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      If I’d known I would be visiting the morgue just weeks after I saw my husband sitting with Pam at Pueblo’s Café, I’d have gone over to say hello that sunny Monday afternoon in July and maybe changed destiny.

      But I was late for a five o’clock appointment.

      That night, I told Tom I’d seen him at Montreal’s trendy downtown café.

      “Yeah…talk about weird,” he said, undoing his tie and tossing it on the bed. “I was waiting for a client when this blonde comes over and sits down at my table. I didn’t recognize her until she introduced herself as your boss and mentioned the Christmas party last year.”

      “She’s also the friend I told you about. The one I go to the movies and have dinner with every week. Didn’t she mention that?”

      He nodded absently, as if it were a vague memory. “What did the doctor say?”

      My eyes began to sting, and I fought back the tears. “I’m not pregnant—again. So much for those home pregnancy tests.” I tried to rationalize the situation. After all, we’d only been trying for six months. Statistics showed it took most couples up to a year or longer to conceive. “The doctor told me to relax and not think about it. Same conclusion as the shrink. Easy for them.” I wriggled out of my jeans and kicked them off, my frustration flying across the floor with them. “Neither of us had siblings. It’s what makes having a baby so special. Is it too much to ask? I mean, we’re both healthy.”

      “It’s my fault, Megan. I’m never home. All those business trips to dig up new clients—”

      “It’s not your fault. Besides, those new clients got you that promotion to senior manager. Now that you’ll be home more often, I can relax and—”

      “Not really. I have to travel even more now.”

      My heart sank. “You’re not serious. I miss you so much already.”

      He shrugged. “That’s why BOTCOR pays me the big bucks—to sell their software.”

      BOTCOR Dynamics customized multimedia-training programs, to be precise. Way over my head. “Okay, so the upside is that we’ll have more money to invest in the new house.”

      For three years, we’d pooled every extra dime into a savings account toward the purchase of a two-story brick home in the prestigious west end of the city—an area renowned for its tall trees and spacious parks. According to my calculations, we’d be able to leave the leased condo apartment and move into a house by next spring.

      “What do we have so far? About forty thousand?” I asked him.

      “Yeah…almost.” Tom dropped his shirt on the bed, then unzipped his pants and stepped out of them. He walked over and slid his arms around me. “About the baby, it’ll happen. You’ll see.”

      I stood on my toes and wrapped my arms around his neck. “You know that trying to get pregnant is the most important part, don’t you?” I kissed him on the lips.

      He responded with a passion that made me want him even more and reminded me how much I loved him.

      We lingered in bed later, my head resting against his back. Even in the dim light, I could see the small tattoo of two intertwining roses on his lower back—the same one we’d both had engraved while honeymooning in Nassau.

      “I wish we could pack a few things and fly away to an exotic place,” I said. “When was the last time we took a vacation? I mean, a real vacation. On our honeymoon?”

      “Yeah.” He turned to face me. “Mmm…tell you what. I’ll try to take some time off. We’ll go away for a weekend. Okay?”

      “You’ve worked every weekend for the last six months. Please don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “I’ll make it happen. I promise.”
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      I managed to get a seat on the bus to work the next morning—a rare occurrence on a weekday in this city of multitudes. I took it as a good luck omen on this hot, humid day and enjoyed the view of the majestic maples and historic sites along Sherbrooke Street even more.

      Half an hour later, I got off and walked down the block to the fifteen-story building that housed Bradford Publishing. I crossed the lobby, flashed my ID card at Carlo at the front desk, and took the elevator up to the sixth floor.

      Lucie, the fresh-out-of-college receptionist Pam had hired last month, greeted me with a wave from across her desk as she spoke into her headset. I made my way down the corridor and passed the glass-framed boardroom. Kayla Warren, the project coordinator, was sitting in a closed-door meeting there with a client and a woman named Helena who was a freelance ghostwriter like me. Next up was the admin assistant’s office. Emily Saunders was tapping away on her keyboard while talking into her headset. Lots of giggling and weird lingo going on. Definitely not work-related, but typical for the twenty-one-year-old.

      Minutes after I’d arrived at my desk, voices drifted in from Pam’s office at the far end of the corridor. Bradford’s offices only occupied fifteen hundred square feet, so conversations flowed easily through the air when the doors were left open. I couldn’t tell who the other woman was, but her tone of voice grew argumentative as “bitch” and other slurs reached my ears.

      Emily strolled in. “Who is that?” she whispered, pointing a thumb toward Pam’s office.

      “I haven’t a clue.” I did a double take. She was wearing a white blouse almost identical to the one Pam had purchased last week at Holt Renfrew. Ditto for the red lipstick—

      My thoughts scattered as the altercation in Pam’s office escalated.

