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Chapter 1

 

She found him in her viewfinder. Her sophisticated digital camera took care of the focus and exposure. All she had to do was get the timing. 

Click.

The rider was in perfect sync with his horse, a magnificent gray Andalusian. The horse was round, his hocks underneath the girth.

Click.

It was poetry in motion. It was beauty come to life. It was...

Click.

Damn it, didn't the arrogant prick ever make a mistake or lose his cool?

Click.

Jill snapped shot after shot of Andrew McFry and his horse, Equalizer. McFry was one of the top dressage riders in the country. Last year Equalizer rated the regional Grand Prix dressage horse of the year. He was well on his way to qualifying for the regionals this year. All the important horse journals expected McFry and Equalizer to make the nationals.

Click.

McFry was halfway through his Prix St. George ride, an upper-level competitive dressage test. As usual, it was flawless. Jill should have been pleased for the man, except the S.O.B. was such an unpleasant person. And it would be nice if he'd buy a photo once in a while. Oh, he'd look at the photos, especially after his bevy of groupies...that is, students, would fawn all over him.

They, the groupies, would make all sorts of appreciative expressions while Andrew inspected photos on the computer screen. "Oh Andy, you look so handsome in that one," or "Andrew, if you don't buy an eleven-by-fourteen print, I will." Saying nothing, McFry simply stalked off, leaving his students looking like rejected wallflowers.

Click-click-click.

Oh yeah, got the horse right on the flying change of lead. Waste of time, but it's good practice. Wonder if the jerk would give me a model release, let me use his pics for some stock photography?

Click.

Wish those three idiots would get out of the way. They're right in the center of the frame. They're not supposed to be standing next to the arena anyway.

Click.

The beautiful gray suddenly tossed its head.

Click.

The horse threw its head again and stumbled.

Click.

Jesus, I've never seen Equalizer do that before. Did he get stung by a bee or something?

Click.

The horse lurched forward. McFry sat stiff and rigid in the saddle, very bad for a dressage rider. He had a death-grip on the reins, causing the horse to shake its head.  McFry suddenly grasped his hat with his right hand and tried to yank it off his head. 

Click.

McFry grimaced, gave a small cry, then slid sideways off his horse. Equalizer trotted forward a few steps, seemingly pleased to be free of his erratic rider. The horse stopped and looked back. McFry lay motionless on the ground. Several people ran to his side.

Good Lord, Jill thought. I wonder what happened. A heart attack, maybe? 

It didn't seem likely. McFry was only forty-three and in peak athletic condition.

"Christ, he's not breathing!" a young woman said. "Someone get the paramedics."

"Anyone know CPR?"

"Let me through, I'm an RN." A sturdy, gray-haired woman pushed through the growing crowd and pounded on McFry's chest. One of McFry's students caught his horse and led it out of the arena.

I guess I'm just in the way here, Jill thought. 

Jill didn't like McFry, but she hoped he'd be all right. In the meantime, she had pictures to shoot and sell. She headed over to the second arena where competitors performed lower-level dressage tests. Jill felt a prickling on the back of her neck. She turned toward the stable and noticed three strange men staring at her. One of the men gestured toward her with a flip of his head.

Well, it's been a long time since I've turned a man's head.  

But the forty-five-year-old show photographer had no time for such nonsense. Jill was here to shoot pictures and hopefully make some money. She continued on to arena two.

The competitors in this arena were only riding first-level dressage tests. The pictures were not nearly as exciting or artistic, since the horses didn't perform high-level skills such as pirouettes, half-passes and flying lead changes. But Jill often found she sold more pictures to the lower-level competitors. The reason was simple enough; most of these riders were novices or kids who didn't already have a billion pictures of their precious horses. 

Shooting pictures of a pretty Arab mare, Jill felt the prickling on her neck again. She glanced sideways and saw the three strange men approaching her. 

Now what? Can't they see I'm busy? 

