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Dedication

For my husband. Our
adventures together mean everything to me. Thank you for helping me
become the best version of myself. I love you beyond
measure.


PROLOGUE

Akron, OH - 1986

 


They were just children. Milo and
Chester spent the long hot summer of 1986 locked away in a juvenile
detention center. It wouldn’t take long before these two were
inseparable.

Milo was the oldest at thirteen and
this was his second stint in juvie. His first offense was theft,
and no fault of his own—the two older kids he was with were
arrested for armed robbery; he was an accessory, even though he
hadn’t stolen a thing. Once released back into society, continuing
to run with the wrong crowd, it was evident that this would be his
way of life. This time around, he was incarcerated for auto theft,
armed robbery, and assault. One thing he knew for sure, his time
spent initially taught him all about the correctional institution.
He learned how to fly just under the radar, to not be noticed by
the older kids. On occasion, however, he would have to flex his
muscle to show the others who was boss. He wasn’t a bully, but the
best way to keep the bullies off his back would be to stand up to
them. Milo wasn’t a large kid by any means, but he could fight.
This time in the system, he would be in for a while—might as well
establish his territory early on.

Then Chester was admitted to Milo’s
same unit. The scrappy, ginger-headed, ten-year-old walked in with
his shoulders slumped, staring at the ground. Right away Milo knew
this kid would have it rough. His size for one—scrawniest little
thing. But, also, it was how he held himself. He was timid, shy,
and wouldn’t look anyone in the eye. Poor kid. He had no idea what
he’d gotten himself into. The two shared a bunk—Milo on top and
Chester on the bottom. The first night all Milo could hear were
sniffles. Yep, the kid was doomed in a place like this.

A couple nights later, right after
lights out, Chester finally said his first words.

“Whatcha in fer?” the
barely audible voice whispered.

“I stole a car. Mighta beat
someone, too,” Milo whispered back.

“Hey, shut up!” someone in
the next bunk over yelled.

Those were the only words spoken that
night, but it would open a door of friendship for months to
come.

 


One day Chester came back to the bunks
with his face all torn up. Someone definitely used him as a
punching bag.

Milo asked, “Who did that?”

“Ah, no big deal. No one,”
he said with his head down, no eye contact. He felt his face and
already he knew his eye would be swollen shut within the
hour.

“You gotta fight back, ya
know,” Milo said, demonstrating with a few air punches and his face
scrunched up like a tough prizefighter. “I bet it was that wuss,
Tony the phony, huh? I pounded his ass. You tell me and I’ll go
remind him whose friend you are.”

Chester chuckled and glanced up at
Milo. That was the most eye contact the two had during his first
week in the joint, but it was the beginning of the rapport between
them.

Every day was the same routine. They
woke, ate the cafeteria slop, cleaned up, sat in ‘school’, went
outside a couple times a day, and then back to the bunks. They were
kept busy to keep them out of trouble, but that didn’t matter, the
boys in this place were always looking to make trouble. Milo and
Chester stuck together and, for the most part, the older kids
stopped picking on the younger one.

Until one day when Chester went to
shower alone.

“Hey, Howdy Doody! Where’s
your boyfriend?” Tony jeered.

Chester startled, but didn’t look at
the kid, he just kept moving toward the shower.

“Hey! I’m talking to you,
punk. Don’t ignore me!” Tony pushed Chester into the stall door.
“Where’s your boyfriend?”

“Milo’s still asleep,”
Chester’s small voice quivered.

Three more from Tony’s gang appeared
in the doorway. One closed the door, then stood guard. The others,
along with Tony, surrounded Chester and backed him into the corner
of the shower.

“Let’s teach him good.” The
larger, overweight kid pushed him.

Chester fell to the ground, hitting
his head against the tiled wall. Fists began slamming him in the
face before everything went black. Time stopped.

Just outside the bathroom, there was a
loud crash. Then the door sailed open and Milo charged into the
room. Lifting the closest boy to him, Milo thrust him across the
room and then proceeded to do the same with the others, until he
came to Tony.

“Ah, came to rescue your
little boyfriend, did ya?” Tony spat.

