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Chapter One
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“What I wouldn’t have done to trade places with you back then.” Shari laughed, wiping dust off the top of the cardboard box. “But damn, am I thrilled to be me!”

“That’s right. I told you, back then, everyone inflated my life into something it wasn’t,” Madison said as she dragged the box marked college books out from the corner. With a paper towel, she brushed off the cobwebs that had accumulated on the top of the box through the years.

“Gross.” Shari laughed. “That’s the reason why I never saved my books, let alone finished college.”

“The reason why you dropped out of college halfway through your second semester was because you realized you wanted to be a beautician.”

“And to think it all started with my part-time job at the salon down the block after high school graduation.” Reaching into the box, she pulled out their high school yearbook. She flipped through the pages until she found her picture.

“What are you doing?” Madison asked, watching Shari smile, frown, and then smile again.

“Reminiscing.” Turning the book toward Madison, she said, “There you are. Madison Morina, most likely to succeed.”

Madison took the yearbook and smiled. It was over twenty years ago that Shari took her picture in front of the school when she won the award for Outstanding Young Female Journalist. She had beat out over five hundred high school seniors from around the five boroughs to win the honor.

She ran her finger over the picture. “I was so young, so thin. And my hair was so thick, black and shiny. Where the hell did twenty years go?”

“That’s the question I ask myself everyday.” Shari took the book back and leafed through the pages, then turned it to face Madison. “Look at me here. Captain of the cheerleading squad, thighs the size of my wrist.” She held up her arm. “And besides, what can I say.” Shari laughed pointing to herself. “I used to have a washboard stomach and breasts that were full and perky. Now they are flabby and saggy.”

“Mine too. It seems like the closer we get to forty, the less we eat, the more we exercise and the bigger we get.”

“And that’s why we have to drink, to deal with the non-weight loss.”

“No, that’s why we need to come up with healthier choices when we get the munchies.”

“Listen, no offense, but carrot and celery sticks dipped in humus and peanut butter just isn’t my thing. I keep telling you a few cocktails never hurt you. They are allowed on every diet plan.”

“You’ve always come up with reasonable solutions to these problems,” Madison said closing the yearbook.

“But it was you I always wanted to be like. When I had your approval, I knew I made the right decision.”

“I could never understand that. Even to this day, I’ve messed up everything positive in my life.” Madison sighed. “I let the one man I loved more than life itself walk away and have met one loser after another since then.”

“Don’t even go there again. I’m not in the mood for tears.”

“I won’t. But even back in high school you had one boyfriend after another. Every boy wanted to go out with you.”

“That’s because I never put out. I was a mystery to the boys,” Shari stated proudly. “I was the girl who didn’t have sex or give blow jobs. I was the girl they wanted to dethrone.”

“And all I worried about was what my next assignment for the school newspaper was going to be about.”

“Exactly. Instead of worrying about boys, you thought about interviews and articles. Do you still have your word processor?”

“Of course.” Madison pointed to the box in the far corner of the attic. “It’s a classic. I wrote my first newspaper article on it. There’s no way in hell I’m going to give it up.”

“I should’ve known. Don’t even tell me you saved all your articles too.”

“Hundred of them. I even saved all my writing projects from high school and college. They’re a part of me.”

Shari stood. “You’re insane.”

“Are you leaving already?”

“No. With all this dust up here I need to get some air. I’m going to walk around the corner to get us lattes.”

“Sounds great. Designer coffee as we reminisce back to the days when there were no computers and DVRs.”

“Don’t forget about the vinyls and eight tracks. Be back in a bit.” Shari walked to the door and turned around. “How about a muffin with that?”

“Do I look like I need a muffin?” Madison laughed. “No thank you. A sugar free hazelnut latte with skim milk would be just perfect.”

Raising her hands, she sang, “I shall return.”

Looking at her picture in the yearbook again was a reminder of how time had passed her by. Laugh lines around her charcoal eyes now replaced her once smooth complexion and her size three figure of twenty years ago had now expanded to a size nine. But she didn’t mind, content in knowing her body was slowly changing.

