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				ONE:
DEATH

				Claire gripped the toilet bowl with white-knuckled hands. Her stomach heaved again. This time nothing came up. Laying her cheek against the hard porcelain rim, she let the comforting cold seep into her skin. She waited, then wiped her mouth with a tissue. She scrubbed at the rust-colored stains around the rim—bloody fingerprints. 

				My fingerprints. Enrique’s blood. Oh, God.

				All her wiping managed to do was smear the stains. She stared at the damning evidence. Enrique was dead because of her. 

				Tears threatened again. She squeezed her eyes shut, willed the tears away, and took a deep breath. She balled up the tissue, threw it in the toilet, and flushed. After pushing herself to her feet, she leaned against the wall to clear her head and settle her lurching stomach.

				Her robe gaped open, exposing her bloodstained thighs, the sticky streaks cracking where they had dried. She yanked her robe shut and cinched the belt tight. She felt an overwhelming urge to shower, to stand under burning hot water and scrub and scrub and scrub until her skin was raw. But no amount of scrubbing could wash away the guilt. 

				And the police detective was waiting.

				She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “I think I can talk now.”

				Detective Wilson stood in the middle of her master bathroom, an authority figure awkwardly out of place among the mirrors, marbled green tile, plants, glass-enclosed shower, and whirlpool bathtub. He leaned over the sink and wrung out a washcloth, then handed it to her. “Wipe your face with this. It’ll help you feel better.”

				The cool cloth on her sweat-drenched forehead did feel good. Washing her face and hands in the sink felt even better. Claire stared at the red-stained water that whirlpooled around and around the basin before being sucked down the drain. The coppery, new-penny smell was overpowering. She grabbed the knob to turn off the faucet.

				She gulped down the bile rising in her throat again. She couldn’t give in to the hysteria that tugged at the edge of her sanity—not yet. She faced Wilson as she dried her hands. “Sorry about that.”

				He shook his head. “Don’t be. It’s a common reaction to shock.”

				His even, quiet tone calmed her somewhat. He was tall, large-boned, with a heavily lined face, black hair flecked with gray, and solemn, knowing gray eyes to match. He held a small notebook in one of his slim-fingered large hands and stood waiting patiently for her. This man obviously had seen death many times before. But how could the murder of a human being ever be routine?

				He studied her face. “You feel okay to talk?”

				Hell, no. “I think so.”

				He led her to the vanity chair. “Water?”

				“No, thanks.” Claire felt compelled to glance through the open bathroom doorway to the master bedroom. The forensic technician stood with her back to them, bent over the king-sized bed. Enrique’s body had been removed, but the vivid image of his gaping wound burned in Claire’s mind. She shuddered and hugged her robe close.

				Wilson’s gaze followed hers. He shut the door, then perched on the edge of the Jacuzzi tub, opened the notebook, and took a pen out of his pocket. “I know this has been a big shock, Mrs. Hanover, but I need you to tell me everything that happened, with as many details as you can remember. First of all, this Enrique Romero wasn’t assaulting you, was he?”

				Claire’s cheeks flushed. “No, he wasn’t.”

				“How do you know him?”

				“We met three days ago.”

				Wilson’s eyes widened before he could mask his expression.

				With a resigned sigh, Claire said, “I’ll tell you the whole story...” 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO: 
SEDUCTION

				Enrique’s muscles flexed and stretched in rhythm with his steady thrusts. His bronzed skin glistened. Long ridges and furrows defined the perfect sculpted form of his Adonis-like thighs.

				Claire couldn’t help but stare at those testaments to virility as she strained to match his tempo—in, out, in, out. Her breaths came in quick gasps. She swiped at a bead of sweat on her brow. She couldn’t keep up this pace for long.

				“...three, two, one,” Enrique said.

				Good. He’s counting down.

				“Excellent. Now onto your backs.”

				Claire flopped down on the floor with a sigh that was matched by a long exhale on her left from her best friend. Ellen’s perfect lavender-and-aqua-clad body had barely broken a sweat, while Claire’s old black leotard clung to her damp skin like mutant plastic wrap. “I’m gonna kill you for this, Ellen. Our ten years of friendship will not save you from my wrath.”

				Ellen winked. “You’ll survive.”

				“But you won’t. And your death will be slow and painful, just like this class.”

				With a laugh, Ellen shoved her hips in the air. “Only ten more minutes until cooldown. You’re not going to quit on me, are you?”

				“Hell, no.” Determined to finish her first aerobics class even if she had to crawl to the showers, Claire concentrated on her pelvic thrusts. Up, down, up, down. Unsure how long she could continue the agonizing squeezes, she glanced to her right at her second best friend, Jill, Ellen’s co-conspirator in coercing Claire into this torture room.

				Jill’s round belly bobbed in rhythm with Claire’s. Weighing about the same as Claire, but four inches shorter, Jill’s pounds-per-inch ratio was higher. Sweat trickled down her face, but she cracked a smile without breaking her pace.

				No sympathy there, either. If Jill could do it, Claire wasn’t about to surrender. With gritted teeth, she watched herself in one of the mirrors covering three walls of the harshly lit room. A scan of the four rows of middle-aged women panting and pushing on the floor encouraged her. Many were in worse shape than she was. Much worse.

				The instructor, Enrique, prowled among the women with quiet steps, correcting form and dispensing compliments as needed. Claire sensed his presence before his shadow fell over her.

				He knelt beside her. “Not that way. Tilt your pelvis more.” His hand hovered over her stomach. “May I?”

				Claire swallowed and nodded. Her nostrils sucked in his musky man scent. Unbidden, her gaze trailed down the washboard
abdominal muscles outlined by the damp tank top clinging to his chest.

