawned on me. How could I have been so selfish? It was time to stop, time to stay strong for Jason. He loved me.
 I reached for my husband’s hand and pulled him closer to me. 
 “Yes,” I finally said into the phone and smiled, squeezing Jason’s hand. “He’s great. I’m very lucky.”
 “That’s good. Alrighty then, pumpkin. You take care.”
 “You too, Herman. Thank you for everything.”
 “No problem. It was fun times.”
 “They sure were fun,” I lied. As more memories came back to me now—fuzzy or not, many of them were still clear enough for me to remember how our lives had been—I became cold and discomfort seeped through me. There hadn’t been much fun about the times we had shared. But there was no point in mentioning that. Herman obviously felt differently and, what’s more, he didn’t seem particularly upset that I was gone. That was the best part. I was glad that he didn’t seem to miss me more.
 “Well, I gotta go, Jenny,” Herman said. “Glad you’re back home.”
 We said goodbye and then I gave back the phone to Jason. I gazed up at him.
 “So does that mean I’m crazy?” I asked him, matter-of-factly.
 He tilted his head to the side. “What do you mean?” His eyes went cold just as I was about to ask him if he actually didn’t get what I meant by that—obviously I was referring to the fact that I had been having hallucinations. “For hanging with a bum like Herman for so long, you mean?” he asked. There was a definite edge to that last sentence.
 That warm, fuzzy feeling that had been expanding within me came to a sharp halt. I was not about to complain about Jason acting grouchy, however. I would have felt the same way had he been with another woman. No, scratch that. I would have been more than grouchy; I would have been furious. When I had told him in the cab back to Manhattan that I had been living in Herman’s studio, sharing the same bed with him for at least a couple of months, Jason had taken it much better than I could imagine that I would have ever done.
 “No, crazy for having hallucinations,” I replied calmly instead. 
 He looked at me for a long moment. “You better ask Dr. Meyer about that. But as far as I’ve been told, hallucinations are common during alcohol withdrawal, so probably not.”
***
Ever since Jason had found me in Brooklyn and brought me back home, Dr. Meyer insisted that he and I come to therapy together once a week in addition to the two separate times I went on my own. While I felt much better after my detox and in the weeks that followed immediately after, I was still not back to normal. I still had a lot of work to do to get there, but I believed that I would get there one day. The only thing that really changed after I was back with Jason was that I no longer felt like I deserved to die for my daughter being dead. I had finally managed to forgive myself for what I had done. I had accepted that it had been an accident and that it could have happened to anyone. But I was still mourning and I needed help getting through that. 
 When Jason came to Dr. Meyer with me, he sat next to me on the brown canvas couch, stiff like a rod most of the time. He hated having to come there, not truly believing we needed therapy to get through this year of horrible events. But both Dr. Meyer and I did, so he came. Needless to say, after he found out that I had been living with another man under a fake identity, our relationship had not been the same. I can’t say I blamed him. I’m not sure I could ever get over him having been with another woman. At least he was trying. If you could call sitting quietly beside me as I talked about all that had happened and how I felt about it trying. The most he ever did was reply yes or no or shrugging to Dr. Meyer’s questions. 
 Dr. Meyer had promised me it would get better. Jason loved me and was willing to do the work it required for our relationship to heal. He just needed time. Today I was seeing her alone, which was a relief because I was not in the mood to deal with Jason’s surliness. 
 Wearing one of her many cashmere sweater sets and a pearl necklace, she peered at me over wire-rim glasses riding low on her slender nose. Her red hair was neatly gathered into a French twist. She had always reminded me of my principal back in high school, even though my principal had never worn clothes anywhere near as girly as Dr. Meyer did. “How are you today, Lexi?”
 I didn’t know why I was feeling so fragile today. The mere fact that she was asking me how I was doing caused me to burst out in tears. Not that I hadn’t spent many, many hours in this office crying my eyes out, but that had been in the months right after our little girl had died. I spent most of the months that followed her death a blubbering mess. After that I told Jason that I needed to spend some time on my own, be away from him. Seeing him reminded me too much of her. She had looked so much like him with her dark hair and big, clear blue eyes and charming little smile with dimples at the ends. 
 We had both thought that it would do me good to be on my own for some time. Well, Jason had only come to see things my way when I had accused him of being overprotective. I wasn’t a child; I could take care of myself. I also accused him of suffocating me and if he kept it up, I didn’t think I’d be able to stay married to him. Only when I agreed to call my mother every night to check in had he let me go. My plan had never been to one day take the Greyhound to Brooklyn and try to drink myself to death. That had just been something that I thought sounded like the only possible solution to what I had done after a couple of months down in Florida. Being there turned out to have the opposite effect on me than the one I had intended, but I had been too stubborn to admit that to anyone, not even to myself. It had been as though a voice within me had told me not to tell anyone about my plans. So I hadn’t; I just did what the voice wanted me to do.
 When I told Dr. Meyer about this, she had said that sometimes grief makes people do strange things. Especially when accompanied by alcohol, which I had drunk plenty of even before I left for Brooklyn while alone in Miami. 
 Silently, Dr. Meyer handed me the box of Kleenex that was next to her. I took it from her and wiped at the many tears that streamed down my cheeks. They didn’t seem to ever want to stop coming. I kept blowing my nose. Finally, I was getting somewhat of control over myself. 
 “I’m sorry,” I managed to say. 
 “That’s okay. You cry for as long as you need to.”
 With her permission, I kept crying for another few minutes. Then I said, “It might have something to do with Jason having all the photos of her removed…”
 Dr. Meyer cleared her throat. “So he did do that finally.”
 I gazed up at her and the tears suddenly dried in my eyes. “Did you have something to do with that?”
 “I told him a long time ago that maybe it was better if you hid the photos for some time. Until you both had dealt with the worst of the grief. What happened was just so incredibly traumatic for both of you, so I thought it would only make it worse if you kept seeing her every day. For Jason as much as for you. You and he need to stop thinking about it. Especially you, give yourself a break. So that was why I suggested it.”
 I nodded. Well, I can’t argue with that, I thought bitterly. I might have forgiven myself for what I was guilty of, but I was still sad every day, still cried most every day. The grief seemed to insist on keeping me in a stronghold. But this morning, when I discovered that all the photos of our daughter were gone from our apartment, I had gotten furious instead of sad. I instantly called up Jason at work and screamed at him, accused him of disparaging our daughter’s memory by hiding her photos from the world. It was all we had left of her, how could he do such a thing? Suddenly not having the photos around felt like her dying all over again to me when I walked around in our apartment. 
 I told Dr. Meyer just that.
 She nodded, looking pensive. “I can see that, but it isn’t the same. Right now it’s important for you to stop dwelling on her and try to simply live. Not seeing things that remind you of her. That was the reason you thought it would be a good idea for you to spend some time away from home and Jason, remember? That idea was good, but didn’t work since you were so isolated. This approach is much more sensible.” She smiled at me. “Just try it for a few days and see if you don’t feel a little better.”
 I sighed, feeling both despondent and defeated at the same time. “Do you think it will ever stop hurting thinking about her?”
 She didn’t immediately answer.
 “I really don’t know,” she finally said. “But I do think that with time, it will hurt a little less. It will become bearable. But you need to give yourself time for that to happen, however long that will take. Don’t push yourself so hard to feel better so soon.”
 She stood up from her chair and walked around her table. Leaning against it, she crossed her arms over her chest and contemplated me. “Have you been writing in your journal?”
 “No,” I said and then I blew my nose. It was hard to breathe with all the snot in it.
 “Did you ever write in your journal?”
 “No.”
 “Really?” Dr. Meyer looked sincerely surprised. “Well, I think it’s time that you start then. It may be more helpful than you think.” 







Chapter 25
NOW
 
 
Unless Lexi has been kidnapped— the cops and Rutherford doubt this is the case or they would have heard from the kidnapper by now—Jason feels certain that she is wandering the streets like she did the last time, looking for a place to kill herself. Of course, she could be dead already, but he keeps telling himself that this just cannot have happened yet. He won’t allow for it to be so. Besides, if she has already used the gun on herself, wouldn’t someone have found her by now? Her father’s gun doesn’t have a silencer, so even if she did it in an obscure place, you’d think that someone would have heard her fire it. But according to Officer Garcia there have been no reports of such a situation, so he believes she must still be alive somewhere. It’s also possible that she only intended to kill herself and then, after changing her mind, some whacko abducted her for reasons other than money. That scenario, while awful, is still better than her turning up dead somewhere. 
 As Jason enters his car that he parked several blocks away from Herman’s apartment building, he keeps wondering what must have triggered her to feel a need to kill herself so strong she went to steal her father’s gun. John came back from work as soon as he found out that Lexi was missing and, together, he and Sue Ann combed through their house to see if the gun was there somewhere after all. But they couldn’t find it anywhere and John remains certain that he hasn’t moved it from his nightstand. Which means Lexi must have taken it. 
The only thing that makes even a little sense to Jason is that her sudden death wish has something to do with the stillbirth of their son, albeit belatedly. In the days after Matt’s birth and while being depressed himself, he as well as Lexi’s parents had been super worried this second tragedy would cause her to relapse into a depression so severe she would never become herself again. So, in addition to walking on eggshells around her at all times and treating and talking to her with extreme care, they had removed all the photos of their daughter again since that had seemed to help to finally heal her tremendous grief the first time. Dr. Meyer had thought it was a wise decision to have every trace of the girl removed during the difficult weeks that followed Matt’s death.
 It is only a few days ago that Jason thought of bringing all the photos back up again, five months after having removed them a second time. In the last couple of weeks Lexi seemed to be completely recovered from her latest depression, so he had made a mental note of calling Dr. Meyer and asking her what she thought of this.
 How could he not have noticed that something was in fact off with Lexi? Is it possible that this has something to do with alcohol? But wouldn’t he have noticed if she started to drink again? Except for that night when she accused him of flirting with that cocktail waitress at Capital Grille—which he had definitely not been doing, but given Lexi’s fragile state he’d thought it was best to just agree—she has not touched any alcohol around him. He watched her carefully in the days that followed that night, but couldn’t see any signs of her having secretly begun drinking again. No, he doesn’t think this has to do with her drinking excessively again. Well, he supposes he might have missed red flags being as busy as he has been lately…
 He shakes his head with despair as he stares out at the rainy road he is driving on, the windshield wipers working hard to remove the rain that keeps hitting the BMW’s tinted windshield. If only he didn’t work so much, had paid her more attention this would not have happened…
 He suddenly decides that, instead of heading home like he had first planned, he will go to St. Michael’s Cemetery and see if maybe Lexi is there now. That was one of the first places he had thought she might have gone to since she had wanted to be close to their child’s grave while trying to drink herself to death. Now, with two children dead, what better place than their graves to kill herself, next to the two of them? He had of course informed both the cops and Rutherford of his thoughts and both had assured him they would check the cemetery immediately. 
 Jason doesn’t doubt that they have actually gone there to check for her, especially Rutherford, who Jason pays handsomely and is solely focused on finding Lexi. Both Officer Garcia and the P.I. have informed him that they didn’t spot her in this area much earlier today. What Jason is not so sure of all of a sudden is if either of them has stayed there in case she shows up at a later point. Like around now, later in the evening, when the cemetery is likely to be deserted. 
 Rutherford, who is only one person, has obviously not stayed. Jason has heard from him a couple of times throughout the day as the investigator checked in with him and he was in the city then. Come to think of it, with all the other matters the cops have on their minds, it’s unlikely one of them is still there either. At the most, they might swing by the cemetery every now and then, if even that. But as dark and rainy as it is this evening, it’s hard to see much. So even if they do come by on occasion, it would be very easy for them to miss Lexi were she to sneak into the cemetery.
 The more Jason considers this scenario, the surer he is that she might in fact be there after all. He’d better get there as soon as possible. He finds the nearest road that will take him in the direction of St. Michael’s Cemetery and steps on the gas pedal. He eyes the car radio and sees that it’s almost eight at night. Oh, God, please don’t let her lie dead next to the graves, he prays silently. He steps harder on the gas pedal, making his car leap forward, while grabbing the steering wheel tighter.
 The traffic is fairly light, so it doesn’t take him more than twenty minutes to reach the deserted cemetery and find a parking spot nearby. He stops his car and practically jumps out of the vehicle. There are no cop cars around anywhere, so his hunch has proven correct. She could easily have slipped inside the cemetery through the black wrought iron doors he now approaches with quick steps. He feels more and more convinced that he will find her close to their children’s graves. His heart is pounding like a jackhammer in his chest and his face is coated with cold sweat and icy rain that keeps whipping his skin.
 When he finds that the cemetery doors are not fully closed, his conviction grows stronger that she is in there. Who else in their right mind would be visiting dead loved one in this freezing, miserable weather so late in the day?

Oh, God, please don’t let her have killed herself already… 

He enters the dark cemetery that, as far as Jason can tell, is completely empty, which is to be expected since it’s a weeknight in December and raining cats and dogs. People are working or attending holiday parties. Jason keeps his ears pricked as he walks farther in between the many gravestones in the direction of where his children are buried, hoping not to hear the deafening sound of a gun firing suddenly. That can only mean one thing. 

It cannot happen, not when he is so close. 
 He picks up his speed so that he is half running. The rain beats down all around him, creating tiny holes in the mud. The cemetery is big, but he knows exactly where the two graves are. He and Lexi have both been there many times after all. 
 Maybe not after Matt died, but plenty after Celeste did. Jason did everything in his power to avoid Lexi going there after Matt’s burial, thinking she would not be able to handle seeing both her children dead. Fortunately—or maybe surprisingly—the one time they went to put flowers on Matt’s grave, she had been okay. The way she had ignored Celeste’s grave had been a bit odd, but he decided it was best not to mention it. Surely she had her reasons.
 The gravel crunching under his feet, he is running now along the meandering path that cuts through the cemetery, certain that he is seeing someone crouching before a grave in the area where their children’s graves are.

Oh, God, it’s Lexi! She is here, just like he had suspected. Oh, God, please don’t kill yourself. I’m coming, Lexi. I’m coming.

He runs as fast as he can toward the person, hoping he won’t hear that loud, devastating gunshot as he keeps moving forward. When he is only a few yards away, he realizes that what he thought was Lexi is only the shadow of another gravestone close by. The sheen from a streetlight outside the cemetery is producing this shadow that made him think he was seeing a person hunching down. No one is sitting in front of any of the small tombstones there. No one is sitting or standing anywhere else, either, he determines as he looks around the area. As far as he can tell, he is still alone in the cemetery.
 Allowing himself to catch his breath, he walks in front of his children’s gravestones and squats first in front of Matt’s for a few moments, then he moves on to Celeste’s pale pink, round gravestone. His eyes fill with tears as he reads the words carved into the sandstone:

In Memory of Celeste Anne Marie Woods, Beloved Daughter. June 11, 2006—Aug 4, 2008. A Little Angel Taken Too Soon.

He wipes at his eyes with the heel of his hand, doing his best not to think about the day when he got the call from the hospital and the doctor informed him that his daughter was dead. But it’s hard, very hard not to do so. Finally, he has no choice but to make himself move back to Matt’s grave in order to stop thinking about that horrible day.
 After having stayed at the two graves for he doesn’t know how long waiting for Lexi to show up, he finally decides to leave and go home. He can’t be sitting here forever. As he checks his phone for messages from her parents, the police, Rutherford, maybe even Lexi herself—he should be so lucky--he sees that it’s almost midnight now. The rain is still coming down hard around him and he is soaking wet. Even he has to admit to himself that, if his wife had planned on coming here to kill herself, she would have come by now.
 He gets to his feet and begins making his way back to the cemetery entrance. It doesn’t take him many minutes to get there, and by the time he is there, it has stopped raining and instead the moon has appeared from behind a few light gray clouds. It’s three quarters full and hanging low in the inky dark sky.
 He takes one last look around for Lexi before he slips inside his BMW and takes off toward Manhattan
***
When Jason enters their apartment building on Central Park West, he is hoping that the doorman will tell him that Lexi has come home. Jason has told the doorman staff that she is missing and to let him know if they see her. But of course this doesn’t happen; instead, the old man just greets him as politely as always, wishing him a nice night as Jason disappears into the elevator. 
 Jason sighs heavily as he walks into their spacious apartment, certainly no longer expecting Lexi to appear somewhere there. He reflects over the fact that the apartment is so big, a conscious decision they made since they had expected to have a large family one day and neither Lexi nor Jason liked the idea of having to move. They also both loved New York City, so at the time of getting this apartment, they had thought that they might as well get a big place in preparation for all the kids that would one day join them. 
 Who would have thought their first two children would both end up dead?
 He removes his still wet coat and shoes and finds a towel to dry his damp hair. Then he goes into their bedroom to change into a dry pair of jeans and a sweater. Even though his coat is on the thicker side, the heavy rain has managed to make him wet all the way into his skin. 
 As he finds a dry pair of jeans and a new sweater, his thoughts go to the journal Lexi used to write in after he found her with Herman and brought her back home. Well, it took her a few weeks before she got started. Unlike Jason, who has kept a journal since he was in college, Lexi has never been into writing much of anything. She’s always preferred to read instead of to write. He knows that she keeps her journal in her dresser somewhere. Despite her resistance to writing in general, he can’t help but wonder if she might have written in it lately. If she might have written anything that might give him an idea where she could be or what was on her mind in the days before she decided to take her dad’s gun and disappear on him all over again. He seriously doubts he’ll find anything useful as hard as it was to make her start writing the last time. Still, it’s worth exploring.
 He opens every drawer in the white-painted wooden dresser, not sure in which one she might keep her journal. He used to keep his own journal—he hates it when Lexi calls it a diary; only women write diaries—all over the apartment, but lately he brings it with him in his briefcase in case he gets some good ideas for his book. He prefers putting them down in longhand. He moves around all her clothes folded in each drawer in search of the worn, blue book she uses. When he gets to the third, the middle one, he finally finds the thing under a stack of sweaters and pulls it out.
 Looking at it, he can instantly tell that it has been used a lot. A lot more than he had ever expected Lexi to use it. He fills with hope. Does that mean she has written something to help them figure out what’s been going on inside her head lately?

 He takes the diary with him and walks into their living room where he takes a seat on the big couch and opens it to see what his wife might have written. As he does so, he fills with unpleasant feelings. A diary or a journal is private stuff and he should not be doing this without Lexi’s permission. But he also knows that these feelings of his are irrelevant. These are desperate times and such times call for desperate measures. He needs to know if she has written anything that might clue him into where she is.
 Surprisingly, his wife has filled many, many pages of this diary with words—more than he had thought—and some are illegible. She doesn’t seem to have written in the journal for quite a while, though, he soon determines, much to his disappointment. He starts to read some of her writing regarding her feelings surrounding the accident, even though he knows that he probably shouldn’t be reading this. It will only bring back bad memories. Even so, he can’t stop himself:
 He keeps turning the pages in the journal and nearly drops the blue book when he sees the stark words written across one page:

I killed her.

It’s not like he’s not well aware that Lexi blames herself for their daughter’s death. Still, seeing the big, glaring letters in his wife’s unmistakable handwriting, seeing how dented the paper under them are, most likely from an avalanche of tears, it’s still jarring to him.
 The letters are so BIG.
 Not able to stomach looking at them any longer, he closes the worn, blue diary and puts it away. Then he grabs his phone and returns to the couch. Placing the phone in his lap, he resigns himself to the phone call he knows will eventually come. He doesn’t know what else to do but to wait for this inevitable phone call. A phone call informing him that Lexi has been found dead somewhere, having committed suicide with her own father’s gun.









Chapter 26
 It’s two in the morning when the phone in Jason’s lap finally sounds. Opening his eyes, he jerks to life, not sure where he is or what is sounding so sharply all of a sudden. He soon realizes that it is his own phone that’s both ringing and vibrating in his lap. As he reaches for it to answer, he sees on the screen that he has missed two calls already from the number currently calling him. 
 Rutherford is trying to reach him.
 Jason grabs his phone and presses the Talk button.
 “Hello,” he says into the phone, his voice hoarse.
 “I think I’ve found your wife,” the deep-voiced investigator says. 
 Jason is instantly awake and sits up straight on the couch. “Are you sure? Is she…” He can’t make himself ask the question. He figures it isn’t even necessary. He’ll find out soon enough.
 “She’s alive,” Rutherford says. 
 Jason feels suddenly several pounds lighter and delirious, he is so relieved. “Really? She’s alive? Are you sure it’s Lexi?”
 “Her driver’s license says Alexandra Marie Woods and she fits the description you’ve given me of her perfectly. She also has a handgun on her.”
 Jason presses the phone closer to his ear. “Where are you?”
 “At the ER at the New York Presbyterian Hospital. She’s unconscious from having drunk way too much alcohol, but other than that, she’s apparently fine. The staff here told me she’s beginning to come to now.”
 A huge grin stretches Jason’s lips. 