      “I’m not sleeping with him,” Pam shouted. “You have me confused with someone else.”

      “I doubt it,” the other woman said, her tone curt. “Keep this in mind: My family doesn’t tolerate scandals. We don’t get rid of people who disrupt our lives by paying them off either.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Call it priceless advice.”

      Footsteps approached. A woman with a stride that said, “Get out of my way!” whizzed past my office. Well-coiffed hair, dark blue suit, lots of makeup, fiftyish. Old money.

      It was Tricia, the wife of company president, Bill Bradford.

      Emily turned to me, her face a shade paler. “Oh my God! What’s she doing here?”

      The main door slammed shut.

      I rushed out of the office, Emily on my heels, and almost collided with Pam as she peeked out into the corridor.

      “Good. She’s gone.” Pam looked past me to Emily, perception flickering in her eyes as she took in the familiar blouse and shade of lipstick.

      “What did Mrs. B. want?” Emily asked her, as if she hadn’t overheard the conversation.

      “Nothing to worry about.” Pam waved a hand in the air. “Em, did you call the lab to find out if the photos for the cookbook project were ready?”

      “Oops, I forgot. I got real busy.” Emily twirled a strand of long blonde hair around her finger—a habit she fell into whenever she was caught in a lie.

      “Call Ray now,” Pam said. “If the photos are ready, run over and pick them up. We have to approve them ASAP.”

      Emily’s eyes lit up. She’d been dating Ray Felton, photographer and karate enthusiast, on and off since he’d joined the company weeks ago. “Okay, but what about the clients we’re meeting with in half an hour?”

      Pam gave her a pointed look. “I’m meeting with them.”

      “But I need their signatures on the contracts the lawyers prepared.”

      “Bring me the paperwork. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Whatever.” Emily scowled, then gave me a side-glance and left.

      I waited until she was out of hearing range, then said to Pam, “What an attitude! No wonder she got fired from her last job.”

      “She was laid off. There’s a big difference.”

      I shrugged. Pam had believed Emily’s tale about having lost her former job due to downsizing, but I hadn’t. My phone call to Emily’s last employer had confirmed she’d lied, but Pam had decided to keep her on anyway.

      “I realize she’s made a few mistakes,” Pam said, “but she wants to learn. She’s just an ambitious girl trying to assert herself in this cutthroat world. Anyway, I can’t fire her. Where would she go? Companies are downsizing all over the place.”

      I said nothing. It was clear that Pam had made up her mind.

      “I know you think I’m a real suck when it comes to underdogs like Emily. So maybe I am.” She waved the topic away. “Come, let’s sit down.”

      Entering Pam’s office was like stepping into a different decade. The spacious room had recently been revamped in a black-and-white 60s décor theme. Two black-and-white pieces of optical artwork, supposedly worth a small fortune, filled the wall at the far back. The circular “op art” generated movement through visual illusion, but it was enough to have anyone reaching for their migraine meds. In the center of the room, a glass table with chrome legs provided a landing strip for three narrow metal sculptures winding their way up like tornadoes from hell—the creation of a local artiste whose book Bradford had published. Six black vinyl chairs with chrome trim completed the steely look.

      The redo—along with a hefty salary increase—was Bradford’s way of rewarding Pam for the string of VIP clients she’d brought in over the last two years. The list included corporate gurus, five-star chefs, and fashion icons who were thrilled at the notion of producing their memoirs through Bradford Publishing, the most reputable publisher in town. The talk was that Pam’s charm had lured them in, but insiders knew her offer to promote the client’s book was what finalized the deal. From software to chocolate truffles to gold-plated bookmarks, her clients got the best freebies for their book launch. Not to mention media kits and TV interviews.

      The metal tips of Pam’s three-inch heels clicked against the black-and-white checkered linoleum as she moved to her desk, the trail of Prada perfume lingering in the air behind her. She sunk into a black leather chair. “I guess you heard everything Mrs. B. said.”

      “Hard not to.” I sat down, glanced at her collection of cat figurines displayed in a corner bookcase. Trips-without-sex gifts from the older men she’d dated. She hadn’t added any other pieces since January.

      She leaned forward and whispered, “If Mrs. B. is right about her husband, I need to find out who the hell is spreading rumors about me. I have a feeling it’s someone from the office.”

      I kept my voice low. “Who?”

      “I heard Em and Lucie talking by the coffee machine yesterday. Em said I dated different men more often than she changed underwear. How would she know? I only confide in you.”

      “Maybe she overheard you talking on the phone. Sound travels well in here.”

      “Maybe.” She paused. “I heard Lucie say that Mr. B. ogled me in meetings. The gossip could have reached his wife.”

