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      I sat at the table as I crushed the arsenic crystals with my mortar and pestle. My latex-glove-covered hands moved in rhythm as I wondered how I even knew that arsenic was the poison to use for killing the men who had rejected me. Once the crystals were crushed, I placed the powder into several small, glass pill bottles, measuring each dose to three grams.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes. Frustration had grown with seeing that bitch get what she wanted. No one even cared who she hurt in the meantime. She thought of only herself, and I was sick of it. It was time someone taught her a lesson. If life had taught me anything, it was that I couldn’t sit back and expect a man to materialize on my doorstep. If you wanted the perfect man—the romantic life you thought you deserved—you had to flirt that man right into your life. Beautiful women had a habit of taking those men away without even trying.

      I don’t know how  I instinctively knew that this drug would have excellent results… where did that come from… and could be the one that kept me from getting caught.

      My thoughts continued to hatch a plan of revenge. There were many, men and women, who had done enough to hurt me, and I wouldn’t stand for it anymore. I intended to fight back and put them where they belonged. And if I could damage her in the meantime, that would be the icing on the cake.

      I reached for the wooden box on the table and flipped open the cover. Multiple gold wedding rings lay inside. They were for the perfect men in my life. One by one, I would find a man and make him mine… until death do us part… how short that may ever be. I smiled as I fingered the rings and allowed my mind to drift to all the romantic stories I read and how much I wanted that in my life. My father had kept me from living a life full of romance, never allowing me to wear makeup or dress attractively. His warped sense of “men won’t molest women who aren’t attractive” had driven me nuts, and the longing for love and romance in my life just increased despite his best-laid efforts to shield me from men.

      I stood and slipped into my pocket a small vial of the powder. It was time to pick up my honey’s coffee, as was my habit. Lately, he had been pulling away. He had told me he and his wife were not getting along. I also knew that he saw that bitch for events; I was furious that he would not take me! Apparently, I was good enough for sex, but nothing else. He went on and on about the intelligent conversations he had with her.

      By the time I reached the coffee stand, I was fuming with the unfairness of my life and my efforts going unnoticed with Sam. I ordered two coffees and moved to the side to add cream and sugar. In Sam’s coffee, I added two creams and one sugar, as well as the powder from the vial in my pocket. I stirred them and was pleased to see how well it dissolved in the hot liquid, then strolled toward his office, slyly smiling.

      “Mr. Porter is unavailable,” his secretary greeted me as I strolled into the office.

      “That’s okay,” I answered. “I’ll just leave this for him.” I set the coffee on her desk. She nodded and smiled, assuring me he would get it.

      I left the office and turned toward home. I needed to change and get ready to meet a friend for drinks. My heart raced with anticipation of when I would hear that Sam Porter was dead. I had planned it out to the minute on my end, but it all hinged on him drinking his coffee. He was a creature of habit and always had coffee before he met with her. It would be hard to explain a death in her presence.
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        * * *

      

      Sara opened the door and saw Sam standing outside, leaning heavily against the doorframe. She immediately reached for him.  “What’s wrong?” He looked pale, and she feared he couldn’t stand on his own.

      “Not feeling well. On the way over here, my stomach got really queasy.”

      Sara helped him to the couch and placed a pillow behind his head. She grabbed a trash can and placed it next to him. “Let me get you some water.” 

      With a glass of water in one hand and a bottle of ibuprofen and one of antacids in the other; she returned to the living room. Sam was lying on his side on the couch in a fetal position, holding onto his stomach. Before she could hand him the glass of water, he started vomiting. Sara dropped the glass and bottles, reached for the trash can, and held it while Sam hurled the contents of his stomach. By the time he finished, sweat poured off him. 

      “I should head home.” Sam attempted to stand, but he suddenly clutched his chest. He quickly went down to the floor.  Sara dropped beside him and grabbed his shoulders.

      “Sam… Sam…” She shook him.

      No response.

      Sara jumped up, ran to the table to grab her cellphone, and punched in 9-1-1. 

      “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

      “I need an ambulance at 412 Garden Terrace in Deep River. There’s a man here I think is having a heart attack.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Sara Wesley.”

      “Is this your residence, ma’am?”

      “Yes, please hurry.”