The man to the left wasn't too bad looking. He was about five-feet-ten with a full head of gray hair. The man to the right was younger and taller, over six feet with a heavy, body-builder's physique and pocked-marked face even a mother would find difficult to love. The man in the middle was about the same height, but skinny. He tried to hide his hair loss with a bad comb-over.

Jill continued to shoot pictures. 

Maybe if I ignore them, they'll go away. 

No such luck. They stopped a few feet away. The muscle-man leaned over her, as if to intimidate. 

"We want the pictures," the balding man said.

Jill kept shooting. 

"I said, we want the pictures." 

The three men surrounded her, faces grim, angry. Jill looked at each in turn. She felt a chill run up her spine. No! She was in a public place with lots of people around. She had no reason to be afraid of these creeps, however intimidating they appeared.  

Jill lowered her camera and looked the balding man in the eye. "You'll have to go into the office and see my assistant. She's showing pictures on the monitor."

Muscles leaned closer to Jill. "You want I should take her camera?"

The man in the middle put his hand on Muscles' shoulder. "What do you mean, showing them on the monitor?"

"Gentlemen, I'm sort of busy right now. Go see my assistant and she'll take care of you."

They heard a siren in the distance. The three men looked at each other. Without another word they walked off and headed toward the office. 

My, weren't they creepy? Oh well, I hope they buy some pictures.

The rider finished her test with a halt and salute to the judge. The siren sounded closer. The next competitor prepared to enter the arena. The judge asked her to hold off until the paramedics arrived. 

An ambulance switched off its siren and lights just as it entered the show grounds. The facility manager directed the driver to arena one.

"There will be a brief pause in the schedule," the show announcer said over the P.A. "We will resume with competitors fifty-four and sixteen as soon as possible."

Jill headed back to the office. She might as well download the card during the lull.

She entered the office where Darlene, her eighteen-year-old niece, worked the notebook computer. Darlene was showing two women digital images of their tests. 

"Oooh, I love that one!" a young woman said. Darlene wrote the image number down and clicked the mouse to bring up the next image. "Wow, that's even better!"

Jill smiled. Her niece was the perfect assistant. While Jill shot pictures, Darlene showed downloaded images to the riders. Darlene was a great sales person. She allowed customers plenty of time to view photos and make decisions. She helped them fill out the order forms and collected their checks or credit card information. Jill gave Darlene fifteen percent of sales revenues. 

The competitors finished their selections and proceeded to fill out order forms. Jill took the digital card out of her camera and handed it to Darlene. "More pics to download."

"What's with the siren?" Darlene asked. She took the card and inserted it in the computer.

"Andrew McFry had some sort of accident. He fell off his horse."

"McFry? I thought he was such a hot-shot rider."

"He is. It looks like maybe he got sick or something," Jill said.

One of the women looked up from the order form she was filling out. "I saw him fall. I hope he's all right, even though I never liked the man."

"I don't think anyone does," said the other competitor, "except those bimbo-students of his. It's funny to watch them fight for his attention."

"Most of the bimbos don't like him either, from what I've heard," the first woman said.

"So why do they suck-up to him all the time?"

"Who knows? Students get weird with their trainers. According to my husband, I act like a ten-year-old with mine."

"All I know," Darlene said, "is he treats his students like crap. He was in here with two of his girls about three hours ago. He looked at their pictures and made all sorts of nasty comments. One girl left in tears. The other was just about to buy a couple of photos, but he told her not to waste her money until she learned to ride."

"Well, I suppose he needs to provide criticism to his students," Jill said.

"Criticism is good," the woman said. "Harsh put-downs are not. I've seen Andrew work with his students. He's a superb rider, but in my opinion he's a lousy teacher. I'll stick with my trainer, even if I do regress to childhood." The woman handed her order form to Darlene. "If you'll just total this up for me I'll write you a check. You know, Jill, I compete in a lot of dressage shows, and I think your work is by far the best I've seen."