      “It doesn’t mean anything. Everybody knows he’s a big flirt. He ogles all the girls.”

      She gave a little nod but didn’t seem totally convinced.

      “Mrs. B. is just fishing,” I said. “If you did nothing wrong, why worry about it?”

      “You’re right. She can’t prove a damn thing. To hell with it.” She dismissed the topic. “Thanks again for listening, Megan.”

      “Isn’t that what friends are for?” I smiled. “By the way, Tom told me he bumped into you at Pueblo’s.”

      “You know, he didn’t even recognize me,” she said, glancing away. “I was so embarrassed. He must have thought I was trying to pick him up or something.” She laughed, pushing strands of short white blonde hair off her face.

      I laughed too. Pam had dated more men in the last year than other thirty-three-year-old women had in a lifetime. Her one stipulation: no married men.

      “You’ll find someone special one day,” I said. “Just wait and see.”

      “No way,” she said. “The ‘white picket fence’ fantasy doesn’t work for me anymore. I’m all about having a good time with no strings attached. Use them, then lose them. And believe me, I’m enjoying every moment of it.” Glossy red lipstick played up her smile.

      I should have known better than to go down that road again. A suave investment broker had dated her for almost two years, even promised to marry her. When Pam discovered he was married and had two kids, her naiveté died—and with it her dream.

      She reached into her in-basket. “Can you fit a new client into your schedule?”

      “Sure.” I’d never refused a job from Pam. She’d sent so much work my way that Bradford had become my sole source of income two years later. Even though I worked at home most of the time, she’d arranged for me to have my own office here too. Friendship had its privileges.

      Pam handed me a book and a flash drive. “Michael Elliott, a true crime writer. He self-published his first book. It’s about his career as an investigative reporter. He needs help with the second one he’s drafted. It’s on the flash drive. He’s so hot, I was tempted to take on the project myself.” She laughed. “He’s promoting his first book around town, so try to work around his schedule. Give his project three weeks tops. Focus on clarity and organization of the material, consistency of voice. You know the routine. Bill the company as usual.”

      Back at my desk, I picked up The Inside Track, the book Pam had given me. There was no photo of the author on the back cover, so I checked the inside flap. There it was.

      Pam was right. Michael Elliott was “hot”…and a familiar face from my past. The last time I’d seen him, he was reading Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood while our English Lit professor lectured the class on Renaissance culture. I had a secret “thing” for this boy with the tousled brown hair and blue eyes, but he didn’t even know I existed. The next semester, I heard he’d left McGill University to attend the School of Journalism at Ryerson in Toronto.

      I leafed through the pages of his book. It was a compilation of newspaper articles he’d written on criminal activity in major cities across the country over the last decade. Topics ranged from fraudulent marketing schemes to child molesters and included reports on ensuing legal proceedings. I read an investigative piece he’d written on the illicit gun trade in Canada and discovered he’d won a national award for it. My admiration for him suddenly soared. I’d have loved to read more, but I needed to work on his new project.

      I popped the flash drive into my computer and spent the rest of the day skimming through Michael’s manuscript. Drug Trafficking in Canada focused on a single and obvious topic. I glimpsed passages here and there that referred to organized crime groups, anonymous informants, and police intervention. I had to assume that Michael had done his homework and the information was accurate. There was no time to check it. However, I did notice a less than smooth transition in the flow of the contents. Topics and dates were assembled in a haphazard manner—not in chronological order or theme. That’s where I came in. And from where I sat, three weeks would be a tight deadline to meet.

      Later that afternoon, Pam stopped by my office on her way out. “Mr. B. just called. He wants me to attend a VIP meeting with him tomorrow morning, but I’m scheduled for publicity photos with Michael Elliott then. Would you fill in for me at the shoot? It’ll give you a chance to introduce yourself.” She gave me an expectant look.

      “Sure,” I said.
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      The next day, I felt like a schoolgirl and fussed with my hair for half an hour. I couldn’t decide what to wear and changed three times before choosing a light blue jacket and skirt.

      I was applying lipstick in the bathroom when Tom peeked in, looking impressive in a dark suit and tie, briefcase in hand. “Peter’s coming by the condo to drop off his company car at lunchtime.” He stared at me. “I thought you said you’d be home today.”

      “Something came up at the last minute,” I said.

      “Will you be back by noon?”

      “I don’t know. Can’t you wait until Peter gets here?”

      “No. I have to meet with a client at ten.” He checked his watch. “In about an hour. Then I’m taking him out for lunch. On top of that, I’ve got a blasted headache.” He frowned.

      “Again?”

      “It’s okay. I popped two pills.”

      “Well…can’t you call Peter and set another time?”

      “No. I need his car for my trip to Toronto this afternoon. I have to go. A taxi’s waiting downstairs.” He walked away.