“Get away from him now!”
Milo screamed. He was trying to gain the attention of guards he’d
hoped were in the hallway by now.

Tony puffed his chest, posturing. Milo
reached out and grabbed his collar, pulling him in closer and
quickly punching Tony in the face, throwing him against the wall
opposite from Chester. Tony gave up; Milo rushed to Chester. He was
unconscious and splayed out on his stomach with his clothes ripped
off. Blood was everywhere. Milo rolled him over and saw that most
of the crimson was coming from his nose and a head wound. Gently,
he enveloped his friend into his arms.

With his voice cracking, he whispered
into the small boy’s ear, “Why didn’t you wait for me? Why?” He
lifted the limp body and ran for help.

After a day in the infirmary, Chester
was back in the bunkroom.

“Hey, kiddo. You okay?”
Milo asked as he saw the bruised and swollen redhead crawl back
into his bed.

“I’m fine,” he said
quietly.

Milo crawled down out of his bunk,
kneeled onto the floor in front of Chester, and looked the kid in
the eyes. “Those punks will never touch you again, I assure you of
that.”

“Did you get in trouble?”
Chester meekly asked.

“Well, yes. But, not as bad
as the others. Ya know, was told not to fight anymore, got a little
more time, but they understood I was trying to save you. You were
in bad shape, brother.”

Chester’s eyes found the floor again.
He was ashamed. “Thank you, Milo. I’ll never forget what you’ve
done for me here.”

“Hey, no problem kiddo.
You’ll always be a little bro to me.” He slapped the side of
Chester’s arm and hiked back up to his bed.

Neither ever spoke of the incident
again, and no one bothered Chester again before he was released
from detention six months later. Milo had several more years to
serve.

After Chester was on the outside, they
kept in contact, writing letters to one another. Chester was tossed
around between foster homes endlessly and struggled. His letters to
Milo were getting more desperate sounding as the years
passed.

By 1991, Milo was released from the
institution and his juvenile records were sealed. He realized
unless he took action to change things, he would spend the rest of
his life in prison. He decided to join the Army. Although never
truly doing well with authority, he managed to serve his time and
was released honorably. In the years following, he thrived … found
himself a decent job, a wife, and they went on to have three
children. Life couldn’t have been better.

Once Milo left the military in 1996,
he searched for Chester only to discover that he was in
prison—statutory rape. It’d been ten years since Milo last saw his
little friend when he decided to pay him a visit. Chester wasn’t so
“little” anymore. All grown up, he was a strapping six foot tall
and two-hundred pounds. On that visit, Milo learned the full
story.

At eighteen years old, Chester thought
he found the love of his life. He was happy and they were in love.
Come to learn she was only fifteen years old. Her father was livid
when he learned of his daughter’s boyfriend’s checkered history, so
he pressed charges and now Chester was serving time—three years and
a lifetime with ‘rape’ on his record.

Even though Milo was no longer
physically worried about his little buddy, he still offered him
some sound advice.

“Bro, you don’t have long
in here. When you get out, you need to get your life together. I
served in the military—it saved my life. That may or may not be
your calling, but seriously, think about what you’ll do different
when you get out. And, remember, I’m always here for you.” Milo
couldn’t hug Chester in the guarded room, but the look they
exchanged conveyed the same message.

One year later, Chester was released
from prison, but remained on the registered sex offender
list—something he would have to learn to live with. Since his visit
from Milo the previous year, he had joined a men’s Christian
ministry in prison and accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his
savior. This proved instrumental as he assimilated back into
civilian life. Serving on a mission, he moved to Mesa, AZ and met
his future wife at church. Life was finally looking up.

 


* * *

 


Twenty Years Since Juvie
Days

2006

 


Chester’s wife turned up the volume on
their TV. “Ches! Did you hear about this?”

“What!?” he yelled from the
other room. He walked into the living room and stared at
her.

“Look …” She pointed at the
TV, where the perky reporter was handing the story over to another
reporter in Ohio.