Jill blushed. "You're very kind."

"I agree," the other woman said. "How long have you been doing this?"

"I've been shooting the small, schooling shows at my local stable for about three years. This is the first year I've shot larger, recognized shows. I hope to be doing it full time next season. Of course, I won't have my handy assistant with me. She's decided college is more important than helping her aunt."

"Good for you," one of the women said to Darlene. Both women paid for their orders and left the office.

"So, how're we doing?" Jill asked.

"Not bad. We've got over twelve hundred dollars so far. Hopefully we'll get more this afternoon."

"Not as good as the last show, but I'm not complaining. A few more weekends like this and I might be able to quit my stupid day job."

"By the way," Darlene said, "three weirdoes came in a little while ago."

"Let me guess; one decent looking middle-aged guy, one strip-club bouncer reject, one bean pole."

"Pretty good guess."

"They came to me demanding to see pictures, so I told them to see you."

"Thanks so much. They gave me the total creeps."

"Me, too. Did they buy anything?"

"No, they just kept asking for the film."

"The film?"

"Yeah, mostly the bean pole. He kept saying, 'I want the film'. I told him you don't use film, it's all digital. They didn't get the concept; said they'd be back later for the film."

"You've got to be kidding!" Jill said. "I mean, how could they not know what you meant? Everyone has a digital camera these days." She chuckled. "Made your day, I'll bet."

"Yeah, right. The big dude kept leaning into me, like he thought he scared me or something. Gray-hair just stared at me. Skinny did most of the talking. He told me he'd give me five-hundred bucks for the film."

"Five hundred!" Jill said. "Go down to the drugstore, buy a cheap roll of film and sell it to him." 

"Good idea. I'll split the money with you." 

Jill laughed. She loved spending time with her niece.

Frieda Hensworth, the show facility manager, burst into the office. She was crying. 

"Frieda, what's the matter?" Jill asked.

"It's so terrible. The paramedics couldn't resuscitate Andrew. He's dead!"

"Goodness, how awful!" Jill said. "Do they know what happened to him? Was it his heart?"

"I don't know. I suppose they'll do an autopsy." Frieda grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. "I feel so bad."

"I'm so sorry, Frieda. Were you and Andrew friends?"

"Are you kidding? I couldn't stand the man. I feel terrible about what this may do to our show schedule. What if people think we're jinxed or something? What if the owners decide it's my fault and fire me?"

"I certainly don't see how anyone can blame you. Accidents happen, after all."

Frieda sniffed. "I suppose. We've had a few here, just broken bones and sprained ankles from falls, but never a death!  By the way, we're canceling the rest of the show, which is more trouble for me. Now I have to refund competitors who signed up to ride this afternoon. The owners are going to love that! Well, I have to go. Hope you sold some pictures, anyway." Frieda left the office, wiping her eyes with another tissue.

"Boy, she's really broken up about McFry, isn't she?" Darlene said. "You'd think a man's life would be worth more than her precious schedule."

"I guess I'm not the only one who disliked him. Oh well, we might as well pack up. I doubt anyone else will come in to look at pictures. You know how dressage riders are; once the show is over they split in a hurry." 

Darlene shut down the computer while Jill packed up her camera. "Are you still driving up to Waukegan to see your boyfriend?"

"Yeah, my last chance before school starts."

"College is so overrated. Give it up and come work for me."

Darlene laughed. "I'll think about it when you become a full-time photographer. In the meantime, I'm off to Bloomington."

They packed the computer, monitor and camera equipment into Jill's Subaru. Jill walked Darlene to her old Chevy, where she hugged her niece. "You take care of yourself, girlfriend. Give me a call before you head to Bloomington."

"I will, Aunty Jill."

"Aunty Jill! There you go, making me feel like an old lady. Get out of here, and drive carefully."