Lexi is still alive…
 “Thank God,” he mumbles while closing his eyes. “Thank you so much. Which Presbyterian are you at?”
 “The one on the Upper East Side.”
 Jason tells him that he’ll be there as soon as a cab will take him there. Before he leaves his house, he calls Lexi’s parents and Officer Garcia to let them know that Lexi has been found and is safe. When Sue Ann says she and John will come to the hospital, Jason tells her it’s better that they hold off; from the sound of it, he might be able to take Lexi straight home as soon as he gets to the ER and the doctor has given his okay to discharge her.
 It being the middle of the night, it’s easy for Jason to find a cab and get to the hospital. He rushes inside the tall, white building and identifies himself as Lexi’s husband to the nurse behind the reception desk. She gives him directions to the room Lexi has been taken to. He is there only minutes later. Rutherford, big and square and dour-looking in his dark clothes, stands next to the door, making sure she can’t go anywhere. Which Jason told him to do, in case she would try. Before entering the room, Jason shakes the man’s hand and thanks him profusely for having found Lexi for him.
 A fully awake Lexi is half sitting up in the hospital bed, her face blotchy and her eyes bloodshot and swollen. There is an IV attached to her arm. She glares at Jason as he comes inside the room, her mouth pinched sourly. 
 “Lexi!” he exclaims as he runs up to her. He reaches for her hands that are clasped over the gray blanket covering her lower body. She snaps them away before he can grasp them.
 “Don’t you touch me, you pig!” she hisses at him, her hazel eyes narrowed into slits. 
 He looks at her, shocked. Did she just call him a pig…? “What… Why do you—”
 Her puffy face twists into a furious grimace. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be fucking your young mistress? Or did she realize what a disgusting, selfish, murderous pig you are and kicked you out?”
 Jason stares at Lexi, at the sincere fury with which she is hurling all these horrible words at him. “…fucking your young mistress?”
“…disgusting, selfish, murderous pig…”
 So is that why she decided to kill herself? Because she thinks he is having an affair? But why would she think this? Yes, he has been working more than normal lately, paid her less attention than he should have done in the last few weeks, but that’s it. He can’t see how that would ever lead to her suspecting that he is being unfaithful to her. He hasn’t been that negligent. Besides, she must know how much he loves her. He tells her practically every day.
 “Lexi,” he begins, “I’m not having an affair with anyone. I know I have been unusually busy, but I assure you, that has all to do with work”—he clears his throat, feeling a little guilty—”well, and my book.”
 All the color has disappeared from her face as she keeps glaring at him. “Stop lying to me. I’m not fucking stupid! I saw with my own eyes how you were kissing that slutty waitress and how you disappeared into her apartment. I know where she lives.”
 He is speechless now. What is Lexi talking about? He has done no such thing. But the way she is glaring at him, the whispers of alcohol rushing up his nostrils each time she opens her mouth, tells him that she firmly believes this. Why is she thinking this?
 He remembers then that she experienced an alcohol-induced hallucination during her detox the first time she disappeared. She thought that Herman had been coming to visit her. Jason had been forced to not only find the bum again, but then also to get him on the phone to make Lexi understand that it had just been her mind playing games with her. She immediately did understand this. The doctor at the facility she had been staying at had explained to Jason that it was common for patients to sometimes experience hallucinations during alcohol-withdrawal, so he hadn’t been all that shocked. 

It must be a hallucination related to alcohol this time as well, he decides. She must have taken up drinking again and been extremely good at hiding it from him. The only reason he can imagine she’d take up drinking again would be Matt’s stillbirth. Is it possible that she has been drinking all along since then and kept it hidden from everyone despite them watching her so closely? He supposes it is, even though he thinks that he would have noticed something being off much sooner in that case. Noticed that she was drinking on a regular basis. He needs to talk to Dr. Meyer. She is the only person who can help him figure out what’s going on. 
 “I’ll be back soon,” he tells Lexi, who is just glaring at him with black eyes. He doesn’t doubt for a second that she sincerely believes what she has just accused him of. 
 “Don’t fucking bother,” she hisses at him as he walks to the door and opens it. Ignoring her, he exits and tells Rutherford to make sure Lexi doesn’t go anywhere while he makes a phone call. Rutherford says of course and assures Jason that he has nothing to worry about.
 Since Dr. Meyer knows of Lexi’s disappearance Jason isn’t surprised when she picks up the phone despite that it is almost three in the morning. She has already told Jason to call her at any hour whenever he needs to; she’ll be having her cell on. Dr. Meyer is as perplexed as everyone else that Lexi has decided to disappear when she was doing so well, having stopped therapy weeks ago. There had really been no need for it, though Dr. Meyer had suggested it might be wise for Lexi to come once every couple of weeks just to be sure everything stayed well. Lexi had told her she would, though for the next month she wanted to focus on work.
 “I’ve found her,” Jason says into his cell when Dr. Meyer responds, surprisingly alert despite the late hour.
 “Really? Thank goodness! Is she okay?”
 “Yeah, she’s just drunk. We’re at the New York Presbyterian Hospital right now. Someone found her passed out on the street earlier tonight and brought her to the ER here. My investigator kept calling all the hospitals and eventually was notified that she’d been taken in at this one.”
 “Have you spoken to her? Is she awake?”
 “Yes. And she is furious with me. She’s accusing me of having an affair with some young waitress. She even claims to have seen me kiss this woman and then disappear into her apartment somewhere.” Jason inhales, frustrated. “I have of course not done any of this. I’m thinking that she’s having hallucinations caused by alcohol, even though I can’t see how I could have missed her having slipped back into drinking again for so long.”
 “Hmm. Excessive drinking could be the cause for her having hallucinations again. And I suppose she might have started drinking again without you knowing it. But it’s unlikely. I’m wondering if it might not be due to another reason.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Let me come over and talk to her before we jump to any conclusions. No need to upset you if I’m wrong. Are you at the New York Presbyterian on the Upper East Side?”
 “Yes.”
 “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
***
I’m still furious and drunk when Dr. Meyer suddenly comes into the hospital room I’m in. I have no recollection whatsoever how I ended up here, but I’m too exhausted to really care at the moment. The last thing I remember after I woke up in this bed and some nurse was sticking an IV drip into my arm was leaving Finnerty’s, so drunk I could barely walk. Rick had turned out to be a total asshole, just laughing at me as the bartender finally told me I’d had enough to drink and that I’d better go home. At first I told him to go fuck himself whereupon he made sure I was escorted out of the bar. Rick had remained on his barstool all along, chuckling loudly as two men made me leave. After that everything is just complete blackness.
 What truly made me wake up now, though, was when my son-of-a-bitch husband dared to show up. Thankfully, the bastard left almost as soon as he’d come.
 Dr. Meyer pulls up a chair next to my bed now, eyeing me carefully. 

What is she doing here? The nurse who came in to change my drip a while ago told me it was three thirty in the morning.

“Hi Lexi,” Dr. Meyer says, still considering me with a concerned face. “How are you feeling?”
 I manage to give a little smirk. “I’ve felt better. Though I’m feeling surprisingly well considering my circumstances.” Something about the way she looks at me tells me she is aware of what Jason has done. He must have told her, put his own spin on things, and then asked her to come here to talk to me. Most likely to assure me it’s not true or something, but I know it is. I’ve seen it all with my own eyes. I suppose I can’t blame her for taking Jason’s side; all that he is guilty of is pretty unbelievable and my sweet husband sure doesn’t seem like a cheating killer.
 “Why did you take your father’s gun?” she asks me all of a sudden.
 “Because I was going to kill the pig and his mistress and then myself,” I blurt out. I want to bite my tongue off when I realize what I’ve said, how I have just confessed that I was about to commit a murder, but then I decide that it doesn’t matter. As soon as I get out of here, I’m going to kill myself anyway. Maybe not with my dad’s gun, but somehow I’ll manage to do it. I’m thinking pills. 
 To my surprise, Dr. Meyer simply nods at my shocking statement, as if my words are completely understandable. “I see. Was that why you decided to disappear on everyone again? So you could kill Jason and his mistress?”
 I think about her questions. Then I shrug. “I guess that pretty much sums it up, yeah.”
 “How long have you been drinking?”
 I tilt my head. “What do you mean?”
 “You’re drunk. I thought we decided you needed to stop drinking. And you agreed and, well, as far as I know, have not been drinking for several years. When did you take up drinking again?”
 I shrug again. “What does it matter?” The voice I use is casual, neutral, but I can feel how my face is heating up and how tears begin to form in my eyes.
 “It matters a lot, Lexi,” Dr. Meyer says in that soft, soothing manner she always uses when I’m close to getting emotional. “When did you start drinking again? A while ago or recently?”
 “When I found out that Jason killed his first mistress.”
 Dr. Meyer’s eyes widen and I can tell that she is struggling not to gasp. She clears her throat instead. A tear is outlining my left cheek.
 “When did you find that out?” she asks in an even tone.
 “About a month ago.”
 “Why didn’t you call me to talk about this?” Dr. Meyer asks. “You know that what you tell me stays between you and me.”
 “Not if what I tell you could help get my husband convicted of murder,” I say in between sniffles. “I doubt you would have been as forgiving as I was in the beginning. At first I wasn’t going to tell anyone about it. I was just going to keep his secret. I know that’s horrible and makes me almost as bad as him.” I look away and give something between a snort and a chuckle when I think about that day. “I suppose I’m just a weak, weak woman…” Then my gaze finds Dr. Meyer’s again. “What made me change my mind was when I realized that he’d gotten another mistress—a horrible, horrible girl who doesn’t deserve to live”—I’m snarling those last words—“and that he was most likely a psychopath. But at that point I was so upset about the whole situation that I decided that I would just kill the two of them myself and then commit suicide.” 
 I’m overwhelmed with emotion suddenly, so I grab Dr. Meyer’s hands. “Trust me, these two don’t deserve to live!”
 Dr. Meyer nods. “How do you know he killed his first mistress? How did you even find out he had one?”
 “I found his diary in his drawer. It was hidden under a bunch of sweaters. He writes about all the times he was with Celeste there and how they met. He talks about what they did—nasty, depraved stuff—how he must choose between her and me and how hard this is for him. How I’m the one he loves the most. Then, after all those notes, he’s written I killed her across one entire page.”
 Dr. Meyer is staring at me with big eyes now. I can’t blame her. I was shocked myself to say the least when I found out who my husband really is and what he has done.
 “I never knew your husband kept a journal,” Dr. Meyer says after some time. 
 “He has been writing in his journal for years. But lately he’s been hiding it from me.”
 She tsks. “That’s not good. What color is this journal?”
 I think about her weird question. What does the color of it matter? But I still reply. “A grayish blue. Very well used, I should add.”
 She nods again. “So you and he both keep a journal then.”
 I frown at her. “I don’t keep a journal. Jason is the writer in the family, remember,” I add.
 “You started to keep a journal after Celeste died. At least you were supposed to do this and you assured me you did.”

What is she talking about? “Why would I keep a journal after Jason’s girlfriend died? I didn’t even know she existed until about a month ago. I just told you this.”
 “Lexi, I’m talking about your daughter who died several years ago.”
 I laugh. Is she drunk? I’ve never had a daughter!
 But Dr. Meyer doesn’t join my laughter; she merely gives a sad little smile. “Lexi, don’t you find it odd that your husband’s mistress and your daughter were both called Celeste?”
 “Please stop saying such morbid things!” I scream at Dr. Meyer, completely outraged now. “I’ve never had a daughter and if I did, I would never name her Celeste!”
 Dr. Meyer doesn’t respond, but just stands up and leaves the room. When she comes back a couple of minutes later, she is holding something in her hand. She sits down on the chair next to me and gives me a small photo.
 I can’t resist looking at it. It’s of a dark-haired, gorgeous toddler who is instantly familiar to me, but I have no idea why. I just know that looking at her grinning face makes me cry. 
 I keep staring at the photo, crying harder. Where have I seen this little girl before? She is adorable. 
 I hand the photo back to Dr. Meyer. Looking at it is too painful. Besides, my tears are practically blinding me by now, so I can’t see much anyway.
 “Lexi,” Dr. Meyer says. “That’s the only Celeste there is. And she was your daughter.”











Chapter 27
 The snow is falling outside the living room window in my parents’ house out on Long Island. I’m sitting curled up in an armchair, drinking tea while watching the pretty winter landscape. I’ve been staying with my parents since I was discharged from the New York Presbyterian Hospital the next day, a little over four weeks ago now. It’s on Dr. Meyer’s recommendation that I’m staying here, and also because I myself think it’s the best place for me to be, away from the city and Jason, until I have figured out what’s going on with me. Because something is clearly not right, though I’m not sure I agree with Dr. Meyer’s diagnosis of me and the situation. I’m not sure what to believe about anything anymore. 
 Dr. Meyer claims I’m a paranoid schizophrenic. She explained this to me after showing me the photo of that adorable, blue-eyed baby girl. She believes the disease was triggered in connection with Matt’s stillbirth. Being a paranoid schizophrenic is why I’m thinking that I saw Jason jump in a cab and drive out to Queens where I saw him with this woman. According to Dr. Meyer, it was all just hallucinations. She says Jason was on a business dinner that night and that I’m welcome to check with his coworkers. The conversation I overheard between the waitress and the bartender at Capital Grille was likely an auditory hallucination, at least partly. In addition to my hallucinations and delusions, I apparently display other clear symptoms of the disease, such as apathy and catatonic behavior, but my depression managed to disguise them. 
 I may have accepted Dr. Meyer’s diagnosis if it wasn’t for the fact that I still don’t believe that baby girl used to be my daughter and that I accidentally killed her. I mean, come on, it’s ridiculous! How could I ever forget something like that? 

“You’re not forgetting, Lexi,” Dr. Meyer’s voice echoes through my head. “You’re repressing the memory right now because it’s too painful to deal with. It’s not an abnormal response considering the extreme stress you’ve been under the last several years.”
 I shake my head to make her voice go away. 
 What about what I saw in Jason’s diary? Was that also a hallucination? It was so incredibly specific and so incredibly long. Is it really possible to have such a hallucination? And what about the article I found online about Celeste’s murder? I know that was not a hallucination because as soon as I got out of the New York Presbyterian hospital and was alone with a computer at my parents’ house, I saw it again! Which makes me wonder if Dr. Meyer is trying to cover for Jason for some inexplicable reason.
 31-year-old Celeste Hyland was murdered and the case is still unsolved. 
 Besides, you’d think that if Jason is completely innocent—and if he truly loves me as much as he has always claimed that he does—he would have contacted me at some point after I was discharged from the hospital. But he hasn’t. The last time I saw or heard from him was when he left my room there, telling me he’d be right back. 
 That’s it.
 Please tell me, would any husband who loves his wife as much as Jason supposedly loves me go MIA on her for an entire month? I don’t think so. Whenever I tell my mom or sister or father this, all of whom are with me pretty much all the time, at least one of them, they tell me that Jason does love me and that’s exactly why he has decided to disappear on me for some time. They tell me that I need to be patient. Everything will be okay in the end.
 I have a sip of my tea and think about how only time will tell who is right—me or them. 
 My mother joins me then. She is carrying the plate of cookies that she promised me she would bring a few minutes ago. In her other hand, she is holding a worn, faded blue book. I stare at it. Is that Jason’s diary?
 She extends me the plate with cookies—my favorite, chocolate chip ones. I shake my head; after laying eyes on the book she is holding in her hand, my appetite immediately disappeared.
 “Well, I’ll put them here and then later you can have some,” she says and puts them on a side table nearby. Then she puts the worn, blue book in my lap, causing me to jerk. “I think you should read what’s in here.”
 Before I can ask her what it is, she has turned around and left the room.
 My eyes return to the book in my lap and I’m suddenly ice cold. It is Jason’s diary. 

Why does my mom have Jason’s diary? 

As if my fingers have a life of their own, they open the book. My brain is screaming no, I don’t want to read about him and Celeste again, but the rest of my body is too eager to read what’s between those threadbare covers again. The masochistic side of me wants to make me hurt again.
 And it only takes me a few seconds to discover that the writing on the pages inside is not Jason’s. It’s my own.
 I begin to read all the pages filled with my own handwriting and it doesn’t take long before I’m enwrapped in the story. I learn that, if I’m to believe my own words, I did indeed have a daughter named Celeste. She was born a beautiful day in June in the year 2006.
 Captivated, I continue to read about all the things I used to do with this little girl, sometimes together with Jason. The stories are random and don’t follow a strict timeline—for example, she is speaking in complete sentences, an occasion that is written several months before the story of her first birthday. After the birthday there are several pages about how she is starting to teeth at seven months of age. At one point she is turning two, but right after that she is learning to walk, which just has to be in reverse.
 I keep reading and reading until I get to a section in which the writing is particularly hard to read even if it’s my own. It seems to have been written so fast and with so much urgency that I must not have paid attention to its legibility when I wrote it:

I’m very busy today, so much going on that I need to have done before we’re leaving for vacation. I’m working from home while at the same time preparing for our trip. I know how much Celeste is looking forward to swimming in the ocean finally, so I want to make sure I don’t forget her favorite swimming gear. She has been so good lately, always smiling and never pouting. She deserves to have a great time. I’m running around the apartment, doing five things at once while talking to my boss over the phone. Celeste keeps wanting me to pick her up. I cover the phone and tell her all right, as long as she promises not to say a word while mommy is talking on the phone. She grins big and nods yes, stretching out her chubby arms in my direction. I can’t help but laugh a little, who can resist such a gesture?
 I bend down and pick her up, putting her against my hip. She’s become heavier in the last few months, having grown a lot. It’s more work carrying her around now, especially with the speed that I’m moving around the apartment. But she is being just as good as she promised me she would be as she sits there, sucking on her thumb while I’m talking to Angie. Thank God for headsets.
 Holding on to Celeste with one hand, I try to open my pocketbook with my other hand to get out a business card so I can give the information to Angie. But I can’t get it out. I need to get it out. I throw a glance at Celeste on my hip. She is being so good that I don’t have the heart to put her back down on the floor. I know she wants to stay with me.
 I remember then that I have the business card info on my iPad. I turn around and run to get it from the coffee table. Right as I’m about to reach it, I stub my toe against one of the legs of the couch. It hurts so badly I scream out loud and before I know it, I have loosened my firm grip around Celeste. The unthinkable happens. Yelling frightened, she falls toward the floor. On the way, she bangs her head hard against the sharp corner of a low side table. The blood is squirting from the back of her dark head even before she has fully landed on the carpet. 
 As I bend down to pick her up, she says Mommy and then the light goes out in her wide, clear blue eyes. There is so much blood. Oh, God, there is so much blood! So much blood.
 I know this is an accident. It’s an accident. An accident. A terrible, terrible accident, but still an accident. An accident! Accident, accident, accident. It could have happened to anyone. This is what my shrink and Jason and my mom keep telling me. Please stop blaming yourself, it was an accident, Lexi! It could have happened to anyone. But if it isn’t my fault, then whose fault is it? I should have held on harder. Please tell me, if it isn’t my fault, why am I feeling so horribly guilty? Every minute of every day I feel guilty, so guilty. I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, I can’t think about anything else than the fact that I killed my own daughter.
 I KILLED HER. 