      “Wait! Where’s your company car?” I followed him down the hallway.

      “It’s with the mechanic for a tune-up.” He opened the front door, then glanced back at me. “Please, Megan, you have to get back here in time for Peter.”

      “You can’t do this to me. I have clients too, you know.”

      “Sorry. I have no choice.” He shut the door behind him.

      Damn!
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      I entered Bradford’s photography studio and found Michael sitting comfortably in a director’s chair, looking more charismatic than I remembered. He wore a dark jacket over light pants and a buttoned-down sports shirt. His tanned, chiseled features suggested a preference for rigorous outdoor pursuits, such as mountain climbing or sail boating, rather than writing. Tousled brown hair still framed those blue eyes.

      I was surprised to see Emily there, chatting with the makeup artist. Had Pam asked both of us to stand in for her at the shoot? Off to the side, Ray was checking the lighting.

      I walked up to Michael and introduced myself.

      He stood up and shook my hand with a firm grasp. “Right. You’re my ghostwriter. Pam told me about you.” He smiled, kept staring at me. “This isn’t a come-on line, but I know you from somewhere.”

      I laughed. “You were in my English Lit class at McGill.”

      “Ah, yes, I remember you now. You used to sit at the back of Professor Becker’s class. I kept trying to talk to you, but you kept ignoring me.” His smile widened.

      Our eyes locked in a split-second of body chemistry, and I felt the blood rushing to my face.

      He glanced at my wedding ring. “So you’re married now.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “How long?”

      “Five years.”

      Emily edged her way in and put a hand on his arm. “Um…Michael, we should get started. Would you like to sit down so Ray can take some pictures?” She switched her gaze to me. “We’ll take some of you with Michael in a bit.” She dismissed me with a nod of her head.

      I stood off to the side and watched.

      Between shots, Emily found any and every excuse to ease her way over and chat with Michael. She fussed with his shirt collar, asked if he wanted something to drink, made sure his jacket fell just so...

      Michael kept his cool. My admiration for the man grew each time Emily invaded his private space.

      Before I knew it, it was eleven o’clock. Peter was supposed to come by the condo at noon. I was still angry with Tom and hated the way he’d dumped the matter of the company car on me, but I didn’t want to leave Peter stranded. I’d have to head for home soon.

      “Okay, Megan,” Emily called out. “We only need a few quick shots of you.”

      Her message was subtle but I got it.

      As I sat down in a chair next to Michael, he said, “Too bad you never sat this close to me in class.” He grinned.

      I changed the subject. “Do you miss Montreal?”

      “Yes. Especially the downtown area. I grew up in Westmount and—”

      “Michael, did you know the Bradfords lived in Westmount?” Emily cut in. “Their kids went to Selwyn House, an exclusive all-boys private school in the area. Really expensive. Ever heard of the place?”

      “Yes, I attended Selwyn House,” he said.

      “Seriously? You were a rich man’s kid from Westmount?” Emily’s eyes widened, and I could almost see the dollar signs light up behind them.

      Michael shrugged. “I was a spoiled brat. My parents believed the discipline would cure me.”

      “Well, I have the perfect antidote for that.” Emily laughed. “I know some super hot spots in town where we can hang out. We can check out a couple of them later.” She smiled at him, waiting.

      Just then, Ray stepped in to take more pictures. “Sorry to break up the party, but I have a schedule to follow. I need to take more shots.” He frowned at Emily.

      Emily glared at him. “We have enough photos. The shoot is over.”

      Ray disagreed. He insisted on taking more shots. Emily refused. They moved off to the side, wrangling back and forth, the tension mounting between them.

      With no reason to hang around any longer, I said to Michael, “I’d like to meet later to discuss the timeline for your manuscript. Are you free this afternoon?”

      “Yes, I am,” he said.

      “Is three o’clock good for you?” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Emily approaching.

      “Three o’clock is good,” he said. “Can we meet in my suite at the Elegance Hotel? It’s a lot quieter than your office.”

      I wasn’t happy about meeting with him at the hotel, but judging from his earnest expression, I couldn’t refuse. “Okay. What’s your room number?”

      “788.”

      “See you later.” I ignored Emily’s frosty stare and left.
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      Gray hair at the temples, deep wrinkles, and rimless glasses. Peter Ewans had aged ten years since I’d seen him weeks earlier. As we stood by the front door to my apartment, he handed me the car keys but dropped them. We both made a move to retrieve them. I was faster.

      “It’s a beige Ford sedan,” he said. “I parked it at the back of the condominium in lot 16, like Tom said. The papers are in the glove compartment. The license number is on the key tag. I hope everything is fine.” He hesitated, as if he were trying to come up with something else to say, then quickly asked, “Do you drive to work, Megan?”