Neighbors were horrified
yesterday in the normally quiet Akron suburb when a house abruptly
went up in flames. It has since been learned that firefighters
found a grisly scene—three children and a woman’s remains were
discovered and they’re calling this a homicide. Question is, where
is Milo Robinson? The father, and husband, is nowhere to be found.
Police say he is a person of interest. He is a known outdoor
enthusiast and survivalist. If you’ve seen this man, please call
your local police.

Chester watched in horror. His best
friend—what on earth happened?


CHAPTER ONE

Summer 2020

 


 


My new roommate, Isobel Crenshaw—who
has informed me she prefers her nickname, Bella—was adjusting well
to her new normal. Several months had passed since the ordeal with
leaving her abusive childhood behind. She was diligently working at
weekly psychotherapy and seemed to be doing well.

“Ready for your first day?”
I asked.

“I really appreciate this,
Libby. You and Alexis are so kind giving me a job.” Isobel’s smile
lit up the room. She was excited to get started.

“Hey, you interviewed for
it—we didn’t just ‘give’ it to you,” I reminded, giving her a quick
hug. “Can you let Shadow out one last time? I’ll get us some travel
mugs for our coffee.”

Shadow came bounding into
the room as soon as she heard her name and ‘out’. I grabbed a few
things from the fridge. Several pieces of lunchmeat, a couple
string cheese packets, and an apple. From the pantry, I grabbed the
large container of mixed nuts and then threw everything into my
tote bag. That will have to do for
sustenance today—it’s going to be a busy one! I poured two travel mugs with my favorite coffee blend and
tightened the lids.

“Wow, Shadow has so much
energy this morning!” Isobel commented, laughing as she nearly got
bowled over coming through the back sliding glass door.

“Yeah, I’m not loving the
fact we weren’t able to go on our run this morning. I overslept,
and I have a completely full schedule today.”

I grabbed two treats for Shadow,
locked the back door, and called my canine friend over to her
kennel. “Good girl! I’ll come let you out in a little while. Be
right back,” I said in my best soothing voice as I threw the two
cookies to the rear of the crate. She didn’t look thrilled, but she
did jump right in after those treats.

Isobel and I loaded up in
my silver Toyota 4-Runner and set out for work. My adulthood dream
had always been to own a spa business—and now I’ve done it! Well,
my business partner, Alexis, and I have opened our dream business—the Dharma Inspired
Day Spa. Opened for two years now, but recently the emergence of
the COVID-19 virus had us shut down for nearly six weeks. We made
ends meet by offering home visits for well-known and established
clients. Thankfully, the governor has now cancelled that mandate;
we’re back to business.

“Did you hear that story in
the news last night about a serial rapist in the east valley?”
Isobel asked, breaking into my thoughts as we drove down the
road.

“No. What’s going
on?”

“Well, they said there are
now four women who have reported being attacked … in their bedrooms
during early morning hours.”

“Holy crap. Really?
Here?”

“Mesa, Chandler, and I
think one occurred in Tempe, too. Anyway, just be careful. I know
you love jogging really early in the morning to beat the heat.
Although, I think these are cases of breaking into homes—just be
careful anyway.”

We pulled into the parking lot at the
spa within five minutes of leaving home. Yes, we could even walk
here from home, but not in July. Not in Arizona, it’s simply too
hot.

Isobel surprised me when her left arm
suddenly crossed in front of my face. “What’s that?” She pointed to
the front of the building. It looked like Alexis beat us here; she
was standing out front staring at the glass windows. We parked,
grabbed our stuff, and walked up to the building. On the glass was
painted what could have been gang graffiti, except for the clearly
written ‘LESBOS’ in bright fluorescent pink across the front door.
Didn’t look like any gang graffiti I’d seen in other parts of
town.

“I’ve already called the
police.” Alexis didn’t even look at us, she just kept staring at
the vandalism as she spoke in a monotone voice.

“Wha…What? How…?” I was
stunned at what I saw.

“Hopefully the cameras we
installed caught whoever did this,” she added. Then she turned to
us, “Oh, I’m sorry. Good morning, ladies!” She gave us each a
hug.

“Let’s wait for the police
inside. Have you touched the front door?” I asked
Alexis.

