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Before and After
	Before the accident, I had it all. My version of having it all was a good provider of a husband, a good kid, a nice home and social life. It wasn’t all perfect, but and when I was 40, if you told me, “In fifteen years, Jerilynn Katana, you’ll be divorced from your husband, remain unmarried, working as a knife sharpener, living over a horse barn, oh and have an ability to know people’s secrets, well, I would have laughed in your face. 
Before the accident I was a well-behaved, high functioning stay at home mom before that I was an executive assistant wanna be published writer. I rejected climbing up the corporate ladder to pursue a writing career, part of my big life plan so when I got married and had kids, I’d still have a career. This all happened. At leaste the stay at home mom part. My writing aspirations fell away quickly after my son was born. I had a baby, a household, and a husband straight out of the 1950s emerged wanting a cocktail and tv after work his “me” time. I had to earn my keep. 
“Sure, babe,” he’d say. “Take as much time as you want writing.”
 I fell in love with my boss and honestly, I fell in love with his ability to provide the life I dreamed of. I had a beautiful son and plans for more babies, but it didn’t work out that way. Sure, at times, I felt discontent. My writing fell to the wayside. I didn’t know the reality of all the work involved in managing a home, a baby human suppporting and all making sure my husband provided. I’d try to conjure the creative free spirited self, but it was like having a glimpse of myself in a crowd. She’d get lost in the crowd. I had become so involved in the doing that high-functioning mothers know that I lost myself without realizing it was missing. I loved my family, it didn’t sound perfect, I wasn’t living my full life, but I thought that was part of having it all isn’t it? 
But, then the accident happened. 
I was on Eggbutt galloping on a long stretch, one we’d ridden hundreds of times.
	I can’t remember what happened, but another rider saw the whole thing. Eggbutt tripped catapulting me out of the saddle like a stone from a slingshot before somersaulting luckily not on top of me.  
	I fell on my left side breaking four ribs. I partially landed on my head. The crack in the exterior of my helmet took the brunt of it, but the concussion changed the color of my left eye from brown to violet. The doctors said my eye color would go back to normal. It never has. 
The accident also took away my organizational skills and gave me a “new” gift. 
Sound and light was pure torture. I couldn’t talk. My head pounded pain that I felt in my teeth, smell it, taste it and feel its hot radiation into my fingertips when I touched my temples.  As part of my head trauma recovery, I was assigned to bedrest in a darkened room. Time and rest was the only remedy I was told.
I spent weeks in our guest bedroom the one with the blackout curtains. I couldn’t stand XXX let along someone lying beside me. Scott brought me cold water without ice because the sound of ice tinkling in a glass made me nauseous. Soup was eaten with a wooden spoon to avoid the sound of it hitting the bowl. My son was fourteen at the time. I’d let him come in and sit with me. Just holding hands which was something he stopped doing when he turned twelve. It was probably the on good part of the whole ordeal. Lukewarm baths in the middle of the night to ensure complete darkness brought me comfort. Put on noise cancellation headphones while the tub filled. I’d soak all night before dawn broke. 
	 And one morning, I emerged from the guest bedroom very early in the morning. Looking at the  inky blue smear lightening to a pink orange of the morning horizon would have caused me pain and to retreat back into the dark room. I blinked but felt no stabbing pain. 
That same morning, I knew my husband Scott was cheating on me. Everyone was still sleeping. I didn’t even know what day of the week it was. One moment I was standing at the sink admiring the birds at the feeder and the next I knew what was going on. There was no self-doubt, no questioning, thinking I was being paranoid, no suspicion, just absolute certainty. A simple fact, like knowing for certain the sun was coming up in the morning. A truth, which is what secrets are I’d understand later. 
Scott was so tender and caring when he saw me in the kitchen when the first thing I said to him was I know you’re having an affair. He didn’t deny it. 
That was probably the easiest encounter I had with my ability. Soon after, when my best friend Anna visited me, I discovered she was the one having the affair with my husband. And not long after, when I go into town, I’d feel the secret knowledge kept by towns people of their affair opened to me like bees swarming me.
The more secrets I learned the stronger the perception became until any attempt to deny or question this internal insight was immediately stamped out like a clap of thunder in my mind leaving me with no question. And strangely and sadly enough, when I called it out there was no denying from my husband or my best friend. 
Here I am at 55, my left eye is still violet, that high functioning organized together person I use to be is messy unorganized. I can’t keep a pile of papers neat. I’m stil unmarried something that would have bothered me tremendously before the accident. I have a knife sharpening business something I started because I can’t keep sit still but focusing on sharpening blades brings me calm.  
This ability, insight, perception whatever you want to call it, to know people’s secrets, it’s been a curse, a savior. An awful burden and a nightmare, particularly in the beginning when I had no control over it. Now, well, you can get use to anything. I have to say, my gift or curse, depending on the situation, helped me out during times when I needed support desperately. Times of financial struggle, in the precarious world of dating, but now, I need it to save my life. 

I love my customers. My customers were another reason I loved my work.



(how my gift feels like)The only way I can explain it is it’s like a whisper in my head, but no words. It’s a strong suggestion if there is such a thing.  The strong one’s are feel like an exclamation point. After ten years of this, I can best describe it like an angry deaf person signing. No sound, no words. Just the emphasis. 

Time really does sand away the sharp, jagged edges off memories.
Yes, some of it sucks, but it isn’t as bad as it sounds, although I’ve been told by some (through their secrets) my life is their worse nightmare. Admittedly, it was a rough start after the accident. The accident changed everything and I mean everything.  It turned my life upside-down. Let’s just say say at 56, I didn’t expect to be living my life like this. At all.
There’s “before the accident” and “after the accident” like the question “did the chicken come before the egg?” I ask myself sometimes if the accident hadn’t happened would I still be married. 

(about dating for a 50+)Actually, everything about my life, my home, my job, my social life turned out to be nothing I’d ever imagined. Still single in my mid-50’s, running my own knife sharpening business. Living in a one room apartment above the horse barn where my horse Eggbutt boards. 
Was it that long ago that I could attract a decent guy and jump into a long term relationship? I experienced my share of dating after the divorce. Regular phone lines, and actually seeing each other, anticipation, the courting rituatl. Online dating, the porn aesthetic that’s become mainstream, and age, is brutal to women my age. Now deep in post menopause, I’ve removed myself from the dating game.

	 Secrets beget secrets. Like raindrops when one appeared then another and another until they all came down on me like hail. Terrifying, heart wrenching, soul crushing secrets  After several years being able to learn unwanted people’s secrets seeing uncontrollable I was finally able to figure out how to train myself to block it out until years passed since the last one. And good riddance. And good secrets, like ….
It wasn’t the betral, the dirvorce, the social and economic drop that happens to divorced women that changed my life, it was….
	
	At the time, I didn’t know how it all worked; this knowing people’s innermost secrets. I didn’t want to know how it worked, but like my violet left eye, this knowing didn’t got away, it only became clearer over time. I am a thin thread of the clueless-stay-at-home wife of a XXXXX I was before the accident. 

	

Chapter 1 - Before The Accident
Wiley Garcia, the Farrier; my knife sharpening business; living above a barn
	
The neighing of horses waiting to be fed reverberated to the second floor of the barn where I lived.  Yes, I live above a horse barn or what was the original horse barn before Maryann built a more modern one. My garret was housing for the stable hand when they had one full-time one back when Maryann was a child lived with her parents and siblings. They have long passed and she lnow lives in the big house alone. 
I’ve been living in the stable hand’s quarters for fifteen years. Never intended to stay here this long, but Maryann offered it to me after the accident. I knew Maryann from horse riding lessons. She’s a horse riding instructor and I learned to ride lfrom her and board I also my horse at the barn. 
Before the accident, was my childhood, teen years, college, single hood working as recipe developer in San Francisco back when The Chronicle had an award winning food section back and newspapers were still a thing. Before the accident when I came home to Grandville for a class reunion and fell in love with a man I didn’t know who I went to school with and reconnected with at our XX high school reunion then ditched my food writing career in San Fran to be a comfortable stay at home wife with a son. When I say “comfortable” I mean lake front home, take care of my son, take up hobbies like xxx and xxx, I could talk food and wine and travel to all other wives. I wanted to work, to do something, but Scott insisted I didn’t have to. So why not not.
I heard the clash of metal grain bins opening and the squeaking of the stable doors rolling across metal tracks.  
 “Simmer down, we’re coming!” One of the two stable hands, Essie and Kate, yelled good naturedly. The two were young women who attended the local community colleges and get free riding and lessons in exchange for helping at the barn. the loud talk of the working stable hands who came every morning.
Usually this was a pleasant wake up call, but not this particular day. 
“Ugh,” I moaned getting up with my eyes half closed lowering the window to shut out the morning noise. Still half asleep, I gathered up my long hair tacky from night sweats, twisted it into a bun with the elastic hair band I always wore on my wrist. the elastic hair band from my wrist. 
The apartment was a small, but airy one bedroom. Yawning, I slipped into my plushy bathrobe laying on the floor at the foot of the bed. I wrapped the collar tight around my neck at the chill of the late Spring morning air. A long form lay beneath the covers on the other side of the bed.  I smiled remembering last night’s events. Despite  I could still have some fun between the sheets.
As I padded across the cool wood floors, I felt the tapping of a headache in my temples.  In the kitchenette I dug out a bottle of ibuprofen and a can of Mini Coca Cola from the fridge. Tilting my head back, I popped three ibuprofen chased down with one chug of the soda before the carbonation would tickle my nose and make me sneeze. To hydrate, I followed with a glass of water. I had to be very careful that an innocent hangover headache didn’t turn into a debilitating migraine.
The next line of defense was more caffeine. I flipped on the coffee maker that I had set up the night before I went out setting my coffee mug under the xxx to catch the first part of the caffenined elixir. This was another habit I did to avoid a headache. Before the accident I’d get the occasional headache. Period cramps were my biggest problem back then. 
I glanced around the apartment as I waited for the hot dark liquid to stream in to my cup. (describe apartment)

Even after a decade and a half, headaches from a traumatic head injury were a common part of my life. Over the years, I came up with various go-to concoctions depending on if I was at home or away. The prescription medication that worked beautifully before no longer brought me relief. Another aspect of postmenopause. 
	 The ipuprophen was working its magic. The racket from the barn was less grating and the knock of the headache was a soft tapping. 

 	(LookI didn’t know or about this when I first met her twenty years ago when she became my horse riding instructor.  In New England, it takes a good three to four years to make a friend. You see someone you’d like to get to know and say hi on a regular basis. Maybe theres a little small talk, then you don’t see them until Spring. Maybe suggest getting a cup of coffee when you see them in the fall and this goes on for several years, until one day you two actually go out for coffee because you now have history after three years of running into each other. You’d never know from the faded worn waxed canvas jacket, the patched up riding breeches and tall beat up riding boots that’s she’s worn a version of almost everyday. Mary Ann was a true blue New Englander. is not the chit chatty type, who only talked when she had something to say.
Mary Ann and I did this dance for three years until she invited me up for coffee at the big house over the birch tree covered knoll and that became a weekly visit. 
When I got divorced after the accident, she offered to rent me the stable hands garret until I got on my feet. The place was a in-laws apartment turned storage space, but I liked calling it a Stable hand’s garrett. Has a romantic ring to it.  
I half-leased a 22-year old thoroughbred mare named Eggbutt with telling my husband. I bought her when my lease was up. She was Maryann’s best lesson horse and cost about the same as a high-end designer handbag, which he wouldn’t have blinked an eye at. Rather than ask for forgiveness than permission, I bought her and never told him. My son, (name) was in high school and driving so I had plenty of time to offset the board cost by helping at the barn when the stable hands were away and Maryann with her XXX?
Scott tried to discourage me taking up something as risky as horse riding. I assured him it was just a phase to appease him.  We’d been together too long and he didn’t understand that I craved being outdoors and not be anything related to yoga or pilates Petite, wiry and strong as an ox. (describe her physical characteristics more). Describe how she craved being outside, the air the smells etc. something to do with perimenapause. “Why do you want to come home smelling like a horse and getting manure all over your shoes?” he’d ask. He was use to me being XXXX. 
But I was hooked and was tired of yoga, barre and pilates. Before the accident, I was the queen of workshops and adult education classes. I tried everything from yoga advanced handstand classes to Fire Cider Making, blacksmithing for beginners to how to make homemade tofu. A knife sharpening workshop led me my late in life career of knife sharpening which I had to be off to that morning. 


	The steam sputtered from the coffee machine as the aromatic black liquid streamed into the mug I held underneath it. At a full cup I switched my cup for the carafe.
A sound coming from the bedroom reminded me of my overnight guest. I carefully poured half my coffee into another cup as I headed to the bedroom.
“Wiley…Wake up,” I whispered, leaning close to his head, his face was turned away from me. A muffled “mmm.” 
Setting his coffee on the bedside table, I said in a low but energetic voice, “Up and at ‘em.” 
I felt guilty that I wanted him to leave. I looked at the spikes of salt and pepper hair sticking up like a patch of seagrass as I said his name again. My fingertips knew the coarse texture of this hair and the vanilla tobacco scent of his shampoo. 
I give his shoulder a shake or tried. Wiley was average height, but his years of farrier work gave him thick massive shoulders and arms. I knew kicking him out was not cool, but I couldn’t diminish the sheepish swell of morning-after guilt except by having him leave.
Giving up, I returned to the kitchen to add sugar and half-and-half to my coffee making sure to bang around in the kitchen shake the silverware in the drawer when I got a spoon, and closing the door to the fridge a little too hard. 
Still not a sound of stirring in the bedroom. I took my coffee to the bathroom. While the shower warmed up, I tied my hair up into a tight bun and hung my bathrobe on the hook behind the door. 
As I soaped up and rinsed, I thought about what this was with Wiley. We are definitely not a couple. We haven’t really gone out on a real date before, but that’s no fault of Wiley’s. We’d have these unplanned “get-togethers” or hook-ups I guess is what it’s called. Sometimes after many months, but lately a lot more often. Things that I once held as important i.e. before the accident All those courtship rituals like dating, waiting to have sex and the traditional “by-the-book” courtship ritual that were once very important to me we gone. Maybe it was menopause, maybe it was the head trauma that changed me.
Turning the shower off and wrapping myself up in a towel and back in the bathrobe, I realized I was getting laid more than I did when I was married. You couldn’t tell from my rendezvous with Wiley, but menopause took away my libido. The sex was delicious, but not spontaneous act of my youth.  cut me off of all the things that gave me healthy hair, glowing full skin and saying you’re all washed up, as soon as menopause set in. Nature didn’t only take away my beauty, but my libido replacing it with night sweats, hot flashes, and XXXXX. 
I smoothed moisturizer on my face making sure to gently pat around my eyes and mouth and pulling upwards like they say to do in magazines. I stopped for a moment and peered at my face closely. I turned my head sideways back and forth looking at the sides. My problem wasn’t wrinkles, it was sagging. Gravity was pulling my face down like a melting Halloween mask. My once full bee stung lips were disappearing at the corners causing my mouth to droop causing a Resting Bitch Face. I didn’t recognize this face. Only when I smiled did I see a semblance of my youth.
And there’s my eyes. I hardly noticed it anymore, then other times I realized how stark it was. I had one brown eye and the other eye, my left eye, was amethyst colored. Violet when I’m stressed. I thought about wearing a shaded contact lense, but it didn’t cover the edges. 
During the accident, I hit my head so hard the impact changed the color of my left eye. Yeah, it was that bad.
I was on Eggbutt. We were galloping on a long stretch, one we’d ridden hundreds of times before.
	I can’t remember what happened, but another rider who saw the whole thing told me Eggbutt tripped catapulting me out of the saddle like a stone from a slingshot before somersaulting luckily not on top of me.  
	I fell on my left side breaking four ribs landing on my head. The crack in the exterior of my helmet took the brunt of it, but the impact changed not the color of my left eye from brown to violet. The doctors said my eye color would go back to normal. Fifteen years later, it still hasn’t. 
I dabbed on some mascara, blush and lip gloss. As a child or the 80s, I still liked to see a little color on my face and wasn’t religious about the sunscreen. I knew it was XXx, but I didn’t use sunscreen religiously like they do now. I liked to see a little color on my face.   I pulled a clean jumpsuit out of the laundry. A coral pink one, one of half a dozen I owned ina  rainbow of color.  My knife sharpening uniform with my logo on a patch sewn on the pocket.
After I wiggled into it, zipped it up, straightened the collar and added a blue cloth belt, I dug through another basket for a pair of clean sox. I wiggled into the suit. Admittedly a jumpsuit wasnpt the most practical being that the narrow shoulder was touch on my stiff shoulder and getting in and out to go pee after getting incontinent from giving birth. But the “uniform” was snazzy and professional. Each had patch with my company logo on it like the factory uniforms in the old days. My knife sharpening business was a one woman show and the jumpsuit gave me authority and credibily of being serious. 
I take a last sip of cold coffee. Maybe I was being too hasty about having Wiley leave. 
I opened the bathroom door and as I entered the bedroom said, “Hey, do you have time to stick around and have something to eat? I make a mean breakfast burrit—”
	The bed was made up neatly and not a sign of Wiley. 



Chapter 2: After The Accident 
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed that Wiley had left. At that thought, I glanced at the oven clock. Shoot, I had to leave for work now. I was a knife sharpener and ran my own business. It was important I was on time.  I grabbed a canvas tote containing my laptop, drinking water, Japanese rice cracker snacks, Advil, mini-can of Coke and other necessities . 
It was a good twenty minute drive to the hardware store, one of the locations of my knife sharpening business. I continued my thoughts about Wiley when I got on the road. I had been too pushy and insensitive to Wiley that morning, I thought to myself.
I began to mull over Wiley when I noticed my eyes were feeling dry. Quickly looking in the rear view mirror I saw my left eye normally amethyst-colored had turned violet and bloodshot which wasn’t a good look. 
With one hand on the steering wheel and the other digging into my bag for some eye lubricant. I found it by touch and put a couple of drops in one eye as I drove. Ever since the accident I had to keep careful tabs on things like this. Anything from Blood shot eyes to ringing in the ears could lead to bleeding in the skull, stroke and seizures. I had the makings of a headache too, but both were likely caused by lack of sleep and dehydration of the previous night. I tried to put it out of my mind, but their was another reason the head ache and bloodshot one eye was happening. I had a sighting the day before. I tried to put it out of my mind since I hadn’t had one in a very long time, but it was lying heavy in my mind. 
The riding accident not only gave me severe brain trauma, broken ribs and turned one of my eyes violet, but something worse, that can’t be seen on the outside. I possess an ability to know people’s secrets. 
Yeah, I know it sounds crazy and it is. At the time of the accident, I didn’t have any brain fractures, pressure or bleeding, so I was sent home and put on at-home monitoring where I’m under observation and encouraged to “cocoon” in a dark quiet room with no mental or social interaction. This was fifteen years ago and it’s done anymore. 
I cocooned in our guest room where there were blackout curtains. Time and rest was the only remedy I was told. Any sound and light was pure torture. My head pounded with pain so severe I felt in my teeth, smell it, taste it. I could feel its heat radiating when I touched my temples.  
Scott brought me drinking water without ice because the sound of ice tinkling in a glass made me nauseous. I ate soup with a wooden spoon to prevent the sound of it hitting the bowl. My son was fourteen at the time. He could come and sit with me as long as he didn’t talk or move around too much. He sat quietly and held my hand something he stopped doing when he turned twelve. This quiet closeness was probably the one good part of the whole ordeal. I took lukewarm baths in the middle of the night to ensure complete darkness. Put on noise cancellation headphones while the tub filled. I’d soak all night before dawn broke. Another day cocooning was ahead of me if the soft inky blue, pink, yellow and orange smeared across the dawn sky caused pain and retreat back into the dark room. 
All I could do was sleep and sit in dark silence with no thoughts. Despite all the wellness classes I took before the accident it was this time that I leaned how to meditate. 
	And, one morning the pain subsided. I cautiously emerged from the guest room. The litmus test was opening my eyes. If I  blinked and felt no stabbing pain. There was no pain that morning.
Dawn was just breaking so the light was soft. I went down to the kitchen like I had thousands of time before the accident. The house smelt fresh and XXXX. It was still very early so I didn’t expect Scott to be in the kitchen. It was almost surreal because none of the lights were on. It felt surreal like he’d been waiting for me. 
“Hey babe, you’re up.” Was the first thing I heard Scott say tenderly and lovingly. 
And before I could answer and out of nowhere, I knew my husband was cheating on me. 
The realization was as clear and unquestionable. I didn’t know where the information came from. It popped in my mind like an electronic highway message sign
There was no epiphany, no “ah-ha” moment, just an absolute certainty. And, with clarity there is no emotions. 
The first thing that came out of my mouth was, “I know you’re having an affair.” It cam out with no anger or emotion. It was like I saying the milk had gone sour or the bedsheets need changing. No anger, no emotion. That would come later, oh boy, would it come later.
Looking back, that first secret I was told was the easiest. Soon after, secrets came pouring in, including learning the secret that my best friend Anna was the one having the affair with my husband. And very soon after, I knew the townspeople knew the secret that my husband and best friend were keeping. Felt the knowledge like bee stings.    
The early months after the accident were the hardest when secrets came to me like whiffs of perfume. Little Quentin sneaking down to the pantry late at night to binge on snacks to XXX the check out lady at the stop n’ shop spending all her free time conversing with her AI boyfriend. Macavie, the 2002 homecoming queen now XXXX tricking her husband intor marrying her by lying about a pregnancy and faking a miscarriage that the whole town, including myself had mourned. 
I separate my life between before the accident and after the accident because I lost everything I had and knew. I lost my husband, my best friend, my town of Grandville and suddenly found myself stuck with other’s people’s secrets. 

The memories drifted away as I pulled into the strip mall where the hardware store where my knife sharpening station was. At most of my pop-up locations, I set up a table and all my equipment and broke it all down when I was done. I set up on a counter that was under an awning against rain and wind. I had a heater in the winter and fan in the summer. I like being outdoors. My second sharpening machine and toolbox was locked inside the cabinet. 
	Seeing I had 6 minutes to spare, I relaxed knowing I’d have enough time to set up while customers waited, but, there weren’t any customers waiting with their bundle of knives. There was always two or three standing around unless it was July or August when everyone was away. 
I set up quickly and efficiently making sure my business cards were set up in its tray. My price list on one side and QR code options for online payments on the other in its plexiglass frame. The check-in form was neatly held together with a gold clip.  
Since there were no waiting customers, I could check my drop box for any knives dropped off. As I headed to the side of the hardware stove, I saw Bob Jones headed towards me on his way into the store. 
As he passed he yelled, “Jeri, you should name your businesss The Sharpest Tool In The Shed,” as he strolled past my knife sharpening stand. For as long as I had been at that spot at XXXX, almost every week Bob would yell out  “You should name your business and call out some knife saying.” Some memorable ones are Cut It Out,  Sharper Than Ever, Cut Above the Rest and my all time favorite, Knife to Meet You
 	Bob does this bit  every week and was his way of saying Good morning. And every week I laugh and shoo him away with fake annoyance. 
	 About the size of an ice chest cooler with a circular hole, a wood box about the size of a cooler with a slit on top circular hole on top that is as wide as a pickle jar opening where a bundle of knives can be dropped in. This was a convenient way for my customers to get their knives to me without me being present. A padlock kept the box secure. This system wasn’t tight as Fort Knox and if anyone wanted to break in, they easily could. In Deadbeat people still leave their front doors unlocked and everyone is always in everyone else’s business, so no one got away with wrong doing. Despite all the crazy secrets I knew, most of Deadbeat’s citizens were honest.  
	I opened the combination lock and inside the box was six knife bundles, kitchen knives wrapped in dish towels and newsprint affixed with contact information. I am a stickler about safety and have specific instructions on how to wrap the knives before drop off to help prevent me or a customer from getting stabbed in the hand or hurt by loose knives 
	I stacked the individual bundles of knives wrapped in paper and dishtowels tied securely with gaffers tape, thick vegetable rubber bands and twine in my arms like wood kindling. Thinking I had all the bundles, I stopped for a second when I saw a small knife, not a paring knife, but a curved bird beak knife, a small knife the blade about 3 inches long with a distinctive curve of a hawk’s beak at the bottom of the box. 
It must have fallen out of one of the bundles, I thought. It’ll be a pain trying to figure out which bundle it belonged to. 
	I began bending down to pick it up, when I heard a man’s voice behind me say, “Jerilynn Katana.” 
	My first thought was who in the heck is calling me by my full name. 
Who is calling me by my full name, I thought. I presumed it  was customer looking for me and replied politely, “I’ll be with you in a second.”
Something told me to drop the box lid as I turned toward the direction of the voice.  
	I faced two uniformed police officers. It was Joey Campbell and Cooper Mullens. 
“What’s up Squeak?” I asked Officer Cooper Mullens.  His nickname in high school was Squeak.  I grew up with these two clowns. That was Joseph’s nickname when I use to babysit him. To his annoyance people who knew him still called him that. Cooper was the youngest brother of the three Mullens. I was in the same grade with his brother Branch. 
	 “Jeri, stop calling me that. It’s Officer Mullens,” Cooper said in a frustrated voice. “We’re here on police busines.”
I paused for a moment studied the two. “Why are you two being so serious?” I asked suspiciously.  
	“You’re under arrest for assault with a deadly on the knife stabbing of Seth Proudflesh. We’re taking you down to station.”
	“Wait. Hold on a minute. Is this a joke?” I gasped. Joey began taking the knife bundles out of my arms.  I held them to my chest. “What are you doing? Those knives aren’t mine. They belong to my customers.”
“Give ‘em here, Jeri or we’ll have to charge you with withholding evidence.” Joey explained opening a large clear plastic bag for her to drop them in. I didn’t have a choice so dropped them in the bag.
When Cooper started to put her arms behind her back to handcuff her, the reality of this nightmare began to hit her. 
	“What am I being charged for?”
	Cooper repeated the charge. 
	“Mr. Proudflesh was stabbed?” I asked in shock.
My mind was racing and so was my mouth. “This is a huge mistake. I didn’t stab Mr Proudflesh. We had a little argument about pricing yesterday, but that was it.”
“Jeri, calm down. We have to take you in and you can tell side of it at the station.”
“You calm down, Squeak. I didn’t do it. And who charged me?”
Cooper gave another exasperated sigh. “You’ve been charged by Courtney and Pelham Proudflesh.”
That was Mr. Proudflesh’ wife and daughter. I stopped and sucked in my breath. “Is he…is he..ok?”
“He’s lost a lot of blood and is in ICU.”
“But he’s still alive, right?” I asked under my breath. 
“Yes.” 
“Hey, you don’t have to do that. I’m not going to run away. C’mon!” I begged. The reality of the arrest began feeling surreal, my heart raced and I began sweating as Cooper began cuffing my hands behind my back while reading me my Miranda Rights. 
I was paraded in handcuffs in the store parking lot wearing my knife sharpening uniform. This was not good for business, I thought darkly. 
Now of all times, some customers had lined up to drop off their knives for sharpening Watching me walk past them hand cuffed. 
The officer put his hand over my head as I got into the police cruiser just like I’d seen on television. . 