      “What can you tell me about the man that needs medical assistance?”

      “His name is Sam Porter. He’s forty-five years old.”

      “Hold on while I dispatch an ambulance.” Sara sat there holding Sam’s hand while she waited for the operator to come back on. “Sara, are you with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, the ambulance is four minutes out.”

      Everything became a blur from the moment the ambulance arrived and Sara let in the paramedics. She stood to the side of the room while they worked on Sam. By the time they’d arrived, he was barely breathing. They loaded him into the ambulance.

      “Can I follow?” Sara asked. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do and felt she should call Sam’s wife, but that would be an awkward conversation.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the attendant called over his shoulder as he closed the ambulance door.
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        * * *

      

      Sara was pacing in the waiting room of the hospital when Sam’s wife walked in. Two police officers followed directly behind her. Apparently, the police had gone and told her what had happened. Sara slid into a chair. She hoped the wife did not see her while she walked to the receptionist and asked to speak to the doctor treating her husband.

      Sara slowly stood and inched her way toward the door.

      “Wait!” the wife called out just as Sara had almost exited the room.

      She froze. The policeman moved to the doorway as Mrs. Porter approached Sara.

      “Were you with him?” she demanded.

      Sara nodded. “He had just arrived at my place, and he said he wasn’t feeling well, even before he got there.”

      “Right.” The woman sneered at Sara, then politely acknowledged the police officer, who stepped up next to Sara.

      “Miss, can we speak outside, please?” The officer’s voice was soft, but firm.

      “Of course,” Sara managed to say and turned to walk in front of him. She glanced back, but Sam’s wife was already headed for a chair to sit in. Sara walked outside and faced the police officer.

      “Ma’am, Mr. Porter has passed, and I would like you to come with me to the police station for questioning.”

      “I didn’t do anything to him.”

      “Please ma’am.” The police officer gestured to the door.

      Sara shrugged. “I have nothing to hide. Can I drive my car and follow you?”

      “Yes.”

      Sara turned without a word and strode to her car. This was ridiculous. What more could she possibly tell them? The way that the police had followed Sam’s wife into the hospital, surely the woman must have accused her of something. Sara paused with her hand on the door handle. Sam passed. Sam’s dead. The realization hit hard, and she leaned against the car, tears filling her eyes. Sam was gone, just like that.

      The police car drove up beside her. “You all right?” the officer called through his open passenger window.

      “Yes.” Sara opened the door. “I’ll follow you,” she said and slipped into the car.
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      Dawson grabbed the folder off his desk and headed to interrogation room one. The person he was about to question had been with the victim. He peeked at the folder and saw the name, Sara Wesley. He opened the door and stepped in. The woman stood with her back to him, looking out the window. She turned slowly and Dawson stopped in his tracks.

      “Sara?” The word felt like sandpaper on his throat.

      She tentatively smiled. “Hi, Wes.”

      He threw the folder on the table and stared at her. With a shake of his head, he tried to reign in control. “Hi, Wes. After all these years, that is what you have to say to me?”

      “I told you I was fine. You just kept being pigheaded and roaming the streets. No one asked you to do that.”

      Dawson scoffed. “Yes, wouldn’t want anyone to actually show they care about you. I guess when you walked out on everyone, you walked out for good.” He ran his fingers through his hair, trying to find something to do with his hands when all he wanted to do was throttle her.

      “It wasn’t like that, Wes, and you know it.” Her voice was soft.

      “Have a seat, Ms. Wesley, is it? Not Dawson?” He slid into a chair, ignoring her last comment.

      “I choose to go by Wesley instead of Dawson. It’s a name that has special meaning to me.” She took the chair across from him.

      Dawson ignored her. “So, you were with the victim. What’s your connection to him?”

      “We see each other occasionally. He hires me to attend functions with him when his wife is unavailable.”

      Dawson looked up at her. “You work as a prostitute?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Her voice rose an octave. “I am not a prostitute. You, of all people, should know me better than that.”

      “I don’t know you at all.” He flipped a sheet in the folder. “How long have you been selling yourself for money?”

      He raised his eyes to meet hers. He knew he sounded cold and like a jerk, but he was mad. He would be damned if she thought she could be a suspect for a murder and believe he’d just walk in there, forgive everything, and be on her side. He had a job to do and did not want to be bothered by dealing with hookers.