“No. Just got here and I
only pulled out my phone to take photos and make the call.” She
reached into her purse and grabbed a small eyeglass wiping cloth.
“Here, let’s carefully use this to open the door. Don’t touch
anything.”

Once we got inside, the three of us
inspected every room. We checked all the doors, windows and
everything was secure—no one had tried to break in,
thankfully.

The police arrived to take our
statements. They checked the footage from our cameras. Luckily, our
cameras are located inside the building and pointed outward so the
vandals couldn’t get to them. Unfortunately, the lighting was not
great in the front of our building. We could see a shadowy figure,
dressed all in black, and apparently wearing a face mask. The
person was tall, not short and there was not even one bit of
footage that showed the person’s face. The stature led us to
believe it could be a man. But, that was it. Not extremely
helpful.

After the police left, I turned to
Alexis and Isobel, “Let’s get busy cleaning that mess up, customers
will be arriving within the hour.”

“Oh, let me do it, Libby,”
Isobel piped up immediately. “Really, it’s my first day. I’m great
at cleaning. Besides, you two need to get set up for your
clients.”

“I think I’m going to like
this arrangement,” Alexis said with a huge smile.

“Thank you, Isobel. Let me
show you where the cleaning supplies are. After my first client, I
should have more time to get you acquainted at the front
desk.”

 


 


By the time my first session was
completed and I walked my client, Michelle, back to the front desk,
Isobel had the windows perfectly shiny and new. I checked Michelle
out while taking the opportunity to instruct Isobel on our software
and training her how to schedule the next visit. She was a
natural.

“You sure look comfortable
behind the desk,” I commented. “And hey, great job getting those
windows cleaned. They look fantastic!”

“Thanks! I love it here
already—I mean, what’s not to love?” Bella’s eyes shined, showing
her smile clearly even behind her face mask. “Seriously, I’m so
grateful.”

“Follow me, I’ll show you
what needs to be done before the next appointment. If someone walks
in the door, we’ll hear the ding in the back,” I said, as we walked
through the frosted glass doors into the Serenity room.

Alexis’ client was relaxing with her
eyes closed on the plush sofa near the fountain when we walked
through. We stayed quiet until we made our way through the next set
of doors and into the therapy room I had just used. I proceeded to
give Bella the rundown of what she needed to do after each massage:
strip the linens and scour all surfaces with disinfectant
(including doorknobs, light switches, etc.).

“Refill this essential oil
diffuser,” I demonstrated. “And take these linens into the laundry
room, rotating the loads throughout the day.”

“With the virus protocol,
is there anything more that I need to consider when cleaning?” she
asked.

“Great question. Mainly, we
need to disinfect all touch surfaces after each client leaves.
Right now, we’re scheduling appointments with a lot of padding
between so there should never be more than one client in the
Serenity room at a time. We might have a client leaving and one
arriving as you just saw, but in general, there won’t be more than
a couple clients at a time in the building.”

“There’s so much space; I
would think that’s sufficient.”

“Yeah, it’s been working
well. Just remember whenever you aren’t checking someone in or out,
there’s always something to do. Also, in the Serenity room, make
sure there’s always plenty of hot water in the heated carafes and a
nice assortment of herbal teas.”

I left her to start the laundry and I
stepped into the office to double check my schedule. My next client
enjoys Ashiatsu, which is massage that I perform with my bare feet.
No, I don’t walk on people’s backs, but I do stand on the table,
using my feet to obtain a deeper tissue massage. The clients love
this modality, and using multiple methods has definitely helped me
to slow down the effect of repetitive motion strain on my hands. I
checked my watch—one more ninety-minute appointment and then I
could run home to let Shadow outside.

By lunchtime, we were the only three
left in the building so we gathered in the Serenity room on the
floor pillows where each of us stretched out and rested.

“Why on earth would someone
spray paint the front of our business?” Alexis sighed and took
another sip of her herbal tea.

“I thought this was the
good part of Mesa,” Bella observed. “I didn’t think there was crime
on this side of town.”

“I think there’s crime
everywhere, but generally, I haven’t had any issues since moving to
the east valley.” I set my mug down on the coffee table. “Oh,
shoot, I’ve gotta go let Shadow out.”