				He placed one hand on her stomach and one behind her butt, then eased her pelvis into the correct tilt. “Press against my hand.”

				Closing her eyes to concentrate on her form, not his, Claire thrust her hips upward. The impression of his hand seared through her leotard. Oh, God. Her eyes snapped open.

				“Perfect. Now do twenty more like that.” He rose.

				A bead of sweat rolled off his perfect, patrician nose and plopped on Claire’s chest. The drop slid between her breasts.

				Clearly oblivious, he moved along the rows of grunting housewives.

				Ellen chuckled. “Overpowering, isn’t he?” A sly grin played on her collagen-enhanced lips.

				Claire rolled her eyes, but her heart was thumping, and not just from the exercise. Her body’s reaction to Enrique secretly terrified her.

				During the cooldown stretches, she noticed many women’s gazes flicked to Enrique’s muscular thighs bulging beneath nylon shorts, then slid away, as if the women didn’t want to be caught looking. Their gazes always returned, drawn as seductively as suicidal moths to a bug zapper on a steamy summer night. Other women, uncaring, stared brazenly.

				Somehow, Claire made it through the rest of the aerobics class and limped after Ellen and Jill into the changing room. Locker doors slammed and women chattered as they peeled off damp clothes and migrated to the showers.

				“Well?” Ellen planted her hands on her hips. “Think you’ll live?”

				Claire collapsed on a bench. “Losing this holiday weight isn’t going to be easy.”

				“No one said it would be.” Ellen took a bottle of shampoo out of her locker. “But having eye-candy to watch while you sweat the pounds off makes it more interesting.”

				Jill toweled off her red face and snorted. “That’s about all he’s good for, the egotistical moron. Speaking of candy...” She dropped the towel, fished a bite-sized chocolate out of her gym bag, and popped the morsel into her mouth with delicate fingers.

				Claire gaped. “How could you—right after exercising?”

				Jill frowned, then shrugged and mumbled around the chocolate, “That’s when I need the boost the most. Besides, I earned it.”

				Claire realized she might have hurt Jill’s feelings. “Sorry, I just meant I’d probably get nauseous if I ate anything now.” 

				Jill’s lips curled. “Chocolate never makes me nauseous. Can’t stay, girls, got errands to run.” She scurried out of the locker room.

				With her brunette hair held high in a ponytail, and her small, tapered fingers and feet, Jill looked like a chubby star scrawled by a kindergartner. Claire doubted any amount of aerobics classes would change Jill’s shape, especially if she kept rewarding herself with chocolate, but Claire applauded her for trying. 

				After grabbing her towel, Claire followed Ellen to the showers. “Why does Jill dislike Enrique so much?”

				“Don’t worry about it.” Ellen leaned back to wet her hair under the shower spray. “She’ll get over it.”

				Get over what?

				“This class is good for her, though. I don’t know what results she’s gotten, but I’ve lost three inches so far. Not bad for five months.” Ellen patted her flat stomach.

				At forty-eight, Ellen still had a figure to be proud of, but her expression was hard and lined, even with Botox injections smoothing out her forehead wrinkles. Ellen’s husband had left her two years ago for an attractive young lawyer at his practice, and the rejection had taken its toll.

				Lathering the gym’s coconut-scented liquid soap on her own poochy stomach, Claire wondered if Roger would ever do such a thing. No, her husband wasn’t interested in another woman. His career was his mistress. Claire barely saw him any more. When he did come home, he spent hours on the computer, pouring over ledgers and corporate accounts before falling exhausted into bed long after she’d turned out the light.

				She had hoped that when their two children left home, she and Roger would rekindle the close relationship they’d shared before parenthood had engulfed them. But no such luck. She even suggested counseling. Roger had said nothing was wrong and he didn’t have time.

				Claire stepped from the shower to dry off. Here she was, forty-six and bored out of her gourd. The home-based gift-basket business she started when her nest emptied only required twelve to sixteen hours a week. She spent too many evenings in front of the TV with a bowl of canned soup, waiting for Roger. Her restlessness had inspired her to accept Ellen’s offer to join the three-times-a-week exercise class. And if she trimmed a few inches, maybe Roger would notice.

				Ellen stood next to her in front of the sinks as they dried their hair. She shut off her blow dryer and pointed to the part in Claire’s chin-length bob. “Your roots are showing.”

				Claire peered in the wide mirror. Each time her blond-dyed hair grew out, more gray showed. She sighed. “Yeah, I’ll have to make an appointment.”

				Tilting her head, Ellen studied Claire’s reflection. “Why not let it grow out?”

				“No way.” Claire unplugged her hair dryer and headed for her locker.

				Ellen trailed behind her. “If you streak it, the gray would look good on you. Roger might like the change.”

				“My hair was this color when I met Roger. I won’t change it until it’s all coming out white.”

				“Come to think of it, Dave didn’t go for my redhead look. Not even a new set of boobs kept him off that bitch.” Cradling her gel-filled breasts, newly minted two years ago when the trouble with Dave started, Ellen laughed. That cruel laugh was new, too. “I like them, though. And what makes you think Roger cares what color your hair is? He hardly notices you anymore.”

				Normally Claire found Ellen’s blunt honesty refreshing, but this struck too close. She sat on a bench to tug on her shoes. “I like my hair blond, too.”

				“Good.” With a firm yank, Ellen zipped her gym bag shut. “As long as you do it for yourself, that’s all right. But don’t do anything for a man. They aren’t worth it.”

				Mulling over this new vehemence in her formerly easygoing friend, Claire nearly bumped into Ellen when she stopped abruptly outside the locker room door.

