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Friday, March 16th, 5:35 p.m., Cambridge, MA.
After a few minor adjustments to the knobs on his secondhand spy equipment, P.I. Daniel Murphy sat back in his used Chevy van to observe his target on the flickering surveillance screen.
Pisser. There was the dickhead now, nice and clear. Mr. Layton to his household staff, Cooper to his cutthroat business acquaintances, Coop to an assortment of fly-by-night friends and his long-suffering family -- Pookie to his current boink -- paced the perimeter of Room 503 at the Red Motor Inn.
Dan smirked at the screen. No doubt Pookie was impatiently waiting for his current partner in cheating to put in an appearance.
Despite advising his wife “I’ll be working late at the office tonight, dear,” Pookie had left Allied Investments Corp., located in Boston’s downtown financial district, the same hour as usual, like clockwork, at 5 p.m. sharp.
No surprise there. Like rats in a maze, most folks stuck to programmed patterns of behavior. And Pookie, the biggest rat of them all, was no exception to this rule. Dan had ridden the bumper of Layton’s luxury Lexus for the past several months and, come rain or come shine, his target would cum twice a week during his “overtime” work as an investment broker.
When a jointly filed tax return failed to support Pookie’s strong work ethic, Mrs. Layton got a mite suspicious. Those suspicions went right through the roof when Layton took to waxing his back. And other erogenous zones.
That was when the little woman called in the services of Daniel J. Murphy, P.I..
Though unwaxed body hair was getting to be rare as fidelity, in this case, Pookie’s sudden change in grooming habits ended up biting him in his newly smooth ass. Sloppy justifications to explain things like waxing to people like suspicious wives made cheating the lucrative business it was today. Some of the millions generated in revenue went to bribe motel owners. Like the one whose palm Dan had greased in advance of installing long-range night vision cameras with built-in LED capabilities in Room 503, the suite the couple always used for their twice-weekly rendezvous. Another example of the creature of habit thing.
Dan grimaced at the screen. Shit. The visual went from good to grainy, a no-no in the snoop business, and he reached under the console to play with the feed. Crisp pictures and clear audio kept the client satisfied.
From the looks of his tented boxers, Pookie was looking to get a little satisfaction too.
As if on cue, the door to the motel powder room opened and out strode the cause of Layton’s erectile anticipation.
Mistress Q.
Cute. Real cute. Pet names just tickled Dan silly.
With as much scripted dialogue as a porn star, the Dominatrix rolled her commendable hips toward her Slave-lover.
Showtime.
Dan blocked a yawn. Same BDSM scenario. Same cheesy props. Same sleazy, generic motel room. Only the faces of the cheaters ever changed.
Her outfit?
Could be purchased online for $59.95, plus shipping. This price included the usual black vinyl short-shorts, with matching low-cut bustier and thigh-high boots.
His studded dog collar?
Mass-produced. Corner drugstores carried them, no plain brown wrapper necessary.
Yes indeedy, kink had become a real snooze.
But, as they said in the snoop biz, an eight-by-ten glossy was worth thousands in guilt bucks, and so Dan propped open his eyelids in an effort to stay awake.
Finally, they were getting down to it. Geez, what took them so long? A little hardcore action was about to roll. Mistress Q was towing her bad boy by his leash to the bed.
Dan checked his watch. Maybe, he’d get home in time to watch March Madness on the tube after all.
Hurry up, Pookie. What other incentive do you need?
A real knockout to begin with, Mistress Q adhered to bi-weekly Pilates to keep the merchandise toned. Botox injections and cosmetic surgery filled in what nature had left out. Her boobs weren’t real, but his screaming “O’s” were golden. In a cosmic sort of way, it all evened out in the end. And in the end was where Pookie preferred taking it. What a vibrator set on high failed to achieve, a supple leather whip did.
And the Dominatrix was happy to oblige. Tossing her head like a sex kitten, her mane of bottle-red hair scattering, the fake boobs hardly stirring above her low-cut bustier, Mistress Q slapped Layton’s hairless backside and he fell face-down on the mattress, coils protesting.
Uh-oh. Squeaking springs compromised sound quality.
To compensate for the background static, Dan retuned the sensitive equipment in time to record the unfurling of Mistress Q’s all-important fashion accessory.
Crack! Down came her whip, Layton’s every ecstatic moan, groan and whimper captured on tape for posterity. Hard proof, like the kind Dan provided, broke divorce cases wide open. A few telling candid shots could mitigate hours of lawyerly bamboozling and tip the divorce settlement in the aggrieved spouse’s favor.
Layton craved humiliation?
Dan would give him plenty. Right in his pocketpookie.
