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 ONE

 


MONDAY. MAY 23, 2011.

Sandy Dixon’s dead eyes stared up at him through the
clear plastic of the body bag’s viewing panel. Gray duct tape
wrapped over her mouth and around her head. Blood coagulated on her
cheeks.

The serial killer squatted at her side, his lips
twitched into a grin of superiority as he gazed at her
horror-stricken face one last time. “Mary Beth 2011. Another
addition to my collection.” He folded the exterior polymer flap
over her head and zipped the heavy-duty body bag, sealing her
cooling remains inside.

“Predictable,” he concluded, speaking of women in
general. Studly features and a fancy car reels them in. Flattery
finalizes the deal. Sandy Dixon the latest proof.

He tied a length of clothesline around the two nylon
handles located on either side of her head and coiled the makeshift
tow rope around his gloved hands. Rising, he turned his back to her
and arched his spine, stretching.

Dense clouds eclipsed the waning half moon.

Although he could practically walk the trail to the
secluded bomb shelter blindfolded, he reached into his hip pocket
and removed a runner’s headlamp. Set it to the red illumination
mode for optimum preservation of his night-adapted vision and
slipped the band around his head.

“Erh,” he grunted lurching forward, dragging the
vinyl-encased corpse behind him like a sled.

The slick surface of the weighty bag glided along
the overgrown path, leaving flattened weeds in its wake.

The trail steepened.

He picked up the pace.

A bolt of lightning momentarily spotlighted the
forest.

Ahead, less than the length of a city block away,
the almost indistinguishable outline of the weed-covered sanctuary
came into view.

Over the years the surrounding aspen and pine trees
had succumbed to bug and fungus infestations. Now withered, brown,
and dead, they were ripe for consumption by fire which could lead
to the discovery of his collection. At one time he had
considered mitigating the fire hazard by cutting down the lifeless
timber. However he nixed the idea. Fallen trees would draw the
attention of wood scavengers who might be tempted to further
trespass and explore his posted property.

Despite his brisk gait and pulling a
one-hundred-twenty pound load over uneven terrain, his breaths were
steady. Evidence of his excellent physical condition.

Minutes later he arrived at the padlocked entry.

Five years of spider webs and errant shoots of
greenery crisscrossed the doorway.

He waved his arm in a figure eight pattern clearing
the flimsy barrier. Fished his hand into his pants pocket and
retrieved the thumb-size chrome key attached to a rabbit’s foot.
Clutching the keychain in his hand, he tilted his head back and
gazed upward. Listened.

In the distance a lone dog barked.

Lightening split the midnight sky, illuminating the
limbs of the barren trees like spooky scenery in a Tim Burton
movie.

Thunder rolled. His innards vibrated.

Intermittent drops of rain sneaked through the
forest’s sparse awning and dotted his face.

Sporadic splats and plunks played an
offbeat tune on the vinyl body bag.

A stiff breeze rustled the leaves, the wind cooling
his moist skin and tousling his full head of hair.

A summer rainstorm percolated.

Beautiful.

A downpour would help obliterate the drag marks,
perk up the trampled weeds, and obscure his footprints. Not that
anyone should have a reason to trespass on his fenced private
property to notice or care.

He removed the padlock.

The rusty hinges creaked as the door swung
inward.

A wave of musty air greeted him. The stench of Mary
Beth’s decaying flesh long gone. Thirty-five years long gone. Mary
Beth Huntsman would be his forever. As would her six proxies, Sandy
Dixon making seven.

The pricey double-zippered heavy-duty body bags
concealing the remains of the other Mary Beths lived up to their
“odor and bodily fluids containing” hype. You get what you pay
for.

The dim red glow of his headlamp flooded the
twelve-foot square bomb shelter turned catacomb. His attention
focused on the heap of inflated body bags—some black, some
gray—stacked like an unfinished pyramid in the middle of the old
bomb shelter. At the bottom and under the fallen roof rubble lay
Mary Beth’s bones.

A grin of satisfaction snaked across his lips. “My
collection.”

Above the pile of bodies a three-foot-by-one-foot
wooden plaque hung suspended on decorative gold chains from the
ceiling. Years ago he had hired a Park City Arts Festival vendor to
hand-carve Forever Breathless on a plank of varnished
redwood, its fancy scrolled letters now serving as the
pinnacle of his collection.

All evidence of his teenage workout den and his
father’s stocked survival supplies had been removed, except for a
single bracket shelf fixed to the left wall.

Amidst a few dusty rolls of toilet paper, a skull
was perched on the edge of the plywood shelf as if overseeing the
corpses.

He scooped Sandy into his arms.