Her only regret was that she hadn’t experienced motherhood. At thirty-nine, she often wondered how many more years she had left before going into menopause. Her mother had gone through it by the time she reached forty-five.

But, she wasn’t going to dwell on it. She just hoped she got the chance to experience true love, again. Immediately, her mind roamed back in time when she thought about love.

When she had met Dino eight years ago, her heart skipped a beat. The moment their eyes met, she knew he was the one. They became inseparable spending all their free time together. Dino worked nights as a talent scout for bands, while Madison worked the nightshift as a journalist at a local newspaper. Their work schedules were ideal and their relationship went from friendship to romance.

They had the perfect love story until one of them had to give up their dream. Since neither one of them wanted to stop the other from achieving their goal, they parted in an emotional scene with Dino leaving for Los Angeles and Madison staying behind.

Enough. Don’t go back there.

Madison continued to flip through the contents of the box. When she pulled out an oversized folder, she immediately knew she had found what she was looking for. This folder was her bible, her life, the reason for her successful career. The worksheets inside helped her through every story she had been given. They left no room for error. In all her years of investigative journalism, she had never had a discrepancy in any of her articles. A record she was damn proud of.

It had been an easy decision giving up her career at the newspaper. She loved her job up until her last promotion to senior editor. The title sounded prestigious, but the job entailed her sitting behind a desk all day, giving out assignments and editing the reporters’ articles. She missed the adrenaline rush of going undercover to get her story. When the opportunity arose to change career paths, she accepted the job.

Now, she was sharing her knowledge of journalism with her students, whose dreams were those of her own at the same age. She couldn’t believe she was a college professor at her alma mater when she still saw herself as a kid.

Moving the box to the side, she spotted another in the far corner covered in almost a quarter inch of dust. She made a mental note to buy plastic containers. She would have to come up here another day and repack her college books along with the stuff she had stored here twenty years ago.

Inside the large cardboard box were assorted boxes filled with a memento from each of her high school years.

While growing up she had been organized with all her personal belongings. It drove her mother crazy the way she had compulsively arranged her books in alphabetical order on the bookcase, immediately knowing if someone touched anything in her room. To this day she was still meticulous about her things, making certain everything sat in its place.

Taking out the first box, she laughed as she peeled away the tissue paper revealing the contents. “Oh my God.” She smiled. “My slam book.” This was the notorious book that caused so many after school detentions her freshmen and sophomore year.

Opening the book, she laughed at the questions written in purple ink on the top of every page and the numbered answers by some of her classmates. They ranged from whom do you fantasize about to what’s your favorite class and, of course, have you ever had sex? Oh yes, the memories were endless.

Back then, the most important things in her life were the school newspaper, knowing her hair and makeup were perfect, and that her stilettos had even heels. Thankfully, she survived four years of Catholic high school and had formed her lifelong friendship with Shari, her partner in crime, without regretting any of her teenage years.

Madison placed the book back in the box, when Shari returned.

Shari handed Madison her latte. “Hey, I thought you threw that away.”

“Nah, I just couldn’t part with it. It’s a part of my teenage years that I’ll always treasure.”

Shari took the slam book out of the box and laughed. “You are too much. How did you get away with keeping this? My mother threw mine out when the school called her.”

“And I fished mine out of the garbage can after my mother left my room and hid it.” Madison put her coffee cup down and continued, “I can’t believe the things in this box.” Removing boxes and opening them, she found baseball game stubs, assorted baseball cards, eight tracks and disco cassettes.

“I have to give you credit in saving all these things.” Shari took a sip of her latte. “You have a remarkable collection of memorabilia of your high school years.”

“I have some of your things in here too.”

“Really?”

Madison rearranged a few boxes. She took out a small-sized floral shoebox marked Shari and handed it to her.”

“What’s in here?”

“Go ahead. Open it.”

Shari opened the box, unfolded the cream colored tissue paper and gasped.