His wife would be pleased. A P.I.’s successful endgame resulted in fatter alimony payouts. The same went for property disbursement -- the house, the car, and Gerry the Gerbil. And not to forget that incriminating evidence put a better spin on who got custody of the kids.
Mistress Q had two. Mr. Layton had four. Had the cheaters let those innocent bystanders slip their minds?
Dan couldn’t. Christ. Six messed up childhoods.
As the video feed rolled across the screen, he looked away.
Private investigation was dirty. And, man, he hated sitting in a parked van, behind one skuzzy motel after another, voyeuristically watching people screw up their lives. But up to his dick in debt, he had no other choice but to wrap up this case tonight and start in on a new snoop next week, another assignment sure to chip away at whatever integrity he had left.
He didn’t have much pride remaining, not after quitting the Boston Police Department.
Dan shook his head. What the hell. With his lousy attitude, he would’ve eventually gotten his ass fired for insubordination anyway. His resignation had just made things easier for everyone concerned.
Except him.
No bellyaching. At the time, when it was going down, he’d done what he’d had to do and, if the circumstances were unchanged, he’d do the same thing all over again.
Except, maybe that part about him becoming a raging drunk. Maybe he’d skip that
After quitting the BPD, he’d made love to the bottle for over a year. Busy drinking himself comatose, he’d nearly lost the house. Did lose the furniture. Loan sharks knew his name well, and they wielded mean baseball bats. Oh, those Vegas gambling debts, how they did rack up. His kneecaps rode on completing this assignment. Miss a payment on his debt, and he’d play B-ball next season from a wheelchair. What was he supposed to do?
Fuck, not this. Not with six kids involved.
With a sigh for another lost commission, Dan flicked the erase button on the control panel, turned off the recorder, and drove off.
* * * * *
Terry Walsh smoothed a hand over the neat pile of hats and mittens she’d ticketed with the new prices for the shop’s End of Season sale, irresistibly drawn to a knitted design called “Faithful.” And for a good reason. The intertwining stitches, closely joined and tightly secured, formed a repeating pattern that never strayed. An old-fashioned style, an old-fashioned sentiment. If only she believed in it.
While stroking the nubby weave with her black-polished nails, she let her gaze wander to a gold-edged card propped up against the gooseneck light at her counter workstation.
Crap. She still hadn’t returned the Rotary Club invitation, and the dance at the Park Plaza Hotel was that coming night. Why had she kept putting off the RSVP’s return?
Her intentions had been good. She’d meant to return the card. The day before yesterday, during a lull in customers, she’d even left Donna, her part-time seasonal employee, in charge of the cash register while she went to the post office. But she just couldn’t let go of the invitation, couldn’t drop the RSVP inside the mailbox slot. She’d actually hovered by the chute a full minute, just standing there, before returning to her shop with the unsent envelope. Was that weird or what?
Terry lovingly patted the woolen mitten she’d knitted. “At this late date, what choice do I have? I’ll have to go. Rude not to go.”
“Did you say something?” Donna asked.
“Oh, nothing. Just talking to myself, same as usual.” Terry replied, staring at the mitten, fingering the mitten, caressing the mitten. What was up with her and the mitten?
Terry reluctantly dropped the glove. “You know, Donna, it’s almost closing time.”
“TGIF, huh?”
“Yep, l-o-n-g week.” Terry fluffed a man’s knitted cap, rearranging the festive pom-poms decorating the pointy top of the hat. Everything in the display case had to look just right. “Tell you what, since you’re my best employee --”
Donna snorted. “I’m you’re only employee.”
“That, too. And because you’re my best and only employee, I’ll finish tagging the merchandise for the mid-season sale.” Terry fluffed the hat some more. “You run along. Start your weekend early.”
“I’m not about to argue with the boss. How ‘bout you? Any plans for tonight?”
“The Rotary Club dance at the Park Plaza.” Looking over at her employee, Terry rolled her eyes.
“You never said a word about that dance. Not until right now. I assumed you weren’t going.” Donna whipped off her hot pink smock, a one-size-fits-all variety with “KNITTERS’ NOOK” emblazoned across the front pocket, hung it on a wall hook and then pulled on her coat. “I mean, no insult intended, but you don’t go out a lot. All you ever do is -- well -- knit.”
“I dance too.”
“You do, Theresa?” Donna asked incredulously.
Her employee was a real ego boost. Not! “Upon occasion, yes.”
Donna shook her head. “You must lead a whole secret life I know nothing about.”
“That’s me, all right, the Mystery Woman.” Terry forced out a laugh. “Actually I just now decided to go to the Plaza tonight. A spur of the moment decision. That’s why I never mentioned the dance to you,” she lied, stroking, stroking, alternately stroking, the hat and the same pair of mittens.
