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CHAPTER ONE - SATURDAY MORNING

	 

	 

	The morning sun was bright and the humidity staggering. Both bore down on him, making the sweat run faster down his neck and back as he walked. His heart thundered in his chest, and he fought to keep his breathing normal and his gait natural. The rush of adrenaline made his hands shake as he adjusted his ball cap. 

	He forced his facial muscles to respond to his commands, determined to keep his expression neutral so he would blend in. His mind was racing, unaccustomed to the violent behavior it had just experienced upstairs. His shaky limbs wanted to run the remaining distance to the safety of his vehicle and away from the nightmare of what he’d just done. 

	A small sigh of relief left his lips when he made it to his vehicle and slid inside, removing his gloves and shoving them deep into his pants pocket. It took him three attempts to insert the key into the ignition. He took a deep breath, held it, and then released it in slow, controlled bursts. He had to get it together or he would have an accident on the way home. He gripped the key tighter in his sweaty fingers and tried again. To his relief, the engine turned over. Fighting the urge to look behind him to see if he was being followed, he eased out of the parking spot and merged into the mid-morning traffic, careful to keep his eyes on the road.

	Anything to keep from looking at her sticky red blood on his clothes.

	Oh, God, what have I done?

	 

	 

	




CHAPTER TWO - MONDAY - EARLY MORNING

	 

	 

	“Turn that damned thing off!” 

	“I’m trying, but it’s stuck or something.”

	The door flew open and Jack stormed into the bedroom. In three quick strides he crossed the floor, his face and chest beet red from his interrupted hot shower. With a sheepish grin, I held out the noisy thing to him. He didn’t even try to hide his irritation as he yanked the screeching clock from my fumbling hands. His body language made clear his thoughts about my inability to perform such a simple task. 

	His angry hands used to touch me with gentle caresses. 

	God, how I missed them.

	I shrugged at his nasty attitude, walked back over to my side of the bed and searched under the pillow for my glasses. Without them, I couldn’t see anything that wasn’t within eight inches of my face. No wonder I couldn’t find the off switch on the alarm.

	With my back to my annoyed husband, a small grin of triumph niggled at the corners of my mouth. Listening to him struggle to silence the little plastic piece of hell was rather entertaining. At least I wasn’t the only one finding it difficult to shut off. 

	The noisy clock was another irritating purchase Jack had made online while watching one of those brain-numbing reality shows he loved so much. It served him right that he now held a worthless pile of junk. What a waste of forty bucks. The alarm clock that was supposed to wake us up to sounds of nature sounded more like a screaming, rabid howler monkey. One with its tail caught in a trap—and it seemed to be stuck in the permanent on position.

	My grin became a full smile when I found my glasses; now I could fully appreciate watching him attempt to find the off switch. The anticipated fun disappeared in a flash when I turned around to ask Jack if he was ready for a cup of coffee and realized what he was about to do. With one final grunt, Jack launched the clock against the wall in frustration. It disintegrated into a pile of broken plastic, leaving a fist-sized dent in the newly painted sheetrock. 

	The one good thing resulting from my husband’s tirade was that it killed the incessant buzzing. Jack’s damp, dark brown hair flopped forward, releasing thinning bangs. The way his hair tumbled almost looked like it was taking a bow for saving our ears. 

	“Guess you just answered my question about coffee. Obviously, you haven’t had any yet.”

	Jack shot daggers of rage at me with his hooded, deep-set brown eyes. He didn’t speak as he moved past me and slammed the bathroom door behind him. 

	I let my own irritation out with a small sigh. For a second, I stared at the two-inch thick wood separating us. I wished the door was the only barrier that life had erected between husband and wife. At least the door was a blockade I could see—and knock down if I wanted to.

	Problem was, did I?

	I looked over at the mess Jack had left on the floor. I started to bend down and gather the broken remnants, but stopped short, my fingers hovering over the rubble. No. Not today. Not again. I decided to leave the twisted wreckage right where it was. Let Jack pick up after himself for a change—a small test to see how long it would take for him to do so. 

	And maybe to let him know how fed up I am with his mood swings. Whoever said that men don’t suffer from hormonal influxes was obviously in a serious state of denial. Maybe I should start spiking Jack’s coffee with my hormone pills. He needs something to take the edge off and make him less bitchy. They always work for me…

	The smile I sported earlier came back in the form of a sly grin. My knees popped as I straightened and made my way down the quiet hallway toward the kitchen. Bright, early morning rays of vibrant yellow danced across the remodeled countertops and floors. The sparkle from the sun reflected off the polished steel of the new appliances. A delayed flash of anger hit me as I thought about the hole in the bedroom wall. After months of dealing with hordes of crack-showing, tobacco-spitting and stinky construction workers, they had finished and left us in peace two weeks ago. Now I would have to call the owner and make arrangements to have him send a worker back to patch and repaint the bedroom wall.

	No, not me. Jack. His temper tantrum—his dilemma to solve. Not mine.

	I pushed aside the thought and followed my nose to the source of the smell of freshly brewed coffee. I had enough on my to-do list and I wouldn’t allow any more to weigh me down. I was barely able to breathe as it was. So much for my relaxing getaway with Regina this past weekend, which I had taken with the hopes of easing some of my stress. 

	Ah, another fun morning in the Dickinson household…thank goodness for an automatic coffee maker…Monday, Monday…da da la de da…

	Coffee fixed and eyes focused, I decided to offer a flag of truce to my temperamental spouse. No sense in starting the week out on a sour note. He was stressed too with all the finals he had to grade, so I decided to cut him some slack. I carried two steaming mugs back down the hall toward the bedroom, Jack’s with two sugars and mine black as coal. 

	Thoughts of my mother’s wedding day advice on marriage years ago made a quick lump form in my throat. While pretending to be having trouble with the clasp on my dress, she had spoken about the various duties of a wife and how a couple could weather numerous ups and downs over the years. 

	“The key to a long lasting marriage, darling Melody, is communication. You can never stop the sharing of your innermost thoughts and dreams with each other. Communication is the water that nourishes the seed of love. Without it, your marriage will wither and die.”

	I had responded with some gushy, naïve comeback about how there was no way Jack and I would ever stop talking and sharing with each other. After all, we were in love. 