Those last three horrible words are written across one entire, tear-stained page of the diary. The tears are streaming down my cheeks now, adding to the tears that are already on the page. I remember now. I remember everything, Celeste and everything that Jason and I did with her. I remember everything about her, the way she felt, squishy soft yet firm, so alive. I remember the powdery scent of her. I even remember the day when I wrote these last words and then couldn’t write anymore in this diary after that. I didn’t believe it would help me get over all the guilt I felt over what I had done, what a horrible mother I was, killing my own daughter. Dr. Meyer kept telling me that I should write about my feelings around what had happened, put down anything that came to me. It would be therapeutic, help me feel better finally. 
 Perhaps me writing in that book did help because I eventually felt better, almost back to normal. Well, as normal as you can feel after what happened with Celeste. But I was functioning again, even managed to be happy some days. But then came Matt.
 I put the diary away and stare out the window, at the many tiny snowflakes that are sailing down from the sky, piling over each other to form a thin layer of white on the ground. Warm tears keep streaming down my face, my neck. So what Dr. Meyer has been trying to tell me is true then. I was the killer all along, not Jason. I’m crazy, having only imagined everything. I’m schizophrenic—which is just a politically correct way of saying that I’m deranged, really. But even as this realization sinks into me, I can’t help but wonder what made me see my own words now, and not Jason’s, the ones I thought he had written. Why now, today? 
 I don’t know how long I keep staring out the window, thinking about all of this when I hear my husband’s voice.
 “Lexi?”
 Slowly, I turn toward the sound and see that Jason is coming toward me.
 “Can I join you?” he asks, looking almost shy.
 I stare at him at the same time as I nod. Is he here for real or is he just another of my many hallucinations? There is only one way to find out.
 “Mom!” I call. “Mom! Can you come to the living room?” Hopefully she is still in the house.
 Jason jerks and looks uncomfortable and sad. My mom shows up in the doorway to the living room. 
 “Yes, sweetie?” she says, appearing almost as tense as Jason.
 I nod toward Jason. “Can you see him?”
 She looks at Jason. “Are you talking about Jason?”
 Relief surges through me. At least he is for real then…
 “Yeah,” I say and smile a little, exhaling. 
 “Yes, I can see him,” she says. “Is everything okay?”
 “Yes, it’s fine,” I say.
 My mom nods and then she leaves again.
 Jason comes up and sits on the couch next to me. I hold up the diary to him. “Do you have anything to do with me getting this today?”
 “Yeah, but it was really Dr. Meyer’s idea. She thought that if you got it in your hands after you’d been on the medication for some time, you’d finally believe us.”
 I frown at him. “The medication?”
 “Yes. Ever since you were released from the hospital, you’ve been on anti-psychotic medication. Your mother mixed it into your food.” He lowers his gaze before he looks at me again. “We were worried that you would refuse to take it voluntarily, so that’s why we had to trick you. It usually takes weeks before it kicks in. You were so, so angry. It was the only way we could think of that would make you face the truth finally. And—”
 I hold up a hand to make him stop talking. “It’s okay, Jason. Really. I understand why you did it that way. And I’m glad that you did. It has finally kicked in, thank God.” I look away, out into the thickening snow landscape outside and blink away new tears that fill my eyes. “I can’t imagine how you must feel after everything I’ve put you through… ”
 I really can’t. Not now that I remember everything. So many things I created for us in my mind after Matt was born aren’t true. I was never reproductively challenged, quite the contrary. I got pregnant with Celeste only months after we started trying after getting home from Paris. I never had any miscarriages. I never took off from work to make sure I didn’t have another one while carrying Matt. I worked as much and as hard as ever up until his birth. 
 “I understand now why you didn’t want to talk to me after I left the hospital,” I say, still not meeting Jason’s gaze. I’m too ashamed. “You’ve had enough of me and no one can blame you. I wouldn’t want to have anything to do with a crazy schizo like me either.”
 Tears are streaming down my face as I wait for him to tell me that he wants a divorce. But instead he stands up and sinks onto his knees before me. He takes both my hands that are limp in my lap.
 “Look at me, Lexi,” he says, his voice soft. It takes all I have to face my gorgeous husband. But if this is what he wants me to do after all that he has done for me, even if he is about to tell me he’ll be leaving me, the least I can do is look at him now. Even if it’s killing me.
 He smiles a little. “Good thing I’m not you then. Because I’m not going anywhere. I don’t care if you’re a crazy schizo. You’re my crazy schizo. And I love you as much as ever, Lexi.”





Epilogue
 A year has passed since I was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. 
All things considered, I’m doing well. Thanks to the meds Dr. Meyer has me on, I can live a normal life. There have been no more episodes since the time I thought I saw Jason walk into his young mistress’s apartment. Apparently, I was just sitting in some random building out in Forrest Hills, Queens, having followed some man who lives there the first time I imagined seeing Jason jump in a cab. Well, I suppose my imaginary friend Rick Atkinson happened after I left that building, but I’m not sure I can call him an episode, at least not a detrimental one. After all, he was pretty nice overall. In fact, I wouldn’t mind seeing him again at some point. 
 If I do, I’ll kick him for laughing at me instead of helping me when I was thrown out of Finnerty’s. I can’t help but chuckle when I imagine how this would look to the world. A crazy woman kicking the air…
 Jason and I are on our way to St. Michael’s Cemetery. He is not freaking out like the last time we went there together, thinking that I wouldn’t be able to handle seeing Celeste’s grave again in addition to Matt’s. I honestly didn’t see my daughter’s grave at all that time. It was as if it didn’t exist.
 Me breaking down so much I’d be unfixable was the reason he had all the photos of Celeste removed in the week after the stillbirth and never once mentioned her name. Well, he did say her name a couple of times when I brought it up at dinner thinking this was someone in his novel. Thinking that I had just misspoken, he thought it best to just play along with me. All the photos are back up again and I’m okay with it. I don’t cry when I look at them. They make me a little sad, yes, but my eyes are relatively dry. Jason and I believe the ultimate test will be me going to the cemetery and see the two graves. I’m not worried, though; I feel I’m finally ready to face them. We’re only five minutes away now; I know because we’ve already passed that yellow house at the side of the road.
 I think about the couple who found me passed out in an obscure alley in uptown Manhattan Saturday evening and how I probably owe them my life. They called 911 and apparently stayed with me until the paramedics came. Then they quickly left. I still have no idea who they are, only that it was a young man and woman who appeared to be Hispanic. No one knows how I ended up in that alley and what I did up until then, but from what I was told, I was holding an almost empty quart of Absolut vodka against my chest.
 Jason squeezes my hand. He’s been holding it the entire time since we left home, only letting go when he needs to switch gear. He’s been coming with me to see Dr. Meyer twice a week ever since I came back home and we have worked through what happened with Herman. It seems he’s okay with it now. At least his nightmares have stopped and he claims that he rarely thinks about me and Herman together any longer. I hope, for his sake, that it’s true.
 We arrive at the cemetery and park the car. It’s a sunny but brisk early February day, chilly winds biting our cheeks as we walk toward the corner of the cemetery where our children are buried. We don’t say a word, just hold hands as we get closer and closer. There are several people here this Sunday afternoon, visiting loved ones. My heart is beating faster and when I spot the two gravestones, one gray and one pink, my chest tightens. I take deep, quiet breaths through my nostrils to calm myself down. 
 Finally we get there and I can clearly see what it says on the pale pink sandstone gravestone, the one I thought belonged to a Celeste Hyland (who, by the way, is still alive):

In Memory of Celeste Anne Marie Woods, Beloved Daughter. June 11, 2006—Aug 4, 2008. A Little Angel Taken Too Soon.

I put the first of the bouquets of forget-me-nots in front of Celeste gravestone, then I walk over and put the second in front of Matt’s. There are tears in my eyes as we stand there in silence for some time, but I’m okay. I’m not about to break down. I know that I’ll be okay later, too, because I have Jason. Whatever happens, he’ll help me get through it.
 Just like I thought that first time he kissed me more than a decade ago, he’s one of a kind. 
And he’ll always be mine. No doubt about it.
 
 
 
 
THE END
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Chapter 1
 The night I found Nick’s brutalized body, I broke a heel on my new slingback pumps. I was rushing to the restaurant where we’d meet for dinner. As I limped across the parking lot toward the entrance, I cursed my husband out in my head. I promised myself to remind him for the rest of his life how his hyper punctuality had stressed me out so much I’d tripped and destroyed my expensive shoes. 
I will always regret those furious, petty thoughts burning a trajectory in my mind that evening.
 As I got into the Santa Monica seafood restaurant, the hostess told me my date had yet to arrive but that I was welcome to have a seat at our table. In my distressed state, I was grateful of course and took the offer. Moments later, I was sitting behind a white-clothed table by the window waiting for Nick to arrive. I checked the time. Two minutes past eight, the hour we had settled on. 
Ha, I thought. This time he will be the one who’s late and I can give him jazz about it. While he was always on the dot, I was almost pathologically late. Not by much, usually only by five, max seven minutes. He never made a big deal about it, just smiled and shook his head at me like I was a mildly frustrating child. Still, it annoyed me to no end, so today I had gone out of my way to show him that I, too, could be exactly on time. It was a bad habit I needed to fix, though I didn’t know if sacrificing my brand new, three-hundred dollar shoes had been worth it. 
 At fifteen past eight I was getting a little worried. I kept looking out the window and around the restaurant, hoping to spot Nick somewhere, coming toward the table, an apologetic smile on his ruggedly handsome face. 
Where is he? 
 I checked my phone again for a text from him, explaining that he was stuck in traffic or something similar. Still nothing. 
I frowned. Very weird. I pressed the speed-dial button to get him on the line, but all I got was his voicemail.
 “Hey, baby, it’s me,” I said into my phone. “Where are you? Call me. I’m at Shutters at a table waiting for you.” 
 I waited another twenty minutes, anxiously checking my phone and my surroundings, hoping to spot Nick somewhere. This was so not like him. Finally I couldn’t take the sense of rapidly spreading unease in my stomach any longer.
 Something wasn’t right. 
 I got up from the table and limped out to my car, holding my phone all the while in case Nick tried to reach me. I wasn’t sure where to go, what to do, only that something was wrong and that I needed to find my husband. The idea of just sitting at the table while waiting for him to maybe show up eventually wasn’t something I could handle. Patience had never been one of my strengths; besides, the increasing tightness in my stomach suggested that wasn’t what I should be doing anyway. If Nick wasn’t contacting me, something must have happened to him and I’d better find out right away what that could be.
 I would start by going home and change into more comfortable shoes.
 Driving far above the legal speed limit, I was at our apartment building in West Hollywood a lot faster than I usually got there. The knot in my stomach had doubled in intensity as my phone still contained no texts or calls from Nick, nor had he picked up any of the times I’d tried to reach him again. 
 Something was very, very wrong. It was a feeling that completely permeated me.
 I parked my car at the curb and rushed across the sidewalk toward the two-story, pastel green building that contained our one-bedroom apartment. My heart was pounding wildly as I entered the hallway. It picked up more speed when I noted that our front door wasn’t fully closed. 
 Neither Nick nor I ever left our door open. Both of us being LAPD detectives, there were too many people who wanted to see us dead for us to be that negligent. 
 Loud rock music poured out from our place. 
 I was in front of our apartment door in three giant strides and pushed it open all the way. By now I was hyperventilating, I was so freaked out by that powerful sense of impending doom in my chest and stomach. Cold sweat coated the skin on my face.

Oh, God, let this just be my nerves playing a cruel joke on me. Let everything be okay. Let it be me just overreacting. Please make it so that Nick is all right.
But it wasn’t just me overreacting. Everything was not okay. And I discovered that it couldn’t be more wrong when I stepped into our bedroom. It would never again be okay either. 
Halfway inside the room, I spotted a bloody, lifeless man splayed across the hardwood floor. It was Nick, so brutally beaten and tortured I didn’t recognize him at first. 
***
 The hours that followed my horrible discovery were a nightmarish blur of pain and confusion. 
After I’d gotten over the initial, paralyzing shock of finding my husband in such a state, I called 911 to get an ambulance to come get him as quickly as possible to a hospital. I did this even though I knew on a visceral level he was already dead. No one in his butchered condition could be alive still, but I refused to accept this fact in the beginning. Then I got my boss, Captain Brady, on the line and managed to tell him what had happened. He and two squad cars were at our house within minutes. After embracing me, Brady dragged me out of the bedroom and our apartment; at that point I’d gone from hysteria to catatonia and actually let Brady take charge of me, remove me from Nick. 
 Wrapped in a blanket and standing on the street with my boss, I watched out of the corner of my eye as the ambulance came and then left without Nick. A car from the coroner’s office picked him up instead. 
 Brady took me to my parents’ house in Brentwood. My hysteria returned with a vengeance there. I spent hours crying and pacing the living room floor while trembling violently. I punched and kicked the walls, threw things. I yelled nasty phrases. Finally, my parents made me swallow heavy-duty sleeping pills to knock me out. I slept for eighteen hours straight before I came to again, thinking I was still asleep and having the worst nightmare of my life. 
But I wasn’t; it was all true. Something so horrible could indeed be true. 
Nick was dead. Oh, God, my husband was dead…
 When I accepted this fact at last, I went back to my catatonic state, unable to feel a thing. I didn’t dare letting myself feel anything. If I did, I didn’t think I would be able to ever again stop crying. So I made myself become a robot in order to function. It was the only way to control the pain in my body that was threatening to tear me apart from the inside. I needed to find out not only who had done this to Nick, but when I had, I needed to make them pay for it. 
Make them suffer the way they had made Nick suffer. 
 Judging from the words carved directly into my husband’s wide, naked back, I had my idea who was behind it all:

Rats always get what they deserve.
 It must have something to do with the Cardoza cartel Nick and I had been instrumental in bringing down three years ago. My husband had spent more than five years undercover in this cartel, ending up becoming one of the notorious drug lord Felipe Cardoza’s most trusted men, while I had gone undercover at the fancy New York health club where Cardoza had been a member. The idea had been for me to become Cardoza’s trainer and thereby get the information needed to once and for all destroy his powerful cartel. Nick’s involvement hadn’t been enough.
I did eventually become his trainer and I did get the information needed to take down the Mexican who pretended to make his living solely through real estate developments. Nick’s undercover work had still been crucial to make this happen, so Cardoza’s fall wasn’t only due to my efforts. 
Nick and I had known each other while working this case, but neither of us had been aware of the other’s true purpose. It had been the best of times and the worst of times for both of us as we had slowly but surely fallen in love. I kept worrying about getting too close to the enemy on my first major case; he about involving an innocent girl in his sordid life with Cardoza. 
It hadn’t been easy knowing that I, in the process of bringing down Cardoza, would also put the man I loved in jail for the rest of his life. Then, right as I found out that Nick was just another undercover cop, he was shot to death in a very public fashion during our sting operation. 
It turned out that Nick’s death had been staged in an effort to protect his true identity. If everyone including other cops thought that Nick—or Paul Medina as he had called himself while undercover—had died, he wouldn’t have to go into the Witness Protection Program and instead was free to do whatever he wanted. Well, more or less. He still needed to disappear to a place faraway or people would soon realize he wasn’t really dead. His boss at the NYPD wanted him to go somewhere no one would ever suspect him of going—like moving to Los Angeles, a city everyone who’d known Nick knew he detested. So that was the perfect place for him to relocate to. The fact that I was from L.A. was a major reason he had chosen to go there and start working for the LAPD as a detective, I later found out. He had loved me as much as I had loved him all along, so how could he not?
My own return back to my real identity had been much smoother. In preparation for my undercover assignment, I had gone from a wavy-haired, brunette Latina with chocolate brown eyes to a platinum-blonde, straight-haired Swede with blue eyes. The very different hair and eyes combined with the fake Swedish accent I’d learned to speak with made me appear radically different. Being a light-skinned Latina helped to convince people I was of Nordic descent. 
Nick and I reconnected in L.A. soon after my return from New York and got married a few months later. We had spent the last couple of years blissfully happy and never worried very much that anyone would find out about us and take revenge. The more time that passed, the less we thought about it, though of course we were always careful, not taking any unnecessary risks and always carrying our guns on us. Even when we slept, we kept them nearby. 
Armed or not, we’d felt confident we were safe from any retributions on Cardoza’s part.
Now it certainly looked like we had been wrong to jump to this conclusion.
Judging not only from the bloody words on Nick’s body but from the sheer methods used to kill him, it spoke strongly of someone from the Cardoza cartel being involved. They were big on torture. The white cloth stuffed into Nick’s mouth kept in place with a rope tied around his head combined with the loud rock music had allowed them to do it without drawing attention from our neighbors. Cardoza himself was in prison and would remain so for the rest of his life, but he had plenty of relatives and business connections who would be happy to avenge him, either of their own accord or if he gave the word. Both scenarios would require the perpetrators knowing of at least Nick’s existence in Los Angeles. Because I was still alive, I didn’t think they had figured out who I was. If they had wanted to see us both dead, it would have been much smarter to take care of me at the same time as Nick.
 After taking a shower and having a quick bite—not because I was hungry, only because my body needed nourishment in order to function so I forced myself—I went down to the station. There, I waited until Captain Brady arrived for the day. It was only five in the morning, but I was well aware that my boss liked to come in at the crack of dawn, so I wouldn’t have to wait for long. 
I was correct; he arrived only forty-five minutes later upon which I told him about my suspicions regarding Nick’s murder.
 “I agree it looks like it’s connected to the Cardoza cartel,” Brady said after having gotten over the initial surprise of finding me seated in his dark office; I’d blurted out my thoughts without greeting him first. Switching on the light, the graying man gazed at me kindly. “How are you holding up? What are you doing here so early in the morning? After what happened, you shouldn’t be at work.”
 “I want to be part of the investigation into his death,” I said with determination, ignoring Brady’s concerned questions. 
 Brady sighed and removed his coat, hung it over his desk chair. “You know that’s not possible, Longoria. I can understand how much you want to and you’re a great cop, but the fact of the matter is that you’re too close to the victim. It’s impossible for you to be objective.”
 I clenched my teeth and sucked in a breath to calm the fury surging through me so I wouldn’t snarl at my boss; it wouldn’t do any good. “I know that, but can’t you make an exception in this case? I had what it took the first time despite being a complete rookie. I have what it takes to take care of this situation too. You need me to find his killer.”
 “No, you need to find his killer. Again, I can completely understand why you want to be on the case, but it doesn’t change the fact that you can’t. It’s as simple as that.”
 “Please make an exception.” I leaned toward him where he stood behind his desk and placed my hands on the table top. “I have great instincts—you told me so yourself—and inside knowledge of Cardoza. Those are two things that’ll be crucial to learn who did this to Nick.”
 “You do have great instincts and inside knowledge, but it still doesn’t matter. This is not something I can assign you to, period. It’s completely against department policy. My hands are tied, Longoria.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Besides, if this is in fact the Cardoza cartel’s doing, you may not be safe any longer. Did you consider that?”
 “I think that if they had figured out who I was, I wouldn’t be standing here talking to you right now. Why not kill both of us right away? It doesn’t make sense to kill Nick first as it puts me on high alert.”
 Brady shrugged. “It’s true that it doesn’t quite make sense, but I wouldn’t completely discount the possibility that you could be next. If I were you, I would go for a nice, long vacation somewhere and not tell anyone where you’ve gone. In fact, I insist that you go and will put you on paid leave as of today. You need to deal with what has happened. Take your time to mourn Nick. I can’t imagine how much you must be hurting.”
 I struggled not to glare at my boss, this man I respected and admired so much. But what he was telling me was the last thing I wanted to hear. I needed to be on this case and I didn’t care if it put me in danger. I only cared about making sure whoever had done these horrible things to Nick were caught and paid the price. If it killed me in the process, so be it. I didn’t think I wanted to go on living without Nick anyway. How would I ever get over what had been done to him? How would I be able to live without him? 
 But glaring at Brady would be counterproductive. I was much better off trying to use logic with him instead. So I willed my face to assume a more neutral expression.
 “Everyone mourns in their own way,” I said demurely. “For me it would not be effective to lounge on a beach somewhere. I’m a doer. You know that. The only thing that would make me feel better is to make sure the monsters who did this to my husband are caught. Please help me make that happen. I surprised everyone with my skills the first time I dealt with the Cardoza cartel and I’ll surprise everyone even more this time. I’m a stellar detective.”
 Brady exhaled and shook his head. “Longoria, for the last time, I cannot put you on this case! You need to take some time off. Go somewhere far away where no one can find you. Go climb the Himalayas. Explore Africa. I beg of you. Don’t stick around L.A. and keep trying to be part of the investigation. It won’t happen.” 
He walked up to me and grabbed my arms, gazing at me intently with his watery blue eyes. “Gabi, I don’t want to see you dead too.” 
 My begging Brady was clearly not going to get me what I wanted. What I needed. Craved. Thankfully, there were other ways. I made myself give him a sad, defeated grimace.
 “Fine. I won’t.” I straightened, ran my palms over my face, and sighed. “You’re probably right in that I need to get away from here, deal with what has happened. Chasing Nick’s killer won’t fill the huge hole in my chest. Remove my pain.”
 Brady looked relieved and embraced me, patting me fatherly on the back.
 “I know how you must long for revenge, Gabi. But believe me when I tell you—it won’t make you feel any better in the long run. It’ll eat you alive. Leave this to us and we’ll take care of it for you. We’ll get the bastards who did this to Nick. We’ll make them pay.”
 “Thank you, Brady,” I mumbled into his shoulder. I took another beat and then I removed myself from him. “Can you at least promise to tell me how it’s going? If I check in with you every now and then?”
 “Of course, Longoria. Of course. Now go home and book a ticket somewhere. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going and I’ll take care of your paperwork.”
 I nodded demurely. “Okay, will do. Thank you.”
 We exchanged a few more details regarding how I should go about booking my ticket using a fake name so I couldn’t be traced and so on. Then Brady gave me a kiss on the cheek and said goodbye for now.
 I smiled and said goodbye too. Then I went out to my car to contact my friend and former coworker, Dante, a successful health club owner who also happened to have significant contacts in the criminal underworld due to having been a gang member for ten years.
 If Brady wouldn’t let me be part of the investigation to find Nick’s killer, I’d have to do my own.











