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Chapter 1

	“I’m late, I’m late for a very important date,” Debra Brock softly muttered, quoting the only line from Alice in Wonderland that she could remember. Nervously tapping a manicured nail on the steering wheel, she glanced at her cell and frowned at the time. “Seems I’m always late, always disappointing someone.”

	She glanced out her window as her Lexus rolled past the trendy shops and stores of downtown Farragut, Virginia, heading for Old Town. The iron-gray, puffy, cotton-ball sky cast a pall over the small town, muting brightly painted storefronts and blunting the ornate brickwork, making the normally charming township seem grimy, cold, and dank.

	“Like the color intensity has dropped several values. Even the air seems dreary and depressed. How I despise this time of year.” After a long pause she whispered, “God, how I despise my life.”

	The spooky fun of Halloween gone and the family-centric Thanksgiving feast still three weeks away, not to mention darkness that fell like an iron curtain before six, made for a perfect storm of blah. She called this grim span of twenty-eight days the doldrums. Debra had always considered the doldrums the most depressing, lonely time of the year. This year was particularly bad, possibly the worst in her twenty-seven years.

	Fraught with fears that the man she loved more than life had chosen another, Debra’s vivid imagination worked overtime until she was a bubbling cauldron of anxiety and worry. Her fertile imagination, which served her splendidly as an interior designer, was now her worst enemy.

	The arrival of the doldrums was almost too much for her to bear as her depression deepened. The beautiful, successful woman felt she was mentally and emotionally mere inches from rock bottom.

	She let out a breath of frustration as her anger boiled over.

	“Why am I like this?” she yelled. “I’m a successful, strong-as-boiled-leather woman, for God’s sake! Why am I letting him do this to me?”

	She glanced around the interior of the sleek sports car as a rare smile lit up her face.

	“I am late, after all. Shame to let all this power go to waste, especially with no police officer in sight.”

	Giggling with glee, Debra floored the accelerator, and the car leapt forward in a soul-satisfying sonata of power.

	In the stuttering growl of sliding rubber and the sharp screech of overheated brakes, the Lexus zipped in and out of the plodding early afternoon downtown traffic. She chuckled as her reckless actions garnered vulgar shouts and the occasional rude gesture from irate drivers.

	“Right back at you.” She laughed, returning a perfectly manicured, middle finger sporting the polish color Nein! Nein! Nein! Okay Fine pink to a jowly, middle-aged man in a lumbering furniture truck. “Damn, being a bitch is a hell of a lot of fun.”

	Feeling invincible, empowered by her superior road machine, and needing the thrill of cutting loose, Debra cut off a twenty-year-old faded green Volvo wagon a mere dozen yards before the two-lane road necked down to one as it crossed over the Sixth Street Bridge.

	The black 1950s era iron bridge connected Farragut to a strip of abandoned textile factories, mills, and tobacco warehouses. In the last five years the sturdy brick and concrete buildings were repurposed and renovated into three square miles of restaurants, bars, loft apartments, and chic boutiques that the locals called Old Town.

	The Volvo’s driver, Eleanor Dingle, was in no mood to be trifled with, especially from a stuck-up bitch in a pricey sports car who thought she owned the road, just like the one who stole her Frank ten months before. With visions of a flaming car crash happily dancing through her mind, Eleanor hit her own accelerator and rode just inches from Debra’s bumper.

	“Go ahead, honey, enjoy yourself,” Debra muttered as Eleanor flashed her lights and banged on her horn in frustration. “I won.” Amid the unrelenting blaring of a Swedish-made car horn, half a mile later Debra sighted the parking lot of Romano’s Italian Restaurant.

	“This bitch isn’t giving up,” Debra mused as she produced her cell and prepared to call 9-1-1. “I’m not dressed for fighting…”

	Debra smiled when she saw the police car up ahead.

	“And who says you can never find a cop when you need them?”

	Alerted by the blaring horn, a passing Virginia State Trooper slowed and flipped on his lights, curious to know why Eleanor felt the need to disturb the public and drive recklessly. Snapping out of her bout of road rage, Eleanor let off her horn and dropped back several car lengths from Debra’s bumper.

	Not watching where she was going, Debra was waving happily at the snarling woman and her police escort when she nicked the curb and shattered the aluminum right front wheel. Swearing at her bad fortune, Debra maneuvered the wounded vehicle into an empty space, then switched off the engine and popped open her door.

	“This cannot be happening,” Debra groused as she moved to view the damage. “I don’t need this. I have to get back to work.”

	The beautiful woman produced her cell and, thumbing through her directory, tapped the number for her auto club.

	“Parsons’s Automotive Repair.”

	“Mr. Parsons? This is Debra Brock.”

	“Oh, hello, Mrs. Brock. Having car trouble, are we?”

	“I broke a rim…again.”

	“While I appreciate the return business, you need to slow down,” he said.

	“It wasn’t my fault…mostly.”

	“Where did you break down?”

	“Romano’s. In Old Town.”

	“The lobster spaghetti is to die for,” he said. “Have a nice lunch, and I can have Eddie out to change your tire in fifteen or twenty minutes.”

	“You are a lifesaver.”

	“Happy to oblige, Mrs. Brock.”

	“Mr. Parsons…um, is this going to be one of those little, temporary tire things?”

	“A doughnut? Yes, ma’am.”