“The Plaza -- how exciting. And all I’m doing tonight is going to the North End for pizza with Tony. Same-old, same-old.” Donna lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “At any rate, have fun. Tell me all about your night tomorrow. What you wore, who you talked to, who you danced with. You know, girl talk.”
No, Terry didn’t know. She’d never learned how to do “girl talk.” But early on, she had learned how to slip into character -- any character -- and fake it. She was good at it too. If Donna expected gossip, Terry would supply the juicy conversation. Just like always, she would pretend to be just like everyone else.
“Peace out,” Donna called racing out the door, the bell tinkling in her wake.
All alone in the shop, Terry traced the palm of the knitted mitten with a tentative finger. Perhaps tonight she’d meet a special someone at the charity function. Perhaps they’d dance. Perhaps he’d even bring her back to his place…
Where she’d fuck his brains out.
She hadn’t gotten any in a while, and this time might be different than all those other times. Anything was possible, Terry conceded, holding the empty mitten like a lover’s hand.
Saturday, April 14th, 4:30 p.m., Boston, MA.
Dan Murphy squinted through a kumquat-sized clearing on the windshield.
Late that afternoon, without warning, an early spring snowstorm blew in from out of nowhere and socked in the Hub but good. The BMW’s ultra-deluxe wipers limped along, barely keeping up with the mess.
Dan blew out a frustrated breath. Another botched forecast compliments of ACU-NEWS. The meteorological boys down at Channel 3 should shitcan their computer charts and try looking out a fucking window for a change. The resulting weather report was bound to be a hell of a lot more accurate.
With legal parking spots on the unplowed city streets as scarce as nude photos of Queen Elizabeth, Dan ditched his fancy wheels -- a discreetly dark sedan for use by Forrester employees -- at the underground garage on Boston Common. After pocketing a fresh supply of easily hidden, micro video cams, he tramped through ankle-deep snowdrifts, his rubber sole shoes skidding like bald tires on the icy brick sidewalks.
Despite his bitching, Dan had to admit the pain-in-the-ass white stuff was kind of pretty. The surprise storm was quickly transforming dingy downtown Boston into a winter wonderland, a scene right out of a Currier and Ives calendar.
Only his calendar read April, not fucking January, and Dan could tell the difference, as could the robins nesting in his Southie backyard. The chirpers had already winged their way back from Florida. Or South America. Or whatever the hell warm and sunny clime the feathered creatures usually vacationed. Proving even birdbrains had the smarts to desert the city during the bleak winter months -- and the loyalty to return by Opening Day at Fenway Park. Go Sox. Boo Yankees.
Now, him, he couldn’t skip town. Pre-divorce consulting cases kept him tied to the Bay State. Another sore point. Just once, why couldn’t a lead on a cheating spouse ever take him to the balmy Bahamas? At least on the islands, he could’ve picked up a few rays while performing the smutty details of his career. But no. The same way a condom stuck to its wrapper, those of adulterous inclination always stuck close to home.
Narrowly avoiding several nasty spills, Dan fought the elements to swanky Newbury Street, home to stately Victorian mansions and elegant brownstones, chichi restaurants and snobby art galleries and upscale boutiques, the pristine ambiance so brand spanking new, local pooches had yet to lift a leg and redecorate.
Man, he couldn’t see worth shit, not even to the end of his big nose. Winter whiteout conditions applied. Only, at the risk of cyclical thinking, this wasn’t winter. This was goddamn spring.
Quaint gas streetlamps did dick to improve visibility. Unable to make out more than falling snowflakes up ahead and shivering like he’d just come down with a real bad case of the DTs, Dan shouldered along. Uncomplainingly.
Where the hell are those sanding trucks when you need them anyway? What? Was DPW waiting ‘til August to break out the plows? Fucking idiots down at City Hall…
Instead of trotting his ass all over town, during a blizzard no less, he should’ve been home right now, cuddled up to a good book, a hard-boiled detective mystery, featuring a bombshell babe with tits out to there and a tough-talking P.I. who knew how to handle ‘em.
Dan could identify. Up to a point. Make that two points. He hadn’t had the pleasure of feeling up a woman in a very long while. The P.I. gig had sucked the juice right out of him, leaving him hollow. He didn’t need a sex therapist to tell him his career was doing a number on him. Looking up ahead, he saw nothing but the same. Whiteout conditions applied to him as well as to the weather. Snooping was killing him, turning him as cold and treacherous as the ice under his feet. He didn’t like who he had become. Didn’t respect himself any more. How could he get with a woman when he felt dirty?
Hunching his shoulders against a blustery gust, that, no shit, kicked his ass, Dan shoved his frozen hands deep into his jacket pockets. One at a time, he tried flexing his fingers.