Chapter 2
 As soon as I got hold of Dante, I told him I needed to see him in person. He asked me if I could swing by his gym in Malibu; he had to be there for the next few hours. I drove as quickly as I could to Cuerpos, which was the name of his boutique gym that had gotten so popular Dante already had several celebrity clients. 
Dante and I first became friendly when we worked at Crunch Fitness in West Hollywood years ago, me as a group ex instructor and he as a trainer. Both of us having roots in Colombia, we had quickly connected. I learned that he was on probation and had recently been jumped out of the Latin Devils, one of the biggest, most violent street gangs in L.A. In order to stay out of jail, he had needed to keep his job at Crunch for a year and not associate with anyone from the gang. He made it, but just barely as he spent lots of time helping his buddy Jose get jumped out of the Devils, too. Unlike Dante, who was large and a great fighter, Jose was scrawny and small. He would be squashed during the jump-out unless he learned how to fight and protect himself. 
Dante had spent months teaching Jose fighting techniques and Jose’s jump-out had been successful as well. 
 Dante and Jose were as close as ever, which was great since I could really use Jose’s expertise right now. Jose’s primary business while in the gang had been to forge documents. Surely he could help me creating the fake identity I’d need to go after Nick’s killers. 
 I didn’t exaggerate when I had stressed my superb instincts while pleading my case to Brady—I did have great instincts. In my first several months as a cop I hadn’t trusted them, but as time went on, I learned to do so. My instincts had often saved my ass not only as I’d gone undercover as a trainer, but especially after I returned to L.A. and was promoted to a level II detective, taking increasingly demanding cases. As of last month, I had become a level III detective.
 My instincts told me the answer to what had happened to Nick was most likely found in New York, not in L.A., and more specifically at Nikkei Sports Club, the mega health club I had worked for to target Cardoza. Both Nick and I had spent lots and lots of time at this club; Cardoza himself had spent years there. So my plan was to head to New York and see if I could be hired as a trainer at this same club once again; then I’d work my way from there, spread my search wider depending upon how things went. 
Of course, it would be much too risky going back there as Annika, the Swedish bombshell I had posed as while training Cardoza. Cardoza and his cohorts might have figured out his Swedish trainer was really an undercover agent or cop and were now looking for her. The reason I was still alive might be as simple as them not realizing this undercover cop was also Nick’s wife, Gabi Longoria. It would be like playing with fire for me to go back as Annika. I was well aware that a few of the health club members had been friendly with Cardoza and his men—probably also members and staff I hadn’t even known about. I couldn’t count on all of them having left the club, which meant it would be a matter of time before the news of Annika’s return reached the wrong ears.
 I also wanted to make it as hard as possible for Brady to discover that I had disobeyed his orders, so creating a new identity was crucial.
 I parked my blue Ford Mustang in the parking lot behind Cuerpos and walked into Dante’s gym. Almost immediately I spotted a blonde starlet doing crunches with a buff trainer in a corner and another, more famous male movie star pounding a sandbag that a trainer steadied. A couple of trainers were working with clients using free weights in the middle of the gym floor, while others were on the mats along one side of the air-conditioned studio, performing floor exercises with clients. 
I couldn’t help but smile a little. It made me happy to see how successful Dante had become. Launching Cuerpos had been a huge risk for him. Fortunately, the small business began turning a modest profit some months after opening day and my dear friend started to relax. When word got out how good Dante and his small staff of trainers were via a connected talent agent, Cuerpos had exploded and suddenly everyone wanted to work out there. Dante had been smart and chosen to keep his gym exclusive by not accepting every client and thereby being able to keep his prices higher. 
 He was standing behind the small reception desk, typing on his smartphone. Wearing a sleeveless, white T-shirt, his big, muscular arms and shoulders were on full display, revealing several tattoos on smooth olive skin, most of them memories from his days as a gangbanger. He kept blowing at his long, black curls that fell into his eyes as he gazed down at his phone. 
I put my hands against the top of the high reception desk and peered up at him. When he didn’t notice me and just kept typing, I said, “Oye, hombre!” Hey, man in Spanish.
He removed his gaze from his screen. “Gabi. Hey.”
With a face that had turned dark, he put down the phone and came around the counter. He took me in his arms and held me tight.
“I’m so, so sorry, Gabriella,” he mumbled into my hair. “I couldn’t fuckin’ believe it when I heard. I went over to your house and found out from Brady that you were at your parents, so I went there to see how you were doin’.”
“Yeah, I know. My mom told me you’d come by. Thank you.”
 He kissed me on the cheek and let go of me. “That was the least I could do.” Holding on to my shoulders, he took me in with concerned eyes that were as black as his locks. “How are you, chica? You gonna make it?”
The soft tone of Dante’s voice and the way he was contemplating me, with so much compassion and fury, made my throat hurt and tears burn the insides of my eyelids. It surprised me and infuriated me at the same time. I didn’t have time to be upset. I couldn’t allow myself to get upset. I needed to focus, find Nick’s killers. I inhaled quietly and the sorrow retreated.
 “I’m okay,” I replied firmly. “And I’ll be even better after you and Jose help me with what I need.”
Instantly catching on to my state of mind, Dante swung an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go outside and talk.”
We walked out and sat on a green-painted wooden bench next to the boutique gym’s entrance. Dante turned to me. “Dime.” Tell me. “Anything you need, you know I’ll take care of it. I’d be happy to kill los hijos de puta who did this to Nick. You just give me the word and I’ll make sure they’ll be begging for mercy.”
I smiled and squeezed his knee. “I know. Gracias.” Then I leaned closer and said in a low voice, “I’m not allowed to be on the team investigating Nick’s murder, so I’ve decided to do my own. I’ll leave for New York as soon as Nick’s buried to try to get a job at Nikkei as a trainer. It looks like Cardoza or someone tied to him is behind his death, having figured out he was an undercover cop and still alive. I think being at Nikkei will help me find out how this happened. But I realize I can’t discount the fact that Cardoza also has figured out his Swedish trainer was involved in his takedown, which is why I need to come up with a new identity. Brady will think that I’m going for a nice, very long paid vacation somewhere faraway and I’d like him to keep thinking that. That’s another reason why I need to become someone else.” 
Dante stroked his strong chin and nodded slowly. “You want me to tell Jose to get you a fake driver’s license and social security card?”
I smiled. “You read my mind. And if it can be a driver’s license from somewhere in the Midwest, it would be even better.”
“Sure. He can do any state. Do you want me to come with you to look for these guys?”
“Thanks, but I’ll be fine on my own. I’m a cop, remember? All I need is my gun and a clear mind. And a new identity.”
Dante chuckled. “Yeah, okay. I’ll assist you from here then, like last time. Are you planning on changing the way you look, too?”
“Yeah, it’s safer. If someone tied to Cardoza killed Nick, they might get suspicious if they spot a woman who looks exactly like his wife working as a trainer at Nikkei so soon after his death. Who knows if someone from the cartel hangs around the club still? Besides, looking like Gabi would make it easier for others who know me to stumble upon me. While I think Brady will focus the investigation here, I’m sure he’ll send guys to New York to see what’s up. I need to cover all my bases.”
“Yeah, you should change your looks as much as possible. Have you decided how to look?”
“Yeah. Since I can’t go platinum again, I’ll color my hair red but leave it wavy the way it is now and a few inches shorter. I kept it really long and pin-straight as Annika. And I’ll get green contacts and wear glasses. I’ll also add a beauty mark somewhere on my face. That, combined with the fact that I’m now speaking with an American accent should be enough for my old coworkers not to recognize me. Hopefully not all of them are there still. You know what a high turnover there is at gyms. Either way, I’ll keep a low profile.”
“Uh-huh. Though not at Cuerpos. So far, all of my trainers are still with me.”
I patted his knee again. “That’s because you’re such an awesome boss.”
Dante broke into a pleased grin. “Ha! True, they do love me … Which they should since I pay them better than anyone else.”
“Absolutely. Do you think Jose can have it done before I leave?”
“Yeah, it’ll only take him a couple of hours. All he needs is the name and birthdate you’ll use, as well as an address. And a couple of passport photos for the driver’s license.”
It dawned on me then that I couldn’t change my hair before Nick’s funeral. His real funeral this time, I thought and suddenly it was hard to breathe again. I took a deep breath to regain control of myself. 
“I’ll need to have the photos taken after the funeral,” I said. “Tons of people from the LAPD will be there, so I must look like myself still.”
“No problem. Just give Jose what you can before. As long as you don’t leave straight after the funeral, he’ll have it for you.”
“I’ll book a plane for a couple of days later.”
***
 I arrived in New York City about a week after speaking with Dante outside his gym. Jose had been as effective as promised and I was now twenty-eight-year-old Jamie Richards from a small town in New Mexico instead of twenty-seven-year-old Gabi Longoria from L.A. I liked my new medium red, shorter do—instead of ending mid-back, my wavy locks now ended a couple of inches below my shoulders. Together with the beauty mark near my mouth a la Cindy Crawford, my emerald green eyes and square glasses, I was confident not even my fitness manager would realize I was really Swedish Annika who used to work at Nikkei less than two years ago. Joanne, my manager, was a smart cookie who didn’t suffer fools easily. 
 Just to get a feel for the current state of Nikkei Sports Club, I went in to the club and asked to see one of the membership advisors for a guest pass. 
I was relieved to discover that the petite, black woman who came out of the club’s business office to help me with my supposed membership was a complete stranger. At least I wouldn’t have to worry my new identity would be uncovered before I’d even applied for a job at the club. 
I had briefly considered doing my investigation as a club member—being on paid leave, it wasn’t like I desperately needed to work—but I’d soon discarded that idea. As a trainer, no one would find it weird if I was at the club all day long, but they would if I was a member. Nikkei was the kind of place where both the staff and the members gossiped like crazy, so it wouldn’t take long before everyone knew about the weird redhead with the glasses who was always at the club, sniffing around. I didn’t need that kind of attention.
 I had my guest pass in minutes and went inside the six-story health club to explore. On my way to the women’s locker room, I ran into an old client of mine, a thirty-something woman named Melissa. She looked exactly the way she had when I used to train her, tall and curvy with her glossy, brown hair in a high ponytail. 
As we were about to pass each other, our eyes met. I caught myself right before my lips could spread into a big smile of recognition and I could blurt out “Hi, Melissa!” She used to be not only my favorite client, but a friend of mine, too. It was really great to see her and I hoped she was doing as well as she looked. A little jealous, I wondered who she trained with these days. If she had a trainer still.
 One thing was for sure—she wouldn’t be training with me again. Even if I felt like I looked extremely different from Swedish Annika with my new red hair and glasses, it was stupid to push my luck. I should stay as far away as possible from people who used to know Annika to minimize the chance of people potentially putting two and two together. 
 I changed into workout gear. Wanting to stay incognito, I threw an oversized, gray sweater over my small blue top and hip-hugging, black leggings and bunched up my red tresses into a messy knot on top of my head. Then I began roaming the several floors of the huge club, taking the stairs. 
I visited the third floor where the functional training area was, surprised to spot only two trainers there who I used to know. It being six p.m., primetime for Nikkei during the week, the spacious workout area was filled with members working out with trainers and some on their own. Out of the seven trainers there, five were strangers and all of them looked like they had walked straight out of the pages of a glossy fitness magazine. Not that it was unusual for trainers to be very attractive—at Crunch where I used to work before becoming a cop, all trainers were gorgeous, but this was New York. The first thing I observed as I’d come to work here the first time was how different it was from the West Coast. About half of the sixty trainers on staff at Nikkei were chubby and not very attractive, a quarter were okay-looking, and only the final quarter were hot like these new trainers. I’d quickly learned that, in New York, brains had ruled over beauty. Knowledgeable, experienced but fairly unattractive trainers generally did better than hot, less experienced ones. 
 Had that changed now? I guessed I would soon find out. 
I left the third floor and took the elevator up to the fourth where the fitness manager’s office was. Or at least used to be. I figured I might as well pop in and ask Joanne how to apply to become a trainer at the club, even though I was already familiar with the process. Nikkei, like most big health clubs, hired new trainers every two months because of the high turnover of staff. 
 I turned the corner and walked toward the glass door behind which I hoped to find Joanne. As I got there, I stopped and peeked inside, expecting to spot Asian Joanne with her curtain of shiny black hair covering most of her face as she typed on her computer while also talking on the phone. But the person behind the desk was a tanned, well dressed man in his late thirties, early forties with slicked-back brown hair. He appeared to be reading something on his desktop computer screen. 
 Where was Joanne? And who was this guy? Could I be so lucky that Joanne had been replaced as the fitness manager? That would make it easier for me to get back in. I’d expected getting past Joanne’s sharp eyes to be a hurdle, though not an insurmountable one. 
Well, I might as well find out, I thought. I opened the door and stuck my head in. 
“Excuse me. Is Joanne here somewhere?”
 The man looked up. “Joanne is no longer with the company. May I help you?”
 So she was gone then… Who was this dude then? Her replacement? Probably. I decided that a ballsy approach was best; managers preferred aggressive trainers.
 “Yes, if you’re the manager. I’m a trainer and am looking to work here at Nikkei.”
 His deep-set, brown eyes narrowed and he took me in for a long, silent moment.
 “Why don’t you come in and shut the door,” he said finally.
 A little surprised, I walked inside the small office and stopped before his desk. He kept scrutinizing me.
 “Please remove those glasses and let your hair down,” he demanded as if those were perfectly normal requests. “And if you’re wearing a workout top under that baggy sweater, I’d like it if you could take that off as well.”
 “Excuse me?” I said and just stared at him. Was he out of his mind? I’d said I was looking to work as a trainer, not a bathing suit model or stripper. Not even my flamboyant fitness manager back in L.A—where looks ruled if you wanted to work in the fitness industry—was this direct. 
 As though he could hear all those words going through my head, he said in a friendlier tone, “I know that was very abrupt, but I need to get a better idea of what you look like. We only hire very attractive, highly qualified trainers here at Nikkei. The business in New York has become so competitive we need to make sure we offer our members trainers who look the part in addition to being skilled trainers. So if you want to work here, please help me get a better look at you.”
 Since I was in fact wearing a small workout top underneath my baggy sweater, I removed it and put it on the chair behind me. I didn’t have a problem showing off my body to this guy; I was in as good a shape as I had always been. Better even, in fact as, lately, I was leaner than before because I ran several miles per day as well as lifted weights to help me deal with the stress of losing Nick. It was either that or getting drunk or high to dull the pain that was especially noticeable when I was alone. I preferred keeping my mind clear at all times, so working out had become my analgesic of choice.
 Then I pulled out the hairband I had used to bunch up my hair with and shook out my new red locks. Last, I removed my fake glasses. Had I known I would have to pass a hotness test, I would have put on some makeup. As it was, my face was completely bare since I’d wanted to keep a low profile. Fortunately, I had nice skin, good bone structure, naturally dark lashes and full lips, so I wasn’t a total disaster au naturel. 
 “Did you want me to twirl for you as well?” I asked, wishing that I hadn’t. Firing off sarcastic remarks was not a great way to win over anyone despite that I felt like a piece of cattle being assessed at an auction.
 Apparently, I didn’t have to worry. Rolf—that was his name according to the nametag on his chest—seemed to have a sense of humor because he let out a snort, his dark eyes glittering amused. 
“Sorry,” he said, “I know this is awkward, but corporate will get on my case if I don’t hire very good-looking trainers. So please bear with me. You clearly look the part. With some makeup on and losing the glasses, you’ll be dynamite. As long as your resume is as good as your looks, I can get you into the most recent group of hires. We just had a couple of trainers leave unexpectedly—both females—so your timing is perfect. Do you have your resume with you?”
 “I have it available on the web. Do you want me to email it to you?” 
Producing a fake fitness resume had been a piece of cake. I had all the necessary fitness certifications from when I worked at Nikkei and, being from New Mexico supposedly, it was easy to fake experience. Lots of experience. I hadn’t needed Jose for that part.
Rolf gave me his card and told me to send it to the email address there. Then he extended his hand and, giving me a bright smile, introduced himself finally. I told him my name was Jamie. 
“Well, Jamie. If you have the right credentials and are willing to update your look, I may be able to hire you. As soon as I get your resume, I’ll run it by human resources and let you know. It would be great if you could get it in by the end of the day.”
 “Will do. Thanks a lot!” With those words, I grabbed my sweater and left Rolf’s office, feeling confident I’d be a trainer at Nikkei again shortly.