	“Can’t you bring me a new tire on a rim?”

	“Your policy doesn’t cover that kind of repair. Only emergency services.”

	“GK will kill me. This is the third rim in five months.”

	“You are hard on vehicles,” he chuckled.

	“How much for a rim and a tire?’

	She fidgeted waiting for him to give her a price.

	“To replace your tire and rim with matches is going to cost five-fifty-nine and change.”

	Debra covered the speaker, stamped her feet, and swore blackly.

	“Um, that your best price?” she asked, biting her lip.

	“Best price you will find for one hundred miles, I guarantee. Your husband is one of my best customers, and I gave you a break.”

	“My insurance is outrageous, not to mention GK is out of town, and I don’t want to dip into our account and have him yell at me. Mr. Parsons, this is terribly embarrassing, but can I pay you in cash in a couple of weeks? Also, can we keep this little incident just between us?”

	“Ordinarily I would say no, but I think the world of your husband. George Brock is a fine man, and I think I can cut you some slack.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Parsons! Thank you. I’ll have the money to you in two weeks. I swear.”

	“I’m not worried, Mrs. Brock. However, as a husband of over thirty-five years, let me give you some advice. Keeping secrets like this from your spouse is a bad idea. Things have a way of blowing up when you least expect it.”

	“This is the one and only time I’ll go behind GK’s back, I promise. Thank you. Thank you so very much, Mr. Parsons. You are a lifesaver.”

	“A rim and tire will be a bit longer. Be about an hour, but when Eddie’s done, no one will be the wiser.”

	“Thank you. I owe you big.”

	“Just be careful in the future. Have a nice day.”

	“Goodbye,” she breathed as she clicked off her cell.

	“George Brock a fine man? Marry him and see if you can hold onto that fantasy, buddy,” she spat. “Now I have to find a way to pay for that tire.”

	As she opened the door and grabbed her bag from the seat, her cell chimed with an incoming text message.

	A glance at the number made her blush.

	Looking around, her eyes reflecting her guilt, she opened the message.

	“I want you, babe.”

	Debra cringed.

	Not Jeff again! The man is relentless.

	Her fingers tapped furiously.

	“For the last time, go away.” Send.

	“I still want you.”

	“I made it perfectly clear a month ago. I made a terrible mistake.” Send.

	“I didn’t think it was a mistake. Loving you was special. You are special. I’m here for you and if you hadn’t noticed, babe, GK isn’t.”

	Debra groaned.

	“I’m a married woman. GK is my husband. I was wrong. Time for you to move on.” Send.

	“The only mistake is letting your husband make a fool of you. I love you, babe.”

	Debra swallowed hard at his admission.

	“This has to stop. Lust and sex aren’t love. You act like a lovestruck teenager who has had his first kiss.” Send.

	“I know what I feel, babe. This isn’t my first rodeo. Never felt like this before. I want to be the man you need, the man who is always here for you and not a name on a worthless piece of paper. I want to take care of you and be the stud horse in your barn.”

	“Jeff, please understand. Our one time together was nice. Exactly what I needed to get through a difficult period. I’ll always be grateful you were there for me, but it was one moment of weakness, and that moment has passed. If you do truly care, forget about me.” Send.
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	Hands shaking, Debra turned off her phone. This would go on all day if I let it. I hear another “babe” and I’ll scream. Did he really say “stud horse in your barn”?

	Debra shuddered.

	Jeff Ross was a terrible mistake that follows me around like the Ghost of Christmas Past. He’s responsible for the mess I’m in now.

	When the big mooch begged me for a set of tires, I said yes, not knowing what I was getting into. I felt so guilty over our time together that I sprang for a mind-numbingly expensive set of off-road tires for his damn truck. I thought of it as a consolation prize, so to speak. Wiped me out. Even had to dip into the household account. It’s a miracle GK didn’t question me about that.

	That mistake came full circle when I cracked a rim. I have just enough spending money on me to pay for lunch. If I dipped into the household account or file it on the insurance, there would be ugly questions I don’t want to answer. Salt in the wound is I’m broke and Jeff is just as persistent as ever if not more so.

	I have to get my life back on track starting right now. One way or the other, I’m crawling out of this mess and will stand in the sun once again. Jeff Ross, as of today, is history, if I have to pay a hit man. Just have to find one who works on credit.

	Shaking her head ruefully, she slipped the cell into her Thom Browne handbag.

	A nice, relaxing lunch with Mona and Mandy. A few laughs, perhaps a small drink, and catch up on all the juicy gossip is just what this gal needs to clear her head. I think this thorny day is about to turn into sunshine and roses.

	Debra checked her reflection in the car window, frowning at the lovely image.

	She recalled a time when Georgie told her that she was a natural beauty who made a plain T-shirt and worn jeans look as stylish as an evening gown. As he changed and pulled away, Debra threw herself frantically into creating a more attractive, more alluring version of herself, but to no avail. The more desperately she tried to keep him, the more he pulled away, making his job his entire world. She likened it to trying to grasp quicksilver.

	While she didn’t want to let go, she realized that her forever-after romance only lasted a scant four years.

	Jeff was right about one thing. I am alone. GK isn’t here for me. Hell, I’m not even a blip on his radar. She is. Why the hell do I even bother with him?

	Smoothing a stray curl and refreshing her lipstick, Debra Brock was miserable and felt as if she were about to explode. A mask of beauty and refinement wrapped about a volcano.

