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Chapter 1


Dayna had driven about forty minutes south of Boston at a steady eighty miles per hour before deciding enough was enough and taking the next exit. She decided to check into the first motel she came to, The Green Garden Motel.


It didn’t matter where she stayed; rage controlled her now. She never thought her husband capable of an affair. Sure, other people’s husbands, but not Richard. His face flashed before her: his wrinkled brow, his smirk of pleasure as he thrust into that other woman in their bed, the bed they had shared for twenty-six years.


But his moaning had been the worst part. A gross, guttural sound Dayna had never heard him utter when making love to her. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel before throwing the car in park and making her way towards the motel office.


Her knuckles were still white from gripping the steering wheel on the drive. They gleamed as she took the flimsy, plastic key card from the greasy man behind the counter. He wore a nametag that read: MICK and underneath that: HAPPY TO HELP. She guessed the latter was a lie.


Dayna found her room with little effort. Room 42, first floor. It was horrid. A dingy, flowered bedspread clashed with the plaid curtains. It reeked of cigarettes despite the NO SMOKING sign. The pine green carpet looked recently vacuumed, but probably hadn’t seen a replacement in twenty years, maybe more. With no bags to unload, she walked to what she presumed to be the mini bar. The small fridge smelled faintly of bleach, but it had what she wanted. Vodka. She downed two nips.


Sitting on the bed, she began to cry. She felt pathetic. On the drive, she had reached one conclusion and right now, she was damn sure of it. There are only two types of middle-aged women in this world. According to Hollywood, there are the ones who are still thought of as attractive. The ones who have spectacular sex and extramarital affairs because they have an abundance of men to choose from. The ones who are pushed against walls and fucked at impossible angles.


Then, there are the forgotten ones. Like her. They get up every morning and study the progression of age in the mirror, utilizing expensive anti-aging lotions, potions, and pills, trying to prevent the inevitable. They’re the ones who lack any sexual presence, living as motherly figures, while the men their age lust after twenty-year-olds with tight, perky butts.


The memory surfaced again: her husband at the foot of the bed. The tail of his shirt flapping over his bare ass, his slacks around his ankles and a bright turquoise thong resting by his shoe. A topless woman hinged across the bed in front of him, her black pencil skirt bunched up around her lower back. The girl’s long, blond hair cascading past her ears, brushing the bedspread. Dayna had stared at her breasts as they swung in time to Richard’s thrusts. As she remembered, the woman—girl—couldn’t have been older than twenty-five.


Dayna shivered, and any trace of sadness dissipated into a violent rage. Losing all composure, she grabbed a third nip from the mini bar, drained it and whipped it at the wall. She ripped the pillows from the bed and threw them around the room. A hanging picture clattered to the floor. Tears streamed down her face as she screamed and pounded on the bed. Unsatisfied, she slammed her right fist into the wall as hard as she could. After her third punch, she stopped, catching a glimpse of herself in the large mirror hung above the dresser.


She walked forward, mesmerized by her reflection. She barely recognized the wild woman who stared back. Her pulse pounded in her ears as warm blood dripped from her knuckles. Her cheeks were wet with tears, eyes blackened from mascara, hair disheveled. She hated herself, but she hated Richard even more. A feeling of utter desperation flowed through her as if carried by her veins, a feeling so strong, it overpowered her.


A flicker of movement caught her attention. It was a momentary lapse of light, as if someone had crossed behind her. She whirled around, half expecting to see greasy Mick from the front desk grinning at her.


Nothing. The room was empty.


Now, she no longer felt like a ruined middle-aged woman, but a scared little girl.


Stress. It was clearly stress. Stress can do strange things to a person; she’d heard the stories. She just needed to calm down, maybe splash some cool water on her forehead.


In the bathroom, the soft buzzing of the cheap fluorescent lights calmed her in a way she couldn’t explain. Taking a deep breath, she leaned over the sink and splashed cold water onto her face.