Sonofabitch. All ten digits had gone numb, trusty trigger finger included. What he wouldn’t give right now for a nice pair of warm gloves, his left nut included.
Who the hell was he kidding? Left nut? Fuck, he might just as well donate both. At least he used his hands. Though, not for jerking off. Even his own fist wouldn’t date him any more, not since he’d started up the P.I. business.
Owing to his strapped financial position, Dan couldn’t afford to blow off prospective clients. Only if his paycheck came to him laundered clean or if the pre-divorce investigation involved kids did he refuse a case.
Lately, Dan had refused more assignments than he’d accepted.
This current case looked routine. If Dan came through, successfully fulfilled the requirements of the contact, maybe he’d get some decent referrals. The client, William Forrester III, was loaded. Filthy rich. An old Boston family who could trace their arrival to the Mayflower. Particular about whom his only son, William Forrester IV, dated, the elder Forrester had hired Murphy Private Investigative Services to perform a standard background check, including a sexual history workup, on one Thérèse Walsh.
The family disapproved of the relationship. In fact, Old Man Forrester had Miss Walsh pegged as an opportunist, a shady lady only interested in their son’s wealth.
Dan agreed. In fact, he’d take their assessment one step further. As preliminary research on the chick had revealed zilch, he believed even the name, Thérèse Walsh, was bogus. The little fraud could call herself whatever the hell she liked. By the time he finished his investigation, her name would be mud. He had a good nose for this sort of thing, and thus far, the situation smelled wicked bad. This Thérèse Walsh was hiding something worse than social climbing. The Forrester family figured gold digging, Dan figured criminal intent. Getting to the bottom of things would take time. The paperwork alone would wrack up a ream of billable hours. Good news for him.
Considering the highly sensitive nature of the investigation, the Old Man wanted the surveillance conducted on the q.t. . Dan had even agreed to keep the thirty-year-old heir to the multi-million dollar Forrester Shipping empire in the dark. William Forrester IV, the family scion, knew nothing about the ongoing investigation of his girlfriend. As a cover, Mr. Forrester Senior had “hired” Dan on as the new company lackey/bodyguard/personal assistant/chauffeur. Basically, he was a gofer. Name it, Dan Murphy did it, and with a phony smile pasted on his kisser.
At first, the son had balked at Dan’s intrusion on his privacy. Understandable. But things usually had a way of working themselves out, and they did this time too. After a few weeks of running his ass off, Dan had made himself indispensable to Billy-boy. As a reward for worming his way into the younger Forrester’s confidence, tonight Dan would get to meet his target, the “unsuitable” woman the family feared the son might eventually decide to marry.
Marriage. Chump territory. Why would any man, regardless of his net financial worth, leave himself open to the grief?
Please ‘em and leave ‘em was the way to go. Return to the same set of thighs and eventually the woman attached to those thighs would expect a shiny hunk of carbon out of the deal and a promise of a happily-ever-after. Only the diamond part of that equation was real. Fidelity was the stuff of fairytales. Faithful never happened in real life. So, why snow one another?
Another blustery siege of the white stuff whipped up, this one a beaut. To avoid a serious case of snowmanitis, Dan pulled up his pea coat’s wide collar and ducked into a sheltered doorway. Like a kid at a bakery window, he pressed his frozen nose into the storefront glass.
A shop girl inside waved.
Dan dug his hand out of his pocket to return the friendly gesture. But owing to his numb fingers, his wave fizzled so he settled for a nod. But owing to his numb lips, the accompanying smile didn’t work out as he had planned either. Bummer.
Still, obviously impressed by his savoir-faire, she mouthed through the glass “Come-in-out-of-the-storm” at him and grinned.
As in, really grinned. Hugely grinned. At him. Her wide smile encompassed the lower half of her face and split her apple-cheeked expression from ear to ear.
Geez, she was pretty. Rosy, full lips. Laughing, Kelly-green eyes. Milky-white skin. Wavy brown hair shot through with red that zigzagged around her long slender throat and brushed her collar like a billion or so ballpoint pen springs.
Plump tits. Whoa, yeah. A plump booty, too. At least, what he could see. Her lilac-Sunday dress skimmed her curves, but still managed to keep him guessing.
No visible piercings. Or ink. A sweet homegrown Colleen from Southie, a good Catholic girl who expected the ring before hitting the sheets -- Dan could always tell. The type of wholesome girl his mom would have loved for him to love. The kind of nice girl she would have loved for him to bring home, instead of fucking around like he had with ‘hos and tramps and sluts he never would have brought home, not in a thousand years. Man, she was so DNHT.
Definitely Not His Type.
But as she walked away, he feasted his eyes on her ass, which did turn out to be pleasantly rounded and which sprung him a hard-on the size of the Bunker Hill Monument.
