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CHAPTER 1

	 

	I had just wrapped up a report for a client when I heard the front door creak open, followed by footsteps approaching my office. Instinctively, I reached for the gun tucked away in my desk drawer, keeping it close at my side. Moments later a woman stood before me, clearly upset.

	“Are you alright?” I said, as I slid my gun back in my drawer.

	“No, I need to speak with you immediately. Please, I don’t have an appointment, but it’s urgent. My daughter is missing,” she said, her voice trembling.

	“Let’s sit, Ms…”

	“It’s Mrs. Dorothy Peterson.”

	“Can I offer you something to drink?” 

	“Maybe some water. My throat is dry.” I filled up a glass of water and handed it to her. 

	“Were you referred by someone?”

	“I don’t remember. Does that matter?” she replied, her hands twisting nervously on her lap. 

	Mrs. Peterson appeared to be in her fifties, her small brown eyes reflecting a mix of concern and determination. Her pointed chin gave her a distinctive profile, while her mousy, curly brown hair was cropped short in an unflattering hairstyle.

	“No, just curious. I don’t get many walk-ins.”

	“I apologize if I seem a bit anxious; this is my first time speaking with a private investigator. As I mentioned, my daughter is missing and I’m absolutely frantic. I desperately need your help.”

	“I understand this must be incredibly difficult for you. Why don’t you start from the beginning and fill me in?”

	Mrs. Peterson took a deep breath.

	“My daughter Katie recently called and left a message on my answering machine that I regret missing. When I got home it was too late to return her call. The next morning when I tried to reach her, I was disappointed when it went straight to voicemail.”

	“What did the message say?”

	She played the message for me, her hands fumbling with the phone. “Mom, I’m going away for a few days. I need time to think about my marriage. I’ll be in touch.” Mrs. Peterson had tears in her eyes as she listened to the message. 

	“I’ve tried calling her back several times but she hasn’t answered.”

	“What do you think your daughter’s message meant?”

	“Katie and her husband separated a few months ago. Maybe she’s having doubts now,” Mrs. Peterson said.

	“Did she initiate the separation?”

	“Yes. I thought it was a mistake, but she wouldn’t listen to me.” She paused, staring off into the distance. “I went over to her apartment yesterday thinking something might be wrong, but she wasn’t home.”

	“Why do you think something may have happened to her?”

	“It was her voice,” she said softly. “I know my daughter, and something’s not right. Katie’s a teacher, and she wouldn’t just leave her students. It’s not like her to do something so impulsive. I don’t understand why she didn’t confide in me,” she said, looking bewildered. 

	I had no idea if Mrs. Peterson was overreacting, but decided to keep that to myself.

	“So, she never hinted that she planned to go away for a few days?”

	“No, I would have remembered that,” she said, frustrated.

	“How long ago did she leave the message?”

	“It was last Friday.” 

	“You said you went over to her apartment. Was there anything you noticed that was different from the last time you were there?” 

	“Nothing that I can recall. I was so worried about Katie, my mind wasn’t on anything else.”

	“That’s understandable. Did you speak to any of her friends?”

	“I only know her best friend Gail, and she hasn’t heard from her in the past few days.”

	“What about her husband? Was she in touch with him?”

	“I have no idea. She doesn’t really talk about him. The last time I spoke with Paul, he mentioned he hadn’t seen or talked to Katie in quite some time.”

	“How long ago was that?”

	“About a week ago.”

	“Is there a reason why you’re still in touch with her husband?”

	“Well, sometimes he calls me to check on how Katie is doing.” 

	I wondered if he was keeping tabs on his wife.

	“Why are you asking me all these questions? I know something’s wrong.”

	“I’m trying to gather as much information as possible regarding your daughter. I just have one more question. Did you go to the police?”

	“I did, but I knew the detective wasn’t taking what I said seriously. It doesn’t make sense. Even if she did go away, why wouldn’t she call me back? I just know something’s wrong. I filled out a missing person report, but I didn’t get the impression they’re going to help me.”

