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      Jessica Reid felt like the entrée. The eyes of the man she loved were on her. She sat in a booth at Peachebees Restaurant—giddy, happy, and relieved. She wore a white and blue tie-dye summer dress with an off-shoulder design. Her long, golden hair cascaded down to her shoulders, resembling a waterfall.

      The smell of well-done steak reached her nose. The culprit was a smoking platter carried by a waiter walking by. Her mouth flooded with saliva. Maybe that’s what she should have ordered instead of a chicken Caesar salad.

      At thirty-two, her body wasn’t the calorie burner it used to be at nineteen. Now she needed another set of eyes to monitor things she shouldn’t be eating.

      Jessica took a sip from her glass. The liquid cooled her inside on its way down. She loved Pinot Grigio for her dinner. It never failed to smooth the way for after-dinner activities. She couldn’t wait to relax after hosting a couple on their honeymoon at her home that doubled as a bed-and-breakfast.

      She batted her eyes at Vince, sitting opposite her. He smiled back. His eyes said it all, slicing through all the noise—laughter, conversation, and cutlery clanking on dinnerware. He loved her.

      Their gazes locked, their eyes piercing into each other's souls. His eyes resembled the vast blue sky, and she eagerly anticipated losing herself in their depths once they returned to her house.

      His manly dinner of potatoes and steak came. He didn’t start eating until her Caesar salad arrived. They focused on their plates, comfortable in the silence, only loud between people not in tune with each other.

      For dessert, they both got Irish coffee.

      “I hardly saw the couple,” Jessica said. “I thought they would be out and about. Do touristy things like hike on the Stairway to Heaven in Vernon, for that panoramic view.”

      Vince nodded. “Or visit Lake Mohawk in Sparta. Take a stroll on the boardwalk while enjoying their favorite ice cream.”

      Jessica snapped her finger and thumb repeatedly as if it would aid her memory. “Or visit the Stirling Museum at Ogdensburg to see all those glowing gems.” She thought of her ten-year-old son, Rick, and her smile widened. “Rick can’t get enough of the place. Did you know that parts of the movie Zoolander—the one with Ben Stiller—were shot in that mine?”

      Smiling, he shook his head.

      Jessica knew he was humoring her, and she loved him for that. Because she owned a bed-and-breakfast in St. Ives, Sussex County, she had to be ready with tourist ideas for her guests. People came from everywhere for that holiday experience that wouldn’t break the bank.

      The couple had rented the whole bed-and-breakfast section of her house for the weekend. But they rarely left the room.

      “Why’re you smiling?”

      “The couple I just saw off at the train station would have saved a lot by renting a hotel room instead.”

      Vince took her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed it. “Who knows? Maybe they did it for the experience.”

      His hot breath bathed the back of her hand, and heat coursed through her.

      He raised his eyebrows. “So, they were on their honeymoon?”

      Jessica beamed. “And they seemed genuinely in love.” She chuckled and lowered her eyes. “Of course they should.”

      Vince massaged her hand. Then he said, “When will you give me an answer?”

      Jessica’s inside tightened. The smile on her face faded. Why did he have to go there?

      “Marry me, Jessica.” He choked with emotion.

      She pulled her hand back and turned away. “Vince, I’ve told you—I’m not ready.”

      “That’s not good enough, Jess. When will you be ready?”

      She sighed. “I don’t think I ever will. You know why.” She grabbed her handbag from the table. “Why don’t you leave well enough alone?” She opened her purse, peeled out five twenties, and tossed them on the table. “Bye.”

      Jessica headed for the exit. She knew people were watching but didn’t care. She’d had enough. This had to end.

      The blonde receptionist smiled as she approached. She glanced over Jessica’s shoulder, and her smile wavered.

      “Yeah, do what you do best—run away!” Vince said, following her. He had almost caught up with her. “You always think you’re better than everyone. This time, I’ll deal with you.”

      His words tore through Jessica. Her heart could’ve been a tomato tossed into a blender and shredded. She yanked the door open and walked into the warm evening.

      Jessica wasn’t sure where she parked her red BMW X5. She had her thumb on her car's fob keyless entry and pushed it repeatedly. Her car winked—she headed for it.

      Vince’s ranting got louder and closer. Her skin burned as if she were on fire. She increased her pace.

      Jessica got into her car and started the engine. She lowered her window, fixed her gaze on him, and laughed sarcastically. “So, this would have been my reality if I’d agreed to marry you. Thank God for little mercies. We are through!”

      Vince froze. His face turned white. He shook his head from side to side. “No, no.”

      “Yes, we are!”

      Vince’s facial features hardened. He could’ve been sitting on the ceramic throne, trying to squeeze one out. The veins on his neck became electric cables. His lips quivered. Without warning, he lunged forward.

      Jessica floored it.

      He grabbed the door, but his hands slipped off. He raised his fist. “You’ll pay for this—bitch!”
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      Jessica called her friend Sally to tell her she was almost home, and to bring Rick back.