Darlene started her car and pulled out of the parking lot. Jill checked the back of her Subaru to make sure the equipment was secure. She didn't notice the black Cadillac following Darlene's Chevy out of the lot.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

It was a two-hour drive from the show grounds to Jill's Chicago suburban home. She glanced at her watch. Only one o'clock. 

I might as well drop in and surprise David. I can take a shower, change my clothes and talk him into taking me out to dinner.

Jill and David had been dating for six months. Although certainly not the perfect relationship, she was happy with its progress. She had a key to his apartment, he to her small house. They both kept a few clothes at each other's homes. David hinted about their living together. Jill was reluctant. She wanted more of a commitment. Was six months too soon to talk marriage? David said he loved her. Jill was pretty sure she loved him. And why not? He was fifty, still athletic, smart, sensitive, kind, a good dancer, conversationalist and lover. He was self-assured and successful at his career.

Like her, he had been married before. In fact, the only sticking point in their relationship was his apparent devotion to his ex-wife. David had stood Jill up on several dates while tending to his ex's weekly emotional meltdowns. Although furious at the time, she always forgave him.

Jill exited the Illinois toll road. She drove a few more miles through the congested suburb then pulled into the parking lot to David's apartment complex. 

This should be a nice surprise for him. He wasn't expecting me home 'till late, and figured I'd be too tired to be good company.

Jill parked her car. Using her key, she let herself into the foyer and climbed to his second-floor apartment. She rapped on the door and let herself in. 

"Hi, David!" 

David was not in the small living room or kitchen. 

Maybe he's taking a nap. 

He usually didn't go out Sunday afternoons, preferring to stay in and watch baseball or golf. 

"David?" 

Well, he wasn't expecting me, the Cubs aren't playing today, so maybe he went to the movies or something. No matter. I'll take a shower and wait for him to get back.

Jill heard movement in the single bedroom. David appeared, dressed in a bathrobe. 

"Jill! What are you doing here?"

"There was an accident at the show, so it ended early. Did I wake you up?"

"David, who's there?" a woman's voice asked from the bedroom.

Jill took a quick breath. She looked at David. "I guess you're not alone."

"It's Brenda, Jill," David said, referring to his ex-wife.

"I see. And what is she doing in your bedroom?"

"David?" Brenda appeared at bedroom door wearing Jill's terry robe.

Jill stared at Brenda, then blinked several times. "Well, this is certainly awkward."

David sighed. "Brenda, this is Jill. You remember I mentioned her?"

"Charmed," Brenda said. She gave Jill a look that could sink a battleship.

Jill nodded, not knowing what to say.

"Uh, Brenda, could you give me a moment?" 

Brenda pulled the robe tighter around her, gave Jill another cold look and closed the door to the bedroom.

"This should be good," Jill said.

David tried to put his hand on Jill's shoulder, but she shrugged it off. "Jill, honey, she dropped by this morning. She was terribly upset. It seems our Benjamin wants to drop out of school."

Jill thought this unlikely. She had met David's two sons, sixteen-year-old Benjamin and twenty-year-old David Junior. Both boys were intelligent and studious. Ben told Jill only a week ago he was thinking of going to I.T.T. after graduating high school.

"Anyway, I had to calm her down. I've told you how hysterical she can be. I was afraid she might do something to hurt herself."

"I see. So, to calm her down you slept with her."

"Jill, I didn't know what else to do."

"I can't help but wonder, David, how many times since we've been dating that you've slept with her to calm her down."

"Not too many," David said. He closed his eyes, realizing what he just said. "Let's be fair about this. We never agreed to be exclusive."

"Meaning what, exactly? Have you been 'calming down' other women since we started going out?"

David didn't answer, which was answer enough for Jill. 

"All right," she said. "I realize you never said anything about being exclusive. But I thought, when you said you loved me that was sort of what you meant. Of course that's just me, being a silly woman and all."

"No one would call you silly, Jill, and I do love you."