				The aerobics instructor, black hair damp from his shower and smelling faintly of the coconut soap, smiled at Claire. His deep brown-eyed gaze bored into her. “Ellen, are you going to introduce me to your lovely companion?”

				Ellen shot him a not-so-friendly glance then plastered a smile on her face. “Sure. This is Claire Hanover.” She swept a deprecating hand toward the instructor. “Claire, meet Enrique Romero, the Romeo of Graham’s Gym.”

				“Thank you for sharing your friend with me. And Claire...” He took her hand and stared into her eyes until she looked away. “I hope you will return to my class on Wednesday.”

				“I... I plan to.” Claire slid her hand from his grasp, but not before he gave it a playful squeeze.

				A stately brunette in her late thirties brushed past on her way out of the locker room. She turned to Enrique. “See you soon?”

				“Yes. At the usual place.” Enrique winked at her then refocused on Claire. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

				As she walked out of the gym, Claire felt his gaze on her back. She zipped up her coat against both his scrutiny and the brisk winter breeze schussing down the snow-laden slopes of Pikes Peak into Colorado Springs.

				“Who was that woman?” Claire asked Ellen.

				“Brenda Johnston. An architect. I don’t know her well. She keeps to herself.” Ellen stopped Claire with a touch on her arm. “Enrique’s interested in you, you know.”

				Claire’s face flushed. “What?”

				“He has a thing for older women.”

				“Who’re you calling an older woman?” Claire had never attached that label to herself before.

				Ellen grinned. “Older than he is, that is. If you want a little excitement, all you have to do is say yes.”

				“I’m married, remember? I couldn’t do that to Roger.”

				Ellen shrugged. “Wake up and smell the cappuccino. You’re no more important to him than a piece of furniture.”

				The words stung, but Claire had to admit her friend probably was right. The hugs and hand-holding of years past had given way to quick pecks on the cheek. Guiltily, she realized that mixed with her shock was pleasure that she had attracted Enrique’s attention—that she could attract any man’s attention.

				“Roger will never find out,” Ellen said. “Does he even know you’re here today?”

				“No.”

				“See? And he probably doesn’t care, either.” She peered at Claire. “C’mon. A little fling will do wonders for your attitude, let alone your sex life. Think about it.”

				With a disturbing premonition that Enrique signaled trouble —deep trouble—Claire shook her head and rubbed the hand he had grasped.

				___

				Claire glanced at her watch that night—nine-thirty. When is Roger coming home? As she rose from the family room sofa, her stiff joints cracked. She stretched and made a note to take another ibuprofen, the candy of the middle-aged, before bed.

				The TV sitcom had been one long string of sexual innuendoes and worn-out, demeaning jokes. Why did she sit through the tiresome show until the end? Because she had nothing better to do—like talk to her husband. She’d finished a basket order late that afternoon and couldn’t work up the enthusiasm to start another one.

				She glanced at two of her large Colorado Collection gift baskets, which sat on the side table, ready for their Thursday delivery to a local real estate agent. Decorated with leather strips, beads, and turkey feathers, they brimmed with Southwestern food products—wildflower honey, blue cornbread mix, and the requisite hot sauces and salsa mouth-burners with names like Pure Hell, Durango Red, and Scorned Woman. 

				Claire’s lips curled. Scorned Woman, that’s what I feel like.

				She scooped up the remains of another soup-and-crackers dinner, stomped into the kitchen, and dumped the dishes in the sink. She picked up the phone, then slammed it back down again. Where would it get her to yell at him?

				She paced the floor and took a couple of deep, calming breaths, then called Roger at his office. “Do you know what time it is?”

				“Jeez, I didn’t realize it was so late. I’ve got my staff hustling to get ready for our investors’ briefing Friday.”

				“That’s four days from now. Why are you working late tonight?”

				“Because I have a goddamn mountain of work to do.” Roger paused, then resumed in a more conciliatory tone. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to take out my stress on you. I’ll be tied up on this all week. I can’t force my staff to stay and not stay myself. The dry run’s Thursday, and I have to get the books in order by then.”

				Claire drummed her fingers on the counter. “Does that mean I’ll be eating alone every night until Friday?”

				“I’m afraid so. I can’t let Ned down on this one.”

				Since being promoted to the position of chief financial officer a year ago, Roger had been diligent in doing whatever Ned Peters, president of the mid-sized technology company, asked. Excessively diligent.

				“But you can let your wife down,” she said.

				“Dammit, Claire, that’s not fair. You know this is an important step in my career. If I perform well as CFO for Ned’s private company, I can move on to a large public firm. Then the bucks’ll really flow.”

				“But I don’t want more money. I want you.” God, that sounded pathetic. But she was sick of playing second best to Ned and his infernal chips and bits.

				Roger exhaled loudly. “You know it’s not just the money. I’ve told you before. It’s the prestige. CFOs are part of the elite, the movers and shakers of the corporate world.”

				Again, Roger hadn’t understood her point. Frustration welled up in her throat. “You act like you value your career more than our marriage. Can’t you delegate some of this work so you can come home at a decent hour once in awhile?”

				“It’s my responsibility to make sure this briefing is right. I can’t delegate that.”

				“But—”

				“I’ll take you out to dinner Friday when this is all over. You pick the place. In the meantime, why don’t you get out more on your own? Do something with your girlfriends.”

				Could she count on Ellen or Jill to kiss her goodnight, hold her in their arms, make love to her? Hell, no. Roger wasn’t going to either, hadn’t for what, weeks now? 

				Claire slapped the refrigerator door, then stared at her reddened palm. He still didn’t see what he was doing to their marriage. But from the irritation in his voice, she knew the time had come to back off. “I started an exercise class today.”