      “No, I take the bus,” I said.

      He nodded, then rearranged his glasses over protruding ears and stared at the floor.

      Another awkward pause.

      “How’s Ann doing?” I asked.

      “Ann? Oh, she’s fine. Still talking about the brunch we went to—when was it—a month ago?”

      “Yes. It was lots of fun.” To celebrate Tom’s promotion, Peter and Ann had invited us to a fancy brunch at Le Cartet. I’d initially met the forty-something couple through Tom at a BOTCOR Christmas party several years earlier. We’d gotten together a few times since then.

      “Ann and I, we don’t socialize a lot these days, with both of us working and the kids and all. So it was a special treat for us too.”

      “Maybe we can do it again some time,” I said.

      He smiled at me. “Really? Ann will be very happy to hear that.”

      “Would you like a ride back home or to work?”

      His eyes bulged. “In the Ford?”

      “No, I meant I’d call a taxi for you.”

      “Oh…no, thanks. I’ve already arranged for a taxi to pick me up downstairs. Well, goodbye.” He fumbled with the lock on the door and let himself out.
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      It was two o’clock and Tom hadn’t returned from his lunch meeting. I’d hoped to see him before he drove off to Toronto, but I had to take the bus and go meet Michael in town.

      Shortly before three, I stepped from the sweltering outdoor heat into the air-conditioned Elegance Hotel, one of the jewels in the city’s historic Golden Square Mile. Marble tiles paved the lobby, and soft music—maybe Chopin—drifted my way from speakers hidden behind parted drapery that revealed the busy street.

      A reporter’s salary couldn’t begin to cover one week’s stay in this hotel. Then again, if you were “a rich man’s kid from Westmount,” chances were you could easily afford to stay here.

      Looking comfortable in a T-shirt and jeans, Michael welcomed me into his suite and ushered me along a short hallway. The gray wall-to-wall carpet extended into a spacious living room.

      I squinted at the sunlight flooding in through white vertical blinds suspended from ceiling to floor.

      “Here,” he said. “I’ll fix that.” He drew the blinds halfway.

      On my right were two oversized reprints of unknown origin—a flowery design you wouldn’t recall even if you’d seen the same one in dozens of hotel rooms. Beneath them sat a royal blue sofa. In the center of the living room, two magenta armchairs flanked a coffee table.

      Michael gestured toward the armchairs. “Please, have a seat.”

      I placed my briefcase next to the armchair on the left and sat down. Along the wall facing me was a credenza topped with a flat-screen TV, an AM/FM radio, a large plant, and water bottles. A corridor to the left led to the bedroom and bathroom. A purple sofa hugged the far wall.

      “Want some cold water?” he asked. “I picked up a pack at the convenience store moments ago.” He took two bottles and handed me one, then sat down opposite me.

      “Thanks.” I twisted the cap off, took a sip, sensed the coolness trickle down my throat. I hadn’t realized how parched I was. Or was it a case of hormones gone wild? “How did you like the photo shoot?” I asked him, raising a familiar topic.

      “Ray was great,” he said. “Emily confirmed they’re going to place two photos in The Gazette this week with a promo piece about me.” He drank some water.

      I had to know. “Did Ray and Emily stop squabbling after I left?”

      “Yes. Then Emily escorted me down in the elevator.” He paused. “Are you and Emily good friends?”

      “No. Why?”

      “I practically had to fight her off.” He chuckled, but his fading smile told me otherwise.

      Another strike against Emily. I made a mental note to tell Pam about her, then put my bottle on the table and moved things along.

      I retrieved a pen and a canary yellow notepad from my briefcase. “I’d like to set up a schedule that’ll work for both of us. We can start with your book-signing events over the next three weeks. If you give me the dates and times, we can set up our meetings around them.”

      “Sure.” He pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll check my calendar.”

      I copied the dates and we discussed potential meeting times. Michael had book-signings and interviews on most days, which only left the evenings free for us to meet.

      “Unless it causes a problem at home,” he said.

      “No, it’s okay. I’d like to review your manuscript tomorrow.” I scanned Michael’s schedule. “We could meet again Friday afternoon to discuss it. Is two o’clock okay?”

      “No problem. Here? In my suite?”

      I got the impression he was still trying to avoid Emily. “Okay,” I said. “Now, about your manuscript...” I explained the concern I had with the flow of the text.

      “You noticed that, didn’t you? It’s not my usual way of doing things, but I was in a hurry. Sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize.”

      “Then I’d like to explain.”

      “Go ahead.” I sat back.