      Sara stood up fast, and the chair fell back to the floor with a thud. “I don’t sell my body for money. I work as an escort. The men I am with, I provide a service to keep them company. We go out to dinner—I attend functions with them. There is not an agreement for sex.” She turned back toward the window, muttering “you prick,” under her breath.

      Dawson easily heard her and couldn’t help but allow a small smile to flicker. He had gotten under her skin. She was still the hot-tempered sister he used to needle when they were younger. “I’m just doing my job,” he said as his smile faded, “and yes, sometimes being a prick is part of it.”

      She spun around, wide-eyed. “I didn’t call you a—”

      “Yes, you did.” He stood and grabbed the folder. “Just sit tight.”

      He left the room before she could say another word and strode to his desk. He reached for his phone to call Ali, but before he could even start, she walked in.

      “Hey. I heard there was a suspect already.”

      Dawson shook his head. “You have impeccable timing. You will never guess who the suspect is.”

      She quizzically tilted her head at him. “Do I need to guess?”

      “Sara.” The word hung between them as Ali stared at him and Dawson watched her.

      “Oh, I don’t suppose your first meeting between the two of you went well.” She smiled. “I can only imagine your reaction to seeing her. Did you lose it on her for not actually talking to you instead of just leaving notes?”

      Dawson rolled his eyes. “Why would you assume I would lose it?” He placed his right hand over his heart. “I am always the kind soul that puts others first.”

      Ali burst into laughter. “Yeah, okay. I’m sorry. Who are you and where is my darling boyfriend?”

      “Whatever.” Dawson pulled her close for a quick hug. “Want to come back in and talk to her with me? Have you started the autopsy yet?”

      “Yes, and no.” Sara smiled. “Yes, I want to meet her and listen in on the interrogation, and no, I haven’t started the autopsy yet. Tomorrow morning.”

      Dawson tilted his head. “Come on then.”

      They proceeded back to the interrogation room and when they entered, they found Sara sitting at the table, waiting.

      Sara stood. “You must be Ali.”

      Ali nodded. “Hi, Sara.”

      “This isn’t a social visit,” Dawson broke in.

      Sara turned toward him. “Of course not.” She slid back into the chair. “Can we at least be civil while we do this?”

      Dawson sat down. “Not sure civil is part of my job.”

      Ali glared at him. “Well, since you are a public servant, I would say it is exactly part of your job.”

      Dawson grimaced. “Fine.” He turned his attention to Sara. “Please state your full legal name, and how you became known as the name you use now, as well as any other aliases you have.”

      “Sara Dawson. I started using Sara Wesley shortly after I left home, mostly because I hoped it would throw my family off from finding me. I opened my escort business shortly after my boyfriend and I broke up.”

      “And when was that?” Dawson didn’t look at her but was busy taking notes.

      “About six months after I left home.”

      He glanced up at those words. “And how long have you known the victim?”

      “About three years. I started working with him to go to functions that his wife couldn’t attend with him, like I said. We enjoyed each other’s company, and it just continued from there. We would go out to dinner, occasionally a movie, but a lot of times, we just hung out and talked.”

      “And what are your rates for these services?”

      Dawson could feel Ali’s eyes on him. He knew she didn’t approve of his questions, and they weren’t totally necessary, but Dawson needed more information about her life the past few years.

      “Is that really important to the case?” Sara asked.

      Dawson just looked up and stared at her—face completely neutral—and waited.

      “I have an hourly rate and it depends on the client. He was a long-time client, so he paid  two hundred and fifty dollars an hour. My newer clients pay upwards of  five hundred dollars an hour.”

      “Sounds like prostitution to me,” Dawson muttered.

      Ali touched his arm and Dawson sat back. He knew what Ali was doing, and she was right, of course. He was being a jerk because he was angry with his sister. Ali always had that effect on him… she knew what he needed when he needed it, and how to force him to take a break and think without telling him to do it.