	Our tastes for life were very similar. We both adored classic rock, Italian food, fast cars, dogs, and hours spent watching reruns of Star Trek and Monty Python. But our biggest two connectors, which were what brought us together in the first place, was a strong affinity for history and deep Christian faith. That first World Civilizations course in college threw us together as study partners and led to our first date. The moment Jack held my hand in his during a walk across campus, I was hooked. The connection that travelled between the two of us was more than electric—it was cosmic. 

	Back then—oh, my God it was almost twenty-one years ago—I couldn’t breathe without Jack. My existence hung upon his every movement, every touch and every caress. His deep voice would lull me into a state of bliss at night while we lay awake, planning our life after college. What career paths we would take. How we both wanted two children—a boy and a girl—named Jacqueline and Jordan. The type of house we would live in, the vehicles we would drive. The various places we would visit and make love in before parenthood arrived. 

	Jack’s eyes had mesmerized me with their liquid stare. Those beautiful sable orbs pulled me inside his soul, leaving me breathless. I had looked at him and become lost in a sea of blissful tranquility. His muscular arms had embraced me in a cocoon of warmth and provided quiet shelter from the world. Back then, we couldn’t get enough of each other.

	My, how times have changed. 

	Somewhere, as we walked down the path of marriage together, we got separated, our loving grip on each other yanked apart by unseen forces. The fork in the road appeared when, after more than ten years of trying and thousands of dollars spent on fertility treatments, we realized that I would never be able to carry a child. We dealt with our grief alone, each trying to hide the pain from the other instead of working together to overcome our mutual sadness.

	Big mistake. Huge. Gargantuan.

	I went flying off in one direction and Jack ran in the other. Our late night cuddling and cooing sessions began to stretch out to twice a week, then once a month, then maybe every six weeks. Now, I couldn’t even remember the last time we had held each other close and let the world around us disappear. Two, three months? We were like that old raunchy joke about how elderly couples engaged in sex by passing each other in the hall and yelling “Screw you!”

	I approached the bedroom door and snorted at my mother’s words still resounding in my head. Hmmm, communication may be the key to a happy marriage, but what does one do when the signals are hopelessly crossed? When nothing remains but dead air? The magical sparks are long gone. Quick, someone get the paddles out and crank us back to life! Clear!

	Jack was still in the bathroom, so I set his mug by the door and walked back into the kitchen. I didn’t have time to coddle him. I had to get ready for work and stop mulling over things I couldn’t change—at least not with a simple cup of coffee. It was the end of the month, which meant I would be swamped while preparing the billing for over six hundred clients. Oh, and experiencing the joy of fixing tons of data entry mistakes, just as I had been forced to do numerous times the last nine months. I knew they would be there, input by the newest assistant at my office. 

	Serena Rowland. A young blonde with racehorse legs who wore skirts so short that the color of her underwear was damn near discernible to anyone within twenty feet of her. It made my stomach churn to see the way the male attorneys at the office ogled her—like she was the last meal before the executioner’s noose or something. It was like watching a room full of Pavlov’s dogs. The minute her heels clacked down the hall, they all began to salivate. Since the girl was the daughter of one of the firm’s biggest clients and a personal friend of my boss, none of the drooling males had the balls to chase Serena around her desk, but oh the mental gyrations they threw her direction! Not to mention, Serena’s ridiculous attachment to the color pink made me want to scream. Her desk space looked like the bedroom of a teenage girl, complete with pink notecards, spotted pink pens, and even two photo frames with frilly pink lace. I tried, but couldn’t recall a day since she’d started working at the office that she hadn’t worn something pink.

	The entire female population at work hated Serena the minute her long, curvaceous limbs walked through the front door. Nothing like having cellulite on your butt, arms that jiggle and a not-so-flat stomach to change your perception of youth. No woman, including me, wanted to be confronted on a daily basis with the fact that—gasp—her youthful tight rear and smooth abs had mysteriously been replaced by gelatinous goo. It irritated me even more because I couldn’t blame motherhood for the changes to my body. 

	It was simply due to age, stress, and countless hours spent glued to my chair at work, which made it even worse because it was my fault. If I really wanted to change my appearance, no magic pill or secret diet plan would do the trick. It would require hard work, tons of sweat and hours of reshaping my body. At my age, the thought of becoming a slave to my body again didn’t interest me. It wasn’t like it mattered anyway. Jack wasn’t interested in me anymore, so what was my motivation? 

	Alas, watching Serena prance around like a prized show horse in her not-on-any-planet-would-this-ever-be-appropriate office attire every day was like having someone screeching in my ears: Hey, you’re old!

	Lost in thought about how I could cajole my boss Roger to fire Serena for her mountainous mistakes, I padded over on autopilot to the cabinet to grab a cupful of kibble to feed Simba, my surrogate child. My adorable six-year-old mongrel had been dumped in our backyard five years ago. Poor thing was so starved she couldn’t even whimper. Patches of her fur had been missing, almost like it had been torn out in chunks. Jack had chastised me for trying to rescue her, saying that she didn’t stand a chance and the most humane thing I could do was have her put down. 

	Like hell. The look I gave him that sunny morning outside had silenced his mutterings as I scooped the dying pile of flesh and sporadic fur up off the soft grass. It took three weeks of constant nursing and two very expensive trips to the veterinarian before Simba roared back to life. Simba’s loving spirit, clumsy nature and enormous tail that never stopped wagging filled some of the longing for a child that churned inside of me. The bond between dog and master was set in stone. I saved her, she saved me. We were even.

	I noticed a slight tremble in my hands when I scooped up Simba’s breakfast. Guess my nerves were more frazzled than I thought. I wasn’t doing myself any favors by getting all riled up about Ms. Serena Short-Skirt this early in the morning. I had other things to tend to. 

	Yeah, that’s it, Melody. Unleash all your inner angst from your crumbling marriage and sagging rear out in the form of the green-eyed monster, rather than confronting the problems with Jack head-on. Serena isn’t the issue. Your relationship with Jack, or rather, the lack of one, is the problem.

	I shook my head and willed myself to not think about my disintegrating marriage until after work. Maybe I would leave early and come home and fix Jack’s favorite dinner, light a few candles and serve the food in front of the fireplace. The finishing touches would be relaxing music, fine wine and chocolate covered strawberries for dessert. Set the mood and maybe open up the channels to start talking again, once our minds were plied with food and alcohol.