The bottom of the vinyl bag was wet. Cold. Pieces of
broken weeds and granules of dirt picked up along the trail rubbed
off on his forearms.

Sidling, he lugged Sandy through the slender doorway
and heaved her onto the pile.

The light gray body bag landed on the tower of
rotting remains with a solid thud like a brick in a mud
pot.

Exhilaration building, his toes tingled.

He brushed the transfer particles from the body bag
off his arms. Removed his gloves and jammed them into his back hip
pocket. Looked to his left and focused on what remained of Mary
Beth’s head.

Hollowed eye sockets. Shriveled nose. Receded
mummified black lips exposed a full set of teeth, greenish-yellow
from age. Tawny cheek bones peeked through clumps of dark
jerky-like flesh. Twisted strands of rust-colored hair lay atop her
rotting skull like a disheveled bird’s nest.

“Mary Beth. My sweet and horrible, Mary Beth.
Forever breathless. Forever mine.”

Standing at the foot of the cairn of body bags, he
pulled out his iPod from his front pants pocket, stuffed the mini
headphones into his ear canals, and cued up Nazareth’s Love
Hurts to repeat indefinitely.

He unzipped his jeans and exposed his stiff
cock.

With the music blasting in his ears, the serial
killer mentally replayed the image of Sandy duct taped spread-eagle
to the wire springs of the twin bed. Her hazel eyes about popping
out of her head. Fists bunched. Toes curled. Every muscle in her
naked body rigor mortis stiff, although still alive.

He rubbed himself. Sang along, whispering the lyrics
while recalling the details of Sandy’s death.

She writhed as he dropped the forty-five-pound
Olympic plates, one at a time, onto her bare torso to suffocate
her.

Faster. Harder he stroked himself, reliving the
drawn out groans of agony escaping Sandy’s taped mouth…

Her prolonged misery extended his pleasure.

For hours he had held Sandy’s death at bay. Removing
a plate or two every so often revived her, while stacking them on
elicited the sights, sounds, and smells of renewed agony to deepen
his amusement. Until finally her groans and the erratic squeak of
the metal coils flexing and retracting with each torture-filled
jerk of her muscles faded to silence.

Globules of blood bubbled from her flared nostrils
as the torment radiating from her bulging eyes solidified and life
vacated her body. Permanently.

Ahhh.

His bliss squirted onto Sandy’s body bag.

Breathing hard, pulse racing, he opened his eyes and
basked in euphoria. After a moment he snatched a roll of toilet
paper sitting next to Mary Beth’s head, blew off the dust, and
cleaned himself. Tossed the roll back onto the shelf and lobbed the
wadded paper on top of the mass of body bags.

The damp ball rolled down the heap, landing within
the scattering of disintegrating toilet paper littering the
floor.

Singing Love Hurts, he zipped his jeans and
tucked in his muscle shirt.

Switched off the iPod and coiled the earbuds around
the device. Stuffed it into his front pants pocket, slipped his
gloves back on, and stepped outside.

The random sprinkles had turned to methodical
raindrops, pitter-pattering against the forest floor. The smell of
wet pine needles hung in the air.

He closed the door, snapped the padlock shut, and
took off on an easy jog down the barely discernible path to return
to his black 1980 Lincoln Town Car. The cavernous trunk of the
legendary Mafia favorite was perfect for transporting bodies. As
well as live captives.

Although a West Sage High School reunion was five
years away, his mind was consumed with thoughts of hunting for his
next Mary Beth.

His Mary Beth 2016 candidate would have to meet
rigid criteria, the same as her predecessors. She would have to be
about his age. Single and available. Have shoulder-length or longer
auburn hair. Be trusting. Easily manipulated by flattery. And crave
attention.

He had become such an expert at targeting his prey,
he would know a contender the moment their eyes met. His heart
would thump double-time. God-like strobes of power would course
through his veins. And his dick would spring to full attention.

After that, he would focus weeks, months, sometimes
years on studying her habits and learning her routines to weed out
the less worthy candidates and narrow the field.

By the time his fortieth class reunion rolled around
in May, 2016, he would have eliminated dozens of potential
candidates and finally chosen the one.

The killer slid behind the wheel of the completely
restored vintage luxury sedan, slammed the door, and fired it up.
His stomach flip-flopped with excitement in anticipation of
stalking his next Mary Beth. A silly grin scooted across his face.
“The city rec center is overrun with women dying for a
compliment.”

He dropped the car into gear and slowly drove down
the gravel road. He would not return for five years. Not until he
had tortured to death another Mary Beth.


 TWO

 


MONDAY, APRIL 4, 2016.

WEST SAGE POLICE DEPARTMENT.