      “I was covering a couple of illegal drug cases last month. Meeting with street informants and handing over evidence to the police. I got the go-ahead to ride along with the police on drug busts as long as I stayed behind the scenes. Their maneuvers went on longer than I’d planned. Before I knew it, the promo tour for my first book was about to begin. I ran out of time.”

      I secretly acknowledged the risk inherent in his work, his courage to follow through in spite of it…and the mellow tone of his voice. Qualities that would draw any woman to him, no doubt about it.

      Michael went on. “Some details might be sketchy. Ask me about them. I didn’t set up the manuscript the way I wanted either, but you already know that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll work together to get it right.”

      We spent the rest of the afternoon grouping similar topics and setting up the contents in chronological order. We agreed that I’d review a segment at a time and meet with him afterward to discuss any questions I had. I checked the meeting times to make certain we had enough free evenings to cover the entire manuscript.

      Michael glanced at his watch. “Six o’clock already?”

      “Oh. Do you have to be somewhere?” I hurried to gather my notes.

      “Just dinner. Want to join me?”

      “Dinner?” My fridge contained six eggs, two apples, a wedge of cheese, stale bagels, and a jar of mustard.

      “If you can’t make it, I understand,” he said, mistaking my silence for a refusal. “Your husband is waiting—”

      “No, Tom is away on business. I’ll join you.”
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      A blast of hot air greeted us like an open oven door as we stepped outside the Elegance. The heavy downtown traffic added to the heat and humidity that had lingered in the city for weeks. Luckily, it was a short walk to Santino’s—Michael’s suggestion for dinner.

      I was familiar with the fine Italian restaurant owned and operated by a family of the same name for decades. The red brick façade was unpretentious, adding to its reputation for excellent food and service.

      Indoors, the foyer housed a huge porcelain fountain with three ceramic angels pouring water from decanters into a basin. Fontana degli angeli was the inscription on the gold plaque adorning it. Wood beams along the ceiling and walls lent an old country ambiance to the place. As we waited to be seated, the aroma of pasta sauce wafted in my direction and stirred my appetite.

      The maitre d’ walked up to us, the buttons of his black satin vest straining to contain a belly that was a testimony to the success of the place—if not his love of Italian cuisine.

      “Hi, Luigi,” Michael said to him. “Table for two, please.”

      “I have the perfetto table for you,” Luigi gestured, his forefinger and thumb linked to form an “okay” sign. He led Michael and me to a secluded corner at the back of the restaurant, and I realized too late that he’d read more into our relationship than intended.

      Maria arrived to take our orders for pasta, then returned to fill our glasses with red wine.

      After she’d left, I said to Michael, “I’m curious about something. You self-published your first book, but you’re not going the same route with your second book. Why not?”

      “The truth? I’m lousy at self-promotion. After a friend told me about Pam and Bradford Publishing, I met with her. And from what I’ve seen so far, I’m glad I did.”

      “Bradford has many successful clients because of Pam’s efforts. You’re in good hands.” I took a sip of wine.

      “Are you happily married?” he asked, catching me off guard.

      “Yes…of course.”

      “Any kids?”

      “Not yet. We’re working on it. Have you ever been married?”

      “No such luck.” A shadow flitted over his features.

      “That’s surprising.” I caught myself. “I mean—I would think—”

      “Haven’t found the right girl yet.” He briefly glanced away. “Do you play any sports?”

      My life had become progressively tedious, but he didn’t have to know. “No. I’m too busy with work. And you?”

      “I go out for a jog in the morning. Have to keep fit.” He patted an abdomen that would be the envy of most men. “You travel much?”

      “We’ve tried to get away, but Tom travels a lot on business.”

      “Even on weekends?”

      “Yes. Sometimes he leaves for ten days straight.”

      “It must get lonely for you.”

      “I keep busy.” I drank more wine.

      “Wherever I travel, I can be surrounded by crowds of people and still feel lonely. It’s plain crazy, isn’t it?”

      His expression reflected sincerity. Without trying, he’d forced me to confront a sad truth deep inside me: that I missed Tom more than ever.

      But I’d be damned if I was going to start feeling sorry for myself in front of a stranger. I took a few more sips of wine and searched for a less invasive topic of discussion.

      I found my answer in the terracotta pots, old-country china plates, and odd pieces of earthenware that decorated the wooden beams along the walls. A row of antique vases included porcelain pieces that were chipped. Either they were old and valuable, or someone had damaged them on purpose to make them appear that way. “I wonder if those vases are real or fake. What do you think?”

      My tactic worked.

      Michael began to tell me how one of his friends had a knack for finding valuable antiques while browsing in flea markets. I made sure we stuck to topics that were just as neutral throughout the rest of our dinner.
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      Later that evening, I opened the door to my apartment and was surprised to find Tom sitting in the living room. “Tom, you’re still here. What happened?” I shut the door and noticed his luggage in the hallway.

