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      “I’M GONNA CUT YOU!”

      The party froze at Kerri-Anne’s completely unprovoked threat. What was a fun Game Night at Linda’s house immediately turned dark, with the dozen or so guests staring dumbfounded, jaws dropped, at the statuesque blonde, everyone wondering if this was a bad joke.

      On cue, Alexa stopped playing the hip-hop party tunes that next-door neighbor Ren had requested. Ren was a regular at Linda’s Game Nights, often the life of the party with his over-the-top perverted sense of humor.

      After an uncomfortable ninety seconds of dead air, Linda’s significant other, Gregory, finally replied, “What the fuck, Kerri-Anne?!”

      Gregory stared down Kerri-Anne, noticing her glassy gaze and lack of balance while she struggled to remain atop the bar stool.

      “You heard me,” Kerri-Anne slurred as her shaky, freshly manicured index finger wiggled millimeters from Gregory’s nose.

      This was not the first time Kerri-Anne threatened Gregory, but it was the first time she let her feelings be known to the entire group. She had made constant remarks in private to Gregory, comments such as, “You’re not gonna steal my best friend from me” or “You won’t be around much longer”. Gregory sluffed off those remarks as drunken banter from a jealous woman.

      He and Linda had discussed Kerri-Anne’s behavior many times, and Linda knew her friend was becoming a thorn in her relationship with Gregory. The couple speculated that Kerri-Anne was possibly a lesbian or bisexual, whose emotional connection with Linda had grown beyond that of “friend.” The problem was, at least in Kerri-Anne’s mind, Linda did not have the same intense feelings toward Kerri-Anne. In fact, after being single for over a decade since her twenty-year marriage ended, Linda had finally met a man with whom she felt a genuine connection. She could see spending their golden years together … provided they could endure the bump in the road created by Kerri-Anne.

      The other party guests could see the problem as well. They all walked on eggshells around Kerri-Anne’s drunken antics and spoke frequently amongst each other about how Linda needed to cut ties with Kerri-Anne, who had sabotaged far too many Game Nights. There was the night Linda had to leave the party early to bail Kerri-Anne out of jail after she had assaulted an Uber driver because the Iranian immigrant would not play Kerri-Anne’s favorite Sirius XM channel. And there was the night when Kerri-Anne had emerged from the bathroom completely nude, encouraging all the other partiers to join “enjoy the freedom of nudity”. And when no one obliged, Kerri-Anne verbally assaulted the party guests, calling them “vanilla pussies” and “limp-dick Republicans”. There were numerous other incidents of similar infamy, all which Kerri-Anne claimed to never remember after sleeping off her hangover.

      Linda continuously assured Gregory that Kerri-Anne would never really harm him. Gregory was not so certain.

      Gregory noticed the twelve-inch carving knife within two feet of the inebriated forty-year-old woman’s left hand, and not so subtly slid it away from her reach.

      Linda emerged from the restroom, unaware of the strange interchange between her friend and her beau.

      Kerri-Anne’s demeanor changed immediately.

      “What’s with all this goop in your hair?” Kerri-Anne asked, stumbling to her feet to stand behind Ren, running her long fingers through Ren’s thick black locks. She had played this flirtatious game with Ren for months. She had even confided in Linda about late-night booty calls at Ren’s, none of which were true. It was all a smokescreen.

      Ren held up a hand to block Kerri-Anne’s. “Hey! I spent thirty minutes on the ‘do tonight. Keep your grimy digits outta my fur.”

      Everyone laughed. Not Kerri-Anne.

      “Oh Ren, you’re such a freak. Why don’t you go back to your murder spree?” Kerri-Anne sat back down on her bar stool, nearly missing the chair altogether. It was Gregory who caught her arm and saved Kerri-Anne from crashing to the floor.

      The “murder spree” crack was another running joke among the Game Night crowd. Ren lived a mysterious life. He had no significant other, just a slew of unimportant hookups. Ren was a nuclear engineer who spent most weeks on the road, returning on weekends to his lovely mid-century modern home with a view of the Rocky Mountains. At one Game Night, someone jokingly asked if Ren was traveling the U.S. racking up serial kills. “Yup, and I bring them back and bury the bodies under my house,” Ren replied. He enjoyed having an air of mystery around him and played into the banter.

      Acting hurt by Ren’s diss, Kerri-Anne left her bar stool and plopped down onto the living room couch, still within earshot of the other party guests. She whipped out her phone from her pocket.

      “Hey, Hank! Why aren’t you at the party? Where the fuck are you, Hank?” Kerri-Anne ended the voicemail message and tossed her phone onto the couch, unaware that it slid between the cushions. She always misplaced her phone; the Kerri-Anne iPhone search was typically the final activity of every Game Night.