Keep moving, lady. Get out of here quick.
When she did, he heartily approved of her sound judgment.
Then, she went and spoiled his good opinion of her. Glancing over her shoulder, her sultry look reading like an invitation, she winked.
Who was he to argue fate?
Dan checked his watch. He didn’t have to be at the restaurant for an hour yet. Plenty of time to make his appointment, so why not go for it?
True, she didn’t fit his lowly standards, but his foreskin was conveniently short on foresight. Good girls. Bad girls. His uncut ten inches didn’t discriminate.
In theory, anyway.
A recent bout with disinterest had left his ability to get laid very much up in the air while leaving his dick so not up in the air Dan could’ve wept. After months -- no, make that over a year -- since he’d gotten his woody on, he was not overly optimistic that this time would prove differently. Despite her sunny smile and babelicious booty, his temperamental dick could limp out on him at any moment and he would be left literally out in the cold.
Taking a frosty breath, Dan pushed through the door. To the sound of a tinkling bell, he hung his pea coat on the coat rack to defrost, then took in his surroundings.
Holy shit! Yarn of every color, size and description lined the wooden shelves. Long pointy needles hung on the cork walls. Piles of folded woolen goods squatted on the tables. He’d landed himself in a sewing store.
“My mom used to knit,” he blurted. “All the time. I tried once, too, but botched the stitches. The yarn got knotted all over the place.” Luckily, the storm raging outside had emptied the place and so no one else was around inside to hear his unmanly confession.
The shop girl took a tall seat behind the counter and picked up her perfectly round ball of creamy yarn. Click-click went her long metal needles. “Tell me more.”
“Before she got sick…” He paused, got himself together, spoke over the lump in his throat, “…Mom never sat still. And when she did take a rest in a chair, something or other always occupied her hands. Usually, skeins of wool. She would con me into holding up my arms for what seemed like hours while she wound the yarn into balls. Anyhow, somehow, like magic, all that yarn morphed into hats and scarves and mittens.”
And sweaters.
Just like the ones stacked on wooden tables around the store. At home, he still had an Irish Fisherman’s sweater, with big, thick, oatmeal-toned cable stitches and leather buttons. He hadn’t thought about that sweater in years.
Dan looked down at his shoes. “My dad died when I was just a baby,” he said, staring at the puddle he was leaving on the floor despite wiping his feet on the mat. “No brothers or sisters, just her and me in the D Street projects. After moving her out of there to a little house of her own overlooking Thomas Park, I’d go visit her on Sunday afternoons. Man, but she used to cook! Roast beef and potatoes, or some other huge meal. Now that she’s gone, I miss her, you know?”
Feelings. A man’s unmentionables. The stuff that never got talked about. Ever. Why was he telling this to a DNHT shop girl?
Click-click. “I run classes at the store. Beginning, intermediate, advanced. Sign up, why don’t you? Knitting frees up the mind and allows positive energy to flow.”
Making a joke out his very real need for such an activity, he hiked his shoulders up to his ears and grimaced. “What? Do I look stressed out or something to you?”
“Yes.”
She was DNHT, but he was only shooting the bull, wasting time until he had to face the elements again. Why not chat her up?
“Back in the day,” he volunteered, “the Union tried negotiating stress out of the contract, but the higher-ups down at Headquarters wouldn’t budge on the concession.”
“Headquarters?” She raised her reddish-brown brows. “You BPD?”
“Used to be. Not anymore. Not since I quit.”
She tilted the stark beauty of her jaw; her sharp eyes called his decision into question. “You didn’t like being a police officer?”
“No, I loved being a police officer. Ever since I was a kid, cop work was all I ever wanted.”
“Then why quit?”
He shrugged, admitted, “I quit a lot of things.”
“But why quit something you loved?”
“I didn’t play well with others.”
“Your fellow officers?”
“No. Admin. Taking orders disagrees with me.” Especially if those orders went past stupid into tragedy.
And why the hell was he opening up to her?
Unless she could somehow magically undo the past, it was too late to change anything now. What had happened had happened and he had to live with the responsibility of not doing more.
Dan pulled on a lopsided smile, the crookedness unrelated to his freezer-burned lips, and clamped down on his sudden urge to discuss the past. “Anyway, my beat included Newbury Street.” He gave a shiver unrelated to his deep chill. “Brr. Tough area is the Back Bay.” A joke. Most 911 calls from this tony part of town were complaints about jaywalking poodle-owners.
Dan snuck the shop girl a slanted glance. Any second now, she’d convulse in hysterics.
A second passed. Then another. A whole minute went by and still no laugh. Not even a chuckle. Tough audience.