	I could understand why the police would be skeptical.

	“Can you tell me what precinct you went to and who you spoke with?” Mrs. Peterson took out a business card from her purse and handed it to me.

	“I know Detective Marks,” I said, looking at his card. “I used to be a detective with the NYPD. I’ll make a call.”

	“Thank you, but that’s not why I’m here. My husband and I want to hire you to find out what happened to our daughter. I don’t think the police believe me and I need to know she’s safe.”  

	“Where’s your husband now?”

	“He’s at work.” 

	“Will he be home around 6:30? I could come by then since I’d like to speak to both of you together.”

	“Yes, thank you so much.” Before leaving, Mrs. Peterson wrote down her address and contact information.

	I thought about my conversation with Mrs. Peterson after she left. It was certainly understandable why she would be upset, but I just wasn’t convinced that something happened to her daughter.

	 

	


CHAPTER 2

	 

	Later that day, I drove from my apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan to Mrs. Peterson’s home. Crestwood is a small community in lower Westchester County, with well-tended Colonials, Tudors, and Victorian single-family houses just west of the Bronx River Parkway. The Bronx River Parkway is a narrow, winding scenic road that was completed in 1925, designed to accommodate the Model-T, whose top speed was probably forty miles an hour. Much of the parkway remains unchanged.

	The Petersons lived in a Tudor-style house on a small plot of land with flower boxes full of white and pink chrysanthemums outside of their second-floor windows. I rang the doorbell. When it opened, Mrs. Peterson was wearing the same canary yellow pantsuit that she had worn earlier in my office. 

	“Please come in. James, Ms. Landon is here,” she shouted. The foyer was quite dark; from what I know about Tudors, they often have a dim interior. Mrs. Peterson led me into the living room. 

	“James, this is Ms. Landon.” We shook hands. I sat down on a three-cushioned, beige overstuffed sofa with decorative pillows casually placed. It was quite comfortable. They sat opposite me on matching club chairs. Mr. Peterson was about the same age as his wife, with a medium build, weathered complexion and a full head of dark wavy brown hair.

	“As I mentioned to your wife, I thought it would be best if I spoke to both of you together. Your wife seems to think something may have happened to Katie. What do you think?”

	“I just don’t know. It does seem out of character for her to just leave without telling us. Since she separated from her husband, I noticed she’s been acting different lately.”

	“In what way?”

	“The one thing that comes to mind is that she’s been more distant lately, and we don’t talk as much.”

	“Would you say you were close to your daughter?” I asked, trying to gauge his reaction.

	“We both were,” Mrs. Peterson interjected quickly, her voice almost defensive.

	I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something going on between them.

	“Do you know why they separated?”

	“My daughter is a very private person,” Mrs. Peterson said, her gaze dropping to the floor. “We’re not sure.” Mr. Peterson remained silent, his expression unreadable. What wasn’t he saying?

	Since I’m not a mother, I had no idea if it was that unusual a daughter wouldn’t confide in her parents about her personal life. 

	“Has Katie said anything to either of you recently that she was worried about something or if someone was bothering her?” 

	“She told me that her husband had been calling her lately, wanting to get back together. Other than that, I can’t think of anything else,” Mr. Peterson said.

	“I didn’t know that Paul was calling her,” Mrs. Peterson said, her face slightly red as she glared at her husband. He just shrugged. 

	“Do you know if anyone at the school was harassing her?”

	“If there was someone, she never mentioned it,” Mrs. Peterson said.

	“Is there anything you can remember? It might be something in passing that at the time you didn’t think was important.”

	“As I said, everything seemed fine. You might want to check with her husband or her friend, Gail Davis,” Mrs. Peterson said.

	“One last question. Did you contact the school to find out if she had showed up?”

	“Yes. They said she had called and told them she would be out for a few days—something had come up that she had to take care of. She never said anything to us,” Mrs. Peterson said, with a worried look on her face.

	“Do you know who Katie spoke with at the school?”

	“It was Mrs. Roberts in the administration office.”

