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Chapter 1
 
 
Bridgeport, New Hampshire
Sunday, December 7
10:45 a.m.
 
 
 
When I got the call from Penny Stuart Sunday morning, my bogus radar was on high alert. 
“Are you Sarah Woods, the private detective?” By the high-pitched voice, I surmised she was young. Early twenties, perhaps.
“That’s me,” I said. “How can I help you?”
She cleared her throat. “Well, it’s kind of embarrassing. You see, someone broke into my house this morning while I was at work and—stole all my underwear. Even the ones in my hamper. All my bras and swimsuits are gone, too.”
I swallowed the laugh bubbling up in my throat. Clearly, by the serious tone of her voice, this was no joke. At least, not to her. “I see. Well, it sounds like a perverted prank to me. Maybe a friend just wanted to get a rise out of you. Do you have any idea who?” 
“It has to be my ex-boyfriend Trent Olson.”
“And what do you think his motivation was for stealing your underwear?” I asked. 
She sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s pissed because I won’t return his calls.”
“How did he get inside your place? Does he have a key?”
“I never gave him a key. He might have come in through a window, but none of the windows or latches is broken.”
I grabbed a pen and my notebook. This case was beginning to peak my interest after all. “You said his name is Trent Olson. Does he have a criminal record?”
“I don't think so.”
“Have you tried calling him, to confront him about this?”
“Yes, I called - but his cell phone is turned off. I had a friend drive by his apartment but his truck wasn't there.”
Giving myself a moment to think it over, I finally said, “Penny, I’d like to help you  but what exactly would you like me to do about this?”
“Get my underwear back. I mean, as a woman, you know how expensive underwear is, right?”
Indeed, but I personally wasn't in the habit of spending more than a few dollars on a pair of undies. “I charge a hundred bucks an hour for my time. You could go out and purchase new underwear for that or you could just call the police to report a theft.”
 “I don’t want the police involved - they won’t take this seriously. If I confront Trent on my own, then he’ll know he’s gotten to me which is probably what he wants. If I hire you to take care of it, then he’ll know I mean business. Truth is, I don’t want to get him in trouble, I just want him to return my things and leave me alone.”
 At least she had the good sense to keep herself distanced from this guy. He sounded like an obsessive creep to me but hiring a private investigator? “Before I decide to take this job, I’d like to speak with you in person. When are you available to meet?”
“I’ll be here at my house for the rest of the day,” she said. “When can you come?”
I checked my watch. I had dinner plans with Carter at seven, which left me plenty of time. “I’d like to do a quick background check on Trent first, then I’ll be on my way.”



Chapter 2
 
 
Bridgeport, New Hampshire is a seacoast town nestled between southern Maine and northern Massachusetts. In the summer months, this place is swarming with tourists clamoring to visit the cultural and historical sites. In the winter months, the place is a ghost town. This winter has been especially harsh, with record breaking snowfall and frigid temperatures. 
Penny Stuart lived in a one story ranch home on a quiet residential street. Three cars were parked in the driveway and I wondered how many people actually lived in this small house. With the snow banks piled up over six feet high, there was no place for me to park my Toyota. My only alternative was to park on the street and hope that nobody would sideswipe me. Thankfully, there was little traffic on the road.
When the door opened, a girl in her early twenties stood there smiling at me. She had reddish blonde curly hair and freckles. “You must be Sarah,” she said.
I shook her hand and realized this couldn’t be Penny because the voice sounded different. “Are you a friend of Penny’s?” I asked.
“Yeah, I’m Jessica. I live here too. Come on inside. Penny will be out of the shower soon.”
“Thanks.” 
Jessica led me into a casual sitting room where two mismatched sofas made an L shape with a coffee table in the center. “Can I get you a glass of water or something?”
“No thanks, I’m fine.” I removed my jacket and took a seat on the couch. Glancing around, the décor was clearly a hodgepodge of eclectic tastes, like a glorified dorm room with mostly feminine touches. 
She sat down on the other sofa, facing me, elbows resting on her knees. Her intense green eyes stared at me but I got the sense she didn't know what to say. She glanced over her shoulder toward the hallway with a slightly irritated look. “I'm sure she'll be out very soon.”
“No worries,” I said. “I'm a little early, anyway.”
She turned back to face me and smiled tentatively as if embarrassed. “So, I guess Penny told you what happened with her underwear. Have you ever had a case like this before?”
I stifled a laugh. “No, this is a first for me but, then again, I've only been in this business for a few years. My partner Carter has been a private detective for over a decade and a cop before that. He's never seen a case like this, though.”
“Why didn’t he come with you today?” she asked.
Carter hadn’t seemed the slightest bit interested in the case of the missing underwear.  He trusted that I’d be able to handle this one on my own. “He had other business to finish up,” I said, leaving it at that. 
Jessica's eyes wandered around the room, as if she didn't know what else to talk about. Finally she asked, “So, do you carry a gun?”
“No. Just pepper spray.” I tapped my purse. “It never leaves my side.”
I figured I should take this opportunity to ask Jessica a few questions. “How long have you and Penny lived here together?”
She tilted her head and began fondling her red curls. “Almost three months but we've known each other since we were twelve. We both grew up in San Diego but I moved out here a few years ago. I finally convinced Penny to come too. Her parents are so protective and I'm surprised they let her.”
I wondered why two young girls would leave sunny, warm San Diego to deal with New England winters. Only two reasons I could think of: college or boys.
At the sound of footsteps on carpeting, I looked up to see an attractive girl heading towards me, a towel wrapped around her head. She had a petite, slim figure with dark skin and exotic slanted eyes. I supposed she might be Asian or Hawaiian, but it was hard to pinpoint her nationality.
“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting,” she said. “I'm Penny.”
I stood up to shake her hand. “Sarah Woods. Nice to meet you.”
“You got here quicker than I expected.” She removed the towel from her head, and finger combed through her long black hair, pushing it all back from her face. The essence of coconut and tropical fruit filled the room, probably from her shampoo or soap. She draped the towel over her arm as she sat next to Jessica on the couch facing me.
“No problem,” I said. “It gave me a chance to get acquainted with Jessica.”
Jessica turned to Penny and patted her shoulder. “I'll give you guys some privacy. I’ll be in my room with Caleb if you need me, okay?”
Penny gave her a quick hug. “Thanks for being so understanding. Tell Caleb I'm sorry for throwing that little tantrum earlier.”
“Don't worry about it,” she said. “If someone stole all my underwear, I'd be freaking out, too.” Jessica padded down the hallway, waving goodbye to me as she went.
Once Penny and I were alone, I retrieved a notebook from my purse. “So I did a basic background check on Trent Olson. He's got a few speeding tickets but no criminal record. I couldn't find a current employer, though. Does he have a job?”
“He was working with his dad for a while, roofing. He hurt his back about a month ago. His doctor gave him some Percocet but that didn't seem to help, so he's been on Oxy. The stuff makes him moody and paranoid.”
“Let's back up a little so I can get a better understanding of your relationship. How did you meet Trent?”
“Jessica's boyfriend Caleb fixed us up.”
 I showed her a picture of Trent's driver’s license I'd printed out from the DMV records. “I just want to confirm this is Trent - twenty-five years old, five-eleven with brown eyes and blonde hair.” 
She glanced at the paper in my hand. “Yep, that's him.”
In the photo, Trent's hair seemed to be bleached blonde, not matching his dark eyebrows. He also had a skull tattoo on his neck. “Any idea what that tattoo is supposed to mean?” I asked.
She rolled her eyes. “He thought he wanted to be a punk rocker back in high school. He was the lead guitarist in a high school band called The Skullheads.”
A punk rocker is exactly what he looked like to me. He'd actually be a handsome kid if he wasn't trying so hard. “So you think he stole your underwear as retaliation for you breaking up with him?”
She bit her lip and shrugged. “I guess.”
“And if you don't mind me asking, why did you break up with him? Had he become abusive?”
“No, nothing like that. I decided I didn't want a boyfriend. I'm too young to be tied down.”
I figured an attractive girl like her had gotten a better offer. “Are you dating anyone right now?”
She diverted her eyes. “No. Not at the moment.”
“Is this Trent's first attempt to mess with you, or have there been other incidents?”
She appeared to think it over. “No, this is the first time he's done anything like this. Like I told you, he's pissed because I won't return his calls.”
I jotted down some notes then took a few minutes to think it over. “The fact that he came into your house and took intimate things tells me it’s more than some kind of payback. If he wanted to send a message, he could have posted rotten things about you on Facebook, or slashed your tires. This sounds more like an obsession to me which could lead to stalking. Have you had the feeling of being watched?”
She blinked at me, apparently lost for words. “Um, well, now that you mention it, yes. I mean, I haven’t actually seen Trent following me but I've had this weird sense, it’s hard to explain.”
“Some stalkers are harmless, but you’d be surprised at the percentage of them who resort to violence.”
Penny shook her head. “Trent isn’t the violent type.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Well, you said it yourself. He doesn’t have a criminal record.”
“True, but there’s a first time for everything. Penny, I suggest you go to the police station and file a report. Let the cops handle this.”
She ran her fingers through her hair again, a nervous look in her eyes. “If I report this to the police, Trent will get in trouble. I don't want that.” She leaned over and grabbed her cell phone. “Look, I can show you the texts he's been sending me. He's not an asshole or a creep, he's just depressed.”
I scanned through them from the past week. All the texts were short, but there were at least two or three every day. 
 
Please call me, we should talk. 
I miss you. I promise I’ll change. 
I need to talk to you now.
Why aren't you returning my calls?
I need to see you. I'm going insane.
Why are you doing this to me? What did I do wrong?
Stop being such a bitch!
I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to call you a bitch.
Why do you think you're better than me?
I swear, if you don't call me back, I'm gonna freak out!
 
None of the texts seemed threatening, per se, but the tone of them certainly conveyed desperation. “Penny, you never responded to any of these texts?”
“No.”
“Okay, well, I'm just curious. Why haven't you deleted these texts if you have no intention of replying?”
She shrugged casually. “I don't know. Is that important?”
I handed her phone back. “How would Trent have gotten inside the house? Does he have a key?”
“I never gave him one.”
“What about Jessica's boyfriend, Caleb? You mentioned they were friends. Maybe Trent got his key and made a copy for himself?”
Penny looked down at her hands, as if embarrassed. “To be honest, we're not really good about keeping the house locked up. This is a nice neighborhood and we've never had a problem.”
I glanced toward the hall and made a gesture. “Do you think Caleb would mind talking to me? I just want to ask a few questions about Trent.”
Penny hesitated before standing up. “Um, I guess I could go ask him, but I don't really want Caleb or Jessica to be put in the middle of all this. It's my problem, not theirs.”
“I'm sure they'd want to help resolve this issue,” I said. 
Penny left the room and moments later she returned with Jessica and a tall, lanky boy with chiseled features and a shaved head. I put him around twenty-three to twenty-five years old. He wore baggy jeans and a tight t-shirt that showed the cut muscles underneath. 
“Hey, I'm Caleb.” His voice was baritone, a little on the gravelly side. “So what's up?”
“Hi, I'm Sarah. I understand you and Trent are good friends.”
He shrugged. “We used to be.”
“What do you make of this whole situation?” I asked. “Have you tried calling him? Maybe you can talk some sense into the guy, tell him to return Penny's things.”
“Yeah, well I tried but he won't answer his cell phone. I drove by his apartment 'bout an hour ago but his pickup truck wasn't there.”
“What kind of pick-up?” I asked.
“An F150. It's kind of a clunker.”
I made note of that. “Do you really think he's responsible for stealing Penny's things?”
Caleb frowned. “Trent's been going through a tough time, lately. I guess I wouldn't put anything past him.”
I nodded. “Has he ever done anything like this before, with other girlfriends?”
“Nope. Trent hasn't dated many girls. I think Penny was the first one he really fell for.”
“When was the last time you saw him?”
Caleb rubbed his stubbly head as if summoning the correct answer. “Few weeks ago, I guess. We hung out at his place and had a few beers.”
“Do you think he's been stalking Penny? Following her around - stuff like that?”
“I don’t know, maybe. But if he has, he doesn’t mean any harm by it.”
I could tell that Caleb was just trying to defend his friend, but I also sensed some doubt in his tone. “Okay, thank you” I said, making a few notations in my notebook. “I guess that's all I need for now.”
Caleb and Jessica exchanged a glance then headed back to her room, hand in hand.
Penny rubbed her hands together and seemed eager to wrap up our meeting. “So, if you'll go talk to Trent for me, I can pay you two hundred bucks. It's worth it to me.”
I was about to say she really didn't need to employ the services of a private detective but I also didn't want to turn down a job. Two hundred bucks is a car payment and nothing to sneeze at. “Are you sure? It's quite possible that Trent will eventually come to his senses and return your things without me getting involved.”
Penny shook her head as she dug into her purse. She handed me two hundred bucks in cold hard cash. “I want to send him a message that I'm not impressed with this little stunt.”
“I understand. I'll do my best to convey that message. By the way, does he have a roommate that I have to worry about?”
“No. He lives alone. Except for his guinea pig, Ralph.”
I raised an eyebrow. “He has a guinea pig named Ralph?”
“Yep. He loves that thing. Although I don't know why because it stinks like crazy.”
 
 