      She drove into her driveway at 7:30 p.m. and pushed the button to open her garage—then changed her mind. Better that she parked in the driveway so Sally would know she was home.

      For the past two hours, she’d driven around St. Ives, the event at dinner going over and over in her head. Vince's image in her rearview mirror was etched on her mind.

      How did a romantic dinner, on track to end with passion, crash and burn?

      It was a mutually beneficial relationship. Good company. Sex on demand. Steady-flowing two-way traffic—symbiotic. Most men would kill for that type of arrangement. But not Vince. He wanted more. But she’d always been clear.

      Been there, done that, and got the scars—no marriage for her.

      Had she overreacted?

      Was something else bothering him? Did he overreact? She shook her head. They were done. The words that had spewed from his mouth, she never would unhear. Maybe it was time to move on.

      Jessica had first ended up on her sister, Brie’s street. But Brie’s car had not been in her driveway. She called Brie’s Nail Salon. It had gone to voice mail. She’d dialed her cell. Brie answered on the third ring.

      “Hi, Jess,” her sister had said and laughed. “Sorry.”

      “I’m at your place. You’re not here.” Jessica’s voice was accusatory, like they’d planned to meet, and Brie disappointed her. She had wanted to talk to her about Vince.

      “I know that.” More laughter. “I’m at Atlantic City with Joe. We should be back later tonight…or tomorrow. I have to go. Talk to you then.” Brie had hung up.

      Jessica’s driveway security lights came on, jolting and bringing her out of her reverie. She sighed. Tomorrow she would decide about Vince.

      Jessica exited the car, locked the door with the fob, and stumped into the house.

      When she opened the door, a moth tried to sneak in. She ducked, shooed it away impatiently, and entered, locking the door behind her.

      The foyer never failed to amaze her. The chandelier, the size of a Volkswagen Beetle, hung from the high ceiling.

      Jessica placed her car key and cell phone on a half table against a wall. She walked past the double staircase and entered the living room.

      Her decor was French Empire Furniture style, popular during Napoleon’s era—bold red and green everywhere. She’d gotten most of the ornate tables and chairs from thrift shops and garage sales—some from discount stores and dumpsters. The saying, One man's trash is another man's treasure, was alive and well in her home.

      She was a frequent visitor to flea markets, eBay online, and Goodwill stores, hoping to one day find a Jackson Pollock or a European masterpiece worth millions for cheap.

      Jessica picked up the remote control from the center table to turn the TV on. She cocked her head. A sound came from the kitchen. She admonished herself for not making sure her home was secure once she entered. Maybe her guest forgot to lock a window or door, and an intruder entered.

      They’d arrived by Uber from the train station on Friday afternoon, and she’d volunteered to drop them off when they’d left on Sunday. It never hurt to be extra friendly to your guests. Word of mouth was the most effective form of advertising in the business. And repeat customers were the best.

      Pulse racing, Jessica tiptoed to the kitchen, saw the source of the noise, and exhaled. The cat clawed at the door to the cabinet holding her food. She glanced at kitty’s plates. Both were empty.

      “My goodness. Kitty, I’m so sorry. I forgot with all the excitement.”

      Jessica filled the water bowl from the tap. The cat lapped at it as soon as she put it down. The food in the cabinet was new. She put her phone down and opened it. She poured kibble into the second bowl. Kitty pounced on it.

      It occurred to Jessica that Rick might want a snack when he returned. She went to the fridge to see what they had. The chocolate chip cookie dough caught her eye. That would do. She set the preheat temperature in the oven, then went to the fridge for the cookie dough.

      Twenty minutes later, the smell of baking filled the kitchen.

      Ding-dong.

      Jessica checked the time on the microwave above the cooker. It was 8:10 p.m. “Rick, I’m coming!”

      She picked up the cat food and bent to put it back in the cabinet. Kitty followed.

      Jessica laughed. “Still hungry? All right, just a fistful, okay?” She placed her phone down and tried to unzip the bag. Kitty jumped, trying to get to the food.

      Ding-dong.

      She exhaled. “All right! God.” She dropped the food in the cabinet and headed to the foyer. A shadow moved on the other side of the frosted glass in the door. Smiling, she unlocked and yanked the door open. “Hi, R—”

      The word froze on her lips.

      A man about Vince’s height and build stood in the doorway. He smiled and adjusted the collar of his crisp white button-down shirt, then smoothing out the wrinkles on his khaki pants. His face looked familiar. A previous guest, perhaps?

      Jessica smiled. “I was expecting someone else. How can I help you?”

      “Sorry for dropping in so late. My sister sent me to see you.”

      Jessica relaxed. “Ah, I thought I’d seen you before. Who’s your sister again?” The moth from earlier tried to fly in. Jessica waved her hand to ward it off. The bangles on her wrist clanked. She didn’t hear the name the man said. This wasn’t the first time guests had sent someone to pick up something they’d forgotten. “Come
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