“Is she allowed to be here
at the spa?” Bella asked.

“Oh yes, I usually do have
her here when I don’t have so many back-to-back
sessions.”

“I’ll watch her if you want
to bring her back with you,” Bella suggested.

“Ok, she’d
love that! I’m outta here
… see you in a few.”

 


* * *

 


Shadow was beyond ready to be rescued.
She came bounding out and we headed straight for the back door. She
ran immediately to the far end of the wall, where she began her
usual reconnaissance of our backyard. The entire perimeter was
thoroughly inspected, especially the back gate that led to the
front yard. Once she had done her business and was satisfied that
all was secure, we played ball for a few minutes. She’s so fast
that she’s generally right under the ball by the time it gets to
the other end of the small backyard. So, recently, I’ve started to
fake the throw. She gets all the way to the other end, then I toss
it behind me so she has to run the length of the yard again. My
girl loves this game—the smile on her face as she runs for the ball
is priceless.

The other thing she absolutely loves
is a car ride and an afternoon greeting customers at the spa. Bella
and Shadow have bonded quite nicely since she moved in so this
should work great when I’m in a session with a client—Bella will
definitely have a shadow wherever she goes.

Alexis was at the front desk assisting
Bella when we walked in the front doors.

“Shadow! Sweet girl!”
Shadow found her way around the counter and relished all the love
she got from my friends. Looking up at me and then over to Bella,
Alexis said, “How about you guys come over for dinner tonight? I
have some salmon and lots of fresh produce for a big
salad.”

“Sounds perfect. What
time?” I asked. Bella nodded her head in agreement as
well.

“I think we’re both out of
here around six, right? Let’s say seven then?” We all agreed and
then went about the rest of our day.

 


 


We pulled up to the Johnson’s house
right at seven. They lived in a nice neighborhood southwest of
where our spa was. Their light gray stucco house with pillars at
the front door and beautiful desert landscape all around was
customary for the area.

“Libby!” JJ gave me a huge
hug after he opened the door. “Great to see you, ladies. Good
evening, Bella.” He moved out of the doorway and we walked through
into the large great room and kitchen area where Alexis was already
pouring the Sauvignon Blanc.

“Aunt Libby!!!” Joshua came
running in from the other room and jumped into my arms. I loved and
kissed on my godson and then set him back to the floor, where he
ran off and jumped onto the sofa, grabbing his game console. Bella
followed him and asked if she could play. He got really excited
that an adult would have any interest in his game.

“So, what’s been going on
in your world, JJ?” I asked as I took a sip of wine.

“Oh, you know … just trying
to keep law and order. All in a day’s work.” He laughed and
followed me to the breakfast bar where we sat and helped Alexis
chop vegetables.

“Honey, don’t be so modest.
Tell Libby the great news,” Alexis coaxed him to share.

“Well, nothing is for
certain. They have me working with the homicide detectives, looking
to solve a fourteen-year-old murder that occurred in Akron,
OH.”

“Ohio? Why would a Mesa
police officer be working on a murder in Ohio?” I asked.

“It’s a cold case and
they’re considering me for a detective position. This particular
case has come back to light because there have been several recent
sightings of the suspect in Arizona. Why they picked me? I have no
idea.”

The look Alexis gave her
husband said it all. “Oh, love, you truly don’t know what we all
value in you, do you? You are the hardest working, most ethical and
upstanding officer in this community. I know I’m biased, but your fellow
officers and superiors continually sing the same praise, too.” She
blew him a kiss across the countertop.

He blushed. “It would be really cool
if I got promoted to detective, wouldn’t it?”

“JJ, I think all of this is
fantastic! And deservedly so.” I reached over and gave a little
side hug.

From the sofa, Joshua starting
chanting, “Dad is great! Dad is great!” Bella was laughing and
doing a little dance sitting in place.

Alexis came around the counter and
stood in front of her husband who was still sitting on the high-top
stool. She reached her hands on either side of his light brown
crew-cut hair, gently massaging his temple area. “Well, I
definitely think a promotion is a great thing. I’m proud of you
whether or not you get it. However, I am a little concerned whether
this type of case will take you away from home more often. And, I
do worry about how they will take their toll on you. Mentally.” She
brought his head closer and gently kissed his forehead.