Chapter 3
 
 
Trent lived in a new condo development across town called Riverside Terrace. The name made it sound more appealing than it really was. Basically, three drab structures had been erected with the sole purpose of providing low income housing.  
I thanked my lucky stars when I noticed a pickup truck in the parking lot. Maybe this job would turn out to be an easy one after all.  Perhaps Trent would listen to reason, return Penny's things, and apologize for being an idiot. Of course, that was best case scenario, something I've learned not to expect.
 I parked my Toyota next to the pickup, figuring I could casually peek inside the windows on my way to the building complex. Not that I thought he'd leave the underwear in plain view, but it was worth a look.
Trent's truck was a messy garbage heap inside: crumpled Burger King bags, empty bottles of soda, used napkins, even a half-eaten slice of pizza on the passenger-side seat. There was a dirty looking t-shirt on the floor, but no underwear. 
As I walked across the parking lot toward the front entrance, I passed a middle-aged woman smoking a cigarette, dressed in a thin sweatshirt and black leggings. She didn’t seem to notice me as I slipped past her and into the building. 
Trent lived in building C, unit 4, which was on the second floor. Surprised to find a lack of security measures, I simply strolled through the foyer and up the first flight of stairs. I kept my hand inside my coat pocket with the pepper-spray, just in case. I knocked three times on the door of unit 4 and waited.
I could hear music playing inside, a rock song I vaguely recognized from the eighties. 
Out of curiosity, I twisted the doorknob fully expecting it to be locked. It wasn’t.  
I knocked again louder and called out in a friendly voice. “Hello? Trent? Are you home?”
No reply.
Maybe he was visiting a friend in a different unit and just forgot to turn the music off. Trying to decide my next course of action, I heard another noise and this one baffled me. From inside Trent's apartment, it sounded like someone was choking on a chicken bone. Or throwing up. 
I knocked again. “Hey, Trent. Is everything okay in there?”
Still no reply.
I grabbed the nozzle of my pepper spray and slowly opened the door. The place looked exactly like a young bachelor's pad. Empty beer bottles lined the kitchen counter. Pizza boxes were scattered over a makeshift dining room table. 
A flat screen TV dominated the living room area, with an Xbox and gaming paraphernalia. I realized the music was coming from the TV. Some kind of rock music video show. 
Keeping one hand on the door knob, I called out a third time. “Trent?”
I heard the choking sound again, louder this time. It was coming from another room. I followed the sound and, as I rounded the corner, I looked down. My body stiffened. Trent was lying on the bathroom floor curled into a fetal position, a puddle of vomit next to his mouth. On the sink, several prescription bottles appeared to be empty.
 I reached into my purse for my cell phone, dialed 911 and explained to the operator about a possible overdose, probably an attempted suicide.
Once I knew the ambulance was on the way, I leaned over Trent and said in a soothing voice. “Someone will be here in a few minutes to help you, okay?”
I grabbed a face towel from the shelf and soaked it with cool water, intending to clean his face up but, as I leaned over, he began shaking violently like some kind of seizure. 
All I could do was stand there and watch helplessly. Having never witnessed such an event, I was afraid Trent might bash his head on the toilet or the bathtub. I snatched a damp towel hanging from the shower rod, folded it and placed it under his head. As sweat dripped from his face, I could feel the heat radiating from his body. When I touched his arm, he was burning up. 
I didn’t know what else I could do for him other than sit beside him, offering soft words of encouragement. My heart went out to him. Had he really felt so depressed over Penny that he'd wanted to end his life? I inspected the empty prescription bottles: oxycodone, diazepam and temazepam. Yikes.
Thank God, a few seconds later I heard sirens. 
The police were the first to arrive, followed by the paramedics less than a minute later. Luckily, I knew the policeman from a prior case I was involved in. 
As soon as the paramedics hoisted Trent onto the stretcher they wheeled him away, notifying me that they were taking him to Mercy Hospital in downtown Bridgeport.
Officer Bouchard kindly asked me to answer a few questions.
“Sarah, how do you know this young man?”
Still a bit frazzled from all the excitement, I took a deep breath and let it out. “His ex-girlfriend is my client. I just came here to talk to him.”
He nodded as if he understood. “What did he do to deserve a visit from a private eye?”
“My client suspects that he stole some things from her. She didn’t report the theft because she didn’t want to get him in trouble. ”
Officer Bouchard was a young cop, probably in his early thirties. Short and stocky, he had a crew cut and adorable brown eyes. Months ago, we’d worked together on a case involving fraudulent activity. Unlike many cops who have big egos, there doesn’t seem to be an arrogant bone in Officer Bouchard’s body which is why I respect him. Also, he doesn't look down on my profession, like most cops.
“What did he allegedly steal from her?” he asked.
“Personal items,” I said. “Underwear, mostly. She claims that he got into her house this morning while she was at work.”
Trying to conceal a grin, he asked in a serious tone, “Did you find the missing garments here in his apartment?”
“No. I’ve been busy trying to help Trent as much as I could before you guys got here. Would it be okay if I quickly looked around the place?”
“Fine with me, but make sure you’re wearing gloves just in case this turns into an investigation, okay?” He made a motion of looking around as he stood there. “You didn't happen to find a suicide note?”
“No, just the empty prescription bottles in the bathroom.”
Officer Bouchard collected them from the sink and placed them in a plastic evidence bag. “Well, lucky for him, you showed up here when you did. Though, I have to wonder how you got into his apartment if you found him on the bathroom floor.” His eyebrow lifted slightly.
“I heard someone choking. The door was unlocked so I came inside to see if I could help.”
He regarded me with a curious expression, like he might not believe that story. He probably knew that I took certain liberties. “Yeah, well I suppose you want to have a look around. I need to make some calls and notify Trent’s family, but I’ll stick around until you’re done.”
“Thanks. I really appreciate you letting me do this.”
While Officer Bouchard spoke to someone on his phone, I began searching the apartment, starting with the bedroom. 
The bed itself was a twin size, with a brown comforter strewn over it haphazardly, as if he’d made an attempt to make it look presentable. There were a few rock band posters taped to the wall, and a lava lamp on a dresser. I was surprised to find no pictures of Penny in his room. If he was a lovesick stalker type, wouldn't he have pictures? Maybe he kept them all on his phone or laptop. 
After opening all the dresser doors and closets, I couldn’t find one article of women’s underwear. I did, however, find his pet guinea pig. Ralph was pure white. I'd never seen an albino rodent before. I wondered who might be willing to take care of this little guy while Trent was in the hospital. 
When I was through searching the apartment, I met Officer Bouchard by the door. “Thanks for letting me do that,” I said. “I didn't find what I was looking for.”
“But you found something else,” he said, pointing to the cage I carried by the handle.
“Maybe one of the neighbors will take care of him until Trent comes home; if he ever comes home.”
Officer Bouchard closed up the apartment and we descended the stairs. “I found Trent's cell phone. I'll contact his family to let them know what's happened.”
Once outside, we noticed a small crowd had gathered in the parking lot. 
A pudgy girl in her twenties, with shaggy blonde hair, approached us. “Excuse me,” she said. “I saw the paramedics take someone out on a stretcher. Who was it?”
Officer Bouchard turned to her and said, “Trent Olson. You know him?”
She gasped. “Yeah. We’ve been neighbors for almost a year. Is he gonna be okay? What happened?”
 “Looks like an overdose,” he said, taking out his palm sized notebook. “What’s your name?”
“I'm Marcy Thayer.” She shifted nervously, as if she had to pee. “I don't understand. How did he overdose? On his medication?”
Officer Bouchard didn't reply to that. “Ms. Thayer, mind if I ask you a few questions about Trent?”
She stood there, mute, like she hadn’t heard the question. 
“Ms. Thayer?” he prompted.
She looked up and blinked. “Oh, sorry. Sure, what do you want to know?”
“When was the last time you spoke to Trent?”
“Earlier today,” she said. “Around ten o’clock. He stopped by my apartment for a few minutes, had some coffee, then left. He said he had some errands to run.”
“Did he tell you where he was going?” 
“Not specifically, why?”
Officer Bouchard glanced at me with a raised eyebrow before addressing Marcy again. “In your opinion, Ms. Thayer, was Trent suicidal?”
She didn't have to say a thing because the look in her eyes confirmed it. “He's been out of work because he hurt his back and his girlfriend dumped him. You can't blame him for being a little depressed.” She paused. “Hey, he’s gonna be alright, isn’t he?”
“He's in good hands so let's hope for the best.”
Marcy wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. “Well, if that's all, do you mind if I go back inside. It's freezing out here.”
 Officer Bouchard took down her number and said he might call her if he had more questions. 
As Marcy turned to head back to her apartment, I said, “Excuse me, my name is Sarah and I'm the one who found Trent. Can I talk to you for a minute?”
She stopped to face me. “You're the one who called the ambulance?”
“Yeah.” 
Her gaze lingered on my face, as if she was trying to recognize me. “Are you a friend of his?”
“Not exactly,” I said, pointing down to Ralph's cage by my foot. “Look, would you mind taking Trent's guinea pig until he recovers? I don't know what else to do with him.”
Marcy bent down and stuck her finger inside the cage. “Hey, Ralph. You must be getting cold out here.” She looked up at me with a sad smile. “Sure, I'll take him.”
“Great,” I said. “This cage is kinda heavy, so I'd be happy to carry him up to your apartment for you.”
She nodded. “Okay, thanks.”
Before following Marcy inside, I waved to Officer Bouchard. “You have my number in case you need to get in touch, right?”
“Sure,” he said with a nod. “Thanks for your cooperation, Sarah.”
 
Marcy's apartment was on the third floor, directly over Trent's. Hers, however, was clean and organized and smelled like fake lilacs, probably one of those plug-in air fresheners. 
“You can set the cage anywhere you like,” she said, unraveling her scarf from her neck. “Would you like a cup of coffee to warm up?” 
“That would be heavenly, thank you.”
She poured water into the coffee maker and invited me to have a seat at the dining room table. I removed my jacket and hung it on the back of the chair. 
“So, how do you know Trent?” she asked, back facing me as she prepared the coffee.
“Actually, to be honest with you, I'd never met him before today.”
Marcy turned abruptly and regarded me with a frown. “You're not some kind of debt collector are you?”
“No, I'm a private detective. I came to ask Trent if he'd return some things he stole from his ex.”
Marcy's eyes bulged. “What are you talking about? Penny thinks he stole something of hers?”
“Yes, that's correct. Would you know anything about that?”
She blinked rapidly as if appalled. “No, seriously? Penny hired a private detective? What did Trent take that was so damned important?”
“Penny claims that Trent got into her bedroom this morning between ten and twelve and stole some of her belongings.”
“Belongings?”
“Undergarments,” I said. “But I didn't find them in Trent's apartment or in his truck.”
Marcy snorted a contemptuous chuckle. “Trent is depressed, not a creeper. He'd never do something like that.”
“I tend to agree with you.” I gave Marcy a few seconds to simmer down. “So, it sounds like you're not a big fan of Penny.”
Marcy rolled her eyes. “Penny's biggest fan is herself. That girl is so self-absorbed it makes me sick. She's also a cock-tease.”
Surprised by her choice of words, I didn't know what to say. Had I detected some jealously? Or was she simply being a protective friend to Trent? 
Marcy handed me a mug and sat herself down at the table. While sipping on scalding hot coffee, I took the opportunity to observe her features. She was a cute girl with a pudgy face, but the poor thing suffered from bad acne: which is probably why she'd grown her bangs so long they almost covered her eyes. “So it sounds like you and Trent are pretty tight.”
She gave a slight shrug. “We hang out sometimes. Just as friends. Nothing more.”
“And how many times have you met Penny?”
“A few times. Just briefly. She and her roommates had a Halloween party and Trent invited me to tag along. Trent got all shitfaced and I had to drive him home early. We caught Penny kissing some older dude at the party and he went berserk.”
“Jeesh,” I said. “Sounds like Penny really dragged him through the coals.”
“I told you she was a piece of work.” Marcy shook her head. “Trent also found out that Penny and Caleb slept together. Can you believe she'd screw her best friend's boyfriend? I mean, you can't get much sleazier than that.”
My brain almost exploded. “Hold on, back up. Did you say Penny slept with Caleb?”
“That's what Trent told me. I guess Caleb got plastered one night and started bragging about it. He's a real scumbag, too.”
No wonder Trent had tried to off himself. He couldn't catch a break. “If Penny was such a cock-tease, like you put it, then why would Trent even want to be with her? Why not just move on?”
Marcy gave me that look, like I'd just asked the most stupid question in the world. “Because guys are idiots, especially around hot women and, I'll admit, Penny is hot. Heck, if I were a dude, I'd probably do her. I know some guys are into Asian women. It's like a fetish, or something.”
I downed the last few sips of coffee and grabbed my purse. I had to go back to Penny's house and tell her what happened. “Marcy, I have to go, but I want to say I think Trent is lucky to have a friend like you. I'm sure he'll appreciate that you're taking care of Ralph.” I reached into my purse and handed her a card. “Here's my number, in case you know anyone who needs my services.”
“Sure, I'll do that.” Marcy went and placed it on her fridge under a magnet. 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
 
Twenty minutes later, I was back at Penny’s house. All three cars were still parked in the driveway so I knew her housemates must be around.
When Penny opened her door and saw me standing there empty handed, her brows furrowed. She tossed her long hair over her shoulder, irritably. “I guess Trent didn't want to return my things.”
“The situation has changed,” I said. “Mind if I come in for a few minutes?”
“Of course, come on in.” Her expression turned grim. “Did something bad happen?”
“Trent is at Mercy hospital right now. When I showed up at his apartment a few hours ago, I found him on the bathroom floor. His medication bottles were empty.”
Penny’s jaw dropped and within seconds, her eyes filled with tears. “He … tried to kill himself?”
“It appears so.”
Penny clearly needed a moment to process this information as she went to sit down on the sofa. “Did he leave a note?”
“I couldn't find one, nor could I find your underwear.”
Penny shook her head, wiping her eyes, trying to compose herself. “Forget about the underwear. I just want to know if he's going to be okay.”
“I don’t know. I'm sure the doctors are doing everything they can for him.”
Penny stood up, a frantic look in her eyes. “I have to go tell Caleb.”
“Look,” I said. “I know this is upsetting but, just keep in mind, Trent probably had nothing to do with the theft that occurred this morning. Which means there's someone else who got into this house and took your belongings.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Penny said, shaking it off. “I can't think about that right now. I really need to talk to Caleb.” 
I got the hint that she wanted me to leave, so I headed for the door.  
 
* * *
When I got home around six, I had just enough time to jump in the shower and make myself presentable. At the tender age of 44, maintaining a beauty regimen had become a challenge. So much to fret about; gray hairs, wrinkles, muffin top and the list goes on. Even though I’m an avid runner, pounding the pavement doesn’t keep the pounds off like it used to. Now, I’m relegated to counting calories which, for me, is a fate worse than death considering my legendary sweet tooth.
Being that I’m a terrible cook, my meals usually consist of frozen pizza or take out. The fancy French cookware hanging in my kitchen is strictly for looks. I purchased the overpriced collection after my divorce two years ago, a house warming gift to myself. They are still in perfect condition. I figure I could always sell them on Ebay if I needed the money.
By seven, I heard the key in the front door and knew it must be Carter. I had given him a key to my apartment last week, an important step in our relationship.  
He waltzed inside with that calm confidence, dressed in his usual faded jeans and… oh, those blue eyes ...  It wasn’t often I got to see him wearing a neatly pressed, black button down shirt without the tattered leather jacket. 
He joined me in the kitchen and set a brown paper bag on the table. “You look good enough to eat,” I said. 
Carter is one of those older men who defies age. Sure, he might be a bit weathered, but it only adds to his charm. His body is in perfect condition but not from running or weightlifting. He swears by the old school routine of pushups and sit ups every single morning.  
“You look pretty amazing yourself,” he said, placing one hand on my waist and pulling me toward him. He planted a firm kiss on my lips.
“So what did you bring us for dinner?” I asked, peeking inside the bag. “Smells like Thai?”
“Your favorite, right?”
“You know me so well.” I began to set the table. “Would you like beer or wine?”
“Whatever you’re having is fine. Can’t wait to hear about your day.”
I poured two glasses of red wine and we got busy loading our plates with pad Thai noodles and fried spring rolls. “You won’t believe what happened.”
“Try me.”
“Well, after meeting with Penny, she convinced me to go talk to her ex-boyfriend.”
Carter raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you mean the The Panty Thief?”
“Yeah. I showed up at his apartment just in time to find him near death on his bathroom floor. An overdose from prescription pills.”
“Attempted suicide?”
“Possibly.”
Carter looked away and sighed. I could only imagine he was thinking of his only daughter, who had died of an overdose when she was a teenager. It's something he's never been able to forgive himself for, even though he has no reason to accept the blame.
“You called 911?” he said. 
 “Yeah, and guess who showed up?”
“Who?”
“Officer Bouchard.”
Carter squinted as if trying to remember. “Is he the short guy with the crew cut?”
“That's him. Anyway, he let me do a quick search of the apartment but I found nothing.”
Carter nodded solemnly, then took a deep breath. He loaded more food onto his plate. “Well, I got a promising lead on a job today. Might be a fun challenge.”
I perked up. Finally, a job that might actually pay good money. It'd been a while since we'd had a nice, meaty case to sink our teeth into. “Great. Who’s the client?”
“Her name is Gina Carr. We spoke on the phone and she sounds like a nice elderly lady. She wants to hire us for surveillance work.”
“Let me guess: she thinks her husband is cheating?”
“Not exactly.” Carter paused for effect while he munched on a spring roll. “She’s absolutely convinced that aliens are having sex with her every night while she's asleep in bed.”
I threw a napkin at him. “Stop it. You can’t be serious.”
With a straight face, he said, “Sarah, I couldn’t make this stuff up.”
“Well, what does she want us to do about it? Stop the aliens from raping her?”
“Oh, no,” Carter shook his head, a serious expression on his face. “She just wants to know what planet they’re from.”
I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. I quickly covered my mouth and felt horrible. “That is so sad. She must be senile.”
“I don't know, but when I told her we didn’t specialize in extra-terrestrial espionage, she called me a liar and hung up on me.”
“You should've taken the job,” I teased. “You could tell her the aliens are from Mars. How could she disprove it?” 
He smiled. “Believe me, the thought had crossed my mind.”
“If we don’t get another decent job pretty soon, I might have to dust off my massage table and put an ad in the paper.”
Carter made a face. “Why? Are your finances tight?”
“Not yet. But this dry spell has me a little worried.”
He took a sip of wine and said, “You know, I’ve been thinking, why don’t you get rid of this apartment and move in with me? My house is too big for one person anyway.”
His kind offer rendered me speechless for a few seconds. “That's sweet of you, really, but I'm fine.”
“Come on. You can have the spare bedroom, do whatever you want with it. We spend most nights together, anyway.”
Carter and I had worked together for two years but our budding romance was a relatively new thing. We were still in the process of figuring it all out. “My lease is up in March, so let’s see what happens, okay? I really appreciate the offer, though.”
He put up a hand. “No worries, Sarah. You don’t have to make a decision right now. If you decide it's not a good idea, no problem.”
I analyzed his tone, to see if I could detect any bitterness. I didn’t. Maybe he knew I wouldn’t take him up on the offer, so he wasn’t surprised by my reaction.
I adored Carter, had the utmost respect for him, and trusted him with my life, but I didn’t want to ruin things by moving too fast. I’d seen my friends make that mistake. Sometimes it works out, usually it doesn't. 
“Are you ready for dessert and a movie?” I asked, eager to change the subject. “Why don't you go pick out a movie on Netflix while I do the dishes?”
Carter ignored me and began stacking the dirty dishes himself. “Tell you what, why don’t you go relax on the sofa and I'll do the dishes. Your day was more hectic than mine.”
“If you insist,” I said. 
As I meandered into the living room, my cell phone chirped. It's my new rule to take no calls after seven-thirty at night, unless I'm working a case, but I recognized the number. It was Officer Bouchard.
“Good evening, Officer,” I said. “Is everything okay?”
“Sarah, I hope I'm not disturbing.” 
“Not at all. What's up?”
A short pause while he cleared his throat. “Trent Olson passed away this evening around seven o’clock.”
It took a second for his words to sink in. “They couldn't save him?” 
“I've spoken with his family and friends and they all admit he was deeply depressed. We're ruling this a suicide.”
“Well, thanks for calling,” I said. “I'm really sorry it turned out this way.”
“Me, too.”
When Carter finished with the dishes, he came to sit next to me on the couch. “Who was that on the phone? You seem upset.”
“Officer Bouchard called to tell me that Trent died this evening.”
He held my hand and squeezed it gently. “I'm sorry, but you know you did everything you could, right?”
I closed my eyes. “It's such a shame. Maybe if I had gone into the apartment sooner, he'd still be alive.”
“I know this sucks, Sarah, but there's no point in trying to rewrite the past or second guess your decisions.”
I smiled weakly. “You're right. There's no point.”
Carter rubbed the back of my neck. “Do you still feel like watching a movie? Might be a good distraction to take your mind off of this for a while.”
“Sure, as long as it's an upbeat comedy to make me laugh. I could use a little levity right now.”
Carter grabbed the remote. “Let's see what we can find.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Monday, December 8
6:45am
 
 
 
