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  Chapter 1
A Tense Tenth Anniversary


Tomorrow marked the tenth anniversary of Dalai Mama’s Therapeutic Massage & Spa Bodywork in Red Cape Bay, Connecticut, which felt—if she were being honest—equal parts milestone and miracle. 
She and her twin sister, Deana, had come a long way from living homeless in the high school janitor's closet to living with their English teacher, Miss Rogers (God rest her soul), to the trip cross-country to one of the prettiest coastline towns east of anywhere.  
Dalai’s brain was full of ideas on how to brush some of the stale elements from her massage & spa business repertoire and introduce fresh body treatments that would add excitement. 
Since she already offered Pilates and yoga.
But maybe—just maybe—she could talk her twin sister, Deana, into offering belly dance classes. The open area between the waiting nook and the spa rooms was big enough for a small class. And belly dancing? In Red Cape Bay? That would turn some heads. 
Her thoughts drifted into choreography possibilities—which hip scarves she’d need to order—whether the town would embrace a little shimmy—
When flashing blue lights jolted her right back to earth.
A police cruiser was on her tail, signaling her to pull over.
“Seriously?” she muttered, easing her old Vibe onto the shoulder.  Whatever had she done to make Kevin or Toby pull her over?
The officer who strode toward her window was NOT Kevin Jinks or Toby Lawrence. Everyone in town knew those two. No, this guy was tall—six feet and change—broad-shouldered, wearing mirrored shades straight off a movie poster.
Dalai imagined his eyes behind them were either steel gray…or molten whiskey.  Probably the kind that could melt a woman where she sat.
He tapped on her window.
“Ma’am.”
Dalai rolled it down an inch. She wasn’t scared—exactly—but she and Deana had just binge-watched Grimm last night, and this officer definitely had “could secretly be a wolf” vibes.
“Yes, Officer?”
“You were going seven miles over the limit. Are you from around these parts?”
Wow. Stern.  Possibly allergic to smiling.
“Yes, I live here and—”
“Then you should know the speed limits.” He pulled out his pad. Not a flicker of mercy.
Dalai swallowed her sass. “I’m so sorry. I’m just running late—”
“License and registration.”
She handed them over, along with one of her business cards. It was worth a shot.
Dalai reached for the glove box and felt a bead of sweat trickle down her armpit. This robot-of-a-cop made her nervous.
She handed the officer her driver's license and registration form, along with a business card. “Could I offer you a free massage?” she asked, smiling sweetly in his direction.
“Are you trying to bribe an officer of the law, ma’am?” His voice was flat, his tone as dry as burnt toast.
But his mouth twitched. 
Just a little.
“No, of course not! I’m a massage therapist—see my card there? I’m having my tenth anniversary extravaganza tomorrow and will be giving away ten free massages. I just thought you might like to have one of them, Officer…” Dalai craned her neck to read his nametag, “…Evans.”
“Don’t deny it, or I’ll double your fine.”
Dalai’s jaw snapped shut.
“So, you’re going to write me a ticket,” she said, trying not to whine, “for a first-time offense?”
“Is this your first time?”
A smart-ass retort came to mind, something her twin sister, Deana, would have said in a heartbeat, but Dalai decided against it.
“Well, kind of,” she said lamely. “It would be my first time getting a ticket.”
“Looks like this is your lucky day.” Officer Evans tore the ticket off the pad and handed it to Dalai through her window. “Drive safely; I’ll be watching you.”