      “Let’s go over to Hank’s house. He’s just around the corner,” Kerri-Anne announced.

      “No one’s going over to Hank’s house,” Gregory spoke for the entire group.

      “He never responded to the invite, Kerri-Anne. He never does anymore. What’re you doing?” Linda asked.

      “Come on, let’s go!”

      Kerri-Anne slipped on her denim jacket and opened the front door, looking back at the others. “Fine, I’m going to Hank’s. Keep an eye on Chip for me.” Chip was Kerri-Anne’s Chihuahua, who always traveled with her.

      No one was interested in going to Hank’s, especially Gregory. Hank and Linda had dated briefly before Linda and Gregory met. The relationship ended amicably, and both Hank and Linda moved on with their lives. Linda kept Hank on the group text invite list just to be polite, but Hank never attended any more Game Nights. Kerri-Anne, however, was adept at driving wedges between people. Even after seven margaritas, Kerri-Anne could not stop her conniving jealousy. She brought up Hank every chance she could, knowing it was a sore subject with Gregory. Anything to drive a wedge between Linda and Gregory, she thought.

      Game Night continued as the teams got back into Cards Against Humanity. But now the game could flow smoothly without Kerri-Anne’s constant disruptions.

      A cool breeze blew in from the front door, as Kerri-Anne stumbled back inside. She had been gone for all of five minutes.

      “Shit, you’re back already?” Ren quipped.

      Flipping off Ren, Kerri-Anne grabbed Linda’s arm and yanked her toward the back patio. “We need to talk.”

      The glass door slid shut, blocking the sound of Kerri-Anne and Linda’s conversation from the rest of the guests. Gregory paid close attention to what was transpiring on the patio. He could not read lips, but it was evident there was a problem.

      

      “I NEED TO TELL YOU SOMETHING,” Linda whispered to Gregory while they slid under the covers. The party went well after Kerri-Anne had passed out on the couch, allowing the rest of the guests to enjoy the evening without her disruptions.

      “Okay, what’s up?” Gregory knew Linda was about to discuss Kerri-Anne, but he wanted to keep an even keel.

      “Promise me you won’t be mad.”

      “I don’t know what you’re going to tell me.”

      “Just promise, okay?”

      “Alright.”

      Long pause. Linda was choking back her tears. “When Kerri-Anne dragged me out back … she told me Hank is still in love with me.”

      “Uh-huh. Do you think that’s true?”

      “No, not at all. She’s being ridiculous. Hank was never in love with me. In fact, I don’t think she even went to Hank’s. She was back here two minutes after she left.”

      “So, why would she tell you that?”

      “I think we both know why.”

      Gregory waited for Linda to say it.

      “It’s so weird for me to admit this.”

      Gregory said nothing.

      Linda took a deep breath. “Fine … she’s in love with me. Are you happy? You were right all along.”
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      THE “PURPLE RAIN” RINGTONE on Linda’s iPhone sang for the sixth time. It was just six a.m. but the party had extended far later than she had expected, and Linda did not get to bed until after two a.m. So, Linda had stuffed plugs into her ears to help ensure at least seven hours of uninterrupted slumber. No such luck.

      Linda cracked open an eye to see the time on her phone. While doing so she also noticed the slew of calls from Juanita, Hank’s new bride. Neither Linda nor any of her friends from the party were aware that two weeks prior, Juanita’s status changed from Hank’s girlfriend to Hank’s wife.

      Juanita had never called Linda. Linda knew something was wrong.

      “Hello?” Linda wiped the night goop from her mouth and cleared her throat.

      Gregory too had hoped to sleep in much later. He’d heard the phone ring but tried to get back to sleep. Linda’s conversation kept Gregory awake. He could clearly hear Juanita’s end of the conversation, even though Linda did not put the phone on speaker, and she tried to keep her voice down.

      “Linda, I’m so sorry to bother you this early.”

      “What’s the matter, Juanita?”

      “It’s Hank. He went out last night to walk Mongo, but he never came home.” Mongo was Hank’s cherished ten-year-old bull mastiff.

      “Oh no! What time was that?”

      “Like … around three in the morning. Mongo was scratching at the door. I heard Hank get up. He kissed me on the forehead and said he’d be right back. I must’ve fallen back to sleep. And then I woke up to Mongo barking at the front door. He had on his harness and was dragging his leash, but there was no Hank.”

      “Where have you looked?”

      “First, I went on the path where Hank takes Mongo over by Harvey Park. I called his name and looked for any clues.” Juanita was a dispatcher for the Centennial, Colorado police department, so she tried to think like her detective coworkers. “When I came back home, I noticed Hank didn’t take his phone. I looked at the history. He had three unanswered calls from Kerri-Anne at ten last night. And then a bizarre text from her. Let me read it to you …”

      “Okay.” Linda turned to see if Gregory was still awake and noticed he had slipped out of bed and was in the bathroom.