Chapter 3 

A sob escaped from my throat. This was all happening so quickly. I couldn’t believe I was sitting in the back of the police cruiser with my hands behind my back. This wasn’t the time to have a panic attack. I tried to get an explanation from Joey and Cooper, but was ignored. 
Sitting in the back of a police cruiser was shaming enough, but the look of shock and pity on my customers faces. Mrs. A watched me with her hand covering her mouth in disbelief. Mr. B wouldn’t look at me and Mrs. C with her pre-school daughter rushed off probably to protect her daughter from the scene. I felt so ashamed. 
It was shocking enough learning that Mr. Proudflesh had been stabbed. I couldn’t fathom that I was being arrested for doing. How would I get this straightened out. 
I didn’t have a lawyer to call. As awful as this was, I would have to call Maryann to get me out. How would I ever begin to explain this. 
	The cruiser pulled into the reserved parking spots outside of the Town of Deadbeat police station. Except for the small sign reading Town of Deadbeat Police, you couldn’t tell this was a police station as it resembled the cottage-style architecture with flower boxes at the windows that matched all the buildings in the village. 
I had never been inside the police station before. The interior didn’t match the Hallmark Channel New England cottage architecture of the outside. It was stark and bare with a caged front desk separating a waiting room furnished with a few fold-up chairs. I was taken aback to see Wiley standing in the empty waiting room.
He stood there outside the glassed in XXX with his thumbs hooked to his front pant pockets like he was waiting for a coffee order. He looked up at me when I came in.
	 “Wiley, what are you doing here?” I asked flanked by the police officers. 
	“Waiting for you,” he answered nonchalantly.
I almost went weak in the knees from relief, which was instantly dashed by the shame I felt being handcuffed. The police officers ignored Wiley and waited for the Sargent Rolly sitting behind the caged desk to buzz us in.
	Sargent Rolly behind the metal caged desk looked up from his reading glasses, shook his head briskly and said loudly. “Let her go.”
	“What?” Cooper asked confused. 
	“You heard me,” the sargent rattled off again. “Release her.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Cooper and Joey looked at each other utterly confused, shrugged their shoulders before uncuffing me. I shook out my arms. That position my arm was cuffed wasn’t great on my rotator cuff. A fall from my snowboarding day. 
	“Come hunting season, I definitely won’t be giving you a discount the next time you need all your Bowie knives sharpened,” I hissed at Squeak. 
“Oh come on Jeri, I was just doing my job,” he moaned. I snapped my head away holding my chin up high and rubbing my wrists.
	“What do we do with these?” Joey asked holding up the plastic bag of wrapped knives. 
	“Give ‘em back to her.” 
I snatched the bag from Joey defiantly. Sargent Rolly pushed a button that caused a  buzzing sound unlocking the door to the police offices in the back. 
	 “What’s going on? Why are you releasing me?” I asked suspiciously after being steered into utter despair then suddenly being pulled out. 
	“Leave it be now Jeri. Best to go home,” Sargent Rolly said sternly peering at me XXX over his reading glasses. 
	“After parading me in front of my customers wearing handcuffs, I demand an answer” I yelled at Sargent Rolly. 
“You’re free to go, so just go home, Jeri,” Sargent Rolly said again in a low firm tone giving me a look that hinted that the release could be revoked at any moment.  
I drew in my breath to respond back when Wiley touched my arm.
“Jeri,” Wiley intercepted. “I’ll explain everything. Let’s go.”

	
	I looked at Wiley and back at Sargent Rolly, who went back to his paperwork. The fight in me had vanished.  
Wiley nodded respectfully at the Sargent. “Thanks, Sargent Rolly.”
“Let’s get out of here. I’ll tell you what I know.”  Wiley whispered taking my arm to lead  me out of the police station.

	I was relieved to see that Wiley’s his old Ford Ranger was parked away from the station in the next block.   
Safely inside his truck, I asked, “Tell me what happened to Seth. I didn’t do it. What were you doing at the station? Were you waiting for me?”
“I’ll answer your questions, but first are you okay?” he asked leaning forward to look me in the eyes.
I had been keeping it together in the police car and in the police station, but hearing the genuine concern in Wiley’s voice broke the dam and  I burst into tears in a wave of gratefulness.
Wiley held me until I stopped sobbing. 
I collected myself, Wiping my eyes and blowing my nose and trying to fluff up my hair. I avoided Wiley’s sympathetic gaze feeling XXX that he had to see me this way. He passed me a tissue from the box in the driver door pocket.
“I got some sodas in the cooler and coffee if you want it,” Wiley offered. His truck was set up with everything he’d need during a day out shoeing horses. Even a little bed pad for a quick nap. Farriering was hard on the body. He always had XXX on his body. Horse bits, burns from forging. Bent beneath the weight of horses hoof. (describe farrier risks)
	“Thanks,” I said accepting a can of Coke Cola. I took a deep breath. 
	“I’m okay now. You can tell me what’s going on now.”
	He paused gathering his thoughts.  I could imagine him (how) doing this with his clients. His hair and chiselled face calming his clients. Deameanor. 
“After I left your place I went home to get cleaned up.  Nino and Iggy ‘bout ran me off the road to let me know you were getting arrest.” 
My face felt hot at the thought that I had kicked him out that very morning.
“They were dropping their girls from last night back to their cars outside the Honey Jug and saw the police talking to you and they headed out looking for me.  cruisers outside XXX and well, then you being driven off. Nino and Iggy, short for Saturnino and Ignacious, were Wiley’s cousins. These twin brothers were the meanest, loudest, unpredictable tornadoes of ADHD around 
“They saw the cops take you in and figured you might need legal counsel.  That’s how I found out about you.” Wiley wasn’t practicing law anymore, but when he was, he was one of the best around. He’s the guy you’d want to counsel you. Even though he was a farrier now, everyone in town knew he knew the law from criminal to XXXX to XXXX.  
If they hadn’t alerted Wiley, I’d be sitting in a jail cell right now. If Nino and Iggy liked you it could be almost as bad as if they hated you. I was never quite sure what they were about to do when they were nice. But you wanted them to have your back. But they would go and do something thoughtful like that.
“I drove stration to the police station. You weren’t brought in yet. I know Police Sargent Rolly from XXXX. When I asked some he tried to pull the you’re not licensed lawyer anymore. It was when I told him I might become too busy this summer to shoe his new wife’s daughter’s show gelding,” Wiley chuckled at his XXX.
	I couldn’t help cracking a smile at this. It didn’t matter what position you held in town, mayor, superintendent, police officer or even president of the United States, everyone owed each other favors and remembers you when you went to school or had children in school or first arrived to put you in your place if you get too hoite toite. 
“Rolly melted like coal in the devil’s armpit. So hold on to your seat. Last night, Seth Proudflesh was found stabbed, almost bleed to death. Luckily is wife and daughter found him in the nick of time. He’s in ICU.”
	I sucked in my breath feeling a rush of thoughts come crashing down on me. 
“They think I did it.”
	Wiley took both my hands in his big warm ones. “Relax. Look at me. Everything’s going to be ok.”
	I nodded my head. Yes, everything is going to be okay. I breathed in through my nose. My eyes closed envisioning that every word was infused into my body before exhaling out my mouth.
	“First, they let you go,” Wiley said leaning forward and looking me straight in the eyes. “because we were together last night.”
	Why hadn’t I remembered that? Yes, it was true, thank god. I broke into a big smile and gave Wiley a kiss on the mouth. And everyone who was at the Honey Jug could vouch for that having seen Wiley and I on the dance floor albeit drunkenly before going back to my place. Normally, I’m cagey knowing Wiley had told someone we had spent that night together. Yeah, I know it’s weird, but for the last year and a half we’d been seeing other, not dating or only hooking up, but hanging out. Getting to know each something. A concept new to this serial monogamist. My entire adult life had been about seeking the long-term relationship and I thought I’d do the same after the divorce, but the hit to my head had also rewired a lot of how I use to operate. I had developed this fierce sense of independence; I definitely didn’t have before. I didn’t feel more confident or self sufficient. It was this deep insistence that I didn’t want anyone telling me what to do, when I had spent my entire life being directed. 
(SEX AND MENOPAUSE) The idea of dating again was particularly unappealing seeing my date’s secrets. I got use to not going out, gave up on going to concerts, or things that people do with groups or with a date. Examples. It wasn’t easy seeing Wiley. After dating for a few years I had stopped. Sex wasn’t the spontaneous, go with the flow activity it once was. Menopause especially after not  being sexual active, made sex painful. But Wiley was so patient and gentle and got me going again down there. He wasn’t demanding. 
Since the whole mess with my divorce and my ability, the knowing of people’s secrets, I became adamant about keeping my private life under wraps. But, the fact that I spent the night in a drunken XXX with Wiley, I didn’t care if it was 
	“And, second?”
“There’s no evidence, except heresay around the heated exchange you had in public yesterday. Everyone in town would be arrested for stabbing Seth if that were the case. 
“Squeak said Courtney and Pelham Proudflesh pressed charges against me.”
I couldn’t help but have a horrible sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach at the shame of having someone think I would actually stab someone.  
“That was another thing. You can’t There wasn’t any proof you had done it.” 
“I wouldn’t concern yourself about that. They had suspicion that you did it, there was no facts, except you two had a public argument. If that was probably cause then all of Deadbeat would be arrented. You have an alibi first and foremost, but if I hadn’t shown up, it would have become obvious you were being unjustly held once your lawyer showed up.”
But, I don’t have a lawyer, I grimly thought. I never get in trouble with the law.  
“You know, you have the right to sue the police for unjust arrest, public humiliation,” Wiley suggested.
I shook my head and shooed the idea away with my hand. “No, I just want to forget it happened.”
But by saying that I realized I may be able to forget, but not all the townspeople,  my customers, who saw me being taken away. DECRIBE customers reactions. 
The faint trace of hope that filled me with a sense of hope and closure drained away as quickly. 
Oh my god, the people in town are going to believe I did it. My knife sharpening business that I had nurtured for fifteen years was in jeopardy. I saw the expressions on their faces and news travels like XXXX in Deadbeat. It would take more than just a newsletter to explain this. My name was on the line. 
Which make me think about I couldn’t pass this off as a horrible incident when a small knife still sat at the bottom of the drop box. My lips were forming the words to say “There’s more.” But only a puff of air came out. 
Had I imagined seeing a knife. It was dark, but, yes, there was definitely a knife. Who was I kidding, it was a knife. I wanted to tell Wiley, but what if it was the knife involved in the stabbing. How would I explain that? 
I was beginning to feel confused and conflicted.
No, I needed to know for sure.
But what if it was weapon? Then what?
Hesitation and doubt circled above me and my stomach was feeling sour. No, I couldn’t risk falling into self doubt. No can’t think about this now. I’ll think about that when the time comes, I told myself. 
“Jeri? Are you still with me?” Wiley said looking at me. 
“Yeah, yeah,” I answered. “Wiley, I need to find out why Mrs Proudflesh and Pelham press charges without any evidence. Why they thought I did it.”
“Personally, I think it was an emotional response following a traumatic experience. They wanted someone to blame for it.” 
There was something else he wasn’t saying. “And Pelham has had it out for me for the longest time.”
In some towns, little petty experience thrive and grow over the years. 
“It was just a boyfriend, cant we move on from that?”
“Your praying to the choir,” Wiley said holding up his hands. “I’m still paying off my grudges from high school as well.”
	“I know where the knife is,” I blurted out. “At least, I think I do.”
	“Wha’d you talking about?”
	I hadn’t meant to say anything, but I had to say something. I felt in over my head. 
“As I was taking the knife bundles that had been put in the dropbox I noticed one small knife at the bottom. That’s when they police called for me and something told me to leave it in there.I slammed the lid down when Squeak and XXX came up to me.”
“Are you sure it hadn’t slipped out from one of the knives?”
“I’m positive. I even thought that, but they were all snug and wrapped up I got stuck in the palm of my hand with a filet knife and since then I’ve been a stickler with my customers to make sure their knives are wrapped securely in a dish towels, newspaper anything that keeps them from jiggling.”
“That could have been anyone’s knife.”
“No,” I said evenly. “I recognized it from the Proudflesh’s set that I sharpened the day before. It’s a bird beak’s knife. Curved with a XXXX handle. I distinctly remembered wrapping it up with all the knives he brought.” How does it cut?
“So where is it?”
“It’s still in the box,” I said getting frustrated.
I faltered. “I’m not absolutely positive, but I’m pretty sure.”
“You won’t like this advice, but the smartest thing to do is to take into the police.”
I shook my head. “Nope. Absolutely not.”
“Why not?”
“Why? I don’t trust them. I was arrested without circumstantial evidence. If you hadn’t come, I’d still be in jail now. No, I have to find out who is trying to frame me. And besides that my business is ruined. Do you think anyone is going to want their knives sharpened by someone accused of a stabbing?”
 Wiley didn’t have a response to this. 
“How are you going to do that?”
“I’m not quite sure yet.”
“Please don’t do anything stupid.”
I chuckled sardonically. 
 “I’ll take care of it.” I said. 
“Aww, Jeri…” Wiley groaned. 
“If I need your help, you’ll be the first person I asked,” I lied.  “I promise.”
He squeezed my hand and I realized we had been holding hands. I could get use to this. This being taken care of. Before the accident, I was nothing but taken care of by Scott. To the point of losing my identity. And after the accident, I had to take care of everything myself. It was worse in the beginning after the divorce and being on my own with my son. The social circles and my best friend went to Scott. I was starting all over again. They weren’t really my friends anyway. Why?
Now I was trying to sound reassuring without any sign of annoyance. It was a very long time since I had someone worry about me. It felt good but it also irritated me. After all these years being on my own, I didn’t like the weight of feeling responsible for someone else’s feelings. Another reason I was alone. 
Boyfriends came and went and so did their help with taking trash out and fixing little things until I didn’t want the help. I hated nothing more than being the damsel in distress. I didn’t have a lot of friends, but the few I had were XXX.  There was Mary Ann. XXX. In my mind, even after twenty years I still hadn’t gotten over having to do everything by myself.  Before I had Scott take care of everything. The biggest obstacles for me when dating new people was letting them help me out. I would always do it before they could. I never gave them an opportunity to take the trash out, or even clean up after dinner. I didn’t want to get use having a man there to help. I didn’t want to have to go through the realization that no one was there all over again. Part of the heartbreak of breaking up which inevitably happened I was so use to get use toit. Just fucking do it!
“I’m really sorry about kicking you out this morning.” I said knowing I could use this to change the subject.  “I can’t tell you how thankful I am that you showed up here the way you did.”
He smiled his sweet grin and chuckled while shaking his head, “I’d be worried if you quit asking me to come back.” I saw his secret light up like a wilted flower refreshed. 
I was tired of dealing on my own life’s situations. Scott my former husband had been my protector, provider and pillar and like a lot of couples, I had gotten use to that, so when I became alone, the XXX of it was more devasting than the infidelity. It’s been ten years and I still reverted back to that thinking.
My close friends would say you have to let them do it for their egos. I had hardened and I lacked the patience, and well, they never stuck around long enough.
Wiley drove me back to my truck at the hardware store. I snuck peeks at his profile as he drove. Sometimes our eyes met. 
“I’ve gotta a couple of shoeings to do afternoon but I’m around if you want to talk later on.”
I nodded my head, “I’ll let you know. You’ve done so much already. If you hadn’t of shown up…”
The dreamy protective safe haven of Wiley’s truck lasted until I got behind the wheel of my truck. There was more that I hadn’t told Wiley. I had seen a secret during my argument with Mr. Proudflesh. 

My stomach ached like I had swallowed a bag of ball bearings. 


Chapter 4 – Mrs. Keelover
It was mid afternoon (describe sunlight and feeling) and slow. My stomach started aching like I had swallowed a bag of ball bearings as I knew I had to get the knife out of the drop box.
I had the knife bundles from the dropbox to sharpen and I planned on closing up shop. Not a single customer stopped. I didn’t have a booming business, but a healthy one. (expand)Even if there wasn’t any sharpening involved, people would stop by and chit-chat as I worked. But that day everyone stayed away like XXXX 
As I worked on the knives, I did my best not to feel self conscious and keep my thoughts focused on my work, not on the knife in the box. But my thoughts wandered.  A stabbing wasn’t good for a knife sharpening business. Anyone who knew me knew I could barely debone a chicken let alone stab someone. 
 Once I focused on the angle of the blade and the soft grind of the millimeter of steel gliding across the grindstone I felt more like myself. What does it sound like? 
Momentarily taking my mind off the little knife in the dropbox.
I suddenly felt exposed and vulnerable. What if whoever stabbed Mr. Proudflesh was out there watching me now. I glanced around the parking lot. It wasn’t full at all. The mid afternoon lull. Leisurely as if I didn’t have a car in the world, I began packing my toolbox, took my banners down and folded up my tables before I pulled my truck up. Moving slow and and naturally like I didn’t have a concern in the world. I pulled my truck at the curb and loaded my gear into the bed as I always did. I over turned the front right wheel tire onto the curb. 
I looked all over the strip mall and parking lot for any one sitting in their car or watching me. Exposed out in the open in front of the hardware store, I was visible to anyone who may be waiting and watching me from the parking lot. 
I began methodically packing my toolbox, took my banners down and folded up my tables before I pulled my truck up. Moving slow and purposefully and naturally as possible. I pulled my truck at the curb and loaded my gear into the bed as I always did.

My mind began racing with all the possibilities.
But what if the police come back? What if they realized they hadn’t looked in the box themselves? No, they can’t do that without a warrant. But what if they have one? 
I reached in the back of the cab for short stack of newspapers I kept there in case I need to wrap some knives. I took out an empty metal toolbox put a section of newspaper in it and carried it over the station counter. Surveying the area for any suspicious onlookers, I opened the toolbox and tuckec the newspaper into my jumpsuit. 
Then walked back to the dropbox, unlocked it and took the newspaper out before reaching down for the knife.  In one movement, I wrapped the newspaper around the knife   and tucked it inside my jumpsuit and snapped the padlock back on the latch. I walked back to the station, closed the toolbox and went inside the truck.  
My heart beating so hard I could feel it knocking against my ribcage. 
In the safety of my truck, I sat there squeezing the steering wheel and taking deep breaths. I made a big effort to lead a quiet. I sat there for a while longer. I touched my chest where the newspaper wrapped knife was hidden. I couldn’t keep it there so I took it out and shoved it under the drivers seat. 
The stress and excitement of retrieving the knife made me forget about the knives I’d sharpened and needed to drop off at their owners. 
And delivering the sharpened knives back to their owners was my favorite part of my business. It was on my way home any way. And I was more than happy to do it that day. I dreaded going home where I knew this whole mess would hit me. The quintessential New England scenery XXX. 
As I pulled into the driveways of my customers, I knew exactly where to place each bundle. Sometimes between the front and screen door, behind a potted plant, on a side table next to  It was as quick process where I put the knife bundles on the porches, steps or inside the doors of my customers homes. Sometimes they’d come out and chat or I’d be offer a cup of coffee or tea. I knew the
This batch of knives were all local Deadbeat residents so it didn’t take long to deliver the six sets. My last delivery was to Mrs. Keelover. She was a special customer because she had almost 3 dozen knives, which she’d have me sharpen four or five each week. Now one at a time. She had her knives sharpened one knife at a time. The knives were unused and razor sharp so she’s have a reason to have them sharpened. Every week and a delivery..
 She was alone in the world except for her daughter who lived out west. I’d take the time to talk to her and catch-up or have an impromptu cup of coffee. She lived alone. Mr. Keelover passed a decade ago and she spent all her time making her beautiful home House Beautiful for the occasional visits from her grown children who had their own lives down in Maryland. I see this a lot in customers. They seek connection and think the only way to get that is to share gossip. That was no secret.  
That afternoon I didn’t feel much like talking so I tip-toed up the wood stairs of the old colonial style house with wrap around porch. and leaned the wrapped knives upright inside the old blue and white Stoneware crock by her front door the way she wanted it. 
I tiptoed back down the steps when I heard the screen door creak open. 
I turned around smiling broadly. “Hi Mrs. Keelover.” 
“Jeri, you weren’t trying to sneak of without saying hello were you?”
“Of course not,” I said getting busted.
“Can’t you stay for a bit?” She slowly opened the screen door and delicately stepped out as she talked. “I made some lemon tarts. On the sweeter side the way you like it.”
	“Not today,” I said dropping off the last part. This was one of those times I despised seeing people’s secrets. Her secret was a loneliness that was tacky with desperation. 
	Her thin gray eyebrows furrowed. “I heard about what happened this morning.”
	I nodded my head not sure how to respond. I didn’t know if she was referring to the news about Mr. Proudflesh’s accident or my arrest. 
	“I can’t believe they pressed charges,” she said standing in the middle of the porch.. I was dismayed at how fast news travelled in Deadbeat. Mrs. KeelMy arrest happened a mere few hours ago. Mrs. Keelover didn’t leave her house for days at a time and she knew that it was the Proudflesh who had pressed charges. 
“No one does,” she added. This made me feel even more dismayed at the wide scope of people who knew now. 
	Taking a couple of steps towards the side table, she retrieved the knife bundle I left there. She held the porch railing with one hand and her knife bundle in the other. 
	Looking up from my vantage point, my elderly friend looked precarious.
I quickly climbed the stairs. “Mrs. K why don’t you put the knife bundle down,” I said taking the knife bundle from her hands.
	“But they’re wrapped, honey.”
	“Well, anything can happen. You could stumble. They could fly out of your hands…” 
“That’s so thoughtful of you.” 
Working with knives, I couldn’t be overly cautious about safety. I had been scratched, gouged, cut from knives not wrapped securely enough. When I use to sharpen knives from home, I’d carry the knives on a metal baking tray with a towel over them, never in my hands.   
	My act of kindness ignited a sense of protectiveness in Mrs. Keelover “That Seth Proudflesh,” she hissed, “The biggest skin flint in Deadbeat makin’ all that money as a slumlord in XXXX. Ain’t no surprise. Heaven knows what his wife has to go through. And his daughter. Lord knows what goes on in that house.”
	Her transformation from sweet old lady to vindictive croon, wasn’t a surprise. Her passionate outbursts weren’t unusual. 
	Her eyes looked around as if evil lurked in her hydrangea bushes.
NEED SOMETHING OUTLANDISH, BIG BIT OF INFORMATION, FORM OF A CLUE FROM MRS. XXXX
Then she was back to sweet old lady, as she grabbed her broom and began sweeping and softly humming to herself. 
“Ok, I’ll be heading out now,” I said cheerfully.
	She sweeped closer to me scooting the little pile of dirt closer to me. Her lips were pursed like she was holding in saying something. 
	“Frankly, between you and me,” she said leaning in as if we were standing with a crwd of people rather than her spacious porch. 
“No one blames you for…getting back at Seth.”
I sucked in my breath. “Do you think I hurt Mr. Proudflesh?” 
“Pshaw! Of course not! I’m not saying you did it. I’m saying I wouldn’t blame anyone who did.”
It was symantics 
“I mean, he’s been pissing people off left and right for years. And, cavorting with lord knows who. Heaven knows why Connie stays with him.” She went on. 
My stomach felt queasy. My divorce and Scott’s affair with my best friend had been a source of gossip for years and I refused to take part in other people’s tragedies.
	“I gotta ---,” I interjected motioning to my truck. My ears did prick at the revelation that Seth was a rolling stone. 
	“Of course,” Mrs. Keelover said leaning against the broom handle. “I’m just blabbing away.”
	“I’d love to stay but I’ve got a couple more drop-offs and Eggbutt is waiting for me.” I said feeling guilty as I walked backwards to the truck. 
	 “Sweet Eggbutt,” Mrs. Keelover said gently, then she gave me a puzzled look. 
“What is it?” I asked. 
“Ah… nothing. I’ll bring my knife by next week.”
	I felt off balance for a second. It happened from time to time. Wasn’t sure if it was part of the brain trauma or a message from my ability. I guess it’s all one in the same. I had felt, seen, whatever it is, got a hit  something when Mrs. Keelover comment on Mr. Proudflesh’s flings. Explain more about what the hit meant.
As the town’s knife sharpener, I heard all the gossip from XXX to XXX. And that’s the way it was for me when I found out Scott was cheating on me, the whole town already knew. Even after fifteen years, it still stung like an old injury. 
	 

Chapter 5 
When I got back to the barn, it was crowded with other riders. I dodged the looks. The way Mary Ann nodded at me, I knew she had heard about the arrest. She would be calling me for a sunset cocktail that evening for sure. 
 	I put on a pair of surgical gloves that I had in my trunk in case I had touch something or add ointment or something on to Eggbutt. I grabbed a plastic bag that was lying on the floor.
	I wasn’t sure what to do but I knew that I didn’t want any of my DNA to get on the knife, so making sure no one was at the barn. Not a soul was around.  
	Describe bird beak knife.
I picked it up with my index finger and thumb as if it were a dead rodent, then dropped it into a sandwich size zip lock bag. I took it up to my apartment then washed my gloved hand with disinfectant just in case anything got on it before peeling it off and throwing it away. 
I peered at it, not really knowing what to do next. At that moment I wished I’d watched forensic detective shows instead of XXX.  I didn’t know anything about evidence. I sat there staring at the knife. I could call Wiley, but that didn’t feel right. He had done so much already. And part of me didn’t want him to know that I knew the knife was in the dropbox all along. He’d ask questions. Questions that would make me look guilty. 
I knew exactly who could help me. Tammy Mazar, my best friend. Well, my best friend after I moved to Deadbeat. She was a mortician at the Ever After funeral Home Explain.  

I was relieved to have dealt with the knife. I so wanted to ignore it, but I had to wrap my head around the Mr. Proudflesh’s secret I was shown. 



	I laid down for a 20-minute power nap before taking Eggbutt for a ride. 
(EGGBUTT) I was never a napper, but I also never had hot flashes and brain fog.Just another part of menopause. I was thankful Eggbutt was in the dirt paddock and not all the way out in pasture. It was a beautiful late afternoon butI didn’t feel like trudging all the way down there. I caught her and tacked her up quickly. This was the best time to take Eggbutt for a ride when the grass was cool and dewy and the flies weren’t out yet. I quickly tacked her up. And took her to the East pasture where the eastern sun was a pale buttery yellow. It was the time of morning when folks were beginning stir. 
I felt this deep love and closeness to Eggbutt. A connection I had with her before the accident, but it became very intense during my brain trauma recovery where I holed up my bedroom. Our room had blackout curtains but I could still see the light coming through and the space around me felt overwhelming. Scott hung blankets across the four poster bed. Not only did light affect me, but sound as well. I kept my hands to my self and dressed in a long sleeve shirt, yoga pants and socks. The added texture of fabric was magnified. I had to unplug an electronic gadget.  All I needed was empty pitch black space. In the dark I visualized Eggbutt. I didn’t tell anyone, not Scott, anyone that all I thought about was my horse. Riding her in the sunset or dawn. The wind, the speed, the massive being carrying me.I could feel her It was the only thing my mind allowed itself to settle upon. She had been my source of freedom. I had nothing to hold on to, except the thought of riding Eggbutt.
Shouldn’t I have been thinking about my husband and son. Preparing dinner, picking up groceries, errands, cleaning the house. 
I asked Scott almost daily how Eggbutt was doing. Scott told me she was fine. I could see her when I was better. I shivered thinking about those dark days.