	Before leaving the Petersons, they signed a retainer agreement and provided me with the contact information for their daughter’s husband as well as her best friend. Mrs. Peterson agreed to meet me at Katie’s apartment the following day. I wanted to take a look around. Maybe I could find something that would give me a clue as to what may have happened to Katie. 

	 

	


CHAPTER 3

	 

	Driving home, I wasn’t sure if the Petersons were being totally honest with me. I’ve learned from my years as a police detective and a private investigator that people hold back, whether it’s because they have something to hide or because they may be embarrassed about revealing certain details. Whatever the case, it usually winds up spilling out at some point. Pressing them now, when their daughter might be missing or worse, was not in my best interest.

	 

	I arrived back at my apartment at 8:30 p.m. For the past twelve years, I’ve lived on the Upper West Side in a one-bedroom apartment on the third floor. Though my decorating skills have a lot to be desired, between a mix of my mother’s antiques, interspersed with mostly modern furniture that I bought at Pottery Barn, my place is warm and cozy. I placed my keys on my favorite piece, a black medallion antique wood console that greets me in my foyer as I enter my apartment.

	I quickly showered. While drying myself off, I noticed how all my running and hard work at the gym was paying off. I slipped on my boxer shorts and a T-shirt before peeking into the refrigerator in search of something to eat. 

	“Hey, babe,” I said, when I saw it was Jesse calling.

	“How’s everything in the Big Apple?”

	“Great. Just got a new case.” I went on to tell him about it. Jesse is also a private investigator, who works for two criminal defense attorneys in Connecticut.

	“Are we all set to look at some apartments on Wednesday?” Jesse said.

	“We’re meeting with the realtor at 10:00 a.m. She’s scheduled a few places for us to see.”

	Jesse lives in a small brick house in a rural but very charming town on the Connecticut River. He completely renovated it, with a loft area that accommodates a bedroom, work area, and bathroom. Though I love the house, what I love most is hanging out on the back porch, where we barbecue when the weather allows. Us city folks don’t have that luxury.

	“What are you up to?” I said.

	“We have a client who swears he was at a friend’s house the night of a burglary. I have to check out the friend, since I’m not sure if he’ll make a good witness, but even if I think he’s lying, we might have no choice but to put him on the stand.”

	“I’m glad I don’t have to represent criminals. When I was a detective, I liked putting away the bad guys.”

	“Did you forget that there are people who are accused and are innocent?”

	Jesse was referring to a client of mine on my last case. A seventeen-year-old boy was accused by a classmate of rape. It turns out the accuser pointed the finger at my client because the person who raped her threatened harm to her family. In the process of finding the real rapist, I was almost killed. But what if I never found the person who raped her? If my client was convicted, he would have spent a good part of his life in prison. It made me think about all the other innocent people who were wrongly accused, convicted, and sitting in prison. 

	“I’ll see you on Wednesday,” I said to Jesse, keeping my doubts about moving in together to myself.

	***

	In the morning, I took the subway to meet Dorothy Peterson at her daughter’s apartment in the West Village in Manhattan. 

	I love New York and everything about it, including the New York City subway system. It’s an easy way to get around the city. My only problem is my fear of enclosed spaces. Every time I walk onto the train, my anxiety level shoots up, and every time the train stops for any reason, I start to worry, going over in my head all the scenarios why the train would come to a halt. None of them very comforting. Most of the time the conductor never tells us why we’re waiting, and if he does, it’s usually garbled, hard to understand. I breathed a sigh of relief as we rolled into the station without any complications. I walked the few blocks to Katie Lewis’s apartment building, where her mother was standing outside waiting for me.

	Katie’s apartment was a small one-bedroom on the fourth floor. The furnishings had seen better days. The tattered brown couch was faded in spots, and the only thing that looked new was a 52″ television hanging on the living room wall above a walnut credenza.

	“What do you expect to find?” Mrs. Peterson said, following me around.

	“I don’t know. Can you tell me if she had an overnight bag or any luggage that might be missing?”