      “She wrote, ‘Why aren’t you answering your phone, asshole?’”

      “Sorry, Kerri-Anne was really drunk⁠—”

      “There’s more. ‘We need to talk. Linda is still in love with you. Meet me outside your house.’”

      “Juanita … it’s not true at all. I don’t know⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, Linda. I know. She’s a fucking train wreck. Why do you think we stopped going to your Game Nights? He can’t stand that woman. But I’m afraid—could she have done something to Hank?”

      “That makes no sense, Juanita. Kerri-Anne has her issues, but she’d have no reason to be angry at Hank.”

      “Maybe she was waiting for him outside the house. Maybe they had an argument. It’s possible, right?”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Have you called the police?” Linda could not picture Kerri-Anne harming Hank. Hank was a big man—at least six feet and pushing three-hundred pounds. Kerri-Anne was five-seven and did not weigh more than one-thirty.

      “Just a few minutes ago. They’re sending a detective. I’m going to tell the detective about Kerri-Anne’s text. I know she’s your close friend, but she might know something.”

      “I understand., Juanita. Hank’ll turn up soon. I’m sure he’s fine.”

      Juanita’s voice trembled. “I hope so. Will you let me know if you can think of anything?”

      “Of course.”

      The toilet flushed and Gregory emerged from the bathroom.

      “Did you hear?”

      “Some of it. Hank’s missing?”

      “Juanita suspects Kerri-Anne.”

      Gregory shrugged his shoulders and wrinkled his face to convey, “Do you blame Juanita for thinking that?”

      Linda’s mind went through a mental timeline of events from ten p.m. until Kerri-Anne’s Uber arrived at two a.m. Kerri-Anne remained asleep on Linda’s living room couch until midnight when the first guests to leave, Linda’s work friends Laureen and Maureen, bid adieu. Kerri-Anne did not get up, but she slurred, “Drive safe!” when the door closed behind Laureen and Maureen.

      Linda encouraged Kerri-Anne to sleep in the guest bedroom. She told Kerri-Anne she could spend the night, but Kerri-Anne insisted she would go home once she sobered up. Linda recalled Kerri-Anne passing Gregory as she walked down the hallway to the guest bedroom, leaning into Gregory’s ear to whisper, “You’re a lucky mother-fucker, Greg.” That was at one-thirty.

      When Ren walked home at two a.m., Linda knocked on the guestroom door. Kerri-Anne was already awake, dressed, and getting Chip into his harness. Linda told Kerri-Anne an Uber was on the way. Kerri-Anne hugged Linda for an uncomfortably long time. Linda offered Kerri-Anne a cup of coffee while they waited for the Uber, which she declined.

      Linda double-checked her Uber app and saw that Chike arrived at 2:08 a.m. to take Kerri-Anne home. Chike sent a thank-you for the twenty-percent tip at 2:29 a.m.

      That gave Kerri-Anne thirty-one minutes to potentially make the fifteen-minute drive back to Hank’s home. Kerri-Anne had taken an Uber to Linda’s house, so her car was still in her garage, and by the time Kerri-Anne arrived at her apartment, she was sober enough to drive.

      Linda worried that Juanita’s concern was valid.
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      IT TOOK ALL OF KERRI-ANNE’S MIGHT to peel herself off her bathroom floor. She had spent the prior hour retching a horrid combination of fish tacos, green chili, and about a half-gallon of strawberry margaritas.

      Kerri-Anne stuck her head under the bathroom sink faucet to rinse some of the skank out of her mouth. Then she limped her naked body five steps to her king-size bed, shoved most of the pillows to the floor, and plopped down on the brand-new comforter she had purchased with her severance check.

      Chip scampered up the doggy steps to the bed and climbed atop Kerri-Anne-s chest, sniffing the vomit stench emanating from Kerri-Anne’s mouth.

      Kerri-Anne pushed her tiny dog down to her crotch, where Chip curled up and nestled into the warmth.

      “You know you can’t stay there all night, Chippers,” Kerri-Anne said, fiddling with her Chihuahua’s funny ears.

      Chip looked up briefly at his human as if to say, “No, silly woman. I will be here as long as I desire.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with me, Chip?” Kerri-Anne’s hand left the dog’s head and squeezed the tears out of her eyes. “What does she see in Gregory anyway?” She emphasized Gregory in the most sarcastic tone possible. “He’s not rich. He’s okay looking for a guy pushing sixty. I give him a six-point-five. But Linda’s a solid nine. She said he’s good in bed, but that’ll start fading soon. A guy his age is bound to lose the ole libido. And what’s with his name, Chip? Gregory?! What a snob! How about just ‘Greg’ like every other Gregory on the planet? He’s just not … shit, Chip … he’s not … me!”