Richard surfaced once more, with eyes wide and mouth agape. He had spotted her watching them from across the bedroom. He’d shoved the girl away from him and she shrieked. He’d whirled around, making a pathetic attempt to shield his genitals from Dayna’s sight, then grabbed for his pants. Fumbling to latch his belt, he stepped towards her. “It’s not what you think,” he had said. Or at least that’s what Dayna thought he had said. It had been difficult to hear over the drumming of her heart.


She splashed her face with more water and reached up blindly, feeling for a towel, and brought it to her face before straightening. The cheap fabric was scratchy against her skin. As she removed the towel and gazed into the mirror, her eyes widened in surprise, then fear. A black figure peered back at her. It appeared womanly but lacked any real detail. Its presence, however, was dark, utterly negative.


Dayna spun around. Nothing! Her hand dropped and jittered by her side. Hoping her eyes were playing tricks on her, Dayna turned back to the mirror. The figure had returned. It was now directly behind her, close enough to reach out and grab her. It wore a hooded cloak that cast a shadow over most of its face, distorting any features. Only its eyes were exposed, eyes unlike any she’d seen before. The whites were a stormy grey and the pupils black as coal. God only knew what kind of creature lurked underneath the rest of that hood.


The figure lunged forward within the glass and let out a raspy scream. Dayna jumped back terrified, falling into the tub. Grabbing at the shower curtain, she tore the cheap plastic liner from the rings and regained her footing. She charged out of the bathroom, running for the front door where her trembling hands fought with the unfamiliar locks.


She managed to break free into the parking lot and lock herself inside her car. Panting, she began to cry. What the hell had she seen? She jammed her key into the ignition and tore out of the gravel parking lot.





Chapter 2


Dayna eyed the speedometer, wrestling with the desire to max the Chevy out at 160. There was no reason to run. That thing in the motel was nothing to be concerned with. She was writing it off as stress. Dayna liked a good horror movie now and again, but she didn’t believe in ghosts. After all, she’d managed to make it forty-eight years without ever seeing one. Today was no different. That figure wasn’t a ghost, it was her mind getting the best of her and she’d be stupid to think otherwise. It didn’t stop her hands from shaking though.


She pulled into the driveway and parked behind Richard’s white Porsche. You can do this. You can’t run forever, she reminded herself.


“Dayna?” Richard called to her as soon as she shut the front door.


She slipped off her heels and took a deep breath. In the dining room, she found an anxious Richard pacing, glass of whiskey in hand. The table had been set. A pot roast surrounded by glazed carrots and potatoes sat at his end of the table. Carving fork and knife were at the ready. Candles in the center. A brimming martini glass beside her plate.


It would have been a nice gesture if his pot roast could make up for his infidelity.


He approached her, a desperate half-smile on his face. She folded her arms in front of her chest, as much to conceal her trembling hands as to stand her ground.


“Dayna, honey, we need to talk.”


She said nothing.


“What happened earlier was a mistake. I swear it. You shouldn’t have had to see that.”


She glared at him. For Christ’s sake, he wasn’t really sorry, just sorry he’d been caught. Did he expect her to apologize for ruining his fuck session?


He held out his hands. “You mean everything to me, if I could take it back I would. I guess… I guess I was just lonely.”


Lonely? She clenched her jaw. If anyone had the right to be lonely it was her. She was home all day while he worked. Her life revolved around him. Fresh coffee for his mornings. Dinner ready for seven o’clock. Dressed to the nines to accompany him to his silly functions. Sure, she had the luxury of working from home, something some women might envy. But with it came debilitating loneliness. She’d hinted at that before, but he’d always treated her complaint with disinterest.


He stepped toward her. “Please say something, Dayna… anything?”


“Stay away from me, Richard,” she said. “What would you like me to say? That I forgive you?” When he began to stutter something useless, she cut him off. “Well, I don’t.”


“Dayna, please. We have a child together, a life together—”


“And now, all of a sudden, you care about that. The time to care was before you stuck your dick in some twenty-year-old.” She raised her voice.” I’m not good enough for you, is that it? Too old?”


“No. No. I—”


“How long Richard? Huh? How long has this shit been going on?”


He took a long, slow drink from his glass.


“Answer me,” she said.


“Two,” he muttered.


“Jesus, speak up!”


“Two years.”