	Wow, how cliché, Melody. Yep, life’s troubles can be solved over a fancy dinner and some booze. Right. When did your life become a commercial? You already know what the problem is. You two need to get your butts back in church. And you need to open up to Jack. Tell him the secret. It’s eating you alive and now, it seems, it is munching away on your marriage. We need a good, heart-to-heart talk. Maybe an overnight stay at Lake Catherine, like we used to do. God, how long had it been since we’ve camped out? I could get him to dig in the garage and find our camping equipment…

	Simba’s breakfast retrieved, I was in full stress mode about the upcoming hectic day and what salve I could use to soothe my irritated husband and repair our relationship. At first I didn’t notice Simba wasn’t in the kitchen. Normally she performed a morning ritual of circles and jumps in eager anticipation for her breakfast.

	“Simba…here girl. Come eat.”

	A twinge of worry hit my gut when no response came.

	I started down the stairs to the lower level of the house, thinking maybe she had closed herself in the laundry room again. Silly girl had done it twice before and what a mess it had been to clean after a night with a bursting bladder! My foot made contact with the second to last step and Simba’s hairy body bolted around the corner, colliding with mine. Somehow I was able to stay on my feet, but Simba’s bowl of food tumbled down the remaining stairs. The small round bits shot out in every direction.

	“Well, good morning to you too! Looks like you will get a bit of exercise while you eat, chasing all your food around.”

	Simba’s black tail thumped the hardwood in response as she dropped something from her mouth and began to chomp on the kibble.

	“Whatcha got there, girl?” 

	I bent down to pick up a pair of underwear. Simba had developed a taste for underwear, socks and t-shirts in her youth. I groaned, thinking I must have left the clothes hamper on the floor of the laundry room again, which meant I was about to stumble upon a shredded mess of clothing.

	I walked over to the laundry room door and eased my hand inside, grazing the wall until I felt the light switch. I was surprised to be greeted by a clean and tidy room, which is how I remembered leaving it. The clothes basket sat on top of the dryer, full of only the clean blue jeans I had folded last night.

	Huh, wonder where Simba found my underwear? It’s not like I dropped them for Jack during a heated session of lovemaking.

	I flicked off the light and shut the door. I would figure out when I got home later where Simba confiscated my undies from before she ingested more. That would end up costing―

	Wait…these are silk…

	Upon closer inspection, my heart skipped a beat. I caught a whiff of a familiar scent of perfume but couldn’t quite place it. Chanel? Obsession? I walked over and held the underwear in front of the window, examining them under the morning light. They weren’t even close to what I would consider wearing. Perhaps they weren’t even panties, because the miniscule swatch of sheer material was barely enough to cover three inches of skin and maybe four pubic hairs at best. 

	Confused, I stared at Simba while she happily crunched on the remaining nuggets of her breakfast. She’d been inside all night, so where did she get them from? 

	“Hey girl. Good girl. Here, you want these back?” I cooed, squatting down to her level and dangling the chewed up panties in front of her. “Come on, come here. Show Mommy where you found these, huh?”

	Simba ignored me and continued to scurry after the bits of food. I stood up and glanced around the room Jack and I called the media room, which was nothing more than a couch and big screen television. The downstairs only consisted of the laundry room with an attached bathroom, media room and the small room next to the stairs Jack used as his office. My heart pounded faster as I scanned the open area for any signs of clothing and found none. A knot formed in my stomach as the sensation of something wrong took control. Hard, tight and pounding, the pressure pushed a wicked thought up to my brain: I will find the answer in Jack’s office.

	I spun around and darted down the hallway, then stopped. Jack was a stickler about keeping his door shut. He didn’t want Simba, or me, messing up his workspace, or nosing around the neatly stacked piles of papers that he graded or the lesson plans he worked on for his honors history class. 

	I winced when I noticed the door was slightly ajar. I peeked in and saw the mess inside, and blood whooshed in my ears at the thought of Jack’s reaction. He was going to flip when he saw the after-effects of Simba’s night of fun. Oh well, he should have made sure the door was locked before he went to bed last night.

	I pushed the door all the way open and scanned the room. My eyes settled on the briefcase and Jack’s travel bag amongst the shredded papers, useless pillows and one computer chair leg Simba must have chewed off. The black leather bag sat open in the middle of the floor, the edges gnawed and Jack’s work papers covered in dried slobber and teeth marks. I almost laughed—and then I spotted another pair of panties on the floor next to it.

	I bent down and picked up the silken material, unearthing a small scrap of paper embedded inside them. It looked like a receipt from a hotel. My hands shook when I brought it closer to my face. The five-hundred-dollar receipt for a one night stay in room 510 was from The Duchess, an overpriced hotel downtown that I had never stayed in, nor had Jack, at least to my knowledge. 

	The receipt was dated for last Friday night, when he was supposedly attending a two-day conference for work. But the thing that really caught my attention was the faint smell of a familiar, feminine perfume.

	I recognize that scent. Chanel. That’s the fragrance Serena wears. Wait a minute. On Friday, Serena called my cell and told me she was sick and wouldn’t be in, and I had to call that temp to cover her absence…could it be? No way…

	A small vibration caused me to nearly jump out of my skin. It was the buzz of a cell phone on vibrate. That made no sense because Jack’s was upstairs on the charger, right next to mine. He had another one? I groped around in the zippered pocket and sure enough, there it was. One of those cheap, disposable phones you pay cash for each month. I flipped it open and read the first, unviewed text that had a picture attached from “SR”: 

	Do me again baby I want you now Fri & Sat rocked! Meet me @ lunch Mon? Ur wife will be busy…got some new panties since u ripped my others

	The crotch shot of a woman popped up. A woman with long, tan legs, wearing hot pink underwear that looked exactly like the ones in Jack’s briefcase and Simba’s mouth. I pushed the back button and my stomach churned. I recognized the number the text was from. I had seen it numerous times because she called at least twice a week with some inane excuse for being late.

	I pushed my glasses up and brought the receipt closer. I almost fainted when I saw the name. 

	Serena Rowland.

	It took a full minute for me to regain control of my faculties. Sorrow and anger fought for control of my mind. A wave of dizziness threatened to knock me off my feet, so I braced myself against the door frame for support. After all these years, all the love we shared, how could Jack betray me like this? Worse yet—the betrayal sealed with a boney-assed dingy blonde who worked at my office! 