The next morning I got up early and made a pot of coffee. Carter was still in bed, snoozing away. I figured he’d wake up once the aroma of fresh brewed coffee wafted into the bedroom.
Early morning is my favorite time of day. It’s quiet and, once the caffeine has worked its magic, I feel energized and positive. On this morning, however, there was a lot on my mind, mainly Carter’s generous offer to move in with him.
After my divorce, I’d made a vow to never be dependent on a man again. That doesn’t mean I won’t ever fall in love again but keeping the two separate is key. I know first-hand how easy it is to fall into the trap. Not that I expected Carter to break my heart but, I didn’t want to give him the chance. I like the way things are. We are together, yet autonomous.
I downed my first cup of coffee and wandered into the guest bedroom, which used to be my son Brian’s room before he went off to college. Since I rarely have overnight guests, it’s used mostly for storage. Carter was the only overnight guest I’d had in months, and he slept in my bed.
If I eventually moved in with Carter, I would have to get rid of half my stuff. Most of the junk I own could easily be given away to Goodwill and I’d probably never miss it. But there are at least three large plastic bins filled with mementos from my past. One in particular—containing my mother’s prized treasures—is especially precious. Losing my dad when I was twenty, and then my mother just after I turned forty, left me feeling like an orphan. Sure, I have aunts and uncles, but those relationships have been relegated to Christmas card status. I know they are still alive but that’s about it. I have one cousin, but she and I never got along that well. She’s married to a doctor and looks down upon anyone living near poverty level.
When my mom died of cancer, I knew I had lost not only a mother, but the best friend I had ever known. She might have been stubborn, a little moody and definitely set in her ways, but I always knew she loved me unconditionally. 
I opened the bin and breathed in the faint scent of Mom’s perfume, Chanel Number 5, which I had given her on every birthday. It was something she’d often complain about, saying she didn’t deserve such indulgences—but I knew she loved it, and looked forward to receiving a new bottle every year. Now, whenever I open this treasure chest, I spray the scent into the room as my way of keeping her memory alive. 
When I have the time, I’ll sit on the floor and look through some of the old photographs. My mom fancied herself a photographer and always had a camera nearby. Most of her photos were of me, in all stages of awkward adolescence. Braces and frizzy hair when I was twelve. The punk rock spiked hair when I was fourteen. The big curly afro hair I wore for high school graduation. 
Apparently, my mom thought I was the most exotic creature that ever walked the earth. She’d even enrolled me in Barbizon modeling school when I was thirteen, as if I ever had a chance. I felt like a fool amongst the “pretty” girls with perfect teeth and clothes that weren’t from K-Mart. 
I can easily get lost for hours in my mother’s treasure box, reading old birthday cards and sifting through the knick-knacks that were precious to her. An antique pocket mirror given to her by her father; or the soft pink blanket that I clung to as a baby, now tattered and frayed. 
As always, I came across the zip-lock bag, with three undeveloped 35mm films. I had no idea how old these were, at least five to seven years and before she bought that digital camera. For whatever reason, I have never sent them out to be developed. Do one-hour photo places still exist in this digital age? 
I looked up toward the door when I heard footsteps. Carter stood there, looking down at me with a cup of coffee in his hands. “What’re you doing?”
“I guess I was feeling a bit nostalgic this morning. These were my mom’s things.”
His eyes lit up. “Are there pictures of you when you were little?”
“Yes, but I’m not showing them to you.”
He laughed. “Why not?”
“Because you won’t be able to get the horrible images out of your mind. Suffice to say, I was a late bloomer.”
He pointed to the zip-lock bag in my hand. “I haven’t seen old 35mm film in a while. She never got them developed?”
“No. I was thinking I’d try and find a place that still does it but if these are from my modeling school days, I will burn them.”
Carter chuckled. “You went to modeling school?”
“Yeah. When I was thirteen, my mom thought it might help me with my self-confidence.”
“Did it?”
“No. Just the opposite, it got worse.”
 
Back in the kitchen, Carter made us some toast with peanut butter and just as we were about to sit down to eat, my cell phone rang. I checked the caller ID and saw that it was Penny Graham’s number.
My first instinct was to let her call go to voicemail, but I was curious. I decided to find out what she wanted.
“Hello?” I said. 
 I could hear her sniffling. “Sarah, I'm sorry to call so early, but can you talk for a minute?”
“Sure, I can talk. Is this about Trent?”
“Did you hear the news?” Her voice sounded like a little girl who had lost her favorite doll.
“Yes, Officer Bouchard called me last night. I am so sorry.”
More sniffling. “I just can't believe it. I mean, do you think he killed himself because of me?” 
It seemed obvious to me that she felt some kind of guilt associated with Trent's death, but why did she care what I thought? “Penny, I don't have an opinion. I had never met Trent before. I know this is hard, but you can't blame yourself.”
“I should have returned his calls. I shouldn't have ignored him like that. I knew he was depressed, so why didn't I just let him down easy?”
I felt bad for this girl. I didn’t blame her for feeling the way she did. “Trent was on a lot of medication. It's possible he simply took too many by mistake. It happens more often than you realize. The fact that he didn’t leave a note, you know, maybe he didn’t want to die.”
After a long silence, I sensed that Penny was trying to make peace with that. She cleared her throat and said, “Anyway, the real reason I called is because I need your help again.”
“What do you need?”
“My housemate Jessica was leaving this morning to go to work and she found an envelope stuck between the door and door frame. My name was written on it. Someone must have put it there between late last night and early this morning.”
“Did you open it?”
“Yes. There are some pictures inside but no note.”
“Pictures of what?” I asked.
“Pictures of me in my underwear. Looks like they were taken from outside my bedroom window. I'm wearing a black thong and my yoga bra, so I'm thinking the pictures were taken last Friday, right after I got home from my yoga class.”
“And what time did you get home last Friday night from yoga?”
“Around seven-thirty. I don’t remember seeing anyone snooping around. I can't remember if my curtains were open or not. Since our backyard is fairly private, I don't always pay attention to that.”
 “My advice, Penny, is that you call Officer Bouchard and file a report right away. He might be able to get fingerprints from the photos. I don't suppose your house has any surveillance cameras that might have caught this guy delivering it?”
“Nah, there’s nothing like that around here.” 
“Well, maybe one of your neighbors saw someone. I'm sure the police will question them. It appears as though someone is having fun taunting you. Most likely the same guy who stole your underwear.”
“I called my parents this morning. I probably shouldn't have worried them, but now they're very concerned that I have a stalker. My mom is going nuts and she insists that I move back home. I don't want to do that. I have a life here, now.”
I still wasn't sure why she had called me. What did she expect me to do about this?
Anyway,” Penny said. “My parents want to hire you to protect me. I know it sounds silly but they are willing to pay you whatever you want. If you don't want the job, they'll find someone else.”
“Protect you as in a bodyguard? I don't do that kind of work, Penny.”
“But you have a partner, right? You said his name is Carter and he used to be a cop.”
“Yes, but he's not a bodyguard.”
“I know, but maybe you guys can make an exception. My mom just wants you to keep an eye on me until the cops catch this weirdo.”
I thought about what Marcy had told me the day before. If Penny indeed took pleasure from breaking hearts, maybe one of those guys had decided to get even. “Penny, can you hold on for a minute?”
“Sure.”
I pressed the mute button on my cell phone and looked across the table. “Penny received an envelope in the door this morning that contained photographs of her in her skivvies. No note. She has no idea who's behind it but I think it's safe to assume it's the same person who stole her underwear. Her parents are rightly concerned about this freak and they want us to protect their daughter.” 
 Carter shrugged. “Sounds like a real job for a change.” 
When I got back on the phone, I said, “Penny, are you still there?”
“Yes. Can you do it?”
“Carter and I can be at your house within the hour. Does that work for you?”
A sigh of relief. “Yes. Thanks, Sarah. I'll be waiting.”
“In the meantime, you need to call the police department and ask for Officer Bouchard. Hopefully, he'll be available but, if not, any police officer will do.”
 



Chapter 6
 
 
When Carter and I pulled up to Penny's house, a police cruiser was parked out front. 
“That's good,” I said. “At least she took my advice.”
We parked the Buick behind the cruiser and got out. As we approached the front door, Officer Bouchard came out and greeted us.
“So, here's the situation,” he said, gesturing to the plastic evidence bag containing the envelope. “I'm taking these to the lab to check for fingerprints.”
I was hoping he'd let me inspect the photos, but he made no effort to retrieve them from the evidence bag. “What kind of printer paper was used?” I asked.
“Not sure yet, but it looks like regular photo paper that anyone can purchase from an office supply store. The printer used was low on ink because the colors are a bit faded. The handwriting on the envelope is all capital letters. It’s hard to tell if a male or female wrote it. I’ll have an expert provide an opinion on that.” Officer Bouchard scanned the neighborhood with squinty eyes. “Since this is a residential area, I don't suppose there are any traffic cams around, but I'll double check on that. Problem is, we don't really know when he dropped the photos off. Could have been anytime between late last night and six-thirty this morning. Anyway, I have Ms. Graham's statement and I'll file the report. Once I take care of this evidence, I'll come back and question the neighbors.”
“You've got enough to deal with right now,” Carter said. “Why don't you let Sarah and me question the neighbors?”
Officer Bouchard nodded. “Sure, that would help. Ms. Graham mentioned that she plans to hire you two for protection. I wasn't aware that you did that sort of work.”
Carter jabbed a thumb toward Penny's house. “Whatever the client wants the client gets.”
Bouchard glanced at his pager and frowned. “Look, I need to head back to the station. I don't mind working together on this but, keep me in the loop, okay?”
Carter saluted him. “You bet. I hope you'll do the same.”
A few moments later, we were inside Penny's house and I introduced her to Carter.
As they shook hands, Carter said, “I'm sorry to hear about your predicament.”
Penny was dressed in sweats and Ugg slipper boots.  Her long black hair was tied back in a ponytail. Without a stitch of make-up on her face, she still managed to look glamorous.
She offered us a seat on the sofa. “It's been a stressful morning. The worst part is, I don't know whether I should be scared of this guy, or if it's just a stupid joke.”
“In cases like these, it's always better to err on the side of caution,” I said. “So you're doing the right thing by taking action.”
 “My parents wanted me to call them as soon as you got here. If you don't mind, we'll be doing a video chat. They want to talk face to face.”
“Fine, if it makes them feel better about it.”
 Penny opened her laptop that was sitting on the coffee table. “We might as well get this over with. Are you ready?” 
Within a few seconds, a screen appeared on the monitor. A man and woman in their fifties stared back at us from the screen. The woman--a well preserved lady of Asian ethnicity--looked just like Penny. The man, presumably the father, was Caucasian, dark hair speckled with grey, also well preserved for his age. They both had concerned expressions.
“Mom and Dad, this is Sarah and Carter, the private detectives I told you about.”
The woman put a hand to her heart and smiled with appreciation. “Nice to meet you. My husband and I are very concerned about this situation and I want to know she will be looked after. I assume you have some experience in these matters.”
Carter cleared his throat. “Yes, ma'am. I've worked a number of stalking cases. In most cases, the perpetrator is identified within a few days' time.”
Penny's mother nodded, her strained features seemed to relax. “I'd like you to keep watch on the house at night. Money is no object when it comes to the safety of our daughter. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Carter said. “I understand completely.”
“Mom,” Penny interrupted. “Don't you think you're overreacting just a little? I have a life, you know - and my two room-mates live here. I don't want to disrupt their lives.”
The mother gave her daughter a stern look. “We have already discussed this, dear. The only thing left to do is come to a financial agreement. Mr. Carter, what will you need to start the job?”
“We charge a flat fee of a hundred bucks an hour plus expenses.  If you want to send two grand now, that will cover the first two nights. Then we can go from there.”
She didn't flinch at the amount, a good sign. “That sounds fair to me. It's a small price to pay for peace of mind. I don't expect the police department to give my daughter any special treatment, so I'm counting on you to make sure she is safe.” 
Mrs. Graham didn't once consult with her husband about the financial decision, nor did he offer any comment. In fact, he reminded me of a statue in a wax museum; glassy eyed and unmoving. His wife obviously wore the pants in the relationship.
 
Penny leaned over and pressed a button on her keyboard. The image of her parents dissolved. She sighed with irritation. “Mom can be so bull-headed sometimes. She still thinks I'm a little girl who can't defend herself.”
“She cares about you,” I said. “Can't blame her for that.”
“Well, you guys can do whatever you want to do. You really don't have to follow me around all day long and, if you don't feel like sitting in your car and watching this house all night, my mom doesn't have to know.”
Carter shook his head adamantly. “We're getting paid to do a job and that's our priority. We'll do our best to stay out of the way.”
Penny let out a moan of protest, but she probably figured there was no point in fighting us on this. “So, what happens next?”
“First of all, where are your roommates?” I asked. “Are they at work?”
“Yes. They both work at the Foot Locker store in the mall. They try to get the same shifts so they can carpool.”
“When will they be home?”
“Around three, I think. Why?”
“Carter will be installing some surveillance cameras at each entrance. The next time your stalker makes an unwelcome appearance, we'll have his face on video. Also, do you mind if we take a look at the backyard from your bedroom window?”
Penny stood up and motioned with her hand. “Sure, follow me.”
Carter and I followed her down a hallway and into a small bedroom, sparsely decorated. She pointed to the single-paned window, the only one in the room. A lace ivory curtain let in the light, but did little to provide any privacy. “As you can see, the back yard is very private,” Penny said, as if reading my thoughts.
Pulling back one of the frilly ivory curtains, I gazed into the backyard. There were no fences or gates to keep anyone from wandering back there. “You said before that you're pretty sure the pictures were taken last Friday after your yoga class. Too bad it rained yesterday. We might've been able to see foot tracks.”
“It's still possible that our perp left some kind of evidence behind outside,” Carter said. “Like a cigarette butt. Do you or your housemates smoke?”
Penny shook her head. “No, none of us smokes. But we’ve had some parties so friends might’ve left some around.”
While Carter went outside, Penny and I sat down at the kitchen table. “Now, I need to make a list of people. Anyone you can think of that might be obsessed with you?”
With pen in hand, I waited for Penny to start listing names, but she seemed stumped. 
“Sorry,” she said. “I can't think of anyone off hand.”
“Let's start with your job. Where do you work?”
“I'm a part-time caretaker for a deaf elderly lady who has dementia. Three days a week, I go to Janice's house and hang out. She sleeps most of the time, so I end up watching a lot of TV. She's a sweet woman.”
“Who hired you? Her kids?”
“Yes. Her daughter hired me and she's the only one I deal with. All the other caretakers are female, too.” 
“Okay,” I said. “Moving along. Are there any other ex-boyfriends or guys you've dated since you moved here? Other than Trent?”
“No one serious.”
“But you've hooked up, right?” I hate the term hook-up, but my son uses that expression a lot. I figured it was the cool way to refer to the act of sexual intercourse without sounding old fashioned.
Penny blushed. “Well, yeah. I've been with a few guys. But I haven't heard from them recently.”
“Did any of them have control issues?  Did any of them seem particularly infatuated with you?”
“I don't think so.” She bit her lip and looked down at her hands.
“Penny, you need to tell me the truth. I'm just trying to help.”
When her eyes met mine, she offered a weak smile. “Okay, so there's this guy I sort of had a fling with before I met Trent. I only slept with him once and I immediately regretted it.”
“What's his name?”
“Brandon Whitman. I met him at a party just a few weeks after I moved here.”
I wrote down his name. “Do you know where he lives?”
“I've never been to his house, but I still have his phone number. You want that?”
“Yes.”
She picked up her cell phone and thumbed the buttons. “Here it is.”
After scribbling down his number, I asked, “When was the last time you spoke to him?”
“Months ago. He was pissed and left me some nasty messages, but I never called him back. He eventually stopped calling.”
“Okay, tell me a little more about Brandon. Do you think he has the potential of being violent?”
“Hmm. Honestly, I don't know.”
“I think it's worth looking into him, but let's keep going. Anyone else who might be infatuated with you?”
She took a moment. “There is this one guy at my yoga class. He's kinda creepy. Always sets his mat next to mine, and I can feel him staring at me during the whole class.”
“He stares at you?” I asked. Who wouldn't stare at her with a body like that.
“Yeah, but he's never said anything to me other than hello and good-bye.”
“Do you know his name?”
“The name embroidered on his gym bag says Ken. He's always at the four-thirty class.”
“What days do you go?” I asked. “The same days every week?”
“I try to go three times a week. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Friday's. He was there last Friday.”
 “So it's possible he could've followed you home after class.”
“I guess it's possible, but I never noticed him.”
I wrote the name Ken in my notebook and underlined it twice. “Describe him for me, please.”
“Well, he's probably in his late thirties. He has blonde hair with a long ponytail, kinda tall. He always smells like patchouli.”
“Do you know what car he drives?”
“Um, I think he drives a Prius. A lot of yogis drive them, I guess.”
I checked my watch. “It's almost noon. Are you planning on going to class today?”
She shrugged. “I dunno.”
At the sound of the back door opening, Penny jumped slightly in her chair. 
“It's just Carter,” I said. 
“Oh.” Penny sighed in relief as she clutched her chest. “Man, I’m a nervous wreck.”
“It's understandable. You've had a rough few days.”
When Carter stepped into the kitchen, his nose was red from the cold. “I didn't find anything. I checked the whole perimeter of the house.”
“Thanks for checking that out,” I said. “We may have a possible lead. There's a guy at Penny's yoga class we should look into. First name is Ken. He'll probably be at the four-thirty class today so Penny has agreed to attend so we can ID him.”
“Why is he a lead?” Carter asked.
“He has a habit of setting up his yoga mat next to Penny. And he stares at her during class.”
Carter chuckled. “I have a feeling most guys stare at girls during yoga class. It's what they do. Is there any other reason he's now our suspect?”
“Well, think about the timing. Last Friday is when Penny thinks the pictures were taken outside her window. He could have followed her home from class.” 
“Okay.” Carter said. “In the meantime, let's split up and start knocking on doors in the neighborhood. With any luck, someone saw this guy delivering that envelope this morning.”