0800 HOURS.

“It’s been another five years. If the Reunion
Killer’s still active, he’ll strike next month,” the seasoned FBI
agent said, addressing a roomful of local law enforcement
officers.

The agent looked the part of a hard-line G-man.
Clean shaven. Thick short hair, not a strand out of place. Broad
shoulders and trim waistline. Crisp black suit. Starched white
shirt. Conservative dark tie. Visible emotions nonexistent.

“Special Agent McCall is the one who coined our
unsub the Reunion Killer.” He smiled at the strikingly pretty woman
dressed in a navy blue pantsuit sitting on the front row. “I’ll let
her take a moment to explain.”

“Thank you, Sir.” She stood, facing the group.
“Based on data gathered on serial killers who have been caught, we
made the leap that the disappearances of these women were related.”
She glanced over her shoulder at the eight photos projected on the
screen. “And likely linked to one perpetrator: an active serial
killer.

“Working on that assumption, I looked for anything
that represented a pattern. Since the disappearances occurred every
five years in the month of May, I researched occurrences that
happen in half-decade cycles. Setting aside the list of periodical
insects that hatch, high school reunions stand out.” She shrugged.
“And that’s how our unsub became tagged the Reunion Killer.”

Whispers and nods conveying approval swept across
the room.

“Excuse me,” an officer sitting two rows from the
back spoke up. “But high school reunions are not usually held in
May.”

“But they are. More frequently than you might
imagine,” Agent McCall answered. “I discovered some high school
classes hold their reunions close to graduation. The month of May
certainly fell within those parameters.”

The officer nodded, satisfied with her
explanation.

She smiled and sat down.

“Thank you, Agent McCall.” The
Special-Agent-in-Charge resumed the briefing. “We’re confident our
unsub’s been abducting and killing women since 1976. We believe
Mary Beth Huntsman was his first victim.” He aimed the laser
pointer at the screen on the wall. Circled the red dot around her
picture lined up next to the photos of the seven other women.

“Over a period of thirty-five years, each of these
women vanished in the month of May, as Agent McCall stated.”

Grave faces in the audience hung on the agent’s
words.

“If you think about it, the logistics involved to
keep all of these women alive over three and half decades is a near
impossibility. Even without the statistics Agent McCall mentioned
that we have to back that assumption, I’d bet my retirement these
women are dead.”

“Is it true the only reason the FBI’s involved is
because one of the missing women is related to Deputy Assistant
Director Thurgood?” an older uniformed officer piped up, a bit of
attitude in his tone.

The agent cocked his brow. “The Reunion Killer’s
last victim, Sandy Dixon, is his niece and, as you can
imagine, he’s keenly interested in the case. The director’s
personal concerns aside, after Miz Dixon went missing, her vehicle
was discovered on the Nevada side of Wendover. Interstate crime is
the domain of the FBI.” Pausing, he drilled his dark eyes into the
man’s. “Does that sufficiently answer your question and may I
proceed?”

Red-faced, the officer nodded. “Yes, Sir. Thank
you.”

The Special Agent-in-Charge resumed his briefing
without missing a heartbeat. “Notice the women have auburn hair,
like Mary Beth.” He aimed the red dot at each picture. “Kate
Varney, 1981. Jacqueline Stubbs, 1986. Meredith White, 1991. Renae
Childs, 1996. Debbie MacIntyre, 2001. Tami Bigelow, 2005. Sandy
Dixon, 2011.

“All of the victims are white. Serial killers
statistically murder within their own race, which leads us to
believe our unsub’s Caucasian.”

“It looks like the women are getting older,” one of
the cops noted.

“Very good.” A closed-mouth smile flickered on the
agent’s face. “As the killer ages, so do his targets. His last
victim, Sandy Dixon, was fifty-two years old at the time of her
disappearance. The woman before that, forty-nine and before that
forty-two. Which tells us he’s choosing his victims from his own
peer group.

“The Reunion Killer’s in his late fifties or early
sixties. Physically fit and takes pride in his appearance.”

The agent stood rigid, his left hand tucked into his
front pants pocket. “The unsub likely drives a sports car, such as
a Mustang, Challenger, Corvette, or Porsche, which is probably
tricked out and immaculately maintained.

“He’s a charmer. Someone you wouldn’t suspect of
committing such a crime. Folks would describe him as ‘likeable.’
‘Nice.’ ‘Everybody’s friend.’”

He removed his hand from his pocket, clasped his
hands behind his back, and paced the length of the dozen chairs set
up in the front row. “The Reunion Killer’s intelligent and
confident. He knows who his next victim will be well in advance of
abducting her.” He eyeballed those sitting on the front row as he
passed by them. “He studies her.”