				“See, that’s what I’m talking about. Make new friends in the class, organize a ski trip with them, whatever.”

				She remembered their family ski trips, when the kids were young enough to put up with their parents’ companionship and Roger could escape from his work long enough to actually have some fun. Back then, Claire and Roger had looked forward to traveling more when the kids were grown, and they had planned imaginary trips to romantic, faraway places like Tuscany, Bangkok, and Cancun. Nowadays, Claire rarely ventured farther than the factory outlet shops in Castle Rock.

				“I’d rather ski with you,” she said.

				“I already told you. You can’t depend on me to fill your time. Not when I’m building a reputation here.”

				“You promised we’d go to Breckenridge one weekend this month.”

				“There’s not a chance in hell that’s going to happen now.”

				Claire simmered. “So a promise to your wife means nothing anymore.”

				“Honey, that’s not—wait a minute.” Roger covered the receiver to talk to someone in his office, then returned. “Gotta go. We’ll talk about this later. Don’t wait up for me.”

				“Roger—” Claire realized she was talking to a dead line.

				___

				On Wednesday, Claire took the ten a.m. aerobics class again. She had trouble keeping her eyes off Enrique and concentrating on the exercises. He seemed to watch her more than the other women, or was that her overactive imagination? She caught herself sucking in her stomach and comparing her profile to others in the mirrors. Not as bad as the Bartlett pear in the back row, but no comparison to willowy Brenda. Claire’s form was more like a sturdy oak.

				Afterward, Claire’s sore muscles complained about being strained again so soon. In the locker room, she popped an ibuprofen into her mouth while she changed into street clothes. She chatted briefly with Jill, who raved about a new almond coffee cake recipe before leaving to attend a PTO meeting at her son’s high school.

				After a quick shower, Ellen had rushed to a massage appointment. Claire wished she had a massage appointment. She rubbed her neck with one hand while she walked down the corridor toward the front door of the gym.

				“Feeling a little sore?” Enrique stepped in front of her, his grin showing dazzling white teeth.

				Surprised, she sucked in a breath. A whiff of his musky aftershave stirred up a little quiver in the pit of her stomach. “I guess I’m not used to this yet.”

				“Let me.” He eased her around and kneaded her shoulders expertly, forcing taut muscles to loosen.

				Face flushing, Claire protested, “No, no, I’m fine. Aren’t we in the way here?”

				Enrique continued the massage. “You are too tight, and others can walk around us. No problem.”

				She gave up and tried to relax. His hands on her felt good—too good. As his thumbs worked up the back of her neck, she closed her eyes and let her head loll. When he stopped and turned her around to face him, she couldn’t help feeling disappointed.

				“Better?”

				Claire rolled her shoulders. “Better.”

				He cupped her elbow. “Now we will have a drink together, some juice, perhaps, and discuss your exercise program.”

				“But—”

				“No buts.” Enrique steered her into the gym’s health food bar and toward a booth in the rear.

				The chatter of conversations and the roar of blenders devouring ice assaulted Claire’s ears. The place smelled like a farm market—grass, probably wheat grass, and carrots, lemons, and cucumbers. Bewildered, she sat in the booth.

				Enrique slid in across from her. “Carrot-apple juice with protein powder will restore your electrolytes. Okay?”

				Claire knew nothing about electrolytes. “Okay.”

				He ordered two drinks from the waitress. Then he rubbed his hands together. “It has been awhile since you exercised, yes?”

				“I walked some in the summer and fall, but I quit when the cold weather moved in. Then I got busy over the holidays.”

				“Typical. We must get you limber and fit again.” He grabbed one of the drinks the waitress delivered and took a couple of gulps. “You need to start a weight-lifting program to build your strength and bones.”

				A vision of herself pinned by a dropped weight bar, sprawled on her back like a flipped turtle with arms and legs flailing, almost made Claire spit out her drink.

				He poked a thumb at his chest. “I will be your personal trainer.”

				“What do you charge?”

				“Nothing for you.”

				“Why would you do that for me?”

				Enrique patted her hand. “You are a beautiful woman, Claire. I will make you even more beautiful.”

				She pulled her hands into her lap. It had been a long time since someone had called her beautiful.

				Enrique gazed into her eyes. “I am serious. You have a very nice body, just a little soft. But your face, ah, your face. Your eyes are large and blue, blue like our Colorado sky. They are mirrors to your soul.”

				Claire felt her cheeks redden.

				He smiled. “Right now, you are a little embarrassed.”

				“A little.” She leaned back. He was getting too close. “I’m not sure I like where this conversation is going.”

				Enrique drank some juice and studied her. “I think you do like it. Very much.”

				She picked up her glass and took a nervous sip of the grainy, sweet juice. Was he flirting or just stating what was obviously written all over her face?

				He grinned at her. “You see?”

				She tried unsuccessfully to stifle a smile. “I’m a terrible liar.”

				He leaned forward. “What are you doing tomorrow morning?”

				“I... nothing.”

				He finished his juice and stood. “Meet me here at ten. We will go through the weight machines. Then you will be very sore. You will need a massage. All over.” He winked and strode off.

				Claire’s chin dropped. A massage? She stared at his retreating form. He has great buns. Oh, God.

				Then she noticed the check. She pulled out her wallet, dropped some money on the table, and picked up her gym bag. I have to call Ellen.

				___

				Claire paced across her Mexican-tiled kitchen, phone clutched tight against her ear. She stared out the window. Her house nestled among scrub oak and ponderosa pine in the foothills of Colorado Springs. Patches of snow dotted the yard where shadows hid them from the February sun. A squirrel scampered along the rail of the redwood deck. The creature seemed to know what direction to take—unlike herself. 