	All of the riders were busy mom, older horsewomen who congregatedhad gone home to their husbands and kids.  near the round pen so I headed out to the far end where the fields curved to rolling open fields. Eggbutt was in her mid-20s now. We were both mature and been through a lot. A lot people thought I was crazy (one of the many reasons) to get back on a horse after the accident. An accident many thought was Eggbutt’s fault, but Eggbutt wasn’t just any horse and I had gotten hurt in a way that was less cruel than by the hand of humans.
	I wore a locket one side was my sons phot and the other Eggbutt. That’s how much I loved her. 
	After a long walk to the edge of the property, I let her across the field a gradual descent up a hill we rolled down and half way up I let her slow down to a walk to catch her breath. Every ride on Mary Ann’s property was like the first time and the view of the XXXX mountains where pink and yellow began to bleed along the edges of the horizon always took my breath away making me see in perspective how things weren’t as bad as they seemed, but that ride not so. 
	There was still plenty of light. I cantered Eggbutt up and down some more until she was happy just walking. Out in the open alone this was the best time to think about what I had pushed to the back of my mind. 
	The episode came back easily in my mind. 
	If anything I’d go above and beyond to resharpen or follow up and make sure the honing was to their satisfaction. I rarely if ever had during my decade long career as a knife sharpener had an argument with a customer. I had an argument at my station with Seth the day of his stabbing.
	In reflecting back to yesterday morning, I shook my head at myself for succumbing to Mr. Proudflesh’s jabs. Everything leading up to the argument was  Everything was off from the water heater going out so I started the day with a fast cold shower to my smoothie bottle seeping out in my tote bag. 
	And Mr. Proudflesh came up to my station with a XXXX knives wrapped in dishtowel as I was trying to clean the inside of my bag. To me there was nothing worse than sticky. If I were a secret agent and they had to torture me make me give away the secret plans. I wouldn’t give a peep if they pushed bamboo under my fingernails or waterboarded me, but the wallowing in stickiness I would blab. I was already in a bad mood and Mr. Proudflesh looking distastefully at the mess wasn’t a good start to the transaction. 
	I ignored it and smiled, “Good morning.”
	He grunted as the end of his toothpick danced in his mouth like a XXXX and as he pushed his knife bundle towards me. 
	I said trying to keep up the I opened the knife bundle saying cheerily, “What do we have today?”
I unwrapped the knives from the dish towel holding it. I took a look at each blade and found no chips or dings that needed attention. I jotted down the price to sharpen each item on my check-in slip. 
As I set it in front of him, I said, “I’ll drop them to your house later this afternoon if that works.”
	Mr. Proudflesh picked up the slip of paper and looked hard at it, “Are you kidding me?”
	Pricing for a service was one the hardest parts of my work. Most of my customers didn’t complain, but every once in a while there would be the first time customer who didn’t look at my price list before showing up with their knives. Pricing was a nightmare and it hadn’t gotten any easier over the last ten years. Also I’d been sharpening the Proudflesh’s knives since the beginning and not once did he scrutinize the bill. 
Mr. Proudflesh had complained before, usually harrumphing or pfff-ing. I felt my adrenaline spike. That feeling of wanting to explain when someone hits a nerve. 
	My body prickled. “It’s the same price as it’s always been,” I said trying to stay calm
	Hi mouth turned down in a scowl. He shook the invoice at me.  
	“That much for running it across sandpaper. Why any industrial arts student can do this?”
	My cheeks reddened like a sunburn. It took more than running it across the belt grinder. XXXXX There were knife sharpeners who used a jig to hold the blade at the right angle, but solely following that method have it off because you don’t know where it really is will make the blade worse. I sharpened freehand by feel and knew the angles for European knived and Japanese knives and everything in between. Following  the original angle set by the manufacturer. My service was additional for being onsite, dropoff, shop run errands and pick up. Or drop off and home delivery. Where a lot of places you had to drop off and pick up a day or two to up to a week later. 
	A knife maker would know how to sharpen a knife. That’s how I learned, but not many knife makers were interested in sharpening knives for a living. 
	People were giving us the side eye and not wanting to draw more attention. 
“In that case, it sounds like you’ve changed you’re mind.” I started to wrap the knives up in the towel. 
I pushed his bundle back at him across my station table. He owned XXXX and was one of the wealthiest XXX in the state. He dressed in the oldest best work work pants. Decades washed and worn from stand up on their own to the softness of a XXX. His work boots worn too and buffed and creased to perfection. I knew the saying about the rich are rich because they’re cheap.
Mr. Proudflesh moved his tooth pick and gave a crooked satisfied smile.  “I bought this building and Benjamin moved in, gosh thirty some years ago during the Recession.” 
He was talking about Ben Pasquali. I thought he owned the hardware store where I worked. “But Mr. Pasqueli owns the hardware store.”
“People get confused about that sort of thing. I own all the property for this here strip. I don’t bud in on how they conduct their business, but are you refusing me service?”
His toothpick stopped dancing. Mr. Proudflesh was more than two feet away across the table, but it suddenly felt like he was inches from my face when he said, “I know you rang your bell pretty hard when your horse threw you.”
I was one second from blowing my top off at that remark. That’s when it happened. When my head felt pressure like dropping down suddenly in an elevator or in an airplane as it turns. 
	It always happened like this. An image would fill my vision. This time it was a pair of hands, long fingers wrapped around someone’s neck. The view was as if I were standing at her head looking down. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. No, it was a woman’s neck. Her chin was pointed like a mountain top and her upside down mouth was a distorted hole reminding me of when I was kid and my friend and I would draw eyes on our chin above our mouth and talk. The vision wouldn’t show me the face just a close-up of the hands. My hands began to clench as if they were squeezing the same exquisite neck down to the bone. 
This all happens in a matter of seconds. When it stopped, I held the edge of the table to steady myself.  Mr. Proudflesh was still talking and didn’t notice the dazed expression on my face
The secrets. I hadn’t been hit this hard by one in a very long time. When was the last one, a year and a half, two years ago? I remembered it was when XXXX.  They rarely happened, but the spell, the transference of information was more chaotic, intense, and energy zapping the older I got.  
It took a couple of seconds before I fully understood what he was babbling about. Then the weight of what he was saying and what his secret hit me. Her mouth slightly open. Head back filling my head.
But he didn’t notice anything was wrong with me. He more like my complacent attitude. He pushed the knife bundle back to me. “Let’s call it even from now on. This is like rent payment for using this spot. Benny let’s you set up here free. Isn’t that right?’
I nodded without looking at him as nausea came over me. Who was he choking? Did he kill someone? Did he want to choke someone.
 “Um hmm. That’s what I thought.”
Taking a deep breath, he pushing the knife bundle back across the table to me, “Don’t want to have to explain why the knives didn’t get sharpened to the missus.” 
At this point I didn’t care. I just wanted him gone. 
“Whatever,” I mumbled saying what my son use to say to me when he was middle school. I knew it was an annoying remark. I took the knives and turned my back to him and when through the motions of busily setting to work. I knew it was rude but we had gone way past that point. There was nothing I could say to salvage this situation. I was a house fly in his sphere and he could decide to get me kicked out of this spot for the fun of it.
I could sense Mr. Proudflesh walking away. My hands begin to shake. A thought came to me. The most dangerous time to use a kitchen knife is immediately after it’s been sharpened. The muscle memory in the hand and arm recalls the times it was used when the knife was dull. More pressure and exertion is applied and you can’t stop a blade slicing too fast. If the blade is truly razor sharp, you could easily slice off your own finger with same amount of pressure used when the blade was dull. 
	I’m not proud that I had this in mind as I begin giving special attention to the Proudflesh knives to extra sharpness to the very knives that may have put Mr. Proudflesh in the hospital. 

Chapter 6 
Back in the East pasture, I felt Eggbut beneath me.  
	“I don’t know what to do,” I said to her with a sigh. 
After we walked the length of about an acre, that was when Eggbeat would offer a canter. I was fine with it. We cantered off and on until Eggbutt had a light sweat and her veins bulged out. That was enough for it was going to be a hot day. 
And as usual my ride worked its magic.
	When we were finished with our ride, the sky was smudged with blue, yellow, pink and purple reminding me of the colors a bruise goes through. I could tell she was done with the ride xxxx. Eggbutt was let loose in the pasture to join her friends and eat her dinner in the fading evening sky. I stood there with the halter hanging off my fingers for a few minutes long after Eggbutt had galloped down the sloped hill merging with the last of the evening’s sun and for a moment she seemed to disappear into the light. 
and she was a night owl, so starting work right about now. It was close to evening the time when I would be winding down. 
	Breathing in the cool evening air XXX with dew, grass and XXXX, I held on to this rare feeling of bliss, freedom and carefreeness,I leaned against the fence post and had a good little cry as everything that happened that day hit me all at once.  
	Spent, I sniffed and wiped my tears as I walked slowly back up to the barn thankful that Wiley stepped just in time to prevent me from being in jail at that moment.  
 	This was one of those rare times when I wish I had someone. Someone to be next to my side when I had to deal with situations No one was going to help me, rescue me. I was my own rescuer. Something 
	
The worse part of menopause was losing the high energy I once had. I could still do the things I enjoyed, but I’d get tuckered out. With the pressure of finding Mr. Proudflesh’s stabber before his health worsened and clearing my name, as much as I would have loved to have settled in for the evening, this was not the time for rest. I never had caffeine after three o’clock, but I had to pull out all the stops. I heated up the leftover morning coffee in the microwave. Add a splash of whole milk and big drizzle of maple syrup and I was good to go see my Tammy, the mortician at the Happy Here After Funeral Home. 

The caffeine and sugar kicked in on my way to Happy Here After Funeral Home. Deadbeat housed all the funeral homes in the county. It was one of five funeral homes. I had never thought about it before but there wasn’t one house of organized religion in Deadbeat. They were all in Grandville. 
	I pulled into the empty funeral home parking lot which could hold about thirty cars. The only time a funeral home parking lot is full is when there’s a funeral so parking was easy. Tammy’s metallic blue 70s Cadillac sedan almost matched length of the shiny black hearse parked next to it. It looked like the entryway into a nice house.
	I looked around the parking lot before getting out. It was early evening and everyone was in their homes. Not a car on the street.  I hitched the bag containing the knife securely over my shoulder. 
	There was a back entrance and I pushed the doorbell. No one answered so I pushed the door bell again. I had texted Tammy before I left my apartment. 
“Coming!” I heard Tammy yell.  The varnished oak door opened. Wearing a flowery print long sleeved blouse with lace collar and coral culottes except for the rubber apron and rubber boots she looked like an English gardener rather than a mortician.  
	“Sorry, I can’t hear a damn thing from downstairs,” she said breathlessly pushing her red reading glasses on loose bun. 
	“Come in,” Tammy said out of breath waving her hand inward. 
A strong cloying floral smell mixed with a detergent soap and a chemical scent filled my nostrils when I stepped through the doorway. A plug-in fragrance barely masked the smell of the antiseptics and any other unwanted odors. Tammy stepped carefully down the stairs, angling her body sideways so she could see the step she was taking, down to the basement prep room where she did her work. 
	The embalming room had a metal table with collecting tray for cleaning the body. I had been down there several times before, didn’t know if it was the cloying smell, the overall homey décor but with the coffins, etc. I didn’t worry at all about being overheard. 
The basement was spacious and brightly lit and very clean. 
Tammy led me to the employee kitchen, a small room which had a mini fridge, kitchen sink and counter, microwave and an old Mr. Coffee machine. Drip coffee was still the best. The door had a full length glass looking into the examination room across the hall. I remember when Tammy had campaigned to get the glass door to get more light in there. 
The whole time, she had been talking about XXXX. Reaching into the refrigerator for two Corona Lights. After taking a big swig from the beer bottle, Tammy mouthed a belch., “Ok, so what happened yesterday.” 
	This is what I loved about Tammy, she was as blunt as XXXX.  She flunked out of forensic science school 30 years ago. She hated the structure and XXXX of academia and she missed being away from home, so she started working at her father’s funeral home and 30 years later, Tammy is the best mortician in Deadbeat. Her specialty was repairing the face of deceased with injuries or disfigurement. Tammy has been sent out to Boston, Portland and XXX and once or twice to New York City to fix up a face so badly disfigured they were rendered unrecognizable. 
Tammy has taken on different looks over the years like XXXXX and XXXX. The current look she was sporting was traditional English woman who wore floral prints and bright colorful eyeglasses. Big hair. You’d think she was an English housewife instead of a mortician. I met her when XXXX
	Yesterday’s arrest felt like months ago.
	 
I sat as quickly as I could on what happened that morning which felt like weeks ago.  
	“There’s more,” I said when I filled her in on my experience. 
	“Oh?” she said looking at me suspiciously. Her eyes big behind the XXX glasses.
	I dug intp my bag. “I need your professional expertise on something,” I said carefully putting the plastic bag enclosed knife on the table. 
	“I’ll fill you in on everything, but first, will you to take a look at this,” I pleaded holding up the bag so Tammy could see the small knife. 
	Tammy didn’t say anything so I put it on the laminated table and took a swig from the beer bottle. Tammy looked at me then the knife and back to me. 
	“What in the hell is this?” she asked in her deeper normal voice. There was nothing sunny, cheery or bright about her demeanor now. 
“Someone put this in my dropbox. No label or wrapping. Just sitting at the bottom of the box. I have a feeling it has something to do with Mr. Proudflesh’s stabbing.”  
	“Jeri,” Tammy groaned breaking from her stern grade school teacher’s demeanor.
“You know, this is going to make me an accessory to a crime.”
	I blinked. “Oh, shit of course,” I said seriously looking her straight in the eyes.” I hadn’t thought of that.”
She peered at me over her reading glasses. “Of course, you hadn’t. It’s everyday that you get accused of stabbing someone.,” Tammy signed deeply. “I didn’t mean it that way Well, it’s too late anyway, I’ve already seen the evidence. Let’s do this in the other room,” she said briskly rising from the table. 
The “other room” was the prep room across the hallway where the body of an elderly woman lie on the metal table. There was a body of an elderly lady on the metal table. She lay there as if waiting to receive a facial. 
Don’t mind her,” Tammy said nodding to the cadaver on the table. 
She had been embalmed and Tammy was finishing apply facial work (such as…) Her silver hair was brushed and elegantly framing her face. She was having the finishing touches. She lie there as if waiting to receive a facial. We passed the examination room that had a glass wall. I couldn’t help but glance over at the metal table on the other side of the glass. 
She switched on a table light and snapped on pair of latex gloves over her tropical blue painted short nails. 
We both stared at the knife the incandescent light casting it in an eye aching white. 
Move that one section here.
	Carefully she removed the knife, handle first from the bag. She dipped a cotton swab into a clear solution and rubbed it along the blade and looked at it under a blue light. Then she opened a packet and rubbed that along the handle and blade. Finally she examined the knife under the medical magnifying lamp. 
	Starting at the handle up and around the heel of the blade. She stopped when she looked beneath the hilt. 
	“Hello there,” Tammy said softly then turning the glass of the lamp over, so I could see. 
	“What is it?” I asked stepping to the lamp.  
	Without the magnifying lamp a faint line of dark brown along the corner of the inside hilt facing the blade (?) 
	“Whoever dropped this off, thought they had cleaned it well. They missed a spot. Let’s find out what you are,” Tammy said to the knife. 
	She took out a plastic case with drop bottles  (Phenolphthalein test kit) in it. She did this that and the other thing. 
	“It’s AB Negative,” Tammy concluded. 
	 “I don’t even know my blood type, how in the world can I find out everyone in Deadbeat who has that blood type?,” I said. 
	“It’s not a common type.”
	“Jeri, you really don’t know your blood type?” Tammy asked. 
I shrugged my shoulders sheepishly. 
“PSA. You should find out, just in case.”
	“Breaking into Fort Knox would be easier that getting access to someone’s medial information.”
	I was back to where I’d started. That made sense I wouldn’t want people knowing my medical information.
	Tammy’s eye’s softened. “You were released from the charges. Drop it off anonymously at the police station. Let the police do their job.“ 
	“Are you kidding me and have cops like Squeak and Joey in charge of this case. It’ll be high school all over again,” I said sarcastically.
	“They released me on a technicality. They had no evidence. Whoever did this was counting on the police finding the knife on me.”
	“But they didn’t find it though. They’ll have access to track the DNA to the right person.” 
	“This could be Seth’s blood type which would make things worse when they start asking why I had this in my possession. I want to find out who’s blood type this is first.”
“And, then what? Do you plan on confronting the person? Sounds pretty dangerous to me. To be honest, you don’t know anything about XXX. You don’t read mysteries or watch any forsencis shows. You complain it makes you anxious and nauseous.”
I paused at this brutally honest assessment. “Fair enough. I hadn’t thought that fair ahead. I don’t trust putting this in someone else’s hands, is all.”
	 “Someone is trying to frame me. I don’t know anything about sleuthing. I need to clear my name. Most of the town thinks I did it. “
Tammy pishawed at this and waved me away at this. “They do not.”
 “Ha! Mrs. Keelover actually said, she didn’t blame me for doing it, no one does.” 
	“People will forget this by next week.”
	“Right, a knife sharpener is accused of an unsolved stabbing and people are going to bring their knives for sharpening?” I said XXXX. 
“Mr. Proudflesh is in ICU. Tammy, if he dies…” My voice quivered. I couldn’t say the unspeakable. 
	Tammy’s eyes widened then softened and she reached out and put her hand on my arm. “Ok, I get it. Your right, someone is out there and wants you to take the blame.” 
	“Can I do anything else to help?” Tammy put the knife back in the plastic bag before peeling off the latex gloves.
	“This is more than enough.”
	I put the bagged knife back in my satchel.
	“Well, you know where you can find me if you need anything else,” Tammy said taking a deep breath. “So, what’s next?”
	“I’m going to pay a visit to Mrs. Proudflesh.”
	Tammy covered her face with her hands and shook her head to show frustration at this idea.
	“Jeri, maybe that’s not such a great idea. She may be the one trying to frame you.”
	“Mrs. Keelover mentioned that Mr. Proudflesh sleeps around. Did you know this?”
“I think everyone knows that.”
“Well, I didn’t. And I don’t care to know, but that would make her a suspect.”
“And again, everyone in town has a beef against him. Is everyone in town a suspect?”
“I have to start somewhere,” I said firmly.
	“Do you want me to come with?”
	I felt a surge of gratefulness for having Tammy in my life. “God, I would love that. But I don’t want Mrs. Proudflesh to feel threatened. I have to go alone.”


Chapter 8
	Driving home, my body felt heavy and achy. The grandiose things I had said to Tammy about finding the perpetrator felt bravodo/boisterous and rash. My brain and body had been operating full tilt, something it wasn’t accustomed to.  and now the warning light was saying it was running on reserve. How can I solve a mystery if I was use to being in bed by eight. I yearned for the energy of my youth when I use to take care of a household, my son, the household and still get in a ride on Eggbutt , a swim at lunch and yoga class in the morning or a 20 mile bike ride. 
I could barely keep my eyes open and I couldn’t think anymore. I was so tired. Barely able to keep my eyes open, I climbed up the stairs to the apartment, my bag holding the knife tucked securely under my arm. Moonlight was streaming in through the window and I didn’t bother turning on the light or brushing my teeth. I went to the sink and downed a glass of water and two Advil. Sensing a headache coming on.  
“The police don’t know that if they find it in my possession, which is what someone wanted to happen. They could get an anonymous tip and rearrest me. Or come after me and try and get it back.”
	I put my bag in the closet under a big pile of XXXXX. If anyone decided to come looking for the knife the closet was a XXXX of stuff. They could go have it for all I cared. 
	I pulled off my bra under my tank top and crawled into bed lying fetal position with my blankets pulled close under my chin. 

I slept through the night, but didn’t feel at all rested. I woke up in the same position that I fell asleep in. 
I rolled over to my side willing myself to get up and get going. I lie there feeling there was something I was forgetting. This was happening the few seconds as I emerge from sleep to wakefulness. Something big but it slipped my mind.
	I couldn’t put my finger on what I was forgetting. I work up like this often feeling uncertain, kind shakin’ but it fades as I grow more awake.  
I reached my arms over my head and stretched the length of my body, my stiff joints popped and cracked like breaking peanut brittle, another wonderful aspect of middle age as the collagen in my joints have decreased. I remember springing out of bed.  Now I had to push my joints awake the ache of stretching my joints reminding me of aging.
I rolled on my back and draped my forearm across my eyes. I felt a sprinkling of pain behind my eyes. Oh no, it was like rumbling thunder announcing an approaching storm in my case, a headache. This was the last thing I needed with my own investigation going on. Typical.  I should not of had the beer last night with Tammy. Alcohol, even a watered down beer, could trigger a headache. Add the stress of going to talk to Mrs. Proudflesh.
	Headaches plagued me when the secrets first started.  One after another like waves pounding the shore during a storm. The first year was complete torture. I had no one to help me with the pain. The doctors said it would go away with time.  I couldn’t tell them there were visions of (decribe secrets) or they would put in a mental hospital. 
I did get use to it. I had to or kill myself, which I considered. I had to adapt to this curse. I had to relearn how to think when my mind was barraged with random, trivial secrets (like?), scary secrets, dangerous secrets, innocent secrets. 
Ignoring the niggly trivial secrets like XXXX helped. The big sticky secrets were the most challenging and hardest to overcome.  Im \agine someone bugging you leaving you messages constantly, except it wasn’t one person, but a dozen or more and it’s happening in your head. 
After a time, when the secrets coming and going became a natural part of my life. When I had gained control over it. I wasn’t able to stop them, but letting it pass by like a piece of paper caught in the wind, this ability helped me financially during a time when I had little.
When menopause started, I not only lost my period, but the secrets for a short time. I naively believed for good. I tested it occasionally by honing in on someone. I’d hear a faint murmur, but I was barely audible. But I was fine if I never experienced another secret. Good bye and good riddance. I could feel each one nibbling away at my brain. Taking a tiny piece of it away. The headaches indicated this. This wasn’t a medical thing. No one really knew about my ability. They knew something was wrong with me, but not that I could see secrets, ones inner most desires, XXX, XXXIt could get worse that a headache which is part of the reason I stopped the secrets from coming, but Mr. Proudflesh’s secret arrived unexpectedly.  
	I stood up out of the bed, did my best to ignore the jabs of pain in my head like stabs from little appetizer skewers. I got out of bed and reached for my preventative remedy: ibuprofen chased with a mini can of Coca Cola, then waited in bed for twenty minutes, the allotted time until the pills kicked in. 
	It wasn’t all about the headache. It was Life. I breathed deeply and tried to clear my mind. I must have dozed off for a bit and woke when I thought I heard Eggbutt neighing. I felt better already. I drank two glasses of water to seal the deal. 
	The first light of the morning was smearing at the edge of the sky and I could tell by the heaviness of the air that it was going to be a hot one. 
The idea of talking to Mrs. Proudfresh felt like the right thing to do. 
I began preparing to go in for knife sharpening. I felt confident that my customers would stand by me and support my business during this time. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I tried to stop projecting the outcome. Showing up for work was the only way of finding out. 

	No one stopped by my knife sharpening stand that day. There were two  knife bundles from two new customers and a knife from Mrs.Keelover. Mrs. Keelover came every Tuesday on the nose. She always came in person even if I dropped a sharpened knife off the day before. The task gave her something to do, she. So I was surprised to see her knives in the drop box. She said she didn’t trust the dropbox!
I took my time sharpening the knives I did have, but it didn’t take long before I was finished and left with nothing to do but think. My mind wondered to dangerous territory. What were people thinking. Did they think I was guilty or dangerous or untrustworthy now. 
Business hadn’t been this slow since I started knife sharpening years ago. What I enjoyed most about work was the face-to-face encounters with my customers. My customers came by during their coffee break or lunch break. And often stopping by to chitchat. 
	 
	If customers are scared away too long, I’d be out of business by the end of the month and then what would what kind of work could a middle-aged woman with severe head trauma do? At any other time in my life, I would have gotten an office job, or gone back to school, but my headaches and inability to sit still or focus kept me from going back to school I’d have to move. The thought of an upheaval put me on the edge of panic. 
	I needed to remain calm. Be the driver of my life, I told myself slowing my breathing. Times like this I’d usually withdrawl. Hide in my apartment. The thought of visiting Mrs. Proudflesh now felt daunting and frankly, ridiculous. My stomach fluttered with butterflies at the thought. 
	Get a grip, I scolded myself. You’ve been through bad situations before. Gather the strength. 
	I took one more deep strengthening breath. Time was important. I had to use every precious second to find out who wanted to frame me and save my reputation and livelihood in Deadbeat. 
	I took down my station slowly and thoughtfully. I decided not to wait any longer to talk to Mrs. Proudflesh. I was going to stop by the Proudflesh home after I delivered the knife bundles. 
	The moment I rang the doorbell I realized I didn’t have a plan.  No one answered so I was just about to high-tail it back to my truck, the heavy varnished front door swung open. It wasn’t Mrs. Proudflesh, but their adult daughter Pelham. 
	“What’d you want?” Pelham demanded while menacingly looking me up and down. Pelham had one of those mouths that naturally turned downward at the corners, but they turned down even more when she saw me.
	“Ah, hi Pelham,” I stammered. “Is your mother home?”
	She filled the doorway. I felt like a little kid again. Pelham was the same age as me and a former professional triathlete. We were once best friends. We also had misunderstanding back in high school that never got resolved. High school grudges last forever in a small town like Deadbeat.
I had expected mild-mannered Mrs. Proudflesh to answer the door, not their roughneck only child daughter. DECIDE HOW OLD THE PROUDFLESH FAMILY MEMBERS ARE.
	“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here,” Pelham hissed through gritted teeth turning her head menacingly and taking a step forward. 
	“Wha--,” I said backing up. 
“I’m – I’m here to talk to your mom. I’m not here to cause any trouble,” I said my voice high pitched and shrill. 
“You should be locked up in jail. But your lover loser boy got you out!” Pelham mocked as she started closing the door. 
“He’s not my boyfriend,” was all I could come up with.
(Pelham says something referring to the high school incident. What is the incident)
“Pel?" A woman’s voice called out from the other room. 
“Pel, who’s at the door?” It was Mrs. Proudflesh.  She pushed away her daughter’s hulking XXX in the the doorway. “Jeri! Oh my goodness! Come in, come in!”
“Mom, no,” Pelham protested glaring at me so hard her gaze poked like pin pricks.
 “Pelly, what is wrong with you?” Mrs. Proudflesh’s hulking figure, an older version of Pelham said wedging herself past Pelham’s big shoulder. “Scoot, scoot,” she said shooing Pelham with her hands. Mrs. Proudflesh shook her head.
I involuntarily ducked as I passed Pelham afraid she was going to smack me.
“Mrs. Proudflesh, I’m sorry to bother you, but could I have a quick word with you?”
“Please call me Courtney.”
Pelham’s reaction to my arrival, I could understand (why), but Mrs. Proudflesh’s friendly welcome is what really threw me off. I expected to be escorted out, not linking arms with her. 
I looked back at Pelham who flipped me the bird as Mrs. Proudflesh steered me into the kitchen, uncertain as to if this was a good or bad thing.

Chapter 9 
(Perhaps build suspense by NOT GETTING THE BAND AID OUT OF THE TRASH UNTIL THE END OF THE CHAPTER before JERI GETS KICKED OUT. )

	“I was making myself a cup of tea,” Mrs. Proudflesh said taking the hot kettle off the stove and began pouring the hot water into a tea pot. I was seated at the table. I looked around and remembered this was where they had found Mr. Proudflesh. (describe what the kitchen area looked like) 
	The silence as she made tea pressed down on me. There I was dropping in and now sitting with out saying a word.
I cleared my throat before mentioning the first thing that came to mind. “How is Mr. Proudflesh?” 
	I winced inwardly. That was a stupid question to ask. 
“He’s lost a lot of blood and still very weak, but…alive.”
	“Oh,” I said sitting up. All I could think about in my head was please stay alive. Please don’t die. 
	Mrs. Proudflesh arranged the tea things on the table. 