The officers subjected to the agent’s penetrating
gaze squirmed in their seats.

“He doesn’t become too chummy with his intended
victim, so after she disappears he can honestly say he didn’t know
her well. However, he does make himself known to her as a
casual acquaintance, allowing her to become familiar enough with
him so when he makes his move, she trusts him.”

One of the female officers sitting on the front row
visibly shuddered.

The agent ceased his methodical pacing. Raised his
head and glanced over the crowd. “I guarantee he’s never been
arrested and probably hasn’t had a parking ticket.”

A hand went up. “If he operates under the radar, we
have nothing to go on.” Frustration underscored the officer’s
words.

“That’s the hell of it,” the FBI agent agreed, his
lips drawn into a deep frown. “But he’ll slip up. They always do.
Meanwhile, after applying basic victimology techniques to these
missing women…” He pointed the laser at their pictures on the
screen. “We found common threads which provide clues about his next
likely victim.”

Several in the audience shifted in their chairs,
poised to pay closer attention.

“Aside from the obvious that the women were
attractive with shoulder length or longer auburn hair, they were
single and without a steady boyfriend at the time of their
disappearance.

“Four of the seven women had children. A clear
indication that whether or not his victim is a mother has no
bearing on his decision to nab her.”

The agent stepped behind the podium, picked up a
bottle of water and sipped a drink. He glimpsed over his shoulder
at the pictures of the women.

“With the exception of Mary Beth, the women had a
job working with the public. From Kate as a cashier at a
convenience store, to Debbie driving a transit bus, to Sandy
working the counter at the DMV. All places folks commonly
visit.”

He deposited the water bottle on the side of the
podium. “None of the victims knew each other, though they may have
coincidentally crossed paths in their work capacities.”

“Excuse me.” A chunky woman sitting near the back of
the room raised her hand. “Are we correct to assume the Reunion
Killer has already picked his next victim and probably already
initiated some kind of contact with her?”

“Absolutely.”

“If I understand correctly…” The female officer
glanced down at the top-flip notebook in her hand. “She’ll be white
and attractive. Have longer auburn hair. Be single and in her
fifties or early sixties. And work in a job that deals directly
with the public.”

“Succinct recap.” The agent gave her a stiff nod of
approval. “Thank you.”

“Wait a minute. You could be describing my mom,” a
young officer admitted, his voice resonating with emotion. “She
works part time at the library.” His baby face twisted with worry.
“Isn’t there some way we could warn women who fit this lunatic’s
type?”

“And give the killer heads up, not to mention create
mass hysteria in the public sector?” The agent pursed his lips and
negatively shook his head. “Absolutely not. Though I wouldn’t hold
it against you if you kept a closer eye on your mother for the next
few weeks.”

“Just curious, why do you believe he’ll strike
anywhere near us?” blurted a pudgy man dressed in a gray suit and
sitting on the back row. “You said Sandy Dixon’s vehicle was found
in Nevada. Wendover’s a good two and a half hour drive from
here.”

“What’s your name?”

The man stood to introduce himself. “Lt. Brandon
Philburn, homicide detective.”

“Fair enough question, Detective.” The Special
Agent-in-Charge inhaled a long breath and contemplated his response
for a moment. “I’m about to share two facts which have never been
released, not even to local law enforcement.”

The tension in the room became palpable.

“With the exception of Mary Beth, every woman
disappeared from her vehicle. That much is public knowledge.
What has never been released is the condition of those vehicles. In
each instance all four tires had been flattened with caltrop tire
spikes, rendering the vehicles undriveable.”

Heads swiveled as the officers eyed one another and
murmurs of spiked tires floated around the room.

The agent waited for a few seconds before revealing
the second bit of withheld evidence. “Traces of pepper spray were
found on the exterior of all of the vehicles.”

“I’ll be damned.” The light bulbs firing off in
Detective Philburn’s head were almost visible. “That explains how
the bastard nabs them.”

The agent extended his hand toward the detective as
a tacit invitation for him to expand upon his hypothesis.

The detective rose and hiked up his pants sagging
under his protruding belly. “Stranded with four flat tires, the
woman sees the unsub—who is familiar to her—as a stroke of luck
when he arrives on the scene. As he approaches, she’s not the least
bit wary of him and that’s when he strikes. Subdues her with pepper
spray, then likely binds her in some way, and hauls her away in his
vehicle. Maybe in the trunk of his car, or in the back of a pickup,
or in a utility trailer and she’s never seen again.”

“Thank you, Detective. That’s our conclusion as
well.”

The detective nodded a you’re welcome and
sat.