“Ahhh, you two are way too
sweet. Gag!” I mimicked shoving my finger down my throat. Laughing,
I topped off our wine, and then followed JJ outside as he took the
salmon to the barbecue grill.

“How’s Greg? Talked to him
recently?” JJ asked about my new forest ranger friend. Ok,
boyfriend. We are
classifying ourselves as such these days. Although it has taken
awhile, we have moved beyond the friend stage and are now in the
early developments of a relationship.

“He’s super busy right now
with fire season. You know, there are now four different fires in
the region? Terrifying, I tell you. And, maddening. I’m so tired of
learning that unmanned campfires are the cause.” The heat flushed
my cheeks.

“Oh, wow. I heard of the
one close to Show Low, but didn’t realize there were others. That’s
gotta be tough. But, you know, there’s nowhere he’d rather be than
helping the community, right?”

I agreed. “Definitely. He’s right
where he’s supposed to be.”

“The salmon is ready. Let’s
go eat.” JJ smiled and we headed back inside.

We gathered at their dining table and
loaded our plates with fresh salad and a piece of salmon each. I
was surprised to see the five-year-old enjoying it too. I don’t
know a whole lot about kids, but I can tell you that my sister’s
children would never touch fish.

“What type of marinade is
this on the salmon?” Bella asked Alexis.

“I put together a hot-honey
glaze. Let’s see, I whisked together honey, sriracha, whole mustard
seed, and soy sauce.”

“Delicious!” I managed to
say as I enjoyed another bite.

“Libby told us you’re
starting school soon, what are you taking?” JJ asked
Isobel.

“Yes! I’m very excited. I
decided I want to get certified as an EMT and the East Valley
Institute of Technology has a 16-week course there.”

“And you were able to
qualify for a grant, isn’t that right?” I added.

“Yep, it was something my
therapist told me about so I applied, got accepted, and now I start
classes shortly.”

“Libby and I did our
massage therapy certification at that school, too,” Alexis added.
Then she looked to JJ, “I told you, Bella is helping us at the spa
now, too, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, you did. How’s
that coming along, Bella?” JJ asked.

“First day was great!” she
said, but then her face took a turn. “Except for the graffiti
tagged on the building. What is that about anyway? I don’t
understand people who damage property by writing on it. It’s never
made sense to me.”

“Oh, by the way … Officer
McLaughlin was the one who filed that report. I was talking to him
during break today and I guess they weren’t able to tell much from
the camera. That’s disappointing, I thought we got those hung where
they’d be most effective at the door.” JJ set his glass down and
helped himself to more salad before continuing. “Let’s look at that
tomorrow and I’ll get some better lighting installed.”

“I’m just praying it was a
one-time incident—punk kids who will move on to a different area. I
don’t think we have any reason to believe we were specifically
targeted, do you?” I asked Alexis.

“I hope not. Then again,
what was ‘Lesbos’ about?” She turned to JJ. “That’s what was
written. Well, there were other symbols or markings, but that’s the
only part legible.”

“That’s odd. Maybe whoever
did it knows two women own the spa and are making assumptions?”
JJ’s eyebrows arched upward in question.

“Who knows? Let’s just pray
it doesn’t happen again.”

“That reminds me, Lib,
please be careful jogging in the morning.” JJ looked at me
pointedly. I set my glass down. “There have been several
incidents lately. I’ll
give you more details after little man here goes
night-night.”

“Oh! Right. Bella was
saying something about that earlier.” Both Bella and I exchanged a
look, remembering the newscast she had heard about a serial rapist
in the east valley. “Yep, I do carry pepper spray and try to stay
aware of my surroundings. I’ll be careful.”