      “He didn’t feel well when he got to my place,” Sara said in almost a whisper. “When I opened the door, he was leaning against the frame, holding his stomach. He had been there long when he said he wasn’t feeling that great and was tingly all over. He laid down on the couch. I put a cold compress on his head, hoping to help. Almost immediately he said he didn’t feel well, he started vomiting. He got up to head to the bathroom, grabbed his chest and fainted. That’s when I called 9-1-1. It took them about ten minutes to get there. He never regained consciousness and apparently died before they got him to the hospital.” Her voice cracked as she finished speaking, tears filling her eyes.

      “Apparently?” Ali asked.

       “I found out at the hospital from the police officer who asked me to come here that he had passed. No one at the hospital would tell me anything.”

      Dawson pushed the box of tissues on the table toward her.

      “Thank you.” She pulled one from the box and blotted her eyes.

       “Where were you before he showed up?” Dawson asked.

        “I was with my friend, Evie. Evelyn Lancaster. We had gone out for a drink at the Fuzzy Navel. We walked back to my place where she had left her car about ten minutes before he arrived. Evie left me at the front door as she continued on to her car in the parking lot, and I went upstairs. Sam and I had nothing to eat or drink. He immediately said he didn’t feel good and just wanted to lie down before he went home. We were going to cancel the evening.”

      “I will need Evie’s number and address so I can contact her to corroborate your story.”

      “Okay.”

      Dawson looked at Ali and raised an eyebrow in question. She shook her head.

      “You are free to go, but make sure you stick around town and be available if we have more questions.”

      “I will.” Sara stood. “Wes, I’m sorry.”

      He appraised her and gave a small nod before opening the door to let her pass through.

      Dawson glanced over at Ali, still sitting at the table. “What do you think?” He walked back to the table and sat down, facing her.

      “I think you were a little tough on her,” Ali said.

      “Not what I meant. Did she do it?”

      “Wes…” Ali’s voice was soft, and her hand reached for his. “You can’t ignore this. She’s your sister.”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. “I know. I’m just so mad at her for the way she acts, so blasé about this.” He looked at Ali. “Was I truly not supposed to search for my sister?”

      Ali just stared at him in a way he knew well. There was no right answer to this. Sara probably would have been upset if he hadn’t looked. By the notes she had left for him, it seemed Sara wanted a connection with him as much as he had wanted it, but neither of them knew how to go about reconnecting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ali walked into the morgue early. It had been a long night. She and Wes had talked long into the night about how best to proceed with Sara. Wes wanted to walk away and ignore her, “two can play that game,” he had said. Ali smirked. Sometimes he was so stubborn, she just didn’t know what to say to him.

      They had finally agreed that he would take some time to process just seeing her again, and then maybe the three of them could meet for dinner and just talk. Ali wasn’t sure what Wes thought taking some time meant, but she didn’t want him to get totally wrapped up in this recent case and ignore Sara for the next year. In her mind, a few weeks was plenty of time.

      She donned her scrubs and entered the autopsy room. She pulled out the body of Sam Porter from the locker and slid the corpse onto a gurney. As she prepared him for the autopsy, she focused in on her job. She loved this part of it. Hated the paperwork, but the autopsies—finding out the reason someone had died—that brought her joy.

      She did the initial visual of the outside of his body before picking up the scalpel to begin the Y incision. Her movements were slow and precise as she cut open the body, then cut away the ribs. Once she exposed the organs, she removed them, placed them on a separate table, and began looking at each organ separately, taking samples and pictures of them. As she opened the stomach, the red, velvety appearance stopped her. She grabbed her camera and took pictures, recording her notes as she continued through each step.

      By the time Ali finished the autopsy, she was exhausted. She carefully sewed up the incision on the body and pushed it back into the locker. The body wouldn’t be able to be released for at least a few days. She needed to get ahold of Wes, and he would not like this.

      The victim’s wife accused Sara of killing Sam because he intended to break it off with her that night. She was very adamant that Sam had been afraid to cut ties, as she stated, “this girl, he realized, had a very vindictive streak and just wanted to get away from her.” That had put Wes in a tough spot, wanting to—although mad at her—protect her at all costs. The autopsy would not look good for Sara.

      Ali changed out of the scrubs and settled behind her desk. She quickly typed up the notes from the autopsy. She hit save and sat back. She dreaded the text to Wes, but she picked up her phone and typed a message: 

      Autopsy shows poison. Intentional by the amount of damage to the organs.