	“Before we start I just want to say I’m so sorry. I ---"
	“Before you say anything Jeri, dear. I want you to know I’m absolutely mortified by the arrest. Pelly had heard about the argument you and Seth earlier in the day. I didn’t know about it until after the…accident,” Mrs. Proudflesh said casually. 
“I should have brought the knives to you myself instead of asking him. He has such a temper,” she added regretfully. 
Suddenly deep in thought, Mrs. Proudflesh slowly set the kettle back on the burner. Carrying the tea pot to the table, she added, “Pelly insisted we press charges right away.”
“What I wanted to say is that I’m so sorry about what has happened to Mr. Proudflesh. But believe me when I tell you, I would never consider hurting let alone stab anyone or Mr. Proudflesh over an argument about pricing. I hope you believe that. And frankly, I don’t understand why you had me arrested.”
There I said it and it felt so good to have that off my chest. There was not a sound except the clink of the teacups and splash of the hot tea being poured.
I was dying to ask why she was telling me all this, but I didn’t want to stop the flow of information.
The immediate explanation behind my attempted arrest was the last thing I had expected to hear. Should I trust her transparency? The first glimmer of hope since this whole nightmare started. It ignited a hope that clearing my name would happen faster than I thought. I didn’t know that much about Mrs. Proudflesh except she was Mr. Proudflesh’s wife and mother to the women who has hated me since high school. (more specifics that Jeri knew about her)
	I had to see where she was going with this. If she was this transparent, then I would be too. 
She looked up at me while stirring her tea with slow circles. 
Mrs. Proudflesh sat poised with her hand folded over the other fiddling the other hand. I thought it was a ring, then I gazed down at her hands while she was looking out the window. At the base of her right index finger where it creased was covered with a bandaid. One of those stretchy flesh colored ones that matches the skin tone so closely 
Mrs. Proudflesh caught me looking at her. I would trigger her suspicion if I looked away, so I gave a sympathetic smile not wavering my gaze. I didn’t want to give away any sign that I noticed the bandaid on her hand. It was a fresh cut. everywhere. No matter how much I pressed the cut with a paper towel, it easily opens. 
One of the sharpest parts of knife after sharpening is the edge where the blade meets the handle. I nicked myself often on the corner of the hilt or simply being careless. Oftentimes, the cut or nick was so clean I didn’t notice it until I had bled allover. Anytime I had a fresh cut on my hand I had to put a bandaid on it because it opened easily and bled on everything. As someone who gets nicks and little cuts from handling knives, I go through a lot of bandaids.
 They get wet and dirty easily and annoying requiring several changes during the day as it gets dirty. And this one appeared to be at the dirty worn stage. Like she had worn it all day and washing dishes and doing things with it on had made it dirty soggy. 
I chose my words carefully. “So, are you saying Pelham wrongly accused me of stabbing your husband?” I didn’t know where that came from. 
A stiff smile spread across her lips. The kind of stiff smile countless times in my other life, the wife of the rich guy. A sort of polite curt smile with half closed eyes. I’d seen it so many times before when I use to hang with the hoite toite ladies of Grandville. 
	“Not necessarily,” she answered curtly setting her spoon on her tea saucer without making a sound.
Abruptly, she got up walked into the kitchen pulling at the bandaid then throwing it away in the trash drawer. A quick down ward glance when I took a sip of tea revealed white wrinked skin where the bandaid had been. 
I had to get that used band-aid out of the trash to find the blood type from it. It was impulsive, but I had a strong gut feeling to do this. 
As I reached for an almond cookie my hand tipped my full teacup causing the milky sweet liquid to slosh on to the table. I hadn’t planned on doing that. 
“Oh no,” I said quickly soaking it up with my napkin and Mrs. Proudflesh offered hers. 
“I’m so sorry. I can be such a klutz. x
I went to the sink and tore off some paper towels and patted the wet table cloth. 
“Where’s your trash?” I asked holding up the soggy papertowels. I knew exactly where the trash draw was. 
	“The drawer by the dishwasher, dear.” Mrs. Proudflesh offered. 
“Great. Sorry about that,” I said heading into the kitchen. “I’m such a klutz. I’ll heat up some more water since I’m here.” 
	I pulled open the trash drawer and dropped the wet napkins into the trash container. I picked up the used bandaid with a clean papertowel then stuffing it into the front pocket of my jumpsuit. I felt elated when I saw the darkbrown blood stain holding it in the center of my hand. I stooped down and closed the drawer as if everything was normal. Mrs. Proudflesh was looking off out the window when and I swooped down and picked up the bandaid out of the trash bin then stuffing it into the front pocket of my jumpsuit
	After pouring more hot water in the teapot, I sat back down at the table with a sense of relief. 
I had something now and a surge of confidence to cross unmarked boundaries. 
	“Well back to my arrest. You and Pelham have your reasons to do what you did. But the arrest has ruined my reputation as a knife sharpener.”
	Eyes widened in surprise, she responded, “But you weren’t arrested. Mr. Garcia came to your rescue, did he not? I don’t understand what the problem is.”
	I felt a twinge of anger suspecting she was leading me along. “Yes, but if he hadn’t intervened, I’d still be sitting in jail right now.”
	She gave me a blank look, which I couldn’t tell was real or not. Was she playing naive?
I decided to take a different tactic.
“Mrs. Prou--, I mean Courtney, I’m confused. Are you telling me this was all Pelham’s idea and that you believe I didn’t stab your husband?”
She shook her head so her hanging earrings shook. “There’s no stopping Pelly when she makes her mind up about something. You know how she gets.” She shook her head like she was talking about a misbehaving toddler. And she knew our past history. 
Question still unanswered.
“Do you believe I stabbed Mr. Proudflesh?” I asked directly. 
Mrs. Proudflesh sighed deeply. “What is it that you want Jerilynn?”
“Your help. I did not hurt Mr. Proudflesh. Yes, we had words yesterday. It was over my pricing for heaven’s sake and certainly not a reason to st-- stab someone. You must understand I didn’t do it and who ever did is out there.  I need you to clear my name or I won’t have a business anymore.” Yes, your husband and I had an argument. He was not wanting to pay for the knife sharpening and held my space at the hardware store as blackmail. Definitely nothing worth stabbing a customer.” I sounded ludicrous saying this. 
I was pleading with my heart, but also cautious as xXXX. I had an alibi. She didn’t know this as far as I knew .A part of me wanted to confide in her, but that used band-aid in the trash was nagging at me.  She couldn’t be trusted until I found out the blood type.
Then, I began she kept fussing the scarf at her neck. Mrs. Proudflesh had a nervousness about her although she spoke calm and collected. Maybe she was just a picker. The bandaid the scarf. 
Normally, I would not have anything about it but with the secret sensing came hints. Physical hints and I was feeling a tingling surrounding this scarf tied around her neck. 
No! A thought came to me.  Did Mr. Proudflesh try to strangle her? Is that the vision I had seen. Was there a mark hidden under her scarf. 
“Clear your name in what way?” Mrs. Proudflesh’s questions abruptly broke my thoughts. 
I looked at her in astonishment. “In your false stabbing accusation.” We were obviously on different page. 
Mrs. Proudflesh said in a pained voice, “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
“But I didn’t do it. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you.” My voice was getting high pitched in that whiny desperate tone.
“With all due respect, I don’t know that for sure. It’s best to leave clearing your name to the authorities, my dear.” She said taking a sip of tea.
“But— if you can’t help me, why are you sitting here having tea with me?”
	She chuckled ruefully, “Aren’t you the one who showed up at my doorstep? I apologized for the humiliation and abruptness of it. But arrest is always a messy thing.” She said rubbing her fingers together as if they were sticky 
I’m offering a humble acknowledgement of that hardship. It’s really sad how humility and decorum is gone. Did you expect me to yell and scream at you? You obviously have something you wantde to ask. You’ve asked. But, I can’t help you.”
	Defeated and deflated, I sat there speechless. 
“Jeri, you’re a hard worker. And woman to woman, You’ve so admirable to have risen above your tough times. You’ll make it through this just fine.” She said patting my hand, the one that pulled the bandaid out of the trash bin. 
I resented her mentioning my tough times as if that was something she understood. She was talking about the infidelity and divorce. I was taken aback by her comment.  The old memory stung. 
	This made me think about what Mrs. Keelover said about Mr. Proudflesh sleeping all over town, but what did that have to do with the choking secret that I had seen. Did he secretly want to kill his own wife? Or kill a mistress that was talking to much? That was the thing with the secrets, it didn’t distinguish from a true act done or a strong thought from the subconscious. 
Then she touched her neck scarf again. Or maybe she did know. Mrs. Proudflesh’s husband cheated on his wife. Mrs. Keelover said everyone knew. Just like everyone knew my husband had been cheating on me, but did Mrs. Proudflesh know this. I had sensed no secrets only a unpenetrable soft golden glow of devotion and loyalty to her family. Like a fortress protecting the secrets held inside. Over the years I had felt this from people with a strong faith.
Resentment, anger, frustration, something came over at that moment and before I could stop myself, I blurted out, ““Mrs. Proudflesh, I may be overstepping, but did Mr. Proudflesh try to hurt you?”


	She pulled her hand off mine like it was poisonous (diff word). 
“You’re overstepping now.”
Pelham came in like a storm cloud. “What’s going on. Mom? Is everything ok?” Pelham poked her big head in the doorway. She had been listening the entire time. 
	“Absolutely nothing darling,” Mrs. Proudflesh said evenly as if to humor a child. 
	I felt Pelham’s secret then. Like an unmistakeable smell of vomit or something rotting, her hatred for her father. The smell was laced with the desire of wanting him dead. 
	“Jeri was about to leave,” Mrs. Proudflesh announced looking straight at me. The friendly kindness gone. Exhaustion creeping in. 
	“You heard her,” Pelham said pointing her thumb to the front of the house. 
	Pelly’s imposing figure behind her hustled me along. I clenched my fist where the band-aid was in my pocket.
 	Well, that sure as hell didn’t go very well.
	Whatever chance I had to convince Mrs. Proudflesh to clear my name was gone. Had I really expected to Mrs. Proudflesh to help clear my name? Except for her powerful love for her husband, but no other secret rised from Mrs. Proudflesh. Why that would appear as a secret made me wonder. 
Although it was clear that Pelham had more reason to hurt her father there was something about Mrs. Proudflesh’s demeanor that felt wrong. she was so forthright and open with me and for someone who loved her husband so much she wasn’t at all worried, eager or vengeful or any hurry to find out who did it. It didn’t make sense.  
The biggest surprise was seeing Pelham’s secret. The hate and loathing she felt about her father. Pelham’s secrets came across as strongly as a strong wind banging a door open. It didn’t help at all that Pelham was still harboring anger towards me after 30 years since we were in high school. 
The payoff to the visit was the band-aid in my pocket.
	I put the Mrs. P’s bandaid in a plastic sandwich bag and tucked it in my bag. I felt a glow of hope that this would bring me one step closer to narrowing down the assailants blood type.
	I drove down the road way from the Proudflesh house and pulled over to the side. I couldn’t wait to have Tammy test this bandaid. It was late afternoon and the sky was beginning to cool down it’s intense colors. 
	“What’s up?” she answered. 
	“I got something I need a blood type on. Can I swing by?”
	I could hear people talking in the back ground. “I’m not at the funeral home. I’m turning a shift at the Honey Jug. How about first thing tomorrow?” 
	Tammy took all kinds of odd jobs. Pet sitting, bartending, barista you name it.
	Shit! I mouthed. “Okay, first thing tomorrow.” 
	I did a mental rundown of my schedule tomorrow before remembering I had no customers so there was no schedule.
	“Hey, you still there?” Tammy asked.
	I took a deep breath. My visit to the Proudflesh’s was still with me. I gave myself a mental shake.
	“Yeah, sorry.”
“Why don’t you stop by the Jug. We can have a drink at the end of my shift and you can tell me all about your visit.”
I should keep a low profile with everything that’s going on, I thought to myself. Then a surge of energy ran through my body. The kind that awaken when I’ve had a frustrating, unsatisfying day. The part of myself that believes it deserves to have fun and stir things up when things are shitty. 
The last thing I wanted was to go home and be alone. And I hadn’t eaten since breakfast except for a bag of Cheetosand a warm mini coke in the car. I’ll just head over to Honey Jug for a  XXXX and a beer then call it a night.
“Sure, yeah, I’ll stop by for a bit.” I said. 
“Uh oh, got the crew of the Granger coming in. See you in a bit.”
I hung up the call.
	This is how it always started. 


Chapter 10
	The Honey Jug was the kind of working class eating and drinking joint that was busy every night. describe nore . The Honey Jug was a place for the locals, no matter what they did for a living to come by for a drink. The food was good and the drinks basic. No frilly trendy drinks. Fancy construction workers having a drink after work, office people who worked at the people who don’t want to cook at home or don’t want to go home to an empty place like Jeri or don’t want to go home to avoid their partner. 
I was hungry and the Honey Jug had the best pulled pork sandwich around but there was a part of me that knew Wiley show up and it would be nice to run into him.  TELL HOW YOU LEARNED THAT HE WAS INTO JERI.  
The bar was teeming with folks waiting to get drinks. I caught Tammy’s eye and she came straight to me with a pint of beer. 
“Thanks!” I yelled over the crowd. 
Baskets of onion rings, hamburgers and fries, chicken wings, and loaded potato skins were streaming out of the kitchen making my stomach growl. 
“Will you put in my usual?” I yelled taking a long drink. The cold beer went down cold and quenching.
Tammy gave me thumbs up.
The beer and energy of the bar took away some of the sting out of the fiasco of the last couple of days. As I finished my dinner, Nino or Izzy arrived and joined me at the table with xxx xxxx. And then a couple of shots.
The energy was the kind that xxx
No one looked at me side eyed, but said hello. 
There was nothing like the liveliness and good vibes and camaraderie that compared to the energy of a lively crowded hometown bar where you know everyone in the room and had some small history with them.   
By the time Wiley showed up, I was feeling confident. The heightened cocky confidence a few drinks give you. This was our thing, he’d or I’d arrive at the bar, he’d see me or I’d see him two or three drinks in. We’d each other over to join us. More drinks would flow one thing would lead to another and by the end of the night we’d end up at my place or his.
That’s the way it’s been for the last 2 and half years. But not that night.
I immediately saw Wiley through the throng of people because I was looking for him. He was looking around the room for a seat.
I began to wave my hand to get his attention when I saw he had someone with him. No just someone, but a woman. And she had her hand on his arm in that intimate way that said they were together. 
My hand came down quickly and I noticed my shoulders caved inward, like I was trying to make myself small. I suddenly felt myself wanting not to be seen, but hide. 
Wiley was on a date! (explain that feeling of seeing someone you care abou t on a date)
Iggy back was facing Wiley’s direction so I hide behind craning my next to get a better look at who Wiley was with without being detected. 
Damn, Wiley looked good all cleaned up with his salt and pepper head of hair combed back. He wore an untucked pressed lavender button-down shirt that heightened his tan. He wore a loose, but not baggy shirt that showed his farrier’s fitness. He had a little stomach for his age, but not the 6 month pregnant ones of most of men in his age group.
)There is an expiration date to farriers. Wiley, like most older farriers lower back was wrecked from shoeing a thousand pound animal and he is trying to squeeze out a few more years before moving on to something else if there’s anything left of him. 
I should be talking. We had come that age where out bodies were slowing. How? How long would I be setting up a knife sharpening station, lugging around a thirty-five pound belt grinder and grinding steel. 

I got a good look at his date. She didn’t live in Deadbeat that was for sure. From the way she XXX and XXX, I’d put money that she was from Grandview.  I had cultivated that look. 
I couldn’t bitch that she was not age appropriate. She looked around early 50s. She had cute little wrinkles that crinkled around her eyes. She was all eyes and perfect white teeth framed by a small heart shaped face like a bobble head figure. One of those women with the cute small heart shaped faces where their big eyes and big mouth like a blow up doll and teeth took up most of their pixie heart shaped face. Every expression, smile, or laugh was like exploding fireworks shiny eyes, shiny big teeth and lips. People liked faces like that, mostly men. The kind of face people gravitated to no matter how old. 
	My face no longer had the plumpness it once had before menopause had taken it away. Wrinkles weren’t my problem. Gravity was. If I could just pull my face up and back about 1/8th of an inch. I had cheekbones high enough to set a drink on and thick hair, coarse, but plentiful and hardly any grey. 
It was hard to admit. She was cute. He said something and she leaned in close to him to hear better and took his arm into hers as she leaned in. smiling with eye contact when she withdrew. I could tell he was smitten, but the stupid smile on his face and way he touched his forehead with his finger. Darn it, he was becoming smitten. 
I had to check something real quick. I watched Wiley under lowered eyes, then I closed my eyes and focused on him blocking out everyone in the room. I could do this quickly almost instantly now. See his secret. What do I focus on. Like opening a bag.
Yup, it was still there. His secret. I could pull it up easily now. In the beginning, it came to me like a fever. Now it was like pulling up the details of a grocery list.  
I remember the first time I saw his secret. It was 2 and a half years ago the day before Thanksgiving. I had finished late at the hardware store and looking forward to a week relaxing and enjoying the holiday cooking right into Christmas decorating for my son. 
	Wiley was leaving the barn and I was heading to my garret for a much anticipated cocktail. The days leading up to Thanksgiving was the Superbowl for knife sharpeners. A time when everyone realizes last minute that their turkey carving knife is blunt as a butter knife. 
	I had been living at Mary Ann’s for a couple of years. When Truckee Garcia, Wiley’s father, decided to retire from shoeing is when I saw Wiley’s truck parked outside the barn or see him coming or going for shoeing Mary Ann’s horses a lot more often. A couple more years we’d pass on the driveway and wave. I was either rushing off somewhere or he was rushing to get out of there. 
	That day before We both nodded in passing. He was on his cell phone. My arms were loaded with groceries. 
I tripped over the XXX sending everything—the yellow onions, plastic wrapped dinner rolls, canned cranberry jelly, butter, bag of brussels sprouts, potatoes scattered on the gravel driveway. 
	Cursing under my breath, I began picking up the items. Wiley heard the clatter and came back to help. 
	“I have to remind Maryann to nail down that XXX.”
	“Knife sharpener, huh,” Wiley said picking a head of bruised broccoli. 
	I noticed he was looking at the patch on my jumpsuit that has my businesss logo a XXX. 
	“Oh, yeah.”
	“Must have been busy today.”
	“Yeah, crazy busy,” I said cheerily thinking of the money I’d made. 
	He paused for a moment and asked, “I’ve got a XXXX chisel/instrument. Do you think you could sharpen it?”
	“Sure I can take a look,” I offered. I didn’t advertise it, but I sharpened wood tools and the such. There was pause 
“You mean right now?” I asked.
“It’s right in my truck.”
“Yeah, of course,” I said “I can take a quick look and see if I can do it.”
	It was a simple XXX and wouldn’t require any time. 
	“If you want I can do it right now.” 
	“Are you sure? Don’t you have to cook?,” he said. 
	It was becoming clear that neither of us had anywhere to be when the rest of the town had kids, family, friends, the whole holiday shebang. 
I shrugged. I didn’t do it especially for him I would have for anyone. 
	It was while I was sharpening it that Wiley told me he remembered me when I was in high school. The way he said it, I turned and looked at him and felt/saw/heard a feeling from his heart. His secret was he had a crush on me.
	I laughed for a moment. That was a big surprise. 
	“There you go,” I said handing the chisel back to him. 
	“What do I owe you,” he asked. 
	I shook my head. “It’s on the house.”
	I hadn’t really XXXX since the divorce. Why not?
	“Hey, I’ve got a bag of limes, simple syrup and XXXX, wanna come up for a Thanksgiving drink?” 
I knew he would say yes only because I knew his secret and well, he, like me was a middle aged empty nester. It was obvious neither of had anywhere to be. 
	If this situation was a rom-com, this would be start of a great romance, you would think. It began like a dream, but in real life, when you put two hot messes together and you have one big mess. Our “relationship” has amounted to hooking up.  Not that it could have become something more. That was my failure.  He’d come by the barn and I’d offer him a beer after he was finished shoeing. Then we’d go grab another drink at Pollards Bowl or I’d run into him at the Honey Jug Bar, these were the only two drinking spots in Deadbeat. Next thing I know we’re back at my place.
Knowing his secret was a blessing and a curse. A blessing because I knew his soft spot for me would keep him from rejecting me. A curse because it was why I didn’t make our arrangement more serious, not that Wiley hadn’t tried. Oh, he tried many times to make things more “regular, but relationships wasn’t my thing anymore. It once was. Before the accident, I was a serial mongamist. Now that I learn people’s secrets, dating had been a nightmare. I see their penchants for pornography, juggling multiple online dating accounts and hooking up. 
The more great the guy appeared on the outside, the more smarmy he was on the inside. But Wiley, he was good through and through. Believe me I looked.  and yet I couldn’t make things more solid with him. I couldn’t be the person he deserved. The kind of person I was before the accident.  
I tried to get another good look at the woman, but it was too late, I made eye contact with Wiley. 
I ducked behind Iggy as fast as I could.
Nino saw his cousin with his friend same time I did. He tapped Izzy on the shoulder and pointed at their cousin. 
Then he chuckled and said to me, “Looks like you got some competition.”
I shrugged my shoulders suddenly wishing I had gone home. 
“I thought you two were a thing?”
“What gave you that idea?” I asked shutting him down with a glare. I didn’t feel like sticking around anymore but that would look bad leaving suddenly like that. 
Nino stifled a laugh.
	The liquor suddenly felt like it wasn’t working anymore. Consumed with a notion that he was mine, I felt betrayed by Willy. The betrayal quickly turned into anger. 
	There I was hiding behind his cousins. How dare he bring his date to the Honey Jug? This was my place. He could have taken her to Grandville. Flaunting her and XXXX. Or did he bring her there to make me jealous.
	I stewed until I decided to take things into my own hands. I wasn’t leaving. The tequila shot I just threw back was kicking in making me brave enough to wait outside for him when he hit the men’s room.
	When he came out, Wiley jumped back then gave me a sad look, which infuriated me even more. 
	The first thing that blurted out of my mouth was, “Couldn’t you have taken your date somewhere else?”
 “I don’t need an excuse to come here.”
“You could have gone to Grandville.” Getting into his face.
“How many drinks have you had?”
“Not enough,” I answered proud of my quick comeback.
“Seriously Jeri, you’ve been drinking water right? I don’t want you to get one of your headaches.”
How dare he worry about me. “You don’t worry about me,” I said. Damn, I was slurring my words.
“Listen,” he said stepping closer. “She’s just a friend. And why are you standing out here waiting for me like I did something wrong?”
	“Because you—"….but I stopped. I was about to say because I know you’re into me, not her.
	“I just… just.. think you could do better,” I struggled. What a stupid thing to say!
	He paused.
	“Better?” he said. “Just admit it, Jeri. You’re jealous.” 
He paused again.
God, I hated his pauses. I bet he used that when he was a lawyer. 
Then, I paused because my drunken mind couldn’t come up with anything. I was tired. 
“You, who won’t go out with me, but will go home with me? Then kick me out of bed like I was a one night stand?”
I felt awful. I looked around the XXX corridor frantically trying to find something among the decals, old fliers, and phone numbers to help me come up with something to say. 
	“Were you planning on taking me home tonight if I’d come alone?”
	“Well…”
	He waited for me to say something. 
	“Right,” he said XXXX.  
	“Well, fuck this,” Wiley said under his breath as he stormed off. I felt a catch in my throat urging me to stop him, but my body didn’t move. Helplessly, I watched him sit down with his date and say something in her ear which she laughed at raising her eyes at me when he leaned in to whisper in her ears drawing back and giving her his winning smile.
	I felt a heaviness come over me like wet cement was being poured over my head when you know you messed something up real bad. I realized I was standing there with my mouth open. Embarassed, I closed my mouth and looked around. I caught Tammy giving me a sympathetic look. I looked away ashamed. 
	 
	
	 Chapter 11
	I was grateful for the strong, hot cup of coffee Tammy had waiting for me when I arrived at Happy Here After Funeral Home the next morning. We were back in the basement kitchen. I was tempted to reach for one of the cinnamon rolls, but thought the better of it. 
Not only had I messed things up with Wiley the night before but I wasn’t going to mess-up figuring out who wanted to set me up for Mr. Proudflesh’s stabbing and getting my name cleared. Hurt and rejected, I ignored the little tickling of a headache and did the worse thing possible, ordered more drinks.  
I was feeling the distant pain of a headache coming on again. Drank, a couple of liters of water and my cocktail of over the counter meds, but it didn’t make a dent in gathering cloud of pain. 
“You stayed late, but I didn’t see you take off. Was hoping you’d stick around for a drink with me,” Tammy said.
“Sorry, I abandoned ship,” I said but not after having a couple more. 
	“I saw you talking to Wiley. Who was that hottie he was with?
	I couldn’t help giving Tammy the mean eye calling her that.”
“I dunno,” I answered. 
“I thought you two were a thing.”
	“Nope,” I said trying to sound unbothered. 
	“You two looked awfully upset talking by the restrooms.”
	“I wasn’t upset,” I replied coming across more defensively that I wanted to.
	“OK,” Tammy said slowly rolling her eyes. 
 “Sorry. I wasn’t upset. I was just asking him who his new friend is. That’s all,” 
This kind of questioning was why I didn’t stick around when Tammy’s shift was over. Last thing I wanted to do was sit around rehashing all that. 
I told her what happened, what I said to Wiley and what he said. It sounded pathetic and only made my heart throb a bit more. She listened like she aways did and I saw where I had fucked up. In my attempt to keep him, I had been pushing him away. 
	Tammy asked topping off our coffee from the pot on the burner before asking. “Were you jealous?”
	“Yes, and I was drunk.” I admitted. “And, yeah, she was a hottie.”
	I looked at Tammy  and admitted. “I know he has a crush on me.”
	“Well, duh, everyone knows that,” Tammy laughed in her good  natured way that made me smile.
	“And how do you know that?”
	I pointed at my head. 
	“Oh I see.” 
	I had told Tammy about my ability when we started hanging out with each other a lot. (Explain How did their friendship started) I didn’t ask if she believed me or not. I figured she would stop hanging around with me if shot spooked by me, but even when she knew about my side gig helping people find their lost things, even when a couple of the cases got strange.
	“Well, that doesn’t sound fair. I’ve been watching and listening for the last couple of years. You’re both always available for each other. You’ve spent holidays together. You’re… like a couple. Seems like he felt that way too. You boast about how hot he is and crazy about you. Sure after Scott’s infidelty, this self protection makes sense, but it’s been more than two years. You need to let him go if you don’t love him,” Tammy trailed off. The proverbial, shit or get off the pot.
	“I do…care about him very much. I said a lot of hurtful things last night.”
	“If that’s how you see it, then it is too late.”
	“My god, the guy showed up for you at the police station.”
	“You’re right,” I nodded my head earnestly. “I fuck up so much. I’ll tell him.”
	“If you don’t, the hottie may nab him.” She said dipping her finger across the second cinammon bun icing.
	I needed this girl talk about Wiley. I never thought I’d feel that teenage giddiness and adult woman’s desire about a man at my age. He made me feel young and wanted, but also respected and nurtured. Did I do that for him or was I dragging him around at my whim. Would have loved to continued the girl talk with Tammy but I had pressing matters to move on to. 
“In the meantime, I have to find out who’s out to frame me,” I said with dread putting the plastic bag with the bandaid on the table. “This is what I need to get a blood type from.”
	“Roger that” Tammy said briskly. She reached over to the counter where there was a box of gloves next to a bag of bread.
	Before I could say anything else, Tammy held up her hand before I could say anything else. “And, I do not want to know the details of where this came from.”
	“Okay.” I answered quietly.
	She worked on it like she did with the knife for about XXX minutes.
	“The blood type is XXXX.”  
	Tammy saw the disappointment in my face and added, “Well, we know that one of them is XXXX blood type and the other O positive,” Tammy offered. 
	“Do you have access to medical records?” I asked in desperation.  
	“What kind of question is that?! Do you want me to go to jail? My god Jeri!” 
I lowered my head ashamed that I had gotten as low as to ask my friend to get private medical information. “I’m feeling desperate. I’m sorry,” I stressed again. 
“Thank you so much for letting me know what this blood type is,” I said. “I owe you big time.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“Start thinking about leaving Deadbeat,” I answered miserably helping myself to a coffee cake in a bakers box.
	 