	Satisfied she was presentable, slipping on a bogus smile to hide her pain, she turned and walked down the cobblestone path to the restaurant entrance.

	 


Chapter 2

	Brushing her dismal morning aside, Debra followed the burgundy and white uniformed hostess through the softly lit upscale restaurant past the dwindling lunchtime crowd. Impeccably dressed in a silk floral midi-dress by Erdem that emphasized her trim-toned figure, the striking woman with almond-shaped blue eyes and long, blue-black hair turned heads as she crossed the room to a table where two women waited impatiently.

	Debra eagerly looked forward to the weekly get-together. She had met the raucous pair a week after she and George had built their house in Gray Mist Estates on Lake View Avenue. Mandy and her heart surgeon husband were next-door neighbors, while Mona and her attorney spouse lived five doors down. They were the Welcome Wagon when the Brocks moved in. The housewarming party ended with a bevy of squad cars and threats of incarceration. While George wasn’t enthusiastic over their ribald new neighbors, Debra loved Mandy and Mona from that day on.

	Mona and Mandy had a way of giving her a small respite from her lonely life with their brazen, rude, snarky comments and wisecracks. She expected the luncheon to be a pick-me-up, but she was walking into an ambush.

	Wearing sour expressions of indignation, both were nearing the end of a third Bloody Orange Maria made with double the normal amount of tequila. The liberal addition of alcohol dislodged the thin facades of civility the women wrapped themselves in, releasing their true, venomous natures.

	“Here we are,” the slim young woman said with a smile to Debra. “Your server will be with you shortly. Enjoy your lunch.”

	“Thank you,” Debra said as she slid out a chair. “Sorry, girls. Horrible day. Customer at the last minute changed her mind, and a full week and a half was wasted, not to mention every stick of furniture, window treatments, and wallpaper I ordered has to be sent back. Have to start at square one, which facilitated a not so nice meeting with the boss, Mrs. Keble. Essentially blamed me for not reading the client’s mind in the first place. Jesus Christ, today I can’t win. That woman yelled at me for two hours over something that wasn’t my fault.

	“Topping off this disastrous morning, I broke a wheel thanks to the crappy drivers that inhabit this burg. Damn near ran me off the road. GK’s going to kill me. It’s a wonder I didn’t miss lunch entirely.”

	“Excuses,” Amanda Shuck spat, giving her the benefit of an icy stare. The pudgy, elegantly dressed blonde with the expensive if dated hairstyle sat back and scowled. “Been here forty-five minutes, Debra. Forty-five.”

	“Give the girl a break, Mandy,” Mona Cooper said distantly as she pushed back her empty glass. The redhead in the simple pink tank top and skintight black jeans sported a sleeve tattoo along her left arm. “Some of us do have to drudge to make ends meet. If you need a little cash to help, I’d be happy to pitch in.”

	“You make it sound as if I’m toiling in a freaking coal mine,” Debra snorted, thinking the catty remark was a joke. “I don’t need your money.”

	“Looks like poor George isn’t bringing home the bacon,” Mandy said. “It’s okay, dear. Tell you what. Lunch is on us. Maybe you can order extra so you can eat tonight, as well.”

	Mona chortled.

	Her dazzling blue eyes flashing fire at the joke gone too far, Debra controlled her tone. “How did GK come into this? You know, ladies, I’m getting damn tired of all the little snide remarks about GK.”

	“We are sorry if we hit a nerve,” Mandy said, her glassy eyes full of mirth.

	“If you like pitching in to make your husband appear to be a fair provider, whom am I to judge?”

	“I don’t have to work. I want to work. George makes plenty of money for both of us. I love my career. Interior design is my passion, and I’m paid very well for my effort. The last thing I want or need is to be sitting on my ass all day doing nothing.”

	“You know, Deb,” Mona said, “I could use your talents.”

	“Really?” Debra gasped. “I could do some wonderful things with your house.”

	“Oh, I know you could,” Mona said, her heavy-lidded eyes mimicking a serpent’s gaze. “What size uniform do you wear?”

	“Uniform?”

	“I think she’s a nine. No, wait, a twelve,” Mandy cackled.

	“I wear a size two, for your information,” Debra snapped.

	“Is that a hefty two or a plump two, dear? In the real world what would that be, a twelve?”

	“You are calling me fat? Seriously?”

	“Don’t get your nose bent out of shape,” Mona said. “Just trying to ascertain what size maid uniform to order. I would just die if you weren’t comfortable when scrubbing my toilet.”

	“Your maid?”

	Mandy and Mona chortled while Debra fumed at their outrageous antics.

	“She does look like she knows her way around a toilet,” Mandy said.

	“You two are pissing me off,” Debra snapped.

	“Just trying to help you make a little grocery money.”

	“Ha, ha. It’s all very funny,” Debra said. “I think you two are a little tipsy. You two get mean when you drink too much.”

	“Mean? Why, that nasty comment hurts my heart,” Mandy guffawed.

	“Just enough booze to let our hair down,” Mona said, taking a menu. “Still don’t understand you working and taking guff from Mrs. Keble if you didn’t have to.”

	“You should have married a heart surgeon like me or a rich lawyer like Red here.”

	“Attorney,” Mona corrected. “Peter is a law partner. The term ‘lawyer’ makes me think of an ambulance chaser.”