      [image: ]“Hey, there; you’re almost forty minutes late this morning. Sleep in?”
Rachel Ann Redding, of 'Red Riding Hood’s Bookery & Buzz,' was the only other shop owner on Main Street to open earlier than her sign showed. 
A five-foot-two, blue-eyed redhead, Rachel Ann was the short but proud mama of three girls, none of whom looked like either her or her EMT hubby. 
“I don’t know how a used bookstore can have so much trash,” Dalai called out, watching “Her Shortness” heave a second black garbage bag into the bin. 
“Nice deflect. Chat later?” Rachel Ann called out, looking Dalai’s way with a hand over her eyes to shield them from the morning sun’s glare.
“Absolutely.” 
 Dalai locked her car and headed toward the alley entrance behind her spa, noting that Henny from the herb shop had left her windows cracked open. She wrinkled her nose at the stench emanating from inside.
Odd. 
Inside, she flicked on the lights, the skylights softening the beams, so the whole room looked washed in morning-cloud glow. The essential oil diffuser filled the space with lavender, chamomile, and a whisper of ylang-ylang—Dalai’s signature “Relax to the Max” blend.
She posted her 10th Anniversary Special! sign in the window, unlocked the front door, and checked her appointment book.
Her best friend Carmella Gordon had rescheduled her Wednesday session for today at 11 AM.
 It was only 9:40.
Plenty of time to print brochures, whip up Rachel Ann’s salt scrub, and treat herself to one Arabian latte before Carmella arrived. Carmella was always ten minutes late, anyway.
The bell jingled.
“Good morning,” she said. “Welcome to ‘Dalai Mama’s’; I’m Dalai Winters, the massage therapist,” she smiled as the man put his signature on her sign-in sheet. He was a new face in Red Cape Bay. 
She gave him a blue clipboard with a brochure and medical form attached. 
"This has all my services listed and a health form you'll need to fill out." Dalai gestured toward the papers. "Just grab a seat, Mr."—she checked the sign-in sheet on her desk—"Cartwright, and fill that out completely, both sides. Then we can talk about what kind of session will work best for you." 

      [image: ]Dalai looked at her watch; it was 11:42 AM. Carmella was now two hours unfashionably late for her massage appointment. 
“Come on, Carmella; where are you?” Dalai muttered, deciding a second call to her friend’s cell phone was necessary, since the first had gone straight to voicemail. 
“Hi, there, Carmella; this is Dalai… again. Hope everything’s okay. I want to let you know if you need to reschedule, I have an opening this Friday afternoon at 2, and I’ll go ahead and hold that spot for you. Call me back when you get this. Oh, and I made a spa goodie for you. If I don’t see you today, I’ll drop it off after work. It has a surprise ingredient! Namaste.” 
She hesitated before hanging up. 
Carmella never missed an appointment. Never ignored two calls.
A prickle crawled up Dalai’s spine.

      [image: ]Two more walk-ins and three scheduled appointments later, Dalai was about to turn off the overhead music when the bell over her door jangled a warning that she had another customer. 
She glanced up to see two teenage girls, maybe age sixteen, walking towards her reception desk. 
“Hello, my name is Dalai,” she said with a smile. “What can I do for you two young ladies?” 
“We don’t want any massage,” the blonde-haired girl said between loud bubblegum pops that smacked between her words. “We want some of that special herbal stuff they say you have.” 
“Can you be more specific?” 
The brunette edged her way in front of her blonde chum and took a step closer to Dalai’s desk, her head wagging cockily from side to side. 
“Don’t play dumb with us, lady; you know what we want. You gave my brother some kind of… concoction last week. Made him chill instead of being a jerk.” 
 Dalai stiffened. “I don’t sell herbal highs. I make spa treatments.” 
“I’m sorry, but you must have my business confused with someplace else. I do massage and spa treatments, and I don’t give or sell any herbal concoctions. To anyone.” 
“You’re lying,” the brunette spat. “He said it was the best high he’d ever had.” 
Dalai crossed her arms. “Then he lied. And I’m closing.”
The blonde tugged her friend toward the door. “Come on. Let’s go.”
But Brunette Brat leaned close and whispered, “Lady… next time I come here, I’m bringing trouble with me.”
The bell jingled as they left.
Dalai added New Teen Problem to Investigate to her mental list.
She checked the time. 6:32 PM. 
Carmella still hadn’t called.
A knot tightened in Dalai’s stomach.
She grabbed the lavender salt scrub she’d made for her and headed for the door. Time for a visit to 22 Dunwiddy Drive.