When I left Ever After, the hang-over, the dead end with the band-aid, and the sudden need to tell Wiley how I felt all converged in my thoughts during my drive to work. The tap of pain in my head was a safe distance away. It felt exciting but also, giddy and hopeful. Feelings I don’t often have. I had to do it soon, but right now, it would have to wait until I got closer to figuring out who was framing me.
	The parking lot at the shopping strip with the hardware store was packed for a Tuesday. As I turned the corner and past the line of neatly trimmed hedges I saw why. The blood donor mobile was set up at the end of the lot. The white long mobile van contrasting with the blazing orange, yellow, and brown foliage on the trees and ground.
	After parking, I set up my tables and sharpening equipment as I usually did. There were two knife bundles in the dropbox: Mrs. Keelover of course and XXXX. Better than nothing which is what I expected. On an average day I had at most twelve and at minimum, four or five with walk ins.
	I looked up from my work and saw the line of blood donors formed outside the mobile. The blood mobile was in my direct line of vision. I continued watching off and on as I took my time painstakingly sharpening each knife meticulously to stretch out the time. And slowly stropped each knife across the leather paddle.
	 
	The line was gone by the time I had finished all the knives, rebundled them and leaned against my work table with my chin in my hand. The blood donors sat outside the mobile sitting on fold up chairs staggered on the black top. There was a card table loaded boxed apple cider doughnuts and a cooler filled with small cartons of apple cider and orange juice to get their blood sugar up and replace fluids.  
When I saw Chandler, the coordinator of the mobile step out of the bus go to the side of the bus away from the donors, I realized why I had been fixated on the blood donation mobile. 
On a dry erase board I kept for occasions when I had to leave my station for a bathroom break, I scribbled out a message that I’d be back in an hour adding the time then set it in the middle of my station table. I had a feeling no one was going to show up that day. 
I began quickly walking across the parking lot. 
	What sparked me to join the blood drive was I remembered when I tried to give blood, the technicians told me what my blood type was. So they must also know what other people’s blood types were. I had to have Chandler try to draw my blood.
By the time I got to the bus, Chandler’s break was over. He stepped on the cigarette bud.  
	“Hey how’s it goin?” I asked out of breath.  “Got room for one more?”
	“Always do,” he said handing me a form on a clip board to fill out. Sitting in one of the chairs, I filled out the form. Chandler led me into the spacious bus. The interior was set up with several cushiony arm chairs. 
	One of the other technicians, a tall XXX with xxx came up to administer the blood draw.
	“If you don’t mind, could I have Chandler do it. I’m a bit squeamish and we go way back.” I said in a friendly voice.  
	The guy held his hand out for Chandler to step in.
	“I have to warn you people have had a lot of difficulty finding my veins.” I whispered.
“You’re in good hands,” Chandler replied smiling confidently. I knew Chandler from XXXXX. The poor guy couldn’t keep a job because of his drinking. When XXX got pregnant he sobered up but wasn’t able to make ends meet working at the XXXX and going to school to get a medical technician’s certification. To make ends meet, he sold his blood. Once he was certified he was quickly hired by the blood drive people who knew him. Everyone knew he was the best around at finding a vein and he knew it. 
	“How’s XXXX?’ I asked. XXX was his wife and
	“Good, good.” Chandler said snapping on a pair of latex gloves. 
	“How’s the knife sharpening biz?” He asked as he assembled a plastic tray of hermetically sealed needles and rubber tubes. I knew he was chatting with me to put me at ease.
	“Steady. Y’know up and down,” I answered vaguely my mind immediately going to the down part. I figured he already knew about the arrest. 
	“Roll up your sleeve please.”	
	“How is (daughter’s name) She must be in preschool? Kindergarten?” I said rolling up my jumpsuit sleeve past the elbow. 
	Chandler peered closely at my right inner arm. Tapping and running his finger along the crease of my elbow and frowned. 
	“Ah, XXX is doing great… Growing like a weed.” He frowned
	“That’s great,” I said.  
	“Would you mind if I take look at the other arm.”
	“Sure.” I rolled up my other sleeve and laid my arm on the wide arm rest.
	Chandler tapped and ran his finger along the faint blue lines. Furrowed brows added to his frown.
	“Anything wrong? I asked.
	“No, all good. Hold on a second” he said getting up. 
	“Is the blood drive going well today?” I asked as he wrapped and tightened a tourniquet band at her upper arm. 
“Yup, pretty busy. We had a rush earlier,” He was starting to sound not so chit-chatty.
“Okay, make a fist.” 
I curled my fingers making a tight fist.
“Yes, I noticed from my station across the parking lot. I wasn’t sure if I’d get in or not.”
Chandler paused still frowning and furrowed brows. 
“Hey do you by chance know what my blood type is. I keep forgetting and I should probably know what it is in case of an emergency.”	
“(Blood type.) You’re XXXX” He unwrapped a XXXX and XXXX.
	“Okay hold still. You’ll feel a pinch.”
	I looked off at XXX anticipating the pain. “Ouch!” 
	“Sorry Jeri.”
	I didn’t say anything. I was all tensed up. I knew Chandler could tell.
Chandler pressed a piece of gauze on the XXX and had me hold it there as he applied a strip of tape over it. 
	“Let’s try the other arm? I’ll use a butterfly needle. They’re thinner. You won’t feel a thing.”
“Ok, I guess.” I said reluctantly. Under any other circumstances, I would have Chandler, What I didn’t tell Chandler was that I had tried giving blood only twice and failed both times. The first time, they couldn’t find a vein and I left with both inner arms black and blue. And the second, they sent me away after accessing my veins concluding they were too small.  I had drank lots of water the day in preparation getting my blood to flow, but it was like my body was holding on to it. My veins were so hard to find, they had to rollout an ultrasound when I had my concussion and was in the hospital. 
	“You know a lot about blood types. What’s that one blood type that’s rarest. AB something?” I asked watching Chandler pulled out a plastic enclosed butterfly needle. I was chattering because I was getting nervous and it did hurt. 
	“AB Negative.” he answered quickly as he tied the tourniquet band back on.
“Never heard of it. How rare is that?
“Only one percent of the population,” Chandler said poised with the needle.
“What a sec. I think I know someone who is AB Negative. Names on the tip of my tongue. Mrs. Keelover. I think she told me she had a rare blood type. She must be the AB Negative.” 
“Ok, Jeri,” Chandler said taking in a deep nervous breath. I could see beads of perspiration on his forehead, “hold still and relax.”
I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Ok.”
“Ow!” I howled trying to keep still as Chandler jabbed the needle into the soft part of my inner elbow. 
Chandler threw up his hands. “I’m really sorry Jeri. I don’t know what’s going on today.
I peered down at the pricked spot. This was more pain that I expected. 
“Everyone has an off day, right?” I said. That one did hurt.
Chandler nodded his head miserably deep in thought as what to do. “(blood type) Mrs. Keelover is XXXX. Pelham Proudflesh is AB Negative.”
“Pelham Proudflesh is the only AB Negative around.”
“Oh, really? I could have sworn Mrs. Keelover told me she was.”
Chandler rubbed his forehead frustratedly. “Your veins have collapsed. I’m sorry. One of the other techs can try, but I don’t want to put you through anymore. Sorry for wasting your time, Jeri.”
“I don’t want another technician to try. If you can’t do it, I don’t trust they could. I feel awful that I can’t give.”
Chandler pressed a piece of gauze on the oozing puncture and a strip of tape over the cotton and sent me on my way. 
	I grabbed a carton of orange juice and a donut before I walked back to the hardware store. My arm sore and bruised, but pretty proud of my ingenuity.  
As I got closer and in sight of the sidewalk to where my station, I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
“What the fuck!”
I dropped the drink and donut and run as fast as I could. My table had been overturned and all my tools and equipment had been thrown all around. 



Chapter 12: Jeri’s station is trashed/ Jeri gets one of her huge headaches
	I walked helter-skelter around the mess in disbelief not knowing what to do first. I grabbed at my mouth to cover the uncontrollable quivering and stifle a sob. 
My table was overturned and smashed. All the legs were bent. The belt electrical cord had been cut. My sharpening tools had been dumped from their tool boxes. The plastic handles of the files broken like someone had stomped on them. The few whet stones I owned were broken in half.  Everything was scattered all over. I held up one of my banners which was slashed down the middle. 
	Mr. Pasquali came rushing out of the store. His usually smooth pampadour had a lick of hair out of place. Giving him a XXXX for an old man. He had come in through the back of the store and hadn’t seen side of the store front???. 
	“Oh my god,” he said holding his hand to his forehead looking down at the mess. “Jeri, what happened?” He looked at the carnage as astounded as me.
	“I don’t know. I left my station give blood,” I said motioning over to the blood mobile. “Did you see anything?”
	“No, I was inside.”
	“How did you know to come out?”
	“I heard a scream.”
	I hadn’t realized that it was me who he had heard. 
Mr. Pasquali’s usually gentle lined face turned into a snarl. “Sometimes I just don’t know what people are capable of.”
“Did anyone see anything?” I said more to myself that to Mr. XXXX.  Looked around and didn’t see a soul. It was quiet day. 
A small gathering of locals that I knew began gathering. 
“Did anyone by chance see anything?”
They all shook their heads in unison, brows furrowed with concern and looking around them like the perputrator was hiding behind one of the pillars or behind a trash can.  
Saying things like, “Oh my god, no.” “who would do such a thing in broad daylight.”
 “I’m calling the police,” Mr. Pasquali said with convinction
“No, no, please, don’t do that.” I said before I could stop myself. The thought of Joey and Squeak showing up make me sick to my stomach.
	I covered my mouth with my hand again as a wave of emotion came over me. 
I didn’t want anymore attention, especially involving the police. But if we didn’t it would make me look guilty. 
	 
	“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
I shook my head insistently. “Please don’t,” I begged. 
He nodded his head looking at me with sad eyes. 
“At least my grinder wasn’t destroyed. I can replace the power cord,” I said as I started picking up the mess. 
Mr. Pasquali helped me gather the damaged and some salvageable items. 
	“Jeri, I’m worried for your safety.” He hesitated for a second before saying, “I think it would be best if we put a hold on the knife sharpening until things, you know, settled down.” 
	Mr. Pasquali gazed down at the ground when I looked at him.  
	Heat rushed into my cheeks. Stay calm, I told myself. “No, no,” shaking my head. “If I stop showing up for work then they win.”  I didn’t know who “they” were. 
“If I don’t show up my customers will go somewhere else. My business is finished.” 
	“Jeri, I’m not asking you to close the business.” He waved his hand at the mess. “Someone is sending you a message. It’ll only be for a short while until this chaos settles down. You are always welcome to come back.”
	“But,” I started, but stop. Mr. Pasquali was concerned about the safety over his hardware store as well. If someone was ballsy enough to trash my knife sharpening station what else would they be capable of.
	There was no use arguing. I knew all this revolving around me wasn’t good for his business either. 
	“You promise I can come back.”
	“I promise,” he said opening his arms for a hug. 
“We’ve worked together for more than ten years.”
	The broken table and items were gathered up and loaded into my truck. That’s when my head started pounding. The low grade headache that started during the blood draw was striking full force like hammer on an anvil. 
When the pain of a headache was the past the point of surpressing, everything is dropped. 
	Everything was forgotten and I mean everything, my conversation with Mr. Pasquali about taking a break from knife sharpening, What I learned from Chandler, my vandalized work site, clearing my name and saying sorry to Wiley. 
Hand to my head as if this somehow made my head feel better.  I shuffled back to my truck dug out the bottle of ibuprofen from my glove compartment. I chased four with cold coffee although it was too late to make a difference.  
I had to go home and get ready. Get ready for riding out the pain. 

Chapter 13 (Jeri’s headache is gone after 3 days. Wiley wants to talk.)

My headache lasted two days. There was no way of telling how long they would last. This one was short considering the longest was five days. These days reminded me of the confinement in the guest bedroom after the accident. My recovery of the concussion my husband brought me water, food, medication. All the things that I needed. On my own, I had to prepare for no telling how many days riding out the pain. 
The headaches never got bad enough to go to the hospital, but were bad enough to go underground until it was over. 
I’d start off good. Resting taking hot baths, drinking a lot of water, stick to the over the counted pain killers and try to sleep with a ice pack on my head, but like the contractions of childbirth, the stacking of the throbbing pain over time breaks me down.  Sleep was impossible. I tried getting comfortable in vein. The pain was all I could think about. As all well laid plans go, this one went right out the window.  
I’d Tammy would supply me with cannabis edibles. Cannibis didn’t suit me, but when the pain was bad enough, I take some, but would end up high but the pain was perceptible. half an edible with two shots of espresso, then the other half for some relief, but the throbbing started up so I took a muscles relaxer chased with a shot or two of tequila. I’d sleep for a few hours. The pain waking me up. Which would lead me to get the munchies. The processed food made my headache worse. 
I don’t know what hour it was when desperation kicked in.  It wasn’t the snare drum pain turned to a base drum low, but a different kind of pain. Like in case of an emergency I broke the proverbial glass and took half a opiate pain killer. I can never remember the namem of it, but it put a huge dent in pain. Which make me believe if I took the rest it would get rid of it. 
All sense of time gone because I’d have the blinds closed and ear plugs in, I couldn’t hear the horses in the morning.
By that point the layers of marijuana, alcohol, painkillers on an empty stomach XXXXmuscle relaxer and rest and drink lots of water , but as the hours passed I’d begin drinking coffee and then cola. I took some cbd, then a bath. An edible with more coffee. A muscle relaxer her, a pain killer there. I’d lose track of time and not remember what I had taken or how much time had passed. Another hot bath somewhere in between. 
Eventually I’d sleep from exhaustion and layers of medication.
But I do wake up pain free. Beautiful loud pain free. My head is pain-free and clear and I always feel reborn. I feel off kilter from all the different things I’d taken, but that doesn’t matter compared to the gratefulness I feel. 
	My head was clear as a Nordic sky with euphoria of well-being. The morning after a huge migraine I had a new lease on life and I felt euphoric and grateful for being alive and every thing I had: Eggbutt, my freedom and independence, my restored health and most of all, my knife sharpening business that I had built. With pain gone and head lucid, my heart pounded hard and my face flushed as I was determined to find out who was trying to frame me.  And if they were the same person who trashed my knife sharpening station. 
	My heart softened as my thoughts went to Wiley.  I cringed inwardly as I remembered what went down at the Honey Jar. I  recalled seeing him with the hot blond. It really hit to me that he wasn’t mine. I had smugly assumed he was mine because I knew his secret. 
	Ugh! I covered my arms over my head in embarrassment at the thought of how I acted in front of everyone.. 
	Of course, Wiley deserves to see other people. 
	I breathed in and straightened my back and opened my chest. I had to make amends. 
	But first things first, I told myself peeling off the teeshirt and bra and riding tights that I had been wearing for three days, what equestrians wear all the time like yoga pants to XXXX. 
	As the water for my shower warmed up, I looked at myself in the mirror. After my three day headache, I felt great, but the mirror told a different story. 
	“What the hell?” I muttered leaning into the mirror to get a closer look at my dry facial skin and the sags and discoloration something more that an anti-aging hydrating mask couldn’t help. Eyes slightly bloodshot, giving the violet eye a XXXX appearance but I was in awe at how shiny my eyes were framed by smooth creaseless skin. 
Knotted tangles caught my fingers when I run my fingers through my hair. 
	I drank a glassful of water before jumping in the shower. I washed my hair then applied a handful of conditioner to the tangles carefully working them out. In my youth I had shiny springy hair. After all the hormones were out of my body, the coarseness set in and each  strand felt like fishing line. I was luckily so far with my full head of hair. I was thankful to have not experienced any hair loss and I liked the texture that gave my hair volume. I had a bit of grey that outlined the right side of my forehead.  I camoflauged it with belayage making it appear like the summer sun had lightened it. 
	Don’t get me started about my hands. They say age shows in the hands no matter how young your face appears. Sometimes when I sharpened I looked at my creased fingers and wonder who they belonged to. Knife sharpening and the metal did nothing to make my hands look young. The metal dust and abuse my hands get while sharpening knives made it unimaginalbe to have polished nails so my hands looked like they belonged to XXXXX. 
	Washing off the last three days of sweat and lying around felt wonderful. 
	Wrapped in my robe and my hair twisted in a towel, I felt more normal and my energy back. I picked up my phone. I’ve had enough of these headache spells to remember to plug phone to its charger.  
I quickly looked at what messages I had received. A couple of calls from numbers I didn’t recognize but were from Deadbeat. Tammy had called and texted several times. I vaguely recalled texting her that I was having one of my headaches. My shoulders tightened when I saw that Wiley had left a voice message. 
	I hit play. “I need to talk to you. Give me a call when you get this.” It was from two days ago. 
	I listened to the voice mails. One was from Mr. Pasqueali. 
“Shoot,” I said aloud. He wanted me to know he had contacted after I’d left. 
The other message was from the police. They wanted me come down to the station. 
I was about to curse again, but then the message said they had made progress on finding out who trashed my station. 
	I started picking up the mess I had made over the last three days. The trail of junk food, the sugary sodas, wrappers, a half eaten pizza was a trail of what I had consumed during the three days. Foods and flavors that gave me pleasure because you can’t feel pain with pleasure.

But the pain always came back. Healthy goes out the window, only the pursuit of escaping the pain for just a little bit.  Then the junk food would make my headache worse and I’d throw up everything. Forgetting that all those things only made it worse. 

	If I was going to find my accuser I couldn’t afford to have another headache caused by poor eating, stress and dehydration. I promised myself that I wouldn’t have an alcoholic drink, I’d drink lots of water, no sodas and try to eat heathly
A search through my fridge found an orange. I separated the good spinach from the slimy pieces from a bag in the crisper and took a couple of apples and oranges from Eggbutt’s supply. I threw the shrunken potatoes and shriveled green beans and liquified salad mix into the compost bucket. I downed the fruit and veggies after juicing them.  Found some whole grain bread in the freezer and popped a couple in the toaster. 
	While the bread toasted, I logged onto the dashboard of my knife sharpening website. There was something I had to do even though I didn’t want to. Mr. Pasquali had told me not to sharpen knives until things had sorted themselves out.  I hesitated then, clicked onto a tall blocky font and typed out “Temporarily Closed”. Then linked it to my social media accounts. Closing, even temporarily, could be the kiss of death for my business. I clicked the publish button. 
	Could things get any worse? Well, it already had. 
I took a deep breath and sent a text to Wiley. 
“GM. Got your message. Sorry I went MIA. I got one of my migraines. I have time to meet if you do.”
I wanted to, but made no mention of apologizing for my conduct. 
My toast was done. I smeared some peanut butter and some honey on it. Took a bite as I saw three dots in the speech bubble. 
	“If you have time this morning. I’m around. Come on over” 
	I stared at my phone screen. Relief ran down from my head to feet. The tone of the message was so casual. Or maybe all was forgiven. 
	I tapped out: “Ok” And hit send. I wondered what he wanted to talk about. Best not to think about that. Could I share with him what I had learned at the blood donation truck? Pelham Proudflesh was the AB Negative on the knife. Did she hate her father enough to stab him? Was she the one to ramshackle my knife station? But wouldn’t a passerby have seen her? She was a threatening presence, enough to scare someone from not saying anything. 
	Whoa! I said aloud. I had no idea what he wanted. He couldbe giving me the heave ho speech for all I knew. 
I finished the toast and took a couple of glugs of cold milk straight from the carton to help wash down the dry bread. 
	Brushed my teeth and did looked at myself in the full-length mirror. My jeans fit me correctly, meaning the waistband didn’t draw attention to my menopause belly. I tucked my top in loosely so my muffin tops didn’t show. When everything use to look on me, it was getting harder and harder to find flattering clothes. I considered wearing dresses with no waist. I refused to go there. I did wonder if the blond hottie had come that point yet. 
I loved clothes and had adapted after my son was born before my body snapped back for a decade and now this new frontier of being the same weight, but everything shifting in my mid-section. 
What was I wearing fall My XX outfit was XXX, didn’t’ look like I was trying too hard. I was embarrassed by my behavior the other night, but I still wanted to look presentable, but not desperate when I went over so I put on XXXX and some blush and colored lip balm and some anti under eye bags cream for good measure.
	

Chapter 13 (Jeri goes to Wiley’s home to see what he wants. He was a security footage from night of stabbing who dropped off the knives)
	 
Wiley’s house was located (what part of town describe) down a long driveway. I sat in the car in front of Wiley’s house describe to collect my thoughts and I acknowledged the possibility that I’d walk out and never see him again. I didn’t want that. If he told me off, I’ll keep my mouth shut and listen. After he had his say, I’d apologize for these years of taking advantage of him and tell him I was out of line making demands on him about dating other women. Of course, he should be dating other women. Would I tell him I’d like to be exclusive? My generation called it “going together”. What if by chance he brings up being exclusive? 
I paused at the thought. Yes! I want that. And this realization filled with that old hope and optimism that never goes away when it came when you’re involved with someone. I definitely didn’t like that familiar crashing anxious feeling when you feel like you’re falling out and desperation takes over. Like Tammy said you can smell desperation a room away. 
	But, first things first, let’s rein it in. I had to find out what he wanted. It may have nothing to do with going together. let’s just get through the apology part first. Ten minutes had passed sitting in the truck.
	I rang the doorbell and Wiley answered dressed in XXXX ready for work and there was a briskness about him in his starting the day before going to work. 
	“I was wondering how long you’d be sitting out here.” Holding a cup of coffee in one hand and motioning me in with the other. He felt very business-like. As if I were a client. 
	 “You’re in a hurry. Is this a good time?” 
	“It’s fine, it’s fine,” he said in that crisp buisness-like way not the easy-going mellow way he usually was. 
“Sorry, to hear about your migraine. Are you feeling better?”
	“Yeah, it was a doozy, but it’s gone,” I said touching my temple. 
	“You should have listened to me when I told you to drink some water,” he said referring to the other night at the Honey Jug. 
I looked away embarressed. His face softened. Over the years, he was around me when I’d go missing a couple of days from my headaches. 
“I left you a couple of messages. You should have called me when it got bad. I’ve helped before.”
He had there was that time. 
“figured you needed just to get through it. My momma had them awful. Be down for days.”
	I didn’t know what to say to avoid saying something biting like “No when you’re on a date.” 
“Thanks,” I said awkwardly. It was all I could come up with. Was the other night what he wanted me to come over and talk about? 
“Now don’t get mad when I tell you that I have some video footage that may help you. Mr. Pasquali has security cameras outside of the store. ”
	My heart burst with relief. “Oh my god, I totally forgot about the cameras he had around the outside of the store. I thought they didn’t work and were just for show.”
 It took a second for my mind to process this information. (Did Jeri tell Wiley that she had the knife from the drop box?????) Corrected. He does now.
“No they work,” Wiley said. 
“I stopped by the hardware store just as the police (names) were leaving. He said the police took some videos but didn’t say what they were using it for or which sections only a specific camera the one at the front. Then, I got an idea. I asked if there was a camera in the back by the dropbox.” 
	“Wiley you are a savior! Thank you!” I gushed giving him a big hug.
	“Don’t thank me yet.” 
	“Have you looked at it?” I asked. 
	“No, I thought we could together.” He offered. This was why he had called me, not to talk about how I had behaved at the Honey Jug. 
	That familiar feeling of dread came over me. 
	“Wiley, you’re getting way too involved in this.”
	I paused and swallowed before saying, “If you’re helping me, you could get dragged into this if Mr. Proudflesh dies. You could go to jail too.”  
	He gave me a reassuring look without saying anything, then leaped gracefully over the back of his sofa on to the cushion. He had done this a hundred time, but it wasn’t bad for a middle aged guy.
Aches and pains. For middle aged guy he
““It’s a little too late now. This shouldn’t take long,” Wiley answered while plugging the thumbdrive into the slot on his laptop. He patted the sofa cushion next to him. How could he be so playful at a time like this?
“There is, but it only partially shows the dropbox. It’s a weird angle, but better than nothing. Mr. passqueli let me download the evening of Mr. Proudflesh’s stabbing.” Wiley said holding a thumb drive. 
Wiley put on a pair of tortiseshell reading glasses and I dug out my red pair from my bag. We sat side by side on the sofa our heads together, our thighs touching. 
I could get use to this.
“We know the knife was dropped off sometime between XXX and XXX. The camera located at the corner of the side XXXX. We can fast forward through most of it until we see something unusual.” 
	The frame of the video was grainy black and white. I jumped when I saw the top of someone’s head.
“That’s Mrs. XXXX. I need five more drop offs. I counted six before the cops arrived.”
Recount some things you saw on the video. There were several more drop-offs. A total of six to be exact, the number of knife bundles I had pulled from the box. It was XXX dropping their knives off, then XXXXX  and XXX, 
There was a long stretch of inactivity. a family of racoons scrambled across the sidewalk. 
	A pigeon landed in front of the camera lens blocking most two-thirds of the screen. It’s long stick legs and thin long body sat magnified over the lens so you couldn’t make out the area. 
	“Get of the way,” I yelled at the screen.
	“Stop it right there,” I said. 
	Wiley hit pause. And there was a flash of white, like sneakers in the corner of the screen beneath the side of the crane fly.
	Wiley backed it up and played it. It was shoe, but with no detail just a flash of white. We played it back and forth for a while. Then at the top corner I saw the edge of a car tire. Someone had parked at the curb. 
	“It’s so grainy. Can we zoom in on that corner?” I remarked taking off the reading glasses to see if it was clearer far away. 
	“The image isn’t clear, but it looks like a hubcap.”
	“Hold on. I can do a search on my phone.”
	I opened the phone app, focused and clicked on the hubcap. 
	“Holy shit, look at this.” I turned the screen of my camera so Wiley could see the hubcap search results. It was the same hubcap, a vintage set from XXXXXXX.
	SOMETHING ABOUT THE WHITE WALLS. 
My shoulders slumped and the air went out of me. I took off the reading glasses and they landed with a clatter on the wood coffee table with frustration. “Now all I have to do is find out whose car these hubcaps belong to.”
“I wouldn’t give up so quickly. You’d be in trouble if it was a Tacoma truck hubcap,” he chuckled at his own joke. 
“I’ll text a photo of the hubcaps to Iggy. She’ll know if been driving around town.” (later the car with the caps had been in storage for decades and driven at night by Pelham so it wouldn’t have been seen)
Wiley printed out the grainy photo of the hubcap from the video and one that looked like matched it from the internet, handing both to me. It was considered a waste of paper, but I preferred hard copies.
Handing it to me he added, “If anyone in town owns a set, she’ll be the one to know,” Wiley said handing me the printout.
I folded the copy and tucked it in my back pack.  Our meeting was finished. The subject of the other night felt forgotten. It felt good between us. I wanted to just leave it at that, but I knew once I stepped out that door, the insecurities and double would return. I needed certainty. Were we just friends. Is this the beginning of something with the blonde hottie? Did we have a chance?
I came to tell him how I felt. I wasn’t going to chicken out. 
	“Hey, I wanted to tell you I’m sorry for how I acted the other night at the Honey Jug.”
	“Yeah,” Wiley said. “About that—"
	“I was drunk and… totally out of line You can bring any one, any date to the Honey Jug. It was XXX of me to tell you, you couldn’t. You were right, I was….jealous and I’m sorry for taking your secr—I mean taking you for granted. I’m really into you and I’m sorry I’m so messed about…us.”
	I sounded pathetic. 
	He nodded closing the laptop and straightening up. He kept moving around and I watched him for a reacton. 
	“Will you stop for just a moment?” I said frustrated putting a hand on his arm. 
	“I don’t need your permission.”
	“You know what I mean.”
	“In a round about way.”
	This was not going the way I had thought it would. I’m not sure how I wanted him to respond, but it wasn’t happening. 
 “I hear,” he said firmly.
I’ve lost him I thought.  
“I have to admit I have my own confession to make about the other night at the bar.”
Oh boy, I thought, here it comes.
“You were right.”
I tilted my head. “Right about what?”
	“I’m wasting my time with XXXX. It’s you I want to be with. And, I was trying to make you jealous.”