“We know how the unsub chooses his victims, captures
them, and subdues them.” The agent glanced over his shoulder at the
pictures of women each with a pleasant smile on her face. “The
tortures he may unleash on his victims and what he does with their
bodies afterward is still a mystery. Since remains haven’t been
found, we speculate he’s a collector. Keeping the bodies in his
basement or garage perhaps in large freezers, or burying them on
his property.”

The officers’ focus remained fixed on him.

“Most serial murderers operate within a defined
geographic area. Their comfort zone is typically anchored
around their residence or employment. We believe he is committing
the murders within a twenty-mile radius of West Sage.”

The hand of a male officer in uniform seated on the
second row went up. “I know a similar question has already been
asked, but I still don’t understand why you suspect a woman will be
abducted specifically from West Sage and not, say New Greensburgh
or Salt Lake? Couldn’t the unsub’s comfort zone range half
the state?”

“I’ll let Agent McCall answer that.” He stepped back
from the lectern and gestured with a smooth wave of his palm for
the female agent to take over the briefing.

Surface Pro in hand, she rose and stepped to the
front. Placed the tablet on the four-foot folding table next to the
open laptop her boss had been using for the Power Point
presentation.

“Good questions.” She smiled, her lovely features a
pleasing distraction from the grim information being dispersed.
“Those answers were determined by three simple facts. First.” She
raised her index finger. “Mary Beth Huntsman attended West Sage
High in 1976 and disappeared a few weeks before graduation, which
gives us a starting date and general location.

“Second.” She added her middle finger. “The
disappearances coincide with the reunions for the West Sage High
class of seventy-six.

“And third.” Her ring finger went up. “All of the
missing women either lived in West Sage or worked in West Sage.
With little doubt, the Reunion Killer is hunting right
here.” She dropped her hand and tapped the tip of her index
finger on the table a few times for emphasis.

“Three-hundred-twelve students graduated from West
Sage High that year,” the Special Agent-in-Charge interjected.
“One-hundred-forty-eight were boys. And we’ve been investigating
every one of them.”

The group let out a collective sigh, acknowledging
the labor intensive task.

“We’ve eliminated most of the class as suspects,”
Agent McCall said. Consulting her tablet she rattled off the
numbers. “Twenty-three due to death. Seventy-seven for having moved
to another state or country. Sixteen with a debilitating illness or
disability. And twenty-nine others for various reasons. Three,
however, remain a mystery. Greg Holman, Foster Sixton, and Wayne
Bannock.”

The high school graduation pictures of the three
young men appeared on the screen.

“Thank you, Agent McCall.”

She nodded at her boss, picked up her tablet, and
returned to her front row seat.

The fifty-something-year-old FBI agent stood, once
again taking his place behind the podium. He clicked the remote to
advance to the next slide. “Following are a series of age-enhanced
photos of what these men might look like today.”

The high school photos of the boys morphed into
several mature versions, depicting them with stylish full heads of
hair to partial balding to shaved heads. From clean shaven to
several combinations of facial hair mixed with the varying hair
styles. And each of those versions with and without several types
of eye glasses.

After allowing the pictures to cycle through twice,
the agent asked the group, “Do any of these men look familiar?”

Heads wagged in unison and negative grumbles drifted
across the room.

“Will you be giving us copies of these pictures so
we can be on the lookout?” an officer asked.

“No. We can’t risk any leaks, so study these
pictures. Commit them to memory the best you can. Remember, too,
any one of these men may have altered his appearance with plastic
surgery or changed his hair color. Because he is physically fit,
keep in mind his body type could vary from beefy and muscular like
a bodybuilder, to lean and wiry like a triathlete, and anything in
between.”

The room fell dead silent. All eyes glued to the
screen, engrossed in the slow-cycling pictures.

After about thirty seconds the Special
Agent-in-Charge spoke up, “We’re confident the Reunion Killer
is one of these men. He may be masquerading under a
different name and is likely living a normal life, somewhere within
your bustling little city of West Sage.”

Sighs of concern filled the air.

“Keep alert. Pay attention,” the
Special-Agent-in-Charge admonished. “Never let it slip your mind
this killer could be your neighbor. Your pharmacist. Your insurance
agent. Someone you know, and have known, perhaps for many
years.”
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ONE MONTH LATER.

WEDNESDAY, MAY 4, 2016.

WEST SAGE REC CENTER.

“Thanks, Zo, for the kick butt workout,” Darcy
shouted from the mob of soaking wet water fitness patrons
congregating on the pool deck. Snuggled in beach towels, the women
chattered like a tribe of magpies huddled around fresh
roadkill.

“Yeah, thanks,” a few other women from the group
chimed in.