“I can’t believe you saved all these things.”

One at a time Shari took out ticket stubs, feather earrings, key chains, lipsticks and a notebook, amongst other items. But it was the notebook Shari placed on her lap before putting the other items back in the box.

“Where did you get this?”

“From your garbage. When you called and told me your mom threw your book into the garbage pail outside, I waited for nighttime to ride my bike over to your house. I removed the book and pedaled quickly home. I hid your book along with mine.”

Shari lifted Madison’s slam book and held both tightly to her chest. “I always regretted throwing this out. Thank you, twenty years later.”

“You’re welcome.”

Shari leaned over and hugged Madison. “I had no choice but to get rid of my memories when my mom and I moved in with Ernie, just before your parents moved to Vegas.”

“I was so happy when your mom met Ernie.”

“So was I. She deserved to find love after being abandoned by my father.”

“And my parents gave me their house when they moved, mortgage free.”

“That was a big score.” Shari took a sip of her latte while picking through the box.

“Yes it was. That’s why I was able to help you with your shop.”

“For that, I will be forever grateful.” Shari blew Madison a kiss. “Without you, I wouldn’t have a shop or house. I still have to pay you back the money you loaned me.”

“No you don’t. That’s what best friends are for.”

They clicked their coffee cups and Madison closed the boxes. “I’m going to leave repacking and going through the rest of the boxes for a rainy day.”

“I’d love to go through all the pictures we took during high school.”

“So would I. There are just too many boxes marked high school up here.”

“What did you save, everything?” Shari asked pointing around.

“Not really. My mom was always on my back about saving a lot of crap. But I did manage to save my tie-up stilettos and black wrap around dress.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope. I had to sneak the shoebox up here. You know how she used to get at the change of seasons, going through all the drawers to donate clothes we hardly wore to the less fortunate.”

“Yes, I do.” Shari finished her latte. “I’m starving. Are you?”

“Always.” Madison stood and walked down the stairs into the kitchen.

“How about we heat up the eggplant parmigiana?” Shari asked.

“Mmm...delicious. Good thing I bought Italian bread this morning. I also have a bottle of red wine chilling.”

“You can keep your wine. I brought a six pack of beer that’s just waiting to be cracked open.” Shari opened the refrigerator. “I’ll pop open a bottle of beer for me and pour you a glass of wine.”

The sliding glass door opened. Fay strolled in, the third member of their circle of friends, along with her boyfriend. “Do I smell eggplant?”

“Yes you do.”

“You remember Angelo, right?” Fay asked, sliding her arm through his.

“How can we forget him,” Shari answered. “Since you met him, you rarely glance our way, let alone give us a holler to see if we’re alive.”

“Oh don’t be like that,” Fay said in a pompous tone that always irked Madison. “That’s why they always involve me in their shenanigans.”

Angelo leaned his head back. “Like?” he asked in a condescending tone.

“You remember the time when I called you to help me pump gas in my car,” she directed at Madison, “and you came out in your nightgown and slippers with no underwear on,” she bragged.

“Yeah, I remember that. But you forgot about me throwing on my sweatpants and sweatshirt over it,” Madison reminded her.

“Oh don’t listen to her,” Fay waved Madison away, “she never likes to get called out on something.” She turned to Angelo and giggled. “You see, my friends love me to death.”

“I see.” Angelo eyed both Madison and Shari from head to toe.

Madison looked at Shari and rolled her eyes. There was something about this tall, slender man that she didn’t like. He seemed sly, shifty, never looking either one of them in the eye.

“Isn’t he so cute?” Fay giggled.

“Is there a reason why you stopped by, Fay?” Shari asked.

Silence filled the room. Madison couldn’t look at anybody. She had never put up with anyone’s bullshit and hated when Fay started acting high and mighty, telling untrue tales to make herself look better.

“I stopped by to see you guys and see how you’re doing, since I haven’t seen either one of you in a while.”