	“Oh Wiley,” was all I could come up with letting him take my hands into his. Ok, I thought to myself, here’s your chance. Go on, go ahead. It’s your turn to open up. Tell him everything you wanted to this morning when you thought it was over. I don’t know why, but I didn’t. What did you want to tell me?”
	“I ---,” I began but it felt stuck in my throat
	Wiley continued. I watched Wiley talking about how he felt. His eyes lit up. and I smiled and inside I was so happy. My heart was filled with joy, yet. So very happy, but I didn’t say the things I wanted. I needed to get f
(WHY WOULD iggy KNOW? HE WORKS ON CARS. RACES CARS = HOT RODS)
“I’ll do that after I make a stop at the police station,” I said giving Wiley an exaggerated  smile.
Wiley took both of my hands into his warm calloused hands. I didn’t dare pull my hands away. 
	We had been seeing each other for several years, but I wasn’t use to this intimacy from him. A surge of bravery, trust, love, I wasn’t sure what is was, but I was ready to tell him how I felt about him, us.
	I squeezed his hands back. 



	 


The thought of Wiley made me smile. Wiley was divorced like me. What did he look like? Back in his investment bank days he lived in Grandville. He had a place over on the otherside of Deadbeat. Didn’t Jeri live in Deadbeat? Deadbeat was home to all the misfits who had been kicked around by life. I didn’t like to think of myself that way, but the writing was smeared on the wall. 
Wiley Garcia was a high school classmate. Back in the day he was the hot guy with the hot cheerleader girlfriend. He didn’t play a sport. Wiley was just cool. He was nice to everyone and everyone like him. Wiley made good grades and he was voted most likely to succeed. He went to law school and moved back to town after working at some firm in Boston. He started his own practice married one of cheerleaders, bought a big house. The former cheerleader divorced him and lose almost everything except for the family farrier business which is what he does now. Figure out this story. How did he lose his practice?

(Wiley Move to later 
	But I didn’t want anything different. I loved it through… Freedom. Freedom was why I couldn’t evern start dating Wiley. How it happened to me was a hard way of finding out. And dating after my divorce had chewed me up and spit me out and I had my guard up for so long. There was an awful period after my divorce when I moved from Grandville to Deadbeat during the bouts of headaches, uncontrolled secret downfalls, paralyzing grief and loneliness, and trying to figure out what exactly happened. Driven by loneliness I got in several unsavory relationships with not so nice men until one day after XXXXX, I had thoughts of ending it all for a while. 
	It was after my last unsavory relationship that Wiley Garcia came to my knife station to get his kitchen knives sharpened. My heart did a double beat, how could I help it, he’s a fox. But historically good looking nice guys like him weren’t interested in women like me (what is a woman like me?). I sharpened and bundled up his knives. Smiled politely like I did with all my customers while he paid. As he turned to walk away, we made eye contact for second and in that time, his secret revealed itself to me. It told me Wiley had a crush on me. 
	If I didn’t know this, would I handle our relationship differently? Absolutely. But I do know this. 
	I put Pelham out of my mind. The more I thought about it, her apparent hatred of me because of a high school crush and her rare blood type,  the more convinced I was it was she who was out to frame me. All of this was all guesswork. I needed something solid. 

	



	 
	 


	 
	 
	

	 

	 



Chapter 14   (Jeri goes to the police station to see what they have for her. Competitor trashed her work station. She notices something at the police station? Jeri sees Mrs. Proudflesh?)
	
I parked a couple of blocks away from the police station. I didn’t want any more rumors  connected to me and the police station. I asked for Officer XXXX. XXXX the police officer who arrested me and a former high school mate passed and I side eyed him. 
“What do you want (or something defensive)
“Easy now, Jeri. We got some information about who damaged your property. It was caught on the cameras at the hardware store.”
Sargent XXX turned the screen in my direction. I scooted my chair closer to the screen and took out my reading glasses. 
He hit play and the screen showed the similar black and white footage I saw on Wiley’s laptop only this one was lighter and slightly more detailed since it was during daylight. This camera was on the sidewalk at the side of the hardware store. My stand was off in a corner, picked for that location because of the noise from my grinder. 
Suddenly, someone fast approaches the table lifting it up sending the tool boxes and grinder through the air. I gasped covering my mouth with my hand. 
Sargent XXX stopped the video and played it back wards, stopped and zoomed in on the  face. I recognized that XXXX
“Toby Fink!” I exclaimed. 
“Yup,” Sargent XXX said sitting back in his chair. “Caught red-handed destroying private property.”
Toby Fink was my biggest competitor. He lived in Grandview and started knife sharpening about four years ago. I didn’t have anything against him. There was plenty of work to go around. There was an untapped market for garden tool sharpening. You had to market yourself. Until he had tried to steal my customers by low balling his pricing. I lost some customers, but didn’t budge my pricing. I was about a decade ahead on experience and my customers stuck with me even though more knife sharpeners were around. Until now. 
“We brought him and he confessed to everything. Had to. It was all caught on film.” 
I gave a pained look as Officer XX continues.
A smile curved the corner of his mouth as he read, “Even said he wanted to “make sure that bitch was put out of business. 
He added, “As they say in your line of work, He’s not the sharpest tool in the shed.”
I couldn’t help chuckling at this. I was convinced Pelham was behind it, but she wasn’t stupid enough to destroy my property in broad daylight.
“Do you want to press charges? Jeri, you okay?”
I stopped for a moment as the reality of all this crashed down on me. “put that bitch out of business.” Echoed in my head. A coldness came over me and I put my hands on the table to steady myself even though I was sitting down. 
 “You’ve had some week. Let me get you some water. You take all the time that you need,” he said slowly rolling his chair away from the desk before getting up.
I took several deep breaths and closed my eyes to shake off the fear that comes when someone means you harm. 
The office was quiet but busy. While I waited for Officer XXX to return, I scooted closer to the computer screen. The video had stopped in a frame where Toby’s bald head was cocked over and his mouth looked like a snarl. It was definitely XXXX. I could see his eyes. 
I found it troubling that someone would go out of their way to destroy my property to put me out of business. It was a knife sharpening business for god’s sake. What else would they be capable of doing. But then, on the other hand, people believed I was capable of stabbing someone because of a public argument. (explain what’s involved in stabbing vs. tv.)
Officer XXX came back with a small disposable cup filled with water. He set it down in front of me before sitting back down. 
“Thanks,” I said downing the water in two gulps. 
“So, back to the original question. Do you want to press charges?”
I thought about it. “I want him to pay for replacing what was damaged. If he doesn’t agree to that, I”ll press charges.” Hurt ‘em in the pocketbook. 
“Sounds more than reasonable. I gotta ask, why not press charges.”
 I sighed the weight of all this feeling like a weight vest full of XXXX “Because desperate people do desperate things. When people read about this on the police blotter no one is going to use him. He put himself out of business.”
He nodded, “We’ll be in touch.”
I turned out the door to leave the meeting room and made direct eye contact with Mrs. Proudflesh who was standing across the room of desks. She looked away quickly as she followed a police officer into another meeting room. My stomach clenched. She looked like she’d been crying. Why was she there? Don’t know why this though occurred, but did her visit have anything to do with me? Why was she crying? Is Mr. Proudflesh dead?
I turned back to Officer XXXX. “Have you heard anything about Seth Proudflesh’s condition?”
“He took a turn for the worse.”
I felt woozy again. That weighted vest transferred to my stomach. “What? What happened?”
“He went into a coma couple of nights ago.”
“Oh shit,” I whispered under my breath. A wave of cold went through me. If Seth Proudflesh dies, then I’d be charged with his murder. 

Chapter 15
	I massaged the side of my head behind my ears. A million questions stampeded through my head, but I knew better than to ask Officer XXX. All the events of the morning exhausted me. I needed to eat something before I paid a visit to Iggy’s garage or I could expect another headache soon. 
I stopped by Honey Jug to get a lunch. I wanted to have a sitdown lunch rather than a sandwich from the Jiffy Mart and eat it in my car. 
The lunch crowd was thinning out as I took a seat in one of the back booths. I sat with my back towards the entrance. I had a grilled chicken salad and an iced tea. Healthy and protein rich. I really craved a rueben sandwich and a coca Cola, it would have put me asleep after lunch. Another thing that had changed since menopause. I use to be able to eat anything and drink coffee or cola all day long and still sleep like a baby. 
Took a long draw from the straw in my ice tea until it made a that satisfying sucking sound and the ice crackled as the liquid was pulled away. 
	I paid the bill and visited the restroom.  I felt much better. 
	Iggy’s garage was located on the XXX side of town next to appliance repair shops, tire warehouses, storage etc. 


WHERE WERE IGGY AND NINO? The twins took a number of different jobs. They are XXXX. They were at….Ignatia and Saturnino
Iggy… Nino… their story. 
“Yo Jeri!” Iggy shouted from across the garage. I raised my hand and picked my way around the tires and automotive tools strooned all over. (what was lying around?)
Iggy was wiping her hands on a shop towel. “Wiley said you’d be stopping by. “Got to help you out twice in two weeks,” she said good naturedly. Her way of telling me that favors were stacking up. Iggy and Nino were collectors of favors. Jeri was friends with her way back in elementary school. Sleep overs, playing at recess, describe things that you did as girlfriends. What we had wasn’t friendship, but a relationship of convenience. 
Iggy wiped her hands on a shop towel. 
I took out the hard copy of the hubcap and handed it to Iggy. 
“Wiley texted you a copy. Did you get it?” 
Putting on her reading glasses she took a good look at the photo.
“I told Wiley I’m pulling back from technology. I don’t use a phone unless I have to. And this little guy doesn’t have texting,” she said holding up a pink Razor cell phone. 
“I had one of those when son’s name was 6. Where did you dig that out of,”
“Bob’s Electrical Repair. He had a whole bunch of old cell phones people didn’t want when the new model’s came out,”
Descirb iggy. 
Iggy nodded her head and squinted in concentration putting her finger to her chin.
“Yeah, it’s so grainy and cut off, but if you hold it back and turn it a little, it looks clearer,” I suggested.
Iggy nodded her head and squinted in concentration putting her finger to her chin.
She wasn’t much of a talker so I kept my mouth shut and waited patiently.
Handing the paper back to me, she said, “Ain’t seen these in Deadbeat.”
“Wait! Not so fast. Are you sure?”
“I’m 100% positive.”
“But—”
“The car wearing these hubs would be on a model from the 50s and 60s with white wall tires. I’d have seen this around town if it’s been driven. Might be sitting in a barn somewhere. Where it is, it hasn’t come through here.” 
Another dead end. I didn’t have anything else to say. 
“Well thanks anyway.”
None of this was helping me. I knew nothing about old cars. Iggy had the kind of mind where she’d answer the question you just had to ask the right question. 
“Could you give me a call or smoke signals or whatever if you see it or any lead.”
“Sure. Of course,”
I began walking and turned around.
“Hey, have you heard anything about Seth Proudflesh?”
Getting gossip from Iggy was like fishing.  I threw out the bait. 

“What? You haven’t?” Iggy replied with hautiness in her voice. 
“I heard he’s in a coma,” I answered ignoring the fake surprise in her voice. II knew I had to earn this information.
“Yeah. He was doing real well I heard considering all the blood he lost,” Iggy hesitated nibbling at the bait.
 “What happened? Do you know?” 
“Heard he was talkin’ and in good spirits. Didn’t remember much and then out of the blue, took a turn for the worse.”
“Took a turn for the worse, how?”
“He didn’t remember anything?”
I knew Iggy took the bait when she leaned in and looked around the empty garage like someone could overhear our conversation, 
 	“See now, this is on the down low.” 
“Of course,” I leaned in confidingly. That was the thing with Iggy once you got her started she was like sap flowing on a warm March day. She liked being the holder of all information. It was her power. She acts like she’s confiding in you with information, but is telling the same thing to everyone. Like “don’t tell anyone…” Rule of thumb if you don’t want anyone to know don’t tell Iggy and Nino. Also, if you have something you want everyone to know: tell Iggy and Nino and preface it with “Don’t tell anyone, but…”
“Yeah, he has amnesia. He didn’t know how he got in the hospital. Let alone his name, his family. A total blank.”
“Or who stabbed him?”
“Yeah, that too.”
“And now, he’s in a coma?”
“Yeah, crazy shit, huh?”
“Yeah…crazy.” I said feeling the oncoming feelings of being defeated.
“Good thing you got out of that arrest. He stiffed me a couple of years ago on work I had done on his fleet of trucks.” Iggy said good naturedly. 
I appreciated her sharing her XXX experience it made me stop in my tracks. I prided myself on not caring what other people thought, but I was feeling uncertain and insecure since Mr. Proudflesh’s stabbing. I couldn’t stop myself from asking yet again, “You know I didn’t have anything to do with Mr. Proudflesh’s stabbing, right?”
Iggy read my face and said “Of course,” waving me away. 
“Ok. Good,” I muttered to myself somewhat satisfied. 
“But, between you and me. I wouldn’t blame you if you had done it. Mr. Proudflesh is a skinflint motherfucker if there ever was one. Everyone knows that. If he would have humiliated me in public the way he did to you, I would have stabbed him too…hypothetically of course.”
This was additional proof that I was still considered suspected to have hurt Mr. Proudflesh. I had done what everyone else thought they could do as well. 
“But, I didn’t,” I replied weakly. 
I didn’t get any information about the owners of the hubcaps, but I did know what condition Mr. Proudflesh was in and it didn’t look good for me. 
This comment was proof that the concensus was leniency if I had stabbed Mr. Proudflesh and no one blamed me for it. This was if he lived, but if Mr. Proudflesh dies that would change everything and I’d be tried and sent to jail. 

Chapter 16
	I tried contacting Tammy, but the day had gotten ahead of me. She had left me multiple texts and phone messages when I went MIA during my migraine. Now she wasn’t returning my texts and voicemails
I was starting to feel guilty and concerned about getting her involved in my situation. If Seth Proudflesh dies, heaven forbid, she could become an accomplice because of me.
	As I was driving home, I saw Mrs. Keelover’s  bundle of sharpened knives from three days ago sitting on the foot of the passenger side. I had forgotten to drop them off after the last day I had sharpened and my headache took over. 
	I raced over to her house and pulled her knife bundle up from the floor where it had fallen. 
	Rushing up to her front door, I rapped on the door with urgency. 
	“Jeri, hello,” Mrs. Keelover said in her usual dazed just got up from a nap way. 
	“Mrs. K, I’m so sorry I didn’t drop your knives off the other day. “
	“Oh goodness, don’t worry dear. You have a lot on your plate these days,” she added reassuredly. 
	“I know, but still…” I said feeling guilty. 
	She gave me a sad smile, “I saw your message on your website.”
	“I’ll be back on my feet real soon,” I said not sounding convincing even to myself. 


	“Come in, come in, I just pulled out a wonderful pound cake,” she said opening the screen door wide for me.
A metallic blue Chevy Camaro 98’ drove by. When suddenly the driver peeled off setting off the ear piercing popping and screeching of the modified exhaust. 
	Startled then angered, Mrs. Keelover pushed past me yelling at the car “If I see you in my neighborhood again, I will destroy that piece of shit car!”
	I’d never seen this side of Mrs. Keelover before. The driver was long gone. 
Breathless, Mrs. Keelover who had moved as fast as a snake went back to her slow moving self. “Oh those wanna be hot rodders chap my hide with their souped up engines. If I ever get a hold of one of them, I’ll shake them until—”
	Hot rod. 
	“That’s it Mrs. Keelover!” I exclaimed. “You are a genius!” I said planting a kiss on her thin skinned forehead it was like kissing cold raw pastry puff dough. 
	“My stars, what did I say?”
	I started down the porch steps. “I’ve gotta go.”
	“But, how much do I owe you for the sharpening?”
	“On the house!”
	I ran to my truck as Mrs. Keelover waved after me saying, “Well, awright!”
	
Chapter 16:  Jeri meets Mona and her secret 
	Tammy called right as I entered my apartment. 
	I felt certain it wasn’t an old antique car I was looking for but a RestoMod or restored car with modifications. The modern name for hot rods. 
The sun was a burnt orange hot, still and low in the late afternoon sky. On the drive home I was looking forward to a long hot soak in the tub to process all the pieces from the day. 
“Hey, what are you doing?” Tammy immediately asked with urgency in her voice. 
	 “I just got home. Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you. I got one of my grand mal migraines.”
	 “I know you’re in pain, but it’s important for you to tell let someone know what’s happening. Y’know, in case something happens,” Tammy said in a serious voice. “You know there are people who care about you. She added emotionally.
	“I’ll remember that. Thank you,” I said nodding into the phone. 
“I’m glad you’re better but that’s not why I called.”
I had a difficult time understanding Tammy. There was loud background noise.

“I can barely understand you. Where the hell are you?” I interruped her.
“I’m at Annie’s. How fast can you get down here? There’s someone you’ve got to meet.” 
	I slipped my boots off. “Honestly, I was about to take a hot bath----"
	“You can do that later. You need to get your butt down here now.
	“Alright,” I sighed, “I’m on my way,” 
 I wasn’t positive, but there was something about the way she spoke that made me think there was someone else there that she couldn’t elaborate in front of. 
I took a deep breath. I lightly slapped my cheeks to perk up. I needed caffeine but didn’t want to make a fresh pot of coffee. There was some cold leftover coffee in a cup. It was perfectly fine, so threw some ice cubes in it. I sipped this while searching for something I could eat quickly. A piece of banana bread caught my eye. This was tempting my sweet tooth, but I’d crash in an hour.
On the fridge shelf was black forest ham and swiss cheese. Protein. Perfect! I rolled that up and washed it down with the cold coffee. 
Ten years ago, I’d be up and out the door. My mind pushed me to go, but my body wanted to rest. At this age, I was done at 5 pm and most nights in bed by 8:30 pm.  
And, Annie’s of all places. Annie’s was Grandville’s upscale “roadhouse”.  An upscale version of Deadbeat’s Honey Jug where I had spent my time hanging out with Scott like I do now at the Honey Jug. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been to Annie’s and there was a time when been there almost weekly with Scott. This was the last place I wanted to be or go. 
Any other time I wouldn’t have made the effort and worn my engineers boots and beat up waxed canvas field jacket, but I wanted to blend in.

I was more likely to run into people from the old crowd from when I was married. 
My jeans and sweater was fine. 
I splashed my face with cold water, spritzed some toner to freshen and appled some moisturizer to plump my skin up.  My face had the end-of-the-day XXXX when my skin looked crepeier and my jowls appeared more prominent. 
I slipped on my turqoise cuff and rings. Who knew who I’d run into from my old life before the accident, so I applied some mascara, brushed on some blush and dabbed some lip color. 
I slipped on a pair of red patent leather ballet flats and grabbed a pashmina shaw I’d owned for decades. I did a outfit check before heading out the door. I looked like a version of myself before the concussion when …..
Deadbeat’s version of rush hour traffic the slowing down caused by tractors headed home made me late. The evening air had turned a shade of indigo blue as I turned into Annie’s parking lot and velvety black when I walked through the heavy dark wood brass-handled doors of Annie’s . (Diff between honey jug and Annie’s)
I breezed past the hostess station and tasteful tall floral arrangement at the entrance, nodding to the pretty hostess with confidence and familiarity of being a former regular.  I didn’t want to catch the eye of anyone from my past, so I walked past the entrance of the  bustling dining room without looking in and went straight to the dark wood and brass bar.
Tammy waved at me from the high-top tables near the back. The redhead she wanted me to meet was sitting with her back towards me. 
	I walked to their table and began to sit when my head filled with the image of a strangulation, only this time the person was Seth Proudflesh. This wasn’t at all like the vision from Mr. Proudflesh where I couldn’t make out the face of the woman being strangled but the focus was on the hands. In this I saw his eyes and it wasn’t fear that I saw, but this ecstatic pleasure, like he was getting off on it. 
“Jeri, you alright?” Tammy asked. I felt off balance for two seconds causing my hand to knock over a water glass bringing me to the restaurant. 
	Tammy and the redhead both stood up quickly as the spill spread across the table. 	“I’m so clumsy,” I muttered apologetically.
Napkins were thrown on the liquid and steams were patted down the table with more. I grabbed some napkins from the vacant table next to us. The redhead, tall close to six feet patted the table.
I stopped when I saw her hands they were the same pale skinned tapered fingers with a ruby signet ring I had seen in the vision. They were like models hands. 
Our waitress came with a bar towel and efficiently swabbed the table dry. 
	I’d only been there for ten minutes and I was confused. We were in a restaurant and the image came on so quickly, I didn’t know who it was coming from. The “episodes” use to be such a normal part of my everyday life that it didn’t phase me.(explain past how it worked) 
This gave me a chance to collect myself. I had downloaded the red head’s secret. Had Who is she and why is she choking Mr. Proudflesh? It was either a secret desire to kill him or this was a form of the secret that she had stabbed him?  
Why was she glaring at me. It was only water. 
	After the waitress left, I sat next to Tammy and faced the red head who still looked pissed at me.  
	“Jeri, this is Mona. Mona, Jeri,” Tammy introduced. 
	“Nice to meet you,” I said. She said nothing back. 
	“Mona, tell Jeri what you told me.”
“Were you and Seth Proudflesh fucking?” she snarled venomously at me.
Not expecting this, I shook my head in disbelief. I looked at Tammy, who threw her hands up in the air. Clearly surprised as me.
“Are you kidding me?” I asked directed more at Tammy more than Mona. “Jeri, stay,” Tammy commanded putting her hand on my arm. She knew I was about to bolt.
I had been there less than ten minutes and I was unnerved by the image of Mr. Proudflesh and the look and vibe of pure hatred this Mona was directing towards me. she was about to reach across the table to throttle me.
“Mona, we talked about this before. Jeri can help you out,” Tammy said. 
Mona’s darting look at me settled down.
“Okay, let’s start all over,” Tammy said to the both of us now giving Mona a pointed look. 
“Actually, I’ll start since I got you out here tonight,” Tammy explained. “Mona came in to the Honey Jug the other night and sat down at the bar. It was a slow night and she and I got to talkin’. Mona, here, is Mr. Proudflesh’s lover. I found out that she believes he was cheating on her with you.”
“Eww!” came out out of my mouth unexpectedly. I couldn’t help it. The thought of anything physical with Seth was enough to make me retch. And then there was the pure lunacy that that she was involved with a married man and felt like he was all hers hit a personal nerve. 
“I told her later on that you’re my best friend,” Tammy said looking at me. “and there’s no way you are fucking Seth Proudflesh. You two have to talk and clear this up.”
Tammy gave me a “be good now” look during the pause at the end of her explanation.
	“Listen, I don’t know who you are, but I swear on my XXXX that I have not or ever wanted to be intimate with Seth Proudflesh… or any married man.” 
	Mona lowered her eyes for a second when I said “married man”, then she straightened her shoulders and lifted her head. 
	“It’s not a fling. We’re in love,” she hissed at me her green eyes becoming slits and her lip set in a firm line. 
	“Sure. Okay,” I said quietly. The waitress came with our drinks  just in time. 
	“There’s more,” Tammy said giving Mona a look of encouragement. “Go ahead, Mona.”
I looked back and forth between them wondering how I could get out of there. Was this like some confrontation intervention?
	“Did you stab Seth?” Mona asked evenly.
	“Good god!” I exclaimed. “You know you’re awful at this. Why in the hell would I hurt Seth Proudflesh? If you love him, fine and dandy for you. I don’t.  He’s an asshole plain and simple. I’m not even going to answer that question.”
	I looked at Tammy. Lifting my butt off the seat, I said, “Sorry. I’m out of here. I don’t see how she can help me.”
	Tammy looked back at me silent, but wide eyed at how badly this meeting had fallen apart
	I try my best to keep my cool. Before the accident, I was a doormat doing anything to avoid a conflict. After the accident or maybe it was menopause or getting older, my edit button broke. I’d say what was on my mind. But at that moment, I did something I had never done before. Use a secret to lash out at someone.
 “My turn to ask a question. Have you ever thought about strangling Seth with your two bare hands?”
	Mona looked at me like she was seeing a ghost. 
	 It hit a nerve, but I didn’t feel better only more tired and pissed at myself. I looked at Tammy and said, “Are we finished here?”
	Tammy glanced over at Mona and so did I. She looked like a steam engine that ran out of coal. The glaring angry stare was replaced by a soft dejected, sad look. Frankly, it was heartbreaking and I felt like a four inch Italian leather heel.
	“Why did you say that?” Mona said in a soft voice.
I had to think fast. “I meant it as a figure of speech.  Y’know you love someone so much but they irk to no end. I remember feeling that way about my ex husband. I could have strangled him a million times he drove me nuts,” I half-lied. I never thought about strangling him once. Poisoning perhaps.
	“He promised me he was going to leave his wife.” She was shredding up her napkin as she talked. 
	“Don’t they all,” I said gently. I winced when Tammy stepped on my foot under the table.
	“I love him. He’s my whole life,” she confessed.
	Wiley popped up in my mind at that moment and I remembered that crazy jealousy I felt when I saw Wiley come into the Honey Jar with the woman. 
	Mona’s eyes closed to slits again like she was coming out of a trance. “Why did you say strangle?” The softness leaving her voice.
“If I believed that someone I loved was screwing around on me, maybe I’d have a fantasy of I don’t know choking them or slashing their tires. I don’t know!” Trying to give an example but not coming up with a good one. “It could have been blugeon, shoot, stab, whatever your choice of violence. Poisoning would be more of the way I’d go.” 
“Jesus Christ. It... it was just an example…“I don’t know. It was an example of what I might do if I found out someone was cheating on me.  It was just a “what if” nothing else.”
I was beginning to ramble in my attempt to disengage myself from the details of the secret. 
	“But why did you bring up strangulation? Specifically. You would have known this if you were screwing Seth.”
	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I said blankly. 
	“I’m totally lost. Do you know what she’s talking abou?” I asked Tammy.
“If you weren’t screwing around with him, how would you know that was what he was into.”
“In to?”
 “Jeri, that’s his fetish. The official name is breath play,” Tammy said slowly.
	“Breath play?” I repeated. “What in the hell is that?” 
	“Ohhh!” I said as my brain’s synaposis fired. 
	They were talking about a sexual fetish. My eyes widened as my brain recalled what little it knew about this sexual kink. Something about blocking the airway right before orgasm and releasing the hold right before orgasm. I only knew this because the actor David Carradine had died of 
	“Autoerotic aphyxiation,” I said. 
Mona nodded. Tammy looked impressed.
	“Ok, you two talk while I go powder my nose,” Tammy said exiting from the table.
	Damn her, I knew she was going outside for a cigarette. 
	“Mona, believe me,” I said leaning in to the table. “There was never ever anything between me and Mr. Proudflesh,” even saying this made my stomach turn. 
	“I believe you,” she said. “Your not his type.”
Her resolve or quietness and the last part, convinced me she finally believed me. 
	It made sense now.  The visions. It wasn’t strangulation I was seeing. it was all about a secret pleasure. A love triangle with a special twist. The secret I had seen first with Seth Proudflesh the afternoon of our public argument and now Mona. I had intrepreted the secret as the act of killing someone not a sexual fetish. 
 I was a boring old top and missionary gal. The generation growing up on magazine porn. The men would have to go to creepy “live’ shows. Then video pornography.  I was experience my own simple sexual revolution with Wiley but only pornography was beyond me. The kinkiest thing I had ever done was let Scott tie me up with his Hermes neckties, but it ended quickly because my calf kept cramping up.  
But where was Mrs. Proudflesh in all this or was she the discarded wife. 
“OK, you and Seth—Mr. Proudflesh are into…breath play,” I repeated.
I shrugged my shoulders. “People have affairs because of sexual incompatibility all the time. I’m still not clear on why you want to talk to me.”
“I..I..I’m sorry for jumping on you the way I did. I’ve been going crazy the last week. “
	 The forlorn look came back over Mona’s face. “I haven’t been allowed to see him in the hospital. Courtney barred me from seeing Seth in the hospital. When I saw your car parked over at the Proudflesh’s the other day and Seth mentioned you when I saw him. With his wife shutting me out and the idea that there is another woman in all this. I couldn’t take it. I needed answers.” 
	I could understand her desperation. 
“Hold on a minute. I need to catch up here. Another woman? How many are involved. And Seth, I mean Mr. Proudflesh mentioned me? I’m confused. I thought he was in a coma.”
“It’s been me, Seth and Courtney.”
“Oh,” I whispered. The Proudflesh’s were polyamorous. 
“This was before he fell into a coma. I snuck into the hospital. I had to see him.”
“But if you all were having a thing together why wouldn’t she let you visit him?”
She wiped a tear away and replied defiantly. “She hates me. She was going along with what he wanted to do to keep him. She believed he’d get over this XXX.”
I scooted forward on the table. 
“I’m so sorry about that, but can you tell me exactly what he said when you saw him and why I came up.” I urged.
“I asked him who did this to him. Who stabbed him.”
“What did he say,” I asked trying not to push her. “Who is it.”
“Seth was drugged up and sluggish. Totally out of it, but his answer was no one.” 
“No one?”
“I know. I didn’t understand. I tried to get him to explain but he was too disoriented. It was probably the painkillers. Then he told me he wanted to talk to you and became agitated and insistent. Someone was coming so I left through the adjoining bathroom. The next day he was in a coma.”
“I see,” I said sitting back into the chair with a thump. “So when he said he wanted to talk to me, that made you think I was also having sex with him.”
She shrugged her shoulders and nodded her head. “Well…yes.”
“Listen. The reason my car was at the Proudflesh’s was because I was trying to get Mrs. Proudflesh to clear my name. She and her daughter Pelham had me arrested for Mr. Proudflesh’s stabbing. Explain better.”
“I heard and it made me believe even more you had something going with Seth.”
A crazed but loving look came over her as she squeezed her hand in a fist. ““I have to admit that if you had stabbed Seth, he must have driven you to it. He just does that to you. Enrages you at the same time XXX”
“Yeah, that’s Love for ya.”
She unclenched her fist and explained. “After the hospital I went to the Honey Jug, I couldn’t think of any place else to go. I was pounding drinks until Tammy started talking to me and, well, I opened up to her about what was going on. When I told her that I thought you were fucking around with Seth, she stood up for you. She tried to call you, but you weren’t reachable. She insisted you and I meet. Talk it out. I didn’t want to, but I’m glad she did.”
	She looked away eyes welled up with tears. I passed her a napkin.
	“I don’t get it,” she continued. “A nurse friend of mine said he was doing great. Had a touch of short term memory loss but he was talking.This was just yesterday”
	The light over our table appeared brighter and yellower than before. All this information plus the margarita and shot of tequila left me drained and thirsty. 
	I chugged my glass of water.
	“Can I ask you a strange question?”
	“Sure.” At this point nothing felt strange anymore.
	“Why do you call Seth and Courtney Mr. and Mrs. Proudflesh?” 
	(What happened between Pelham and Jeri when they were in high school?
Oh my god, Pelham and Jeri use to be best friends. Inseparable. They did everything together. Jeri would go over to the Proudflesh’s and that is why  Jeri calls Courtney and Seth Mr and Mrs. Pelham. 
Or there was a threesome friendship. Pelham and her best friend (Marcia who had a affair with her husband) Jeri felt Mary and Pelham were getting closer and leaving her out. Marcia tells Jeri that Pelham made a pass at her. Jeri tells everyone. 
What happened between them that Pelham now hates Jeri?)