	“I didn’t think to look. Let me check her closet.” 

	A few minutes later, Mrs. Peterson said that her daughter’s overnight bag was gone. “That’s good, isn’t it? Maybe I overreacted and perhaps she did go away for a few days.”

	At this point, I didn’t know what to think. 

	“Did you notice if anything else was missing?”

	“Her cell phone and laptop are gone.” 

	“Does anything look different from the last time you were here?”

	“I don’t think so. Again, it’s been a while since I’ve been in the apartment.” 

	I noticed a table with several photos. I picked one up. 

	“Is this your daughter?”

	“Yes, that’s Katie and me. She looks so happy there.” 

	“How old is Katie?”

	“She just had a birthday. She turned twenty-eight.”

	Katie didn’t look anything like her mother. She was beautiful, with large brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a perfect nose. Her wavy, dark brown hair came down to her shoulders. I took a photo with my cell phone.

	“By the way, does Katie drive?”

	“She has a license, but living in the city it’s difficult to have a car. Mostly she takes the subway or gets a cab or an Uber.”

	I quickly looked around, seeing no signs that Katie hadn’t left of her own accord. I thought I would come back another time when I was by myself for a more thorough search. On our way out, I told Mrs. Peterson I would be in touch with her as soon as I had any news.

	 

	


CHAPTER 4

	 

	Since I was only a few blocks from the elementary school Katie taught at, I walked over to see if Mrs. Roberts, the woman Mrs. Peterson spoke to, was available to talk with me.

	When I arrived, the main entrance was open and I headed for the door marked Administration. Was it my imagination or were all elementary schools institutional-looking, both inside and outside, giving the hallways a cold feeling. As I walked down the hall, I remembered the class drawings that the teachers tacked up outside of their classroom for parent/teacher day. 

	“Excuse me,” I said out loud to no one in particular. One of the women in the office came up to the counter and asked if she could help me.

	“I’m looking for Mrs. Roberts.”

	“I’m Mrs. Roberts. How can I help you?” Mrs. Roberts gave off an air of authority that made it clear she was in charge. She was probably in her fifties, wearing a dress that was hiding a figure carrying a little too much weight.

	“My name’s Maddie Landon. I’m a private investigator,” I said, handing her my card. “I was informed that you spoke with Dorothy Peterson regarding her daughter.”

	“Why yes. Is there a problem?”

	“I’m not sure. Her mother said Katie left a message on her phone, and when she tried calling her back several times, Katie hadn’t responded. Can you tell me exactly what Katie said to you?”

	“Just that an emergency had come up and she needed to take a few days off. She was very apologetic she was giving us such short notice.”

	“Has she ever taken time off without giving advance notice?”

	“No. Never.”

	“How did she sound to you? Did she seem upset?”

	“I don’t know, maybe like she was in a hurry, but I would say more like nervous or distracted. Do you think something has happened to her?”

	“At this point I have no reason to believe that’s the case. Is there someone at the school Katie was friendly with?”

	“She and Paige always had lunch together. I’m not sure how close they were outside of school.”

	“Would it be possible to speak with her now?”

	“Her class is over in about ten minutes. She has a break in between classes, if you wouldn’t mind waiting?”

	“Yes. That’s fine.”

	“I’ll call her room and ask her to meet you in the teachers’ lounge.”

	“Actually, can we meet some place more private?”

	“I guess it would be alright to meet in her homeroom. I’ll call and let her know.”

	 

	Paige Mitchell was about the same age as Katie. She was tall, thin, and dressed in a beige pencil skirt that came just below her knees, with a white blouse and a wide black belt. She looked very put together, a stark contrast to my jeans, white pullover sweater, and low-cut black boots; my standard work uniform. Paige had straight, light brown hair that she was wearing up in a bun. On Paige it looked sophisticated. My eyes did a quick glance around the room, bringing me back to my third-grade classroom. I recalled my teacher’s name, Mrs. Wasserman. At the time she seemed old, but perhaps was only in her thirties, closer to my age now. Were the desks and chairs always this small?