Strange. He’d had her figured for easy, the type who would break up at his unquestionable wit. Then again, he’d also had her figured as a Southie girl, and now he wasn’t so sure. Her manner of speech wasn’t strictly Boston, and the difference was more than diction.
“I should get back to work.” She held up a knitted something. “Nice to meet you…?”
“Murphy, ma’am,” Dan said in his official police capacity tone, the one he had acquired years before and had never dropped even after dropping his badge.
“Goodnight, Mr. Murphy. Don’t let me keep you.”
So much for his winning charm. For sure, he wasn’t scoring here. Not only had his joke flat-lined, Miss Shop Girl couldn’t wait to get rid of him. Never mind surrendering her phone number, she hadn’t even given him her name in fair exchange for his.
After putting on his soggy wet jacket, Dan lumbered toward the exit.
She called after him, “Daniel -- wait!”
He held still as footsteps moved behind him and came around to his front. Before he could pull away, she rammed a multi-colored hat -- the dork kind, with a fuzzy yarn ball decorating the top, earflaps, and chin ties -- onto his skull.
She slapped the matching pair of geek mittens against his chest. “Pull ‘em on. Only squirrels give up their nuts.”
Skittish, he was not. But man, the shop girl gave off some kind of strange vibes.
Rather than argue, he tunneled his hands into the geek mittens.
They fit! Usually, he couldn’t find gloves to accommodate his giant-size hands. The same went for headwear. But the hat fit too.
All nice and toasty, he beat it out of there fast.
Once out on the sidewalk, en route to his 5:30 appointment at Maison Pierre’s again, in a slow, flashback kind of way, he realized she’d called him “Daniel.”
Had he given her his first name? And what was with her crack about “squirrels?”
His throbbing erection must’ve turned him forgetful, because man, he had not a clue.
As Terry stared out Maison Pierre’s enormous bow window onto a snowy view of Beacon Street, she drummed her restless fingers on the restaurant’s linen tablecloth to the beat of her pinging nerves. Then, turning away from the flurries still falling at an alarming rate outside, she eyed the door once more.
Where was he?
I need to see you!
She’d gotten the time right -- the maitre d’ had checked her off his 5:30 p.m. seating list. Not that there was a run on romantic tables for two or any configuration thereof on such a stormy night. The point was, she’d rushed to arrive on time and her date was nowhere in sight.
After changing out of her work clothes into vamp wear -- a little black cocktail dress bought on consignment and high-heeled black leather boots bought on sale -- Terry had hurriedly applied her makeup. With record-breaking speed, she’d fixed her hair in a sophisticated French braid in honor of the world-class cuisine and then closed up shop for the night. Waiting what felt like an eternity for the only cab in town willing to pick up a fare in the snow, she’d arrived at the restaurant with not a minute to spare, only to find her dinner companion had been delayed.
At 5:45, she sat at the intimate candlelit table alone. Though completely understandable, her date’s lateness only intensified her apprehension.
Where was he?
I need to see you!
She swung her crossed leg, the edges of the tablecloth lifting and falling with her agitation. Just once, why couldn’t her paranormal abilities reveal something about her own personal life?
But, noooOOOO. Though wired to receive messages regarding others, she was out of the loop when it came to her own inner mindscape. The more she tried to force the issue, the more her ESP revolted.
Psychic phenomenon was an inexact science. Messages rarely came to her in a straightforward linear fashion. Bits and pieces of unsolicited insights about complete strangers interrupted her at the most inconvenient times, sometimes, but not always, while she was knitting. Knots and holes, and bumps and wiggles, would appear like scattered pieces of a jigsaw puzzle in a woolen item and form a “code” which she would then later painstakingly interpret.
Terry played with her napkin. Being a conduit for psychic messages was no walk in the park. At one point, things had become so difficult, she had stopped knitting altogether.
For three weeks. She’d never been so miserable in her whole entire life.
Miserable when knitting, more miserable when not knitting, she’d picked up her needles and skeins of yarn again. Like an e-mail inbox after a vacation, her mind had flooded immediately with psychic spam and she couldn’t press delete. Catching up with everything had taken her six months.
She’d learned her lesson the hard way. Never again would she pretend she could stop knitting when obviously she couldn’t stop knitting. Not for any reason. Not to make herself happy. Not to make others happy. Not even if stopping meant she could be normal like everyone else. She was not normal like everyone else.
Where was he?
I need to see you!
She used constant knitting as a physical crutch akin to how mediums gazed endlessly into crystal balls. But unlike certain charlatans who claimed to communicate with spirits of the dead or whatnot, she actually did. And, while grieving families of the dearly departed and whatnot compensated those fortune readers, her scrying came free of charge. She did not profit from her psychic ability. Plain and simple, taking money wasn’t right, not even to put chocolate cake on the table. She might not be normal, but she worked a normal job to pay the bills and support her need for an occasional chocolate fix.