	(this so try goes back to what happened with Pelham in high school.)	Tammy returned to the table and a whiff of tobacco came off her. I could use a cigarette right then.
	“All good?”
	We nodded our heads and Mona even smiled.
	“Mona…is there anything I can do?” I asked. 
	“No…thank you,” she said. “I have no power in this until Seth comes out of the coma, which I’m confident he will.”
	“Please let me know if he does.”
“It’s really important I talk to him. If he can explain what happened. Who did it. It’ll clear my name.”


Chapter 17
	This was secret affair, secret fetish.  Mr. Proudflesh was a pillar in the Deadbeat community. Deadbeat was far from conservative, but Mr. Proudflesh had enough people who disliked him to make this into a thing. Mrs. Proudflesh, Junior League chairwoman, XXXX and XXX. I didn’t know how she fit here. Whether the vision meant she knew about her husbands secret or she shared the same fetish. And Mona, the mistress who threatened their marriage. Had she threatened to tell the public if he didn’t take her seriously. Was Mr. Proudflesh really going to leave his wife for Mona?
I had heard that there was an underbelly of happily married couples make even happier by swinging, but I never paid any attention to it. 
All this small town dirt was making me feel filthy.

	The only person who could answer any of these was at the hospital in a coma. 
	
 
	
	After Tammy and I said good bye to Mona and wished her luck, I brought my hands around my head and exclaimed, “Damn!” 
	“I know it’s a lot,”
“Thank you.”
I looked at Tammy gratefully. I felt completely drained, but Tammy and I got to talking like best friends do. I motioned the waitress. I needed a real drink. (change what Jeri orders at the beginning of her meeting with mona) for another round but not before apologizing for getting her involved. “Well I can’t have you lose your business and leave Deadbeat.”
I told her about the blood donor bus, the viewing of video of the hubcaps at Wiley’s and my visit to the police station that day, 

 (Scott Jeri’s ex does car auctioning on the side. Before they were married and he got into investment banking he was a car auctioneer by way of cattle auctioning. He still dabbled in that world with his love of cars and contacts in that world made him a tremendous resource for Jeri. Jeri has to go to Grandville and ask for help.)
The hot rod idea Mrs. Keelover had given had got buried with all the other revelations of the day. 
“I totally forgot about this, but Iggy said specifically a 1950s hubcap. I thought about serious car collections who kept them and never drove them except once a year. (CAN MAKE JERI TALK ABOUT THIS TO AN EXPERT AND COME TO A DEADEND) Mrs. Keelover was cursing out some modified  car and called them a hot rod. Which made me think about the hot rods from the 50s. You know the dragsters, James Dean, thing. Maybe those hubcaps belong to some hotrod. One that no one drives except to race, so it isn’t seen around town and no one knows about it.”
“I dunno anyone who drag races. Do they even still call it that? Isn’t that a younger crowd?”
“I assume so.” I fell silent at this dead end. Car collecting and drag racing and modifying cars was an interest that I knew nothing about or cared about either.
	Tammy arched her eyebrow at me, “Scott.”
	“What about him?” I responded at the mention of my former husbands name. 
	“Isn’t he still doing car auctioning on the side?” she scoffed at my XXX
	“Oh, yeah,” I said.  
	“For someone who is trying to clear their name, you’re not XXXX.” She scoffed again.
	Tammy was right. Before they were married and Scott got into investment banking he was a car auctioneer by way of cattle auctioning. He still dabbled in that world with his love of cars and he had contacts in that world. My ego wouldn’t let me consider him a resource.
	“Isn’t there anyone else? I could ask Iggy again.”
	“If you ask Iggy you won’t get anything useful before it’s too late.”
	I chewed my nail. “Ugh,” I said bending my head into my arms. “It’s so embarrassing. I’m sure he knows about the arrest.”
	“You didn’t get arrested. You were brought into the station. They didn’t process you. Who cares. This is a life or death matter. It’s not like he’s never been publicly embarrassed himself. He knows what everyone is driving especially if it’s unique. Those hubcaps look special. He’d know right off the bat if anyone in town wore them.”
	Tammy was right again. I didn’t say a word.  Before I lost my nerve, I picked up my phone and sent Scott a text saying, “Hey I need help identifying some hubcaps.”
	The text bubble appeared, then the message, “Sure. Come on over.“
	I didn’t mean now, I muttered.
	I looked at my phone screen in surprise. “He says to come over.”
	“Tell him you’ll text him a photo of it.”
	“Good idea,” I said typing the message in.
	“He wrote back: “I hate doing this kind of stuff on the phone.”
	“Well, you gotta give him credit for doing things pre cell phone and internet,” Tammy said respectfully. He was old-school do things face-to-face meetings, calling not texting. Unlike Iggy who dropped technology as a the in theing to do, Scott….Which appealed to me having lived before the internet, cell phones I was surprised he even texted me back. I did know that Scott was a late adopter, he kept putting off using technology. Examples.  
	“Shit, he wants to do it in person.” 
	How about tomorrow? I wrote.
	I waited watching the text bubble when a call from Scott came through. I looked at Tammy as I answered.
“Hey.” Oh god, I was answering the phone the way we use to.  
“Why wait for tomorrow when you can do it today?” Scott said jovially. The sound of ice tinkling against glass and a game on television in the background. I could practically smell the bourbon in the glass and he probably had a cigarette burning between his fingers too.
“This is a good time. Marcia and the kid are returning from visiting her mom tomorrow. It’s just me and the dogs.”
I get it. He wouldn’t be able to help me if she was around. 
“Sure, I’ll see you in a bit.”
“Agh!” I moaned after I hung up. 
“This will only take a minute or two,” Tammy said encouragingly. 
“It’s getting late though.”
“Jeri, not everyone is in bed by eight.”
	  “Why don’t you come with me?  Scott likes you. He thinks you’re funny. We’ll all have a drink, a smoke, shoot the shit and I’ll get info that I need…Please!” I begged.
	“No,” she said making a face. “Introducing you to Mona was enough. I’m off the clock. You’re here in Grandville, so get over there and get the information you need and get out. Do it like a strikeforce.”
“Like a strike force,” I repeated to myself trying to psyche myself up. 
	This day was getting surreal. I saw got a clue about antique hubcaps; chasing down saw someone tear up my knife sharpening station on a video; met the woman Mr. Proudflesh wa shaving a menage trois affair with; and now I was headed to my exh0husbands place to chase down some hubcaps. All I wanted was to go home and take a bath.
Marcia was once my best friend, the woman Scott had been cheating on me with. After Scott and I divorced, they married. Over the last decade, Marcia became more insecure and possessive of Scott. I guess she had reason to. Once a cheater always a cheater. We still had our son to raise and Marcias insecurities made it difficult and would get paranoid whenever we had a parent meeting or anything that brought us together. 
	What he did fifteen years ago and how he handled the divorce, I had only started getting over. But with age comes realistic perspective??. He was still a douche. He sucked at being a husband. Failed at it. Yet, our compatibility, shared experiences, having a child having a conversation. The qualities that brought us together in the first place were still there. 
	He was a fun guy and we still had good conversation when we talked. One can forgive, but this one doesn’t forget. Something about if they were handing off a cliff would I offer a hand or walk away. 
	There was an unspoken promise that if either one of us ever needed help, we’d be there. Hell, we had a kid together. I knew I could tolerate a conversation with him and I needed this info. 
	
Chapter 18
( pickin out the fixtures. A wall paper was gone, etc.)

There were no streetlights on the road to Scott’s house, formerly our house. The thick inky darkness seemed to try to swallow up my headlights.  I could drive there blindfolded. As the moonlight flashed off and on between the birch and maple trees guided my drive, I began reminiscing driving down the  road that I had taken thousands of times what felt like a million lifetimes ago. 
Since my son had grown up and moved away, I didn’t have to go back and forth to the house. No matter how many years had passed it felt not great to have go back there.
	I had come from the last generation of belief in the nuclear family and the belief that you do anything to keep the white picket fence up. It was the kind of marriage where the woman cooked, cleaned, raised our son, and supported the husband in their work. Gene X the last generation where daughters were raised to be wives and mothers. 
	 Scott took over everything, but this house was about the only thing, except our son, that we had worked as a team to build. The location, the layout, every detail. 
Coping with the new way my brain worked and seeing people’s secrets was one thing, but to then discover my husband was screwing around with my best friend, that was all a nightmare on its own. 
My head injury was a curse and a blessing. A curse because I didn’t have my wits about me when it came to the divorce. I didn’t have engines firing and couldn’t fight for my self. And a strange blessing because I the head injury some how cushioned the blow. Even now I rememnber the broad strokes of the divorce, the moving out, but not the small financial details of betrayal. 
It was during a time when the judges were supporting father’s and he had a better lawyer.  I didn’t get the house or even close to half of the assets. He knew I’d have rough start and kept our son, but I was determined to pull through it. Ironically, the brain trauma that gave me the ability to know people’s deepest secret, which ruined my life also came with the extraordinary inner strength to push through (more). Something I didn’t have before the accident. I would let things happen to me, let Scott have his way as long as I was comfortable. 
Like the wives of Grandville, I was a stay at home mom and wife and professional hobbyist. During the divorce Maryann let me stay in her apartment above the barn where Eggbutt boarded. There was enough room for me and I’d sleep on the sofa when I had my son.  In the beginning, after everythign was said and done and I realized I had nothing. The hardest part was making ends meet. 
I needed a job, but I felt different. My old self would have applied at a clothing store or gotten an office job despite having a degree in. This strange version of me wanted to start a business, something that was needed, but no services were around. 
I had taken an adult education weekend bladesmithing course at XXXX tech and learned how to make a knife. 
Then, I remembered a caterer friend complaining that her knives were dull and she couldn’t find anyone locally to sharpen then.  
	I did some research to see if who the nearest knife sharpener was and bought some equipment, a belt grinder and bought out all the knives at a local thrift shop and practiced until I could do it blindfolded. I liked it because I felt I was in control. Working for someone would have been easier.
It took some time, but business grew each year tiny step at a time.
	Scott was able to get out of child support because the amount in the trust was a bit greater than what usually is awarded. I worked partime at the hardware store and slowly started getting sharpening jobs from customers until I was able to set up a station at the hardware store. 
	But, money was tight before the knife sharpening work took off until I fell upon a way to use my new ability to make ends meet. The local grocery stores held contests where shoppers guessed how many jawbreakers are in a container you win a weeks worth of groceries. The first time I did this was by accident. guessing how many candy canes are in tall plastic container for a eight foot tall Christmas stocking filled with toys, games, candy and stuffed animals.  I happen to pass as a customer was talking to the store manager as she was setting up the candy cane display.  The customer was asking about the prizes and out of nowhere the number, clear as a road construction sign leaped form the manager. I dropped the slip with the number plus 3 on it in the box and was notified the following week that I had the closest number. I sold the thing on ebay for XXXX
	I did it again at their monthly free groceries for a week sweepstakes. Where you guess XXXXX. I stopped doing it in Deadbeat and moved over to the grocery stores in other towns. I won a pair of snow mobiles at XXX sporting goods when they held a guess the prices of the snowmobiles and sold them at half price. 
	The stress of making it look like it was just blind luck was hard to keep up and I had to stop entering contests periodically to keep people from noticing how often I won. Those spells when I didn’t having the winnings were difficult times and what led me to find a more creative way to use my new ability. 
	After the grocery contests became too risky to continue, I found another way to make extra money. It began with a lost bracelet. I had overheard one of the customers Mrs. XXXX lamenting how she had lost her favorite XXXX. Mr. XXX and Mrs. asked her all the helpful questions like walking mentally backwards on that day. 
	“It’s no use,” she said. “Well I hope someone finds it. I put a reward it means so much to me.”
	When she left, I asked Mr. XXX what Mrs. XXX had misplaced. It ws a XXXX. How much of a reward. $100. 
	(Story of how she found it)
	I did everything I could scrape by and did until my knife sharpening business grew by word of mouth. Yet, during these times I had to hold my tongue and not show any indication of what was going on to my son. Is ten years enough time to move on. I’m not sure. I don’t know if discovering his infidelity and divorcing him was the best thing that could have happened to me. As tough as it was, I saw the survivor side of myself and removed from the confines of a marriage I saw how small and shrivveled I had become taking on my husbands likes and interests. 
	I was put in the position where I had to use my wits and skills to better my life. 


	If Scott can help me, I have to ask. 
	I pulled into the driveway, turned off the engine and got of the truck up to the door and banged the knocker. The knocker was a brass horse shoe and I had fought hard over it. He wanted a gold club head justifying that we both played golf. Finally he gave in. I was surprised it was still there. My last mark. 
It was still strange knocking at the door of where I use to live. At another time in my life, I would have described it as humiliating.
	‘Come in, door’s unlocked!” Scott yelled from the back room. The back room that overlooked onto the lake. 
	Opening the door and slowly walking through the entryway, I couldn’t help but notice some of the changes since when I lived there. The xxx and xxx and xxx. Felt a twinge couldn’t heop looking around for some sign, xxx that things weren’t all rosy, but didn’t find any.
	It was all the trappings of coiuple dome that I had left and someone took over. 
	The air smelled like XXXX. 
	“Hi, hi,” Scott said. Come in Come in. Always welcoming. 
	A basketball game hummed in the background.
	“Do you want a drink?”
	“What are you having?”
	“Scotch and soda,”
	“Yeah, sure,” then I thought better of it. “Actually no thanks, I just came from Annie’s”
	Strike force style. 
	“Annie’s” Scott said reminescently with a smile. “I haven’t been there since…well, it’s been a long time.”
	“Marcia won’t let you go back to an old haunt,” I said not able to help myself. 
	He gave me a look. “We have a kid now.”
	Which made me feel like an ass. Ok, I deserved that. 
His eyes darted to the basketball game. “Sorry,   rg I’ve got bet on XXX.” I had forgotten how much he loved to gamble. I hated it, thought it was a waste of money until one christmas he gave me a golf glove stuffed with hundred dollar bills. He turned the volume down and walked out to the deck. 
Ok, no small talk. No how are you? No what’s going on?
	He handed me the pack of cigarettes and the lighter. I irked me how I noticed the little gestures of how he use to hand me a cigarette then held out the lit lighter. 
	“What’s up?” he asked.
	“Have you seen these hubcaps before?” I pulled out the copy of the hubcap. “I know it’s kinda blurry.”
He put his reading glasses on. “That’s easy. This is a XXXX.”
	Scott looked at it again.
	“Nice set though. I’d love to see the car that these hubcaps are on,” Scott said handing the paper back to me.
I took back the copy. “Thought you might have come across it in an auction.”
“I’d remember the car those hubcaps belong to,” he said giving the copy a final look before handing it back to me. He blew out some smoke before taking a sip of his drink. (what this reminds jeri of)
“I haven’t auctioneered in years,” Scott chuckled.
“Oh, I heard…or thought you still did.”
“No, I’ve been out of the business for a while.” 
	I pushed down my annoyance of not getting the information first rather than assuming that Scott was still auctioning. And the feeling that this visit was a waste of time and sentimentality. 
	“Do you know anyone around who might store their vintage hot rod or antique car in their barn?
	I remembered how unless he was interested, it was hard to get information. It was quesetion by question. It wasn’t a great feeling know that I served as a distraction from his boredom while his wife and kids were away. I could now see how he led himself into a adultry.
“If I wanted to find a car that would have hubcaps like this where would I look? Where do car collector’s store their cars. I know they don’t drive them except maybe once a year.”
“What about in barns? 
“Not serious car collectors unless you want rats and mice and all kinds of animals to make a nest in the upholstry and rip out the wiring.  I won’t even go into the mold and rust that grows in that damp environment and the heat in the summer.”
“Alright, I get it. So a serious collector wouldn’t have one in their barn.”
“Most collectors have a special storage space with the right temperature and dryness. It’s the wetness that ages cars,” Scott explained. 
I’m surprised you loved doing that so much. Why
 did you stop?”
	“Marcia didn’t want me wasting my time doing that. Especially with the kid.”
	ABOUT JERI REMEMBERING HAVING HIM STOP BUT DIDN’T. NAGGIN VS. NOT.

	He didn’t have to say it. Marcia probably ended that. And probably for the best for the hard drinking and XXXX away. I was too weak? To tell him to stop. He was good at it, the best in the biz they say and he loved it. Funny how when you’ve had a kid with someone, you still talk or think about them in that way as if you were a couple. It’s like I was still 10 years ago, but he had moved on.
	An important thought interrupted this reverie. 
	 
Great. Another dead end and useless walk down memory lane. 
“Thanks Scott. I don’t want to keep you from your game.” 
“Sorry, I couldn’t be more help.”
He paused. “Are you in some trouble with Seth Proudflesh?” Scott asked. 
Some trouble? Actually a lot of trouble. Married sheltered Jeri wanted to tell him my whole situation and have him fix it like the old days. This is how he gets into trouble. Stick to the initial script and don’t ask questions. To have someone help. And he would, but he’d come to resent it after the initial high of the knight in shining armor wore off and Marcia would hate me even more. No more drama for this gal.
I shook my head. “It’s not that bad. Nothing you have to concern yourself about.”
	He paused at my version of handing the pack of cigarettes and the lighter. Scott looked at me and this unspoken conversation we were having. 
	“Sorry, I couldn’t have been more help.” He said cordially.  
I said as I walked through the kitchen entrance toward the front door where was markings of our son’s height at different ages. (what did it look like) 
	 “I’m surprised it’s still here.” I said running my hand over it.
	“I would never let it be painted over,” he said in a kind way that made him think I gave a fuck about being concerned about the decsion he and Marcia made about it. I didn’t say anything. Use this as a metaphor of how life changes in a flash.
	No hug, too awkward. 
“Thanks,” I said perfunctorily.
Scott’s phone rang.
“Oh gotta get this,” he said. 
I heard him saying XXXXX as I walked to the truck then turned back around toward the front door where he still stood.  
	I saw his silhouette shut the door.  That heavy sinking feeling like a bowling ball dropped in my stomach and pressure behind my tear ducts to cry but there weren’t anymore tears left for this topic where it was onece a bottomless well. 
I got in the car and made my way up the driveway a few feet then stopped the car. I dug in my glove compartment and found what I was looking for as well as a headlamp. 
I skipped back up to the door. The door knocker came off easily. I got back into the truck slightly humming to myself.  The moonlight dangled above the lake’s surface. 
Didn’t get much infomration but I got my door knocker back. , more relieved to get out of there and the memory dreamscape than disappointed that Scott had no information. 
 I glanced in the rear view mirror not knowing what I expected to see. There was nothing there. I realized too that Scott had no secrets that emerged. Realized that I was waiting for something. 

