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A wall of heat strikes me as I open the door, and I can barely breathe. Work’s done for another day.

“Damn, Stacey, that’s hot.” Tara’s transition lenses darken.

“Yes, I miss the A.C. already.” I take a swig of my bottled water.

“I can’t wait to get to the community club for a dip in the pool.” She ties her blonde hair atop her head, her bright blue purse flies around from her arm.

“I’m glad you talked me into it. See you there.”

Tara’s heels click on the pavement as she runs across the street to her little red hot-rod.

As I grip the driver-side door handle on my beige 2003 Ford Fusion, I sigh. What else does she do to afford such a sweet ride? Wait, who am I kidding? I’d never waste my money on one of those. There’re more important things to buy.

Tara pulls a U-turn in the middle of traffic, horns honking at her, and she waves while speeding by.

She’ll never grow up.

Ten minutes of driving, and I pull into the parking lot at the club. Tara is standing near the entrance flirting with a handsome hunk with dark-brown hair, and no shirt. He holds a cigarette to her lips, and she takes a drag. So much for quitting...

Before getting out, I take my backpack from the backseat.

Tara perches at the top of the stairs. “There are gorgeous guys inside.”

I laugh. “Including the one you were just flirting with?”

“Exactly. He’s a trainer in the gym and he’s off right away.”

“How do you do that?” I hold the door for her, the scent of chlorine wafts our way.

“Do what? Meet handsome men?”

“No, pick up strays.”

Tara rolls her eyes. “You’ve never approved of my methods.”

“You never know where their ... things ... have been. Aren’t you worried about catching something?”

Tara shrugs as we enter the change room. “If he doesn’t wrap it, I don’t use it. If it’s too small, I put it away. Otherwise I take it for a test drive.”

“You are so crude.” I drop my backpack on the bench and start stripping. “One day, you’ll wake up an old maid. No husband. No kids. All alone with your cats. A cat lady.”

“And one day you’ll wake up and realize you never lived.”

We giggle.

Tara’s bright purple bikini barely hides her intimate parts.

“Did you go shopping again?”

“Of course.” She closes the locker door.

“Is this the right place for it? There are families out there.”

Tara shrugs. “Not in the hot tub.”

“I can’t go in there; low blood pressure.” I slip my things into the locker next to hers.

“I realize that.”

I raise a brow.

“But Curtis can.” She winks.

“Seriously? We came here to swim together. Now I have to go into that massive, indoor pool on my own, knowing you’re getting friendly with a stranger.”

Tara’s expression reflects worry.

“Tara? You okay?”

She smiles, but it seems forced. “Yes, I have to work something out with him.”

“So, he’s not a stranger than?”

“I’d call him a friend by association.”

I place my hands on her shoulders. “Did you cave and make an online dating profile? Haven’t I taught you anything?”

Her eyes widen. “Like you could teach me anything about dating.”

“You make an excellent point.” I release her. “Just do me a favour and keep your legs closed until you get to know him a little better.”

“Like I would open them in a public hot tub.”

“Another wonderful point.”

“I should go, Curtis is waiting for me.”

I nod. “Just be careful.”

Tara winks. “I will, kid. Meet you in the pool after.”

We leave the change room and walk in opposite directions. I glance at my one-piece swimsuit. At least I am decent to be around kids.
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AFTER AN HOUR OF AVOIDING kids in the water, I float on my back, thankful most of the families have gone. It’s peaceful without the crowd. Where’s Tara? Must be one hell of a hot tub session. Male voices echo in the pool area, and I watch two trainers leaving. One of them is Curtis. What the heck? “Hey!”

The men face me, and I swim towards the deck.

“You came in with Tara, didn’t you?” Curtis smiles.

At least he’s wearing a shirt now. “Yes, I’m Stacey.”

“Nice to meet you.” He nods.

The other trainer, with the baseball cap, leaves.

“Likewise. Say, where is she?”

Curtis shrugs. “I left her forty minutes ago.”

“Alone?”

“Yes. She wanted to stay longer. She hasn’t come out yet?”

“Not that I saw.” I push up on the side and head for the towels.

“Are you sure she didn’t rush past and leave without you?”

“I’m positive.” I dry off my face and wrap the towel around my waist. “She was joining me after her ... session with you.”

“Hold on, it wasn’t like that.”

“She told me it would be steamy.” I brush past him and through the hallway. “Tara, you in here?” I poke my head in the change room. “Tara?”

A woman and her daughter are in the room. None of the showers are running. As I continue towards the hot tub area, so does Curtis. Near the door is a small puddle of murky water. Red. The water is red.