Chapter 7
 
 
Carter decided to go across the street while I focused on the neighbors next to Penny's house.
The house on the left was a similar ranch, painted green with dark trim. I rang the doorbell and a cacophony of barking erupted. A woman in her late thirties answered the door, holding onto the collar of a Husky. 
“Hello,” I said, with a friendly wave, eyeing the dog with trepidation. “I hope I'm not interrupting. My name is Sarah Woods and I'm a private detective. This is in regards to your next door neighbor, Penny Graham. Do you have a minute?”
“Is everything okay?” she asked. “I saw a policeman over there earlier.”
“Penny is having a problem, a potential stalker situation. I was wondering if you might have noticed someone go to her house early this morning to deliver an envelope.”
She shook her head, a worried expression. “About what time?”
“It's hard to say. Sometime between late last night and this morning before six.”
“I'm really sorry,” she said. “I didn't get up until six-thirty.” She ushered her dog back into the house and told him to go lie down.
“Does anyone else live here? Your husband, perhaps?”
The woman turned back to face me. “It's just me and Josh, my son. He's at school right now.” She opened the door wide and gestured with her hand. “Would you like to come in? It's freezing out here.”
“Yes, thank you. I won't take up too much of your time.”
“No problem. I needed to take a break, anyway.” Once inside, she wiped her hands on her jeans, then held out her hand. “My name is Karen Gibbs, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Gibbs.”
“Just call me Karen.”
Karen reminded me of a young Sally Field; with sparkly eyes and a dimpled smile. She certainly seemed friendly enough. 
“What's your dog's name?” I asked. “He's a beautiful husky.”
“His name is Quimby. He's my son's dog.”
I glanced around the living room and noticed all the framed pictures. “That must be your son,” I said, pointing to one of the school photographs. “How old is he?”
“Just turned thirteen last month. Quimby was a birthday gift. Being an only child, least I could do was get him a pet, right?”
 I smiled. “Handsome kid. You must be proud.”
She seemed to blush at the compliment. “Yes, I am.”
Glancing around, I noticed there were no family photos and I wondered what happened to the father. If he had passed on, there would still be photos of him around. So I assumed she was divorced. “Karen, what do you do for work?”
“I do medical billing for a doctor in town. He lets me work from home. I like to be here when Josh gets home from school.”
“Sounds like a great boss,” I said. 
“Yes.” She turned to me with a more serious expression. “So, about this stalker situation next door. Should I be concerned for the safety of my family?”
“I don't see any reason at this point to be concerned but, in the future, if you notice anything out of the ordinary, just stay inside your house and call me right away.” I handed her my card. “Of course, if you witness anyone trying to break into Penny's house, call 911 first.”
“Sure, I can do that.” She set the card on her coffee table, but then picked it up again. “I better not leave this lying around. Quimby chews on everything.” 
It seemed like she had her hands full with the dog. “Well, I don't want to keep you any longer. Thanks for talking to me.”
“No problem.” She walked me to the door. “I hope you find that fella who's bothering Penny.”
“Thanks, we'll catch him eventually.”
When I left Karen's house, I headed directly over to the neighbor's house on the other side of Penny. I noticed the wheelchair access ramp leading to the front door. In the driveway was a van with an electrical ramp installed on the side. 
When I knocked, a young woman in her late twenties appeared. 
After I explained who I was and why I was there, she kindly introduced herself as Gretchen Powell. She had the palest skin I’d ever seen with baby fine blonde hair. “Come inside and we can talk,” she said.
I followed her through a sitting room. A young man with dark hair sat in a wheelchair, watching TV. He barely looked at me when I said hello.
The house seemed eerily dark. All the curtains were drawn and the lights were turned off. 
Once we got into the kitchen, however, a small window let in some light. Gretchen gestured to a stool at the counter. “I was wondering what had happened when I saw the police next door. This neighborhood is pretty quiet most of the time. Although, the parties get a bit rowdy.” She waved it off. “Now, what can I help you with?”
I took out my notebook and pen. “Have you noticed any unfamiliar cars in the past few days? Or have you seen anyone walking close to Penny's house? This morning, someone delivered an envelope of a potentially threatening nature.”
Gretchen looked aghast. “Gosh, that's disturbing news. What kind of threat are we talking about?”
“Penny might have a stalker. He's already gotten into the house and stolen some of her personal belongings.”
She slowly shook her head. “I wish I could help, but I don't remember seeing anyone around. Do you have a description of the guy?”
“No. We're still working on a list of suspects. We'd hoped a neighbor might have seen someone snooping around.”
She placed a finger on her chin “Now, is Penny the Asian girl, or the redhead?”
“Penny is Asian American,” I said. “The redhead is her housemate, Jessica. And Jessica's boyfriend Caleb lives there, too.”
“Yes, I've met Caleb. He helped me get my husband into the van one time. Very nice kid.”
I glanced toward the living room and wanted to inquire why her husband was bound to a wheelchair, but I chickened out.
Gretchen smiled, as if reading my mind. “Mitch got injured during his tour in Afghanistan. Happened last April.”
The lump in my throat grew twice its size. “Oh, Gretchen. I’m really sorry to hear that.”
She shrugged it off. “You'd be amazed at how many people just pretend like nothing happened. Like Mitch has always been in a wheelchair. Friends don't come around much anymore. I guess they don't like to be reminded of the ugly stuff going on in the world.”
I nodded, unsure of how to respond.
“Anyway,” she said. “Enough of that, let's get back to why you came here. You're looking for a stalker but you have no idea who he is or what he looks like, is that right?”
“Yes,” I said. “That's about right.”
She folded her hands on her lap and said, “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Well, would you be willing to ask your husband if he's seen anyone around Penny's house? Unless you think it will upset him.”
“I don't mind asking him, but I doubt he'll be much help. He likes to keep the curtains closed throughout the house. He doesn't like going outside; he doesn't even look outside. All he does is watch TV.”
I handed her one of my cards. “If you happen to see anything out of the ordinary, would you give me a call?”
“Certainly.” She went to her fridge and placed the card under a magnet. “There, now I won't lose it.”
I stood up and held out my hand. “Gretchen, it was a pleasure to meet you.”
“Likewise, Ms. Woods.”



Chapter 8
 
 
When Carter met me back at Penny's house, he hadn't had much luck, either. Penny had made a pot of coffee, however, so the three of us sat at her kitchen table to discuss our next course of action.
“Let's hope Officer Bouchard got some prints off those photographs,” I said. “But I have a feeling our guy is not that stupid. If he's managed to come to this house twice unseen, then he's very good at this game.”
“Plus. Fingerprints won't do much good unless the guy's in the system,” Carter added. 
Penny twirled her hair anxiously. “So, what should we do now?”
Carter checked his watch. “You need to call your landlord or property manager and tell ‘em what's going on, if you haven't already. As Sarah told you, I'd also like your permission to set up two surveillance cameras, one at the front door and one in the back entrance so when this guy shows up, we'll get his face on video.”
“How long will that take?” Penny asked.
“An hour, tops. I can do this stuff with my eyes closed.” Carter finished his coffee, got up and shrugged into his tattered leather jacket. “I'll be back soon. Sarah, do you plan on staying here till I get back?”
“Yeah. I'll stay here. I have some more things to discuss with Penny.”
 
After he left, Penny went to take a quick shower while I called Officer Bouchard to give him an update. 
“Carter and I questioned the neighbors, but nobody remembers seeing anyone approach Penny's house,” I said. “Most of them claim they were still asleep until 6:30 am. Nobody has seen anything suspicious at all, in fact.” 
“I have some bad news, too,” Bouchard said. “We didn't get any fingerprints off the photos.”
“Well, I have a name for you to check out. Brandon Whitman is a guy Penny spent the night with months ago when she first moved to the area. He hasn't contacted her recently, but it wouldn't hurt to see if he has a record. Apparently, he was a bit miffed when Penny didn't call him back.”
“Miffed?”
“Yeah. He called her some nasty names, that's about it. It's possible he's held a grudge and decided to mess with her. I know it's a long shot theory, but it's worth looking into.”
“Okay, I'm on it. Any other leads?”
“There's a guy at her yoga class that creeps her out. We don't know his full name yet, but we'll get it. We're going to follow her to yoga class this afternoon. Hopefully he'll be there.”
“I'll get a list of all the registered sex offenders in the area. That might be a direction to go in, too. If anything jumps out at me, I'll let you know.”
“Roger that,” I said.
After my talk with Officer Bouchard, I sipped my lukewarm coffee and scribbled down some ideas. A few things had been floating around in my brain, and I had to get them on paper before I lost them. Penny would not like these ideas, but they had to be aired.
When Penny returned, that same fragrant bouquet of flowers and citrus I smelled the first time we'd met followed her into the kitchen. She wore a pink fleece bathrobe, hair folded up in a towel.
“Did you talk to the cop?” she asked me.
“Yes. Unfortunately, they couldn't find any fingerprints on the photos but I asked him to look into Brandon Whitman.”
Penny sat down next to me and peered over at my notebook. “What do you have there?”
“Just some ideas I'd like to discuss with you.”
“Like what?”
I hesitated, anticipating a negative reaction. “Can we talk about your housemates? I'd like to know more about Jessica and Caleb.”
“Why?” 
I diverted my eyes and stared into my almost empty coffee mug. “I'm just curious, that's all.”
Penny remained silent for a few seconds. When our eyes finally met, she seemed confused. “You don't think they're involved in this, do you?”
I took a deep breath and let it out. “I have a personal question to ask and, if you don't feel comfortable, just say the word, okay?”
Penny chewed the side of her lip. “Okay.”
“Have you and Caleb .. you know ...ever hooked up before?”
Penny's eyes grew wide and she seemed lost for words. Finally, she gulped. “Um, who told you that?”
“Nobody,” I lied. “I just got the feeling.”
She looked around nervously, as if worried someone might be listening to our conversation. “I swear to you, it only happened once. It didn't mean anything.”
“Jessica doesn't know?”
Penny snorted. “Of course not. She'd kill me if she ever found out.”
“When did it happen?”
She closed her eyes and let out a moan. “A few weeks ago. Jessica was visiting her mom in Florida for a few days. Caleb and I had a few drinks one night and, it just happened. We made a pact, that neither one of us would tell anyone about what we did.”
“Let's assume for a moment that, somehow, Jessica did find out. Is it possible that she's the one taunting you? Revenge for sleeping with her boyfriend? She could have easily taken your underwear and those photos of you outside your window. Think about it.”
“No way.” Penny shook her head, but I saw the doubt in her eyes. “That's not her style. If she found out about me and Caleb, I'd know about it. Jessica has never been someone to hold her feelings in. I'd be able to tell if she knew the truth. Trust me, she doesn't.”
“Okay,” I said. “But I'm not a hundred percent convinced. So you need to watch your back around her.”
Penny looked away from me. “You must think I'm a real shit head.”
“I'm sure you don't want a lecture from me, but just keep in mind that our actions always have consequences.”
“So you think I deserve what's happening to me?”
“I think you're young and, maybe, a little spoiled, that's all.” I said it with a smile, and hoped my tone would convey lightheartedness.
Penny nodded. “You're right, you know. My mom tells me the same thing. She thinks I'm a spoiled brat, but she forgets that she made me that way.”
“It's easy to blame others,” I said. “You have to take responsibility. Own up to things.”
“So you think I should tell Jessica the truth?”
“Not necessarily. Just try and learn from your mistakes. Lord knows I've made my share of mistakes. Everyone does.” 
Penny stood up and removed her towel from her head. I could tell she was a bit embarrassed. “I guess I'd better go get dressed before Carter comes back.”
 
Maybe I had become too cynical since becoming a private detective, but I've come to learn that trust is an elusive entity and friendships can turn on a dime. I didn't have the heart to tell Penny that she shouldn't be naïve. Jessica may very well know the truth. Sleeping with your best friend's boyfriend is the sin of all sins. You just don't do it, especially if you value the friendship at all—and being drunk is not an excuse.
Apparently, Caleb had not kept his part of the bargain. He told Trent about his one night fling with Penny. Why would he do that? Trent was heartbroken over Penny as it was. What kind of friend throws that in your face? 
I felt bad for Jessica, too. Honestly, I wouldn't even blame her if she was the person taunting Penny. In fact, I might be inclined to give her a high five for creativity.
…but, in my heart, I knew Jessica wasn't the culprit. It would take a lot of self-control to pull off a stunt like this. 
 
* * *
When Carter returned to Penny's house around two, he brought a small duffel bag with his equipment. He sniffed the air and grinned. “Something smells delicious - grilled cheese sandwiches?”
“Yes,” I said, meeting him at the door. “And you got here just in time. Penny insisted on making lunch for us.”
Carter followed me into the kitchen where Penny had set the table for three, with glasses of ice water and a bowl of juicy, red grapes as the centerpiece. 
Penny had a look of satisfaction on her face as we all sat down to eat. “I enjoy cooking for people. I make dinner all the time for Jessica and Caleb. They seem to love it ...” She looked down suddenly, as if ashamed, and said nothing more. 
Carter seemed oblivious to Penny's dropped sentence. He was too busy enjoying the meal. 
Penny had only taken a few bites of her sandwich. “So, how is this going to work? Will one of you guys be watching my house from across the street in your car all night? Where will you park so that it's not obvious?”
Carter took a sip of water and cleared his throat. “The blue house across the street is empty. It's a foreclosure and the bank currently owns it. I figure nobody will mind if Sarah and I camp out there for a few nights.”
Penny made a grunting sound. “Sounds like a boring job.”
“Sarah and I have done this kind of thing before. We keep each other company.”
Penny glanced at the clock over the stove. “Well, we have a few hours until the yoga class. Would you guys mind if I took a quick nap?”
“Go right ahead,” I said. “I'd like to do some research while Carter installs the cameras.”
“If you need anything to drink, help yourselves. If you have any questions, just knock on my bedroom door, okay?”
“Thanks, we'll be fine,” I said. 
Penny stood up, gathered the dirty plates, and stacked them in the sink.
After she retreated to her bedroom, Carter proceeded to go through his duffel bag,  sorting the small recording devices and mounting equipment. Each of the cameras was about as big as a golf ball and controlled via a wireless program on Carter's laptop. The batteries were only good for ten to twelve hours, so we'd have to change them out accordingly. The state of the art equipment is extremely pricey and, therefore, must be handled with the utmost care. That being said, I shy away from touching any of it. I don't want to be responsible for breaking a camera that costs two thousand dollars. 
While Carter got busy with the install, I booted up my laptop and did an online search for information on different types of stalking and profiles, hoping to discern the kind of person we might be dealing with. 
According to several websites, there are five types of stalkers; the Rejected stalker, the Resentful stalker, the Intimate Seeking stalker, the Incompetent stalker and the Predatory stalker. Predatory stalking arises from deviant sexual practices, such as stealing women's underwear. Perpetrators are usually male and victims are usually female strangers with whom the stalker develops a sexual interest. The stalking behavior is usually initiated as a way of obtaining sexual gratification, but can also be used as a way of obtaining information about the victim as a precursor to a sexual assault. In this sense, the stalking is both instrumental and gratifying for those stalkers who enjoy the sense of power and control that comes from targeting someone who is usually an unsuspecting victim.
Some predatory stalkers mess with their victim’s minds by leaving subtle clues that they are being followed without revealing their identity. However, even when the victim is unaware that she is being stalked, the perpetrator can still take delight in the details – deciding how long to prolong the suspense, rehearsing the attack, fantasizing about the victim’s response. 
The other scary thing about predatory stalkers is they often lead double lives, leaving their friends and family stunned and in disbelief when finally caught. Cold and calculating on the surface, they are often able to maintain a façade as devoted husbands caring professionals or kind-hearted neighbors.  Underneath, though, lurks an underbelly of twisted sexual desires and rapacious violence.
Penny's stalker could be anyone she knew, or someone she didn't know which, of course, complicated matters. The thing that frightened me the most; this guy had been in her house undetected, which meant he had to be smart and organized - or just plain lucky. 
When Penny woke up an hour later, she joined me in the kitchen once again, and drank a tall glass of water. “What're you doing?” she asked me.
“Research. Hey, I want to ask you about your neighbors on either side of you. I spoke with Karen Gibbs on the left and Gretchen on the right. How well do you know them?”
Penny thought it over. “I don't think I've ever met Gretchen and her husband. He's the one in the wheelchair, right?”
“Correct. Apparently, he doesn't go out much after his injury. How about Karen Gibbs?”
“Yeah, she seems friendly enough. Her son is a little shy around me for some reason, though.”
I thought about that. “Do you know what happened to the father by any chance?”
Penny shook her head. “Not really. He left a few months ago. Why?”
“No reason. Back when I was a kid, it seemed like things were different from how they are now. Being neighbors meant something. You got to know them, had parties together, watched each other's kids, stuff like that. Now, most people don't even know what their neighbors’ names are.”
“Well, Jessica and I threw a huge Halloween party and invited the whole neighborhood. Most of them didn't come but Karen and her husband – I think his name was Mark—came with their kid. They didn't stay very long. They didn't seem to be that social.”
“Well, it's nice that you made an effort,” I said, checking my watch. “Hey, you better get ready for yoga. Class starts in an hour.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 
 
The Bikram Yoga Studio is conveniently located just two miles from Penny's home, near downtown Bridgeport. The strip mall also contains a pizza joint, a vitamin store and a laundromat. We parked behind Penny's car and, from Carter's Buick, we watched her walk into the yoga studio with a gym bag in one hand and a rolled up yoga mat in the other. Just before going inside, she glanced behind her, making eye-contact with me, as if making sure the plan was still in motion.
I gave her a nod. All systems go.
Carter agreed to wait in the car and observe the influx of students arriving for the four-thirty class, in hopes of catching a glimpse of Ken. Unless he was already inside getting changed for class.
“So remind me what we're doing here?” Carter said. “Why do we suspect this Ken guy is stalking Penny?”
“Because, he stares at her during class and makes her feel uncomfortable. Plus, the pictures taken outside her window happened right after yoga class last Friday night. It's possible Ken had followed her home.”
“But we're not even sure he'll be at this class.”
“Penny says he's always at the four-thirty class. At least, whenever she's here. In any case, this is the only lead we have right now. If you get bored, you can go get a slice of pizza.”
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“I'm going inside. I hope they'll let me observe the class if I tell them I'm thinking of joining. I want to check out other possibilities because Ken might not be the only guy who is interested in Penny.”
“Good point. So, how long is class?”
“Ninety minutes. Ends at six.”
 