	“Hi, Paige Mitchell,” she said, greeting me.

	“Maddie Landon. I’m a private investigator.” Her brows shot up.

	“What’s going on?”

	“Mrs. Peterson, Katie Lewis’s mother, is worried about her.” I mentioned to Paige the phone call to her mother and the fact that Katie told the school she would be out for a few days because of an emergency. “Do you know what the emergency was?”

	“I have no idea. Please sit. To tell you the truth, I’m surprised. She never mentioned she’d be taking off a few days.”

	“Were you two close?”

	“That depends on what you mean by close. We have lunch together almost every day and talk about various things, but we don’t socialize outside of school.”

	“Can you tell me why?”

	“Just life. I have a young daughter who keeps me busy when I’m not here.”

	“What can you tell me about Katie?”

	“She loves her students and is devoted to them. The kids adore her. If there are supplies that the school can’t afford, Katie buys whatever her kids need out of her own pocket.”

	“Can you tell me what you and Katie talked about?”

	“As far as I know, nothing’s happened to Katie, so I’m uncomfortable sharing what she told me. She may have her reasons why she hasn’t responded to her mother’s calls.”

	I wonder what those reasons might be.

	“I understand I’ve put you in an awkward position. Why don’t we try it this way. I’ll ask you some questions and you can share whatever you feel comfortable telling me.”

	“Look, I don’t want to be difficult, but unless I know Katie’s in trouble, I’d rather keep my conversations with Katie private.”

	I was frustrated. “Here’s my card. If you change your mind, please call me.”

	“Wait,” Paige said as I was leaving her classroom. “There is one thing. The last time I spoke to Katie, I got the feeling something was on her mind. When I asked her if everything was alright, she assured me everything was fine, but I wasn’t convinced.”

	“Why not?”

	“As I said, nothing I could pinpoint.”

	“Thank you. If you remember anything else, please contact me.”

	Walking out of the building, I was very curious what Katie Lewis shared with Paige. Whatever was going on with Katie, it appeared no one I spoke with so far had any inkling about her private life. Perhaps when I speak to her husband I’ll know more.

	 

	


CHAPTER 5

	 

	I took a taxi back up to my office, which is located in a brownstone about fifteen blocks from my apartment building on the Upper West Side. The first floor houses three offices: Mine, marked by a plaque on my door that reads, ‘Maddie Landon, Private Investigator’; my cousin Will’s insurance agency; and the third office occupied by a criminal attorney, Larry Banks. The upstairs has three rented apartments. 

	During my last case, a commotion in the hallway outside of my office caused by one of the tenants distracted the person who was trying to kill me for just a moment, and that split second saved my life. 

	First thing I did when I got in was contact Detective Marks at the 6th Precinct. After being on hold for what seemed like an eternity, Detective Marks picked up.

	“Detective Marks, this is Maddie Landon. I was a detective out of the 20th Precinct a few years back.”

	“I believe we crossed paths on two homicides committed by the same person, but in two different jurisdictions,” he said.

	“Yes. Good memory. I’m calling because a woman by the name of Dorothy Peterson filed a missing person report on her daughter, Katie Lewis.”

	“As I recall, the mother was sure something happened to her, but there didn’t appear to be any indication of foul play. I was told the daughter called the school and said she wouldn’t be in for a few days. At this point, unless something else shows up, we have nothing to go on.”

	I didn’t say anything. 

	“If the mother comes in with any additional information we’ll look into it, but for now we don’t have any reason to. Are you planning on investigating?”

	“Though you may be right, I’ll do some digging. But doesn’t it seem a little odd that the daughter never returned any of the mother’s calls?”

	“We don’t know the dynamics of the family. Maybe there were some problems.”

	“Then why call the mother at all?”

	“That’s a good point. Look, if you find anything that might be suspicious, let me know.”

	“Thank you,” I replied and I hung up. That answered my question. Mrs. Peterson was right. Detective Marks had no plans of looking into Katie’s disappearance, at least for now.