	A flashback to last year’s Christmas party clouded my vision. I recalled the look on Jack’s face as he tried to keep his jaw from dropping when a tipsy Serena sauntered over and introduced herself in her skintight, hot pink dress. I remembered the pang of jealousy that poked in my gut, but had dismissed it as nothing. Hell, all men looked at her like at, so why would my all-American, red-blooded husband be any different?

	Because he was my husband.

	Memories of our nights together, holding tightly on to each other for comfort at yet another disappointing attempt to conceive almost made me cry. My heart was shattered—visions of Jack in the arms of another woman made me clutch my chest in physical pain. Was Serena the first? Oh, God, what if she wasn’t? I glanced back down at the phone in my hands. Her text seemed to magically remove the blinders I didn’t realize I had been wearing from my eyes. The last six months of Jack’s moodiness and complete and utter lack of interest in me sexually made sense. 

	Guess he doesn’t need hormone pills after all.

	No, I wouldn’t succumb to the tears that threatened to burst out of me. Not today. Later, I knew they would come, and the deluge would drown me. I stuffed them deep inside and let my anger take full control of my mind.

	Decision made as to which emotion would win at the moment, I found my voice. I stepped out of Jack’s office and walked to the bottom of the stairs. Simba had just finished her last morsel and waited patiently by the back door to go outside and do her business. 

	I ignored her. Hopefully if the urge to relieve her bowels hit, she would do so on the briefcase. Maybe throw up her kibble, too. That would be a nice touch since it was what I wanted to do.

	“Oh, honey, could you come down here? Seems Simba made a bit of a mess in your office last night. Looks like you’ll need a new travel bag and briefcase, too, unless you want to keep ones covered in teeth marks.”

	I heard Jack grumble, his footsteps heavy above my head as he moved down the hall. An evil grin pulled my lips tight as I wondered if he felt even the briefest sense of panic, knowing I was in his office. Was his mind trying to recall if he had locked his briefcase and emptied his bag? Were the wheels spinning off their tracks, wondering if his little secret was exposed?

	The door frame was strong, the wood smooth against my skin. I leaned against it and waited for the war of words.

	Communication was about to commence. Oh yes, lots of communication. One-sided communication. I didn’t plan on giving Jack a chance to say much.

	My fingers were wound so tightly around the little piece of black plastic that my knuckles were bone white. The minute I showed the undeniable, incriminating evidence to Jack, I planned on doing the exact same thing to it as he did to the alarm clock this morning. 

	Well, with one minor difference.

	I didn’t plan on throwing it at the wall.

	 

	 




CHAPTER THREE - MONDAY, MID-MORNING

	 

	 

	My usual thirty-five minute drive to work on I-30 took me less than fifteen. It helped I was running late and missed the morning traffic that turned the three lane freeway into a congestion of vehicles. Although it wasn’t even nine yet, the heat already shimmered across the blacktop, an indicator it was going to be another sweltering summer day. Just what I needed—a hot, humid Arkansas afternoon to help fuel my fury. 

	With my foot planted against the pedal, I zoomed in and out of traffic, greeted by honking horns and the extension of several middle fingers from irritated drivers I blew past. I pushed my Camaro past ninety a few times. How I didn’t get pulled over for speeding was beyond me. 

	I shoved my car into park and exited it in an annoyed huff. My heels clattered on the concrete in the parking deck as I stomped toward the elevators. Still on an emotionally-charged high from my confrontation with Jack, I planned on using the boiling anger to rid myself of another huge thorn in my side.

	Serena. 

	Before I left the house, Jack had been forewarned not to attempt to contact the little blonde hussy and inform her that I knew about their unholy trysts. I told him that if he did, he would regret it. He’d already betrayed me enough. He owed me the chance to confront her face-to-face, catch her off guard and speak my peace. I had solidified my threat to him with a well-placed throw of the cell phone, smacking it against his cheek. I was confident the neighbors had heard me scream that if he warned her, the next body part that would feel pain would be his crotch. 

	The expression on the face of our elderly, and extremely nosy neighbor, Ms. Preston, had been photo worthy. She had been standing in her front yard watering her gardenias and heard my last harsh words flung at Jack. I doubted thoughts of providing water to her plants were on her mind after the early morning show she witnessed. 

	Disturbing thoughts muddled my brain as I walked through the quiet parking deck. While driving, I had waffled back and forth about whether or not I would end our marriage. Could I forgive him? Should I forgive him? If this would have happened earlier in my marriage, when my faith was stronger, I would have turned to God for strength, support and wisdom. But that line had long been disconnected after years of my tearful pleadings for a child went unanswered.  I hadn’t stepped foot inside a church in two years and quit sending up prayers over a year and a half ago. Why bother? God had more important issues to work on and had left me to navigate the tumultuous seas of life alone. So, as with all the other sorrows life had thrown my way, I would deal with this one by myself.

	Would I be able to ever look at Jack the same way? I certainly wouldn’t be able to trust him, but was our love strong enough that he would be willing to try and regain it? Had he used a condom? What if he hadn’t and he contracted some venereal disease and passed it along to me? I made a mental note to make an appointment with my doctor for a full checkup. Jack had sworn that the affair only started three months ago and that the mess with Serena was the only time he ever strayed, but was that the truth? 

	I solidified my decision to end our marriage when I thought back to the last time we made love. It had been a few months ago, after a long day of meetings with the designer and contractor whom we had just hired to renovate our house. I had been standing in the room that was set aside for a nursery, tears running down my face, knowing I would never step foot inside the dainty space as a mother. Jack’s way of offering comfort was to lead me to our bedroom. If he was telling me the truth about the time frame of the affair, then it began right around that time. How could he have been so loving, so comforting, so concerned about me, then rush right into Serena’s bed? Fresh pain ripped at my chest as dueling images of our sweet lovemaking fought for control over the concocted one in my head of the Jack and Serena going at it.

	No, I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t rest beside Jack at night knowing he opted to find his own solace with another woman when we needed each other the most. When I needed him the most. How could I ever wipe the thoughts away? They would haunt my every waking moment. Maybe invade my dreams. 