“We’re doing fine, thank you,” Madison replied knowing there was more to her story than she let on.

“I just want the two of you to get to know Angelo better.” Turning to Angelo, she asked, “Right, honey?”

“Fay always talks about you two. She puts you girls up on a pedestal.”

“Really?” Shari asked, her eyes bulging open.

“Why don’t the two of you stay and have something to eat with us. There’s plenty of eggplant. I also have baked ziti.” Madison took the tray of ziti out of the refrigerator.

“I love your baked ziti,” Fay whined. “You make it better than my mother.”

“Thanks!”

Angelo’s eyes narrowed. He gave Fay a sharp nudge. Madison watched Fay’s mood change drastically.

“Thank you for the invite, but I think we’ll have to take a raincheck on dinner,” Angelo said.

“Why?” Madison asked.

Turning to Fay, he answered, “Because she got a really big delivery this afternoon. We need to get everything out before she opens up in the morning.”

“You don’t mind do you?” Fay frowned.

“Not at all,” Madison said. “We’ll do it another time. And hopefully have a girls’ night real soon.”

“I’d like that.”

Angelo led her to the sliders. When they left, he didn’t pull the door shut. As Madison went to close them, she heard Angelo say, “I don’t trust those two.” Madison waited for a response from Fay, but there was silence. Angelo continued telling her to limit the time she spent with her friends because it took away from their time together.

Madison shut the door and turned to Shari, who stood dumbfounded. “I don’t believe what just happened.”

“Neither do I. That was weird.”

“Yes, it was. My take is she wanted to come by to show off Angelo again, especially to me.” Madison shook her head. “She keeps telling me I need a man to relieve the stress and tension in my body.”

“That’s what a vibrator is for.” Shari laughed. “A rabbit vibrator!”

“You’re so bad.”

“Wouldn’t be me if I wasn’t.”

Madison walked toward the bathroom off the kitchen. “I think the food is warmed up. Let me get a clip for my hair before I take everything out.”

“I’ll wrap up the baked ziti and put the tray back in the refrigerator.” She held up the Italian bread. “Want me to heat it up?”

“Oh yeah,” Madison answered before going into the bathroom. She pulled her long black hair into a ponytail, twisted, and clipped it on the top of her head. The grays were starting to come through again. It seemed every three to four weeks the grays broke through.

Once back in the kitchen, she caught Shari picking with her fingers from the pot. Madison laughed, causing Shari to turn around.

“What? When you eat it with your fingers from the pot it doesn’t count as calories,” Shari justified, going back for more.

“I totally agree with you on that one.” Pointing to her head, Madison asked, “Maybe tomorrow you can touch up these damn grays?”

“Forget about tomorrow. I’ll do it for you after we eat, at my house.”

Shari helped her set the table and replenish their drinks. “I don’t get a good feeling from Angelo.”

“Neither do I. I get a real eerie feeling from him.”

“I tried so hard to read him, but couldn’t,” Shari explained. “My psychic channel is off. If I can just find an excuse to touch his head, I can get some insight. But the opportunity hasn’t come up yet.” She closed her eyes for a few moments. “I know he’s hiding something because I couldn’t pick up a simple thread from him. But I’ll tell you one thing, I’ll be damned if I don’t find out.”

Madison leaned against the counter. “Just from what I’ve seen, I can tell you Angelo is already controlling and manipulating her.”

“That goes without saying.” Shari picked from the dish again. “But this is typical Fay. She keeps going after these types of guys. I remember her freshmen year at high school when I was her senior sister. I welcomed her into the school and our circle.”

“She should’ve gone to marriage counseling with Augie, worked things out. Before the end, her husband treated her like gold, giving her everything she asked for. We should only be so lucky.”

“That was a foolish move on her part. I think Fay loves the bad boys. But Angelo,” she waved her finger, “is bad news. I can feel it.”

“We should give Cassie a call and ask her to do a background check, see if she can find any information on him.”