She almost staggered, as if hit in the chest by a bowling ball. She looked down, boring her eyes into the carpet.


“Dayna, I’m so sorry—”


“Were there others?” she asked.


“What?”


“Others.”


He offered a painful look. “She’s not… “He sighed. “One. It happened at a conference. Just once, I swear. Maybe… I don’t know, seven years ago. It was so long ago, Dayna. It was a mistake.”


Once a cheater, always a cheater echoed through her mind. “I see,” she whispered.


“What do you want, Dayna?” He raised his voice. “A divorce?”


She held her tongue.


“What do you want me to do?” he yelled.


“I don’t want you to do anything. You’ve done enough already,” she said. Grabbing his failed olive branch of a martini from the table, she turned her back on him and headed for the stairs.


She ignored his desperate shouts as he followed her. On the first step, she paused, wanting to toss the glass in his face. But what good would that do? “Stay down here,” she said. “I’m done talking.”


At the door to her bedroom she hesitated. It was almost incomprehensible: Richard… his slut… in her room. She glared at the bed with loathing. “And find somewhere else to sleep,” she yelled back to him before slamming the bedroom door.


On her way to the bathroom, she found herself avoiding the spot where they’d been doing it. She stopped and studied the bed once more. The girl’s hands had been right there. Her fury exploding, she yanked off the sheets, dragged them into the bathroom, and tossed them into the tub. She removed a match from the box beside the candles on the windowsill, lit it, and held it to the corner of the sheets. Sipping her martini, she watched with satisfaction as the flames spread across the fabric. The smoke detector blared, the flames crackled, and a black figure loomed within the mirror behind her.





Chapter 3


It seemed that only a few days later, her life had been changed for good. Mornings that once started with the gym and a green smoothie now started with a cold shower and a Vicodin. It was definitely not a positive change, nothing that would be recommended by doctors, but it did the job.


The distant slam of a door brought Dayna back to the present. She suppressed a twitch, Richard must be leaving for work. Her eyes fluttered open as she became aware of the hot water running down her head and trailing down her back. Reaching for her bottle of potent lavender body wash, she squirted a generous amount into her hands and created a lather. She cupped her hands together, brought them to her nose and took a deep inhalation, hoping the lavender would calm her. She played that game a lot lately, pretending something would relax her, give her some peace of mind. Tea instead of coffee. A glass of warm milk before bed. Yet the only thing that really did the trick was a good glass of wine—or two.


She had been in the shower for about twenty minutes now. She’d stay another five, giving Richard enough time to gather his coffee, granola bar, and keys. She waited for the rumbling sound of the garage door lifting before turning the shower to its coldest setting and relishing the feeling of the icy water on her skin.


She turned off the shower, stepped out and used a towel to pat-dry. Rubbing was a no, no. Rubbing caused wrinkles. Leaving the bathroom, she watched the steam rush to escape into the cooler bedroom air. She snatched her black bathrobe from behind the door and seated herself at her vanity. Something she had found off Craigslist, the vanity was carved from mahogany and painted white with a slight distressed style. It had a beautiful mirror that was now covered by one of her black scarfs in an attempt to create an illusion of safety. The possibility of glimpsing the dark figure in another mirror made her heart flutter. She knew it was silly, but her mind often wandered back to the motel. You would think it would be the least of her problems. Yet, at night, when she lay in total darkness, her eyes tried playing tricks and her mind jumped to terrifying conclusions—keeping the mirror hidden was an easy solution.


Downstairs, Dayna reached for a banana and sat at her laptop. She stared, zombie like, into the blue screen. She was supposed to be answering the office’s emails, but the thick smell of coffee and cologne lingering in the air was distracting. It reminded her of Richard.


Life’s funny. She never imagined her marriage would be like this, never would have guessed it in a million years. How could she? Richard was so handsome when he was younger. He had the dignified good looks of an older man even then. George Clooney-esq perhaps. At twenty-two, she was so anxious to get married and start a life with the man she loved, she never even bothered to contemplate the possibility of things going bad. How could she have predicted the downward spiral their relationship would take more than two decades later?