	Though I sometimes wonder if I made the right decision leaving the New York City Police Department, I knew there was no way I could work my way up the ranks in an old-boy network. Working for myself gave me the freedom I didn’t have on the police force.

	I was getting hungry. I locked up and went to a local coffee shop, where I parked myself in a booth in the back and ordered scrambled eggs, toast, and coffee. The waitress, Sandy, knows me so well she practically places my order for me. While waiting, I Googled Katie’s husband, Paul Lewis, with the address I had for him. Not much came up. Before calling him, I thought I would conduct an in-depth database search under his name when I returned to the office.

	My mind wandered. Jesse and I were looking at apartments tomorrow. It took me a long time to even consider moving in with him, and now that it was becoming a reality, my fear of commitment loomed large. I hated that I couldn’t let go of the past, and it still had such a strong hold on me.

	“Can I get you anything else?” Sandy said, interrupting my thoughts, as she set down my eggs and coffee.

	“No, thank you.” 

	I quickly finished and went back to my office. The search I did on Paul Lewis failed to reveal anything out of the ordinary. He was thirty years old and worked as an assistant manager at a local bank in Riverdale, New York. I called his cell number and was about to leave a message when he answered.

	“Mr. Lewis, my name is Maddie Landon. I’m a private investigator hired by Katie’s parents. They’re concerned that something has happened to their daughter, and I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

	“What’s going on?” he said, his voice lifting a few octaves.

	“Actually, it would be better if we could talk in person. Can we meet later?”

	“It would have to be after work. There’s a bar a few blocks from the bank. If you send me a text, I’ll forward the info,” he said, and hung up.

	 

	I was sitting at the Tortoise & Hare bar in Riverdale, waiting for Paul Lewis. Riverdale is an affordable alternative to the Upper West Side, located in the Northwest part of the Bronx. Above the bar there are two televisions, both with the sports channel on. I recognized Mr. Lewis right away from his brief description. He was maybe my height, 5 feet 8 inches tall, trim, dressed in khakis, a blue button-down cotton shirt and a blue blazer. He had a strong jawline with large almond-shaped blue eyes. His hair was cut short, military style.

	“There are a few tables on the porch. Would you mind sitting outside?” I asked him. 

	“No, but I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

	It was a brick porch with square tables covered with red and white tacky plastic tablecloths.

	“I’ll try not to keep you too long,” I said. Paul ordered a Budweiser and I ordered a glass of Sauvignon Blanc. “Have you been trying to get in touch with Katie?”

	“How did you know that?”

	“Katie’s father said you wanted to work things out with her. Is that right?” Our drinks came. Mr. Lewis took a swig of his beer before answering.

	“Yes. I just thought we gave up too early in our marriage.”

	“Can you tell me what the problem was?”

	Mr. Lewis squirmed in his chair. “I’m not making excuses, but Katie and I had only been married for a little more than a year and she wanted to have a baby.”

	“And you wanted to wait?”

	“Yes. I thought it was too soon. I wanted us to have the freedom to go places without worrying about a baby to take care of.”

	I had the feeling there was more to the story. “How long did you want to wait?”

	“Maybe a year or two.”

	“Are you sure it wasn’t anything else?”

	He hesitated. “I would prefer if you didn’t divulge what I’m about to tell you with her parents.”

	“You have my word.”

	“Katie would often go out late at night, returning around one or two in the morning, yet she never shared where she had been. I felt a distance growing between us, as if I couldn’t reach her anymore.”

	“So it wasn’t about a baby?”

	“Not entirely,” he said sheepishly.

	“Do you have any idea where she went on those nights?”

	“I don’t. I thought maybe she met a friend and they went to a bar.”

	Why would he think she went to a bar? She could have been having an affair or gone anywhere for that matter. 

	“And you have no idea what was going on with your wife?” He shook his head. 

	“I’ve been calling her for the last few days with no response. I thought she didn’t want to hear from me. Did something happen to her?” he said, looking worried.