"Oh, I see. And I suppose you still want to live with me? Tell me David, what was your plan, exactly? Were you going to move into my house, keeping your apartment for your unexclusive rendezvous? Or were you going to bring your hysterical ladies to my house for calming down when I wasn't home?"

"That's not fair, Jill."

Jill fought with her anger. She took several more deep breaths. "You're so right, David. We all want to be fair, don't we? I'll tell you what; I'll leave you to tend to Brenda's hysteria in the manner you know best. As for me, I'll just go home alone to my little house and tend to my own emotional state."

"Jill..."

"Oh, don't worry about me. I'm not hysterical, so I won't need your peculiar brand of therapy. But I do have photo orders to process. So if you'll excuse me..."

"I'm so sorry, Jill. Look, I'll call you later in the week. We can have dinner, talk things out."

"Yeah, sure, whatever." Jill's voice hitched, despite her best efforts at control. Trying to look nonchalant, she set David's key on the dining room table and left the apartment. She walked down the stairs, exited the building and got in her car. 

Okay, I'm cool with this. Like David said, we never agreed to be exclusive. This is no big deal. Hell, I've been dumped before.

Jill dropped her head on her steering wheel and sobbed. After a few minutes she looked up. "I'm not doing this," she said aloud. "The bastard's not worth it. I'm only forty-five, I can find other men if I want. In the meantime, I've got my photography." 

She covered her face in her hands and cried harder than before.

It took ten minutes before she regained enough composure to drive. Jill couldn't stand the thought of going home to an empty house on a Sunday afternoon. She decided to visit a local bar instead. 

Jill parked her car but didn't get out right away. Maybe this was a bad idea. Ten years ago when her husband left her, Jill became intimate friends with scotch and soda. A few days later she and scotch excluded soda. After six months of heavy drinking, and under pressure from her brother, she finally agreed to therapy. The psychiatrist didn't cure her profound depression, but did convince her to give up the scotch. Since then her drinking was limited to an occasional glass of wine at dinner parties.

She got out of her car and entered the tavern, a small bar and grill with a counter and a few tables. Jill took a seat at the counter. A large-screen TV broadcasted a soccer game with Spanish commentary and English subtitles. 

"What'll it be?" a young woman asked from behind the counter.

Jill stared at the bottles lined up on the back wall of the bar, trying to make a decision. "Iced tea," she said after a few seconds. The woman shrugged and went to the kitchen to get her drink.

She sat in the bar for nearly three hours, mindlessly staring at two or three soccer games. As the evening progressed, she ordered a cheeseburger and fries. Later she asked for a slice of strawberry cheesecake. 

A few other patrons came and went. One gentleman offered to buy her a drink. Jill was flattered, but politely declined. For the most part the staff and customers left her alone, as if aware of her anguish.

At nine-thirty she finally asked for her check. The young woman took her money and smiled. "You're a smart lady. Food is better than drink when you have problems."

Jill looked at her. "Is it that obvious?"

"I see it all the time. Men, women, boozing up over lost love, jobs, whatever. Some of them want to tell me their stories; others want to be left alone. I give them what they want."

"Maybe you're in the wrong business," Jill said. "You should be a therapist."

The woman laughed. "I already am, in a manner of speaking. I listen, and I help my clients self-medicate themselves. I wish more had your good sense."

"I don't know if I have much sense," Jill said, "but I've done the self-medication routine. It didn't work for me."

"Never does," the woman said. "Well, I won't tell you to have a good night, 'cause I don't think that's gonna happen, but take care of yourself."

"Thanks." Jill took her keys out of her purse and left the tavern. Driving home, she was surprised how much better she felt from her two-minute conversation with the young bartender.

Jill parked her car in the driveway of her small, two-bedroom home, got out and went up to her front door. It was slightly ajar. 

Oh shit, did I leave my house unlocked all weekend? 