	“I married George because I loved him.”

	Mandy and Mona chuckled loudly as if she had told a joke. Their mocking attitude made Debra turn red. She snatched up a menu in an effort to change the subject.

	“How’s that working out for you?” Mandy said, giving Mona a sly wink. “The way I hear it, George has everything he needs at work and only comes home once in a blue moon. Seems the man you love is inadequate on both sides of your bedroom door.”

	“You know, I heard the same thing,” Mona said. “No wonder you throw yourself into work. Better than coming home to a cold, lonely house.”

	“He’s very busy.”

	“I heard from a little bird that George isn’t lonely at all. He is very cozy with his assistant. What’s her name again, Red?”

	“Elaine,” Debra said through clenched teeth. “Elaine Bird.”

	“Oh, yes,” Mona purred. “Met her at your Christmas soiree. Gorgeous, sexy as hell Elaine. Why that girl isn’t a model is beyond me. Why she wants to work in a drab architectural firm is a mystery.”

	“Could be the company she keeps,” Mandy said with a gleam in her eye as Debra flushed. “She hangs all over George.”

	“Why am I friends with you two bitches?” Debra hissed. “You have attacked me from the moment I set foot in this restaurant. Now you just accused my husband of having an affair, for God’s sake.”

	“Far from it,” Mandy said. “Just doing the math.”

	“Math?”

	“Two and two equals four. No way around it.”

	“I’m sick and tired of this conversation.”

	Mandy gave Mona a wink as she discovered an exposed nerve.

	“We only want you to wake up, dear. If George and this sexy Elaine are…together, you need to make sure you are prepared.”

	“Prepared?”

	“Take the cheating bastard for all he’s worth,” Mona said. “I did. Not only did I rape Donald in court, I married my very well-to-do attorney and doubled my assets.”

	“That was different. Donald was having an affair…with three women, as I recall.”

	“Acted just like your hubby before I caught him. Suddenly, work was his god.”

	“Not the same thing. GK is at the beck and call of his boss, Mr. Markum. He hasn’t any control over where he goes. He goes where the work is.”

	“But I’d bet the house he does have a say in picking his assistant.”

	“Elaine is very good at what she does.”

	Mona chuckled. “I’m sure she is, and George is very appreciative of her efforts.”

	Debra gritted her teeth at the obvious innuendo.

	“You know what I mean. She’s a good assistant and…nothing more.”

	“You know, dear, the way you said that didn’t sound very convincing. I believe you are having doubts. Good for you. Denial won’t help you. First step to recovery is to recognize the problem.”

	Debra gave Mandy a revealing look of raw pain before averting her eyes. Inside her dark soul Mandy did a somersault of pure joy at the discovery.

	“Comes down to this,” Mandy said, fighting a victorious smile. “Do you enjoy George being away with his pretty assistant while you sit home alone for months?”

	Debra swallowed hard as their unrelenting barrage and innuendos fueled and enflamed her own hidden fears. “Okay, I admit that GK and I are going through a rough patch. He has been…different lately.”

	“Ah,” Mona said triumphantly. “And there it is. Proof.”

	“No, it isn’t. I have no proof GK is…is unfaithful. He’s just a workaholic. Once he’s a partner, things will slow down. You’ll see.”

	“Easygoing George Brock never struck me as the nose to the grindstone kind of Joe,” Mandy said.

	“Sounds like my Donald all over again.”

	“I didn’t want to bring this up,” Mandy said, “but I’ve heard plenty about George and Elaine’s relationship, and it isn’t good.”

	“What have you heard?”

	“Perhaps I’ve said too much. Just forget I brought it up.”

	“Tell me! What have you heard about my husband and that bitch?”

	“Just that George and Elaine are like two peas in a pod. Always together just like a pair of lovebirds. Folks have the impression that they are a couple instead of having a strictly formal working relationship. The word is Elaine may be changing her last name very soon.”

	Debra gasped and was on the verge of tears. “Well, in the last year…well, he has changed. Never wants to come home, but…”

	“Having his cake and eat it, too?” Mandy asked. “You poor, poor dear.”

	Mona pushed a card across the table. “Here’s my husband’s number. Vince will give you the friend discount. You’re welcome.”

	The color drained from her face. Debra looked at the business card as if it were a serpent.

	“Honey, you are still a young, beautiful woman,” Mandy said. “Don’t waste your assets on cheating, deceiving George when you could have any man in this burg. Any rich man in this burg.”

	A tired-eyed, middle-aged woman in a waitress uniform approached their table and forced a smile. Her name tag read Wendy. “Ladies, would you like to order now?”

	“I’ve lost my appetite,” Debra said as she rose from the table, turned, and walked out.

	“Two house specials, Wendy,” Mandy said happily as she and Mona watched Debra walk away. “Two more Bloody Orange Marias, as well.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Damn, I love this game,” Mona said as she and Mandy gave Wendy their menus. “By the by, where did you hear about George and Elaine?”

	“Made it up,” Mandy chuckled. “That bitch needs to drop a peg or two. Face and body to die for, great hubby, and a career, for God’s sake. Makes me sick. Didn’t know that her and George’s perfect romance had headed south, though. Damn, I’m glad to hear it.”

	“Yeah. Hope it crashes and burns. I hate the way she looks down her pert nose at us, when our bank accounts are easily five times hers.”