She blinked and yanked her wandering mind back to the looming screen. She needed to answer these emails. Richard’s psychiatry work was divided, part of the reason he was a workaholic. He worked part-time as a psychiatrist for McClain’s Psychiatric Hospital in Belmont. He also had a private practice in Boston where he saw clients on Thursdays and Fridays. His clients in Boston were the type who paid out of pocket to get their antidepressants because their daughter wouldn’t do her homework and they couldn’t be sure if their dog liked the color pink. Why else wouldn’t Fluffy wear the sweater? For the last fifteen years, her unofficial position was to deal with these types of people as sort of a secretary, answering their insurance questions and cramming them into Richard’s two available days.


She gnawed at the end of a pen, a gross habit her mother had always discouraged. Screw the email. She wasn’t being paid. Her contribution to Richard’s business was a luxury he did not currently deserve.


She opened a new tab and brought up the AT&T website. After logging in, she looked for anything labeled “Call Records” or “Call Details”. She wanted to see phone calls and text messages from the last billing cycle. Television, maybe Law and Order, had taught her that obtaining your own cell phone records is doable for the average person, no FBI agent needed. However, it was far more challenging than she had anticipated to ferret out the cell records of her husband.


Her investigation was interrupted by a knock at the side door. She was startled by the sound and her own jumpiness annoyed her. Who could it really be? After all, there seemed to be an unspoken rule that the side door was reserved for the people you knew and who had been granted special VIP access. It wasn’t used by strangers or murderers; they hardly ever knocked.


She peered through the blinds in the side door’s small window. It was Max, her son, twenty-seven come August. She’d miscarried two years after having Max and had always thought of that baby as her son too, but she supposed birth order titles were reserved for the living. She opened the door.


“Hi, honey,” she said, giving him a hug and kiss on the cheek. He reeked of cigarettes and aftershave. The cigarettes disappointed her, but she kept her mouth shut. After all, he hadn’t even taken his coat off.


“Hi, Mom.”


“How’s it going?” She smiled. It’d been almost a month since she’d last seen him.


“Can’t complain. You look good,” he replied.


The statement made her feel uncomfortable. She ran a nervous hand through her blonde hair. Could he tell something was different? That she was different.


She laughed, hoping to bury her anxiety. “Thanks. You on your way to the station?” He was dressed in his uniform. Dayna always thought he looked handsome in it. Max had been a Boston police officer for almost five years now and the job suited him.


“Yup, I have a few minutes though.”


She smiled, regaining her composure. “Coffee?” She already knew the answer and put on a pot.


“Sure.”


“How’s Becca?”


He took a seat at the table. “She’s great. We’re doing really well, Mom.”


“Good, good.” She crossed her arms waiting for the coffee to brew. There was a momentary silence, one she noticed happened often between grown children and their parents. A brief but awkward moment when they both realize they are just two adults asking about each other’s days and families, living separate lives and having a conversation they could have with any stranger.


“How’s Dad?” he finally asked.


“He’s fine.” She turned around, fidgeting with the sugar packets in the ceramic dish by the coffee machine, keeping her hands busy kept them from shaking. “You know… same old.”


“I haven’t heard from him in a while.”


Great, so he was neglectful on all accounts. That’s consistency for you. “Yeah, he’s been busy. Just—well, real busy.” The coffee maker hissed, beginning its slow drip of caffeine. Dayna almost sighed in relief.


“So,” she said, turning towards him. “Maybe you would know how to do this. I need to access our cell records. I know there’s a way to do it, I just don’t know how. Technology deficient, you know?” She nudged her laptop towards him, admitting defeat. “I think the page is already open.”


“Yeah, sure. Why do you need that?”


“I just—your father lost one of his client’s numbers. He needs it for Monday,” she said, hating to lie.


“Yeah, no problem.”


For just a second, she thought she saw a look of doubt cross his face, but he grabbed her laptop anyway. After all, what son told his mother no?


By the time she slid his coffee in front of him, cream no sugar, he already had the information up on the screen.


“You just need to click on primary account holder.” He turned the screen towards her pointing to the upper right-hand corner. “Select the number you want to access, then account history. Easy as that.” She nodded, pretending to care.


“Need anything else?”


“No, I’ll take it from here,” she said.