      Kerri-Anne wiped the tear that rolled down her cheek.

      Just before Kerri-Anne’s eyes finally shut, she caught a glimpse of the clothes draped over the edge of her hamper. Her head tilted a bit to the side at the sight of a blood spot on the gold silk panties she had worn that night. She had hoped that Linda might get a chance to see Kerri-Anne’s new lingerie collection—another purchase she had made with the severance check.

      As she nodded off, Kerri-Anne mumbled, “How the fuck did blood get on my panties?”
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      IT TOOK EVERY OUNCE OF STRENGTH for Juanita to drag Mongo to the backyard. The police had finally arrived but would not enter the home with a two-hundred-pound canine protecting his home like a lioness guarding her cubs. Even after the massive canine retreated to the backyard, he continued to jump up on the six-foot wrought-iron fence, knocking loose one of the long metal poles.

      “I’m sorry about Mongo. He’s very sweet once he gets to know you,” Juanita said, holding her screen door open for the two detectives. Mongo continued to bark for several minutes, each WOOF! rattling the back door.

      “Coffee?” Juanita asked. “I just made a pot.”

      “Sure, I’d love some. Black, please,” Detective Lauren Gabriel declared. Detective Gabriel looked more like a fashion model than a police officer. She came from one of those “long lines of law enforcement” families—Daddy was a cop, as was Grandpa, and Great-Grandpa as well.

      Lauren was the only child of Raymond and Rae-Lynn Gabriel, so there were no sons to carry on the family tradition. Raymond Gabriel had taken a bullet in the back ten years prior from a petty thief who had stolen a carton of cigarettes. The bullet partially paralyzed Raymond and ended his career. It was the proudest day of Raymond’s life when his daughter Lauren made detective at the tender age of twenty-eight.

      “None for me,” added Detective Ned Kranepool, whose doctor had recently ordered him to cut down drastically on caffeine, dairy, alcohol, and nicotine, or risk a heart attack within a year. A weather-beaten forty-year-old man in a terribly wrinkled brown suit, Kranepool could have passed for sixty. Kranepool was initially fuming when partnered with young upstart Lauren Gabriel. But over the two years since, he had grown to respect the woman, who had some of the most innate crime-solving skills he had seen in his fourteen years on the force.

      The detectives sat next to each other on the black dander-filled couch. Juanita set the saucer down on the makeshift coffee table that Hank had hammered together using plywood and thick branches from the apple tree in their yard.

      “I’m sorry about all the dog hair.” Juanita noticed the fur attaching itself to Detective Gabriel’s neatly pressed maroon suit. “Let me get a towel⁠—”

      “Please, ma’am, don’t worry about it. I have three dogs myself,” Gabriel explained. “Please … sit. And thank you for the coffee. Smells lovely.” Detective Gabriel blew on the steam and slurped a sip. She smiled and tipped up the cup toward Juanita. The coffee was delicious and just what Gabriel needed so early in the morning.

      Kranepool pulled an old-school notepad from his jacket while Gabriel set her iPhone on the table and pressed “voice record”.

      “Mrs. Sanguillen⁠—”

      “Juanita,” she corrected the detective, spinning her new wedding ring as a reminder to herself that she had recently become “Mrs. Hank Sanguillen”.

      Detective Gabriel continued, “Juanita, we normally will wait at least twenty-four hours before initiating a missing person’s report. But what was different in this case was the dog.”

      “Mongo?”

      “Yes, Mongo showing up without his owner is a pretty unusual situation, especially at three a.m.”

      “We’d like to take a look at Mongo’s leash and harness, if you don’t mind,” Kranepool requested.

      “Of course.” Juanita reached to grab the leash off the hook by the front door.

      “Hang on!” Gabriel called out. “Better not handle that. There may be some evidence on it.”

      Detective Gabriel stood and walked over to examine the leash. “Hmm …”

      “What is it?” Juanita asked.

      “Not sure. Could be blood splatter. Could be mud. We better get forensics out here. You’ve already handled the leash, so whatever evidence might be there could already be tarnished.”

      “What about the dog, Detective Gabriel?” Kranepool asked.

      “Good point, Ned. They’ll have to examine Mongo as well.”

      Detective Gabriel continued her questioning. “I hate to ask this, and I’m sorry if it seems insensitive, but how were you and Hank getting along? Any arguments, problems between the two of you?” Gabriel sat back down on the fur-filled couch and gulped her coffee.

      “No, I get it. I work for the Centennial P.D.—dispatch—so I know you have to ask. But things couldn’t be better with me and Hank. We literally just got back from Maui—our honeymoon.” Juanita flashed her sparkly new wedding ring.