As soon as I stepped inside the yoga studio, I detected the smell of dirty feet mixed with incense. I approached the woman sitting at the desk, hovering over a sign-in sheet. There appeared to be a dozen names already.
“Hello,” I said to her. “I'm thinking of joining the studio, but I've never done yoga before. Would it be okay if I just watched a class?”
The woman, in her late twenties, wore a tank top and the smallest yoga shorts I've ever seen. She had colorful and intricate tattoos spread across her chest and upper arms. “You've never done a yoga class before?” she asked, like it was a mortal sin.
“That's right. I usually prefer to run but a friend of mine suggested that I give this a try. She said it would help with my tight muscles.” I rubbed the back of my thighs for effect. “But I'm just not sure if this hot yoga is the best idea for me. I don't do well with extreme heat.”
“The best way to know if this is right for you is to participate in the class.”
I raised both arms at my side. “I didn't bring any stuff with me. Besides, I can only stay for a half an hour.”
“That's fine,” she said. “You can watch through the window, but I'm afraid I won't be able to let you inside once class starts. It might be distracting to the members.”
“No problem. I just want to observe from afar. I won't bother anyone.”
“Next class starts in ten minutes. Feel free to have a look around until then.” She grabbed a tri-folded pamphlet on the desk and handed it to me. “Here's a little background information on Bikram yoga and its health benefits.”
“Thank you.”
I meandered around the studio for a minute before heading over to the observation window. Peering into the yoga room, I could see Penny had set up her mat in the middle of the back row. To her left, a man with a long, blonde ponytail had set up his yoga mat, just a few inches from hers. It had to be Ken. He wore skin-tight spandex shorts and nothing else. He was doing lunge stretches, checking himself out in the mirror that took up the entire front wall. I had to admit he was in excellent physical condition. However, he made no effort to speak to Penny at all. He kept his gaze in the mirror, focusing on himself.
The woman to Penny's right appeared to be in her fifties and overweight. She wore a black t-shirt, long black sweatpants and was already sweating profusely just sitting on her mat, meditating. 
Penny sat on her mat, legs stretched out in front of her. She wore only a sports bra and shorts that looked more like bikini bottoms. She looked stunning with a perfectly toned abdomen and sculpted legs. I was almost inspired to take up yoga if I could possibly look like that. But then I had to remind myself that I was twenty years older than Penny. Not only that, but I loved chocolate and wine more than the possibility of six-pack abs.
As more students filtered in, the room eventually filled up with practitioners. By the time class started, there were only three or four empty spots left on the floor. Half of these students were exceptionally fit, the other half were moderately fit to borderline obese. I had to hand it to those people; must not be easy to stare at yourself in the mirror for an hour and a half, constantly being reminded of how unfit you are. Or maybe, it's inspiring to some of them. Motivation to keep working. Either way, I rooted for these not so fit people for showing up in the first place. Personally, I have tried taking group classes before: spin, Pilates, Zumba and even a belly-dancing class. It's not for me. I guess I prefer the wind in my hair when I'm out for a run by myself. Plus, I don't like people to see me when I'm a sweaty, hot mess.
The first part of class began with deep breathing exercises. Then onto stretching. I slowly started to realize that Ken's eyes were no longer focusing on his own body in the mirror. They were glued on Penny. 
It seemed ridiculous to assume this guy was a stalker, just because he couldn't take his eyes off of a beautiful young woman. How could I blame him for that? I mean, I could hardly take my eyes off of her. But I couldn't ignore the coincidence. Why did he feel the need to set up his mat right next to hers every single time? 
I observed all the other males in the class. Once in a while, I'd catch one of them checking out Penny in the mirror, but the glances never lingered like Ken's. He was fixated.
After about forty minutes, I'd seen enough. I used the bathroom and then went back outside.
“Well?” Carter said to me when I got into the Buick. He handed me a slice of pizza and it smelled wonderful.
“It's hard to say, but there's a really good chance that Ken is fixated on Penny. He couldn't tear his eyes away from her: but does that make him a creep? I don't know.”
“Once we have his last name, we'll get a better idea of who this guy is. Until then, we just wait.”



Chapter 10
 
 
 
A few minutes after six, the yoga students began leaving the studio. Ken the ponytail man emerged by himself and crossed the parking lot, passing directly in front of our parked car.
“There he is,” I said. “The one with the ponytail.”
Carter snapped a few pictures with his cell phone. “Looks like he's headed for that Prius. I'll get a shot of the license plate.”
When Ken got in his car, he didn't start the engine. Instead, he sat there, looking down, as if on his cell phone. He didn't seem to be in a hurry to leave.
“He looks harmless, doesn't he?” I said. “And, if I dare say it, kinda cute?”
Carter raised an eyebrow at me. “Don't tell me you're going to take up yoga now.”
I chuckled. “No way. I wouldn't fit in with this crowd. They might try to convert me to veganism.”
“Veganism? Is that even a word?”
“Who knows.” I chuckled. “Nothing against Vegans, of course. To each his own.”
I knew Carter felt the same way. He's never met a hamburger that he didn't like. 
Ken was still sitting in his car five minutes later when Penny came walking out of the studio and casually made her way to her car.
“Aha,” I said, pointing to the Prius. “He started his engine just as soon as Penny came outside. How convenient.”
“Maybe your instincts are right about this guy,” Carter said. “Now let's see if he follows her.”
I sent Penny a quick text. Drive slowly. Looks like you might be leading a procession.
She texted back. Okay. Here we go.
As soon as Penny started her engine and slowly drove through the parking lot, Ken managed to get in line right behind her.
“He's a slick little devil,” I said. 
“Yep, I'd say he's done this before.” Carter was able to get in line behind the Prius, and thus began the motorcade.
Penny took a right out of the lot, heading home. Ken followed at a close distance all the way through town. Carter stayed on his tail, nearly running a red light at one point. Ken hadn't checked his rearview mirrors. If he had noticed us riding his bumper, I figured he would have at least given us a dirty look. 
Once we got into Penny's neighborhood, she slowed down to the twenty mile an hour speed limit but, when she pulled into her driveway, the Prius kept going. Never slowing down.
“Should we follow him?” I asked.
“No,” Carter said. “We'll be able to find out where he lives from his license plate number. Right now, we need to stay with Penny.”
We parked the Buick on the street in front of the house and met Penny at her front door. “Maybe he really wasn't following me.”
“Maybe not,” I said. “But he was waiting in his car until the moment you came out of yoga. Could be a coincidence. Or, he noticed he was being followed.”
Penny unlocked the front door and the three of us went inside. “I have no idea where Jessica and Caleb are. Maybe they went out to eat.”
Carter asked us to wait in the kitchen until he had a chance to look through the house and around the yard. 
“Did you see Ken staring at me the whole class?” Penny asked me once we were alone. “Or was it just my imagination?”
“You're not imagining it. His eyes were on you like glue. The other guys in the class seemed to glance at you from time to time, but not to the degree of Ken. I’m surprised he’s never tried to engage you in conversation.”
Penny gulped down half a bottle of water, wiping the sweaty, matted hair from her face. “Are you guys gonna do a background check on him?”
“Yeah. Knowing Carter, he'll have Ken's life story within a few hours.”
Penny made a half-hearted attempt to smile. “Man, you and Carter are really taking this seriously, huh?”
“This is a serious matter. Until we know who is behind this, we have to assume you're in danger.”
“I had a hard time concentrating in yoga class tonight. I kept thinking about Jessica. What if you're right about her? What if she knows about Caleb?”
“If you're feeling guilty about it, maybe you should just sit her down and have a heart to heart conversation. Tell her the truth and beg forgiveness.”
Penny shuddered. “I can't do that. I made a promise to Caleb.”
“Who is more important to you?” I asked. “Jessica or Caleb?”
“Jessica, of course. But ...”
When Carter came into the kitchen, he gave a thumbs up. “All clear at the homestead. I'm going to get to work and find out more about our new friend, Ken.”
Penny breathed out. “Okay, so what should I do?”
I checked my watch; almost six-thirty. “Can you find out when Jessica and Caleb expect to be home?”
“I'll text Jessica right now and see what she's up to.” Penny got on her cell phone and her thumbs tapped out a short message. “She usually gets right back to me.”
“Thanks,” I said. “So what are your plans for this evening? Staying in?”
“I have no plans. I'm gonna take a shower, eat some leftover soup, then probably watch a movie. Will you hang out here, at least until Jessica and Caleb get home?”
“Sure, we can do that.”
 Penny's phone chirped out a funny sound. “That must be Jessica.” She read the text and smiled. “Awe, that is so sweet. Jess and Caleb are getting Chinese food to bring home for me.”
“So, they'll be back here within the hour?”
“I guess so. I'd invite you and Carter to eat with us, but …”
“No, that's fine,” I said. “Thanks anyway. We already had pizza.” 
Penny nodded. “Well, I guess I better get in the shower.”
“Okay. As soon as Jessica and Caleb get here, Carter and I will head home for a few hours. Give me a call right before you guys go to bed, and we'll come back to keep watch on the house.”
Penny didn't seem to be enthralled with that idea. “You really think it's necessary? I doubt anyone is going to try and break into the house when my roommates are around.”
“That's the point,” I said. “We don't know what this guy is capable of but we have everything in place now. The surveillance cameras are important but having eyes on this house is important, too.”
“Should I tell Jessica and Caleb about the hidden cameras?”
“That's up to you. My advice, though, is that you don't.”
Penny regarded me with trepidation. “You still think Jessica … never mind. I don't want to talk about it anymore.”
* * *
When Carter and I got back to my apartment around seven o'clock, Carter immediately set his laptop on my kitchen table. “Sarah, why don't you try and get in a few hours of sleep before we go back to Penny's. It's gonna be a long night.”
“Don't you need help doing the research on Ken?”
“Nope, I got this.”
“Okay. I think I'll take a hot bath first. I stepped in a slushy puddle and got my feet soaked. I need to warm my bones.”
Carter looked up at me. His eyes widened. “You mean, you're gonna get naked?”
“Well, yeah. I usually don't take a bath with my clothes on.”
He gave me his best sexy smile. “In that case, maybe I'll have to work fast and join you in the bedroom later.”
I leaned over and kissed him on the mouth. “I'll be waiting.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 
 
When Penny called around eleven o'clock that evening, Carter and I were ready to go. 
“Did you find out anything about Ken?” Penny asked.
“Yes. Carter did a thorough background check on him. His name is Kenneth Jenkins. He's married with two kids and just happens to live three blocks from your house.”
She almost seemed upset. “You're kidding. So, he wasn't following me after all?”
“There are several ways we can analyze this,” I said. “The fact that he lives so close to you makes it more convenient for him, in terms of stalking you. He could simply tell his wife he's going out for a run when, in actuality, he's lurking around your house like a peeping Tom. The flip side to that is, he may not have been following you home at all. It's just the normal route he takes to his own house.”
“What else did you find out?”
I referred to my notes. “He's squeaky clean in terms of arrests. His Instagram page is full of family photos of his beautiful wife and adorable children. He and his wife own The Herbal Path store in Bridgeport, where they also teach classes about natural wellness through vitamins and herbs.”
“So, what you're saying is, he's probably not my stalker?” Penny said. 
“He doesn't fit the profile, but he might have a dark side no one knows about. We won't discount him just yet.” 
Penny yawned. “Well, I should get to bed. I have to be at work by six-thirty. Are you still coming over to babysit?”
“Yes. We'll be parked across the street, at the foreclosed house. Now, if you see or hear anything strange, give us a call at any time. We'll be right over.”
Another yawn. “Okay, will do.” 
“By the way, did you decide to tell Jessica and Caleb about the hidden cameras?”
“No, I didn't tell 'em.” Penny lowered her voice to a whisper. “I feel a little guilty about it. I mean, this is their home, too and they have a right to know what's going on.”
“I understand,” I said. “Just hold off for another day or two. Hopefully this will all be over with very soon.”
 
* * *
Among Carter's many talents, lock picking is one of his specialties. We were able to get inside the foreclosed home within minutes. In order to keep a low profile, we decided to keep all the lights off as we set up camp in front of a small bedroom window. Carter's laptop was open and tuned into the streaming video feed from the hidden cameras set up at each door in Penny's house.
“Hey, at least they left some furniture,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “And it's relatively warm in here. Better than I expected.”
“Yep,” Carter said as he moved a chair over to the window. “This sure beats sitting in a cold car all night long.”
“I'm glad the electricity hasn't been turned off. I brought some instant coffee to heat up in the microwave.”
“Good thinking,” he said. “Nothing like a caffeine buzz to keep us alert on a stakeout.”
“Well, I can't imagine Penny's stalker is going to be making an appearance tonight. It's bitter cold and windy outside.”
“You might be right, but obsession often comes before comfort. That's the power of obsession, you have no control over it. It consumes you.”
“Have you ever been obsessed with a girl?” I asked.
Carter gave me a sideward glance. “Why do you ask?”
“Well, you always seem so in control of your emotions. Like nothing could rattle you. Has a woman ever rattled you to the point where it made you feel desperate in some way?”
He gazed out the window with a thoughtful expression. “The only time I remember feeling desperate was with my first girlfriend. I was sixteen and she was fifteen. Our romance only lasted a few months. When she broke up with me, I thought my life was over.”
“Were you in love with her?”
“I was sixteen. What do you know about love at that age?”
“Do you remember her name?”
“Barbara Cranton. I looked her up a few years ago, just out of curiosity.”
“Oh? Did you get in touch?”
“No. She's twice divorced and morbidly obese. The only pictures on her Facebook page are of her and her three cats.”
“Well, I bet she looks back and wishes she never broke up with you.”
Carter snickered as he continued to look out the window toward Penny's house. “What about you?” he asked. “Ever been obsessed with someone?”
“When I was going to massage school, there was this guy I sort of became enamored with. Clay Mitchell. He was gorgeous and flirted with me constantly, but never made the moves. He was very private about his personal life, so I wondered if he had a girlfriend. I found out where he lived and I'd go out of my way to drive through his neighborhood to see if he lived with somebody. I felt like a stalker.”
“Did he live with someone?”
“Yes,” I said. “Another dude. Come to find out, his gay lover.”
“Ouch.” Carter made a pained face. “That sucks.”
“Actually, it was great. My obsession was instantly cured after that.”
Carter tapped the window. “Speaking of casing the neighborhood, I've seen the same minivan three times now. It drove up the street about five minutes ago, came back, and now it's passing by here again.”
“Do you have a visual on the driver?”
“No. The windows are tinted.”
Inching my face closer to the window, I could see the maroon colored minivan driving up the street, but it didn't seem to slow down as it went past Penny's house. “Maybe the person is lost.”
“You're probably right. But if it comes back again, I'm going outside to take a picture of the license plate.”
There wasn't much traffic on the road at this time of night and nobody was out walking his/her dog or going for a jog. Even the moon in the sky seemed shrunken from the cold.
“Why don't you take a nap,” Carter suggested. “I'll keep watch for a few hours until I can't keep my eyes open. Then we'll switch.”
“Are you sure? I can make some coffee to stay awake.”
“There's no point, Sarah. I can handle this. Besides, I didn't let you take a nap earlier so you need it.” He winked at me as a reminder of our roll in the hay.
“Well, if you insist.” The bed was just a plain mattress with no sheets or pillows, but I didn't care. I folded up my jacket, placed it under my head, and made myself comfortable. 
 
 
Chapter 12
Tuesday, December 9
 
 
 
When I opened my eyes, the sunlight was pouring into the bedroom and I almost forgot where I was.
“Morning, sleepyhead.” Carter's voice sounded groggy.
I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “Did I sleep through the entire night? What time is it?”
“Almost six-thirty. Penny just left for work.” 
Carter's eyes were a little puffy and he needed a shave, but he seemed wide awake.
“You stayed up all night?”
“Yep. I popped a few caffeine pills right after you fell asleep, so I'm still wired.”
I moved to the edge of the bed and stretched. My body felt stiff and achy. “I guess nothing exciting happened last night. Otherwise, you would have woken me up.”
“Pretty quiet. Just the way I like it.”
My cell phone chimed once, letting me know I had a text. It was from Penny. 
Just got to my client's house. I'll be here until two, then I'm stopping at the grocery store. Be home by three.
“Penny got to work just fine,” I told Carter. “She plans to be back home by three.”
“Good. In the meantime, hopefully our stalker will attempt another visit to her home. I want to get this guy's mug on camera so we can nail him.” 
My stomach growled. “Whad'ya say we get some breakfast. My treat.”
He rubbed his hand over his stubble. “I could definitely go for some food.”
We packed up the equipment and headed over to the Hometown Diner and Carter feasted like he hadn't eaten in days. A four-egg omelet with bacon, home fries, wheat toast and a grilled blueberry muffin. I had two poached eggs on an English muffin with fresh squeezed orange juice.
It was quarter to eight by the time Carter drove up the street to my apartment. “I'll drop you off and head back to my place for a while,” he said. “Maybe I can get a few hours of sleep before we go back to Penny's.”
“Good idea. I'll call officer Bouchard and see what he's got on Brandon Whitman.”
Carter leaned over and we kissed. “Call me later, okay?”
“You bet.”
 