Chapter 3
 “Yeah, things are way different from how they used to be,” Emma, one of the female Nikkei trainers, said as we walked down the stairs to have lunch together in the health club cafeteria. “The new owners run a tight ship for sure.” 
Emma had been one of the new hires while I was in the last weeks of my undercover assignment. She and Annika never got a chance to really speak, so I wasn’t worried that she would figure out this was the second time I was working at the club. I doubted she even remembered Annika. I had recently finished the one-week onboarding training all new hires had to go through and was on my fourth day of actually working as a trainer now. I’d struck up a conversation with Emma while on my floor shift and we had quickly become friendly. I wanted to find out just how much things had changed since I’d left and Emma was the perfect person to fill me in about that, being part of the old crew. Given that she was one of the trainers who had more smarts than good looks, I’d been surprised to see that she still had a job. So far, it seemed like everyone else of that group of trainers was gone. So why was she still here? I hoped I was about to find out.
 “Yeah, it’s as if I’m at another club altogether,” I said as we entered the always buzzing cafeteria. I’d told Emma that I used to be a member at the club two years ago—before her time—and how the trainers were so…different then for lack of a better word. I didn’t want to use the words “super hot” as that might make Emma uncomfortable. She was a very bright and sweet girl, but with her chunky body, bad skin and stringy, rat-colored hair, she was not attractive. In fact, she appeared even heavier than I could remember. She must be working here still because she’s an excellent trainer, which should be what matters most, I decided. Maybe The Adler Group, the European-based company that had bought out Millennium Partners, Nikkei Sports Club’s former owners, wasn’t as strict on the hotness factor as Rolf had made it seem. And that was definitely a good thing. If not, Adler’s policy was borderline discriminatory.
“Yeah, you better bring your A game if you wanna survive here,” Emma said. “I myself am working harder than ever to maintain my clientele. All the trainers the new company has hired are great and hard-working, so competition is fierce. The few of us who’re still here from before have definitely had to up our game.” She nudged me and smiled. “You must have some great credentials in addition to being gorgeous. It’s super hard to get a foot in the door here these days.”
“Thanks, Emma! Yeah, I’m so glad they hired me.” That was no exaggeration. When I didn’t get a call from Rolf the next day and not the following either, I’d started to bite my nails, worrying about whether I’d actually get to work at the club again. Considering that the onboarding training for new hires started five days later, I’d expected him to call only hours after I left his office or at least the next morning. Maybe he had only been flattering me. But then I did get the phone call finally, thank God, offering me employment. “I guess having a Masters in exercise physiology at Brown did give me an edge.”
My diploma from Brown University was the only document in addition to my driver’s license and social security card Jose had forged for me. 
Emma looked impressed. “Wow! Yeah, so you must be as smart as you’re great-looking then. If you’re willing to work as hard as the new trainers, you’ll have a full clientele in no-time.” 
As a new trainer, I was only doing floor shifts at the moment, not actually training anyone yet. Floor shifts involved keeping the gym floors in order and assisting members. Management fed you client leads in the meantime and you were also expected to pick up some of your own and turn them into regular clients during your shifts. If you didn’t get some clients within a few months, you were fired. According to Emma, this policy was even stricter with The Adler Group at the helm. So if I wanted to keep sniffing around here undisturbed, I’d better pick up some clients in the next several days.
 “Hey, why don’t you take that table while I go get us food?” Emma suggested and pointed at a table in the middle of the busy cafeteria. “You still want the chicken stir fry?”
 “Yes, that would be great,” I said and handed her a twenty to pay for my food and drink. Then I took a seat at the table she had indicated. 
I kept my head down even though I should be able to relax now; so far, none of the old trainers and members I used to know had recognized me and many of them had gotten a good look. But I still needed to be careful. Having to lose the glasses, I didn’t look quite as different as I would have liked. Maybe one of the club’s weirdos—general eccentrics and people much too loud and outspoken for my taste—would see me and, thinking I reminded them of Annika, yell it out for the world to hear. That might be all that was needed for others—people who knew Cardoza—to view me in a different light and begin to wonder about me. As I discreetly took in everyone in the cafeteria, searched for potential suspects—anything to lead me on the right path—I also supported my face in my hands. 
Lively energy filled the air. The sounds of jaunty laughter and chattering voices cut through the space as well as clinking silverware and scraping chairs. A couple of kids were fighting about something at a table while what might be their mother or nanny perhaps told them to be quiet. A whiff of salmon, lemon and balsamic vinaigrette reached me and I soon discovered where it came from; someone right next to me was eating his fish with a generous side of leafy greens. 
As my eyes moved through all the commotion, they did a double take when they reached an unfamiliar, sandy blond man with a thin, scruffy beard. He was looking right at me and he did not seem at all pleased with what he saw. But the second I noted his gaze on me, he lowered it toward the big newspaper spread over the table where he sat alone. 
I took him in. He appeared to be in his early to mid-thirties and while handsome and with a well-built physique, I didn’t get the sense that he was another of the many new trainers at the club. Not only did he have an air of corporate professional to him, but he wore a brown, formal sweater and dress pants that further reinforced my assumption. Trainers rarely lunched in outfits other than some type of relaxed, athletic gear.
I willed him to return my stare so I could figure out why he’d seemed so annoyed with me, but he insisted on keeping his gaze firmly on the newspaper now. As far as I could tell, he was still irked because he appeared to be scowling. What was his problem?
Did he recognize me?

In that case, did he recognize me as Annika, the Swedish trainer, or as Nick’s wife? If the latter, he must have something to do with Nick’s death.
 Just the thought of this caused fury tempered with a heap of anxiety to stream through my veins. The way he had glowered at me suggested he had some interest in me and not in a good way. I inhaled quietly through my nose to steady the sudden churning in my stomach.
 “Yeah, that one’s pretty cute,” Emma said and placed a bottle of water before me. “In a moody, gruff kind of way.” 
I jerked so hard the table shook slightly at her sudden appearance. Turning toward her, I couldn’t help but chuckle at my overreaction, then I rolled my eyes at myself.
 “Who’s that guy?” I asked, keeping my voice down even though the mystery man was too far away to be able to hear us. And even if he had been seated right next to our table, the buzz in the big cafeteria was loud enough to drench out our conversation. The grim expression on his face made me uneasy, which was why I’d felt compelled to use the unnecessary caution. 
Emma shrugged. “I have no idea. Never seen him before. Could be someone from ABC News having lunch here. They often come here what with their offices being across the street. Or from one of the other businesses around here. Lately this cafeteria has been gaining in popularity among professionals in the area. I definitely don’t think he works here.”
 “I see,” I said, eager to switch the subject. The more I looked at him now—we were both practically staring at the man, who kept ignoring us—the more unsettling I found his presence. I wished that I had never noticed him in the first place. I was suddenly convinced he had something to do with Nick’s death and that he knew who I really was. 
Why else would he be glaring at me like that? 
 Goosebumps formed on my arms as the unease kept expanding within me, which annoyed me since I should really be pleased to have gotten a lead so quickly. It had soon dawned on me that, while my gut told me the answer to Nick’s death would be found in New York City, I was still fumbling in the dark, having no idea what to look for. Besides, this guy would hardly do anything to me in broad daylight, in front of so many witnesses. I was armed myself and a very good shot was he to try something.

Yes, spotting this man is a good thing, Gabi, I told myself in my head. It means you can get your revenge sooner rather than later. That was what you came for in the first place, you silly girl! If you can just make sure he doesn’t get to you before you get to him, you’re set. 

But thinking these thoughts didn’t make me feel much calmer. What was going on? Had Nick’s murder made me lose all the confidence I’d gained while working for the LAPD as well as the FBI? Not that I’d been insecure before, but successfully taking down gun and knife-wielding crooks twice your size and dealing with psychopathic criminals in high stress situations tended to make you believe in yourself like never before. I had proven both to my superiors and to myself that I was an excellent cop who could defend herself well while solving tough, dangerous cases. Because of my efforts in taking down Cardoza, I’d been able to skip several ranks and been promoted to level two detective as soon as I returned from New York. I was the first officer in the LAPD who’d climbed the ladder that swiftly. 
 Emma smiled at me, her round face lit with excitement. “You like him? He’s definitely hot. Looks like he could be Swedish. He reminds me of a trainer who used to work here. Of course, she was female. Still, he has that look.”
 It took all I had to control the urge I had to stare at her. That just had to have been a totally random comment. There hadn’t been an ounce of sarcasm in Emma’s tone and her face remained innocent-looking. Yes, of course it was just random… I really shouldn’t be that surprised; everyone used to tell me that I, as Annika, looked so incredibly Swedish, which I had found hilarious since I was Latina, albeit a light-skinned one.
“He’s pretty hot,” I said, “but I don’t think he’s Swedish. He looks more Eastern European to me.” 
“If we know his name, we should be able to determine where he’s from. We can always ask the front desk people”—she nodded at the front desk visible from where we sat—“if he’s a member or just a guest. He’d have to sign the list there to get in here for lunch as a guest. They might remember him if we do it now. You want me to go ask them?”
 “No, no, that’s okay,” I replied quickly. I smiled at her. “I just thought he looked like someone I used to know is all. But the more I look at him, the more I see that it’s not the same person.”
 One of the Hispanic kitchen workers behind the long lunch counter called out our names, letting us know our food was ready, saving me from having to discuss this further. If I was going to learn this guy’s name, I preferred doing so when Emma wasn’t around. After that comment about him reminding her about Annika, I’d better keep her at arm’s length. Random or not, it had been weird. But I appreciated that she’d confirmed for me a trainer could still find out about members and visitors to the club by talking to the front desk people. As soon as our lunch was over, I’d head over there and ask them about him.
 I got to my feet. “Let me get it.” I motioned for Emma to stay seated.
 Hurrying over to the cashier where all finished courses were brought, I grabbed the tray with my stir fry and Emma’s turkey wrap. On my way back to her, I nearly bumped into one of the other trainers I used to be friendly with—Burt, a good-looking black male who always wore the most outlandishly colored contacts, causing him to appear alien. He wore the Nikkei trainer’s uniform, which consisted of a black shirt with the words “Nikkei Trainer” and plain black pants or tights. I hadn’t seen him in all the time I had been here, so I had assumed he was no longer working at the club despite being very attractive, intelligent and hard-working. It was great to see that he was still here. He must have been away. 
Our eyes met and he smiled at me. Nothing in his expression suggested that he recognized me, thankfully. It was too bad I had to act like I didn’t know him as I would have loved to catch up with him, see how life had treated him; now we’d have to start over. 
After I returned with our food, Emma and I continued to talk, mostly about how life in New Mexico was, which I totally winged. I had barely taken a look at the city I was supposedly from, Rio Rancho. It was just another medium-sized city in our country, nothing special after all. 
Then Emma had to go because she had a client and I was alone. 
Great, now I can go up to the front desk and ask about the guy, I thought. The people working there could easily see him from where they were—well, if they turned around. My eyes went to the blond man’s table, but, much to my disappointment, he was gone. All that was left of him was the big newspaper he’d been reading. The New York Times, it looked like from where I sat.
I searched the spacious cafeteria area hoping to spot him somewhere, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
Damn. This was not good. I needed to find out who he was. I pondered whether to go up to the front desk and ask the receptionists about him even though there was no one to point out for them. I chewed on my lower lip. What would I tell them? I didn’t know the people working there and they didn’t know me either since I had just started at the club. Asking them to try to dig up the name of a thirty-something dude whose only identifying traits were that he was sandy blond and had a faint beard would just sound odd. Even if they agreed, with all the people entering the club at noon, it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack for the receptionists.
I sighed. I should just forget about it. It wasn’t much I could do but be extra careful from now on. Maybe that look hadn’t meant as much as I had initially thought. Maybe the guy had just eaten something bad, which had made him look so grim right as he laid eyes on me. Or maybe I’d just reminded him of someone he didn’t like and he hadn’t been able to hide this fact. I didn’t think we’d met before. He had a fairly distinct look about him, so I’d surely have remembered him. 
Also, this guy hadn’t looked like a man involved in the criminal underworld, the kind Nick had been so deeply immersed in. Nothing about him had said Mexican cartel member. 
A shiver of extreme discomfort went through me as an image of Nick’s slashed back suddenly materialized in my head. I closed my eyes for a moment. 
“Rats always get what they deserve.” 
There had been so much blood… I could only hope he was already dead before the sadists had carved that sentence directly into his body. Sadly, knowing how cruel Cardoza and his cohorts were, he’d probably been alive. It was more likely that they had taken their time marking his body and enjoyed every moment of it. The cloth stuffed into my husband’s mouth could have been there to muffle the screams that had surely come out of Nick’s mouth as they had applied those other cuts and punctures to his body. To his face and eyes.
Ice cold and feeling like I was about to throw up the stir fry I had just finished, I opened my eyes and forced the horrible images out of my mind. Then I rubbed my arms to feel better. 
 I took my plate, silverware and emptied water bottle and went to the area where the trash was kept in the cafeteria. I threw the bottle and placed the plate and utensils in the designated spots. I decided to take a walk in Central Park, get some fresh air before it was time for me to do my afternoon floor shift. It was sunny and rather warm out for an afternoon in late March, so I should enjoy it having been inside most of the day. 
 I didn’t run into anyone else I knew as I kept walking to the elevators that would take me down to the lobby and out onto the street. When I pressed the button to get the elevator, I thought about how Brady believed I was in Hungary now. I was lucky to have become very good friends with George, our IT guy at the station as well as a masterful hacker. He was the other reason I’d been able to pull off my stunt. Not only had George ensured it showed in American Airlines’ records that I’d boarded my connecting flight to Hungary in New York when I hadn’t, but he’d also taken care of my email situation. Each time I sent an email, my IP address showed that I was in Europe, not in the states still. Not that I thought Brady would ever check on me, but in case he did, he would have no reason to believe I actually wasn’t where I’d claimed.
 Having deceived him to his face, I didn’t think Brady would have my back the way he had when he’d pushed for me to get the undercover job being a rookie cop, assuring everyone I had the goods. He was big on ethics and I’d promised him I’d go straight to Hungary. He would be so disappointed to realize I’d lied to him. My career in law enforcement would be over.
 I supposed I could live with not ever getting to be a cop again. What I couldn’t live with was not having at least tried to find Nick’s killer. 





Chapter 4
 There was a light breeze when I got outside the health club that smelled faintly of blooming trees mixed with exhaust and something else I couldn’t define. Manhattan had always had its distinct smell, one of the things I’d missed about it when I left. It had taken me a while to get used to the hectic city, but when I had, I was addicted and it took me several weeks to stop wishing I was still there after returning to the West Coast. 
 New York City, while often rough and scary and unfriendly, definitely had its charm.
 I inhaled deeply as I began walking toward Central Park. Despite that I had rented an apartment close to the gym, I had yet to visit the park, my favorite part of the city. At least now I would get to enjoy it as often as I wanted, working and living so nearby, I mused bittersweetly. 
I checked my smartphone and discovered that I had less time available to take a walk than I had counted on. Only forty-five minutes. I’d better make the most of them. 
I picked up my pace and quickly reached the wide entrance to the park and walked inside. I couldn’t help but smile as I took in its splendor. Many of the trees that competed for space along the asphalted walkways were already green and luscious and flowers, bright and colorful, sprouted in several places. Squirrels ran across the bright green grass and up tree trunks, dogs played with each other and fetched balls their owners threw. All kinds of people milled around the famous landmark: joggers and bikers, mothers with baby carriages, couples holding hands, tourists snapping photos, professionals taking a break from the office to steal a bit of fresh air. 
I still spotted the man from the club cafeteria almost instantly. 
He was walking along the large, hemmed in grass field known as the Sheep Meadow where plenty of people were sitting or lying down, many directly on the grass and wearing little, enjoying the sunny, pleasant weather. Looking straight ahead, he was talking to someone on a cell phone. He was only about fifteen yards away from me and, as far as I could tell, he hadn’t noticed me yet. He made a turn as he reached the edge of the narrow Sheep Meadow and now his back was toward me. 
Having no specific destination in mind, I decided that I might as well use my break to see what he was up to. Maybe I had written him off a little too quickly. It seemed too much of a coincidence that I’d run into him again and especially so soon. Maybe fate was trying to tell me something, push me in the right direction by having me spot him so easily in the crowds of people. 
Wishing that I had access to a baseball hat that I could wear to hide my face, I did the second best—I found my sunglasses in my purse. Someone had sat on them by mistake at work, breaking the frames, which was why I had chosen not to wear them despite that the sun shone brightly from a cloud free sky. Putting them on anyway, I also lowered my head to make myself as inconspicuous as I could while setting after the man. He kept walking along Sheep Meadow toward the eastside of Manhattan at a brisk pace, weaving through others who were sauntering along like they didn’t have a care in the world. 
My object walked the way someone did when they had a purpose in mind.
 I used the same pace as he did, maintaining about fifteen yards between us. It helped that there were several people ahead of me that I could quickly hide behind in case he turned around all of a sudden. 
 By the time we had passed the football-sized lawn and were heading toward the eastside exit of the very long but very narrow park, there were suddenly a lot fewer people for me to hide behind. The majority of them were suddenly heading either north or south as they reached the wide asphalted passage at the other side of Sheep Meadow. I kept virtual fingers crossed that Mystery Man didn’t sense I was following him. He had stopped talking on the phone and put it in his pant pocket, walking even faster now. I was a fast walker myself, but this one had me half running to keep up.
 He got to the low stonewall that surrounded the entire park in which there were exits here and there. The traffic light that controlled Fifth Avenue, a road with multiple lanes that edged Central Park’s eastside, gave pedestrians the right of way at the moment. The blond man crossed it quickly. I was running to catch the light before it turned red and didn’t make it, angry drivers honking as I snuck in front of their cars. I raised an apologetic hand, mouthing “sorry” to as many as I could. As I kept weaving through all the cars, I watched how the man disappeared behind the corner of the building closest to the next cross street.