	“George’s dad was the Henry Brock. The guy was loaded.”

	“She always told us that Henry cut George off.”

	“Yeah, like we always tell the truth. Especially about money. For example, the stingy allowance our bastard husbands keep us on. For all we know, Debra and George are stinking rich and keeping under the radar. She dresses like they have money to burn.”

	Mandy swallowed hard. “I hate the way my Leonard looks at her. It’s the way he used to look at me.”

	“Yeah, Vince gives her a hungry look, too, when he thinks I’m not watching,” Mona said. “We may have gone a bit over the top today.”

	Mandy and Mona laughed.

	“Just wait until next week’s brunch, Red. Bet you a lobster dinner I’ll have her bawling like a baby and ready to castrate poor George.”

	“You’re on.”
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	Debra burst through the restaurant’s door and onto the sparsely populated sidewalk. Dazed and gasping for air, she made her way to her car. The man Mr. Parsons had promised hadn’t arrived yet. Sliding inside, she closed the door and produced her cell. Taking a deep breath, she made a fateful decision.

	“I need to see you, Jeff,” she whispered as tears escaped her eyes.

	“I thought we were done, Mrs. Brock?”

	“Forget what I said. Two can play this game. If GK wants his pretty little whore more than me, then he can go to hell where that cheating bastard belongs.”

	“What are you saying, babe?”

	“I’m saying that I’m tired of being GK’s doormat.”

	“Finally,” he said.

	“Get over to Romano’s. My car’s getting a flat fixed. Have any idea how we can pass the time, stud?”

	




Chapter 3

	Wearing a black woolen sweater and jeans, a barefoot George Brock answered the soft knock at his door. Opening the motel room door, he found a shivering Elaine Bird framed in the doorway. Besides an expression of utter disdain, the beautiful young woman wore a simple, black woolen watch cap, a three-quarter-length light blue jacket, padded ski pants, and boots against the biting cold.

	“If someone slaps you on the back, young lady, your face will stay that way,” he chuckled.

	She muttered blackly as she pushed past him and into the warm room. “Why can’t Mr. Markus take jobs in a warmer locale, for God’s sake?”

	Despite the bitter cold, George took a moment and gazed lovingly at the distant Livingston Range sparkling frostily in the early morning sunlight. Above the peaks lay an awe-inspiring dome of altocumulus clouds stretching away to the horizon. The blood red banded layers and fluffy rolls above the jagged peaks created a breathtaking vista, which George soaked up.

	“Looks as if the mountains were on fire. You know, E, the Yellow Bird Motel Bar and Grill may be sorely lacking in almost every category of amenities when it comes to being a place of lodging, but it does deliver on the view and then some. I’m going to miss this.”

	“Shut the door,” she snapped. “It’s freaking cold, and you’ve seen those stupid mountains a thousand times. Besides, doesn’t the old saying go, ‘Red sky at morning, sailors take warning’? Even nature is giving you the high sign that you are an idiot and not to leave the company. Call it an ominous portent of future catastrophe.”

	“Ominous portent of future catastrophe? Don’t you think that is a bit of a stretch? Besides, that’s Mr. Idiot to you, young lady. I am, after all, your Boss Almighty.”

	“Only until you walk out that door,” she said, pulling off her cap and coat. “Damn, I hate the cold. Almost as much as seeing you throw away your future.”

	The young woman shook out her shoulder length blonde hair and plopped down in a red vinyl padded chair that protested her intrusion with a loud, rusty squeal of springs.

	“Never been to your room before. Looks as shitty as mine.”

	“I thought good Mormons didn’t swear.”

	“We both know I do a lot of things good Mormons ought never to do. I’m only a good Mormon during the holidays or the rare family reunion.”

	George gave her a narrow gaze.

	“Okay, I’m a hypocrite. Sue me.”

	“Well, you may be spiraling into hell, but you are a fantastic assistant and a good friend. Possibly the best friend I’ve ever had.”

	“Then listen to me now! I cannot believe you are doing this,” Elaine said as she watched George return to the bed and tend to a bulging shiny yellow duffel. “When you first told me of this plan of yours, I thought it was a joke. You’d have to be crazy to walk away from all you’ve accomplished. You have lost your mind.”

	Not looking at her, George smiled as he carefully zipped the duffel closed and pulled tight the compression straps.

	“I’d like to think I’m finally coming to my senses,” he said, turning toward her, displaying his signature lopsided grin.

	“You’re impossible,” she snapped. Rising from her chair she paced the small, dingy motel room. “Your career…everything you have worked for…”

	“You’ve vented on me for three weeks. The job’s over, and so am I. Time to go back to what is really important. Time to salvage what’s left, if I can.”

	“Your career is what is important!”

	He chuckled. “You know, E, I never wanted to be an architect. I wanted to be a detective like GK Smith in Dad’s novels. Solving puzzling crimes, foiling criminal masterminds, and putting the bad guys in jail—that was my true dream.”

	“You dodged a bullet on that one, no pun intended,” she said. “Cops don’t make shit.”

	“You sound like Dad only to a much lesser extent. All about the Benjamins. To appease, I studied architecture. Not my dream by a wide margin, but I do have a knack for it.”

	“More than a knack. You have real talent. Don’t throw it away, Detective Brock.”