      “I had an accident,” he said. “A wheel spun off Peter’s car. I crashed into a couple of parked cars downtown. Good thing I wasn’t driving fast. It saved me a trip to the hospital—or the morgue.”

      “Oh, my God!” I rushed up to him. “How are you feeling?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I have a headache and a bit of whiplash. I’ll be fine.” He frowned. “It’s eight o’clock. I tried reaching you at the office. Where were you?”

      “With a new client.” We’d agreed from the start that we wouldn’t discuss our boring jobs or clients with each other, so it wasn’t as if I had to tell him about Michael and how he’d driven me back home in a fancy sports car. “Did you tell Peter about the accident? And BOTCOR?”

      He nodded. “Peter went nuts. The poor guy almost had a nervous breakdown when I told him. BOTCOR put me on a first-class flight to Toronto tomorrow morning and gave me a travel bonus. They’re pissing in their pants, hoping I won’t sue them.”

      “I thought the company ensured regular maintenance checks on their cars.”

      “They do. The auto shop has high standards, but mistakes can happen anywhere.” He shrugged. “It’s Peter I’m worried about. He’s already got enough issues with management.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You remember what he said at the brunch? How it was the third time they’d passed him over for a promotion, how stunned he was when they handed it to me—a newbie?”

      “Yes, but he joked about it and said he was too old for the job anyway,” I said.

      Tom rubbed his temple. “It’s a different story at work. He told me he’d lost everyone’s respect there and blames management. Sometimes he gets real angry about it.”

      “Maybe he shouldn’t have left his old job as a chemist.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. He’s a hard worker. That’s why I kept him on my sales team.”

      It might not have been the best time to re-visit the subject, but I gave it a shot anyway. “I’m looking forward to getting away for a weekend. Except for the occasional outings, we rarely go out.”

      “What about your friend at work? You go out with her once in a while.”

      “Pam? No, I meant we—as in you and me. It gets so lonely here without you, Tom.”

      “I already told you I’m working on it.” He stood up, massaged the back of his neck. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to snap. It’s this awful headache. I’m going to bed. I have an early flight.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “A couple of days.” He kissed me, then walked out of the room.
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      I worked from home on Thursday and tried to get a hold of Pam, but Lucie told me she was out of the office with clients and wouldn’t be available until tomorrow. I scheduled a meeting with her then.

      Friday noon, I arrived at work. As I passed Emily’s office, I saw her lift the papier-mâché rabbit on her bookcase and put a small shiny item under it. I assumed it was the key to her desk but didn’t give it another thought.

      I knocked on Pam’s door. “Lunch is served.” I held up a brown paper bag. “Two cream cheese and smoked salmon bagels. Two coffee lattes. A bag of chocolate almonds to share.”

      “Great!” Pam sprang from her chair. “I’ve been in meetings with clients all morning and I’m starving. Let’s eat.”

      I dug the wrapped bagels out of the bag and placed them on the glass tabletop, then sat in one of the chrome chairs. “It’s been weeks since we got together for lunch.”

      “I know,” she said, sitting down. “I’ve been so busy.” She glanced at her watch. “And my next meeting is in half an hour. Thanks for picking these up.” She unwrapped her bagel. “Lucie said you wanted to meet to talk about Michael Elliott.”

      “Actually, it’s more about Emily.” I briefed her on the photo shoot.

      “Em’s a bit of a flirt, but I figured if you were there, she’d behave.” Pam took a bite of her bagel.

      “What? You expected me to babysit her? She was all over Michael. And from what he told me, she harassed him in the elevator too.”

      “Oh, no. The last thing I want is a complaint reaching Mr. or Mrs. B. about this. They’ll think I can’t control my staff.”

      I said nothing and bit into my bagel.

      Pam went on. “The possibility of losing a client like Michael Elliott because of an incident like this would reflect so badly on me. I’ll talk to Emily and—” She stopped, seemed to be revisiting her plan of action. “No, it’s too late for that. From what you just told me, I should fire her and get it over with.”

      “It’s your decision,” I said.

      Emily strolled in and I almost choked on my bagel. She stood there, documents in hand, her eyes boring into me. It was clear she’d overheard part—if not all—of our conversation. “Pam, this is the paperwork you wanted for the Demetri account.”

      “Thanks.” Pam waved a hand. “Leave them on my desk, Em.”

      “So how did your VIP meeting go yesterday?” Emily asked her.

      “Fine,” Pam said, turning her attention back to her bagel.

      “Just fine? That’s all?”

      “I don’t have time to talk about it,” Pam said, her mouth full.

      Emily’s lips tightened. “Mrs. B. left messages for you. Lucie tried to reach you but—”

      “I know,” Pam said, annoyance rising in her voice.