      “Oh, very nice,” Lauren Gabriel replied. The beautiful detective had no desire to marry. In fact, she quite enjoyed playing the field, a frequent user of hook-up apps such as Tinder and OKCupid. None of her colleagues knew of her sex-positive lifestyle, although many of the single men in the department, and a couple of married ones as well, had tried to get to know her better, with no luck. Lauren would not shit where she ate.

      Detective Kranepool, a two-time divorcee, could not help but roll his eyes at the sight of a new wedding ring. Kranepool had only recently paid off his second wedding ring, the one that wife number two threw at his eye following a nasty drunken fight.

      “Thank you.” Juanita was beaming, recalling her sex-filled honeymoon. Her smile faded quickly as her mind returned to the matter at hand: her husband’s disappearance. “There is something that might help.”

      Juanita filled the detectives in on Kerri-Anne’s texts and phone call.

      “What do you know about this Kerri-Anne?” Kranepool prodded.

      “Hank used to be friendly with her.”

      “Friendly?” Kranepool interjected.

      “Not like that, Detective. He used to socialize with a group that would have regular Game Nights. They were usually at Linda O’Neill’s house. She lives just around the corner. Hank stopped going to the parties after he and I began dating seriously. I only went to one party. It was fun, but kind of wild. Not exactly my crowd. The widest of the bunch was Kerri-Anne, Linda’s BFF. I don’t remember her last name. Harper … Henderson … something with an ‘H’. Harmon! That’s it, Harmon. Kerri-Anne is hardcore. She drinks a lot. I mean a lot. She thought she was the life of the party, but she was just a buffoon. And mean! She was just awful to Hank, always making fun of his weight. I think she had a problem with Hank because he and Linda dated. It was never serious, but Kerri-Anne acted all butt-hurt whenever Hank spent any time with Linda. It was like she had to control Linda’s social life.”

      “Why was she trying to get Hank over to the party last night?” Gabriel asked.

      “I have no idea. He hasn’t been to a Game Night in like a year. Maybe longer. But Linda has a serious boyfriend now, so I think that has something to do with all this.”

      “How so?” asked Detective Kranepool as he noticed a pink piece of paper on the coffee table. He lifted the paper while listening to Juanita.

      “I’m just speculating here, but if Kerri-Anne had such a tough time with Hank dating Linda, then she would likely lose her shit—pardon my French—over Linda and Gregory.” Juanita refilled Lauren’s coffee.

      “Does this Greg guy have a last name?” Kranepool asked. He kept eyeing the coffee, which smelled heavenly. It was almost as difficult for Kranepool to give up caffeine as it was for liquor.

      “Hmm … not sure. I’ve never met him.”

      Detective Gabriel reminded Juanita to visit the police station and fill out a missing person’s report so Hank’s disappearance could get entered into the system.

      

      THE DETECTIVES SAT in their Crown Victoria, Gabriel behind the wheel, contemplating their next move. They had already contacted forensics to visit Juanita’s house and dust Mongo and his leash for evidence. They wondered if Mongo would allow the forensics team to get close to him.

      “So, pay a visit to Linda O’Neill or this whack-job Kerri-Anne?”

      “O’Neill’s around the corner, so that’s stop number one,” Detective Gabriel replied, noticing Kranepool’s odd stare. “What? Something on my face?”

      “You still smell like that coffee. You know I’m trying to⁠—”

      “Oh, get over it, Ned. It’s good to have a little willpower.” And with that, Lauren plunged her hand into a bag of Krispy Kreme donuts and gobbled one down in two bites.

      “You got some sugar on your cheek … bitch.” Despite their twelve-year age difference, Kranepool and Gabriel had a fun rapport and enjoyed razzing each other.
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      KRANEPOOL PUSHED THE RING DOORBELL for the third time.

      “I can hear something in there. Can you hear it?”

      Detective Gabriel moved her right ear against the door. She raised an eyebrow. “They’re fucking.” Gabriel smirked. “I can hear the headboard banging and someone moaning.”

      Kranepool walked off the front stoop to the window, which he assumed was the master bedroom. He leaned his face toward the window.

      “Ned! Stop being a perv. We’ll come back later. Let’s go find that Kerri-Anne woman.”

      

      “ARE THEY GONE?” Linda asked Gregory, who was watching the detectives drive away from a small gap in the bedroom blinds.

      “Yeah, they’re gone.”

      “I think we dented the wall,” Linda said while examining the space between the headboard and the wall, where the couple had been ramming the oak bedframe while moaning phony cries of passion.

      “Explain to me why we didn’t want to talk with the cops?” Gregory asked Linda, feeling the dent in the wall created by the headboard.