	“I feel like a man waking up from a bad dream. God Almighty, how could I have been so blind? I was used and manipulated. It nearly ruined my life. Should have told Dad to take a hike and gone to the police academy.”

	“Are you insane? No, strike that. You are completely bonkers,” she gasped. “Life in ruins? Seriously? You have a stellar rep. Old Man Markus hates everyone but loves you like a son and pays you as if you were a partner. The clients can’t get enough of your designs and know-how. You can’t walk away from this. The sky’s the limit!”

	George sat on the edge of the bed and slipped on a pair of thick woolen socks.

	“Can and will. I swear Henry Brock will not get the last laugh. Not now, not ever.”

	“Oh, God! Not the Henry Brock bullshit again! You have seriously twisted daddy issues.”

	“Can’t argue with that. However, you read the letter. You know what that bastard did to me. Used and manipulated me like a puppet.”

	“So what if daddy gave you a nudge here and there? In my opinion it was a good thing. Look at where you are, for Christ’s sake! Daddy did you a favor. So, don’t blow it.”

	“Some favor. I’m not happy being cast into Henry Brock’s twisted image. Besides, I think my wife hates me. Why she hasn’t filed for divorce is a miracle.”

	“Let her,” Elaine said with a smirk.

	“Excuse me?”

	“A career should come first before anything else. A spouse should understand this. If Deb is unhappy, not your problem. She wants to leave, let her. A man like you can have his pick of women. Why you settle for one is beyond me.”

	George shook his head and took a deep breath. “That’s not me, E. I can’t live like that. I only want one woman, and that woman is Debra Brock. Without her I’m miserable. I’m going to take my life back and start living it as my own man. I’m going to make amends with Deb and start over.”

	“Like talking to a brick wall! I need a stiff drink and a good screw.”

	“Yeah, you really are a terrible Mormon,” he said with a grin. “Got the B&B set up?”

	“My last official act as your assistant,” she said. “Your reservations have been confirmed. For one week you have booked the Winter Inn.

	“George, when I suggested a cozy little romantic retreat, I meant somewhere fun like Tahiti or Hawaii. Why in God’s name did you pick that out-of-the-way place? It’s in the middle of nowhere Tennessee…in November.”

	“Just the point. I want the place for just Deb and me so we can hash out our problems and get our marriage back on track with no distractions. If our last conversation is any indication of our marriage, perhaps I should have booked it for a month.”

	“Does Debra have any idea how special a guy you are? Not to mention how much you adore her?”

	“I thought I was insane and replete with twisted daddy issues?”

	“Shut up.”

	George laughed.

	“You know what I mean. You did it all for her.”

	“I told myself that, but the fact is it was all about proving my dear father wrong about me. I blindly shoved her aside for this job just to show Henry Brock that I wasn’t a loser. All I did was prove him right, and my marriage fell by the wayside. I have to fix this.”

	“Call her and patch things up. Take a few days, but don’t toss everything away.”

	“Can’t. Deb won’t talk to me. Hasn’t in a few months. I send her voice mails and texts, but no response. I get updates from Sam Rosenstein, my next-door neighbor, to make sure she’s all right.”

	George snorted. “God, this is killing me.”

	“George, you are—most of the time—a smart man. Think. Find a way to keep your job and save your marriage, but don’t flush everything down the drain.”

	George shook his head.

	“I keep the job and nothing changes. Name one staffer who hasn’t been divorced multiple times.”

	“Benson,” she said. “Dude has only been divorced once.”

	“Exactly. He’s been a single man for fifteen years. I have to move on.”

	“By becoming Professor Brock in a third-rate college? The place is barely above a trade school.”

	“Has a nice ring,” he said, “for a teacher in a third-rate college.”

	“It rings of wasted talent. I hope Debra realizes what you are giving up for her.”

	“Trust me, she’s worth any price.”

	“What if all this sacrifice is for naught? What if Debra is a fool and won’t take you back? Will you come back to us? I heard it from a very reliable source that Mr. Markus will tear up your resignation and might even offer you a hefty raise.”

	“Nope,” he said, slipping on his insulated work boots. “Have to find my own happiness.”

	“Then it’s over?”

	“’Fraid so,” he said. “Hallelujah.”

	Elaine, tears glistening in her eyes, embraced George in a long goodbye hug.

	“You are still an idiot. But I’ll miss you.”

	“I have a proposal for you.”

	“This sounds bad.”

	“Come with me. I want to start a residential building and remodel company. I’ll have my hands full at school and need someone I can trust to be the boss.”

	“You are out of your mind. I’m not ready to throw my life away.”

	“It could be one hell of an opportunity.”

	“It could be one hell of a disaster.”

	“Yes. Exciting.”

	“Let me think about it, okay?” she asked.

	“You bet. I still have a few loose ends to tie up here.”

	“I’ll give you my answer before you leave.”

	“See you around, kid.” He smiled. You ever in my neck of the woods, look me up. We’ll go out and get plastered.”

	“It’s a date.”


Chapter 4

	Leaving her car door ajar, Ruby Goodman burped mightily before wandering down the curving cobblestone path to the quaint, picturesque bed and breakfast known as the Winter Inn. Her gait unsteady, her pink flip-flops slapped the pavement with a rhythmic pat, pat, pat.

	Ruby’s jarring presence was a stark contrast to the serene, tranquil air the bed and breakfast invoked. Walking unchallenged to the front door, Ruby grasped the ancient majestic lion head-shaped doorknocker and banged it loudly against the striker plate.