Out of the blue, Joshua piped up
smiling really big. “I go to school. I go to Miss Gartner’s class.
We color. We play. I no work.” We all laughed at the seriousness in
how he described his class. It was obvious that he had waited his
turn from when we mentioned Bella going to school. So adorable, and
he loved being part of adult conversation, so we asked all about
his teacher and what they were learning in pre-school. I took a sip
of my wine as I watched everyone interacting. I just love this
family—Alexis and JJ are very engaging parents. They are incredible
friends. If I could do it the way they are, I might even consider
doing this parenting thing someday. As it is for now, I love my
life exactly as it is.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


A few days later, still no update from
the police, but business was back to busy—almost pre-pandemic
level.

“Hey Alexis,” Bella said as
she walked into the office later that evening, “I got the laundry
done, folded, and linens are stored in the cabinet. Front register
is shut down. I’ve disinfected everything. Unless you need anything
else, I’m going to head out. First night of classes.”

“Oh, wow, bet you’re
excited. No, I’m just about done here myself and will be headed
out, too. Enjoy class and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Ok, goodnight,” Bella
yelled as she disappeared through the door.

Five minutes later, the door chime
sounded. Alexis was alone. She was typing entries in her
bookkeeping software when there was another chime. Expecting to see
Bella coming through the door again, she was shocked to see a large
masked man.

Alexis immediately stood up. “We’re
closed.” When it was obvious he wasn’t going to stop, she started
frantically searching for a possible weapon. “What do you
want?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled
out a gun as he rushed forward, lunged, and grabbed her arm. “Good.
Then we have the place all to ourselves.” The sneer in his voice
sent chills through her body. His piercing green eyes were pure
evil.

“What do you want? You can
have the cash from the register … come, let’s go get it.” She
calmly tried to distract him, even though her heartbeat skyrocketed
and her palms became clammy.

“Shut up! You whore!” he
screamed, and pushed her into one of the massage rooms, slamming
her to the table.

“Wh…what? Why?” she cried,
as she scrambled to sit up.

“You move in here and soil
our neighborhood! This, this … sex business. You whores will
pay!”

“We … it’s … not a sex
business. We’re therap…”

“SHUT UP!” he screamed
directly into her face. “You are the scourge of the earth. YOU are
defiling our neighborhood and we want you to shut this business
down.”

“Ok. Ok. I understand.”
She’d do anything at this point to calm him. “Just let me go. I
promise we ….”

“CLAM IT! Only I do the
talking around here, got it?” She nodded her head and lowered her
eyes. He pointed the gun at her right temple “First, you are going
to perform your therapy on me.” He spat.

Alexis’ pulse increased. She couldn’t
catch her breath and tears started flowing down her cheeks. Knowing
better than to say anything else, she just sat there. The masked
man started taking off his black long-sleeved shirt. She briefly
looked up and saw that he had a large decorative cross tattooed
over his left pectoral.

“Well? Don’t you have to
get some oil or something? Get moving! I want one of your best
massages—Now!”

She slowly got up and carefully moved
toward the cabinet and sink. Just as she was opening the cabinet to
get the lotion, she swore she heard the front door chime. Alexis
looked over at him to see—had he heard it?

He was glaring at her; his back was to
the doorway. “What? What is taking so long, you slutty nig…” At the
very moment he was shouting obscenities at her, Shadow appeared
from nowhere. Growling with her teeth bared, the big dog jumped at
him, knocking the intruder to the table. His gun fell to the floor.
Panicking, he grabbed the gun and his shirt, and bolted out of the
room. Shadow chased him right out of the building.

“Alexis!” I yelled out when
I didn’t find her in the office. Shadow’s bark was urgent,
unmistakable that something was very wrong.

Who was that? Someone just
ran out the back door!

“Libby!! In here!” Alexis
was breathless, struggling to scream. All the stress suddenly
rendering her weak. “Libby!”

I found Alexis on the floor in the
therapy room. She was crumpled up, hugging her knees, crouched into
the far corner near the cabinetry. Shadow was sitting right next to
her trying to lick her tears.

“Are you okay?” She nodded
her head.

“Call 9-1-1. Make sure all
the doors are locked, Libby.”

I dialed as I ran to the back door. It
was closed and required a key to unlock from the outside so we were
safe there. With my heart racing, I ran to the front door and
cautiously looked through the window outside



































cover.jpg
T — OF

IENNIFER J. MORGAN