Damn, I thought as I finally stepped onto the curb on the other side of the avenue. He’d better not disappear on me again. I dashed up to the edge of the building and stopped, peering around the corner. I relaxed when I spotted him walking down the street. Walking slower now, I set after him. Where was he going? 
 I scurried after him faster than before so he wouldn’t cross Madison Avenue that was quickly creeping up ahead of him and leave me stuck on the other side because the street light had turned red and cars began to move. The distance between us shortened drastically to a paltry seven, eight yards. 
 But when he reached the end of the block, instead of crossing Madison Avenue he stopped and raised a hand, scanning the street. 
He must be looking for a cab. I stopped dead in my tracks. If he turned around right now, he would no doubt see me—and see me clearly—as no one was between us. Barring an old couple that had come out of a store and just passed me, the street was completely empty. 
I held my breath as I thought about what to do. Stay in place and hope he kept looking ahead? There was a restaurant to my left that I could run into and peek out from, wait until he got a cab. Then I could get one of my own and follow his. I’d come up with a plausible excuse if necessary to explain why I was late for my shift. The way my gut was screaming, telling me I needed to know more about this man, was just too loud to ignore. 
 Deciding the chance he’d turn around was even smaller now, I remained in the street.
 It felt like forever as the two of us stood there on the quiet sidewalk, he waving indignantly after yellow cabs and me staring at him. I was beginning to expect that he would give up and take the bus instead he was having such a hard time. But then one suddenly took a sharp turn and slid up beside him. 
 My body tensed as I got ready to find my own cab and follow him—hopefully I’d hail one much quicker than he had. Not that it looked promising. As I kept searching for one, I watched out of the corner of my eye how he opened the door to his cab and prepared to get in. My heart pounding, I waved frenetically in the direction of each cab I spotted, even the taken ones. Come on, I hissed under my breath as they swished by, all of them ignoring me. His car door was fully open now. But instead of climbing in, he turned around and gazed straight at me.
 I couldn’t stop the gasp that pushed through my lips as his eyes landed on me. I glanced around in a vain search for somewhere to hide even though he had clearly already discovered me. Even so, my fight or flight instinct was well and alive, urging me to make a decision.
 Before I could dash into the restaurant, his face changed. The sullenness faded and there was the tiniest of smiles on his lips. I couldn’t determine whether it was sarcastic or kind because his lips soon shrank back to the straight line they had been in prior. Then he swiveled around and climbed into the cab. It took off with a shriek shortly after he had closed the door. 
 I kept staring after the yellow car as it quickly headed northbound on Madison Avenue. When did he notice that I was after him? Had he known all along? That seemed most likely. When had he seen me? Before I’d spotted him? And what had he tried to tell me with that little grin? It had been so quick I wasn’t sure I’d actually seen it. I was completely dumbfounded.
 I watched how his cab got smaller and smaller as it kept driving up Madison Avenue, zigzagging smoothly between all the other cars crowding the lanes. I opted not to try to follow him in the end. There were no available cabs around for me go in; everywhere I looked, the occupied lights were on. He would be long gone before I found one.
I sighed. I might as well head back to Nikkei for my shift. While there, I’d sweet talk the front desk staff and see if I could find out his name that way. If he was a member, he’d be in the computer system and if not, he’d be on the sign-in list all guests had to sign to gain access to the club. As long as he used his real ID and the receptionists worked with me, I’d figure out who he was. It couldn’t be that many names on that list and not all of them would be male. 
 I jogged back toward the club. My shift started soon, so I needed to hurry.
 I punched in my employee number right on time, still catching my breath. I would take a round covering every floor of the club and then head down to the front desk and talk to the receptionists, ask them to dig up the mystery man for me. I would have to use all my charm to win them over, convince them to help me with my investigation. Too bad they were all girls. 
 I climbed the stairs to get to the fifth floor. On my way I bumped into Ron, an investment banker who used to hang with Cardoza and his men when I was undercover. For a while I had suspected that he might be involved in Cardoza’s organization, but as I’d gotten to know him better, I changed my mind. This guy had no idea what thugs he often partied with. To Ron, Cardoza was just another wealthy real estate developer.
Did I jump to conclusion? I asked myself as he approached me in the staircase now. What with Nick’s murder, I could no longer be sure despite that the FBI seemed to have gotten all of Cardoza’s underlings and cohorts, especially the ones who’d hung out at Nikkei. Until I had figured out if he’d been involved after all, I was better off avoiding him. I tried my best to just walk past him. Unfortunately, he stopped me.
“Hey, the TV on one of the treadmills on the fifth floor isn’t working,” he said, scowling. “Can you fix that for me?”
“Um, I could take a look at it,” I said in a lighter voice than the one I’d used when I had been Annika, even though the fact that I spoke with an American, not Swedish accent should be enough. “What’s wrong with it?”
“If I knew that, I’d fix it myself,” he snapped. 
 “Let me call buildings operations and have them come look at it,” I said, not feeling like dealing with Ron’s bad mood. “Which treadmill is it?”
He explained which treadmill it was and I told him I’d go call for help. Someone should be there shortly.
“Let’s hope so or I’ll be canceling my membership,” he grumbled. “I’ll be on the treadmill waiting.” He turned around and walked back up the stairs. I turned around myself and walked down to the front desk. From there, I’d radio buildings operations to be sure someone went up to Ron immediately. I hadn’t missed the way he’d thrown glances at my nametag and I didn’t need him to complain about me. At least he hadn’t seemed to recognize me.
 I asked Natalie, one of the cool front desk girls, to find building operations for me. Then, having already broken the ice with her, I asked if she could help me find a member.
“Sure,” she said, pushing her cat-eye glasses up her nose. Her strawberry blonde hair was tied back in a French twist and she was wearing virtually no makeup. “What’s the name?”
I grimaced. “I misplaced the card he gave me. All I know is that his first name is Jacob. We spoke in the cafeteria during lunch today and he told me he wanted a trainer. I obviously know what he looks like, though. Can we look at who checked in during lunch maybe?”
“Sure, but how do you know that he didn’t check in earlier? Maybe he was having lunch after working out.”
“That’s true. How about we look through all members who checked in after ten today. We spoke at one.”
“Okay.” Natalie brought up the check-ins on the screen before her. With things going so surprisingly well, I didn’t want to push my luck by asking if I could come around to get a better view of the faces popping up. Instead, I leaned over the counter as much as I could without breaking my back to see. She kept scrolling through members.
“Anyone?” she asked me when we got to members who had checked in at noon. 
“Um, no.” 
As Natalie kept scrolling through members, I prepared myself to ask for the sign-in list. It would be harder to justify getting access to that. When we got to members who’d checked in after twelve thirty, I gave up on him being an actual member and also knew what excuse to use.
“Oh, I just remembered that he said his membership doesn’t start until next week. So he was only here as a guest today. May I look at the sign-in sheet?” I gave her the friendliest smile I could muster. “There can’t be too many Jacobs there.”
 She handed me the clipboard with the sign-in sheet on it. It took me only a quick glance to realize that at least thirty people had scribbled their names there. I would need to make a copy in the business office; doing it by hand would take forever. And I couldn’t stand around at the front desk much longer without a manager wondering what I was up to. 
 “Can I make a copy of this sheet?” I asked Natalie in a quiet voice so that the other receptionists wouldn’t hear me. The fewer people who suspected I was up to something, the better. Natalie might be a little cool, but so far she obviously thought my requests were totally legit. Others might not be as easy to fool.
 “Sure,” she said. As I was about to remove it from the clipboard, she put a hand over mine. “But I would need something in exchange for that.”
 My heart sank; I should have known this was going a little too well.
 “And what would that be?” I asked, careful to keep the irritation out of my voice.
 She smiled at me, revealing that she wore a small brace. “Three free training sessions.”
“I’d be happy to train you,” I said quietly, even though we trainers weren’t supposed to be training any of the staff for free. Hopefully she would be too lazy to actually reach out to me for training. “Just text me whenever you want to do them.” I gave her my cell number.
 “Thank you,” she said and lifted her hand from the sheet. I removed it and scurried into the nearby business office, making a mental note that Natalie was someone to be leery of. 
 Now that I had a copy of the sheet all I needed to do was go through the many names and put faces to each of them. It was a shame the guests didn’t also have to add the time of their arrival at the club, as, this way, I would have been able to narrow down the list significantly. 
 I went to the locker room and stuck the paper into my purse, then I returned to the gym floors. I needed to focus on getting some clients now; so far, I had only picked up one. In the evenings, most members were working out on the third or fifth floor, so I was better off hanging out in those areas. 
 As I stepped onto the fifth floor, an older woman with significant curves in a hot pink outfit and black tights was struggling with one of the machines. She gazed at me helplessly.
 “Do you need some help, ma’am?” I asked. 
 She looked relieved. “Oh, yes, that would be so great. How do I use this machine?”
 “What is it that you’re trying to accomplish?” I asked. The woman was on one of the club’s many ab machines. I was fairly sure she would tell me she wanted to get rid of her belly by using it. In my days as a trainer, I never ceased to be surprised about how many people kept thinking that by working their abdominal muscles, the fat on top would magically melt away.
 In fact, my client Felipe Cardoza had been one of them. 
 She pointed to her chunky midriff and smiled a little embarrassed. “I want a flat stomach.”
 “Well, in that case, this machine won’t help you.”
 “Really? Then what should I do?”
 “The club offers complimentary sessions to all members. Did you use yours yet?”
 “No, I haven’t.”
 “Well, if you let me train you, I can show you what you need to do to get a flat stomach. Flat stomachs are my specialty!” 
 The woman smiled. “Really? That sounds great! When can we do it?”
 “What’s your schedule like tomorrow?”
 She screwed up her face as she considered my question. “Could you do sometime in the afternoon?”
 “How about four p.m.?”
 “I think that should work. Where would I meet you?”
 “We meet our clients on the fourth floor by the fitness desk. Do you know where that is?”
 “Yes, I do. Okay, I will see you there tomorrow then.”
 I got out my phone and took the woman’s contact information before I moved on. Now that I’d picked up a person who seemed like she could afford to train on a regular basis—I hadn’t failed to notice the huge diamond on her ring finger—I would go back down to the fourth floor and Google a couple of the names on the sign-in list on the desktop computers there. Thirty-seven people had signed it and twenty of those were males and not all easy to read. I had my work cut out for me for sure. I went to grab the sheet out of my locker in the trainer lounge and then walked out to the area where the employee computers were. 
 Keeping the sheet next to me, I Googled the first name, a Richard Otey. The screen filled with several results out of which one was Whitepages.com. I clicked on it and found fourteen exact matches. Out of these, only three were in their thirties and none lived in New York. I Googled the three young Richards with their respective cities and then clicked on the Images tab. If I was lucky, there would be a photo of this man somewhere on the web. Out of the ones that spread open before me, none looked even remotely like the blond man. 
 I did the same with the next three Richards and none appeared to be my man. Exhaling frustrated, I went to male number five, a Norbi Novak. Sounds Eastern European to me, so this might be the one, I thought. Biting my lip in expectation, I punched in his name on the keyboard.
 “Spying on your boyfriend?” a smooth male voice behind me asked. 
 I turned to the voice and discovered one of the new, gorgeous trainers standing behind me. How long had he been standing there? I hadn’t heard him come up. I froze when I realized that he could have been standing there for quite a while. Spying on me.
 “Norbi is a weird name for a guy,” the tall, muscular, drop dead gorgeous guy continued and swiped away his long bangs, revealing striking green eyes with the longest lashes I had ever seen on a man. “You should dump his ass.”
 I relaxed then. He had probably just arrived. I smirked at him and checked his nametag. 
 “Are you trying to tell me that I should upgrade to someone called Jonah instead?”
 He grinned at me, perfect teeth flashing white. “Would be a lot better than Norbi.”
 “I’m not sure I agree with that.” As discreetly as I could, I grabbed the sheet and flipped it over so Jonah wouldn’t see what it was. It was best I continued my search when I got home instead. I didn’t need to be interrupted like this.
 “You’re feisty,” Jonah said, still grinning. “I like it. I don’t think we officially met. I’m Jonah Green.” He held out a big, square hand in my direction. As I took it to shake it, he flipped it around and brought it to his lips, pressing a light kiss onto my knuckles. Speechless, I just stared at him. “Welcome to Nikkei, Jamie. When did you start with us?”
 I cleared my throat, annoyed with myself that he’d gotten to me just a little bit with his ridiculously great looks and confident seduction moves. Oily moves. I pulled back my hand. 
 “A few days ago. How long have you been working here?” 
 “Nine months. Representatives from Nikkei recruited me and my twin sister directly from college. We were both on athletic scholarships at Princeton.”
 I frowned at him. “You were recruited?” I had never heard of a health club going to colleges to recruit employees. I wanted to ask him if he was given a signing bonus too, but felt that was too nosy. As I took a closer look at him now, I realized he was younger than I had first thought. Which would totally explain his arrogant behavior and the kiss on the hand, a total overcompensation. I suddenly liked him a lot better. The poor boy just didn’t know any better and was probably just trying to hide the fact that he was inexperienced. 
 “Your sister must be gorgeous,” I said, feeling almost maternal toward Jonah now.
 “Yeah, but you’re sexier.” He fired off a boyish grin at me. “I love older women.”
 I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling at his forthright comments. Jonah could not be from the big city acting this way. 
 “You do, huh?” I said. “And why is that?”
 His cheeks went a light pink, but he still went ahead and said, “Well, for one, they’re a lot more confident than girls my age. More emancipated.”
I arched a brow at him. “Emancipated?”
“Yup. You go straight to the point when you like a guy. No playing games, driving guys crazy. So you wanna hang out later? Have some pizza?”
I chuckled. “Sorry. Norbi wouldn’t be very happy if I did that. Hey, I need to get going. I’m supposed to be talking to members, not trainers.” I took my paper and slipped past him.
Folding it and sticking it in my bra, I walked down to the club’s third floor. 
When I was done at Nikkei and I went home to Google the rest of the guys on the sheet, I would also Google The Adler Group. It seemed to be a most interesting company and it was time I learned more about it.





Chapter 5
 As soon as I got home later that night, still sweaty after a fierce workout, I opened my laptop and Googled the rest of the names on the sign-in sheet. By midnight I had reached the end. 
Sadly, none of the guys on the list had yielded the result I’d hoped for. This could mean a few things: 1. the mystery man had a fake ID and used a different name when he signed the sheet; 2. he was a member who had come earlier in the day—before the time Natalie and I looked for him in the computer; 3. I had missed him when Natalie sped through the photos; 4. there simply weren’t any photos of him on the internet; or 5. he had walked straight in during the lunch hour rush despite that Natalie claimed no person ever entered the club unnoticed. 
She’d adamantly assured me of how thorough the front desk staff was as I returned the sheet to her and asked if it was possible the receptionists might have missed checking him in. I didn’t know her well enough to be able to determine if she was lying or at least exaggerating, though she did strike me as a person who would lie about such a thing to protect her ego. Even so, surely the vast majority of people entering were recorded one way or another; Nikkei Sports Club prided itself in being a very private
institution. 
Out of the five scenarios, I believed no. 4 was most probable—especially since Emma hadn’t seen him before—which meant he must be just a guest, not a member. 
I could only hope he was a guest who would return. 
If the way he had been looking at me was any indication, he would. And then I would be more prepared, make sure I got his name before he disappeared on me again. I’d find out what that look and smile had been all about. For now it was time to stop obsessing about this guy.
I typed in “The Adler Group” in the Google search box next. Adler was a privately owned real estate company in Switzerland with headquarters in Zurich and offices and developments all across the world, including New York. As far as I could tell, the company was only interested in real estate, primarily luxury condominiums in large cities. There had been nothing bad about it or its CEO in the media. On the contrary, they seemed pretty involved in charity and had even received a couple of awards for the impact their work had had on the environment as well as for their efforts in building affordable housing in poor communities all over the world. It seemed only natural that they would expand into fitness clubs when they were involved in so many great causes. Helping people get and stay healthy was of great concern, so why not have a hand in that field? Nikkei Sports Club fit perfectly into their many luxury buildings and developments, so it also made sense they had picked that club as opposed to some low budget one like Planet Fitness or Bally. All in all, a great company, on paper at least.
 Of course, their aggressive pursuit of trainers from top colleges was highly peculiar, I had to admit. I’d bumped into Jonah again on the floor and asked him if he knew about others who had been recruited the way he and his sister had. He’d looked at me like I was stupid, then said, “Um, yeah. Like pretty much everyone here.” 
I wondered what had happened to all the trainers who no longer worked at the club. So many were gone. As I had looked at all the trainer headshots that hung on the fourth floor walls to learn more about my new coworkers, I realized there were even fewer people left than I had originally thought—only about twelve of the old ones remained. 
I couldn’t imagine that all of them had decided to quit at once only because Nikkei had switched owners. Except for the fact that The Adler Group seemed more demanding than the former owners, I didn’t get the sense that the employees were unhappy. Unhappy the way people would be if their bosses were assholes. Old as well as new trainers, the maintenance staff, receptionists and management all seemed content to be working at the club. Except for Rolf’s odd request when I’d first approached him, I had to say that I myself felt well treated by my superiors. 
As I had spoken to Emma during lunch earlier, I didn’t get the impression Adler had fired people unfairly. You’d think she would have told me about it if that was the case, at least mention something along the lines of how happy she was she still had a job. Of course, I hadn’t asked why there were so many new trainers either, so maybe she just never got around to it. Maybe she felt guilty she was still there when others weren’t and preferred not to talk about it.
 Also, the health club industry was a business like anything else. The better-looking, the smarter and the more hard-working the trainers, the more successful the club was likely to be. All of those factors would have an impact on their profit margin.
Could I really blame a corporation for pursuing the most successful strategy possible?
 I couldn’t, but I could feel it was something about their calculated strategy that felt icky to me. Something about it was just wrong on a visceral level.
 I was dying to share with Captain Brady that Nikkei had switched owners and that the owners were not only not located in America, but were also operating in an unusual manner for a health club. Since my instincts told me the answer to Nick’s death was related to Nikkei somehow, it was worth at least considering that The Adler Group might be involved. 
Maybe Adler had some kind of connection to Cardoza. 
According to what I could find online, the company had acquired Nikkei and its sister clubs in the U.S. eleven months ago. By then Cardoza’s trial was pretty much over and so were all investigations. I knew the feds had briefly investigated Millennium Partners given that Cardoza, in addition to his drug ring, was heavily involved in real estate development and had used the club as something of a headquarter. But they had found nothing of interest with Nikkei’s former owners, no connection to the Cardoza cartel the way the entire board of the Southeast Airlines had been part of it.
 I did some of my own research online to see if I could find any connection between Cardoza’s legitimate business dealings and The Adler Group. After an hour of intense Googling, I was exhausted and none the wiser. If the two had ever done business together, it was extremely well hidden. Or maybe their dealing had been on a personal level only.
 Maybe Cardoza had been the person who had suggested to The Adler Group’s CEO that Nikkei was a great health club and that he should look into it during some event where the two had met. Maybe it was something as simple as that.
 Stretching my arms over my head, I yawned big. My head was beginning to spin. It was late and I should go to bed. I had one of my few clients at eight the following morning and I wanted to be alert for our session. But before I signed off, I shot Brady a quick email and asked what was going on with Nick’s investigation. Maybe his reply would result in something useful, though I doubted they had made much headway into the case or Brady would have alerted me already. Still, even a small progress might help me. 
 After taking a shower, I crept under my covers and closed my eyes. I had made sure to pop a couple of sleeping pills, the heavy-duty kind. I didn’t dare going to bed without being drugged. I’d rather get addicted to pills and sleep dreamlessly than endure the pain that assaulted me the second I wasn’t busy with something and was forced to think about what had happened to my life. To Nick. Without being knocked out, no matter how exhausted I was, I’d invariably think of my husband, how much I missed him. How I still couldn’t believe that he was really dead. During the waking hours I kept from thinking about him by staying focused on the task at hand. Working out so hard the physical pain overpowered the mental. It was the only way for me to remain sane and clear-headed. But at night as I’d gone to bed there was only me and the dark. It wasn’t fair that a man who had done so much for his country, helped so many others, sacrificed so much and was so altogether good would die so young. And die in such a terrible way. 
 Luckily, before the hot tears that were burning the back of my eyelids could form and stream down my cheeks, the pills kicked in.
***
 When I was back at the club in the morning, I had decided that I would ask Emma more in depth about what had happened to the other trainers. She would know if they had all been fired. She had to know. And if I pushed her a little, I was convinced she would tell me the truth even if it made her uncomfortable. 
 I really had no one else to ask but Emma. Even if she’d made that odd comment, she was still the only trainer who hadn’t gotten to know Annika well. I needed to keep my distance from the others as much as possible, not get involved in conversations unless absolutely necessary. It took only one of the veterans to recognize me and the rumors would spread like wildfire across the gym. Surely that part was still the same at Nikkei—everyone loved to gossip.
 I didn’t spot Emma until noon—working out in a corner. 
In the short time I had known her the first time around, I couldn’t remember her having worked out even once. When she hadn’t been on her floor shifts or working with a client, she was always on the computer or in the trainers’ lounge, reading a book. She had been all brains. It had obviously worked for her as she was still at the club and, from what I had seen so far, having lots of clients. So seeing her squatting vigorously now while balancing dumbbells on her shoulders definitely had me surprised. She was wearing baggy athletic pants over a loose-fitting, long-sleeved shirt and her hair was pulled back into a low ponytail. Her cheeks were flushed and the sweat was already forming along her hairline, so she was clearly giving herself a thorough workout. 
Hmm, I thought. Maybe she’d been given a deadline to lose weight and get in overall better shape by management. Now that I thought about it, she did have a healthy lunch yesterday—a turkey wrap together with a plain salad. 
 I sauntered up to her, thinking this was the perfect time to talk to her since I was on shift and she wasn’t busy with a client. 
 “Hey, Emma,” I said and shot her a smile. “Working out hard?”
 She threw me a look, but finished her set of weighted squats and then wiped her forehead with a towel before she turned to me. She smiled.
 “Hi Jamie! Yeah, I’ve decided to get in better shape. I’ve gained some weight that I need to lose. We trainers need to practice what we preach, right? Well, not that I have to tell you that. You’re in incredible shape. I saw you when you were working out last night. It was inspiring to say the least.”
 “Thanks,” I said and returned her smile. She couldn’t be working out right now only because my workout yesterday had inspired her that much, could she? I thought about the pull-ups and the clap pushups and the high box jumps I had done. All the heavy kettle bell swings and the power lifting with the barbells. The intricate dumbbell exercises involving my entire body followed by some deep dynamic stretching at the end. I had been drenched in sweat when I was done, the endorphins the workout released making me feel as good as I could possibly feel without resorting to drugs.
 While doing my workout, I had been wearing hot pants and a tiny sports bra. Nothing attracted potential clients like a trainer showing off that they had the goods in every sense of that word. With the fierce competition at the club, I knew I had to put in lots of effort to stay employed even though it wasn’t really my style to be that flamboyant. But the good thing was, nor had it been Annika’s, so I could relax in the knowledge that it wouldn’t trigger any suspicions to that end at least. Jamie was very different from both Gabi and Annika.
 I supposed it wasn’t so strange if my workout had inspired her as well.
She bent over and started doing rows with the dumbbells. “How are you doing? I heard you picked up a couple of clients already.”
 “Yep. I did. Faster than I’d thought actually.”
 “Good for you. If you keep working out like that and showing off that great body, everyone’s gonna want to work out with you!”
 “Ha! Yeah, let’s hope so. Though I’m not so sure about that. Not with all the super model trainers working here now.” I waited for her to finish her set of bent-over rows before I moved on to what I really wanted to talk to her about. I walked a little closer and made sure no one was standing close by. “Hey, I wanted to ask you something.” 
 “Go ahead,” Emma said while doing bicep curls. 
 “Were the other trainers all fired or what happened? I honestly can’t remember anyone from when I was a member here. It’s kinda weird for a club to have that many new trainers in such a short time.” I walked even closer, pretending like I was anxious that someone would overhear me. “Should I be worried? Is there something going on with the new owners that I should know about?”
 I could instantly tell Emma knew more about The Adler Group than she’d let on the other day by the way her upper back suddenly went stiff. But she still finished her set of bicep curls. Putting the weights away in the rack, she turned to me.
 “What do you mean?” She put her hands on her hips. Her face had become tight, defensive and she looked like she wanted me to just go away.
Wow, I clearly struck a nerve by asking those questions, I thought, though her reaction was not what I had wanted exactly. Well, there was nothing I could do about that but go on, keep acting like I was worried I might suddenly get fired. Hope that my vulnerable state would soften her defenses, lower the wall I could feel had come up between us.
I gave her a nervous smile and threw a glance over my shoulder as if to be entirely certain no one was overhearing us. “Exactly what I asked. What happened with the other trainers? I’m well aware that trainers come and go at gyms, but not that many in such a short amount of time. It’s really weird. So can you please fill me in what happened to them? I learned yesterday from Jonah that the new owners aggressively recruit attractive, smart athletes from top colleges. Is that true? If it is, it’s super weird. Why would they feel the need to do that?”
 “Yes, it’s true. Most of the new trainers are from Ivy League schools and were directly recruited from there as soon as The Adler Group took over. What’s so weird about that? They just want the best trainers. If you were the owner, wouldn’t you only hire the very best? I think it’s a smart business strategy. There’s a reason Millennium had to sell the club. They were obviously not making any money.”
 “Oh, really? They weren’t?”
 “No, they weren’t. So they had to let a lot of people go and find new trainers. It’s really quite logical from a business standpoint.” 
 I couldn’t argue with that. Except why had highly producing trainers like Clayton and Missy been fired then? I very much doubted either of them had just quit. They had both loved working at Nikkei. 
 Emma’s face softened. “Don’t worry, Jamie. You’ll be fine. Just keep doing what you’re doing. Trust me.”
I pretended to be relieved and exhaled. “Thanks for saying that. Well, I guess it makes sense then.” Then I twisted my face as though I just thought of something. “Wow, so that means that Clayton must have quit then. I used to train with Clayton and from what I can remember, he was extremely busy as a trainer and he always told me how much he loved working here. That’s why I came to work here actually. Do you know why he quit?” 
 Emma looked away, not answering immediately and instead took her time fixing her hair in one of the mirrors that covered the walls. Then she finally looked back at me. 
 She shrugged noncommittally. “I’m honestly not sure what happened with him. I know he had a meeting with the new managers and soon after that he was gone.”
 “Huh. Wow.” 
 “Something else that you need to know?” There was tension in Emma’s voice now. “If not, I’d like to get back to my workout. I only have another twenty minutes before I have a client.”
 “No, no, that was it. Well, have a good workout then and I’ll see you later!” 
 I waved and hurried away, sensing that Emma didn’t want to talk about this subject any more. In fact, it was obvious it made her deeply uncomfortable. I didn’t think she had lied when she told me she didn’t know what had happened to Clayton, but something was definitely off with her and I was determined to learn the reason for it.
 The best way to find out what had truly happened would be to ask Clayton himself. I smiled as I thought of Clayton. He and Annika had gotten along great. I was pretty sure I could convince him to talk to me, tell me everything I needed to know—as long as I was Annika again. And all I needed to become Annika was a platinum-blonde wig and blue contacts.