  
  Chapter 2
Mirror Image


Earlier that afternoon—while Dalai was lighting the diffuser and waiting for her BFF to arrive for her appointment—Carmella Gordon sat in the fanciest restaurant in Red Cape Bay, waiting for someone she'd not seen or spoken to in five years… 

      [image: ]Josef watched as a stunning, red-haired woman entered the dining room at Cafe Le Rouge. He'd been the Cafe's head waiter for the past year, and never had he seen a more elegant woman. 
Although he’d always been good at gauging ages, this lady wouldn’t be an easy guess. If Josef had to make a wager, he'd guess she was maybe in her early to mid-forties. But with skin like hers, dove white and wrinkle-free, it was hard to say. 
The woman requested a table for two, then ordered a single glass of Chardonnay and asked him if he minded returning to take a lunch order after her guest arrived. It was 1:30 p.m. Other than the three gentlemen seated at the bar, she was the only female in the restaurant. 
He'd been keeping his eye on the door for her friend to arrive, but thus far, no one else had come in. Josef had to wonder who would keep such a beautiful woman waiting; it'd been over an hour since he seated her. 
Dressed in white silk flare-bottom pants and a sequined, navy blue blouse, Josef assumed the woman was one of the elite of Red Cape Bay; yet he had to wonder why she'd never dined in the restaurant before. Cafe Le Rouge was the best in town. 
He saw her glance down at her watch again. When she first arrived, her expression was full of anticipation; now she seemed sad and on-edge. 
He knew what might cheer her up. 
“For you, Madam, compliments of the chef.” Josef placed before her a petit four that was all of a bite-and-a-half but oh-so delicious. “This is the most delectable dessert our chef makes,” he said. “I’m certain you will enjoy it; I just want to first check with you: are you allergic to…” 
“I’m not hungry, but thank you,” the woman replied briskly, looking anxiously towards the door when the overhead bell chimed. 
“Constance! Over here!” she called, jumping up from her chair to greet the woman coming through the door. 
“Would Madam care for another Chardonnay?” Josef asked, noticing her glass was empty. 
“Yes, please, and bring one for my sister,” Carmella said, turning to give the woman who looked like her mirror image a hug. 
“What took you so long? I thought you might have changed your mind,” Carmella exclaimed. 
“Not a chance; I haven’t seen you in over five years. I've got so much to tell you,” Constance declared as she sat down. 
The two women settled into their seats, their matching navy blue blouses and white silk dress pants catching Josef’s eye. The way they mirrored each other’s actions—the identical clothes, the way they looked at one another with such warmth—felt almost eerie.
He couldn’t stop himself from staring. It was like watching two pieces of a puzzle fit together, but the edges didn’t quite align. He bowed politely, and went to the waiter station to grab the Chardonnay and an extra glass. 
“Your drinks, ladies,” he said, addressing the two women who looked so much alike it was spooky. “I will return shortly to bring you compliments of the chef while you decide on your luncheon selection.” 
“We already know what we want, right, Constance?” 
Her twin smiled and nodded. 
“We’ll both have a Caesar salad with one croissant—minus butter—dressing on the side, please.” 
“Very well, ladies,” Josef said. 
The two women chattered while eating their salads until it was clear they were ready to leave. 
“Shall I bring your coats?” Josef asked, laying the check discreetly on the table. 
“No, not yet,” Carmella said, standing up. 
Josef caught the faintest smile, that didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
“I’m going to powder my nose before we leave,” she added. “You remember where the house is, don’t you, Constance?”
“Absolutely; besides, with GPS, I never have to depend on memory,” Constance replied with a wry smile. “And you remember the plan?” Constance asked quietly.
Carmella nodded, attempting a smile. “Of course. And I’ll be there tonight. Don’t worry.”
“I do worry,” Constance admitted under her breath.
Carmella squeezed her hand. “It’s fine. Really.”
Josef approached the table as the second red-haired woman poked a number into her cell phone. “Begging your pardon, but would you like me to put your petit fours in a take-out container for you, Madam?” Josef asked the woman named Constance. 
“Actually, I’ve just pledged off chocolate,” the woman whispered, covering the phone with her hand, “so add it to the takeout container for my sister, if you don’t mind.” 
“Very well, Madam.”