Before she finished talking, Shari was already on her cell phone. “Hi, Cassie, it’s Shari and Madison. When you get a chance either stop by my shop or give us a call. Try and stay out of trouble,” Shari teased before flipping her phone shut.

“You know, I hate when Fay acts the way she just did. She always has that cockiness to her when she’s dating someone.”

“And why does she always have to tell those ridiculous stories about when the two of you go out.”

“That’s why I don’t spend the time I used to with her,” Madison admitted, carrying the tray of eggplant over to the table. “She’s just not the same girl we grew up with when she’s with these guys.”

“The last time, she told the idiot she was dating about the time you got drunk and made out with that gorgeous black guy from the gym at the Christmas party she had at her store.”

“Yeah and she left out the part about her giving a blow job to the skinny geek from the hardware store.”

They both burst out laughing until tears fell from their eyes.

“What do you suppose we do about it?” Shari asked scooping eggplant onto her dish. “Should we say something to her?”

“No. We do absolutely nothing. The minute we say anything about Angelo, she’ll tell us we’re jealous.” Madison took the spoon from Shari and filled her plate.

“I just have a strong feeling that once again we’ll be bailing Fay out of the emotional turmoil she’s going to get herself into.”

“I hope to God we are both wrong.” Madison shook her head.

“So do I.”
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Chapter Two
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Cassie Scott sat in the East Shore Hotel’s lobby waiting for her client’s soon-to-be-stepmom to make her grand entrance. For the past two months, she had been following Marion Elliot around Staten Island and Manhattan.

When her client, Dennis, had walked into her office, his story touched her heart. To see such a loving relationship between a father and son was rare in this day and age. Most kids were so involved in their own life that they didn’t take the time to worry about their parents. So when he asked her to investigate his father’s girlfriend, she didn’t hesitate.

She found Marion to be interesting, quite entertaining. After the first two weeks, Cassie had her pattern down pat. Two days a week they came to this hotel, and another night, dinner at one of many five star restaurants in Manhattan.

Marion always dressed elegantly when she came to meet her suitor, never wearing the same outfit twice. This time she wore a black pantsuit with high heels, her golden blonde hair perfectly groomed when meeting the debonair looking middle-aged gentleman with salt and pepper colored hair by the elevator.

The woman made Cassie’s job easy tonight. She had her camera phone all ready when Marion kissed him on the lips. He draped his arm around her shoulder as they waited for the elevator door to open.

Cassie got up and stood by the doors behind them. When they got in, she stood in the corner with her cell phone pretending to be sending a text message, not paying attention to them. She flicked on the tape recorder in her pocket and turned her phone on to video.

“Oh baby, I couldn’t wait to see you. You look smashing,” her suitor said in a light British accent.

“You look incredibly sexy yourself.” Marion seductively ran her fingers through his hair.

He rested his hands on her waist. “I have a bottle of champagne on ice and a platter of your favorite, sushi. The best part, I rearranged my whole afternoon around spending the next six hours making love to you.”

“Oh baby.” Marion leaned into him, with her hands resting on his ass. “I can’t wait to pour champagne all over your body and lick it off,” she whispered in his ear, when she realized they weren’t alone.

The doors opened on the ninth floor and they disappeared down the hall. Cassie turned off the video and shut the tape recorder. Keeping her distance, Cassie followed them down the hall, stopping when they turned toward a door. They disappeared into room nine thirty-six giggling as the door shut.

Cassie waited a few minutes before walking down the brown and beige print carpet and stood outside the door. Turning on her fiber optic camera, she slid it under the crack of the door. After five minutes of watching the couple strip and talk dirty, Cassie retrieved her recorder and slid it into her pocketbook. This had been the first opportunity she had to capture the woman’s transgressions. She now had solid proof Marion Elliot was having an affair behind her soon-to-be husband’s back. Cassie nailed her with no possible way of denying it. She returned to the lobby proud of her findings and took her same seat facing the elevator.

Instead of being excited, Cassie couldn’t help but feel sad. It was going to be hard to tell Dennis that his soon-to-be-stepmother was cheating on his father. She knew how it felt to be on the receiving end of a broken heart.