That prickling-on-the-neck feeling returned. She pushed the door open and switched on the front hall light. 

"Oh, my god!" 

The small living room was a shambles. Broken pieces of furniture lay scattered about the floor. Artwork and photographs were shredded. The T.V. screen was shattered. Jill backed out the door. Could someone still be in there?

Jill reached into her purse for her cell phone. The LCD screen was blank, the battery dead. She would have to go next door to ask her neighbor to call the police. She banged on Mrs. Crutchet's front door.

"Who is it?" an elderly voice asked.

"It's Jill, Mrs. Crutchet. Jill Hathaway."

"What do you want?" Reclusive and hostile, the old woman hadn't spoken a single friendly word to Jill since she'd bought the house five years ago. The door opened a crack. Mrs. Crutchet peered out. "I'm not dressed, so I can't let you in."

"That's all right. Would you please call 9-1-1? My house has been burglarized."

Mrs. Crutchet stared silently at Jill for several seconds. "It's not my fault."

"Of course it's not your fault. I'm just asking you to call the police for me. I don't want to go in my house until they get here."

"It was probably that man you let come in all hours of the night."

"Mrs. Crutchet," Jill's voice rose in pitch, "all I'm asking you to do is call the police. If it's too much for you to handle, I'll go across the street."

"Don't you take that tone with me. I didn't rob your house. These things wouldn't happen if you didn't keep bad company."

"Mrs. Crutchet..."

"All right, I'll call the cops, but I'm not getting involved. I didn't see nothing. Oh, by the way, some people were looking for you earlier this evening. They asked me where you was. I told them I don't know, I ain't your keeper."

"Damn it, Mrs. Crutchet..."

"All right, I'm calling!" Mrs. Crutchet slammed the door. 

Jill got back in her Subaru and locked the doors. 

I could really use that drink now. 

Five minutes later she heard sirens. Several police cars arrived at once. A uniformed officer complimented Jill on her good sense in not going farther into the house. 

"It could be dangerous, and you may destroy crucial evidence," he said.

Jill sat in her car for another forty-five minutes while police officers went in and out of her house. Two had cameras, and started taking pictures both inside and out. 

I should have done that myself.

A plainclothes detective rapped on her window and gestured Jill to get out. "We need you to come in and see if anything's missing."

The sight of her trashed living room was a terrible shock. She checked her kitchen. Not much damage here, just cooking utensils thrown about. Her bedroom was as bad as the living room. The mattresses were off the frame, her dresser and mirror smashed. Several family pictures were shredded.

The worst damage was in her second bedroom, which she used as an office. Filing cabinets and drawers were pulled open, their contents dumped. Files and papers were thrown all over the room. Her computer monitor was on the floor, the screen shattered. The desktop computer itself was gone. 

Jill finished her inspection and reported to the detective. "The only things missing are my computer and CDs."

"Music CDs?" the detective asked.

"No, file back-up CDs. I'm a photographer. I keep all my digital files archived on CDs."

"Any reason someone would want these files?" the detective asked.

"Not that I can think of. They're just horse show pictures and a few family portraits I've done. They wouldn't be of value to anyone except the people in the photographs."

The detective glanced around the living room. "Miss Hathaway, as you may have seen on the local news, we've been getting a lot of break-in parties in the suburbs recently."

"Break-in parties?"

"Kids find out someone is going to be away for a weekend. They break into the home, drink, do drugs and trash the hell out of the place. I suspect that's what's happened here, except..." the detective continued to look around the room.

"Except what?"

"Well, there's usually a lot of party trash left lying around, you know, roaches, beer bottles, cigarette butts and the like. We're not finding any of that here."

"Maybe they were clean kids," Jill said.

"Maybe. Is anyone upset with you? Boyfriend, co-worker, relative?"

"No. I just broke up with my boyfriend, but that was only a few hours ago. I don't think he'd have time to do all this."

"Does he have a key?"