Fifteen minutes later, after Max had chugged his coffee and left, Dayna sat back down in front of the laptop. There, displayed in front of her, was a little glimpse into Richard’s world. Six months’ worth of dates, times, and corresponding numbers were laid out before her. 617-234-5567.


The number was scattered everywhere, usually called around 6:00 p.m., but sometimes 10:00 or 11:00 pm. He didn’t seem to discriminate between days either. He called it on Tuesdays, Thursdays, Fridays, even weekends. Richard never called clients on weekends.


Dayna could feel her heart pumping, fueled by a wicked combination of anger, anxiety, and caffeine. The number hadn’t been called in the last week. She wasn’t sure what that meant but reached for her phone anyway. She punched the number in, ensuring she copied it correctly. She pressed the green phone button and held it to her ear, a tremor in her hand.


It rang. On the fourth ring a woman answered, “Hello?”


She sounded like she had rushed to answer the phone.


She sounded young.


She sounded pretty.


Dayna hung up.





Chapter 4


Dayna had dinner ready by 7:00 p.m. as she always did. Richard joined her after suggesting that they try dinner tonight, giving her a patronizing thumbs-up when she had reluctantly agreed.


Now they were sitting, almost defiantly, across from one another, with the long dining table spanning between them. She had even lit some candles as if ambiance was the answer to their problems.


Dayna amused herself through most of dinner by imagining a normal couple enjoying a meal: the talking, the laughing, asking about each other’s days. But here, there was only silence. No talking. No noise, other than the chewing of food and soft clinking of silverware. Richard might have cleared his throat once, breaking the quiet, and she had glanced up eager, hoping he was choking.


A good fifteen minutes passed before Richard stood, muttered a thank you and cleared his plate. She finished the rest of her meal alone.


That night she lay in bed motionless, her hands folded over her chest like a corpse. She tossed and turned for over an hour. At one point, she heard Richard’s heavy footsteps pass by the bedroom door as he made his way down the hall.


She glanced at the clock—twelve minutes since the last time check—and resumed staring at the ceiling. Nights were always the hardest. She couldn’t avoid replaying the disaster with Richard over and over, like a horrible late-night infomercial selling something she didn’t need. It always started the same, with Richard thrusting into that girl as her long, golden hair brushed the duvet on the bed that Dayna was currently trying to sleep in. And it always ended in the motel where she had seen those ghostly eyes peering back at her from the mirror.


At some point Dayna had managed to fall asleep and for the first time she did not awake hours before dawn. Turning on to her side, she reached for the orange pill bottle on her nightstand. She popped two of the Vicodin Richard had been prescribed last year, after a minor ankle surgery, before jumping in the shower.


After her shower, Dayna made her way outside to retrieve the newspaper. The cherry trees had already bloomed. Wind had knocked the blossoms to the ground creating a pale pink carpet under her feet. It made her feel like Glenda the Good Witch as she walked down the driveway.


It was sixty-eight degrees, beautiful for April. As a native of Massachusetts, she had long ago decided April was the most unpredictable month, March a close second. Some days were sunny and seventy, other days the ground was frozen and covered in a thick blanket of snow.


She retrieved the paper from the driveway. The protective plastic warm in her hand. Dayna looked up and down the street. The neighborhood was disgustingly quiet, always was. Newton was one of those suburbs where everyone’s grass was manicured to perfection. Each lawn marked by a little, yellow square stating CAUTION: HARMFUL PESTICIDES IN USE, below it a slash drawn through thick, black letters spelling ‘children’ and ‘pets’. She often wondered what the point was. Why have such beautiful grass if you were forbidden to go on it in fear of developing some strange cancer? Yet, her lawn sported the same ominous yellow square.


Although only a stone’s throw away from downtown Boston, Newton lacked the energy and sounds of the city. Like much of Massachusetts it was old, but charming. Their house and much of the neighborhood was built in 1919, million-dollar homes of old stone, brick and stucco, with modernized insides and all the latest amenities.