      [image: ]Carmella emerged from the restroom, her face flushed a deep rose and eyes glossy with unshed tears as she rummaged through her purse for a tissue. 
“Madam, here are your petit fours,” Josef said, offering her the container.
She smiled faintly. “Oh, I’d forgotten all about it. Thank you.”
“Is everything all right, Madam?” Josef asked, noticing her pinched expression and the tears in her eyes.
“It’s wonderful!” Carmella replied, the words rushing out. But her face was still tight, like she was holding back something. “I’ve not seen my sister in over five years; this reunion was more than I could have hoped for.”
Josef helped her into her coat. “I’m so glad to hear it, Madam," he said with a warm smile. “I’ve already called for your cab. Have a lovely rest of your afternoon.”
As she walked toward the door, he noticed a flicker of confusion clouding her gaze, and a tense, drawn expression that hadn’t been there before her sister arrived.
He couldn’t quite place it, but he was certain: there was more to this reunion than met the eye.






  
  Chapter 3
From Accountant to Author?


It was 6:34 PM. 
Grabbing the spa bags from her counter, Dalai made her way through the massage suite, turning off lights and snuffing candles as she went, then made her way towards the back door, intending to put Carmella’s spa bag in her car so she could drop it off on her way home, as Carmella's missed appointment had been eating at her all day long.
 She opened the back door—and froze. Every parking spot was jammed. Cars, trucks, even bicycles. What on earth? 
Curiosity getting the better of her, Dalai walked up to the line of people forming near the far end of the lot, both spa gift bags still in hand, and looked around the corner. 
The front sidewalk was peppered with more men, women, and even a few teens—all headed in the direction of Rachel Ann’s bookstore. 
“Do you know what’s going on?” Dalai asked the man standing in front of her. “Is it a book signing?” She questioned, hoping it wasn’t some granny who’d written yet another Red Cape Bay cookbook. 
Not waiting to hear the man's answer, Dalai politely elbowed her way through the back lot crowd to the front sidewalk. 
Rachel Ann was known for her mysterious in-store surprises, which is why her place was the most popular in town. She had a marvelous selection of used books, a counter from which she served lattes and tea sandwiches to die for, and 'Rumor Latte', the most popular corner in the shop: if you had news or gossip about anyone or anything, you spilled it at Red Riding Hood’s. 
It's where Dalai got first dibs on all the juicy chin-wagging. 
Except for tonight… obviously. 
It took her over five minutes to squeeze her way through the crowd and into the front door, and who did she see? Carmella Gordon, front-and-center, seated behind “the author’s table,” which was situated on a raised platform Rachel Ann called her stage! 
From what Dalai could see, Carmella was dressed to the nines, her outfit looking like it was straight out of a fashion magazine. 
Dalai brushed a cookie crumb off her shirt as she bobbed left, then right, trying to get a better look over the heads and shoulders of the women crammed in the line ahead of her, irritated at how easily Carmella and half the town of Red Cape Bay always looked polished, while she... well, she had yoga pants and T-shirts as her go-to wardrobe.
She was shocked. If a cat had swallowed a canary, its smile couldn’t have been more ear-to-ear than Carmella’s as she greeted yet another “fan.” Since when had Carmella become an author? 
Carmella Gordon was the type of massage client who told Dalai everything; nothing was held back. Yet she'd never mentioned anything about this! 
Dalai was both hurt and offended that Carmella hadn’t mentioned writing a book, or this book-signing, or answered her phone calls throughout the day to tell her why she’d missed her appointment! 
 She’d been worried all day… for nothing? 