Thus, the shop.
Knitting was her only skill. And the sheer chaos of dealing with a constant bombardment of insights made another livelihood out of the question. Though -- she had once considered working as one of those phony-baloney TV psychics. Unfortunately, her presentation lacked polish. And dependability. She never knew when a message would reveal itself to her. Plus, the psychic TV field was all about specialization, and she was a generalist. Her résumé, if she had such a thing, which she most assuredly did not, would bear out her global application of psychic phenomena.
Her inexact, hard to pin down, rarely reliably dependable, but mostly always correct, application of psychic phenomena.
Like her life, her abilities were all over the place. Resistant to cataloguing, they were scattered across the board, just like her. At times she could intuit a person’s thoughts, particularly if that person was somehow, in some way, involved in her knitted messages. But she never knew when some insight would spring into her mind, or what the grand scheme of that insight would entail. For instance: Daniel Murphy’s nuts. Where had that insight come from? And, more importantly, what did zoning in on his thoughts mean?
Then there was her basic cynicism about anything extrasensory. Because she couldn’t count on them or quantify them, because there was no seeming logic to her abilities, at times, she doubted their very existence. Her powers seemed like such a fluke!
Terry sighed. Her skepticism would suck the hocus out of pocus. In her doubting presence, levitating tables would crash to the floor. Ouija boards refuse to point. Horoscopes would forecast only bad news. Fans of tea leaf-readings would switch to drinking coffee.
Bottom line, dishing out swift and easy results wasn’t how she worked. Though her success rate for accuracy was one-hundred percent, sometimes years would elapse between the time she received a message, put it into context, did something with it. And sometimes, at least initially, her predictions didn’t make sense. Just like her life.
She rechecked her watch, fidgeted some more.
Where was he?
I need to see you!
Why on earth had she started to date Bill Forrester?
They were a prime example of why a mutt should never hook up with a pedigreed. What had she been thinking? A mongrel like her with a show dog like him! They had nothing in common. And yet, that night at the Rotary Club’s dance, she’d pulled out all stops and pursued him. Mercilessly. Bill Forrester had never stood a chance.
They’d started officially seeing one another the middle of March.
Yes, she’d been frustrated with celibacy but why pick a high profile man like him to jumpstart her sex life?
Bill intended to go into politics someday. Politics! With that sort of exposure, she could kiss her anonymity goodbye.
Instead she would kiss him goodbye. Tonight.
Weird. Totally weird, about that first night at the Rotary Club dance. Sure, Bill had good looks to spare and a tongue so smooth he could sweet talk sour grapes into Cristal, but right from the first, he’d bored her silly. And right from the first, she’d never once thought of him in terms of long-range plans. They had no future. So why bother stringing him along?
It was almost as though she’d been using him. And she never did that. Never used people. Certainly she wasn’t interested in Bill’s money. She didn’t care two figs for his wealth. If she cared about striking it rich, she would have auctioned off her psychic abilities to the highest bidder years before. But she had never once thought of selling out, not even during those lean years, when she hadn’t known where she would sleep at night.
Terry crumpled her linen napkin into a ball, and then tapped her empty water glass with a pointed black fingernail. She had to get this breakup over with tonight!
Bill was moving in on her, asking more of her than she could give. As a seer, she required both physical and emotional space, not someone who stuck his nose in her life, who got too close, who -- wanted take her to bed.
Um. No!
Sexing it up with Bill just wasn’t happening.
Where was he?
I need to see you!
It was cold outside, frigid actually, but behind her chair, contained within a rustic brick hearth, roared a huge fire. Despite its warmth, she wrapped herself up in her shawl’s woolen folds. And an image of crinkled bright blue eyes and shaggy brown hair flashed through her mind.
Daniel Murphy.
That man was trouble. And not because he looked fine in worn jeans. Plenty of men made her breasts peak and her pussy moisten because of their tight asses and assorted bulges. But no man had ever made her drop her guards as he had.
The shawl fit comfortably around her shoulders, and needed no adjustment. But an overwhelming and inexplicable compulsion drove her now, and in that obsessive need, she fiddled with the wrap, arranging the knitted rows to align perfectly, finally stroking the heavy stitches. Especially the purling.
A tiny ripple interrupted the intertwining yarn. Picking at the malformation, digging her fingernails into the mistake, she fixed her gaze on the door.
Where was he?
I need to see you! I need to see you! I need -- YOU!
And there he was, framed within the door, an unbelievably tall man, his broad shoulders covered in snow, his worn blue jeans wet to the knee.