				When Ellen answered the phone, Claire said, “I’m in trouble. Big trouble. Enrique plans to guide me through the weight machines tomorrow, and he said something about massaging me all over.”

				“See, I told you he was interested. Here’s your chance for a little fling.”

				Claire twisted the phone cord. “I don’t want a fling.” Her chest and cheeks flushed, either from a premenopausal hot flash or the thought of a fling with Enrique. She couldn’t tell. She picked up a magazine and fanned her face.

				“Nothing like a little action on the side to liven up a marriage. I should know. The best sex I ever had with Dave was after he started seeing that slut.”

				“C’mon, Ellen, I’m not looking for a divorce.”

				“Of course not. You won’t have a serious relationship with Enrique. Just a little fun. That’s all he wants.”

				Claire felt her eyes narrow. “How do you know?”

				“He won’t tell you, but some women in the class have been with him. They can’t resist bragging in the locker room.”

				“Yuck.” Claire remembered that woman, Brenda, arranging to meet with Enrique.

				Ellen laughed. “You don’t have to tell a soul. In fact, I advise you not to. An opportunity like this doesn’t come along very often. Not with a hunk like Enrique.”

				Claire sucked in air between her teeth. She still loved Roger, even if he never gave her a chance to show it. But lately, she’d begun to wonder if he still loved her. “I can’t sneak around behind Roger’s back, no matter how troubled our marriage is. Maybe I should just quit the class.”

				“Not after I finally convinced you to start exercising. You need this class.”

				“I do need to lose a few pounds.” Claire pinched the skin over her abdomen. More than an inch for sure.

				“And Enrique’s right. Aerobics won’t do it alone. You need to lift weights, too.” Ellen paused. “You should meet him tomorrow.”

				“I told you. I’m not going to cheat on Roger.”

				“I know, I know, though I’m disappointed in you. Just tell Enrique you’re not interested in fooling around. He’ll shrug it off, and you’ll still get the weight-training you need.”

				Nibbling at her lip, Claire said, “But no massage.”

				“If you don’t get a massage after that session, you’ll ache all weekend. And he gives a great massage.”

				Claire’s hands turned ice-cold at the thought of a strange man placing his hands on her not-so-firm-anymore body. “I would feel too self-conscious. I’ll just soak in the tub and take some ibuprofen.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“I’m sure.”

				Ellen sighed. “Sometimes you need to be nudged in the direction that’s best for you.”

				Claire managed a sheepish laugh. “Like when you talked me into starting my basket business?”

				“Exactly. You were blind to all the compliments you got on ones you made as gifts for your friends. Someone had to force you to see how good you were at it.”

				“I’m glad you did. Creating them keeps me from missing the kids so much.”

				“Back to Enrique. Just remember, there’s no harm in looking, and he’s definitely an eyeful.” Ellen hung up.

				Claire stared at the phone. The thought of spending the next morning with Enrique sent a shiver down her spine that settled in the pit of her stomach. Oh, God.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE:
BODYWORK

				Claire shoved her bag into a locker. Nervous sweat dampened her hands as she took off her coat and checked her reflection in the mirror—oversized T-shirt and leggings, slouched socks, and sneakers. If only she’d shopped the day before for a coordinated exercise outfit like Ellen’s.

				Sucking in her stomach, Claire took a last glance and patted down her hair. She gritted her teeth and stepped out of the locker room.

				Enrique stood by the door to the weight room, reading a fitness magazine. His skimpy shorts and tank top left little to the imagination. When he saw her, he smiled and returned the magazine to the rack. He pushed his arms up in a mock-lift that made his biceps bulge. “Ready to build those muscles?”

				Claire squared her shoulders. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

				“Good. Let us begin.” He waved his hand toward the rows of weight machines. “We will start with a circuit of eight machines.”

				She groaned.

				For the next forty-five minutes, Enrique patiently explained each machine. He helped her find ideal seat positions and selected weights that made her work, but not too hard. Moving from machine to machine, he recorded the positions and weights on a clipboard chart.

				Distracted by his nearness, Claire struggled to listen to his instructions. She gradually lost her nervousness while Enrique pointed out—on her—the muscles each machine worked. Straining against the machines gave her a sense of power. She could learn to like this.

				At the end of the circuit, Enrique studied her chart before sliding it into a file cabinet drawer. “You did very well for your first day. Are you surprised by how much weight you can lift?”

				Claire rolled her stiff shoulders. Her leg muscles complained, too. “I may not be able to lift much tomorrow.”

				Enrique laughed, then leaned in close and lowered his voice. “That is why you must continue to lift, to keep those muscles from freezing.”

				As his breath caressed her cheek, heat rushed into Claire’s face.

				“A massage helps, too.” He pulled an envelope out of his shorts pocket and handed it to her.

				Puzzled, Claire opened the envelope. She pulled out a gift certificate for a massage made out to her and signed by Ellen.

				 “Ellen told me you were interested in a massage today.” Enrique winked.

				Claire felt boxed in, the decision already made for her. Wasting Ellen’s money by refusing would be awkward. She gulped and nodded. “But nothing else.”

				“That is fine with me.” Enrique tilted her chin up so she had to look directly into his eyes. “Until you decide you are ready for more.”

				She stared, tongue-tied.

				Enrique dropped his hand. “Now you must change. I will meet you in the lobby, then we will go to your house.” 

				“My house?” No way.

				“Where else?”

				“Doesn’t the gym have massage rooms?”

				“I am a freelance therapist and cannot use those rooms.”