Chapter 6
 After I had trained the lady I met on the floor and put myself through another intense workout, I was done for the day. I would spend the evening nailing down Clayton and see if we could meet up somewhere. 
As I was leaving the club, my smartphone sounded in my pocket, announcing an incoming email. I pulled it out, hoping it was Brady getting back to me. It was.
My heart picking up pace, I clicked the email open while at the same time stepping into the elevator. 
Hello Longoria,
I hope all is well with you in Hungary. Thus far, we have made little headway into Nick’s murder. We have spoken to Cardoza and he claims to have no knowledge of the matter, not even that Nick had still been alive. I flew out to Sing Sing and spoke to him directly, and he appeared genuinely surprised. Additionally, he was put through a lie detector test that he passed as we interrogated him, though you and I both know those are possible to beat, especially for psychopaths like Cardoza. He has likely been prepared for polygraph testing. This means we can’t discount his involvement completely. I wish I had better news for you.
Take care of yourself.
Yours, 
B
I put the phone back into my purse and thought about the contents of the email. Cardoza may be a psychopath, but Brady was very perceptive. It was more likely that the drug lord passed the polygraph testing than Brady’s watchful eyes. I firmly believed that my boss would have seen something if Cardoza knew what had happened to Nick. Especially if he had ordered the hit. Brady was surely just being his usual cautious self. 
I walked out onto the street, the strong sunshine blinding me momentarily as I walked in the direction of the furnished apartment I had rented a few blocks away, deep in thought. This was all very interesting. A month had passed since Nick was killed and you’d think that, at this point, Cardoza would have learned about it. Such news traveled fast. 
I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I supposed something could have happened to the people who murdered Nick—who had done so without an order from Cardoza—and that was why Cardoza didn’t know about it yet. Maybe they had been accidentally killed before being able to deliver the news. The way Nick had been butchered was so specific to how Cardoza liked to take care of rats, it was hard to believe it wasn’t somehow tied to people in his organization. Of course, the perp might only have wanted it to seem like someone tied to Cardoza was behind it—his methods weren’t a secret—but what was there to gain by doing that? The Cardoza cartel was dismantled and its leader and most coconspirators in prison for life. 
I sighed, shaking my head. Nothing quite made sense. 
 As I reached my apartment, I found silverware so I could eat the salad I had picked up in Nikkei’s cafeteria before leaving. Then I took a seat before the table where I kept my laptop. Finding Clayton through Goggling should be a lot easier than finding Mystery Man. As far as I remembered, Clayton was on Facebook, though not very active. Which reminded me that I should add an update to the Facebook page my computer whiz friend George had created for Jamie, who was into social media whereas Annika hadn’t been. Another way to separate our identities. 
 I Googled Clayton James and Facebook and immediately found him there. According to his profile, he was working at New York Sports Club now. Fortunately, you didn’t have to have an account on Facebook in order to send someone there a message. As long as the person had a unique username—which Clayton did—I could message him using Annika’s email address. 
 I sent him a message, telling him that I was back in New York and that I needed to see him urgently. I could only hope he would respond soon and agree to see me.
 Instead of staring at my computer while waiting for him to respond, I walked into the bathroom, taking a long, much-needed shower. 
 When I stepped out of the bathroom half an hour later and sat down before my laptop, I discovered there was an email waiting for me from Clayton. I clicked it open and read through the short message.
 Hey Annika!
 Welcome back to America! We missed you! Sure, when and where do you want to meet?
 Clayton
 “Yay!” I exclaimed and quickly typed back a response: Thank you, Clayton! How about sometime tomorrow? Do you have time? What’s your no, so we can text? Mine is 646-776-4654.
My phone buzzed only moments later.
It’s Clayton, the text in my phone said. Can you meet around 7pm?
My floor shift wasn’t over until nine p.m. the following day, but I should be able to disappear for a short while. So I typed back: Sure, seven is good. I’ll be on the eastside, so we can meet in your area. 
I would not be on the eastside, but I didn’t want to risk anyone who might remember Annika spotting us as we met up. I’d just have to jump in a cab to get there quickly. If Clayton still lived on the Upper East Side, he should be okay with my request. My phone buzzed.
How about Sarabeth’s on 83rd and Third?
Perfect. See you there at 7! I responded.
Excited to have nailed down a meeting with Clayton so easily, I flopped down on the big couch in my living room to relax a little. I had been running around all day and my body was tired from the hardcore workout I had given myself. I closed my eyes and the next time I opened them, it was five in the morning. Shocked to see that I had managed to fall asleep all on my own, I got up. It couldn’t have been more than nine when I passed out last night, which meant I had slept an astounding eight hours. 
Walking around in my apartment, I definitely felt rested. But in the quiet of morning, the sun not even up yet, thoughts of Nick returned to me and the constant ache in my chest made itself noticed. I turned on the TV and jacked up the volume, hoping this would distract me, drown the pain. I put on shorts, a workout top, a sweater and sneakers. I would go out for a run in the park, listen to loud club music. Nick had hated techno music, the electronic, sterile tunes they played in most clubs. Doing so had reminded him of his years with Cardoza. The married, forty-something drug lord loved going to clubs and had required that his most intimate soldiers go with him. So when he and I were together, there had never been any techno music around, only classic rock and R & B. Anything with a soft beat.
I wasn’t a fan of techno, but listening to it did make me run faster and it also helped me to bury more thoughts of Nick. 
The day went by quickly and I picked up two new clients to train. If I kept up this pace, my schedule would be full in another couple of weeks. Rolf and The Adler Group should be pleased with me. I ran into Emma, who was back to her regular self, smiling warmly and waving at me, though busy as always, I didn’t get an opportunity to talk to her some more. 
When the clock was nearing seven p.m., I got ready to leave for my meeting with Clayton. I told the other trainers on shift with me that I would take my break in a few minutes; hopefully they wouldn’t notice just how long a break I would take. I didn’t think so; we were four trainers on and it was a busy evening at the club, so it was fairly easy to disappear for an hour. I didn’t dare give Clayton more time than that. 
I hailed a cab almost as soon as I got out on the street and quickly reached the eastside. I jumped out a few blocks below the café where I’d meet with Clayton so I could switch identities before seeing him. There was a Starbucks right there that I entered and walked into the restroom. 
In the restroom, I removed the navy ball cap from my head and replaced it with a platinum blonde wig which straight tresses reached my mid back. Then I switched my green contacts to blue ones and put on some of the pale pink lipstick and bronzer Annika had favored. I also pulled a blue sweater with a turtleneck over my trainer shirt. Since I was going to lie to Clayton about my employment, I needed to hide it. I gave myself a few seconds to evaluate my swift transformation, make sure everything looked okay, then I left the restroom. 
Still breathing fast and my face hot from jogging over to Sarabeth’s, I strode into the hole-in-the-wall café so typical of the streets of Manhattan. I had barely entered when I spotted the tall, black, bald man wearing a jeans jacket over blue athletic pants inside the cozy establishment. I reminded myself that I needed to speak with a Swedish accent from now on.
I walked up to him and tapped the back of his shoulder. He turned around and his face broke into a big grin at the sight of me. 
“Hi, Annika!” He took me in his arms and gave me a big, warm bear hug. Letting go off me, he eyed me up and down. “It’s so great to see you. You look exactly the same!” 
“So do you,” I said and grinned. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me. Hey, let’s get a table. Unfortunately I’m in a bit of a rush. I’m flying to Miami at eleven, so I need to be back at my hotel at around eight. I booked the ticket this morning. Last minute deal.”
“Really? You should have told me and we could have met another day.”
 “I might actually stay in Miami, so I thought it better not to reschedule.”
 “Oh, yeah? Well, then let’s sit.” He turned around and asked the hostess if there was a table available for us. The young girl grabbed two menus and told us to come with her.
 When we were seated in a discreet booth and the hostess had left, I leaned toward Clayton. I didn’t have any time to waste. “I wanted to talk to you about Nikkei. I was planning on working there again, but after I spoke to the new manager and saw how few of the original trainers are still there, I’m no longer so sure I want to. I saw on Facebook that you work at one of the New York Sports Clubs here on the eastside now. Why did you leave Nikkei? I thought you loved it there.”
 Clayton’s caramel brown face darkened. “Yeah, I did love to work there and I still would if I could. But I was fired.”
 I frowned and gasped with outrage. Not that it had come as a surprise—he had simply confirmed what I’d already known—but it was wiser to act like I was shocked. 
 “You were fired? Why would they fire a trainer as hardworking and with as many clients as you had? It makes no sense.”
 Clayton’s nostrils flared with anger, further confirming how devastating this had been to him. “I guess it did to them. A few of my clients quit the club when I told them, but most stayed and just switched trainers. So I had to start from scratch at New York Sports Club. Fortunately, it didn’t take me very long to build up my business. But working there is no way near as good as working at Nikkei. The old Nikkei.”
 “I hear you. What happened to the other trainers? When I looked at all the trainer photos, I saw that hardly anyone is there anymore. Were they all fired like you?”
 “From what I know, yeah, they were. It seems the only ones the new owners kept were the young, good-looking ones with lots of clients. Apparently, I was too old and ugly for them.”
 Clayton, with his fifty-eight years of age and average looks, was most likely right. But I didn’t have the heart to say that I agreed with his statement, not emphatically at least. It wasn’t like I thought they had been right in firing him for such shallow reasons. Also, it didn’t explain why Emma was still there.
 “Really?” I asked. “Do you really think so?” I made myself laugh a little. “If it was only a matter of looks, why is Emma still there? She’s no supermodel.” Though she was much younger than Clayton, but there was no need to remind him of that.
 Clayton laughed without joy. “No, she is not.” He sighed and shrugged. “I have no idea why they didn’t fire her too. She was never as busy as me or Ariel and Missy were. Is Ariel still there?”
 “Her photo is still there, so I guess she is, but I never bumped into her when I was there for an interview. I only spotted Emma. She looks the same as always.”
 A waitress came to take our order and we got lattes and sandwiches from the menu. 
 I eyed my phone to get an idea how we were doing on time. It was almost seven thirty. I needed to leave by seven forty-five in order to be back at the gym in time. 
 “What are you doing back here anyway?” Clayton asked. “I thought you were going to stay with your mother what with your father getting so sick. Is he…?”
 “Yes, he passed. Just a few weeks after I got back, so it was good that I left as soon as I did. Cancer’s a bitch for sure.”
 Clayton patted my hand affectionately. “I’m so sorry, Annika. That must have been so hard to watch.”
 I pulled my lips into a smile. “Yes, it was no fun, but I’m done mourning now. And I really don’t want to live in Sweden as you know. My mother saw how miserable I was to be back in Stockholm, so she nagged and nagged me to do something about it. So I did. She’s not alone. My sister and our aunts and uncles all live there, which made it easier for me to feel okay with coming back here.”
 “When did you get here?”
 “About a week ago. And I went directly to Nikkei to see if Joanne would take me back. You can imagine my shock when I saw all of you guys, including her, being gone.”
 “Yeah, I can. Did the new managers offer you employment? I’m sure they did looking the way you do.”
 “Yeah, they did, but I don’t think I want to work there. They seem a bit too cutthroat for my taste. I really don’t like what they did to so many of the old trainers. Can’t you guys sue them?”
 Clayton shook his head slowly. “I guess we could try, but I don’t think we would win it. New York is an at-will state, which means the employer can fire whoever they want whenever they want without just cause. In other words, The Adler Group didn’t do anything illegal.”
 I had known this already, but it wasn’t likely that a Swedish person would. I tsked. 
 “That really sucks,” I said. “I really don’t think I’ll be accepting the job offer. To be honest, you’re probably better off not working for them if they have such callous policies, don’t you think?” 
 “Yeah.” He exhaled. “I just wish Millennium Partners hadn’t sold the company.”
 The waitress returned with our food and drinks.
 “They didn’t have a choice according to what Emma told me,” I said and had a sip of my latte. “I bumped into her on my way out. They were losing money.”
 Clayton grabbed his ham and cheese sandwich with both hands. “That’s what she told you, huh? That’s not what I heard.” He took a big bite and chewed.
 “What did you hear? Are you telling me she was lying?”
 He held up a hand and finished chewing. 
 “Maybe. I just know that Millennium Partners were not doing as badly as everyone thinks. It’s a great company.”
 “How do you know that?”
 “I’m very tight with the general manager. He showed me the stats when I asked him.”
 “So then why did they sell Nikkei and the other clubs to The Adler Group?”
 “Your guess is as good as mine.”
 As I walked out of Sarabeth’s ten minutes later, after having chugged my latte and devoured my sandwich—Clayton’s treat—I was deep in thought. A yellow cab with its available light on approached me and I raised an arm to stop it. It instantly slid up to me. I would change my look back to Jamie in the backseat, not worried that the cab driver would care at all. That was one of the great things about this city—the vast majority of New Yorkers had seen it all, so any time someone did something weird like pulling off a wig, switching contacts and outfits in a car—it was bound to not even get a raised eyebrow. As long as you tipped your cab driver well, you could get away with pretty much anything. 
 I wasn’t worried that I would run into Clayton again or that he would contact me. We weren’t that close. Both of us had just promised each other to stay in touch out of politeness when we’d said goodbye. Besides, what would be the point if I was going to stay in Miami, which I had told him I was now convinced I would do.
 When I was done switching back to my Jamie persona, I called George. 
 “Hey, Gabi. What’s up? Everything all right?”
 “Yeah. I just wanted to see if you could check something for me.”
 “Shoot.”
 “I need to find out if Millennium Partners were making a profit running Nikkei or not. I’m being told different stories and want to know which one is true. Is there any way you could find out?”
 “I can always hack into their CEO’s emails and see what I find.”
 “That would be great.”











Chapter 7
 I walked into Nikkei right at eight and was back on the gym floors five minutes later. No one seemed to have noticed that I’d been gone more than an hour, so I relaxed. 
I spent the rest of my shift chatting with members and my new coworkers, while keeping my distance from the old trainers. So far, every one of the new trainers I had interacted with was as nice as they were good-looking and bright. None of them behaved in the stuck-up way very attractive people sometimes did. The number of sessions done by each trainer I had read posted in the back of the trainers’ lounge suggested they must all also be hardworking. If those numbers stayed consistent, Nikkei would be doing better than ever. 
 Maybe The Adler Group was onto something. 
 As bad as I felt for Clayton, I couldn’t ignore the sense of sour grapes I had gotten from him. Was it possible his numbers had gone down and that’s why he had been fired? These new trainers were all doing as well as he used to do. Clayton would be much too proud to admit that he had lost his touch even a little bit. 
 I was pondering our meeting as I went into the restroom in the women’s locker room toward the end of my shift. As I was done in the toilet stall, my phone rang. George was calling. I made sure I was alone in the bathroom before I answered.
 “Hey,” I said into the phone. “That was quick.”
 “Yeah, it was very easy to dig up information about Millennium and Nikkei in the emails. The company was tanking badly, so I’m not surprised they sold it. If you ask me, they didn’t really have a choice. Millennium Partners were in debt due to Nikkei and part of the deal was that The Adler Group would absorb their debt.”
 I grasped my phone more firmly. “Are you sure?”
 “Yup. I can send you over the documentation if you want to take a look for yourself.”
 “No, I believe you. Thank you so much.” 
 A woman entered the restroom then. 
“Okay, I will see you on Monday at five p.m. then,” I said to George, pretending like I was speaking to a new client. “Looking forward to meeting you!”
“Talk to you later, Longoria. Be careful out there.”
“Absolutely. Goodbye.”
I smiled at the woman and disconnected at the same time as I was leaving the bathroom. 
Walking toward the stairs that would take me to the workout floors, I considered the information I had just learned: “The company was tanking badly, so I’m not surprised they sold it. If you ask me, they didn’t really have a choice.”