      She continued through the day with paperwork, waiting to hear from Wes. Her conclusion for his silence was one of two options: he either had allowed his phone to go dead—which has happened before—or he was ignoring it, trying to figure out how Sara was tied to it.

      She packed up early and was just getting all her things together when she heard a voice clear from the doorway. She turned slowly and found Wes grinning at her.

      “Do you have a charger?” he meekly asked.

      Ali shook her head in disbelief. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Laughter bubbled out of Wes as he came toward her. “Yes. I remembered to charge my phone last night. I got your message.”

      Ali punched him in the arm. “And you didn’t respond all day?”

      Wes pulled her close and just held her for a moment. “It’s been a long day.”

      “Fill me in.” Ali moved back toward her chair, but Wes stopped her.

      “Let’s go for a walk. I could use some fresh air.” Wes reached for her, and they strolled out of the morgue hand in hand.

      They walked in silence for a couple of blocks and found themselves in Harris Park, a modest park with benches, a small field for kids to play ball, and some swings to the side with a slide. It was a great park for families with little children, but today it was empty, except for a couple of moms with their babies in strollers as they walked the perimeter of the park. Wes and Ali stopped at a bench off to the side and sat down.

      Ali waited for Wes to talk. She had learned when she first met him that he talked on his own terms and always needed a few minutes to compose his thoughts when there was a big conversation coming. She watched the young moms and a wistful feeling tugged at her heart. Some day, she kept telling herself, someday she would have her own child. She pulled herself out of her thoughts and turned toward Wes.

      He was watching her.  Her cheeks warmed and undoubtedly pinked, but she smiled. “You ready to tell me about your day?”

       He glanced toward the moms pushing the strollers, then back at Ali. He seemed puzzled, but Ali didn’t say a word and just sat there, attentive to him. He cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking about Sara and last night. I don’t know what to think. She seemed genuinely upset when she talked about Sam being dead, but is she just a talented actress?”

      Ali waited.

      Wes rubbed his hand down his face as if to rub away any doubt he had. “I don’t know, Ali. And now you’re saying Sam was poisoned.”

      “Yes. Arsenic. What I couldn’t tell is if it was a long-term exposure to it, or if it was one large dose.”

      “What would happen if it was over time?”

      Ali thought for a moment. “Well, the stomach findings would be the same as far as color, etc. The nails would be pitted, and his weren’t. He would have been having more GI distress at a lesser intensity. If I had to guess, I would say it was a onetime dosage. Which…” Ali paused, trying to soften her next words. “Which could mean that Sara gave it to him, and Sam was actually at her house longer than what she said, or someone poisoned him before he got to her house.”

      “Which means I need to figure out his steps before he arrived at her place,” Wes concluded.

      Ali smiled. He was stepping into a protective-brother role and trying to prove Sara innocent. She just hoped Sara didn’t prove him wrong for believing in her.
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      Sara staggered from the bed as the knocking got increasingly louder, the longer she took to open the door.

      She pulled it open to see her best friend, Evie, standing there. “What took you so long?” Evie asked as she pushed into the apartment. “You look like hell, girl.”

      Sara groaned. “Coffee?”

      “Please.”

      “Fine. Wait until I tell you about last night!” Sara yelled from the kitchen as she brewed two cups of coffee. Thank God for a Keurig and the quickness of how she got her caffeine fix. She walked into the living room with the two mugs and handed one to Evie. Sara plopped down at one end of the couch.

      “What happened?” Evie said, sitting on the other end. She glanced around. “What’s that smell?”

      Sara grimaced. “Vomit.”

      “Are you sick?” Evie eyed her.

      Sara shook her head. “Sam was here last night. He was sick…” Repeating what happened tore her up. She took a sip of coffee to hide the emotion from Evie. “He didn’t make it. I don’t know if he had a heart attack or what, but I was told at the hospital that he had died.”

      Evie sat forward. “Are you kidding?”

      “Why would I kid about that?” Sara snapped.

      “Just an expression.” Evie sat back, her free hand up in front of her, obviously warding off Sara’s snippiness. “Do they know what caused it?”

      “I don’t know. No one at the hospital would tell me anything, and
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