Zoelle flashed a sincere smile and offered an
acknowledging wave as she wrestled the colorful water exercise
noodles into the not-quite-large-enough storage bin. Despite the
battle, the moist foam offered welcomed spots of coolness against
her sticky skin.

As usual her headband, tank top, shorts, even her
socks, were drenched. Not in chlorinated pool water, but in sweat.
Perspiration generated from teaching a kick butt water
aerobics class on the cement deck of the poorly ventilated enclosed
pool. About the same as wearing a sauna suit and performing the
rigors of a boot camp class while hermetically sealed in a giant
plastic bag of steam. Talk about draining!

It would be the middle of the day before Zo
rehydrated her body with enough liquid to fill her bladder.
Imagine that, looking forward to peeing. She cringed.
Time out. Wasn’t urine talk reserved for old folks …
centurion old folks?

Despite being a card-carrying member of AARP, no way
was Zoelle old. At least that was what she told herself
every morning and night when she brushed her teeth in front of the
mirror. The reflected wrinkles and bags weren’t as defined as they
appeared, but rather greatly exaggerated by the crappy lighting in
her bathroom. Crappy lighting. Ha. No pun
intended.

An outburst of laughter from the gang on the pool
deck drew Zo’s attention. Though not purposely eavesdropping, she
overheard the women planning a lunch date.

“Fiddle and Grub. Eleven-thirty,” Darcy confirmed to
the dispersing clique.

Zoelle wished she were deaf.

No she didn’t.

Deeply planted earbuds with Elle King belting out
“Ex’s & Oh’s” loud enough to drown out a tornado siren would
suffice.

Not that West Sage had tornado sirens. Or that she
could relate to the siren of a woman in Elle King’s
song.

Regardless, no matter how much Zoelle tried to
ignore the pain, hurt clawed the back of her throat. Why don’t
the women invite me to their monthly outings?

Returning her attention to the portable sound system
cart, she wiped her sweaty palms on the backside of her brand new
shorts, a size smaller. A slight smile blossomed, then wilted.

Although the bathroom scale indicated she lost
weight, she wanted—needed—someone to notice her progress. If
not one of the water fitness patrons or her best friend Fallon,
then Bob the pot-bellied janitor, or Walter the ancient lap swimmer
who called her Lassie.

Geez, at this point even a word from sleazy Willard
Kent would suffice. He had been warned if he masturbated in the hot
tub one more time he would be banned from the rec center.
Forever.

Okay, maybe she wasn’t that desperate. Aside
from creepy Willard, she wished someone—any-frickin-one—would
notice her hips were shrinking, buttocks were more firm, and her
gut had deflated more than a tad.

She was down to a comfortable-fitting size fourteen
and could almost squeeze into a size twelve. Not that many women
would consider wearing a size fourteen worth bragging about. Yet,
saying goodbye to a seam-bursting sixteen was noteworthy. At least
in her mind.

“Are we still on for this afternoon?”

She jerked her head up and brightened at the sound
of Fallon’s sultry voice. Zoelle looked her up and down. She
admired her friend for many reasons. Not the least being her
exceptional beauty that could rival the ravishing Raquel Welch in
her day. Even dripping wet, Fallon never looked like a drowned rat.
More like she starred in a remake of the iconic water bucket scene
from Flashdance. Talk about a siren.

“Of course.” Zo swiped the back of her hand over her
damp forehead.

“How about I pop over around one, one-thirty?”

After lunch with the gals at the Fiddle and
Grub. “Sure. I’m eager for your expert opinion to make sure I’m
headed in the right direction with this novel writing.”

“By the way, as usual, awesome class today.”

“Thanks.” Zo nodded at the compliment, hiding the
deepening stab of not being invited to the group lunch once again.
Especially by her best friend. She refocused on her book. “In the
shower last night the title came to me almost like a
revelation.”

Fallon’s perfectly shaped brows disappeared under
her wet bangs.

“The Gardener. What do you think?”

“It sprouts an abundance of thoughts.”

“That means you like it, right?”

“I’m intrigued.” Fallon bobbed her head. “Can’t wait
to learn more. See you in a bit.” She turned, wrapped her arms
around herself for warmth, and scurried toward the locker room.

Zoelle unplugged the headset and reeled in the
microphone cord she had fished down the back of her shirt. She set
the mic on the music cart and unplugged her iPod from the speaker
system. Clean up almost completed.

“You’re looking hot,” a male voice bellowed.

She froze. Held her breath. Blinked. What? Who,
me? Hot? Zoelle pivoted around and scanned the Olympic-sized
pool, halfway expecting to see the friendly old geezer, Walter, lap
swimming.

The water was calm. Shiny as glass.

Aside from the lifeguard dozing in the chair across
the deck from her, the pool area was empty.