	“Katie’s mother seems to think Katie might be in trouble. She contacted her school and said that something had come up, and she would be out for a few days. You need to tell me what you know.”

	“I don’t have much to say. It’s been over a month since I last saw Katie. When we did speak, I tried to encourage her to open up to me, hoping to rekindle our relationship, but she seemed uninterested.”

	“That must have hurt.”

	“Yes, but if you’re thinking I did anything to Katie, you’re wrong. I would never hurt her, no matter what. I’m sorry, I can’t help you.” 

	“What about friends?”

	“I only know her friend Gail Davis. Maybe she can tell you where Katie is.”

	“Before I leave, is there anything else you can think of that might help to locate her?”

	“I’m sorry, please just find her.”

	“By the way, do you think your wife was having an affair?” Paul’s face turned red.

	“I have no idea,” he said in a bitter tone.

	I gave Paul my card and asked him to call me if he heard from his wife. I wasn’t holding my breath on that one.

	 

	


CHAPTER 6

	 

	In the morning, I was outside my building waiting for Jesse. The temperature was sixty degrees, fairly warm for the end of October, but I couldn’t stop shivering. I zipped up my leather jacket and pulled my scarf tight around my neck. Jesse was late for our appointment with the real estate agent. Part of me was hoping he had changed his mind, deciding living with someone with so much baggage wasn’t going to work out. Even though I had finally agreed to move in with Jesse, I still had nagging doubts. 

	Jesse and I met almost two years ago at a Barnes & Noble on the Upper West Side, where we were both browsing the mystery section. I wasn’t necessarily looking to meet someone—though I wasn’t opposed to it—but it wasn’t something that typically showed up for me. He asked if I had any suggestions for a good mystery, and I mentioned that I enjoy reading Michael Connelly. It was his eyes that caught my attention first; I had never seen such big, dark, alluring eyes. When he asked if I wanted to get a cup of coffee, I thought “what the hey.” This was going to be a onetime encounter, so why not? Now, I’m standing outside, waiting for Jesse, getting ready to look at apartments. 

	I’m thirty-eight and never thought this day would come. How did I ever think this was a good idea? There was a part of me that realized if I didn’t make that commitment, Jesse might decide to end our relationship. I knew this wasn’t about him; it was my own fear of getting too close, knowing you can lose everyone you ever loved in an instant. Though it’s not logical, it’s what keeps me up at night. 

	Jesse waved as I saw him approaching. The broad smile on his face was enough to melt my heart, but was it enough to keep my fears at a distance.

	“Hey, babe, traffic was a bitch this time of day. You’re trembling,” he said, as he wrapped his strong arms around me. “Is everything okay?”

	“I guess I’m not dressed warmly enough,” was all I could think of saying. “The agent said she would meet us upstairs.” Jesse took my hand. 

	“Is it the elevator or the stairs?” Jesse said, knowing my fear of enclosed spaces.

	“I’ll brave the elevator.” Once inside, I pressed the button for the fourth floor. Depending on how you look at it, I was either lucky or unlucky that a two-bedroom, two-bathroom apartment just became available in my building. I purchased my apartment with the money my Aunt Jenny left me. Aunt Jenny, my mother’s sister, came to live with me after my parents died in a tragic car accident. I was in the back seat when it happened, and to this day, I still have nightmares that wake me up screaming. 

	“I’m Sarah,” the agent said as we walked into the apartment. “And you must be Maddie.”

	“Yes, and this is Jesse.” Sarah appeared to be in her forties, with short, curly red hair in a pixie style. Make-up added to her average looks. She was dressed in a black pantsuit with a bright red turtleneck sweater underneath. My interactions with realtors were nil, but from what I heard, they could be pushy. 

	“I guess I don’t have to tell you about the building. It saves a lot of time,” she said, trying to make a joke that fell flat. “The man who was living here was relocated for his job. An agency will be coming in to remove his furniture and have the place cleaned out. As you can see, the kitchen has been completely remodeled, all state-of-the-art appliances, new white wooden cabinets, and an island where you can sit and eat. What I like about the apartment is that the living room and kitchen area are one large room, which gives it a very spacious feeling.” 