	Over the years, I had watched too many of my friends go through this nightmare. Held them while they wept, hearts ripped apart. So many strong women turned into empty shells, nothing but former husks of themselves. Some went crazy and spent every penny they could scrape together on invasive surgeries, expensive cosmetics or extreme weight loss methods. All sad, vain attempts to regain their youth through modern technological advances. The thought process seemed to be that if they could somehow turn back the clock, love would find them once again. Others found comfort in the arms of a younger lover, which just made them look like fools. 

	Who knows? I might end up following the trend and doing the same, silly things to bandage my wounded heart. I wasn’t able to think that far ahead at the moment. 

	I punched the third-floor button with enough gusto that my nail snapped down to the quick. My foul-mouthed response reverberated off the metal walls of the elevator, thankfully heard only by my own ears. I always tried to refrain from swearing. My mother thought it wasn’t very ladylike, but there were days when the f-bomb seemed, well, appropriate. 

	Today was one of them.

	While I fumbled around in my purse with my other hand to retrieve a napkin and stop the blood from dripping all over my pants, the shoulder strap on my bag snapped. The contents made a huge racket as they skittered across the tile floor. A lump of hot tears lodged in my throat, my stress level in the stratosphere. Jaw clenched, I shoved the pain down deeper. 

	Can’t lose it now. Maintain, Melody. Just get through the day. 

	I scrambled to pick up all the pieces, wincing when I heard the ding of the elevator as the doors slid open. 

	“Good morning, Melody. Oh, it looks like you could use some help.”

	I glanced up in mid-swipe, no smile on my face as I looked at the concerned countenance of my boss, Roger Stanek.

	Dandy. Now he knows that I’m late. This Monday is one for the record book. Worst. Day. Ever.

	I grabbed the last few items and stuffed them inside my bag before he had a chance to help. The heat of anger and embarrassment crept into my cheeks. “No, but thank you Mr. Stanek. Sorry I’m late. Busy morning and, as you can see, it’s a Monday. Complete with a bleeding finger, traffic and a ruined purse.” I stepped out of the elevator and into the main lobby of Stanek, Overton and Smith, my home away from home for the last ten years. Something felt odd, out of place. The air was thick with tension. 

	Oh, my God. Does the office know? Has Jack already called and warned Serena? Lord, she probably has been bragging to others behind my back! 

	“Don’t worry about the time, Melody. It’s understandable, considering things. Oh, you are bleeding. Sarah,” Mr. Stanek called to the receptionist, “do you have any tissues or a bandage?”

	“I think I have some in here somewhere,” Sarah replied, her voice thick and distant as she rifled through her desk.

	I didn’t want to stand there and be the subject of pity. Mr. Stanek and Sarah both looked more distressed than a bleeding finger called for. “I’m fine, sir. Really. I’ll just freshen up a bit and then get right to work. I’ll make up the time at lunch, if that is acceptable.”

	Mr. Stanek cleared his throat, his dark brown eyes not missing a thing. I knew he saw right through my façade, but he didn’t verbalize his perceptions. He nodded in silent agreement and turned on his heels. 

	Sarah stood up and handed me a bandage, her hand shaking. “Here, Ms. Dickinson. Sorry, it’s old. There might be some more in the kitchen. Want me to go look?”

	“No, I’m fine. This will do. Thank you, Sarah.”

	“Oh, Melody?” my boss called. “Once you bandage your finger, please stop by my office. There are some pressing issues this morning that need tending to, as I’m sure you are aware.”

	Though I tried to fight to keep control, my body began to tremble. My plan to storm into the office, demand with righteous indignation the ultimatum of it’s either Serena or me took a nosedive. Obviously, Mr. Stanek already knew that my husband was banging her and wanted to diffuse what he rightfully assumed would be a volatile situation once she arrived at work. 

	Controlling my breath, I summoned my voice. “Yes sir, I’ll be there shortly.”

	Mr. Stanek turned the corner and disappeared down the long corridor toward his office. I let out my breath and offered a feeble grin to Sarah as I moved in the opposite direction toward the restroom.

	“Mrs. Dickinson? I…I just wanted to say how sorry I am about this. I can’t imagine how you must be feeling, working so closely with Serena and all.”

	The shame and embarrassment I’d felt a mere second before vanished with Sarah’s words, replaced with anger and indignation. My heart thumped faster, pounding my blood through my veins. If I didn’t walk away, right now, I feared I would have a heart attack or stroke. Or worse, unleash my sharp tongue on poor Sarah. She was a sweet, quiet girl who didn’t deserve to bear the brunt of my anger. I decided not to respond with anything other than a nod of agreement and practically ran down the hall to the bathroom.

	Inside, I slammed the stall door and plopped down on the cool seat. It took all my intestinal strength to keep the sobs of sorrow in check. I couldn’t very well have a full crying jag, then go talk to Mr. Stanek. Or worse yet, let the other employees see me falling apart. Most importantly, I wouldn’t give Serena the satisfaction of seeing how much pain she had caused me. 

	Nope, no way. Histrionics would be reserved for later. Maybe over several bottles of wine at Regina’s house tonight. Although she didn’t know about what happened yet, or my intention of staying with her for a few days until Jack could move his stuff out of the house, it didn’t matter. Once I told her, I knew she would be there for me, just as I was for her three years ago when her marriage ended. For the very same reason. The sympathy I had for her when she walked that valley now morphed over to empathy.  

	I dabbed my bleeding finger with toilet paper, then opened the door and went to the sink. The cold water felt so good that I grabbed a few towels and wet them, pressing them around my burning neck.

	Buck up, Melody. You can’t walk in and start demanding your way while blubbering about this like some silly teenager. It happened, now you need to take care of yourself. You need this job if you end up going through with a divorce. Be firm but calm. Breathe.

	Finger bandaged and composure back, I grabbed my purse and held my head high as I walked out into the hallway. I nodded my head to several coworkers as I passed by and sensed their stares bearing into my back. The hallway seemed to be two miles long. My heart skipped three beats when I knocked on Roger’s door.

	“Come.”

	This is it, Melody. Stay strong. Focus. 

	My mind may have been ready for this, but my body wasn’t. My hand shook as I opened the door and walked in, my palms wet with sweat. “Good morning again, sir. May I?” I said, nodding my head at the chair in front of his desk.

	“Of course. Coffee?” He rose from behind his oak desk and walked over to his credenza. One of his favorite material possessions was his single-cup coffee maker. He drank enough coffee throughout the day to keep a dozen people awake for days. When he bought the machine two years ago I had been thrilled, since it kept me from making numerous trips to and from the kitchen to bring him refills.