Great. I’m hearing voices. A reserved smile
emerged. I would gladly hear that masculine voice
speaking those flatteries anytime.

“Didn’t you hear me? I said, you’re looking
hot.”

That he-man voice again.

Zo scoped out her surroundings a second time. Did a
double take to her left at the wall of windowed offices and open
storage bays. The hot tub was virtually hidden within one of the
alcoves. A lone man relaxing with his arms spread across the side
of the bubbling pool stared in her direction.

She recognized the relative newcomer to the rec
center. Every straight woman and gay man had Joe Davenport on their
radar. The hunkster was, with little argument, the sexiest
fifty-something-year-old bachelor this side of the Mississippi. And
right now he beamed his million-dollar smile. At her?

He couldn’t possibly be looking at me.
Talking to me. Could he? To make sure, she swiveled
her head back and forth, surveying the pool once again.

Still no one but the snoring lifeguard slouched over
and about to head plant into the pool.

Joe must be talking to me. A
cloudburst of sweat rained from her armpits. Her heart pounded in
her ears. Stomach danced with excitement.

Now about his hot comment … does he mean
it literally because, well, I am hot as in heated and sweaty, or
does he mean hot as in sexy? Automatically she sucked in
her gut. Arched her back and thrust out her chest.

Had the handsome bachelor noticed she lost fifteen
pounds over the last six weeks? Hoping so, for good luck she
mentally crossed everything imaginable. Fingers. Toes. Eyes. Not
your eyes, goof!

Zoelle couldn’t help but gaze open-mouthed at the
heartthrob who hadn’t taken his sight off her for at least thirty
seconds. Maybe a full minute. Interpreting his gaze as
hungry and his eyes devouring her from head to toe,
she felt her face light up Coke can red.

“Your efforts are starting to show, Zo-Zo.”

Praise Aunt Rhoda in heaven and Uncle Bill in
hell! The stud did notice my dwindling butt. And he called
me Zo-Zo. Only my closest friends call me that. How in the world
did he…? “Thank you, Joe.” She flipped her long auburn ponytail
over her shoulder and flashed her sexiest smile.

“Keep up the good work.” He stiffly thrust two
thumbs up. Way up.

Her thoughts nosedived to the X-rated, imagining his
thumbs were … the thrusting was… “I will.” Darn right she would,
especially with motivation coming from the most eligible hunkster
in West Sage and fueled by the vision of his thrusting …
thumbs.


 FOUR

 


MINUTES LATER.

After locking up the sound system, Zoelle gathered
her purse and water bottle and practically skipped out of the pool.
Cutting the hall corner too close, she smacked into Bob. Her chest
bounced off his Swiss ball-size belly.

“Oops.” He grabbed Zo’s shoulders to steady her and
looked her up and down.

“I’m sorry.” She pushed her wet bangs up and over
her damp headband. “I was just—”

“Have you lost weight?”

Someone else noticed! “Been trying.”

Bob patted his tummy. “My wife keeps telling me I
need to do something.”

“Why don’t you come to my water aerobics class?”

He shrugged and made a what-the-hell gesture with
his face. “Maybe I will.”

“Bring your wife.”

Bob laughed and waved his hand in dismissal.

She resumed her cloud-nine stroll toward the front
door.

“Take care of yourself,” he called out.

“Will do and you too!” Bubbling on the inside like
champagne, Zo speed-walked to her aging Firebird in desperate need
of new rear tires and even more desperately in need of a wax job. A
yellow piece of paper stuck under the windshield wiper caught her
attention.

She frowned. “Hand-billing’s prohibited.” Not
letting the alleged rule breaker hamper her mood, she snatched the
paper and crinkled it in her hand without even looking at it. For
whatever reason, she glanced at the vehicles around her.

No paper, yellow or otherwise, appeared under any
other windshield.

She ironed out the rumpled paper on the hood of her
car.

Keep up the good work was handwritten in blue
ink and underlined several times.

She shrieked a giggle and pressed the note to her
chest. Assuming the note was from Joe Davenport, she searched the
far end of the parking lot for his tricked-out black Corvette.

There it was. Predictably sitting at an angle across
four spaces in the middle of parking lot neverland.

Unlocking her car, she plopped into the driver seat
and rummaged through her hobo-style purse. Came up with a pink
Post-it note pad and black pen. Wrote: THANK YOU FOR MAKING MY
DAY.

She looked at it. “Too sloppy.” Crumpled it and
tossed it onto the passenger seat.

Rewrote it. Frowned. Wrinkled it and threw it away
again.

Scrawled it a third time. Trashed it.

After nearly a dozen rewrites, she sighed. “This
one’s the charm.” With a devilish grin she scrolled a large Z at
the bottom. “For Zoelle, not Zorro.”