	“I need y’all, Mrs. Winter!” Ruby bellowed, her deep southern voice graveled by a four-pack-a-day smoking habit. “I need y’all now! Answer me!”

	The heavy wooden door clacked loudly as a steel locking bolt slid back. Ruby stepped to the threshold as Milo Winter appeared in the open doorway.

	The warm air from the inn, heavy with the delicious aroma of baking cinnamon and apple pies, enveloped the woman, making her empty stomach growl. She closed her eyes and smiled.

	“Damn, I love it when she bakes them pies. Just got to be the best pies this side of heaven.”

	“Why, Mrs. Goodman, what a pleasant surprise,” said the heavyset balding man sporting a prodigious waxed handlebar mustache.

	Milo Winter wore his standard uniform consisting of a white dress shirt, immaculate crimson blazer, and a pair of crisply ironed khaki trousers.

	While he bore a genial smile, his eyes clearly mirrored his annoyance her presence invoked. Shaking her shaggy head to rid herself of the mesmerizing aroma of baked delights, Ruby gazed at the man through heavy-lidded eyes.

	“Milo,” she gasped as the words tumbled from her thick lips, “I need your mama. I need the witch. I need her sight.” Ruby jammed a beefy hand into her sweater pocket and withdrew a thick wad of rumpled bills. “I got money. Real money. Cashed both government checks, sold plasma, and peddled my suboxone. I need your mama’s gift…bad.”

	“Mrs. Goodman, have we been drinking…again?”

	Ruby frowned and flushed red.

	“None of your business, but just enough to settle my nerves. My girl Franny’s gone, and I have to find her. Make sure she’s all right.”

	“She isn’t here.”

	“I know that, you snooty twit.”

	“Tried her phone?”

	“Quit paying the bill when she sassed me. Where is your mama?”

	Milo grunted as he looked past her and the pile of trash that had overflowed from her car onto his immaculate car park.

	Stunned, the blood drained from his face at the sight of the remains of the flower box strewn along the drive.

	“You will pay for that floral display,” he said, pointing a finger into her face. “I just had it installed yesterday. Now just look at the mess.”

	Swaying, Ruby put a hand against the doorframe and slowly, awkwardly looked back. “Don’t see nothing but a bunch of boards. Looks like some drunk run over ’em.”

	“I think we need to call you a ride home. Perhaps the police…”

	“Not till I talk to the witch!” she shouted.

	“Like talking to a doorknob. Please, just go home, sleep it off, and tomorrow we will talk about damages…”

	Snarling, Ruby lowered her shoulder and rammed all of her two-hundred-and-fifty-three pounds into Milo, catching him off guard. The pair crashed into the gray slate tiled entrance hall.

	“I’m calling the cops,” Milo screamed as he tried and failed to extricate himself from the maddened woman. “Get off of me before I forget you’re a lady!”

	“Ain’t no lady, you prick! I’ll break your pansy ass!”

	“That’s it. I’m calling 9-1-1!”

	“Call the witch. After that I don’t care if you call the cops, the state po-po, or the Prez.”

	“Ruby, what has gotten into you?” Edna Winter said as she rounded a corner, wiping her hands on her apron. The short, plump, sixty-three-year-old woman with long braided silver hair shook her head in disapproval. “You are way too old to be acting this way. You might hurt Milo, and then I’ll have to do his share of the work around here.”

	Milo frowned blackly as his mother smiled, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

	“I need y’all. Need y’all real bad, Mrs. Winter. I’m worried sick over my young’un, Franny.”

	“She ran over our brand-new floral display and dragged it down the drive!” he snapped. “She ruined the container and left begonias all up and down the drive!”

	“We both know that I hated the idea of a flower box at the entrance.”

	“But Mom!”

	“Don’t whine! You’re forty-five years old, for God’s sake,” she snapped. “Milo, please get Ruby a cup of coffee, and meet me in my reading chambers. After that you can go out and clean up the mess like a good boy.”

	“Oh, thank you!” Ruby said as Edna helped her to her feet.

	“I’m getting way too old for this,” he muttered as he brushed the dust from his clothes before he dutifully went to fetch coffee as his mother had ordered.
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	Edna’s reading room was small, windowless, and hazy with the fragrant smoke from burning incense. The chamber’s only illumination came from three fat wall-mounted yellow candles.

	Edna shuffled a deck of tarot cards thoroughly as Ruby licked her lips nervously. On the edge of her seat, her watery, bloodshot eyes were glued to the mystic cards before her.

	Edna extended the cards and Ruby, knowing the routine after several dozen past sessions, blew upon the deck.

	Edna wrinkled her nose at the stench of sour beer, cigarettes, and poor dental hygiene.

	“What is it you wish, Ruby?” she asked as she shuffled the cards.

	“My daughter, Franny. We had words over that useless Hob Jenkins she’s been whoring around with. Told her that she didn’t need to be sixteen and pregnant like her stupid sister. It was for her own damn good.”

	“Didn’t take it well?”

	“She walked out. I know she just up and run off. I put the cops on her, but they said it would take time. Probably blew the whole thing off. Damn pigs. I ought to…”

	“What do you want from me?” Edna said, trying to keep Ruby on track.

	“I…I need to know that Franny’s safe. I’ve been worrying myself sick thinking about her.”