Daniel Murphy. The guy who had just been temporarily stranded inside her shop.
Like a freak spring storm that arrived without warning, trouble had entered her placid life.
After the exchange of a few words, the restaurant’s snooty French maitre d’ pointed Daniel Murphy in Terry’s direction.
In front of her linen-covered table, he fiddled with the loaner cap and mittens. “This place is some fancy, huh? I bet they serve everything, from soup to nuts. Oh, that reminds me -- thanks for saving mine.”
Uh-oh. This was what came of letting down her guards and showing off.
“Only the left one,” she corrected, maintaining her calm.
“Yeah, about that.” He raised a brow and dislodged a clinging snowflake. It melted as it fell. “How’d you know?”
And she’d thought Bill Forrester posed a threat to her anonymity! This man could do her in.
“It’s a common saying among males, Mr. Murphy. A tired cliché, in fact.”
He wasn’t buying her explanation -- his narrowed gaze made that abundantly clear. To get his mind off her blunder, she needed to create a distraction.
Um. That would be her chest.
She possessed a nondescript, even-featured, completely forgettable face that she could either play up or down, depending on her purposes. Her full figure could look either dumpy or sexpot, depending on her posture and clothing. She was used to men talking to her bust and Daniel Murphy had proven no exception. Earlier in the shop, she couldn’t have pried his leer from her boobs with a crowbar. The man knew how to ogle.
A straight spine showed her girls to their best advantage. With that in mind, she dropped the shawl and pulled back her shoulders, putting her cleavage on the table so to speak.
Damn him! Daniel Murphy continued to make eye contact with her. But he did vigorously shake his head, as if to clear it, and that caused a white avalanche from his broad shoulders which thankfully interfered with his train of thought.
Wearing a dazed expression, he scratched his forehead below the band of the knitted cap she’d knitted with her own two hands. “Thérèse Walsh?”
“One and the same.”
“That’s a hot one.” He started to laugh.
“Did I say something humorous?”
“Your name. What’s a nice Irish girl like you doing with a name as French as Maison Pierre’s fancy menu?”
“I don’t believe my name, a French derivative or otherwise, is any of your concern, Mr. Murphy.”
“Madame Thérèse Defarge was a knitter, too, wasn’t she?”
Damn his dogged persistence! “Yes,” she answered tightly. “I believe Thérèse Defarge did knit.”
“Some coincidence, huh?”
“I’m afraid your meaning escapes me.”
“You know -- Dickens. A Tale of Two Cities.”
Her straight spine slumped just a bit and she said, “Yes, I know Dickens but I’m not a villainous character from an historical novel, Mr. Murphy.”
“With that name, your mother must have known you were destined to be a knitter though.”
Terry examined the flatware’s ornate pattern. Bill always took her out dining at the most ostentatious places. The pretentiousness never failed to annoy her. No one had stuck a silver spoon in her mouth at birth. Far from it. And she didn’t miss having money. Nor was she impressed by those who did.
She lifted her eyes to her interrogator. Though she should have bitten her tongue against her sudden urge to self-destruct, something compelled her to tell him, “As a baby, I was left on the steps of a South Boston church, with only that first name pinned to my blanket. As I have no idea as to my biological parentage, I go by several surnames, like McCall, the name of my foster parents in my first placement. At other times, I use Walsh, an unsuccessful, pre-adoptive home placement.” She sighed. “Sometimes, I just say to hell with it all, and simply use Smith. So, Mr. Murphy, you see, I wouldn’t know what thoughts ran through my birth mother’s head.”
But Terry had always wondered -- had her mother possessed psychic abilities too? Had she known that, just like the vengeful French Revolutionary antagonist, Madame Thérèse Defarge, her daughter would encipher messages -- albeit, involuntary psychic messages -- into her knitting?
Daniel Murphy’s expression took on a contrite aspect, and he lowered his voice. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Sorry.”
No sorrier than she. This man was too observant, too attentive. Too damn perceptive. He’d made the connection between a Charles Dickens character in A Tale of Two Cities and her knitting abilities too easily. Clearly she’d underestimated his intelligence. Plus he’d most likely received training in picking up visual clues -- body language -- in his former job with the police.
Police.
What had she done? She’d shown off to a damn cop!
Cornered, she immediately went on the attack. “Why did you follow me? And please don’t say to thank me for the loan of the hat and gloves. If you’re some sort of stalker, let me warn you, I have important friends in high places in this city.”
“He ain’t coming.”
She frowned. “I beg your pardon? Who ain -- isn’t -- coming?”
“One of those important city friends of yours in high places who are supposed to scare me off.”
She glared at him. Daniel Murphy’s glibness set her teeth on edge. “To whom are you referring?”
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