It had been her dream to become a New York City police officer. Cassie attended John Jay University. She took the police exam in her last year of college and after graduation, entered the policy academy.

She’d met Don one evening while eating dinner at a local coffee shop. He’d asked if she would mind if he sat down, since there were no other tables. Cassie agreed. By the time they left, they exchanged phone numbers, marrying a year and a half later.

In the beginning, they had the perfect romance. As a rookie she worked the midnight to eight shift, the same hours Don worked at the port authority.

After his hours changed, things started to go wrong. Her once kind, passionate husband no longer desired her or showed any interest in her work. Those long conversations about their nights at work and the characters they encountered were long gone.

Cassie tried her best to keep her marriage alive, but Don made one excuse after another when it came to making love or saying I love you. The warning signs were all there. He started going to the gym five times a week, extended his gym time to over two hours and bought a whole new wardrobe of casual clothes. If he were exercising that much he should have had six-pack abs.

There were also the mornings she came home early from work to find he wasn’t around. She would wait up to hear his typical excuse of getting stuck at work. He had been working at his job for over seventeen years, and never once did he have overtime, until now. All her denial came crashing down when the scent of perfume on his shirt slapped her in the face.

Planning to confirm her suspicion, Cassie played it cool. One night, she kept her usual routine, having her partner pick her up at eleven o’clock. He drove her around the corner to the parked rental car she had picked up earlier in the day.

She waited until Don came out of the house sporting his black motorcycle jacket and jeans, then followed him to his destination. Waiting for him at the door stood a short, chubby, beautiful brown hair woman. He took her in his arms and kissed her, their bodies crushed into each other.

Her eyes watered. She felt the life drain from her. How could he betray her like this?

Cassie couldn’t believe what was unfolding right before her eyes. Shocked, her mind jumbled with dozens of questions that needed to be answered.

The next day, she went to work to see her lieutenant, Melissa Ramos, requesting a two week leave of absence. At first, she denied the leave because Cassie wouldn’t give her a documented reason. How could she? She was embarrassed and tough. Being a cop she had to be. But this time, she broke down.

She covered her face with her hands, the tears flowing. At one point, she couldn’t catch her breath. Melissa stood, closed her door and sat down next to her.

“Right now we aren’t cops. We’re friends. Now please tell me what’s going on. Are you sick? Pregnant?”

Cassie dropped her hands from her face to her lap. “Neither. It’s my husband, Don. I am certain he is cheating on me.”

Melissa stood up, folded her hands, and rested them on the oversized belt on her petite frame. She started out the window. “Bastard,” she mumbled. She turned to face Cassie, leaning against the window sill. “Been there, done that. It sucks. We bust our asses working the beat, knowing that twenty years down the road we have a pension, medical benefits, and security. In the process, these bastards use this time to cheat.”

“I agree with you on that.”

“In my case, I had job security, which would have brought us through our golden years. I should have known he was a bum.” Melissa rubbed her hands together. “He went from one job to another complaining the boss hated him or they were setting him up. And you know what,” Melissa leaned her hands against the edge of her desk, “he sat home on his ass for weeks in between jobs getting laid while I was at work.”

Cassie folded her hands between her legs. She could see the anger building in Melissa’s eyes. “Geez, I’m sorry if I stirred up bad memories for you.”

“That’s okay. I’m over it. I met myself a hot fireman ten years ago and we’ve been together ever since.”

“I guess there’s hope,” Cassie said sitting back crossing her legs.

“Take whatever time you need to nail that bastard. If you need any help, let me know.”

During her two week leave, while her husband thought she was working, she sat outside his lover’s house waiting for him to come out, her camera ready. Now she had her proof. After her divorce, she left the police department and opened her own private investigation firm.

Cassie looked at her watch. It wasn’t worth waiting for Marion to come down since she already had the proof needed. Before getting up, she took her cell phone out to check her email.