				She tried to hand the certificate back to him. “I don’t feel comfortable with—”

				“Massage therapists make house calls all the time.” He patted her shoulder. “Many clients prefer to relax in the privacy of their own homes.” With a confident stride, he headed down the hall, toward the men’s locker room.

				Weak-kneed, Claire wobbled into the women’s locker room, as the implications of taking Enrique home sank in. She had to make sure he knew this was just a massage, a professional relationship and nothing more. She rushed through her shower, quickly changed into stretch jeans and a sky-blue Nordic ski sweater, then worked on her hair. Twenty minutes after leaving the weight room, she stepped into the lobby.

				Enrique sat on a bench, looking casually elegant in black jeans, pearl-buttoned Western shirt, and a fleece-lined leather jacket. All he lacked for the urban cowboy ensemble was a ten-gallon hat. Rising, he looked her up and down and flashed a thumbs-up.

				He steered her to the take-out counter of the health food bar. “Let us order a juice to go. You need to replenish your fluids.” He ordered two.

				“Enrique, this is awkward, but I want to make sure we’re clear on something.”

				The young man behind the counter brought the juices, and Enrique snapped his fingers. “I forgot the massage oil. I will meet you in the parking lot.” He headed for the men’s locker room.

				The young man said, “Seven-fifty, please.”

				Claire felt a wisp of annoyance over being stuck with the check again. Was this a habit of Enrique’s? But she could easily afford it, and he probably didn’t earn much as a fitness instructor. She paid the man and slipped on her coat before picking up the plastic cups.

				In the parking lot, she squinted against the sun’s glare, but with full hands, she couldn’t retrieve her sunglasses from the purse dangling on her shoulder. Nor could she button her coat against the chill. She was debating where to put the cups when Enrique sauntered out a side door, carrying his gym bag.

				Claire caught herself scanning the lot for anyone she knew. Cut it out. I’m not doing anything wrong. Still, she couldn’t help feeling relieved that the lot was empty except for the two of them.

				Enrique waved, then approached and took his drink. “Where is your car?”

				“Right there.” She indicated the late-model blue BMW sedan at the end of the row. She itched to get them in their respective cars and out of public view. “Do you want to follow me in your car?”

				“Mine is in the shop.” He pointed to the auto shop on the corner. “Maybe you could return me here after?”

				Another favor. But Claire could tell from his winsome smile that he didn’t realize what he was asking. And it wasn’t like she had pressing business that afternoon, or that giving him a ride could be viewed as immoral. She nodded. When they reached her car, she pressed her key fob and unlocked the doors. After tossing her gym bag on the back seat, she slid behind the wheel.

				Enrique sat in the gray leather seat beside her and dropped his bag next to hers. He placed his drink in the cup holder and glanced around. “Nice car. Your husband must have a good job.”

				Poised to turn the ignition key, Claire’s hand dropped to her lap. What am I doing? Fear stabbed her chest as she envisioned the risk of Enrique pressing himself on her, of her being swept up with desire. No!

				“I can’t do this.”

				Enrique laid his hand on hers. “If you don’t get a massage, you will hurt tonight and not be good company for your husband. I want to make you feel good, that’s all.”

				“That’s all.” She slid her hand out from under his and stared him down. “Nothing but a professional massage. And I’ll never be ready for more.”

				He held up his hands, palms out, and grinned. “Okay. Only a massage. How do you say it? Boy Scout promise?”

				Ellen did say Enrique would shrug it off if I said I wasn’t interested. Placated, Claire started the engine and pulled out of the parking space. She didn’t tell Enrique that being good company that night would make no difference because Roger wouldn’t be there.

				Enrique settled in the seat and picked up his juice. “So, tell me about your home. Is it Southwestern style?”

				He’s good. Every woman likes to talk about her home. She described how she’d shopped for Navajo and Pueblo Indian crafts and blankets to complement her house’s stucco and tile-roofed architecture. After moving to Colorado from the East Coast twelve years earlier, she had enjoyed learning the history and culture of her new environs.

				Enrique seemed genuinely interested and asked several questions as she guided the car up the steep, winding canyon roads of her upscale neighborhood. When a red fox scampered across the road, causing her to brake hard, he asked, “Do you see many wild animals here in the foothills?”

				“Lots of birds, squirrels, and mule deer. Roger hates the deer. He calls them giant rats because they eat our flowers and strip the bark off the aspens. He chases them out of the yard whenever he sees them.” Claire pursed her lips. “I wish he wouldn’t do that.”

				Enrique laughed. “You feel sorry for the deer?”

				She shook her head. “The stags can be dangerous, especially in fall rutting season. The neighbor’s dog got gored when it cornered one last year.”

				“Yes, one has to watch out for stags during mating season.”

				Claire glanced at Enrique. What did he mean by that? She decided to ignore the comment’s sexual undertone. “We also hear coyotes howling on the ridge but never see them. Occasionally, we’ll smell a skunk when we have the windows open in the summer.”

				“No air-conditioning?”

				“Don’t need it.” Claire pulled the BMW into her long driveway. She glanced around but saw no one on the street. Then she caught herself. Why am I worried?

				She pressed the garage door opener and drove into the third bay. As the door slid down behind them, she cut the ignition and let out the breath she’d been holding.

				Enrique stepped out of the car and reached in to retrieve the two gym bags from the back seat. “Lead the way.”

				“You can leave your bag in the car,” Claire said.

				He hefted his bag and smiled. “The massage oil is in here.”

				A nervous flutter tickled Claire’s throat, and she cleared it before saying, “Fine.” She preceded him into the kitchen and took her gym bag into the adjoining laundry room.