      “They’re gonna ask us all these questions that we’re not ready to answer.”

      “Like?”

      “Like … why did Kerri-Anne go to Hank’s last night? And … what was Kerri-Anne’s state of mind? I don’t want to throw my friend to the wolves.”

      Gregory was listening to Linda, although he had wandered to the kitchen to brew the couple some coffee. He came back holding two steaming mugs.

      “Thank you. I need this,” Linda said, smelling the fresh brew before taking a small sip.

      While looking at the damage to the wall, Gregory smirked. “Hey, since we already made this dent, we might as well shake the headboard again. This time without any clothes.”

      “Read the room, my witty porn star. I’m too stressed for sex right now.”

      

      “YA HEAR THAT?” Kranepool snickered to Detective Gabriel, his ear pressed to Kerri-Anne’s front door. “This one’s bumping uglies with someone too.”

      Lauren folded her arms and scoffed. “That ain’t the sounds of passion, you perv.”

      “My ass it ain’t,” Kranepool replied. “Just listen to all that passion in there.”

      “She’s barfing, you idiot. You should know that sound—intimately.”

      Detective Gabriel stepped in front of her partner and knocked loudly on the front door. Chip the Chihuahua went into full guard-dog mode, attempting to tear through the door with his tiny claws.

      “Freaking Chihuahuas,” Kranepool groaned over the dog’s yapping. “Meanest sombitches on four legs. I’d rather deal with that monster mutt at Juanita’s.”

      Detective Gabriel pounded her fist on the door five more times.

      “Ma’am, we know you’re in there! We can hear you retching!”

      The door opened slowly, revealing a woman clutching a tiny dog. The woman had clearly seen better days. Her hair had specks of vomit dripping from it. Her eye makeup had smudged so much that she looked like she had gone three rounds with Mike Tyson.

      Kranepool held up his badge. “Detectives Kranepool and Gabriel, Denver Metro PD. Can we have a word?”

      “What’s this about, Detectives?” Kerri-Anne blew out a belch that stunk like a sewer, forcing both detectives to take a step from the stench.

      “Just a few minutes of your time, ma’am. If we can please come in?” Gabriel asked politely.

      “Um, sure.” Kerri-Anne escorted the police duo into her apartment, a two-bedroom that she usually kept tidy. “Excuse the mess,” she added, while scooping piles of clothing from the couch, still holding Chip in one arm. “Have a seat, please.”

      Kerri-Anne dumped the clothes pile on top of the washing machine and returned to the living room. Chip began to squirm.

      “Pardon me one sec. I’m gonna toss Chippers into the bedroom. He’s not always friendly.”

      While waiting for Kerri-Anne to return, Kranepool and Gabriel scanned the apartment. They made mental notes of the numerous photos hanging on the walls and atop the mantle and breakfast bar of Kerri-Anne with another woman.

      Kranepool stood and moved toward the breakfast bar for a closer look. When Kerri-Anne returned to the living room, adjusted her robe belt and settled into her tan recliner, Kranepool asked, “This your sister?”

      “Huh?” Kerri-Anne asked, pulling her mangled hair into a ponytail.

      “All these photos. The lady with you.”

      “Ahh, she’s more like a sister than my real sister. Nah, that’s my BFF.”

      “The BFF got a name?” Detective Gabriel probed.

      “You know, not to be rude, but you still haven’t told me why you’re here.”

      “You’re right, Miss … Harmon, right?”

      “Yup. Kerri-Anne Harmon. Been my name all my life.” Kerri-Anne’s hangover had worn off, thanks to the stress of having two detectives sitting in her home.

      “Do you know a Hank Sanguillen?” Kranepool asked. Then he tapped the photos of Kerri-Anne and Linda and sat back down in the living room.

      “Sure, I know Hank. Why?”

      “When was the last time you saw Mr. Sanguillen?” Gabriel asked.

      “Um … I don’t know. A few months ago … maybe more. Why? Is he okay?”

      “Missing.”

      “Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

      “Missing, as in no one knows his whereabouts,” Kranepool elaborated. “His wife says he went to walk the dog at three a.m., and that’s the last she saw of him.”

      “Whoa, whoa! Wife? Hank’s not married.”

      “Oh, he’s very much married. Saw the wedding ring, honeymoon photos, and the big wedding portrait on the wall. He’s definitely married.” Kranepool stared down Kerri-Anne. He knew she was lying and he wanted to gauge her reaction.

      Kerri-Anne grabbed a lock of hair and started twisting it—a telltale signal of a fib.

      “You were at Hank’s house?”

      “Yes, the home of Hank and Juanita Sanguillen,” Detective Gabriel replied smugly. “She seems absolutely lovely.”