	I eased into the leather chair, grateful for the coolness against my damp shirt. Once settled, I answered, “No, thank you. My nerves are already on edge today, sir.”

	“Yes, the entire office is suffering from that malady today, I believe.”

	Heat spread up my neck. This isn’t going to be easy. God, where do I begin? I waited until he walked back to his desk and sat down. “Mr. Stanek, I know this is, well, an extremely difficult topic to broach…” I stuttered.

	He interrupted, his voice firm yet quiet. “Melody, there is no need for stuffy office protocol, especially not today.  You’ve been here over what, ten years?”

	“Yes sir. August fifteenth will be eleven,” I agreed, unsure what he meant. Was he going to fire me for this? That really would send this day to the top of the Worst Day Ever pile.

	“Eleven years and countless requests to call me Roger, and yet you still hold on to old southern traditions long since passed. Though appreciated, I believe that it’s time to move on to just Roger.”

	My nerves settled a bit and my hackles recessed. Roger Stanek may have been one of the best damn criminal defense attorneys in all of Central Arkansas, a proverbial shark in the courtroom, but it was all a carefully acted persona. I knew within the first year of working for him that underneath all the bravado and pompous attitude beat the heart of a kind man. 

	“Thank you, sir…um, Roger. Okay, well since you brought it up, I believe that in the almost eleven years I have been employed here, I don’t think I would be overstepping my bounds by saying that you have considered me a valuable employee, correct?”

	Roger’s dark brown eyes didn’t flinch but I saw a fleeting, questioning look behind them. “Invaluable. You aren’t just an employee, Melody. You’re the firm’s right hand. My right hand. You know how much I rely upon you to keep the ship sailing straight, so to speak.”

	Confidence growing, I let a small smile appear. “Thank you. I hope you keep that perception of me at the forefront of your mind when I tell you why I am late this morning—and then ask you for a really big favor. Huge, in fact, but one duly justified, I believe.”

	It took all my strength to keep my eyes focused on his. The quizzical look on his face surprised me. Surely he knew what I was about to ask? He leaned back in his seat and began chewing on the inside of his cheek, a habit I didn’t think he was aware he had when his internal wheels were rolling a dilemma around. 

	“What exactly is on your mind, Melody?”

	Here goes nothing.

	I cleared my throat and forced my hands to remain in my lap. Gaze steady, I began, “There is no delicate way to broach the subject, so I’ll just be blunt and try not to delve too deeply into the sordid details. Bottom line is that I need to request three things from you.”

	Roger nodded for me to continue, the gnawing of his cheek increasing in intensity.

	“One was to know that I am a valuable, long term employee, which you graciously already confirmed. Two, since we don’t handle domestic relation cases here, your recommendation for the best divorce attorney around, and three, that you fire Serena Rowland.”

	There, I said it. It may have been ugly, but it was short, sweet and oh so to the point.

	I was expecting all sorts of responses, but not the one that Roger gave. His face paled, the look of astonishment almost comical if we had been discussing any subject besides the demise of my marriage. He struggled to formulate a reply. His poor cheek was probably bleeding at this point. I’d never seen him like this before. Had I overstepped the bounds of employee-employer relationships with this request? 

	Oh, God, please don’t let him fire me!

	Roger rose from the chair and walked around the desk, then leaned against it. The look, his demeanor, the air about him—it was all wrong. He didn’t seem angry, upset or irritated by my requests. Although it made no sense at all, the feeling I sensed from him was deep sadness.

	“Melody, before I ask you anything else, kindly expound on your reasons as to why you want me to fire Serena.” 

	Flat. No emotion. Just a plain and simple question delivered in a quiet monotone.

	Something isn’t right here. I thought he already knew! Why is he acting like I just told him I’m really a man or something? And if he already knows, why in the Hell does he want the details?

	Heart pounding, I swallowed my fear and let my anger loose. “Well, to be quite honest, Roger, I don’t think I can work alongside the woman who has been having an affair with my husband. And I don’t understand this. I assumed from our earlier conversation you already knew? That the entire office knew? Isn’t that why everyone is acting so, well, odd?”

	I didn’t think it was possible for Roger’s face to become any paler. I was wrong. He looked like he’d just seen a ghost. He let out a heavy sigh, moved to the chair next to me and sat down.

	“Melody, when and how did you find out?” he asked, his voice low, his worried eyes never leaving my own. My heart began pounding faster, my mind racing to sort this out. Why did he care about the particulars? I mean, he would either fire Serena or not. My anger was reaching a boiling point. If he wasn’t going to stand by me, he needed to just say so.

	“I don’t see where that has any relevance, but this morning, as we were getting ready for work.”

	“Did he tell you about the affair?”

	“What man tells his wife he’s been cheating on her without prompting? Of course not,” I said, aggravated. I stood and began pacing around Roger’s office. My frustration couldn’t be contained in a seat any longer. “Actually, my dog found the evidence that I confronted him with. He couldn’t deny the truth when I shoved this in his face, along with revealing texts and pictures.” I pulled the wadded up receipt out of my pocket and handed it to Roger. His eyes widened.

	“Melody, you need to sit down. Now, please.”

	Anger dangerously close to spewing out, I stood firm and growled, “I can’t, Roger. I am about to blow my top. The only thing that will calm me down at the moment is to hear from you that I have your support in this. I can’t, no I won’t, work with her. I realize I am asking a lot, since her father—”

	“Please, Melody. I understand you are upset but take my advice and sit down,” Roger insisted, his tone that of someone speaking to a small child. “Please?”

	“Fine,” I shot back.

	“Oh, God…you don’t know, do you?” 

	“Know what?”

	“You obviously haven’t listened or read any news coverage in the last two days, have you?”

	What difference could that possibly make?

	“No. I was at the lake all weekend at a spa with a girlfriend. Got back home late last night. Then, I was occupied with other, more pressing issues than watching the news. Why?”

	Roger swallowed hard a few times and cleared his throat. His eyes were full of pain when he said, “Melody, I can’t fire Serena because, well, she’s dead.”