				Enrique shucked off his jacket and looked around, as if wondering where to put it and his gym bag.

				“I’ll take those,” she said.

				“I will need the bag later, but here.” He handed her his jacket and put the bag on the floor.

				Claire hung Enrique’s jacket along with her own in the hall closet. Through the glass beside the front door, she spied a UPS package on the porch. She unlocked the door, dropped the package on the front bench, then returned to the kitchen.

				Enrique had found the wine rack and was scanning labels. “How about some wine? It would be relaxing.”

				Claire glanced down at her hands, clasped in a tight knot before her. Yes, wine was a good idea. “Pick one you like. I’ll fix us some cheese and crackers for lunch.” She handed him a corkscrew and glasses, then opened the refrigerator.

				With a practiced pull, Enrique deftly extracted the cork from a bottle of Australian Shiraz. He filled their glasses with the plum-colored wine and carried them to the counter where she had laid out a tray with Brie and Jarlsberg cheeses, crackers, and grapes. He smiled, handed her a glass and lifted his. “A toast... to an excellent hostess.”

				Claire drank two quick gulps. The slow burn down her throat to her stomach felt good.

				Enrique settled on a stool and pointed at a family portrait on the wall. “Tell me about your children.”

				“My son, Michael, graduated from the Colorado School of Mines last year and works as an engineer for Electronic Data Systems in Boston.”

				“He must be very intelligent. What about your daughter?”

				“Judy’s a junior at the University of Colorado, currently in France on a semester study-abroad program.”

				“Will she be an engineer too?”

				“No, but she had us wondering. Michael knew his junior year in high school that he wanted to be an engineer. Judy didn’t pick her major until the last possible minute. Then she decided to make it a double. Art and French. In spite of her stubborn independence, she chose the same major as her fuddy-duddy mom.”

				Enrique raised a brow. “Art and French. Très chic.” In a mock salute, he kissed his fingertips and spread them wide.

				Claire laughed. “I didn’t do much with the major besides teach art in elementary schools before the kids were born.”

				“So your nest is empty now. Do you miss them?”

				“Yes, terribly.” Claire stared at the portrait, at Roger’s handsome squared jaw and the clear blue eyes that made her heart thrill when he looked at her with desire, which hadn’t happened since forever. She focused on the images of her children, and guilt washed over her. What would Michael and Judy think of their mom sharing wine with another man, alone, in their home?

				She put down her glass. “Enrique, I’m—”

				“Feeling a little awkward? I promise I will do no more than you want. You shouldn’t waste Ellen’s gift.”

				Her back muscles were already stiffening. A massage made sense, and he did say he would respect her wishes. “I don’t want to disappoint Ellen.”

				Enrique squeezed her hand. “Of course not. But now, let us eat. I am famished.” He slid a cracker into his mouth.

				The light remark dispelled some of her tension. She clinked her glass against his and took the last sip.

				Enrique refilled her glass. He maintained a steady flow of conversation as he plied her with cheese and more wine.

				Soon she felt a warm buzz and laughed as Enrique tossed grapes in the air and caught them in his mouth. Before she knew it, the wine bottle lay in the sink, empty.

				He stood. “Where is your bedroom?”

				Claire’s eyes widened. Then she realized he hadn’t brought a massage table. “Oh no, not my bedroom.” Her gaze lit on the kitchen table. “How about there? I could spread some towels.”

				He glanced at the table and shook his head. “The surface must be soft, like a bed.”

				“Maybe one of my kid’s bedrooms, then.”

				“Let us check them out. Come.” He took her hand, pulled her off the stool, and steered her into the hall. Once there, he dropped his gym bag on the floor and removed the bottle of massage oil and a CD.

				She preceded him upstairs, gripping the rail to steady herself, then led the way into her daughter’s room.

				Enrique glanced at the bed, pursed his lips, then checked her son’s bedroom. Before she could stop him, he walked into the master bedroom suite. “Perfect.”

				She trotted after him. “Wait.”

				Enrique walked around the large room, furnished with two bulky walnut dressers, a sitting area, oil paintings of snow-capped mountains, and a raised king-sized bed, its side facing the door. “Nice, very nice.”

				He moved to the other side of the bed and pressed a hand on the mattress. “This is just the right softness, and I won’t have to bend over much.”

				The image of him leaning over her while she lay on the bed she shared with Roger made Claire’s throat tighten.

				Enrique pointed at the compact stereo system on the headboard. “May I play my CD? The music will help you relax.”

				The freight train pushing her down the track of least resistance roared in her ears. “Sure.”

				“Now, bring some towels. While I prepare, you may change out of your clothes.”

				“Out of my clothes?” Claire instinctively clasped her arms across her chest, as if already covering her nakedness.

				Enrique laughed and raised the bottle of massage oil. “You cannot receive a massage wearing jeans and a sweater. Leave your underthings on if you wish.”

				She gulped. She would definitely leave them on.

				He waved his hands toward the master bath suite. “Go.”

				Claire returned with the towels. Enrique had pulled back the bedclothes. The soft strains of a Navajo flute floated from the speakers. She walked back into the bathroom and closed the door. Staring in the mirror, she debated her reflection.

				Should I?

				C’mon, it’s just a massage.

				But what if Roger finds out?

				How could he? He probably wouldn’t care anyway. He did say I couldn’t depend on him to fill my time. Maybe he hates being with me. Maybe he doesn’t love me anymore.

				She swallowed the lump in her throat. Decision made, she turned away from the mirror. Once she had stripped down to her plain white bra and panties, she grabbed her thick, terrycloth robe and threw it on before she caught a glimpse of her middle-aged body and lost her nerve. She closed her eyes, counted to ten, and stepped into the bedroom.