	Though Sarah was doing a good pitch job, my anxiety was getting the best of me. As she was showing us the rest of the apartment, I was appropriately nodding every so often. Jesse asked a question or two.

	“What do you think?” Jesse said, after we went through the rest of the rooms with Sarah out of earshot.

	“With Leo staying with us from time to time, we would definitely need two bathrooms, and we can make the second bedroom into an office/bedroom.” Jesse recently found out that he had a five-year-old son, which was a shock to both of us.

	Sarah showed us two other apartments, both on the Upper West Side. Jesse was partial to the one in my building since the kitchen and one of the bathrooms had already been updated. He also liked the open concept. I like that I wouldn’t have to leave Louis, my doorman, and the one constant in my life, who sends me off with a warm smile almost every day.

	“Can we give you a call tomorrow?” I said to Sarah.

	“Yes, if anyone else is interested or puts a bid in, I’ll call you.”

	“Thank you,” I said, shaking Sarah’s hand before leaving.

	We were both hungry by the time we were finished. We found a café on Tenth Avenue with a Spanish flair that featured mosaic tiles on the walls. There were light blue cotton tablecloths and white cloth napkins on the tables. After ordering a pitcher of Sangria, I asked Jesse what he was thinking.

	“I liked the apartment in your building, and it would certainly be easier to move only one flight up. What do you think?”

	“I love my building. After selling my apartment, we should easily be able to get a mortgage for the balance. Having a steady income is beneficial, especially since my income tends to fluctuate. We’ll need your employment history to present to the bank. Are you sure this is what you want to do?” I said apprehensively.

	“Are you trying to wriggle out on me?”

	“I just want you to be certain you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

	“Even if I don’t, you’ll keep reminding me,” Jesse said playfully. 

	“Compared to me you’re practically a saint.”

	“That’s definitely something we can both agree on.” 

	“Very funny,” I said, punching Jesse lightly on the arm. “So I guess we’re putting an offer in?” I said as enthusiastically as I could muster.

	 

	


CHAPTER 7

	 

	After Jesse left in the morning, I called Sarah and left a message for her. Jesse and I had agreed on the bid we were going to put in. Though it was quite a bit less than the asking price, I knew it was a relocate situation and thought they wouldn’t balk at the offer. 

	I walked the fifteen blocks to my office and called Annie as soon as I got in.

	“What’s the matter?” she said as soon as she heard the anxiety in my voice.

	“I think I made a terrible mistake, and I don’t know what to do.”

	“I have a client coming in for a consultation in five minutes. Can it wait till later? I can meet you at The Dead Poet at 5:30 p.m.”

	“I’ll see you then.” Annie is my best friend, my only friend. We met in school when we were thirteen, not too long after my parents died.

	I made a pot of coffee and sat down at my desk. For a moment I stared at the photo of my five-year-old self with my parents looking down and smiling at me. Though I’m not sentimental, I like having them close.

	***

	Annie was already seated at a table for two when I got to The Dead Poet. This is our go-to place for drinks and hors d’oeuvres. The atmosphere is lively, and the décor is a celebration of the lives of writers and poets, with their portraits hung on the mahogany-paneled walls.

	“Sit,” Annie said. “I already ordered you a glass of wine.” Annie is about 100 pounds and maybe 5 feet 2 inches tall on a good day, but can eat more in one sitting than people twice her size. I have no idea where she puts it, and I’m pretty sure she has never worked out a day in her life.

	“Thanks.” As soon as the wine came, I took a big gulp before the glass even touched the table.

	“Tell me what’s going on cause you’re scaring me a little bit.”

	“I’m not sure about moving in with Jesse. We went looking at apartments yesterday and all my fears and anxieties came rushing back. I don’t know what I was thinking when I told him I would move in with him.”

	“You were thinking that you loved him and that you wouldn’t let fear stop you.”

	“I don’t think I can do it.”
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