	[image: Image]

	I understood now why Roger had insisted I sit down. Had I been standing up, my legs would have buckled and I would have collapsed in the middle of his floor. I felt dizzy, lightheaded. A wave of nausea caused my mouth to fill with hot saliva, and I forced myself to swallow without gagging. Good, she deserved it, I thought, but then was overcome with shame and guilt for thinking such a thing. Yes, I was hurt, angry and furious. I’d had visions on my way to work of slapping the fire out of Serena, which, of course, I would never in fact do. But death? No way. I couldn’t even stand to squish a bug under my shoe, much less think about hurting someone. I would never wish death on anyone, not even my husband’s mistress. 

	Truth be told, it wasn’t really Serena I was angry at, well, at least not all of my rage was directed her way. After all, it wasn’t like we were friends or anything. We were just co-workers—strangers thrown together eight hours a day with no bonds of friendship attached. I was just another over the hill office-mate to her. My connection to her was that of a supervisor who often pointed out her mistakes. We didn’t hang out together after work. We didn’t share any common ground—well, except for Jack. We had never gone to lunch together or shared personal stories with each other in the break room. There was no commonality between the two of us. Hell, she was almost young enough to be my daughter.

	It dawned on me then that her death was the reason the office was acting funny. Heat raced up my chest to my cheeks again. How could I have been so stupid as to conclude that the entire firm knew about Jack and Serena’s affair? No wonder Sarah had been on the verge of tears earlier. And poor Roger! He had probably wanted to discuss what implications Serena’s death would have on the firm. Her father, Philip Rowland, was our only client on retainer and one of the wealthiest men in Arkansas. Roger’s bread and butter, so to speak. Roger probably called me into his office to talk about making arrangements for flowers, maybe sending some food to the Rowland residence. Maybe he was worried Serena’s death would cause Mr. Rowland to seek legal counsel elsewhere, since visiting our office would just be another reminder that his daughter was gone. No wonder he looked so shocked and perplexed when I demanded he fire her. He was thinking I was the world’s most callous person!

	Serena had driven her brand new, sleek black Corvette like she was an Indy car driver. Just last week, she had been ticketed for going eighty-five in a sixty miles-per-hour zone. I only knew that because I had overheard her whining to Roger, begging him to make it go away so she didn’t lose her license again. The jealous monster reared its ugly head as a fleeting thought of Jack riding shotgun with her made me cringe. If she died in an accident, I thanked God that Jack hadn’t been with her in the car. Dealing with his infidelity was difficult enough. The thought of burying him made my head spin. 

	“Roger…I don’t know what to say. I’m…oh, God, I’m so sorry. Honestly, I didn’t know she’d passed. And here I was, blabbering like a fool about her and Jack. What happened to her? Car accident?”

	Roger wasn’t looking at me. His focus was on the receipt from The Duchess still clutched in his hand. His throat muscles clenched, his jaw set in stone. Worry furrowed his brow; I’d seen it numerous times before over the years when he was working on a rather difficult case. The room was silent except for the distant sounds of the phones ringing on the other side of his closed door and the pounding of my heart. I waited for his response, the tension in the room rising exponentially. The hairs on the back of my neck and arms stood up, driven by some strange instinct. The fear instinct, brought on by a heavy rush of adrenaline. 

	Why won’t he look at me?

	“No, Melody. It wasn’t a car accident. Serena was…murdered.”

	“What? When, how…oh, my God!”

	My body went limp in the chair, as if all my bones had disappeared. Roger’s eyes pulled away from the receipt and looked at me. I read behind them and the room began to spin.

	“Someone beat her, then strangled her with a pair of underwear. Her body was discovered late Saturday night. I’m sorry to be the one telling you this. I just…well I assumed you heard already. But this…this changes everything.”

	My heart was beating so fast that I could barely breathe. Roger continued to talk, but his voice seemed muffled, his words distant and indiscernible to my ringing ears. My brain tried to comprehend all the information it had been overloaded with during the last three hours. 

	Jack and Serena. The hotel receipt. Pink silk underwear. The picture sent to Jack in a text. His tear-filled admission earlier to his transgressions, his voice cracking as he begged me to stay and talk things through. Crying as he spouted how much he loved me while whimpering for forgiveness, promising me he wouldn’t see her again. The look on Roger’s face while he stared at the flimsy piece of paper in his hand. 

	No. Please God. No. It can’t be.

	“Where?” I eked out.

	“Are you asking me where Serena was found?” Roger clarified, his voice audible now. I nodded, the tears already spilling down my cheeks. My gut had given me the answer—one I surely didn’t want to hear. I knew Roger’s response would be no different.

	Roger reached out and put his hand on my shoulder, his touch soft. “She was found in her hotel room at The Duchess, Melody. Room—”

	His hand fell away as I jumped out of my seat, my bones back and legs on autopilot. “No! No! No! Don’t say anything more! This can’t…be…happening,” I yelled, my voice breaking as I tried to control my tears. “Jack…wouldn’t…he couldn’t…”

	Roger stood up to follow me but paused in mid-stride when his desk phone buzzed. He reached across the table and snatched it up. “Sarah, I told you to hold all calls…what? Already? Okay, just tell them to have a seat and I’ll be out in a few. Is Overton in yet? Good, good. Yes, please tell him to keep them occupied until I come out. Thank you.” He replaced the phone and walked over to where I stood by the window.

	I heard him come up behind me but couldn’t bear to turn around and face him. If I just closed my eyes and kept them shut, I would wake up from this nightmare. The living hell that I was trapped in—it would go away if I willed myself awake. 

	“Melody, the police are here to begin questioning the employees about Serena and gather evidence from her workspace. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about earlier—the fact that they were coming and to ask for your help to coordinate the employee interviews. I had no idea about Jack. You do realize, now, that—”

	He never had a chance to finish his thoughts. They were interrupted by my cell phone, which I had forgotten to silence. Jack’s personal ringtone, Always on My Mind by Willie Nelson, blared from the confines of my bag.

	I turned and stared at my purse like it was on fire. Dueling emotions kept me frozen in place, my nerves unsure which signal they should follow. Was Jack calling to apologize again? Doubtful.  If that were the case, he would have done so already, blowing up my phone with calls and texts until I answered. But he hadn’t. Not a peep since I left him at the front door, his last words “Mel, please?” barely heard over my angry shouts. 

	The only logical conclusion was that he had heard about Serena and lost his marbles, assuming that I would think he was involved.  Or worse—he was calling to tell me he was. After all, he knew where and for whom I worked.