The grass got greener and the houses bigger when you entered the town. There was no litter or dog shit left to smolder in the sun. It was an area known for doctors, lawyers, and the affluent. A place where children could play outside, not that they ever did. Instead, children here were carted from one after-school activity to the next. Mandarin to piano, piano to soccer, soccer to tutoring. Little robots kept busy, always pushed to be better. She felt sorry for them.


A flash of brown appeared in her right periphery. A young girl was on the opposite sidewalk, walking towards her with some sort of red cord trailing behind. She was moving like a zombie, her stride slow and crocked, almost like she’d indulged in one too many.


The girl wandered closer. It was Abigail Bailey, or Abby as she preferred. The Bailey family lived five houses down from Dayna, a happily married couple with three kids. She and Richard received their Christmas card each year, which allowed them to watch the Bailey children they’d known since infancy grow up in front of their eyes. Dayna did a quick calculation: Abby would probably be almost thirteen now. But the girl across from her was not the bubbly girl Dayna remembered. Abby’s head was down, her small arms crossed around her stomach.


“Abby?” Dayna called. The girl halted, looked toward her, then bent over, hands on knees. Dayna recognized the posture instantly: the girl was about to lose her lunch.


“Abby,” she called again, darting across the street towards the girl, her motherly instincts kicking into high gear. Dayna crouched beside her. “Are you all right?”


Abby tilted her face towards Dayna’s. Her eyes were wet with tears. “Charlie,” she said, her voice breaking. “I need help. He’s too heavy. I can’t carry him.”


Dayna took Abby by the shoulders and gently urged her to stand up straight. A red smear dirtied the front of the girl’s light blue shirt. Dayna’s heart quickened, but she managed to keep her voice level. “Abby, who is Charlie?”


Abby continued to sob. Instead of answering, she offered Dayna the red cord she was holding. It was a dog’s leash.


A yellow labrador puppy had made his big appearance on the Bailey’s Christmas card four months ago. The dopey innocence in the dog’s eyes had made Dayna’s heart melt and crave a dog of her own. Now, her heart flip-flopped. “Charlie’s your dog, isn’t he?” she said. “Abby, what’s wrong? What happened to Charlie?”


“He got off his leash. I didn’t… I didn’t mean… and the car, it kept driving. They didn’t even stop.” Abby’s voice quivered. She broke into tears, looking up at Dayna with guilt heavy in her eyes.


“It’s not your fault, honey. It’s not your fault.” Dayna responded in a quiet voice, her hand rubbing Abby’s back. Charlie was most likely dead and Abby had witnessed the whole, terrible incident. “Come on, let’s get you inside.”


Abby shook her head. “No, I can’t go back without my dog. I can’t… “She stepped away from Dayna. “He’s too heavy. I dragged him to the side, but I couldn’t—”


“It’s okay. I’ll get him,” Dayna said. “Don’t worry. But first we need to get you home.” She wrapped an arm around Abby’s waist and held her close as they made their way back towards the Bailey’s house. Abby shuddered every so often and Dayna put her mouth to the top of her head and whispered, “It’s okay,” until she calmed down.


At the Bailey’s front door, Dayna rang the bell, supporting the weight of a child who would never be the same. Most likely, this day would haunt Abby for the rest of her life.


Pam Bailey opened the door. Taking one look at the two of them, she crouched and held Abby by the shoulders. “Abby, what happened? What happened, darling?” Her eyes found Dayna’s when Abby didn’t respond.


“Charlie.”


“Ran away?”


Dayne shook her head. “I’m sorry.”


Pam’s face fell. “No,” she said. “Where? How—”


“Traffic accident. A car, Abby said. I’ll go back and get him.”


Pam gathered Abby in her arms. Mother and daughter were both weeping. Dayna stood, watching silently. After a moment, she cleared her throat. “Sorry, but… Abby, where?”


Abby lifted her head from her mother’s chest and pointed down the street towards the main road.


“Which way, honey?” Dayna asked. “Toward the park?”


Abby nodded.


“I’ll be back soon,” Dayna whispered.


Later that afternoon, her sad task completed, Dayna stood at the kitchen counter holding a mug of coffee, looking out the window at the back garden. The crocuses had bloomed last week and the green stems of the daffodils would sport flowers in a few days.
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