"Yes, but I'm sure he had nothing to do with this."

"You're probably right, but we need to talk to him anyway. You see, another puzzling thing is, there was no forced entry. Whoever opened the door either had a key or knew how to pick a deadbolt. It takes a professional to pick a deadbolt lock without leaving marks, and this obviously isn't a professional job. They'd just take the valuables and leave. Did anyone else have a key?"

"Just my brother, but he lives up in Gurnee."

"We'll need to call him and make sure he didn't give it to anyone."

"He wouldn't do that without my permission!"

"I'm sure you're right," the detective said. "Do you have somewhere you can stay tonight?"

Jill thought of David. "No."

"Well, I don't think you're in any danger. We'll send a patrol car around throughout the night to be on the safe side." The detective handed her his card. "Give me a call if you think of anything. We'll check with the neighbors, see if they noticed anything. I have to tell you honestly though, we're not likely to catch the punks who did this. Sometimes we get lucky, find a fingerprint matching a kid with a record, but not often. You have insurance, I trust?"

"Yes." Jill didn't want to think about that just now. All she wanted to do was straighten up her bedroom a little and go to bed. It was past eleven, and she still had to get up early tomorrow. She'd call the insurance company in the morning from work.

"All right then, ma'am, have a good night." The detective left, followed by several other officers.

"Have a good night! Not likely." She went out to unload her camera and luggage from her car.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"Good morning, Jill! Have a good weekend?"

"Swell," Jill said to Linda, the overly cheerful woman who occupied the adjoining cubicle. 

"Take lots of pretty pictures?"

Jill was not in the mood for light conversation. She was tired and her head hurt. She couldn't have slept more than one hour. Jill tried to call Beverly, her sister-in-law, before leaving her house. But the intruders had smashed her phone and answering machine along with everything else. Her cell phone refused to work, even though it had been plugged into the charging adapter all night.

"Hi, Jill, hi, Linda!" Ralph, the twenty-something, ultra-yuppie office manager walked by, saving Jill from further conversation. "Oh, Jill, Bradley wants to see you right away."

"Great." Just what Jill needed; another pointless meeting with the department's pointless vice-president. Jill didn't actually work for the company, a large data-processing firm in Schaumburg. She was on assignment to the firm through a temporary employment agency. The data-entry job was dull, the compensation low, but it helped Jill make her mortgage and car payments while building her photography business. 

She had been on this assignment for nearly five months. For the last six weeks Bradley had been trying to talk her into becoming a full-time employee. Jill was not interested. She wanted to be a professional photographer, not a low-paid clerk. She signed up with the temporary employment agency because that's how she wanted her work to be: temporary. She hadn't said this to Bradley, however. She needed the work, especially with the horse show season ending in another month. 

Her speakerphone squawked. "Jill, there's a Beverly on the line."

"Thanks," Jill said to the receptionist. She picked up her handset to take her sister-in-law's call. "Bev, am I ever glad you called. You wouldn't believe the day I had yesterday!"

"Jill, Bradley wants to see you now," Ralph said.

Jill covered the mouthpiece. "I'll just be a second."

"Is this a personal call?"

Jill ignored Ralph. "Bev, can I call you back?"

"Jill," Beverly said, "where have you been? I tried calling you all last night."

"My phone's broken and my cell is dead. Look Bev, the boss is waiting for me. I'll call back in about twenty minutes."

"Jill, Darlene never came home last night. Is she with you?"

"Oh." Jill hated to rat on her niece, but figured she had no choice. "She left the showground around noon and drove to Waukegan to see Joseph. I suppose you should call there."

"Joseph called us last night around nine. He was worried because she hadn't shown up. He said he tried to call you but never got an answer."

Jill felt the prickling on the back of her neck again. Darlene was very responsible. If she changed her plans, she would have let Joseph and her mother know.

"Jill, right now!"

"Excuse me, Ralph," Jill nearly shouted. "I've got a problem here."