“Did you get my message?”

Cassie looked up at an older man with piercing blue eyes standing in front of her. “Are you talking to me?”

“Yes, I am.” He adjusted his brown tie. “I was hoping you got the message I left for you earlier.”

“No, not yet,” Cassie said, confused.

“Let me introduce myself. I’m Harry Edwards. I’m the manager of the hotel.”

“Nice to meet you Mr. Edwards.” Shaking his hand, she said, “I’m Cassie Scott.” She glanced at his gold nametag, confirming the information.

“Yes, I know who you are Ms. Scott.” He looked around before turning back to her and asking, “Would you mind coming to my office.”

“Not at all.” Cassie followed him up the stairs. She couldn’t figure out what he wanted from her. What did he want to talk about? He led her into a large office decorated with mahogany furniture and floor to ceiling windows.

“Please, take a seat.” Mr. Edwards sat down behind his desk.

Cassie placed her pocketbook on the chair next to her. She took out a black and white composition notebook and pen. “How can I help you Mr. Edwards?”

“It’s my understanding you’re the best in your field.”

“I see you’ve done your homework.”

He leaned his elbows on his desk and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I have to be discreet. I don’t want anyone to know my business, especially around here.”

“I can understand your concern. Rest assured anything we discuss is confidential.”

“Thank you.” He paused for a moment. “I hope I’m not keeping you from anything.”

“No. I just finished up. Remember,” she raised her index finger, “confidentiality is my specialty.”

“Got you. No more questions.” Leaning forward in his chair, he asked, “May I get you something, maybe a cup of coffee or a cocktail?”

“No thanks, I’m fine.”

“Then let’s get down to business. I don’t want to waste anymore of your time. The reason why I’ve approached you is because I need your help locating my son.” He opened his desk drawer, took out a folder and handed it to her. “In here is all the information I was able to gather on my own.” Mr. Edwards hesitated, as if wrestling with something, then continued, “About twenty something years ago, I met this wonderful woman. I loved her and thought we would be spending the rest of our lives together. She swore to me after she became pregnant she would leave her husband. I never heard from her again.”

As Cassie listened to his story her stomach turned. Talk about a bastard. He cheated. Now, here he sat, asking her to find his son, his love child. He did sound sincere, but what got her was the fact that he hadn’t seen his son at all. All Cassie could think about was the emotional scars Shari still had over thirty-two years later regarding her father. When she did locate Shari’s father, it had been too late. He’d died two years prior.

Cassie took a deep breath. “How old would your son be today?”

“My son would be twenty-five.”

Flicking through the folder, Cassie said, “Let me see what we’re dealing with. I can assure you I’ll try my best to find him.”

“In there you’ll find a copy of his birth certificate, which I managed to get from a friend who works at the hospital, if that helps.”

“I will get back to you in a few days.” Cassie stood and they exchanged business cards before shaking hands.

“Thank you, Ms. Scott. I look forward to your call.”

On the way to her car, she called Dennis to set up a meeting with him. When he didn’t answer, she left him a message asking him to either call or stop by her office before nine o’clock.

At the office she worked on the video, putting it on a disc. She added colored ink to the printer and printed out the pictures she had taken over the course of the investigation. The ones in the restaurant and in the hotel lobby weren’t bad, but the ones of them kissing even embarrassed her.

Cassie was by no means a prude, but watching them devour each other’s lips, with their hands all over each other’s body had been a bit too much for her. Now she had to decide what pictures to present to Dennis and which ones to hold back.

After staring at all of them spread out on her desk, she decided against showing him anything graphic. No need to expose him to anymore undue pain.

Cassie gathered the pictures into a pile and slid them into a white, eight by ten envelope before putting them in her top desk drawer. Time to eat. She walked down the short hallway to the broom closet kitchen. Squatting down, she opened the mini-refrigerator and took out the whole wheat crackers and hummus. As she munched on her snack at her desk, she opened the Harry Edwards file.