      “I, uh, I don’t know her very well.”

      “That’s funny,” Lauren continued, “she knows you. How do you think we got your name?”

      Kerri-Anne shrugged. The detectives waited for some sort of response. “Okay, but why would you think I have anything to do with Hank disappearing?”

      Kranepool pulled out the notepad from his back pocket, flipping to the last page of notes. He read, “Why aren’t you answering your phone, asshole? We need to talk. Linda is still in love with you. Meet me outside your house.”

      Kerri-Anne twirled her hair more vigorously. “What’s that?”

      Kranepool flipped his notepad closed and slid his pencil behind his ear, old-school style. “The text messages you sent to Mr. Sanguillen last night. Care to explain?”

      “Fine! It’s just banter. Hank and I are from New Jersey. We give each other a hard time. You know, like … ‘the Giants suck; no, the Jets suck.’ It’s all good-natured.”

      “Ms. Harmon … there were also three phone calls you placed to Mr. Sanguillen at ten p.m. Sure seems like you wanted to get a hold of the man badly. This doesn’t appear like good-natured banter, does it?” Detective Gabriel spotted a bead of sweat running down Kerri-Anne’s temple.

      “Detectives, I’m very sorry.” Kerri-Anne took two deep breaths. “I’m feeling a bit under the wea⁠—”

      “Jesus Christ!” Detective Kranepool screamed and jumped back into his seat, feeling something crawling up his pant leg.

      “I’m so sorry. That’s Linny the iguana.” Kerri-Anne pulled the reptile off the detective and placed it back into its terrarium. As soon as she clicked on the heat lamp, Kerri-Anne felt a surge of vomit race up her throat. She sprinted to the bathroom and heaved into the toilet.

      “Fuck me,” Detective Gabriel whispered to Kranepool. “This is a shit show. We’re not getting anywhere with her in this condition. When she comes out, let’s get her to come down to the station when she feels better.”

      “Why? For all we know, Sanguillen is fine. Maybe he’s banging another woman and fell asleep at her place. Shit, he hasn’t even been gone one day yet.”

      Gabriel nodded in agreement.
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      GREGORY WAS BALANCING perilously from the top rung of the ladder, digging his rubber glove covered arm into the rain gutter. He had promised Linda he would clean the gutters before she returned from her lunch date with Kerri-Anne.

      A voice shouted out from across the neighbor’s fence, “She’s got you cleaning the gutters now?!”

      Startled, Gregory turned quickly from atop the ladder, nearly losing his footing, a panicked look engulfing his face as he stared down at the twelve-foot drop to the ground. Gregory reached for the edge of the rain gutter, barely grasping on to regain his balance.

      “Oh shit! I’m sorry, dude. Didn’t mean to spook ya.” Ren began walking toward Gregory, smirking at the sight of his friend scrambling to avoid a twelve-foot fall into the rose bushes.

      Gregory ambled down from the ladder, tossing a clump of rotten leaves into the compost barrel.

      “Better luck next time, huh?” Ren joked.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Ahh, never mind. Don’t let me stop you from your honey-do chores.”

      “It’s time for a break anyway,” Gregory said, wiping the sweat from his brow, wondering if Ren was trying to scare him off the ladder. The guy did have a sick sense of humor.

      Ren handed Gregory a cold Sam Adams. They clinked bottles and each took a refreshing swig. Gregory quickly forgot about the scare from the top rung.

      “Fucked up about poor Hank, isn’t it?”

      “No shit!” Gregory escorted Ren toward the shaded patio in the backyard, where the two friends began speculating.

      “I heard he was pretty messed up.”

      “Yeah, poor Juanita. She’s not taking it well at all. She had to identify him.”

      “They’re saying it was maybe a mountain lion attack.”

      “I hadn’t heard that one,” Gregory replied with a beer belch. “Mountain lion, huh? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mongo. I heard the dog was fine. If it was a mountain lion, Mongo would’ve had some damage too.”

      “Maybe,” Ren replied. “Or maybe Mongo bolted. Hank was no sprinter. He couldn’t outrun a lion.”

      Gregory shook his head. “Nah, that dog would have protected his human.”

      “What about the other theory?”

      “You mean …?”

      “I heard the cops have been questioning her.”

      The sound of Linda’s Jeep Cherokee pulling into the driveway put a halt to the conversation.

      “Linda and Kerri-Anne just got some sushi. Linda’s trying to help Kerri-Anne get her mind off the Hank situation, so let’s not⁠—”

      “No worries. Mum’s the word.” Ren made a clichéd key-lock motion on his lips.

      “I see you’re working hard on the gutters,” Linda teased.

      “Almost done. Ren came over with a beer, so I had to take a break.”