"You should not deal with personal problems on company time."

"Then dock my pay, asshole!" She uncovered the mouthpiece. "Sorry Bev. Have you called the police?"

"Yes. They can't do anything until she's been missing for twenty-four hours. Jill, Jimmy and I are so worried!"

"Is Jimmy there with you?"

"Yes, he said he couldn't go to work while his daughter was missing."

"Jill," Ralph said, "for the last time..."

"Bev, my home phone's broken and something is wrong with my cell phone. I'm not supposed to take personal calls here. I'm going to ask for the rest of the day off and come straight to your house."

"Oh, Jill, I'd be grateful, but if it's too much trouble..."

"I want to. Listen, I've got to get going. I'll see you in about an hour." Jill hung up and got up from her desk.

"I will be docking your pay, you know," Ralph said. He followed her through the maze of cubicles. "And I don't appreciate you calling me names."

Jill ignored Ralph. She knocked on Bradley's office door and went in. "Bradley, I've got a family emergency. I need to take the rest of the day off."

"Sit down, Jill."

"Does everyone around here have a hearing problem? I said I've got an emergency. I need to leave now."

"This won't take long," Bradley said. "Please, sit down."  With a heavy sigh, Jill sat. "Jill, I received a call early this morning. From what I'm hearing, you've been involved in some unethical business practices."

Jill didn't respond right away. She was thinking about Bev and Darlene. "What did you say? Who's been unethical?"

"You have. At least, so I'm told."

"Told by whom?"

"That's not important, Jill."

"The hell it isn't! I haven't done anything unethical. Is Ralph spreading rumors about me? I'd castrate the bastard this minute if I had the time, but I've really got to be going."

"Ralph said nothing to me. In fact, he doesn't know about this."

"Damn it, Bradley, what are you talking about?"

"Corporate espionage, Jill." Bradley paused and looked Jill in the eyes.

"Look, Bradley, I don't have time to play games, so keep your intrigue to yourself."

"It's no game, Jill. I learned you've been hacking into secure computer files and emailing them to our competitors."

"Huh?"

"It's no use, Jill. My sources tell me this isn't the first time you've done this. They say you work with temp agencies just to access to the computer files of large corporations."

Jill stood up. "Well, your sources are full of shit. I wouldn't know how to hack into a computer if I wanted to. But we'll have to discuss this another time. I really have to go."

"I want you to go, Jill. I've already cancelled your assignment with the agency. You will be escorted out by security."

"You did what? You son of a bitch, how am I supposed to get another assignment now? Oh never mind, I'll get a lawyer to deal with you when I get the time."

"You're going to need a lawyer, Jill. You've committed a felony, and we intend to press charges."

Jill was too shocked to respond. There was a sharp knock on the door. A uniformed security guard entered. 

"Please escort Miss Hathaway off the premises. Make sure she touches nothing on her way out."

Trying not to cry, Jill followed the security guard to the main entrance. "I can find my car, thank you very much." 

The security guard insisted on walking Jill to her car. He stood in the parking lot until she pulled out into the street.

My house is trashed, my niece is missing, and now I'm going to jail for something I know nothing about. Can this day get any worse? 

No longer fighting her tears, she pulled into a gas station. She got out and swiped her debit card at the pump. The pump's small screen said 'card not authorized'.

"Shit, now what?" Jill tried her VISA card. 

'Not authorized, see attendant,' the screen said. 

Frustrated, Jill stomped into the mini-mart. "I can't get my card to work at the pump. Can you help me?"

The clerk tried both the debit and credit card several times. "I'm sorry, ma'am, I'm not getting an authorization. Do you have another card?"

"Here." Jill handed the clerk fifteen dollars. That should buy enough gas to get to Gurnee. Jill pumped gas into her car then drove to the Illinois toll road. It only took her thirty minutes in the light, mid-morning traffic to reach her brother's house. 
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