She slid to the outside of the line and set her spa bag for Rachel Ann on the checkout counter, next to the cash register. 
“Hey there, Dan; what’s happening?” she asked. 
Dan was Rachel Ann’s nephew, who worked part-time whenever evenings were busy at the bookstore. 
He grinned at her, seemingly content to have hordes of women pushing their money in his direction. “We got ourselves a local author signing her book!” 
“I can see that. Maybe I should grab one and have her sign it.” 
“Have to buy it first,” he smiled. 
“Oh, of course.” Dalai took one of the books off the stack near the register and paid for it, then got in line behind other patrons waiting for Carmella to autograph their book, just in time to overhear the two women behind her. 
“Carmella and I have been good friends for years,” the one boasted. “I can’t wait to get her to autograph her book for me!” 
“Me, too. You know she won the lottery—big time—a few months ago, right? Then she retired—at only forty-two years old—and sold her business! I bet that’s when she took the time to write this book,” the other one whispered. 
The woman in front of Dalai turned around, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Sorry it took so long, but I had Carmella inscribe a rather lengthy note to me in her book,” she said, shoving the page in Dalai’s face. “See?” 
“That’s awesome,” Dalai said with exaggerated enthusiasm, happy she was finally at the front of the line. “My turn.” 
She moved to the table’s edge, pulled out her book purchase entitled 'Earth, 3030: Book One of the New Earth Trilogy,' and placed it on the table. 
“Please make it out to ‘my dear friend, Dalai'—that’s spelled D A L A I not D O L L Y as it sounds—'the best massage therapist in town.’ 
The woman looked up and smiled as if she’d not even noticed Dalai’s sarcastic tone-the one she’d once referred to as nails-on-a-chalkboard rude. “Will do,” she said, promptly scribbling the request. She closed the book cover and slid it across the table towards Dalai. 
Dalai swore that if there hadn’t been a dozen more people still in line to have “Her Authoress” sign their book purchase, she’d have hauled Carmella’s butt off that chair and demanded to know who she was and what she had done with her friend.
Instead, she stood there, waiting for an apology—or anything that would explain why she hadn't returned Dalai’s calls. 
The woman merely gazed back at Dalai, wide-eyed and innocent, with a plastic-doll-on-Percocet smile plastered on her flawless face. 
“All righty, then; see you next Wednesday,” Dalai whispered, putting her inscribed book back into its bag.
Once she’d elbowed her way out of the bookstore, Dalai took out the book.
On the cover was a half-naked man—who either had a gun in his front pocket or was thinking about a great time—his one arm wrapped around an anorexic-looking, big-busted gal with red hair flowing down to her ankles, a light saber in his other hand. 
The cover was garish and wild, with what looked like a sun, two moons, and a centaur in the background. 
Carmella liked lots of color and bling; but it was a bit much, even for her, Dalai thought. 
That’s when Dalai noticed the author’s name, etched in rose-gold calligraphy, on the lower left corner: Constance Cruse, Mistress of Fantasy. 
Dalai stood, blocking foot traffic headed into the bookstore, trying to Sherlock Holmes this out. 
She knew Carmella had only heard from her sister a scant few times since college, the last time being at Christmas, five years ago. The woman inside Rachel Ann’s pretended to be Carmella—or at least she had corrected no one who’d called her by that name. 
But why would she? The bookstore advertised “LOCAL AUTHOR HERE TONIGHT!” and Constance was a carbon copy of Dalai’s BFF, right down to her wardrobe choices. 
Dalai turned and sprinted in the direction of the back parking lot, beep-beeping the Vibe unlocked with her key fob. 
She couldn’t wait to tell Carmella her sister was in town—pretending to be her! 
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