Curtis stares at it. “Is that blood?”

“Can’t be.” I push on the door. “Tara?”

The motion censored light flickers on. Tara is facedown in the hot tub, her hair floats, and blood swirls around her from the pressure of the jets. Water is everywhere as though there’s been a struggle.

“Tara.” I slip on the wet tiles, but Curtis catches me.

“Be careful.”

I clamber up the step and reach for Tara.

“I was just with her.” Curtis helps me pull her over the edge. “Who the hell did this?”

We flip her over onto her back, CPR procedures running through my head. A knife sticks out of her chest. “No, Tara.” My heart pounds. As Curtis meets my gaze everything becomes clear. “You. You were with her last.” I stand and rush out the door.

“Wait!” Curtis chases after me. “I didn’t do this, I liked Tara.”

Don’t look back. Through the last set of doors, I reach the front desk. “Dial nine-one-one. Please, hurry.”

The short blonde girl stares back at me. “What?”

“Just give me the phone.” I reach over the desk and pull the phone up on the counter.

“You can’t do that.”

“Just watch me.” I dial 911.

“Stacey, I didn’t do this.” Curtis moves in next to me.

“Don’t you touch me.” I hold out my hand and step back.

“Why would I still be here?” Curtis’s eyes are wide, pleading.

The emergency operator answers my call.

I ramble off the address. “My friend is ... dead. Murdered.”

Curtis is pacing back and forth. “This is insane.”

The blonde girl gapes at me. “Oh, my God, are you serious?”

I roll my eyes. “Aren’t you trained for this? Call security.”

She flinches, picks up an all-way radio and calls them.

“Finally.” The lady on the phone lists instructions on how to flag the crews when they come. “Right. Thanks.” I pass the phone to blondie. “Keep them on the line.” As I rush towards the front doors, security arrives.

A guard stares at Curtis, confusion expressed on his face. “Hey buddy, what’s going on?”

Curtis holds his hands out to the guard. “Mike, I didn’t hurt anyone. I swear.”

The second guard moves to the opposite side of him. “Stay where you are.”

Once outside, I stand on the front steps, waving at the City Police vehicle pulling into the parking lot, their cherries flashing. The cruiser stops, two officers get out and they rush up the stairs.

“I’m Officer Steve Mayer and this is Officer Ken Hill. What happened?”

“My friend Tara. She’s ... gone. Stabbed in the chest. I think a trainer named Curtis did it. Security has him in the entrance.”

An ambulance pulls in behind the cop car. Mayer holds his hand out as though to stop them from getting out.

Hill opens the door, and Mayer and I follow him inside.

Curtis is sitting in a guest chair while Mike and the other guard hover over him.

“That’s him.” I gesture towards Curtis.

“I’ll take this one.” Mayer approaches them.

Hill nods to his partner. “Where’s Tara?”

“Follow me.” I lead him down the hall, avoiding the bloodied puddle. “She’s in there.”

“I’ll go in first.” Hill covers his gun as he enters the room. He kneels over Tara’s body and presses two fingers on her neck, then lifts the radio attached to his uniform. “Mayer, room’s secure. Send them in. Over.” He stands to face me. “I need a statement from you. But we should sit down. You don’t look very good.”

I take a deep breath, as tears stream down my cheeks. I can’t believe she’s gone...
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The drive from Winnipeg to my house in Selkirk seems much longer than just thirty minutes. Inside, I feel empty. Like I’ve left a piece of me behind. I shouldn’t have left you alone with him.

In the driveway, I get out of my car. Each step is surreal, like I’m in a terrible dream. At the backdoor I’m greeted by my furry friend. “Hey, Spike. How’s it going buddy?” His little Bichon puppy paws are chilly against my skin. “Air conditioning on too high for you?”

He scratches on the screen door.

I drop my backpack and clip him on the leash. “I’m later than normal. Hope you didn’t leave mommy a mess to clean. After the day I’ve had, I don’t need anything else to go wrong.”

I lock the house and take Spike to the sidewalk. With the sun setting, the horizon provides a pink fluffy background for all the bright green trees and Selkirk homes. Beautiful view. Peaceful. A memory surfaces, of Tara’s smile and laughter when we left work together. Our giggles at the Community Centre in Winnipeg. The blood puddle, the knife in her chest. I wipe the tears from my face. It all happened so fast. One minute she was there, the next...

A lawnmower turns on and startles me. Spike goes ape-shit.

“Calm down, buddy.” I kneel and pet him. “It’s okay, Spike.” I glance at the yard just ahead where
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