      “Seriously, you don’t have to bite my head off,” Emily shouted. She flung the documents across Pam’s desk, toppling an empty coffee mug, then stormed out.

      “Anger-management issues,” Pam whispered. She took a sip of her coffee. “All things considered, I have a lot more reasons to fire her. I’ll take care of it.”

      “What about the calls from Mrs. B?”

      “I’ll take care of that too.”
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      I went to my scheduled meeting with Michael at the Elegance Friday afternoon.

      “A reporter from The Gazette just phoned me for an interview,” he said as we stood in his suite. “He’s on his way up. Had I known earlier, I would have called you.”

      “Oh…that’s okay.”

      “Can you come back in half an hour?”

      “Sure. I’ll leave these here for now.” From my briefcase, I pulled out the flash drive and manuscript. I found a free spot among the crumpled papers on the coffee table and placed the items there. It beat lugging them back and forth. “See you later.”

      The heat and humidity that hung over the city was wearing me down. Lucky for me, it was only a block down Sherbrooke Street to Bradford Publishing.

      I swung into my office and dropped my briefcase at the foot of the desk, then sat down to check my messages. Three were from clients; the fourth was from Tom. He’d called from Toronto. It could only mean one thing. He’d made good on his promise to spend a weekend together.

      Not intending to spoil his surprise, someone from a resort had phoned me at home earlier to request confirmation of the weekend booking. I searched my briefcase for the canary yellow sheet I’d written the information on but couldn’t find it. I opened up my agenda and wrote down what I remembered from the call, then phoned Tom back.

      “My client wants me to stick around a few more days,” he said, letting out a sigh. “I can’t wait to spend a weekend away from the city for a change.”

      “Me too,” I said, smiling into the phone. I looked at the page where I’d jotted the information. “Louise from Pineview resort called to confirm our August 10 weekend. Dinner and Jacuzzi for two. Sounds relaxing.”

      “Pineview?” He paused. “Damn it. Our people in admin screwed up again. I’m working on a marketing project with Peter and the team at Granite Ridge that weekend.”

      Disappointment enveloped me. “Oh. I thought you’d planned something special for the two of us.”

      “I’m sorry, Megan. Next time. I promise.”

      “It’s always the next time,” I muttered, then regretted my words, knowing that his hard work was for our mutual benefit. “I have the Pineview number if you want to call them.”

      “No, I’ll have the admin people fix their mistake. Have to go now. Talk to you later.”

      I scanned my notes. “Wait. One more thing. A man from the life insurance company called. He didn’t say what it was about.”

      “Yeah, he called me before. Tried to up-sell me on a pricier policy. I’m glad I’m not in the insurance business.” He chuckled. “Okay, gotta go. Bye, Megan.”

      “Bye.” I hung up. No weekend alone with Tom. Again.

      I reached for the chocolate-covered almonds remaining from my lunch with Pam. They helped to calm me, but I needed to vent.

      I opened up my e-mail. Time for a cleanup of old files. Pressing the delete button over and over provided an outlet for my frustration. After I’d finished, I called back the clients who’d left messages. Two wanted billing information; the third wasn’t there, so I left a message.

      I dug into my briefcase and retrieved three letters that I’d picked up from the lobby mailbox on my way out the condo earlier. Mrs. Speck had stood next to me then, making idle chitchat, gawking through thick black-rimmed glasses at the letters in my hand. I’d heard how she chatted up the letter carrier every day while he sorted the letters, bills, and small packages. He’d hurry to get the job done, but it was all he could do to stop Mrs. Speck from looking over his shoulder.

      I shredded the first two envelopes. Junk mail. Given that our bill payments went through Tom’s bank account, it amazed me how advertisers managed to get a hold of our home address.

      The last envelope was addressed to me. The return address read: Sunny Watering Hole, Bistro Hot Spot, Montreal, Québec. I’d never heard of the place. I opened it up. Inside was a photo of Tom and Pam. The scene was oddly familiar. Of course. It was a shot of them sitting at Pueblo’s. It was the same day I’d seen them there because Pam was wearing the same outfit. The photo had been taken from inside a car. The window wasn’t rolled down all the way.

      A search online turned up nothing for Sunny Watering Hole. No surprise there. I assumed one of Tom’s friends had sent me the photo as a prank. Probably Greg, the new marketing recruit. Tom told me one of the guys from work had sprayed Greg with woman’s perfume at Coby’s last week on his fortieth birthday party. It had taken three phone calls to convince Greg’s pregnant wife, Ashley, that he hadn’t been with another woman. I’d felt sorry for his wife. If I’d been in her situation, I’d have lost it too.

      The photo was old news and not worth calling Tom about. He
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