Having his son’s birth certificate and social security number were a huge help and would make her search to narrow any leads a little easier. But then again, she had gone on less and managed to track down the person.

But it was Harry who peaked her interest. Why, all of a sudden, did he decide to track down his son? Typing Harry Edwards, Staten Island, New York into the Internet search brought up pages of information on him. There were countless articles about the awards he received for all his charity work. He even received the lifetime achievement award two years ago on Staten Island. Not one negative thing was written about him. Harry was a model citizen in the community.

Cassie had mulled over handing this case over to her apprentice, but decided against it. There was too much at stake if Mr. Edwards’ wife found out about his illegitimate son before he could tell her. She would take on this case herself.

She closed the Edwards file as a knock startled her. Her heart skipped a beat when Dennis opened the door. She took a deep breath and pinched her leg to bring her senses back to reality. Showing him how desirable he looked or how his raven eyes made her melt was anything but professional. Dennis stood in her doorway wearing a New York football jacket. She tried not to stare, but couldn’t help herself. What she wouldn’t do to run her fingers through his full head of dark brown hair that touched his collar. Pinching herself again brought her back in control.

“Hey, I got your message.” Dennis walked into her office leaving the door ajar. “I hope it isn’t too late.”

“No, not at all. I just finished up. I’m glad we didn’t miss each other.”

Dennis unsnapped his jacket. “Me too. I’m anxious to know what you found out about Marion.”

“Come in, sit down and I’ll go over the latest information.” Cassie pointed to the black leather chair opposite her.

“That would be great, thank you.”

Their eyes met and Cassie sympathetically said, “Your suspicions about your soon-to-be stepmother were right. I have proof she’s been having an affair with the same middle-aged gentleman over the course of my investigation. I was able to get the proof needed to prove your accusation.” Cassie took his folder out of her desk. “She’s been going to the East Shore Hotel for the past two months every Thursday afternoon, sometimes Tuesday too, at about four until around eight, eight-thirty. Wednesday nights they meet in the city for dinner.”

“That bitch.” Dennis clenched his fist in triumph. “I knew it.”

“I’m sorry. I wish things would’ve turned out differently.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m glad we found out the kind of woman she is. I knew from the beginning she wasn’t with my dad because she loved him. There was no way. She’s twelve years younger, much healthier and energetic. They have absolutely nothing in common.”

Cassie leaned back in her chair. “There had to be something that brought them together.”

“My dad’s a quiet man. After my mom passed away five years ago, he threw himself into his work. He met Marion at his brother’s sixtieth birthday party at the Boat Club, where she worked as a hostess,” he explained before clearing his throat.

“And I bet she quit her job shortly after she started dating your dad.”

“Yes, she did and my father supported her decision. He was so happy to have found love again that he would’ve done anything not to lose her.”

“You can’t blame him. Nobody wants to be alone,” Cassie explained making eye contact. “I just feel bad for your dad. He’ll be devastated.”

“I know he will be.” He frowned. “You have solid proof of Marion’s affair?”

Cassie closed her eyes. Maybe she had chosen the wrong photos to give to Dennis. Was it really necessary to include the close-ups of Marion kissing her lover? And the video, had she gone overboard? Get a grip. If it were any other client, I would have given them everything. Just give him the envelope and stop procrastinating.

“Here you go.” Cassie removed the photos from the folder and handed them to him.

Dennis examined each picture, shaking his head in disgust. He laid the pile down on the desk. “Got you, bitch!”

“And I even have more concrete proof that she can’t talk herself out of.”

Cassie turned her laptop around and pressed play. She kept her eyes on him as his expression went totally blank while he watched the video of Marion on the screen. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to.

“This says it all.” He stood up, folding his arms. “I can’t believe she would do this to him. My dad would’ve given her the world if she asked.” He pointed to her. “The hardest part is still to come when I have to tell my dad. He’s going to be devastated.”

Cassie stood. “If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

“The other day,” he began walking over to Cassie, “my father said the past five years have been really hard on him without my mom. He always
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