Back home inside my cozy apartment, I enjoyed a long hot shower, letting the heat seep into my muscles. I got dressed, styled my hair and, when I returned to the kitchen, I noticed there was a voice message from Officer Bouchard on my cell phone.
Sarah, I have some information on Brandon Whitman. Give me a call back as soon as you get a chance, please.
The sense of urgency in his voice gave me hope. I dialed his number, and he picked up on the first ring.
“Good morning Sarah?” he said. “Thanks for getting back to me.”
“What did you find out about Brandon Whitman?”
“Well, he's never been arrested but, last year a temporary restraining order was filed against him by a woman named Amy Henderson. At the end of the ten day grace period, she apparently decided not to pursue the matter and let it go. I read the file but it didn't give much information. I'm emailing you a copy of Brandon's driver's license with his current address.”
“Sounds like Brandon could have been stalking this woman or, at least, harassing her. I wonder why she didn't go through with the permanent restraining order.”
“She'd have to go in front of a judge and prove why she felt Brandon might be a danger to her. It's a lot of work. Maybe after the ten days, Brandon left her alone so she decided he was no longer a threat.” 
“Do you plan to go talk to him?”
A short pause. “I have to be in court for the better part of the day. If you have the time, why don't you pay him a visit?”
“I'm on it.”
As soon as I ended the call, I checked my email and found the attached file. Brandon's driver's license photo revealed a completely different person from whom I was expecting to see. He resembled an adolescent nerd, complete with dark rimmed glasses, acne and a unibrow. He was twenty-three years old, brown eyes, brown hair, five-eleven and 155 pounds. The kid had to be skin and bones scrawny to be that height and weight. What had Penny seen in this guy? She really must have been drunk when she slept with him. Perhaps he gave a better impression in person. I was eager to find out. 
As I grabbed my purse and car keys, I considered calling Carter to tell him about the new development, but he was probably fast asleep. No point in bothering him. I could handle Brandon on my own. 



Chapter 13
 
 
I got in my car and headed to the historic section of downtown Bridgeport. In the winter months, I can actually get a parking spot unless the snow banks prevent it. The roads are narrow and, if there are even a few inches of snow, they city workers have to come and truck the excess away. 
Brandon Whitman's address led me straight to the most prestigious area in all of Bridgeport. I realized there's no way a young kid of twenty-three could afford to even rent an apartment on this street lined with pristine Victorian homes.
He must still live with his parents.
When I located number 333, I opted to park on the road instead of the driveway. I cinched up my coat, hit the sidewalk and walked up the front stairs to the house. Must have been in the single digits with the wind chill. Having lived in New England all my life, you’d think I’d be used to this by now. 
The person who opened the door was an elderly gentleman with a perfectly groomed white beard, wearing a wool Irish cap. He reminded me of a professor with his tweed jacket. 
“Hello, sir,” I said with a bright smile. “I'm looking for Brandon Whitman. I was told he lives here.”
The man inspected my face with pursed lips, his eyes the clearest blue color I've ever seen. “Yes, may I ask what this is about?”
“I just want to ask him a few questions in regard to a case I'm working on.”
“A case?” The man's eyes widened in interest. “A police investigation?”
“Yes.”
“Is he in trouble?”
“No, nothing like that.” I tried to look past him into the house, but he blocked my view. “Is Brandon home?”
“Why don't you give me your card,” he said firmly. “And I'll see that he gets it.”
“Are you his father?” I asked, although the man seemed much older than that. I figured the compliment might endear him to me. 
The man raised an eyebrow, but he showed no signs of warming up to me. “I didn't catch your name.”
“Oh, I'm sorry. My name is Sarah Woods.” I reached into my purse and retrieved a card. “Here you go. Please give that to Brandon.”
He held the card close to his face and peered at it. “A private detective?”
“Yes, that's me. And what is your name?”
He slid the card into an inside pocket of his sport coat and said, “I'll make sure my grandson gets your information. Good day, Ms. Woods.”
And then he shut the door in my face. So much for warm, New England hospitality.
As I walked back to my car, I knew I'd never get a call from Brandon, even if the old man gave him my card. Nope, I'd have to find another way to approach him. 
I decided to drive down the street, make a U-turn and park my car facing the house. I would sit and wait for Brandon to emerge. I'm not sure why, but I had a feeling he was home.
Turns out, I was right about that. Twenty minutes later, a blue BMW with a dent in the bumper backed out of the driveway; the person behind the wheel looked exactly like Brandon. Here we go. I shifted into drive, pulled out into the road, and followed him.
Where was he going? At nine o'clock in the morning, he was probably heading to work but, a few miles down the road, he pulled into Starbucks and parked. He went inside, carrying a laptop bag.
I seriously doubted he worked at Starbucks, so I pulled into the parking lot and snagged a parking spot next to him.
I decided to wait in my car for five minutes before going inside. I wanted him to get settled first.
As I got in line, I noticed that Brandon was already sitting at a table by himself. He was typing on his laptop, a coffee cup and a scone resting on the table beside him. 
I ordered a coffee for myself and looped back around to where Brandon had set up camp. Luckily for me, the place was fairly empty. 
I really didn't have a plan. Sometimes it's best to let the scene play out organically. You can never predict how someone will react, but you should account for the fact that  he or she might become hostile. Approaching a potential suspect is always best to do in a public location, just in case things get out of hand.
“Hey, Brandon. What's up?” I helped myself to a chair at his table and sat down. “What kind of scone is that? Cranberry?”
Brandon looked up from his laptop and blinked at me, irritably. “Excuse me?”
“Hey, I stopped by your house this morning. Did your grandfather give you my card?”
He paused and gave the slightest smirk. “No, who are you?”
Right off the bat, I knew Brandon was a liar, and not a very good one. “Oh,” I said, pretending to believe him. “My name is Sarah Woods. I just have a few questions for you, that's all. It'll only take a minute.”
He inclined his head toward his laptop. “I'm busy.”
“I'm sure you are. Look, you can talk to me now, or you can talk to Officer Bouchard later. It's your choice.”
He rolled his eyes. “What's this all about?”
“Penny Graham.”
“Who is that?”
I crossed my arms over my chest, to let him know I wasn't buying it. “The girl you had a one night stand with a few months ago?”
His wicked smile revealed a set of crooked lower teeth. “Oh, yeah, that Penny.”
I had the urge to slap his smug little face, but the freak would probably enjoy it. I decided I wasn’t going to play nice anymore. “I guess you were a little pissed when she blew you off, huh?”
He shrugged. “Not really. She's not as hot as she thinks she is.”
I lowered my voice. “Then why did you go into her house and steal her underwear?”
He laughed but also seemed surprised. “What?”
“You heard me. You also took some pictures of her from outside her bedroom window. Tell me, Brandon, do you have a panty fetish?”
He stared at me, wide-eyed, as if he'd seen pigs fly out of my ears. “What are you talking about, lady?”
Maybe he wasn't such a bad liar after all. This kid seemed truly perplexed. I felt like backing down but it was too late. I was firmly ensconced in this bitchy attitude I had going on.
“Let's not play games,” I said, keeping my cool. “Here's how this is going down. You stay away from Penny. If you ever go near her, or her house, again we will file a restraining order and, this time, it will be permanent. I know all about Amy Henderson.”
His eyes narrowed. “Who told you? That's private information.”
“Tell me, did you steal her underwear, too?”
Brandon slid his chair back and it made a loud scraping sound on the floor. “Look, lady, I've never stolen anything in my life.” He slapped his laptop shut and stuffed it into his bag. He grabbed his coffee and scone and headed for the exit.
I hadn't wanted to cause a scene, but a few other people sitting at other tables were curiously looking in my direction. I smiled at them as I got to my feet. “Sorry about that. Just a misunderstanding.”
I followed Brandon out to his car, practically running after him. “Hey, wait up,” I called out.
Before getting into his car, he looked me square in the eyes and said, “If you don't leave me alone, I will sue you for harassment. My father's a lawyer and he'll throw your ass in jail.”
I stepped an inch closer. “Fine, have it your way. I thought maybe we could settle this without the police getting involved, but it looks like you're unwilling to cooperate.”
He held up a rigid hand, as if he wanted to hit me. “Search my house if you want, lady, because I never stole a damned thing from anyone especially not from that hag, Penny. You hear me?”
I didn't cower from his threatening stance. I wanted him to know that I wasn't afraid of his scrawny, punk ass. “Yeah, I hear you.”
“Good luck getting a search warrant, by the way.” And with that, he got into his car and started the engine. He flipped me the bird as he drove out of the parking lot.



Chapter 14
 
 
I sat in my car in the Starbucks parking lot, wondering what to do next. I decided to look up Amy Henderson to see if she'd talk to me about Brandon.
There were three Amy Henderson's listed in the directory. I tried all three numbers and got lucky on the second try.
“Am I speaking to the Amy who filed a restraining order against a Brandon Whitman?”
“Uh, yes, that's me” she said, hesitantly. “What's this about?”
“My name is Sarah Woods. My client is a young woman like you,” I said, “who might be having some trouble with Brandon. Would you be willing to meet with me and talk?”
“Um, well, I’m at work. What do you want to know?”
“Why did you file the restraining order in the first place? Did Brandon hurt you? Threaten you?”
She lowered her voice. “I can't really talk about this now. I go on my lunch break in an hour if you want to meet me.”
“Yes, just tell me where to go and I'll be there.”
“The Creperie, you know it?”
I wrote it down in my notebook. “Yes, I've been there before.”
“Just ask someone at the counter to come find me. I work in the kitchen.”
 
* * *
The Creperie is a small establishment, cozy and warm, but big on charm. There were only four small tables, three booths, and a bar with four stools that overlooked the kitchen area. The walls were painted in a bright lemon color, the wooden tables and chairs painted lime green and turquoise. I liked the effect: fruity Caribbean meets quaint European - and it smelled good. Butter, sugar and yeast mingled with coffee.
Two of the tables were occupied, but the place was relatively quiet. I approached the counter and asked for Amy. 
A few moments later, I couldn't believe my eyes when the young Asian American girl appeared at my side. So petite, she probably weighed less than a hundred pounds. It became apparent that Brandon had a thing for Asian girls.
“Amy?” I held out my hand. “Sarah Woods. So nice to meet you.”
Her hand was tiny and delicate, and I thought I might crush her with the slightest pressure.
She gestured to a private area against the wall. “Let's sit.”
“Perfect,” I said. “I really appreciate you taking the time. Can I buy you something to eat?”
She smiled, placing a hand on her belly. “I'm not that hungry right now, but thanks.”
Once we were seated, she folded her hands in her lap and stared at me with wide eyes. “So, what's going on with Brandon?”
“I'd like to know if he's a dangerous person. I think he's the one who's stalking my client. Whatever information you can give me about him would help tremendously.”
Amy swallowed hard. “Brandon is very insecure, which is why he tries to act so tough. He's probably harmless, though.”
“Then why did you file the temporary restraining order a few years ago?”
She seemed embarrassed to talk about it. “We dated a few times. Honestly, he wasn't my cup of tea. When I tried to break things off with him, he became confrontational. Wouldn't take no for an answer. He'd call and text several times an hour. He'd drive by my house or work. If I went to the grocery store, he'd just happen to be there. I didn't know how to deal with it so my girlfriend convinced me to file the restraining order, to get him off my back.”
“Did it work?” I asked.
“Yes. He left me alone after that. Haven't heard from him since.”
I had to admit, Brandon had not attempted to contact Penny in months, so why would he be taunting her now? It didn't seem to fit his modus operandi. “If you don't mind my asking, how did you and Brandon first meet?”
 “My girlfriends had taken me out to a club for my twenty-first birthday. Brandon bought all of us drinks for the entire night. He seemed sweet and generous but, after a few dates, he became so possessive it started to get weird.”
I nodded. “I know this will sound bizarre, but did Brandon ever steal articles of clothing from you? Intimate articles like bras or underwear?”
She made a face. “No, I don't think so.”
“Did he seem particularly fascinated with your undergarments, or lingerie? Did he ever insist on taking pictures of you in them?”
She shook her head. “No. Why?”
I leaned back in my chair with a sigh. “Well, that's what happened to my client. Someone stole her intimates and I was hoping Brandon was our guy but, now, it doesn't make sense. Unless he's become bolder with his fetishes.”
Amy mashed her lips together, seemingly lost for words, and shrugged.
“Anyway,” I said. “I'll let you get back to work. You're a sweetheart to talk to me about this, really. You've helped shed some light on the situation.”
“No problem. Hope everything works out.”
 



Chapter 15
 
 
After my talk with Amy, I headed straight to Carter's house to tell him about the latest developments. He gave me a long hug when I walked in. 
“Have you been sleeping all day?” I asked, running my fingers through his hair. “You have major bed head.”
“Yeah, just got up a few minutes ago. My inner clock is all messed up.”
I padded to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. “Well, I've had a busy morning. I had an interesting chat with Brandon Whitman, the boy Penny had a fling with. Come to find out, his ex-girlfriend had filed a temporary restraining order against him a few years ago.”
Carter perked up. “Sounds like he might be our guy.”
“That's what I thought, too. I went to his house and followed him to Starbucks, where I made an attempt to have a civil conversation with him. He got all defensive, basically threatened to sue me for harassment.”
“Nice job getting under his skin.”
“Yeah, well, he told me his father is a lawyer, as if that's supposed to scare me.”
“What's your impression of him?”
“He's not a looker but it's obvious his family has money. He's a smart ass, too.”
“But ...”
“But, according to Penny, he hasn't tried getting in touch with her. Why, after two months, would he suddenly decide to mess with her?”
Carter didn't have an answer to that. “Have you spoken to Penny about this?”
“Not yet. But she’s gonna be home by three.” I checked my watch. “One of us should be there when she does.”
“Let's go together.” Carter stood up and headed to the bathroom. “I'll take a quick shower, grab my stuff and be ready in ten.”
* * *
Luckily, we showed up at Penny's house just minutes before she arrived. Carter helped her with the grocery bags as we went inside, then excused himself to go check the perimeter of the house and exchange the batteries in the surveillance cameras.
As Penny began putting away the groceries, I proceeded to tell her about my encounter with Brandon. 
“You actually tracked him down?” she said, excitedly. “That was fast. What did he have to say?”
I kept it short and sweet. “Basically, I warned him to stay away from you.”
“So you really think it's him?” 
I shrugged. “He fits the profile: a history of stalking other women, feels entitled because he comes from money, and ...” 
 “…and he's into Asian chicks.” Penny blurted out. “Is that what you were gonna say?”
I paused. “Yes.”
Penny chuckled. “You'd be amazed at how many guys fantasize about Asians. There are dozens of websites dedicated to it.”
Her cavalier attitude struck me as odd. I was starting to get the feeling that this whole stalker business didn't bother her in the least. Not once had she mentioned feeling afraid, violated or confused about what was happening to her. In fact, she really seemed to be enjoying the attention people were giving to her. 
I decided I would try a little experiment.
“So Penny, here's what I think.” I watched her expression closely. “There's really no need for Carter and me to watch the house anymore after tonight. We can keep the hidden cameras in place for a bit longer but, our full-time involvement is costing your parents a lot of money.”
Penny stared at me, her dark eyes disbelieving. “But you said I was in danger. What if my stalker decides to get violent?”
The way she said my stalker sent a chill up my spine. It was as if she took ownership of the idea like it was something to be proud of. “If you're really concerned for your safety, Penny, then maybe you should move into a nice hotel for a while. One that has security guards in the lobby. I'm sure your parents will be happy to pay for it.”
If Penny was insulted by my subtle sarcasm, she didn't let on. “I know they would, but that's not the point. I like to stay here with Jess and Caleb.”
I decided to let the discussion drop when Carter entered the kitchen. “Everything looks good around here, guys,” he said, giving me a nod that we could go.
With my eyes, I let Carter know that I needed just a few more minutes alone with Penny. He got the hint and retreated into the living room.
I turned back to Penny. She was slicing up carrots and humming a tune to herself like she hadn't a care in the world. “So, what are your plans this evening?” I asked. “You staying in?”
“Yep. I'm making chicken stew for Jess and Caleb tonight. It's their favorite.”
“That's nice,” I said, “So I take it things are going well? You still don't get any vibes that Jessica knows about you and Caleb?”
When Penny stopped chopping and pursed her lips, I knew I'd hit a sensitive nerve. “Jess doesn't know anything, trust me.”
“Okay. Just making sure. So, Carter and I will be back later to resume the stakeout. In the meantime, we'll keep an eye on the surveillance. When will your housemates be home?”
“They should be here in half an hour. You don't have to wait around, I'll be fine.”
 “Okay, just remember, don't answer the door for strangers. Play it safe.”
She rolled her eyes. “I know, I know.”
“And Penny, just be aware of your surroundings. If something doesn't seem right, give us a call immediately. But if you feel you are in imminent danger, call 911.”
She waved a hand, as if I needn't bother with the lecture. “Got it.”