      “What’s up, Ren?” Kerri-Anne slurred as the two hugged. Ren could smell the sake on Kerri-Anne-s breath. “You gonna help the old fart here with the rain gutters?”

      “Fuck no! He’s on his own there.”

      “I hope he doesn’t injure himself climbing up that tall ladder,” Kerri-Anne quipped, smirking at Gregory. “His bones are all brittle and shaky, ya know.”

      “Same old Kerri-Anne. You think maybe now isn’t the best time to be a bitch?” Gregory retorted.

      Kerri-Anne snapped. “What?! Are you gonna bring up Hank? No one was talking about Hank. Why are you stirring the pot, Gregory?”

      “How ‘bout I drive you home, Kerri-Anne?” Linda interjected. She turned to Gregory and mouthed, “Way too much sake.”

      

      “I HATE REN SO FUCKING MUCH!” Kerri-Anne blurted, staring out the passenger side window on the ride back to her apartment.

      “What brought that on?” Linda asked, noticing Kerri-Anne’s somber face reflected in her car window.

      “He uses me. He used me at the party the other night.”

      “I don’t understand. How did he use you at the party?”

      “I told you. In the bathroom. The quickie?”

      Linda was stunned. This was the first she had heard about a quickie that had allegedly taken place at Game Night. Stopped at a red light, Linda stared at her friend, but Kerri-Anne continued to peer out the window.

      “I’m sorry. You and Ren had a quickie at my house that night?”

      “The fucker was so high, he called me Linda while he was banging me. Don’t pretend you didn’t notice. We knocked over a bunch of stuff off the bathroom shelf.”

      But Linda had not noticed. No one had noticed. In fact, Linda wondered if Kerri-Anne was possibly making up the entire story. After all, Kerri-Anne was sloshed, so drunk that she could have imagined the quickie, Linda thought.

      Kerri-Anne had conjured an ongoing friends-with-benefits relationship between her and Ren. The fact was, the two only had sex once, a year ago, following a mushroom-filled evening when Kerri-Anne had followed Ren home from Game Night. The incident was so uneventful that Ren had completely forgotten about it. But Kerri-Anne’s insecure mind could not accept the fact that Ren did not have romantic feelings for Kerri-Anne. So that one uneventful tryst turned into a steamy, secret relationship that only Kerri-Anne knew about. And now she was about to disclose everything to Linda.

      “I’ve told you about me and Ren. We’ve talked about it several times.”

      “Umm, I think I’d remember that.”

      “Jeez, the guy is all over me at every Game Night. How do you not notice?”

      Linda shook her head at that total lie. “Ren is all over⁠—”

      “Oh, come on! Everyone can see the sexual tension.”

      “Between you and Ren?”

      The light turned green and Linda proceeded ahead, trying to focus on the road while listening to Kerri-Anne’s farfetched tale.

      “How long has this been happening?” Linda played along.

      “Months. Maybe two years. Something like that. Nearly every Game Night, I sneak back to Ren’s, and we bump uglies.”

      “But he’s brought dates to Game Night several times. There was Shelley … and Brenda⁠—”

      “A facade.”

      “They seemed real to me. Shelley really liked⁠—”

      Linda stopped short of arguing the point with Kerri-Anne. She was certain the relationship with Ren was a work of fiction, a smokescreen to pull the wool over Linda’s eyes—an attempt to convince her friend that she was heterosexual. Linda did not want to burst Kerri-Anne’s bubble. She was also a bit frightened. Kerri-Anne seemed committed to her lie. And she was. In fact, Kerri-Anne had convinced herself that she truly did have sex with Ren at the most recent Game Night and that Ren was the cause of the blood splatter on her panties. She was not sure how the blood transferred from Ren to the outer left cheek region of Kerri-Anne’s undergarment. She was too drunk to recall if she and Ren had had a quickie in Linda’s bathroom, but when one is blackout drunk, reality and fiction blur. Kerri-Anne knew her drinking was out of control. And she knew there were incidents that had occurred during her blackouts that she would not want to remember.

      Kerri-Anne did not recall murdering Hank. But was it possible? Did a horrible rage come over the woman during her Game Night blackout?

      Kerri-Anne would never know the truth behind the blood on her panties. But the truth was about as innocent as one might imagine. The truth was Kerri-Anne and Ren did have a quickie in the bathroom that night, unbeknownst to all the other guests. It marked the second uneventful sexual rendezvous between Kerri-Anne and Ren. An inebriated Kerri-Anne did not care if her sexual partners were male or female.

      And the truth was Kerri-Anne also relieved herself in Linda’s backyard while taking a cigarette break. While bending down, watering the rose bush in the dark, a thorn scraped her cheek. She was too drunk to feel the small cut. The blood was Kerri-Anne’s after all.
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