Now I was even more convinced Clayton had not told me the entire truth and that maybe there was nothing wrong with The Adler Group. They were just heavily invested in the bottom line and that had unfortunately not included Clayton.
I could see why Clayton was upset, but I could also see why The Adler Group had made some serious changes to the staff. Some of the old trainers had been pretty lazy.
I reached the end of the wide walkway I was on. Right as I was about to turn the corner and begin climbing the stairs, I froze—ten feet ahead of me, seated in the now quiet club cafeteria, was the sandy blond mystery man. Like the first time I had spotted him, he was sitting alone at a table and looking right at me, but he wasn’t scowling tonight. Instead, his features were neutral, neither sullen nor pleased as he took me in. 
I couldn’t move and was simply staring at him. What should I do? Go up and talk to him? I couldn’t let him escape a third time. This was an opportunity too good to miss and I needed to do something. 
It took me only another split second to decide that I would confront him, engage in a conversation with him. The way he was looking at me right now—with an open face and the beginnings of a smile—I could tell he wanted to talk to me, too. So I took a deep breath and walked toward him. In just a few steps, I would find out what this strange man wanted from me. 
A slight smile spread across his lips as I was only three feet away from him. I prepared to speak when I heard my name called out behind me.
“Jamie! There you are. I’ve been looking for you.”
I stopped dead in my tracks and turned around to face the owner to that male voice. Behind me was Rolf, hurrying down the stairs. 
“Hey, Rolf,” I said in response. 
Rolf descended onto the café floor and strode up to me. 
“There’s a member who wants to train with you. Come with me and I’ll give you his information.”
I wanted to tell Rolf that I couldn’t come right now because I was busy. I was about to finally figure out what the blond mystery man wanted out of me; I couldn’t lose this opportunity. 
But as I took in the expression on my fitness manager’s face, I knew I had no choice but follow him to where he wanted to go and give me the information to the member who wanted my services. Refusing would be weird as well as inexplicable—why would I reject my manager when he wanted to hand me a client when that’s what I was at the club to get?
So I joined Rolf as he pointed toward the membership service office and walked in that direction. Soon we were behind the glass doors to that office and talking to one of the membership directors. 
I tried my best to look grateful as the overly muscular membership director with the tiny head handed me a sheet of member information.
“This guy saw you on the floor and requested to train with you,” he said. “He bought twenty sessions. Please call him immediately to schedule the first session. He’s expecting your call.”
“Thanks so much,” I responded mechanically and took the sheet. “I’ll call him as soon as we’re done here.”
“Please do. He’s eager to get started.”
“Okay, see you guys later then,” I said and raised the sheet in a gesture of goodbye to both men. If I hurried back out, I should be able to catch Mystery Man and talk to him at last. 
I walked as quickly as I could out of the membership office toward the cafeteria. I soon spotted the table the man had occupied, but, once again, he was gone.
I clenched my teeth in frustration. Just my luck. 
I hung around the café a couple minutes in the hopes that he would appear again, having maybe just gone to the bathroom. But he didn’t. 
When I spotted my manager about to exit the membership office, I swiveled around and dashed up the stairs to the gym floors. I didn’t want Rolf spotting me hanging around the café when I was supposed to be contacting this new member who was so eager to work with me.
As I reached the fourth floor where the fitness desk was with the employee phones, I was breathing shallowly having moved so fast. I tried to cheer myself with the knowledge that it should only be a matter of time before I saw the mystery man again. The fact that he had appeared twice in two days—once late in the evening—told me he must be a member, not a guest after all. 
I just needed to keep my eyes open and I’d finally get to connect with him.
I went up to one of the employee phones on the counter that made up the fitness desk and dialed the member who wanted to train with me. His name was Ian Amory. A voice recording relating the phone number I had dialed picked up instead of a human being. I left a message, telling him who I was and how to get in touch with me.
It was past nine o’clock now, which meant my shift was over, so I went into the trainers’ lounge and clocked out. Then I grabbed my jacket and purse. I would go out running instead of lifting weights tonight; it was a nice evening and I preferred being outside working out whenever possible. 
I kept my eyes open for the mystery man as I walked back down to the health club exit and crossed the café. But of course I didn’t spot him again. 
I jogged home to get rid of my bag and switch into running gear. It was still pleasant out from earlier in the day, when temperatures had risen to an unusual seventy-three degrees. I couldn’t wait until I got going with my run. Sprinting as fast as I could through Central Park at this time of night when few people crowded it would clear my head and give me a good sweat, both things I could use.
 Making sure my iPod was securely clipped onto the sports bra under my sweater and the earbuds in my ear, I began jogging along 70th street. Within short I was inside the big park. As expected, few people were here this late in the evening, so I could run undisturbed. 
 Warmed up now, I ran faster and had soon covered the bend that made up the lower part of the park and was heading north. The next song on my playlist had a faster beat, urging me to take longer, quicker strides. Soon I was flying over the asphalted road and the sweat trickled down the sides of my ribcage. I passed every runner ahead of me and zipped by ones I met. 
 When I had nearly covered the length of the loop and was heading back south, I spotted hardly anyone and it was so dark out I only saw the person if the light from the streetlamps caught him or her. 
As I was at the final stretch of my six-mile run, I found myself completely alone. It was exhilarating but also somewhat unsettling, so I was glad I had my Glock in a holster at the back of my hip. I would never had dared blasting the music so loudly in my ears if I wasn’t armed. 
 I didn’t get a chance to reach for my gun, however, the powerful arms were around me so unexpectedly. They had come up from behind, out of nowhere. A hand was over my mouth before I could scream. At the same time I felt something cold and hard shoved into my side—what could only be the muzzle of a gun. 
 “Go over into the trees,” a smoky male voice hissed into my ear and pushed me sideways, forcing me to move. Holding me in an iron grip, the two of us moved like crabs toward the cluster of trees and bushes that grew right beside the road. 
 I tried not to panic as we kept moving and instead focus on how to get away. It seemed he was alone and, if I was lucky, he didn’t realize I was armed. 
As soon as he let me go, I’d pull my gun on him. I hoped the gun that was pushed into my side would be gone when he got me where he wanted. 
 It didn’t take long before we were off the road and passing the first tree. 
When we were farther in, safely hidden from the road and any people who might be coming by, the man removed the gun from my side and loosened his grip around me, just like I had hoped. Unfortunately, he was standing before me in no-time and had his gun pointed straight at me, so I didn’t dare what I had planned to do next—kick him in the groin and then find my weapon.
“If you scream or try something, I’ll shoot you,” he hissed in my face.
He was dark-haired and Caucasian, of medium size and build. I couldn’t determine his ethnicity in the dark, only that he was quite pale. He didn’t have an accent, so I assumed he must be American.
 Not taking his eyes off me, he pulled out a piece of white cloth from a pocket in his dark jacket. Because of the light the full moon cast I could see his fleshy mouth turn into a close-lipped little grin, his eyes gleaming crazily. He placed the muzzle of his gun to my forehead. 
 “Don’t do anything stupid now or you’re dead,” he murmured. “Open your mouth.”
 Frantically, I thought of something to do, of how to get out of this rapidly escalating situation. I needed to do something. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I noted that the road I had been running on was deadly quiet. What had I been thinking blasting the music so loudly? This was how he had managed to approach me without me noticing. 
 “Open your mouth!” the man repeated, his face going dark and the gun pressing harder against my head. I didn’t know what else to do but what he wanted.
 He reached his hand with the cloth toward my mouth, but before he could insert it, he paused. “Do you have any last wishes? Anything you want to say before you die?”
Suddenly the sound of a firecracker shot through the air and the man jerked. Falling like a tree hard on the ground, blood poured out of the side of his head, looking like black ink on white paper in the moonlight. 
I was momentarily stunned. Who had shot the man on the ground? Was I next? 
 Grabbing my gun, I slipped behind a large tree trunk in case the shooter was about to take me down too. If I was running, I’d be a much easier target. Even if the secret gunman had saved me for some reason, I couldn’t count on him being my friend.
 The world was full of psychos.
 Since I couldn’t see the person, I tried to make myself as small as possible by crouching down and my back facing west. The shot that took down the man on the ground had come from the east, which told me the shooter must be somewhere in that direction. 
 The sound of soft footsteps reached my ears then and I saw a man approaching from the area I had estimated the shooter to be in. He was too far away for me to be able to make out what he looked like. My hand tightened around my gun and I held my breath as he came closer, my heart hammering.
 He was only a few steps from the dead man on the ground now, who was about four yards away from me. My savior was definitely a man and a fairly big one too. He was holding what could only be a gun in his hand, close to his chin. The moonlight hit his face then, giving me a good look. I silenced the gasp that was about to escape me.
 It was the mystery man from Nikkei.
 Had he been the one who’d saved me? It had to be. How big was the chance another person was walking around with a gun right then, right in that area? 
 I pressed myself to the trunk, not sure what to do next. Why had he saved me?
 “Gabi, where are you?” I heard him say then.
 I closed my eyes as I kept pressing myself against the tree trunk. How did he know who I was? 
 “Please don’t be scared,” he continued quietly. He was standing right in front of the tree where I was hiding. “I’m not going to hurt you. Would I have shot that guy if I wanted to hurt you?” He spoke with a slight British accent.
 I tried to decide what to do, if I believed him. I had no idea what was going on. How he could possibly know my real identity. 
 “Please come out, Gabi.” There was a pleading tone to his voice now. “I won’t leave until you do.”
 With the gun next to my face, both of my hands grasping it, I slowly walked around the tree trunk. As our eyes met, I directed my gun at him and said, “Drop the gun or I’ll shoot you right now. Drop it and hold up your hands!”
 He did as I said and raised his arms into the air. 
 “How do you know my name?” I asked him quietly, standing only three yards away from him. “Who are you?”
 He smiled at me, a warm smile. “How about we go somewhere and I’ll tell you everything from the beginning? Somewhere where we don’t have to worry about being overheard?”
 I ignored his request and instead lightly kicked the man on the ground. “Do you know this man? Why he attacked me?”
 “That I don’t know. I have no idea who he is. But we could start by checking his ID.”
 He nodded with his head to the body between us.
 “Why don’t you do it for me?” I demanded.
 “Sure.” He squatted next to the man and rolled the body so that it faced the ground. He stuck his hand into back pocket of the man’s pants and pulled out a wallet. Opening the wallet, he peered into it. 
 “Who is he?” I asked, still pointing my gun at the blond man.
 He gazed up at me. “It’s too dark in here to be able to tell. Let’s go somewhere and take a look at it. That way we can also talk. I can tell you who I am and why I know who you are. Please believe that I’m your friend, Gabi. That’s why I saved you.”
 “Give me your gun and then we’ll go,” I said. “Kick it over to me.”
 He did as I wanted and I picked it up and tucked it into my waistband. 
 “Okay, let’s go,” I said.











Chapter 8
 We entered a quiet bar on the Upper West Side not far from the park. My companion found us a bar table in a corner at a comfortable distance from other people in the bar. 
 “What would you like to drink?” he asked me. 
 “A large Coke and some water, please,” I told him. After forty minutes of hard running, my throat was parched. 
 “Coming right up.” He walked up to the bar counter. As I watched him order our drinks, I thought about how he was the person who had purchased that twenty-pack to train with me. His name was Ian Armory and he was a naturalized Englishman, born and raised in London, hence the slight accent. He’d told me all this on our way over to the bar.
 I had begun to believe he wanted me to stay alive. I couldn’t wait to hear more about who he was and how he knew my real identity.
 He returned to the narrow bar table with three large glasses in his hands—water, Coke, and a foaming beer. He placed the water and the Coke before me and kept the beer.
 “Thanks,” I said and chugged all of the big water. As I lowered the glass and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand in an unladylike manner, I caught him staring at me, amused.
 “What?” I demanded.
 “Thirsty much?”
 I just looked at him. “Not anymore.”
 He chuckled. “That’s good.” He took a seat on the stool opposite me. He rested both his elbows on the table top and kept gazing at me, covering the lower part of his face with his hands. The thin beard was gone, which made him look less rugged and more polished. I noted that he had interesting eyes, a mixture of greys, blues, and greens. 
 “I’m all ears,” I said when he didn’t speak. What was he waiting for?
 He lowered his hands and shook his head, seeming almost embarrassed. “Sorry. Yes, of course. I’m just amazed that I’m finally about to talk to you.”
 I frowned at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 “I’ve been wanting to connect with you for the longest time. I’m a fan of yours. Ever since your work taking down Cardoza.”
 I sat up straighter in my chair. “How do you know about that?” I leaned closer to him. “Should I know who you are?”
 “Not really. I used to be an FBI Special Agent and for the last eight years I was stationed in different cities in Europe, doing undercover work. You have no reason to be familiar with my work the way I’m with yours. I happened to be in New York when the sting operation involving the coke delivery and Southeast Airlines took place, so I was called in to be part of it. That’s how I know who you are. I watched you shoot that thug who was threatening to shoot Angela.” He smiled and his eyes glittered. “Your aim’s great.”
 “Thanks.”
 “Anyway, I’ve been following your career since that day. Like I said, I’m something of a fan of yours. You’re a very, very good cop. Someone I wanted to get in contact with.”
 “Uh-huh. Just how much have you been wanting to get in contact with me?” I narrowed my eyes at him, not sure I was liking the turn this conversation was taking. Had he been stalking me? It was beginning to sound like that.
 “Don’t worry, I’m not a stalker.” He patted my arm. “I can tell from the way you’re looking at me this is what you’re wondering right now. I’ve only been following your career from afar, reading about your quick rise within the LAPD. It’s unprecedented.”
 I drank some of my soda. “Yes, I know. So if you’re not a stalker, how come you showed up at Nikkei and stared at me? Twice. And looking like you were royally pissed off with me for some inexplicable reason the first time.”
 “The fact that I’m here in New York and a member at Nikkei has nothing to do with you. It was pure coincidence that I sat at that table that day and spotted you. I apologize if I made it seem like I was mad. I wasn’t. I remember having cramps in my legs from having run twelve miles the other day and not hydrating myself properly. As a trainer, I’m sure you know how common it is to get leg cramps due to dehydration. I was probably having one the moment I spotted you. I was just hurting. I make faces when I’m in pain.”
 “Leg cramps, huh.” I thought about his explanation. I guessed it was possible his scowling face had been due to pain. 
“Precisely.”
“I see. But you’re saying you immediately recognized me then?”
 I prayed this wasn’t the case as that would mean my cover must suck.
 “No. I just thought that you looked very much like Gabi Longoria, the cop I admired so much who used to be undercover as a blonde Swedish trainer at Nikkei. It was only when I noticed you stalking me”—he raised a triumphant eyebrow at me—“as I was heading to a meeting that I started to wonder if you might in fact be Gabi. I saw you in one of the windows on the building at the other side of Fifth Avenue while crossing that street. One is like a mirror. I made some phone calls afterward and found out about your husband having been murdered.” He paused and every trace of triumph disappeared from his face. “I’m so, so sorry about what happened.”
 I looked down into my drink, my chest feeling tight. “Thank you. Go on.”
 Ian cleared his throat. “When I heard that you’d been put on paid leave and was supposedly no longer in the country, I was sure you were Gabi. I bought the sessions so I could get in touch with you, talk to you. But I’m glad I decided to follow you tonight. It wasn’t very smart of you to go out running so late in the park.”
 I exhaled. “Yeah, it was probably not my brightest moment. But I thought I’d be okay since I had my gun with me. I was wrong. Thanks for saving me. Why did you decide to follow me tonight anyway?”
 “I was wondering what you were thinking going out running so late. I was walking home from Nikkei and spotted you running toward the park. I thought I might as well go after you. I’m a good runner and I was already in athletic gear, so I had nothing to lose. You didn’t notice me being after you then?”
 “Can’t say I did. I’m glad you decided to go after me, too, though, I have to admit.”
 He nodded and put the dead man’s wallet on the table between us and opened it, removing the driver’s license inside. He held it up as he studied it. When he was done, he handed it for me to look. I took it and studied it as well. It was a New York state license and the man’s name was Felix Bose. That did not sound very Hispanic to me. 
I put the card down and looked at Ian.
 “Do you know who this might be?” I asked. “Because I have no clue.”
 “I have my suspicions.”
 I raised my brows. “You do?”
 “Yes. I think he has something to do with The Adler Group.”
 “What? Why would someone from Adler want to assault me?”
 “Because you were married to Nick.” Ian looked at me with fire in his eyes suddenly. 
 I frowned again. “Because I was married to Nick? I’m totally lost. What are you talking about?”
 Ian had a large sip of his beer and then placed his elbows on the table, leaning closer to me. “I told you I used to be an FBI Special Agent. I was fired because I was onto them.”
 “You were onto them?”
 “Yes. A select part of the government is working with The Adler Group in an attempt to change the world according to their worldview. They’re trying to create a master race in labs and have been doing so for years. Lots of their products are out there already.”
 I tried not to start laughing. It sounded to me like this guy had watched a few too many episodes of the X Files. But the way he was looking at me, eyes burning with passion—crazed eyes—I didn’t think it was a good idea to let out a big guffaw. Also, he knew too much about me. So I controlled myself and said in a light tone, “Really? And how exactly does Nick fit into this picture? He never mentioned a thing about The Adler Group and government conspiracies to me. You’d think that he would have. We were very close.” 
 “Yes. If he’d known the people he was dealing with were part of The Adler Group, I’m sure he would have shared it with you. But unfortunately he was killed before figuring that out.”
 “What people?”
 “The week before he died he was working on a case involving burglars. Do you remember?”
 I thought back to that week and Ian was right; Nick had been working on a burglary case of a government agency. But so what? It was nothing unusual. I told Ian this.
 “Well,” Ian said. “If he’d have found out exactly what the burglars had been looking for, he would have known that Adler was involved. The Adler Group and the government faction don’t want anyone to know what they’re up to, for obvious reasons. They had to take precautions, so they killed him.”
 “But if that’s the case, why would they go through all the horrible”—I took a moment to regain my bearings as images of Nick’s death suddenly filled my head—“torture before killing him? Why put him through all that and risk being caught?”
 “They wanted to make it seem like the Cardoza cartel was behind it somehow. And they succeeded, didn’t they? Here you are, pretending to be someone else so you can find out who ratted out Nick, while the LAPD is doing the same back in L.A.”
His eyes gleamed with confidence. Too much confidence. I was getting increasingly convinced something was seriously wrong with this guy, and that was the real reason he’d been fired from the FBI. As soon as I got back home, I’d research him online and ask George to help me if I couldn’t get to the bottom of it on my own. 
 “Okay,” I said. “But then they got what they wanted, right? They wanted everyone to think someone tied to Cardoza is behind Nick’s murder and that’s what we all believe. So why assault me now?”
 “I didn’t say I know for sure this guy’s attached to The Adler Group. I only said I had my suspicions. The motive for the assault would be to get rid of you for the same reason they got rid of Nick—if you keep hanging around Nikkei long enough, you might learn things about The Adler Group they don’t want anyone to know. They probably didn’t realize who you really were when they first hired you, but somehow found out. If they now know who you are, they’re well aware that you’re bright and an extremely good investigator. In other words, it’s only a matter of time before you unravel the truth. But again, it’s of course possible Felix Bose has nothing at all to do with The Adler Group.”
 I nodded like I was totally with him. “Interesting… Hey, I need to get going. I have to be back at the club at seven a.m. in the morning and it’s getting late.” I got to my feet. “Thanks again for saving me. How about we talk more about this when I train you?” I gave him a smile. “You’re still gonna use those twenty session you bought to train with me, right?”
 He stood up as well. “Yes, absolutely. Could we train the day after tomorrow? Sometime in the middle of the day?”
 “Sure. I called the number on the sheet my manager gave me and left a message.”
 “Yeah, I heard. I’ll text you tomorrow morning with some times to train. Would that be okay?”
 “That sounds perfect. Okay, well, I’ll talk to you tomorrow then.” I waved to him and left the bar. 
 I jogged back home as soon as I was out the door and on the street. Only when I was entering my apartment building did I realize I was still in possession of Ian’s gun. It was tucked into my waistband, safely hidden from the world because of my baggy sweater.

Well, I suppose I’ll give it back to him after our training session, I thought, chuckling a little as I took the elevator up to my apartment. 
When I walked inside, I dashed over to my laptop and Googled “Ian Armory FBI agent.”
 The screen was soon filled with several hits containing both subjects. I clicked on one of the first links, the one that said Ex-FBI Agent Busted, Claimed It Was Really an Undercover Operation.
 According to the article, FBI Special Agent Ian Armory had been let go because of alcohol and drug abuse and was later involved in a small burglary. He was sentenced to ten months in prison and served five of them. He was released December 2014. 
 It was late March 2015 now.
 There were a couple more articles, describing roughly the same events. One was from the Washington Post, so I had no reason to doubt their veracity. 
 I shut down my computer and went into the bathroom to take a shower. 
As I let the warm water spray over my tired body, I thought about what I would say, how to act around Ian Armory when I saw him the next time. When we were training. This crazy drug addict obviously was determined to be part of my life, having bought that twenty-pack. Had I known what I knew now, I wouldn’t have sounded so eager to train him even if I could use more clients. 
I sighed heavily as I shampooed my hair. Just what I needed, an ex-FBI agent/ex-con with serious conspiracy fantasies. As if my life wasn’t complicated enough already. 
Well, I’d find a way to deal with it just as I had found a way to deal with Nick’s horrible death. Ian Armory was just a minor bump in the road that I would survive. It was really no big deal. As I considered the situation some more, I should really be happy. At least he would train with me. That was one less client to hustle for. I really did need every single client that came my way at the moment if I planned on staying at Nikkei what with all the competition.
 Yes, it was all good, I told myself as I wrapped myself in one of my big, fluffy bath towels. All I needed to do was humor Ian and I was good to go. I walked over to my couch and plopped down, sprawling over it while closing my eyes.
 But no matter how much I kept trying to convince myself how convenient it was that crazy ex-agent Ian had shown up in my life all of a sudden, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something didn’t compute—the fact that a man had assaulted me tonight with the intent to kill me. A man who most likely wasn’t Hispanic. 
If Felix Bose wasn’t tied to the Cardoza cartel, why had he wanted to see me dead? This guy had been a professional, not a random thug. I had been in law enforcement long enough to be able to distinguish between amateurs and professional criminals and this one had known what he was doing.
 Maybe Ian Armory wasn’t quite as crazy as I wanted him to be. 
Maybe all that he had told me tonight was in fact the truth. 
 
 
 
 
 Check out the rest of the serial HERE. The first three episodes are FREE.
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