	My body was numb. I didn’t recall walking over to fetch my phone but I must have, since it was now in my hand. On autopilot, I answered and held it up to my ear. “Jack?”

	“Oh, God, Mel! Oh, God! I didn’t do it, I swear to the Lord Almighty above, I didn’t. Please, please tell me you believe me! You know me, Mel,” Jack’s sobs of despair screeched across the airwaves.

	 Though I heard the words, they seemed foreign, like he was speaking in another language I didn’t comprehend. I tried to focus, tried to respond, but found it difficult to remember how to talk.

	“Mel, are you there? Mel, please, answer me! Are you at work?”

	“Uh-huh,” I heard myself mutter. 

	The room began to change colors, the vibrant hues morphed into dingy gray tones. The obnoxious Oriental rug under my feet, the power mahogany on the walls, my orange bag, all were now one mishmash of solid drabness. Jack’s voice grew fainter, like he was miles away, the sounds muffled by the loud thrumming in my head. The last thing I heard clearly was a heavy sigh and then a strange request.

	“Mel, I need to talk to Roger. Right now. Hurry, they’re coming up the front steps.”

	Like an obedient child, I held the phone out to Roger and watched as the grayness around me turned to black, welcoming the enveloping shroud of darkness.

	 

	




CHAPTER FOUR - MONDAY - MID-MORNING

	 

	 

	Sinking to the bottom

	Of a blessed abyss,

	Save me? Oh, it’s too late.

	Sensation is all I know,

	The crushing weight.

	The water bears down.

	Thus sealing my fate.

	
	The poem from my youth played over and over in my head, the morbid phrases accompanied by a strange gurgling sound.  Where I had read it or who wrote it escaped me, but it didn’t matter. The words brought a sense of comfort. Peace. They filled my thoughts, and I felt nothing but detachment. Nothing mattered. Everything was just dark, simple and pain-free.

	Sheltered in a cocoon of weightlessness, I floated. Time didn’t exist nor did I have any sensation of the passage of it. The sound of organ music began to play haunting chords, stirring memories of my Meemaw’s funeral. 

	My mother weeping at the open casket, her hair disheveled from her wracking grief. My stoic Papa holding her as she wept for her mother, while he kept his own tears locked inside his heart. Me, a terrified six-year-old with my head buried behind my dad’s arm, unwilling and unable to watch my mother and Papa in such pain. The pastor’s words that I didn’t understand the meaning behind, though everyone else in the pews nodded their heads in agreement, punctuated with an occasional “Amen” or “Praise Jesus”.

	The dark casket, the shiny metal handles glistening in the sun as it was lowered into the ground by faceless men. No more organ music now, only the off-key voices of the graveside mourners as the final goodbyes to Ethel Mae House were sung under a green tent at the cemetery. The endless parade of people who walked past our plastic chairs lined up in front of the gaping hole in the ground. Their hushed murmurs of sympathy. 

	All gone now, silence. No music, no voices, no crying. I stood at the edge of the grave and stared down at the freshly packed dirt and the wilted flowers that rested atop of the mound, their scent no longer fresh. Meemaw was gone, buried under piles of filthy soil, locked away, unmoving, from my grasp. My heart ached for her to comb my hair one more time. Just one more pie baked together. One more laughter-filled day on her front porch shelling peas. My soul cried out for one more hug and gentle kiss from her sweet lips. I felt the hot tears cascade down my face and watch them form a puddle of mud at my feet. I hear myself cry, “Meemaw, I miss you. I need you.”

	“Then come to me, child. Come, come down here. You can rest with me. No one will bother you down here. All the pain will end,” whispered Meemaw’s voice, but it was all wrong. Brooding. Heavy. Gravelly.

	Icy fear raced through me, but I was unable to move away from her final resting place. The ground quivered and my eyes watched in frozen horror as the dirt began to separate. Gnarled, bony fingers protruded, beckoning me. Light glinted off the wedding ring that I recognize as the one Meemaw wore.

	“No! No! No!” I screamed.

	“Ms. Dickinson, it’s okay. Shhh. Breathe. In. Out. That’s it. Now, sit still and give yourself a chance to fully wake up before you try to move.”

	A raging headache throbbed in my temples. The horrific visions from my dream still clung to me and I felt a shudder of fear amble down my back. God, I hadn’t had a nightmare about my Meemaw in years. The last round of troubling sleep had been three years ago, when the genetic counselor told us that there was nothing more we could do and that it was time to consider other options to become parents. 

	Wait until I tell Jack about this dream! This one was the most frightening yet. I could smell the decay. Oh, Jesus. Maybe Jack will be able to help me figure out why…wait? Was that Sarah talking to me? How? I’m still at home in bed…

	I blinked twice and shook the dream-spun cobwebs from my head. Sure enough, Sarah was leaning over me, her hand holding something wet and cold—a washcloth?—to my forehead. Everything looked out of place, skewed. I realized that was because of my viewpoint. I was looking up from the floor, the surroundings all wrong. 

	“Sarah, what…what happened? What are you doing at my house?”

	“Ms. Dickinson, you fainted in Mr. Stanek’s office a few minutes ago,” Sarah said. She was trying to keep her voice lighthearted, but it wasn’t working.

	Full clarity hit me hard. I flicked Sarah’s hand away and scrambled to my feet. On wobbly legs, I spun around, searching. My conversation with Roger slammed into my head, the enormity of the situation just beginning to take shape.

	“Where’s Roger? I need…I need to talk to him. And my phone. Sarah, please help me find my phone.”

	“Ms. Dickinson, please, sit back down. Here,” Sarah said, reaching out her cool fingers. She grabbed my elbow and tried to guide me to the chair in front of Roger’s desk. I jerked away from her, spotting my cell phone. I snatched it up and headed for the door.

	“Where’s Roger?” I asked again. 

	Sarah didn’t have to answer. Roger burst through the door at that very moment and motioned for Sarah to exit. “Thanks Sarah. Please go to the kitchen. They are ready for your statement.”

	Sarah scurried away without another glance in my direction. Roger was in full legal mode, his words clipped and tone forceful. He slid the lock into place on the door and ambled over to his desk. “Melody, please sit. We have a lot to discuss in a very short time. I can’t have you fainting again.”

	I was too overwhelmed to argue.

	“Listen closely and do exactly as I
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