	Edna smiled and dealt the deck upon the black velvet surface. Turning over the various esoteric cards, she mused and mumbled at the reversed Tower, Sun, and Wheel of Fortune.

	“What? Please tell me!”

	“The spirits declare that your Franny is safe and sound,” Edna announced after several minutes. She rubbed her eyes and moaned softly. This takes so much out of me…”

	“I almost forgot,” Ruby said, dumping the fistful of cash on the table.

	“Listen to me carefully, Ruby Goodman. Franny is at a crossroads. There is much for her to discover and learn as she matures. She must travel this road alone. I am afraid that it will be a long time before you are reunited. Nevertheless, it will be a glorious reunion and the both of you the better for it. Don’t fret. Don’t worry.”

	“Oh, thank y’all, Mrs. Winter, thank y’all! You’ve taken a passel of worry off my mind.”

	“Go home, Ruby, rest, and be at peace. Your Franny is fine and in a better place.”
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	Smiling warmly, Edna waved at Ruby as the slightly less inebriated woman pulled away and drove down her drive.

	“Should we let her drive in her condition?” Milo asked.

	“I don’t care if that old sot wraps herself around a tree. I almost fainted from her foul breath.”

	“Why didn’t we call the cops?” he asked.

	“This white elephant we run is killing me, and that wad of cash Ruby waved around was too good to pass up. Especially when my nitwit son wastes money on pretty flower boxes.”

	“The apple and peach crops were nice this year, not to mention we were booked for the summer months. We aren’t getting rich, but we’re a long ways from the poorhouse. You worry too much about money.”

	Edna grunted as she counted out Ruby’s generous payment.

	“Besides, we got a hefty five-thousand-dollar…donation back in June.”

	She scowled. “I know firsthand what poverty feels like, and I know that the gap between feast and famine is short if one isn’t careful. Sitting on your ass and not looking for opportunity is a quick road to the poorhouse.”

	“We’re doing fine.”

	“We’re just making the mortgage and putting food on the table. The pickings have been light this year,” she said, slipping the money into her bra. “What I wouldn’t give for a once-in-a-lifetime home run and get away from this old drafty barn…and this life. Baking on a Florida beach and sipping a margarita is all I dream about between November and May.”

	“Ruby like her reading?”

	Edna rolled her eyes. “Granny put stock in those damn cards, but I don’t. I told her what would ease her mind and get her off my back for a while.”

	“What do you think happened to her daughter?”

	Edna expelled noisily.

	“That slutty Franny got into the wrong car and is dead and gone.”

	“Harsh. Probably accurate, though.”

	“Where is Horace? We have to get ready for the Brocks.”

	“Horace is in his theater. Been there all night.”

	“Fantastic. I need help, and he’s off with his pansy friends working on a play.”

	“Want me to give him a ring?”

	“No. Just let me know the minute he gets back.”


Chapter 5

	The Orchard Community Playhouse sat half a mile from the highway hidden in the middle of a patch of forest at the westernmost tip of the Winter Inn’s property. Once a working two-hundred-year-old barn, the renovated structure now served as home to the fledgling Danbury Theater Guild. Under Horace Winter’s guidance the area had its first dedicated theater and loosely organized troop of amateur, if enthusiastic, actors.

	In the musty stone-lined cellar of the playhouse, wooden shelves bore props, costumes, and a cornucopia of donated scene building supplies.

	In the far northern corner, hidden behind a false wall of shelves bearing stacks of old musty magazines and cans of paint, was a windowless twelve by twelve room.

	The secret room’s walls were concrete and stone. The interior walls were covered with several inches of charcoal gray soundproofing, foam insulation of the kind one would normally see in a recording studio.

	Along with a one-and-a-half-inch thick steel door, a one-hundred-gallon water tank, a three-month supply of freeze-dried food, an outside filtered air intake, and chemical toilet, it offered impressive protection against the unthinkable.

	A product of the 1950s ‘“red scare,” the archaic fallout shelter also made an excellent dungeon.

	Horace wasn’t a physically handsome man. He was of medium height, balding, with a protruding paunch, and had large, heavy-lidded eyes that made him appear as if he were about to doze off. He countered with a winning smile, stellar, energetic personality, and a razor-sharp mind. It was often said he should have been a salesman, as he could peddle ice to an Eskimo.

	The residents of Danbury saw Horace Winter, with his larger-than-life personality, as a gifted actor, director, and the driving force of the local theater scene. They loved his lavish costume parties/fundraisers that drew patrons from as far away as Nashville and the Carolinas. Here he was in his element and always the life of the party. However, that was his carefully manicured public persona. The real Horace Winter was a soulless monster. He had no moral existence, no sense of any divine order, and was driven by his own inflated ego and insatiable need, a perverse creature whose twisted desires and pleasures were rooted in the pain, torture, and murder of women.

	His only canon were the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, who said to trust your will, trust in the power of will, and all things would be possible. What a man does, he has. He didn’t need hope of anything beyond himself or the fear of eternal consequences.

	To Horace, that gave him the right to do whatever he pleased.

	He was a bright and gifted child who quickly learned to hide his antipathy for others, especially those of the opposite sex. Isolated and maturing under Edna’s iron thumb, Horace retreated into the world of fantasy and movies. In his private time he rewrote movie scripts, and regardless of the plot or story line, the villain always killed the
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