Post-it note in hand, a heap of rejected pink papers
piled around her purse on the passenger seat, she drove to the end
of the lot. Parked. Rolled down her window and took a quick look
around.

A rowdy crowd, mostly men, exited the front entry of
the gym.

Bunny’s pump class participants. She curled
her lip. Not with disgust at the guys, but at thoughts of the man
magnet. That woman—

“Focus, Zo.” She interrupted her disparaging
thoughts of the fitness instructor to focus on the task at hand.
“Drop off the note before someone sees you and hightail it out of
there.” Her plan was teenager mentality simple and twentieth
century corny. Then again, considering Joe started the
old-fashioned note-writing shenanigans…

She leaped out of her idling car, left the driver
side door open, and dashed to the shiny Vette.

The expensive sports car was immaculate. Sexy. Lean.
Perfect. Like its owner. Glancing over her shoulder at the badly
oxidized metallic paint of her Formula V-8, she chuckled. “Needs a
little TLC like its owner.” She extended her arm, neon pink note in
hand poised to slip it under the wiper blade.

WHEW-WHEW-WHEW-WHEW-WHEW!

She screeched with surprise, tucked her fists under
her chin, and jumped back a foot. Shammit! Whodda thunk a car
alarm would be so sensitive? Feeling like she set off a bank
vault alarm, Zo wanted to run from the scene of the crime but her
feet wouldn’t move.

Black panic encased her like a latex cat suit three
sizes too small. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

Any second the cops would arrive, tires squealing,
guns drawn, demanding she surrender or else…

A spectacle for sure. She would be humiliated beyond
words. Everyone would be watching. Pointing. Whispering.
Snickering.

Suddenly the high-pitched screeching car alarm
ceased.

Aside from the usual hubbub of voices in the near
distance and the roar of vehicles driving on the street,
nothing.

The police sirens she imagined closing in fast
existed only in her mind. Bless Aunt Rhoda in heaven and Uncle
Bill in hell.

She let out a breath with a forceful whoosh.
Maybe she could still pull off her note caper without being
fingered.

“What are you doing?” His voice deep. Authoritative.
Pissed?

Busted. Shammit! Curse Aunt Rhoda and
Uncle Bill. Mortified, she cringed and turned to face the guy
who caught her with her hand in the cookie jar … uh, rather on his
windshield.

“I couldn’t resist.” Joe Davenport dangled the FOB
between his thumb and index finger.

Forget Coke can red. Zo’s face lit up as hot and
glowing as spewing volcanic lava. “I was … uh, well … the note…”
She lowered her fists from under her chin and opened her hand
slightly.

The pink Post-it note she had written and rewritten
to perfection was scrunched up and damp with sweat. She quickly
clamped her fingers around it and prayed he hadn’t seen it.

He glimpsed into her car.

Double shammit! She shrunk with
embarrassment. He had seen the horde of wadded up pink stickies.
Evidence of the importance of the note . At least to her.

Grinning, he nudged the door closed with his hip.
Strolled up to her and looked at her clenched hand. “You were
leaving me a note?”

Tilting her head back, she gazed into his jungle
green eyes. Do they possess hypnotic powers? Oh, yes. Yes, they
do. Throat drying, knees weakening, speechlessly she
stared.

“Are you okay?” He rested his hand on her
shoulder.

His touch was electrifying. A titillating jolt
zipped through her entire body. She shuddered. Had he felt her
quiver? How could he not?

His well-groomed brows gathered. Concern narrowed
his trance-inducing eyes. “Maybe you should sit down.” He opened
the driver side door of his car and ushered her inside.

Without argument she obliged, collapsing in slow
motion into the soft leather seat. The Vette was lower than her
Firebird. She might as well be sitting on the blacktop.

He squatted in front of her and encircled his warm
hands around her clammy wrists.

Not taking her eyes off his for a moment, her
fingers automatically opened like petals of a blooming flower in
time lapse photography, revealing the rumpled paper.

“This note’s for me?” Not waiting for a reply, he
scooped the paper from her palm.

His minty fresh breath cascaded over her. Had he
sucked a Mentos before sneaking up on me? She smiled. Offered a
stiff shake of her head in delayed reaction to his rhetorical
question, while soaking up every detail of his handsome face.

Never noticed the almost invisible thin line in
front of his ear, perhaps telltale of a face lift. The tiny pock
mark at the edge of his square jaw. Or the few gray hairs at his
temples. Probably because she had never been that close.

He unwrinkled the paper.

Leaning forward, yet hoping not to encroach too much
on his private space, she inhaled a deep whiff of his cologne.
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