Chapter 16
 
 
Later that night, Carter and I resumed the stakeout. I made an effort this time to stay up as long as I could. 
Everything seemed quiet until around midnight when Carter's voice broke the silence.
“Sarah, looks like we got something.”
I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “What is it?”
Carter pointed to the laptop screen. “The surveillance camera in the rear door. It's hard to see without any light, but there's someone in her backyard right now.”
I couldn't see anything. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, I'm sure.” Carter threw on his jacket and grabbed the flashlight and his gun. “Wait here and keep a visual on the street.”
Before I had a chance to say anything, Carter slipped out the door. My heart raced as I ran to the window to peer outside, just in time to see Carter dash across the street, through the driveway and into Penny's backyard. I kept my eyes peeled for any motion in the area, but all seemed still.
My first thought was, maybe Carter had seen something on the surveillance that wasn't there. The mind plays tricks on you when you're tired. Heck, it could've been a tree branch falling, or a wild animal like a deer or even a moose.
I kept my eyes glued to the street, even though I wanted to turn around and watch the surveillance, to see if Carter had caught anyone. But a few seconds later, I saw him come around the house and head back. 
“Well?” I asked, when he finally returned to the bedroom. “Just a false alarm?”
“No. Somebody was back there. I noticed tracks in the snow that lead directly to the back door of the neighbor's house on the left.”
“That's Karen's house. She has a dog and maybe he wandered into Penny's back yard.”
Carter shook his head. “These tracks were not from a dog, or any other kind of animal, Sarah. I took a few pictures of them, see here?”
He showed me the image from his cell phone. The tracks were definitely made from a human. One image showed Carter's boot right next to it, as a size comparison. “What would you estimate this person's shoe size to be?”
“I'm an eleven,” Carter said. “So this person must be around a 9. But if he or she was wearing snow boots, then the actual shoe size could be smaller. It's really hard to determine. Remind me again who lives in that house.” 
“Her name is Karen and she's a single mother with a thirteen year old son.”
Carter removed his jacket and placed the gun on the table. He went to the laptop and rewound the surveillance footage. Unfortunately, the camera angle was such that anything outside of ten feet became blurry. We could detect movement in the background, but it was impossible to determine any features of the individual in black.
Carter ran a hand through his hair and looked out the window again. “Whoever it was must have heard me running across the street giving that person just enough time to get back into the house unseen. I'm telling you, however, the tracks lead right to the back door.”
I dropped into a chair and exhaled. “Okay, so what do you think?”
Carter sat down next to me and rubbed his hands together. “Tell me about the kid who lives there. Did you meet him?”
“No, I just spoke to his mother but I saw pictures of the boy all over the place. He's a good looking kid and, apparently, a star basketball player according to all the trophies around. She's obviously a proud mom.”
“What about the father? Is he out of the picture?”
“I guess. She never mentioned him and I didn't see any kind of father figure in any of the photos.”
“Thirteen, huh?” Carter rubbed his chin as if the number meant something to him. “Puberty is an interesting time for boys. The testosterone messes with your brain. I can picture it; he's out in the backyard playing with his dog. He sees his beautiful neighbor through her bedroom window, walking around in her underwear. He can't tear his eyes away and it's the beginning of his infatuation. The infatuation turns into obsession. Pretty soon, he can't control himself, he keeps needing more to feed his fantasy. Eventually, he resorts to stealing her underwear, because it's one step closer to actually being with her. Not to be gross, but the kid probably masturbates with them as often as he can get away with.”
The thought of it gave me chills, but I had to agree with Carter. “Okay, stealing the underwear sort of makes sense, but then why would he deliver those photographs of Penny? What purpose does that serve in his fantasy?”
“Maybe he wants her to know that he's watching.”
“Penny told me she's never even talked to the kid. She says he's shy and won't even look at her when they cross paths.”
“Well, that just proves my point. He obviously feels awkward around her, because he's hiding a secret but, eventually, if the obsession keeps growing, it has to surface in some way, shape or form.”
 “The big question is, though, will his obsession turn violent?”
Carter tapped his finger on the window, toward the neighbor's house. “It's only a matter of time until he steps it up. The kid needs an intervention. Just like an addiction to drugs or alcohol, this deviant behavior needs to be dealt with.”
“I'll talk to the kid's mother in the morning. Maybe she'd be willing to go into his bedroom and look for Penny's underwear. Although, I have a feeling she won't be inclined to cooperate. Parents never want to believe their own kid is capable of doing something bad.”
“Then you'll just have to remind her that the police are involved,” Carter said. “I'm sure the last thing she wants is a bunch of cops rifling through her house.”
“So, what in the world was this kid planning to do in Penny's backyard, in the middle of the night, in single digit temperatures?”
“Like I said; obsession over comfort. He was probably hoping to catch a glimpse of Penny through her window. To get his fix.”
I moaned. “But he's so young. I mean, thirteen is practically a baby.”
“His hormones beg to differ,” Carter said.
“Look, let's not jump to conclusions. Let me talk to the mother before we say anything to Penny or Officer Bouchard. I don't want to put this kid through any unnecessary turmoil if we're totally wrong about this.”
“Fair enough.” Carter yawned and checked his watch. “It's only half past midnight. Still have six hours to go. I don't think the kid will venture out again. I have a feeling I might have spooked him.”
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
 
Carter, being the awesome man he is, let me sleep straight through until 6:30am. Again. 
“Has Penny left for work?” I asked, sitting on the edge of the bed, putting my shoes on.
“Yep. We can pack up now and head out.”
“Thank God.” I was eager to get home and take a shower. Even though I felt rested, sleeping in a strange bed gives me weird dreams.
 
On the way back to my apartment, we stopped to pick up some bagels. We were so hungry, we devoured them in the car as we drove the rest of the way home. 
“I suppose you're going back to your house to get some sleep?” I asked when he pulled curbside next to my place.
“Yeah. I feel okay right now, but I'm sure I'll crash hard as soon as my head hits the pillow. What are you going to do?”
“After a shower, I'm going back to see if Karen will talk to me about her son. I'm not looking forward to it.”
“Good luck with that.” Carter leaned over for a kiss and our lips touched for a few tender moments. I wanted to linger there for much longer. 
“I'll call you later this afternoon,” I said. “Hope you have sweet dreams.”
 
* * *
By nine o'clock I was back in Penny's driveway, sitting in my car alone. Jessica, Caleb and Penny were all at work and, I assumed, Josh was in school.
I also assumed Karen was home because her car was parked in the driveway. I took a deep breath and summoned all my courage, then went up to her front door and knocked. 
When Karen opened the door and saw me standing there, she smiled in surprise. “Sarah Woods, right?”
“Yes,” I said. “I'm awfully sorry to bother you again.”
“No problem. Come on in. I just boiled some water for tea. Would you like some?”
I'd feel guilty accepting the kind gesture, especially after what I had to say to her. “No, but thank you anyway.”
Karen must have sensed something was wrong because she froze, an expression of restrained terror. “Oh dear, did something else happen next door with Penny?”
I usually don't have a hard time with face to face confrontation, but this was different. How do you begin to tell someone that you suspect their child of being a stalker?
I decided to start by asking a question. “Were you and your son here alone last night?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Last night, just after midnight, our surveillance camera caught an image of someone in Penny's backyard. Later, we discovered tracks in the snow that lead to your back door. Were you asleep at that time?”
She stared at me, eyes unblinking. “I suppose I was.”
“Would your son have any reason to go into Penny's backyard after midnight? Maybe he was walking the dog?”
She blinked. “Seems awfully late. But I don’t know why he’d go into the neighbor’s back yard, unless Quimby was chasing after a squirrel.”
 “Karen, I don't know how to bring this up without offending you. Maybe we should sit down while I explain.”
She cocked her head and regarded me with trepidation. “Okay. Let's go into the kitchen.”
Once we were sitting at the kitchen table, the kettle on the stove began to whistle and Karen jumped. “Oh shoot. I forgot all about the water. Excuse me for a second.”
I could tell she was nervous by the way her hand shook as she poured water into a teacup. 
When she returned to the table, her breathing seemed to be labored. “Okay, please tell me what's going on.”
“I wanted to come to you first,” I began. “To talk about Josh before I mentioned anything to Penny or the police. We found tracks in the snow last night that lead from your back door to Penny's backyard.”
She waited silently for me to go on.
I swallowed. “Josh seems like a great kid. I mean, I'm sure he's a great kid, but puberty is a confusing time for boys especially. I should know, because I have a son myself.”
Karen sat back, realization dawning on her face. “Are you saying what I think you're saying?”
“I have to ask, do you think your son might be obsessed with Penny?”
“Obsessed? That's absurd.”
“I think it's possible he was the one who stole her undergarments.”
She shook her head in disbelief. “My son is not a thief. I can promise you that.” 
“I want to believe you but maybe you could take a look through Josh's room? Just to make sure?”
“You want me to spy on my own son?”
I shrugged. “He's a teenager. Teenagers are notorious for keeping secrets.”
“I can assure you, my son does not keep secrets from me.”
I wanted to tell her how naïve that sounded, but it would serve no purpose other than to hurt her even more. I raised my hands apologetically. “I don't blame you for being on the defensive but please just consider it. We could deal with this situation in-house and Josh doesn't have to get in trouble, assuming he's guilty. I hope he’s not.”
“Do you have any proof that my son is involved? Is there a witness who actually saw him break into the house and take something? Or are those tracks in the snow the only thing you've got?”
She was right. I had nothing else but a feeling in my gut and, the last time I checked, a hunch wasn't considered hard evidence. 
“Look, I'm really sorry to have upset you,” I said, already getting to my feet. “Perhaps I should leave.”
“Ms. Woods, wait. Please.” She grasped my hand with desperation in her eyes. “The past few months have been hell for both of us. After his father left us, Josh has become introverted and distant. He feels rejected. Mark didn't even call him on his birthday. Heck, he hasn't called since he left at the end of October and, now, Josh is being accused of deviant sexual behavior? I mean, really? This is all too much.” 
“I'm so sorry to hear about Josh's dad,” I said. “But this situation won't magically go away just by ignoring it.”
She exhaled a long breath and nodded. “I guess the only way I can convince you is to prove it. I'll look through Josh's room.”
“Great, that's all I'm asking you to do.”
Karen stood up with a determined look on her face. “You plan to wait here or are you coming?”
“If it's all the same to you, I'd like to join you.”
When I first walked into Josh's room, I couldn't believe my eyes. The place was immaculate. The bed was made, no dirty clothes strewn around, books neatly lined up on a bookshelf.  On the computer desk was a laptop and a printer. Inside the printer tray appeared to be a glossy type of photo paper. I wondered if the color ink cartridge was running low on ink. 
She immediately began opening drawers and searching in a methodical fashion, as if she were hunting for a lost diamond ring. 
I didn't touch a thing. I kept my hands in my pockets the entire time while Karen continued to search the closet, under the bed, and inside an antique wooden toy chest. After ten minutes, she turned to me with arms outstretched. “Well, are you satisfied? Or should I keep digging?”
There were many places a person could hide things, if they were creative enough but I certainly wasn't going to ask Karen to go tearing up the carpet or knocking down walls.
“Yes,” I said. “I'm satisfied.”
She exhaled through clenched teeth. “Well, if that's all, then I really need to get back to work.”
“I understand. And thank you for doing this. I'm sorry I had to ask.”
She said nothing as she walked me to the door. She was probably too embarrassed and pissed to look me in the eye. And I couldn't blame her. 



Chapter 18

 
 
 
 
As I sat in my car thinking, I came to the conclusion that Josh could've hidden Penny's underwear somewhere outside his home. A friend's house, perhaps? A co-conspirator?  Karen would never allow me to talk to her son at this point and, if I tried to approach him on my own without his mother's consent, I could get in a lot of trouble considering he's a minor. 
 In my heart, however, I just wasn't convinced that Josh had the makings of a stalker. His mother seemed too involved in his life and I found it hard to believe that he could get away with anything without her knowledge. Of course, the flip side to that theory was; maybe she did know her son had deviant tendencies and was covering for him. Nonetheless, the question still remained; who had Penny's underwear? 
Another disturbing theory materialized; Karen's husband.
Karen and her family had attended the Halloween party Penny and her housemates hosted a little over two months ago. Shortly thereafter, the husband left! 
Trent's friend, Marcy Thayer, had indicated to me she'd witnessed Penny “kissing an older dude”. For a woman in her early twenties, older could mean thirties or forties. Could that have been Karen's husband and, if so, had Karen also seen the infamous kiss?
Considering Penny's track record for seducing men, would anything stop her from seducing a married man? Probably not if she thought she could get away with it!
Maybe the husband didn't leave his wife and child but, instead, was forced to leave because Karen found out that he was having an affair with Penny. If that were true, how could Karen stand to live next door to the girl who was responsible for breaking up her marriage?
Of course, this was all conjecture until I knew for sure that Penny and the husband had been involved. If I asked Penny about it, would she tell me the truth? 
When I dialed Penny's cell number, it went to voicemail. I left a message for her to call me back as soon as possible. She was probably busy at work taking care of Janice. 
Who else might know about the possible affair? Penny might've confided in Jessica or Caleb about it but, if I were to approach them on the topic, they might not be inclined to disclose anything to me. 
The only other person I could think of who'd attended that Halloween party was Marcy Thayer. Maybe she'd remember what the guy looked like.
I checked my watch - 10:00 am. I hated to call Carter and wake him up but I speed dialed his number anyway. He picked up on the first ring. 
“Sarah, what're you up to?”
“Hey, sorry to bother you,” I said. “But I need a favor.”
“I wasn't sleeping anyway. What do you need?”
“I need a photo of Mark Gibbs, Karen's husband.”
“Why?”
“I just spoke to Karen about her son and I don't think he's the stalker. I watched her  go through his room and we didn't find Penny's underwear. But ... I'm wondering about Karen. There's a chance her husband was messing around with Penny.”
“Seriously? What gave you that idea?”
“I'll explain later, I just need his photo to show someone. Can you email it to me?”
“I'll do a quick search online,” he said. “Give me a few minutes.”
“Thanks, babe. You're the best. I'll see you later today.”
“Oh, by the way,” Carter said. “I spoke with Penny's parents this morning and we came to an agreement about the job. We'll cease the nightly stakeouts and they are going to pay us to install a state of the art security system in Penny's house.”
“That makes sense. Well, I gotta run. Try and get some more sleep.”



Chapter 19
 
 
When I arrived at Riverview Terrace I parked my car in the lot, noticing that Trent's pickup was still there. It had only been a few days since his death and his family probably hadn't had time to move it off the property.
As luck would have it, Marcy was home and she seemed pleasantly surprised to see me.
“Sarah, what're you doing here?” she asked, a big smile on her face. I got the sense that she didn't get many visitors if she was that happy to see me. 
“Just wondering how Ralph is doing,” I teased. 
She laughed. “Oh, he's fine. I gave him a bath so he smells much better.” 
“I took a chance that you might be home but it looks like you're heading to work.” I gestured to her gray scrubs. “Are you in the medical field?”
“Yeah, sort of. I work for a veterinarian. I'm just filling in for someone today, a four-hour shift.” Her expression suddenly turned somber. “So, you must know about Trent, huh?”
“Yes. I'm truly sorry. I know you really cared about him.”
She nodded. “Yeah, he was one of the good ones. He's at peace now.”
“Look, I know you probably have to head out but I was hoping I could ask you a quick question. Remember how you told me you saw Penny kissing an older man at the Halloween party?”
“Yeah?”
I showed her my cell phone with an image of Mark Gibbs's face. “Does he look familiar to you?”
She took a few seconds to study it. “Don't think so. Who is he?”
“Do you remember seeing him at the party? Is he the guy you saw Penny kissing that night?”
She shook her head. “No, definitely not the same guy.”
“Are you sure?”
“I'm sure.” Marcy brushed her long bangs away from her face to look at me. “What's this about?”
I slipped the phone back into my purse and sighed. “We're still trying to find the person who is taunting Penny.”
“Ah, still haven't found those missing underpants?” she said, with a hint of spite. 
“Nope. Still missing in action.”
She chuckled with an eye roll. “Well, maybe Penny deserves her bad karma. If she's going to screw with people's hearts, then someone should teach her a lesson, don't you think? Personally, I think it's awesome.”
I couldn't disagree but I decided to keep my opinions to myself. “Well, I should let you get going. Thanks again for your help.”
As I turned to leave, Marcy said, “Hey, did you hear about Trent's wake? It's tomorrow night from four to seven at McCarthy's Funeral Home, just in case you wanted to go.”
“Perhaps I will. You'll be there?”
“Of course,” she said. 
 