				Enrique smiled and clasped her hand. “No need to be nervous. I’ve done this many times before.”

				Done what?

				He led her to the bed and untied the belt of her robe. Easing it off her shoulders, he let it slip to the floor.

				Claire cringed. Other than Roger and her doctor, no man had seen this much of her since she’d birthed her two children. Who had left their marks.

				“You are a beautiful woman, Claire. Do not let anyone tell you different.” He paused, then pointed at the bed. “Lie on your stomach on these towels.”

				Claire did as she was told.

				Enrique moved to stand beside her, then unfastened her bra. 

				She tensed and lay nervous and stiff, arms tight against her sides. She wondered what would happen next and if she should allow it. When his warm hands, slick with sandalwood-and-rose-scented oil, touched her back, she shivered.

				His palms slid down, up, and down again, pressing deep into her flesh and willing her to relax.

				The muscles in her back loosened one-by-one under Enrique’s firm touch. Her brain, already fuzzy from the wine, loosened too. His soothing strokes and the calming flute music pushed her remaining worries aside.

				He must have felt the difference, because he began kneading her shoulders.

				She finally yielded to the bliss with a sigh.

				“Yes, just relax. I will do all the work, and you will feel wonderful. You do feel wonderful,” Enrique said with a laugh.

				All Claire could muster was a murmured assent.

				Enrique worked on her neck, back, and shoulders, then massaged her arms and legs, freeing cramped muscles and releasing the accompanying pain and tension.

				Claire had never felt so relaxed—like warm gelatin. When Enrique refastened her bra and asked her to roll over, she mumbled, “I don’t think I can.”

				He eased his hands under her and helped her roll onto her back. His hands lingered on her waist a moment too long before he drew them away to pour more of the fragrant oil into them. Then he began massaging her thighs.

				A warm tingle spread over Claire’s body. She closed her eyes.

				Enrique’s hands froze. “You—”

				BLAM!

				Claire’s whole body jerked. Her eyes snapped open. She sought the source of the loud noise reverberating through the room.

				Past the other side of the bed, a flash of metal glinted in the doorway. Then it disappeared.

				Footsteps thudded down the stairs.

				With a groan, Enrique fell face-forward across her hips.

				Hot, sticky fluid seeped onto her belly. She propped herself up on her elbows and stared down the length of her body with dawning comprehension—and horror. 

				A red pool oozed over her, the towels, and the bed. A ragged, bloody hole gaped in Enrique’s back and shirt where the bullet had exited.

				Overwhelmed with whirling, frantic fear and revulsion, Claire screamed. And screamed again.

				A raw, animal instinct for survival seized her. Scrambling, she pushed herself out from under Enrique’s dead weight. She leapt off the bed and swiped at blood dripping down her legs. Feeling dizzy, she grasped the headboard to steady herself.

				Will the shooter come after me next? She crouched beside the bed and listened.

				Nothing.

				Only the sound of her heart pounding against her ribcage, with the accompanying rush of blood in her ears. Think, Claire. Now what? She forced herself to feel Enrique’s neck for a pulse. Her trembling fingers found none.

				She picked up the phone and dialed 9-1-1, smearing blood on the receiver. When the operator answered, Claire shouted, “A man’s been shot! Send an ambulance!”

				“Please calm down, ma’am. I need to confirm your address.”

				Claire realized she was panting, almost hyperventilating. She took a deep, slow breath and listened to the operator recite her address. “Yes, that’s it.”

				“You said a man’s been shot,” the operator said. “Are you in danger?”

				“I don’t know. Someone was here, but I don’t see anyone now. He or they might still be in the house.”

				“The police and ambulance are on their way. Do you hear any noises in the house?”

				“No.”

				“Which room are you in?”

				“The upstairs master bedroom, to the left of the stairs.”

				“It’s probably best for you to stay where you are. What’s the status of the victim?”

				Claire looked at Enrique’s body, slumped over the bed, leaking blood all over the linens. He was so young, with so many years left to live. Why would someone shoot him? She squeezed her eyes shut. Tears ran down her cheeks. 

				“I think he’s dead. He was shot in the chest.” She swiped at her runny nose.

				“Does he have a pulse?”

				“I didn’t feel—”

				“Claire?” Roger’s voice sounded from downstairs.

				Without thinking, Claire yelled, “Oh, God.”

				What was Roger doing home?

				She glanced down at her nearly naked body smeared with blood. She dropped the phone, grabbed her robe, and threw it on.

				Roger stumbled into the room, holding a handgun. He gaped at Enrique’s body.

				Claire stared at her husband. As far as she knew, he’d never fired a gun before in his life.

				Did he kill Enrique?

				The emergency operator’s voice floated out of the telephone receiver at Claire’s feet. “Hello? What’s going on?”

				Roger looked at the telephone, then at her. Taking in her blood-smeared, semi-clothed state, his eyes burned with rage.

				Claire backed up against the wall, sure she would be his next victim. She screamed.

				Roger jumped, and the gun went off, firing a slug into the floor. He dropped the gun. With a puzzled glance at her, he approached Enrique’s body and pressed his fingers against the neck. His hand came away smeared with blood. “This man’s dead.”

				Claire nodded, mute.

				The operator shouted, “Ma’am, are you all right?”

				Roger stepped toward Claire. “Are you hurt? Did he attack you?”

				Claire stared at his blood-red hand. Oh, God. She screamed again.

				Roger opened his mouth to speak, but was silenced by the sound of heavy footsteps thundering up the stairs.

				Two policemen barreled into the room with guns drawn. “Don’t move.”
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