I went back to my car and just sat there, staring out at the dreary parking lot.  
My cell phone chirped and I noticed it was Penny.
“Hey Sarah,” she said. “Sorry it took me so long to get back to you. Your message sounded urgent. What's up?”
I wasn't going to say anything but, decided, why not? “You know Karen's husband left a few months ago, right?”
“Karen next door? Yeah, why?”
“Did you sleep with him?”
“What? No way. Why would you think that?”
“Just following up on a lead,” I said “which turned out to be a dead end.”
“A dead end?”
“Yep.” I didn't really feel like explaining it to her at this point. “Anyway, thanks for returning my call. I'll let you get back to work now.”
“Okay, I guess. So, are you guys watching the house again tonight?” 
“No. Carter spoke with your parents and they decided a security system would be sufficient. Personally, I don't think you're in any real danger.”
“Well, I think you're wrong, Sarah. I guess I'll have to convince my mom to hire somebody else to protect me.”
“Okay,” I said. “Maybe you should do that.”
Ending the call, I realized that I had reached the point where I just didn't care anymore. I know that might sound harsh but I have a problem working for people I don't respect. This would be an easy case to walk away from and never look back. 
Carter's and my obligation had been fulfilled. For two days and nights, we ensured Penny's safety - but now what? A perpetrator was still out there and I had no idea what he/she planned to do next. Unless, of course, there really was no perpetrator at all. Maybe Penny had staged the whole thing herself to collect sympathy and attention. Similar, in some ways, to Munchausen by proxy syndrome. 
As I turned the key to start the engine, I noticed a woman standing near Trent's pickup with a plastic garbage bag in her hand. She opened the driver's side door and started cleaning out the trash. The forty-something woman appeared distraught as she kept pausing to wipe her eyes. Trent's mother? Or a close family member I guessed.
I couldn't even imagine the horror of losing a child, no matter how old. It made me think of Brian and how would I ever survive if I lost him? My heart went out to this woman and I felt compelled to approach her and convey my sympathy for her loss.
Instead, I just sat there and watched. At one point, she had to stop and blow her nose but she kept on working until her garbage bag overflowed.
She closed up the truck and began carrying the garbage across the lot toward a dumpster. Right before she got there, she must have slipped on a patch of ice because she landed square on her bottom, with the garbage spilling out onto the pavement. From inside my car, I could hear her cursing.
There was nobody else around that I could see. I got out of my car and rushed over. She was openly sobbing by the time I got there, making no effort to get to her feet.
“Are you okay?” I asked. “I saw you go down hard. Here let me help you up.” I reached down to offer my hand.
She looked up at me with red swollen eyes and blinked at me as if I were an apparition. “Oh, thanks.” She took my hand and I hoisted her up. I didn't let go of her hand.
“I noticed you were cleaning out Trent's pickup. Are you related to him?”
She nodded and swallowed hard. “I'm his mother - Jane Olson. Do you live here?”
“I'm Sarah Woods and, no, I don't live here.”
She slowly let go of my hand. “Your name sounds familiar. Wait, you're the one who found my son, aren't you? The police officer mentioned your name.”
“Yes.”
An awkward silence followed before she cleared her throat and made an effort to smile. “Well, thank you for being there and calling for help. It's nice to know that his final moments weren't spent alone.”
Her words struck me to the core. If she only knew. “Ms. Olson, I'm going to level with you. I had never actually met your son before that day. I had stopped by to ask him a few questions pertaining to a case. I'm a private investigator.”
“Oh, I see,” she said, yet her confusion was obvious. “Gosh, I hope Trent wasn't in any kind of trouble.”
I shook my head. No point in giving her the sordid details. 
She let out a sigh as she looked down at the mess. “Well, I should get this cleaned up.”
I helped her gather the scattered trash and together we managed to discard the load into the dumpster. 
“Thanks for your help,” she said. “I have a long day ahead of me. The property manager wants me to have Trent's apartment cleaned out by the end of the week.”
“That's not much time. Don't you have anyone to help you?”
She shrugged. “A friend promised to meet me here but she just called to apologize. Something came up and, although Trent's father is flying out for the funeral, he's already made it clear that he can't stay for more than a day. His new wife is eight months pregnant.”
Why did life have to be so cruel sometimes? “Hey, you know what? I have the afternoon free.”
Her eyebrows rose up in astonishment. “You have?”
“Sure. I'd love to help.”
She smiled appreciatively. “Well, to be honest, I could really use it.”



Chapter 20
 
 
Jane stepped into her son's apartment, took one look around and then covered her face with her hands as she wept. 
There are no words one can offer in a time like this. I've found that it's best to just be present; to let the person know that he/she is not alone and, then there are times when a little privacy is all that is needed. 
I went to the kitchen and opened a cupboard, in hopes of finding coffee or tea. I found a can of instant coffee. I boiled some water and filled two coffee mugs.
When I joined her in the TV room, Jane was sitting on the floor, looking through her son's collection of music CD's.
She looked up at me and accepted the coffee mug. “How did you know this is what I needed?”
“I've found that coffee is a cure for many maladies. It also helps a broken heart.”
She smiled at that. “Thanks, Sarah.”
I joined her on the floor and we sipped from our mugs while she talked about her son.
“Trent was always an intense kid,” she said. “I wished he could be more carefree, let his demons go. He had the potential for great things. I'd hoped someday he'd meet the right girl and she'd be patient enough to deal with his dark side. However, he scared girls away usually before they got the chance to know him.”
I decided not to bring up the issue of Penny. This grieving mother didn't need to know that her son had not chosen the right girl to see past his dark side.
I let Jane ramble on and on to her heart's content, knowing how therapeutic it must be to vent. Sometimes talking to a stranger is best because judgment by an outsider is of little or no importance. 
“Have you ever met Marcy, the girl who lives upstairs?” I asked. “She's the one who's taking care of Trent's guinea pig.”
“Trent told me about her. She's a very close friend, apparently but, no, we haven't met, yet. I'll probably see her at the wake tomorrow night.”
Jane checked her watch and gasped. “Oh dear. Time's a-wasting. I should start the packing. Sorry to talk your ear off.”
“No problem,” I said. “Just tell me what you want me to do?”
“Let's start with his bedroom. Grab a few boxes and you can tackle the closet while I go through his drawers. Most of his things will be donated to Goodwill but I intend to keep his CD collection.”
When we walked into his bedroom together, she stood still for a few seconds while taking in the sight before her. She whistled low. “He sure was a slob, wasn't he?”
Her comment caught me completely off guard but, when she burst out laughing, I couldn't help but giggle along with her. We both needed that moment of levity.
“Well,” she said, with arms outstretched. “If you see anything you like, feel free to take it, okay?”
“Thanks anyway. I'm trying to downsize.”
She nodded. “Me too. Although, if you come across his digital camera, I'd like to keep that. I gave it to him for his birthday last year.”
Jane began to gather dirty clothes and towels and stuffed them into the hamper. I got to work inside the closet, emptying the shelves and piling everything in boxes. 
When I came out to grab another box, I noticed Jane had begun to strip the bed sheets but, for some reason, she had stopped. Her expression was one of complete puzzlement.
Then I noticed why. Silky undergarments were scattered across the bed. It looked like a Victoria's Secret rummage sale.
Jane's face turned bright pink. “I have no idea what to make of this. Why would he have these stashed here?” 
 I couldn't be certain but I had a hunch they were Penny's missing underwear. I had never thought to look under his bed sheets when searching for the items Sunday afternoon. All this time, I was convinced that Trent hadn't stolen them, simply because of the photos of Penny that were delivered the morning after he died; that continued to be a mystery.
Jane gathered the undergarments together and placed them in a box. “These might belong to his ex-girlfriend. I have no idea why she'd give them to him.”
I didn't have the heart to remind her that Trent had been a disturbed young man with obsessive tendencies. No woman would ever willingly give away an expensive collection of underwear like this. “If you want me to, I'll return them to their rightful owner. You shouldn't have to worry about this.”
She seemed relieved to be absolved of the responsibility. “If you don't mind, I'd appreciate that very much.”
 
By three o'clock, we had loaded ten boxes into Jane's car and she was ready to call it a day. Before we parted ways, we exchanged numbers and I told her I'd stop by the wake to pay my respects. 
I placed the box of underwear in my trunk and then went back inside the apartment building. My work wasn't done yet.
I had no idea what time Marcy would be home from work, but I figured an hour would provide me with enough time to search through her apartment. I had a strong feeling in my gut that she had Trent’s digital camera.



Chapter 21
 
 
I don't make a habit of breaking into people's private spaces but I am able to justify it from time to time. Getting inside Marcy's apartment was a breeze as my lock picking skills have improved. I set the timer on my watch for twenty minutes. I tend to lose track of time when I'm on a mission to find something.
Trent's digital camera his mother had been searching for had never turned up in his apartment. I had a feeling, however, I'd find it in Marcy's.
Upon entering her bedroom, I heard Ralph munching on something inside his cage by Marcy's bed. He looked fat and happy with his chubby cheeks. I was relieved to find she'd been taking good care of him or, at least, feeding him well. 
I sat down at her computer desk and opened the laptop. She'd neglected to close out the last site she'd been on.
When I read the title of the blog she'd been reading, my chest tightened. Then I realized what Marcy had been planning to do. 
Next to the laptop was a printer with a digital camera attached by the cord. I switched the camera on and looked through the photos. Must have been hundreds of them, mostly images of Penny in various places. Some of them were taken from outside Penny's bedroom window.
When my watch timer beeped, I knew my time had run out. If I lingered any longer, I'd be pressing my luck. I just needed a few more minutes. 
It's so easy to lose track of time when I'm absorbed in a case; eager to find that one defining clue that will explain everything; the missing link that ties the whole case together. Sometimes, it just isn't there and I'm left to fill in the blanks. The only thing I knew for certain was that Marcy had evil intentions and that Penny was in danger. 
I grabbed my cell phone and dialed Officer Bouchard's number. I asked him to meet me at Riverside Terrace apartments as soon as he could.
“What's going on, Sarah?”
“It's Marcy Thayer, Trent's friend, with whom we spoke right after Trent overdosed. I believe she blames Penny for Trent's death and is planning to get revenge. As it turns out, Trent was the one who stole Penny's underwear. I was helping his mother pack his things up, and she found them in his apartment, underneath his bed sheets. I never thought to look there. Anyway, I'm inside Marcy's apartment now. You won't believe this website she's been reading.”
 “So you broke into her place? You know that's illegal, right?”
“Of course I do, but this is serious. Marcy is planning something.”
 “Okay,” he said. “I can bring her in for questioning, but I won't be able to hold her for long. Any evidence you have will be inadmissible, since you unlawfully entered her premises, you understand?”
“Yes - but if she knows we're on to her, maybe she will let this go.”
At the sound of a key in lock, I sat up straight. “Oh, shit. I think she's home. I gotta go.”
“Wait---”
I ended the call and stood up, my heart beating frantically. My first instinct was to find a place to hide. I ran to the closet and got inside, making sure my cell phone was silenced just in case Officer Bouchard tried to call me back. Hopefully, he was already on his way over and I wouldn't have to be stuck in the closet for very long.
…and then I remembered I'd left the bedroom light on.
I could hear Marcy's footsteps on the carpeting as she entered the room and then stop. I couldn't see her but I could picture her standing there, wondering if she'd forgotten to turn the bedroom light off before she'd left for work. 
Inside my small, dark space, I held my breath and prayed that Officer Bouchard was en route and would be knocking on her door any minute.
My heart was beating so loudly in my chest, I was certain she'd be able to hear it; but then the light went out and I could hear her footsteps walking away.
I let out a long breath of relief when I heard the sound of the shower running. Thank God. I'd give her a minute to get into the shower and then make a run for the door.
As I stepped out of the closet, I quietly padded across the bedroom and peeked out into the hallway. All seemed clear. I continued on toward the door, already congratulating myself for the easy escape. When a sound to my right caused me to freeze in mid step.
“I knew you just wouldn't let it go, Sarah.” 
I turned my head slightly to get a visual. Marcy was standing in the kitchen with a gun in her hand. Pointed at me.
I slowly raised my arms in the air. “I get it, you know. I understand what's going on. You blame Penny for his death, and you want her to pay for that.”
Marcy shook her head as her eyes filled with tears. “Why did you have to come back here and ruin everything? I really liked you.”
“I don't regret coming back because I'm not going to let you do anything stupid. You have your whole life ahead of you and Penny is not worth it. You might blame her for Trent's suicide but Trent did that to himself.”
“No,” Marcy said. “She played with him. She knew what she was doing, and she didn’t care. Trent was too blind to see it.”
“That may be true,” I said. “But Trent’s mother told me that he's been battling depression his whole life. Penny didn't create it. She may have contributed to it, but that's all.”
Marcy looked away as if she didn't want to hear it. “Bullshit. Penny enjoys tormenting people and Trent was just a game to her. She knew the whole time that he was stalking her, and she thought it was entertaining. She allowed it. It was a sick game that screwed with his mind.”
I paused to consider her insinuation. “Wait, so she knew he had been stalking her?” 
“Of course she knew.” Marcy snorted. 
I laughed in spite of myself. “But Trent didn't deliver those photos after he died. That was you.”
Marcy lowered her gun. “After Trent died, I decided I'd like to play a little game with Penny myself. I printed out some pictures he'd taken of her and delivered them to her house. I had all kinds of things planned for her. And I was just getting started.”
“I know. I saw the website on your computer. You can’t be serious about it, right? Please tell me it was just a vengeful fantasy.” 
Marcy shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not.”
I lowered my hands gradually, keeping her weapon in sight. “Listen, Marcy. It's all over now. It's time to let this go. I know you want to avenge Trent's death but this isn't the way. Do you really want to waste any more precious time on Penny? I guarantee you, she will eventually lie down in the bed she's made for herself.”
“No she won't! Beautiful women always get away with stuff! She'll just find some other poor sap to grovel at her feet. It will never end.” Marcy placed the gun on the counter and backed away. “Just so you know, it's not loaded. It’s not like I’d ever shoot you anyway. I just bought it because I live alone. There’s drug dealers who live in this apartment building.” 
“Marcy, it’s okay to feel angry. You should feel angry because it’s not fair. But you seem like a smart girl. Please don’t do anything to Penny. Promise me you won’t.”
She turned and walked toward the hall. “I couldn’t do it now if I wanted to.”
Marcy went into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. I didn’t know if that meant she wanted me to leave or not.
I checked the gun to make sure she was telling me the truth, that it wasn’t loaded. As soon as I held it in my hand, I could tell it wasn't even a real gun by the weight of it. Just a very convincing fake made out of plastic. Could have fooled me.
 
I left Marcy's apartment and, as I neared the stairs, Officer Bouchard was coming up them. 
His furrowed brow was moist with perspiration. “Sarah, is everything okay?”
“I think so. You might want to talk with Marcy and make sure she's got her head on straight. She was doing research online, about how to stalk someone without getting caught. I believe those pictures she delivered to Penny's house was only the beginning of what she had planned.”
Officer Bouchard shook his head. “Do you really think she would've gone so far as to hurt Penny?”
“I don't know. Revenge is one of those things … usually it remains a fantasy for most people. I don't know if Marcy has it in her to act on it. But the fact that she took the first step, well, it's disturbing. Maybe she needs a few sessions with a therapist to work on her issues.”
“Where are you heading now?”
“I'm gonna call Carter and tell him what happened here. And then we're going to Penny's house. I have something to give her.”
“The underwear?”
“Yes, and also a piece of my mind.”
 
 * * *
Later that evening around five o'clock, Carter and I showed up at Penny's door. She must have known by the look on my face that I was less than pleased with her.
“May we come in?” I asked. “We have something to discuss.”
She eyed the box in my hands and nodded. “Sure, come in.”
Carter immediately got to work removing the surveillance equipment, probably hoping not to participate in the conversation. 
“What are you doing?” she asked Carter. “I thought you were leaving those in place?”
Carter ignored her. 
I walked to the living room and dropped the box onto the coffee table. “I recovered your items, Penny. At least. I’m assuming these are yours.”
She peeked inside the box and her eyes grew wide. “Where did you find them?”
“They were in Trent's apartment but I guess you already knew that.”
Penny opened her mouth to speak - but nothing came out.
“Just so you know,” I began, with arms folded across my chest. “Carter and I spoke with your parents. We explained everything to them; how you selfishly and knowingly caused them unnecessary grief, not to mention wasting their money. Your stalker was already dead but you wanted the game to continue.”
Penny shook her head and I could tell she was about to give me some lame excuse.
“There's no point now,” I said. “Your parents are insisting that you move back home to San Diego. They will not pay your expenses or continue to send money if you decide to stay. You'll be on your own. So I guess it's your decision but let me add one more thing: if you decide to stay, you'd better watch your back very closely.”
Penny swallowed, blinking away tears. “I never knew Trent would kill himself. If I knew that, I would have stopped. You have to believe me.”
“It doesn't matter what I think anymore, Penny but I will offer one last piece of advice. If you continue to play your games, someday you will find yourself in a bad situation. A real situation that you won't be able to buy or charm your way out of and, at that point, you may not have any friends left to help you.”
She stared at me, aghast. I fully expected a melodramatic reply, but none came. She must have known that there was no point.
When Carter was finished collecting his equipment, we left her house for the last time.



Chapter 22
 
 
 
A few days later, over morning coffee, I got an email from Officer Bouchard letting me know that Penny had packed her belongings and headed back home to California. I'm glad she came to her senses and did the right thing for a change.
I'm not sure if Jessica ever found out about her night with Caleb. The truth always has a way of surfacing however and, when it does, I can't imagine that Penny would ever be welcomed back in Bridgeport.
With the case of the missing underwear officially closed, I decided it would be a good time to broach Carter on a subject I'd been thinking about for some time. 
“How would you feel about renting an office somewhere? We are professionals, so why not have a professional office to work in? Then we could advertise and drum up some new clients?”
Carter frowned, obviously not big on the idea. “I think we do just fine as is.”
“Well, maybe I want more than just fine. Maybe we should step it up a notch. Will you give it some thought?”
He nodded. “Okay, I'll consider it.”
“Thank you.”
Carter stared at me from across the table, mug in hand. “And what about you? Have you given my offer any more thought?”
“Moving in with you?” I said. “Yes, I've been thinking about it.”
He tilted his head in interest. “I just want you to know that it's a big step for me, too. I haven't lived with anyone in over a decade. I don't take it lightly but I am sure about one thing. You're the one for me, Sarah. I'm positive about that.”
I took his hand in mine and squeezed gently. “I feel the same way.”
He paused, looked into my eyes expectantly. “But the answer is no?”
“The answer is yes.”
 
 
The End



 
Thank you for reading….
The next Sarah Woods Book 15 is available for pre-order here:
The Devil You Know (Sarah Woods Book 15)
 
 
Other Sarah Woods Books in the series:
 
An Appointment with Murder (Sarah Woods Book 1)
An Act of Deceit (Sarah Woods Book 2)
An Island of Illusions (Sarah Woods Book 3)
A Taste of Sin (Sarah Woods Book 4)
The Masque of Innocence (Sarah Woods Book 5)
The Art of Duplicity (Sarah Woods Book 6)
An Appetite for Revenge (Sarah Woods Book 7)
A Date with Death (Sarah Woods Book 8)
A weapon of Choice (Sarah Woods Book 9)
A Witness in Disguise (Sarah Woods Book 10)å
The Ties that Bind (Sarah Woods Book 11)
A Flight of Fantasy (Sarah Woods Book 12) 
A Death in Tuscany (Sarah Woods Book 13)
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