Chapter 19
	I drove home. It was close to midnight. I was too exhausted to take a bath but made myself soak in the tub anyway. Afterwards I fell instantly to sleep. 
	I woke up to the sound of the horses nighing and the fuschia, pink, yellow and blue early morning sky. When I stretched I felt like the old 1970s Barbie dolls that made a popping sound when you moved their arm and leg joings. If I wasn’t careful I’d stretch my foot into a cramp. I hadn’t moved at all the entire night. 
	The clock read 6:30 am. I felt refreshed having slept deeply for the first time since the whole nighmare started. A good night’s sleep during post menopause was like depositing gold in the bank. Even though I was well-rested I decided to put my head back down on the pillow for a few more minutes, which turned into another hour and half of sleep. 
I woke up with a start. Picking up my phone next to my bed, I saw Tammy had texted me an hour ago. 
How’d it go?
	I texted back --Let’s talk over breakfast. My treat. 
Tammy could never refuse a free meal and I felt I owed her plenty. 
	Can’t. We have funeral at noon. You should come. Mr. XXXX passed and it s open to the public. 
	Math teacher Mr. XXXX?
	Y
Mr. XXX math teacher was XXXXX. I hadn’t seen him since high school, but he was beloved by everyone from the parking lot smokers to the football team. from the I did appreciate him and I wanted to talk to Tammy.
	I’ll see you there
	I put on my one and only little black designer dress, an A-line number with an audrey hepburn slash neckline that camouflaged my menobelly and complimented my legs and arms. and kitten heeled pumps. One of the few luxuries I brought with me from my other life where I had designer everything. I draped a black cashmere cardigan over my shoulders. 
	I couldn’t remember the last time I had gotten dressed up when it use to be a regular thing. Getting dressed up for the funeral. With my hair in a soft bun, make up on, an A-line dress that played down my meno belly and complimented my legs and arms. I did a quick fit check from different angles, not bad for 58. 
The Ever After parking lot was jammed pack. I found a spot a couple of blocks away. 
	Tammy greeted everyone in hushed voices and some extended family members handed out a funeral program and guided people into the visitation room. It was a packed house, looked like more people had come than Tammy had expected. EVERYONE WAS AT THE FUNERAL. WILEY. NINO. IGGY. MR. XXX WAS A TEACHER AND A TOWN XXXX. 
She was calm cool and together ??? by the attendance. It was like big event, I took the programs from Tammy and began handing them out so she could handle the folks in the visitation room. 
	Tammy’s father Jule the official funeral home director was in his late 80s. He resembled XXXXX. He was busy catching up with his friends. 
	I gathered people loitering in the hallway into the visitation room for the service. I knew that it had to run like clockwork with the pallbearers at the end and getting everyone out the door to the cemetary. With cremation and memorial services and destination funeral, the traditional funeral and burial service has almost become a thing of the past. 
	(more about the service, high school  classmates, )
 
	With everyone out the door, into their cars and on the way to the burial or straight to the reception at the relative’s home. After straightening up the visitation room. Tammy and I kicked off our heels and Tammy got a couple of beers from the fridge in the embalming room. 
	Ever After was an old school funeral home set up like a house with sofas and tasteful comfortable armchairs like a home. 
	I filled Tammy in about my deadend visit to Scott’s house. 
	“Sorry, I could have swore I heard he was still car auctioneering.”
She took a sip of beer, then asked,  “Was it weird?”
	“Um..sometimes.”
	“I did learn that that hubcap was popular on type of car XXX.”
	“XXXX?” Mr.XXXX said coming into the room.
	“Yeah, do you know anything about old cars?” I asked. 
	“Funny, you should mention that car. The  (Name of the math teacher who died) sold theirs last week after XXXX passed. Got top dollar for it too.”
	“Mr. XXX owned a XXXX?”
	“Yes, apparently in pristine condition. Mrs. XXXX was rattling on about being able to finally get rid of that car.” Mr. XXXX chuckled. 
	“Dad, do you know who bought it?” Tammy asked. 
	“Pelham Proudflesh. Why?”
	Tammy and I looked at each other like XXXXX.
	“Was it before XXXX (date of when Seth was stabbed)?”
	“Well, he died XXXXX. “
	Tammy and I looked at each other again. 
	My phone rang and I dug my cell out of my handbag. It was Mrs. Keelover. 
	‘Dear, sorry to bother you on a Saturday. I have a couple of knives 
that need freshening up. Would you mind dropping by to get them? I know you’re not working, but they are my best kitchen knives and they’re dull as butter knives. I hate cooking with dull knives. You know what they say, “Dull knives are unsafe,” ????” 
	“Of course, I’d be happy to. I’m out right now. How ‘bout I swing by and pick them up on my way home?”
	“You’re such a dear. I may have to run out to the gardening store. Time to XXX the XXX. I’ll put them on the side table by slider chair. Behind the pot of Gerber daisies.”
	“Got it, thanks.” I hung up. 
	Jules went off and XXXX. 
	“Dao
	And made a right on to XXXX to go to Mrs. Keelover’s house. 
	I didn’t see her XXXX parked in the driveway. I parked in the front of the house and unaccumstomed to my heels, I carefully climbed the five step porch stairs.  
The three knives, a paring knife, short utility and 8 inch chef’s knife were behind the potted Gerber daisies. No towel or wrapping covering the exposed blades. 
	“Damn it,” I muttered. Mrs. Keelover had forgotten to wrap the knives. I was a stickler about saftety. 
Teetering on my toes so my skinning heels wouldn’t get caught between the porch boards, I picked up the knives and searched around the porch to see if there was newsprint, cloth or something to wrap the knives in. 
	I remembered I had the newsprint in my truck. I hesitated struggling to decide if I should set the knives down and go fetch the wrapping material or take the knives to my truck the way they were, blades exposed. 
In hindsight, it was one of those moments that I wondered how I made it through unscatherd. I wanted to get home to sort out all the information I had gotten the last two days. 
It was an old early 1800s house and the steps were shorter than modern days steps. Maybe because people were smaller back in the day. 
This one time out of hundreds of times I went down these stairs, instead of the ball of my right foot coming down on the step, the unfamiliarity of the kitten heels, my right kitten heel slipped off the edge of the step. I began to fall backwards. The knives were in my right hand and the railing was on the right. It happened so fast, I threw the knives out of my hands and away from me so I wouldn’t land on them as I frantically grabbed for the railings with my left hand. I miscalculated my toss. The paring knife and bread knife went out, but the weight of the chefs knife shortened its loft. 
	I curled up my legs close to me to avoid the tip of the blade hitting my leg just as I clossed my fingers around the railing with my right hand. This jerked me backwards and my tailbone landed real hard on the edge of stairs sending a jolt of white pain up my spine. 
I sat there my dress hiked up to my mid thigh, legs sprawled straight out across three steps absorbing the pain in my tailbone. My right hand was shaking, but still clenching the railing.  
I used the rail to pull myself into a seated position. I slipped off the kitten heels and threw them down the stairs where they landed near the paring and break knife. There was a wide abrasion behind my knees, but no other scratches. I winced and gasped as I pulled myself to standing. 
Carefully I padded down the stairs to the sidewalk. I had bruised not broken my tailbone. I had done this before snowboarding for the first time. 
I looked up at the set of stairs then slowly picked up my shoes and the three knives. 
On safe ground, I played back what happened and realized I could have impaled my leg with the falling chefs knife. 
I high pitched squeal came out of my mouth as I understood then what Mr. Proudflesh meant when he said no one stabbed him!

INSERT SCENE:
DURING THE FIGHT WITH PELHAM AT THE BARN, JERI SAW THE SECRET THAT PELHAM WAS PROTECTING HER MOTHER. PELHAM THOUGHT HER MOTHER STABBED HER FATHER. PELHAM FELT GUILTY BECAUSE SHE WISHED HER FATHER DEAD AND SHE BELIEVES HER MOTHER ACTUALLY STABBED HIM. 
BUT HOW DOES JERI LEARN MRS. PROUDFLESH’S VERSION?

Chapter 20
The realization that Mr. Proudflesh hadn’t been stabbed but had an accident made it all the more confusing when Pelham showed up at the barn. 
Out of nowhere, she pulled up fast behind my rear fender. In her huge SUV like the big black ones you see Secret Service drive. I braced myself for her to plow into me.  
	Furious, I got out of my truck gingerly my burning tailbone and still barefoot. I walked toward Pelham’s truck Her SUV dwarfed my first Gen Toyota Tacoma. Pelham jumped out of the truck.
Like in her car, she came up to fast like a charging bull, but I didn’t wince or move.
 “Something on your mind?” I asked calmly doing my best not to appear rattled as she faced me only a few inches away like a boxing staredown. 
Enough of that, I turned and half-limped, half-stumbled barefoot on the gravel. In my dress and barefoot, my burning tailbone, there was no haughty dignified walk.  Every move felt magnified. 
I walked swiftly into the barn. In the stall corridor I stopped when Pelham stepped in front of me and backed up when Pelham took a step toward me afraid she was going to step on my toes. Her neck outstretched, she hissed. “How dare you show up at our house and harrass my mother and now I hear you’ve been asking around about the car I bought?”
“So you did buy Mr. ‘s car? Huh,” I said. Well, that cleared about the uncertainty of the car in questions. I felt vulnerable. I saw Eggbutt in the instide the paddock. I was barefoot, but had no where to go, so I slid open the stable door and stepped into the dry paddock. 
The ground was a mixture of dirt and dry manure. It was not an area you’d want to go barefoot, but I had no choice.
“Hi girl,” I said in a high pitched voice to Eggbutt. I could tell Pelham’s energy was confusing her.
Did she know her hubcaps were caught on tape? She wouldn’t be here if she did.
I stopped and turned back to Pelham.
“If you forgotten there’s someone running around out there who stabbed your father? I’m doing everything I can to clear my name on my own. 
I was going out on a limb but, I continued. “Both you and your mom know I didn’t do it. And it’s clear you’re not concern finding out who really did. There’s a knife that was used to stab your father? Where is it?”
I wanted to come across like I didn’t have a plan, hoping I wasn’t being too transparent.
	My eyes penetrated Pelham’s when I said this. 
	“You did it and you left with the knife,” she growled. 
I looked her straight in the eyes. “Or someone wants to frame me by planting it on me.”
This conversation where we were insinuating but both knew what the other was meaning.
All of my clues and findings were links, useful, but each piece had a hole or something missing and I needed something to link it together. All thrown together in a heap it could be threatening to someone who was guilty. I didn’t have enough to know if it was her or her mother. Did I say too much already? I was waiting for some reaction and maybe a slip of information, but her pit bull face was set like a gargoyle. 
“Why are you looking for hubcaps?” 
I had to take the risk of letting her know there was a video with hubcaps that matched her new old car. “They showed up in the video the hardware store has of the night the knives were put in my dropbox.”
The revelation of the information processing in Pelham’s brain was like watching an avalanche and like watching an avalanche sometimes you realize you better start running. My feet were sinking in cool paddock dirt and dried horse manure.
Eggbutt and I met each other halfway. I pet her neck. She was waiting for the carrot I usually brought her.
I looked back at Pelham and her face had gone from thinking to realization. Yup, I had said too much.
“I think it’s time for you to leave.”
Pelham took a step forward, “Where’s that video.” It was a demand not a question.
	“The police have it,” I lied nervously. Technically they did.
	“Where’s the knife?”
 	Shit, the insinuations were over. She did plant the knife in my drop box.
I said nothing holding onto Eggbutt who never stands still like this. 
	“I didn’t say I had it,” The less I back peddled the better. Keep your answers short I told myself. 
	“You have the knife.” Pelham said in a scary serious tone.
	“What knife are you talking about?” I heard myself say. Shit, I had messed things up now. I started leading Eggbutt out from under the eaves of the outdoor stall into the dry lot.  my feet were stepping in fresh manure, but I didn’t care. 
I was alone with Pelham in the barn. No one would hear me if I called for help. I was barefooted, wearing a fucking dress, and had a bruised tailbone.
My heels were sinking into the dirt, but I didn’t care as I tried to get out of the closed in space of the outdoor stall. Somehow getting into the dry paddock, out in the open felt better. 
	“If you didn’t you have it you wouldn’t be chasing after dead end clues like tracking down hubcaps.”
	I said nothing trying to use Eggbutt as a buffer between us. She wasn’t wearing a halter so I hoped she’d follow me.
Then Pelham stopped. She looked up over her shoulder to my apartment above the barn. “You live up there, don’t you?” she asked. 
Not waiting for an answer, Pelham looked me straight in the eyes then turned her gaze up and around and turned around heading toward the open stall door.
	“Hey, you can’t go up there!” I left Eggbutt and lunged after Pelham. I grabbed at her jean jacket to pull her back. She yanked her arm and the denim fabric slipped through my fingers. I scrambled in front of her blocking the entrance to the stall door. 
I braced body and held on to the sides of the doorway. She shoved me hard. I yelped in pain as I stumbled back flaring up my tailbone. Surprisingly I didn’t break my hold on the door.  I braced myself when Pelham was about to use all her weight to push me back.  
That’s when Eggbutt kicked Pelham in the back of the thigh . Pelham cried out and sprang away from  Eggbutt before doubling over her leg. I had been kicked in the toe once Eggbutt was trying to get a fly off her belly and it was awful pain.
	Maryann came rushing out of the stall aisle. 
Seeing the both of us, she yelled “What in the hell is goin’ on?!”
	She looked Pelham and I up and down.
	“She’s fucking nuts! Hit me with the hay fork!” Pelham yelled. “I’m going to have you arrested, you crazy bitch!” before limping out down the stall aisle.
	I watched as Mary Ann ran after Pelham. 
She caught up with Pelham at the entrance of the barn. 
“Pelham! Hold on! Are you okay?” I heard Maryann ask her.
 I went to the side window and watched Pelham limp to her SUV. Boy that kick must have hurt. Maryann ran up her. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but after they talked,  Pelham peeled out of the driveway. 
	I looked at the bedding fork leaning it up against the stall wondering how it got there. Pelham must have seen it and decided to use it as excuse. Such a liar. 
“Are you okay?” Maryann asked looking me up and down slowly. I looked down at my feet which were brown booties of dirt and manure. 
	“What the hell happened?” Maryann asked putting her hand on her head in bewilderment.
“When I got back from Mr. XXX funeral, Pelham came here wanting to know why I’ve been asking questions around town about the stabbing.”
“She believed I had evidence and tried to head up to my apartment. One thing led to another and we got into tousle. I blocked her way and when she shoved me, Eggbutt kicked her.” I explained. 
	“Eggbutt kicked her?” Maryann asked looking at me baffled. 
	“Yeah, she was in the dry lot.” I motioned over my shoulder. I looked over at the dry lot and she wasn’t there. “Well she was here. Pelham was on rampage.”
	“I heard yelling and then some banging,” Maryann brow was still furrowed and she looked at me in a strange way. 
	“Look at me I’m a mess,”  I laughed. “Don’t know what would have happened if Eggbutt hadn’t been there. It’s not going to reflect well on Eggbutt, but I’m glad she was there. And thank goodness you came along when you did.”
Maryann looked at me, past my shoulder at the dry lot, and back at me. Then, she looked sad. Her eyes were tearing up. 
I touched her shoulder. “Hey what’s wrong? I’m fine. Crisis diverted,” I joked. 
“Maryann what’s wrong?”
Maryann looked at me with the saddest bluest eyes. “Jeri, Eggbutt isn’t here anymore.”
“Of course, she’s here.” I said taking a step away from her. 
But for some reason I felt uncertain. “She took off down the pasture after all the excitement.”
I shook my head feeling suddenly annoyed. “Shouldn’t we be talking about why Pelham tried to….”
“Oh Jeri, have you forgotten again?” Maryann asked tears welling up. 
“Forgotten what?” 
I didn’t say anything. My mind was completely blank, yet searching. Then like xxxx I remembered 
“Oh my God!” I said grabbing my head with both hands pure anguish and grief consuming me. All of it coming back like it was yesterday. My accident fifteen years ago. Eggbutt tripped. She broke her leg. 
When I came out of the darkened bedroom where I stayed so my concussion healed, I learned they had to put Eggbutt down. Scott didn’t want to tell me. That week, I lost my husband, my best friend, my life and my horse.
“But I rode her last week several times,” I said desperate for something to ground myself with. I dug my fingers into my scalp as if trying to retrieve something true to hold on to as if my fingers could sink into my skull and pull it out. 
Maryann tenderly put her arm around me. “I know, sweetie. Remember you had a big headache last week. You sleep more and you dreamed it. You dreamed all of it. This happens when you’re stressed and tired. It’s part of the brain trauma. You have a lot going on right now.”
The peacefulness of riding in the field, Jeri remembers that was before the accident. They were only dreams. 
“No, no, no,” I muttered as I felt the same grief and agony all over again of losing her. And the times over the decade where I forgot and dreamed that she was back in my life again.  Just then, I remembered grabbing the bedding fork when Pelham was pushing me out of the way and jabbing her in the thigh and whacking her in the back. 
“It’ll be okay, dear. Everythings going to be ok,”  I heard Maryann say her arms tightly around me as I sobbed in my hands grieving Eggbutts death all over again and feeling truly alone.
	
	



“I’m trying to track down a set of hub caps and white walled tire. “I don’t care about your car, “ I lied.
	
	Knowing what Mr. P emants gave me confidence. 
	 
	 
	I almost responded with “none of your business” but my curiosity got the better of me. 
	
	There weren’t many antique cars in Deadbeat and Grandville, if there were, they wouldn’t be out on the road, but covered in someone’s garage or storage container. 
	 
Notes:
	
Mr. XXX Tammy’s father who owns the funeral home. He use to have a hot rod when he was young back in the 50s and tammy has Jeri show him a photo of the hub caps and he knows who has them Pelham. 
	Something about the force of how he was stabbed. There was lots of blood. The details of a stabbing. 
	Some time passes. Seth is brain damaged. /// Before Mona meets Jeri, Mona sneaks into the hospital where one of the hospital staff Friend sneaks her in. She talks to Seth, says he needs to talk to Jeri? (this is why she thinks there was an affair).  CHANGE WEAPON TO 5 INCH UTILITY KNIFE. 
	

	
Chapter 21
	Maryann took me upstairs to the garrett and made me tea while I took a shower. 
	We sat at the raw edge table she let me use when I moved in. 
	“This happens periodically,” she said calmly. I remembered how I forget then I remember. 
	“My rides last week. They were so real.” 
	“The temporary memory loss comes up whenever you’re in extreme stress. And this last couple of weeks have been pretty stressful.”
“How could I have forgotten that she has been gone for fifteen years?” As I said it, I knew this wasn’t the first time. And the calm way that Maryann told her this indicated to me that she has told me this before as well. And the clarity of her explanation meant that she ahs told me this many times as well. 
	“In your mind she’s still alive because you weren’t told that she was put down while you were healing from your concussion.. The brain trauma and the emotional trauma would have been too much for you at that time.”
	“Has this happened before?”
	“A few times,” Maryann said tenderly. Somethng about the naps. 
“Well, I’m glad you’re alright.” (CONDENSE THIS DOWN TO KNOWING AND REMEMBERING THE MEMORY LOSS AND MOVE ON TO 
	What did you say to Pelham?
	“I asked what she was doing here. Obviously it was a disagreement that got out of hand. She cursed up a storm and threatened to call the police on you.”
	“Don’t worry, she’d not going to be calling any police,” I replied exhausted. 
	“I uncovered a lot over the last couple of days. Useful information, all on its own, but together it doesn’t point to anything solid. Things aren’t looking good with my business. I think I may be finished.”
	“Hey, hey, don’t fold yet, the hand isn’t over,” she said tidying a stack of horse pads in a rainbow color. “I’m not sure what you’re up to, but the way Pelham came to you, ill-willed or not, means you’re doing something to antagonize her. Put out there what you know and see how everyone reacts. People give themselves away.”
	Tea. 

	After Maryann left. I wandered back down  in the empty barn lost in my thoughts. I remembered now grabbing the bedding fork blind with rage that gave me strength to jab Pelham in the thigh with the end of the fork then bringing down the other end on her back when she doubled over her struck leg. 
I went down into the barn and checked the stalls. Eggbutt’s saddle, saddle pad, bridle and the rest of her tack wasn’t where I thought I kept it. None of her things were there. A deep sense of grief and sadness came over me. A feel that was as fresh as if it were ten years ago. This is how it was, everytime it happened, it was like the first time I learned it. Only this one was worse because the emptiness of the reality that she has been in for so long. INPUT SOMETHING ABOUT MEETING WITH MRS. P ARRANGED BY MARY ANN.
	I sat down on bench and closed my eyes for a moment. In my mind, I saw Eggbutt protecting me from Pelham. If I thought about it I could feel the hot breath against my arm and her special smell of hay, earth and horse hair and that solid presence of her warm body. My head dropped suddenly as I nodded off. 
	
iley and I. We had a talk. I contacted Mona (to connect me with the nurse she knew at the hospital)
I hadn’t felt as lonely as I did that night. Remembering Eggbutt pushed me to the edge of all that I uncovered the last few days. The remembering after visiting Scott, learning the secrets of town folk I had known all my life. Seeing this side of them was what make me both appreciate and despise my ability. I didn’t want to know these things about people. 
There was only one person I wanted, needed to talk to. 
I cleaned up my apartment and put on my XXX clothes. 
I stood at his door. I didn’t send a text or buy any booze on my way over. I didn’t even know if he would be home or alone,but I headed over to Wiley’s house. 
I knocked on the door. When he answered it was like bright positive energy was released like when you see a commercial. 
His eyes brightened when he saw it was me. 
“I was around in the area and thought I’d stop by. Bad timing?” I asked not use to becing spontaneous.
“Actually perfect timing,” he smiled opening the door wider to let me in.


A few days had passed. Time to give me a chance to think about my next move. 
	After my run in with Pelham, I was growing afraid for my safety. I decided to take Maryann’s advice and throw all the pieces in together and see who floats. Her words gave me an idea.
	I called Maryann up. “Hey, Maryann, I have big favor to ask.”

 	
(The favor I needed from Maryann was to invite Mrs. Proudflesh over for tea at her house. I didn’t want to go back to the Proudflesh’s house after the run in with Pelham. I need to do this on my territory.) 
	I was terribly nervous when I walked in to the sitting room I could tell by Mrs. Proudflesh’s sudden stiff smile she was not pleased with the situation. 
	Maryann said, “Oh did I not mention that Jeri is joining us?”
	I was afraid Mrs. Proudflesh was going to walk out. To create a big fuss and have to explain wasn’t something she would do. Courtney Proudflesh was a woman of decorum but I could see the battle going on behind her eyes.
	“Oh that’s fine, Maryann,” she said sitting down. Mary Ann begin pouring tea filling Mrs. Proudflesh’s cup then mine.
	“Oh dear, we’re already out of hot water,” she said as she poured her cup. “I’ll go fetch some. I’ll be right back.” Maryann said carrying away the teapot. 
	I took a seat and added milk and sugar to my tea and stirred. Then busied myself by looking at the cookie selection
	“How is Mr. Proudflesh doing? I heard he’s in a coma,” I said gravely helping myself to a sugar cookie. 
	“Yes. But we’ll get through this,” Mrs. Proudflesh said clearly annoyed to be stuck with me.
	“They’re saying he was doing so well. Talking even before the coma. Did he have a stroke. I hope the doctors have an explanation?”
	“Yes, he was talking, “ she said loosening up slightly. “He has the best of care.”
	“Of course,” I said understandingly. I must be so challenging.”
	“He’s home now and I’ve got medical caregivers on staff 24/7. I just want him home safe and sound. I wonder what’s taking Mary Ann?” Mrs. Proudflesh said looking at the door.  
	“Water takes time to heat up. She’ll be back soon.” I said taking a sip of my sweet milky tea. “In the meantime, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”
	“Oh?”
	“When Mr. Proudflesh was feeling better and talking. Did he by chance…ask to for me?”
	Our eyes connected. Then she said, “Why on Earth would he do that?” 
I could tell she was lying by the way XXXX. 
	I shrugged. “Just wondering.”
“Honestly, dear, that’s a strange question.”
I ignored her comment.
“Were you able to ask him who did it? Who stabbed him?”
	Mrs. Proudflesh tsked in a way before saying anything the way people do when they’re annoyed. “Seth woke up with temporary amnesia and didn’t remember anything about his stabbing. He didn’t know who I was when he came to.”
	I sighed. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.” I knew she was lying. Mona came in and talked to him before he went into the coma.
“Well, my business is finished. I haven’t had any customers since the false arrest. I might as well pack up and leave town.” I couldn’t help emphasizing the words “false arrest”.
	“Oh dear, I’m am truly sorry to hear that. I wouldn’t throw in the towel so easily. People forget things so quickly around here.” 
	(THIS DOESN’T MAKE SENSE) “With all due respect, that’s easy for you to say. That false arrest made a huge negative impact on my business. I don’t know if Pelham told you, but since the police aren’t looking for whoever did stab you husband and refuse to publicly clear my name, I’ve been doing my own investigation. Oh, and did you know your daughter came by the other day to harass and attempt to barge into my apartment thinking I have some evidence again her.”
Mrs. Proudflesh laughed, which I found unnerving. “Pelham is always flying off the handle. If she hadn’t come out of my body, I wouldn’t know that she was mine, she’s so XXXX sometimes.”
I was starting to lose my sense of my plan. “I’m asking you again to publicly clear my name. Just a public statement. Something simple like a press release. You can even say we don’t know who it was, but it wasn’t me.”
	Mrs. Proudflesh shook her head slowly, “I’m sorry. I don’t believe that’s on me.” 
“If you don’t, I’ll.. I’ll have to leave Deadbeat. You told me yourself that you knew I’m innocent.”
	I looked at her straight in the eyes. She lowered her eyes and didn’t say anything.
	I took a deep breath. As Mary Ann said, it was time to throw out the pieces and see what comes together 
“It wasn’t a stabbing at all. It was an accident, wasn’t it?”	


	Chapter 22
: (input the entire time there was this strong waves of loyalty and love.  Later I thought for Pelham, but it was for Seth. I interpreted as loyalty and love for her daughter. )
The only telltale reaction Mrs. Proudflesh showed was when her teaspoon paused for a moment before she continued stirring. Her mouth a hard lipless line.
“Why did I feel like there is not hot water coming at all.” She hissed. 
	I ignored her comments. I had her full attention.
“In my knife sharpening business, I tell people to wrap their knives when they bring them to me. Just bundle them snug in a dish towel or even a hand towel, I don’t care. Because when you’re holding knives outside the couple of feet that you do in the kitchen anything could happen. You could bump into something or fall tips forward into someone.” 
“This almost happened to me the other when I was picking up knives at Mrs. Keelover’s. I slipped down her porch stairs. Luckily, I threw the knives forward but I still almost cut open my leg with a falling chef’s knife.”
“Did that also happen to Mr. Proudflesh? Did he fall on the knife he was using?”
Mrs. Proudflesh’s face remained hard and expressionless.
“I’m not saying this is what happened but, I’ve been thinking a lot since I knew it because it almost landed on Mrs. Keelover’s knife when I slipped on the porch steps.”
 “Between you and I someone planted a bird’s beak knife in my drop box. That’s the whole reason I’ve been trying to find out who is trying to frame me. I was close to a dead end until Pelham’s unexpected visit to the barn when tried to force her way up to my apartment when she thought I had evidence there. In this small town I know every kitchen knife people own. I bet your bird’s beak knife is missing.”
(NEED TO SET A DEADLINE)

A frown crossed her lips. 
“I shared with her that I possessed some evidence that would make her look suspicious /suspect. You see what I don’t understand is why the knife that presumably stabbed Mr. Proudflesh was in my dropbox. You know the one. The bird’s beak knife.”
“This is ridiculous. I’m leaving. And really having you arrested.”
“I really don’t believe you’ll do that.” 
The corner of Mrs. Proudflesh’s mouth turned up.
“What ever happened at you home that night. Afterwards the knife was cleaned really well, but not well enough. There was a tiny little strip of blood between the handle and the blade. The blood typed swabbed was XXXX. I have a feeling it matches you or your daughter’s bloodtype. I don’t know which though Then, Pelham got very, very upset when I told her there was video footage of some hubcaps taken the night the knife was dropped off.”
“I think it would to the police, but what if it was an innocent accident. Mr. Proudflesh’s tripped and fell on the knife he was holding. No one stabbed him.”
“All I’m asking for is what I asked from the beginning. That you clear my name for something I did not do. All you have to do is make a public statement that it was all an accident.” I pleaded.
“No, sorry I can’t do that. I won’t do that. How would that look. I’m on boards of XXXX and with Mr. Proudflesh XXX. It doesn’t look good. And regarding the blood type. Getting medical records is illegal. I can have you arrested for that!” 
I sat back. “Okay. well then, we can all hang out in jail together. Listen, I could give a shit about all your dirty laundry, your kinks.”
Mrs. Proudflesh winced at this.


 His wound. Mr. Proudflesh’s wound is cut upward not straight in.”  I didn’t know this for sure, but it made sense and. (confirmed by the nurse and his chart) 
“If I had stabbed someone, I sure as hell wouldn’t put it in my own dropbox. Mrs. Proudflesh. I do have the knife. 
, If the hubcaps are rare and XXXX and match the ones to the new car you bought from a dead buy.”


“Where is Mary Ann and that god damn water?” Mrs. P shrieked. Do I have to go and find her, she said preparing to get up. Her patience and calm was the energy she gave off reminded me of the electricity that fills the air when a dog is about to bite.
	Mrs. P had been holding her breath. She let out a breath. “This doesn’t mean anything.”
	


“Listen I don’t want anymore trouble. I just want my livelihood back.  With or without your help I’ll give this evidence to the police to clear my name. They already have the hubcap video, but none of the police want to put the dots together unless someone else hands it to them. Then Pelham will have to explain why the knife was planted in my dropbox, why there is blood matching you or her blood type on a knife that was cleaned. The whole thing will open up and be pointed to you both.”
“What would the police think when they receive a video linking your daughter to dropping off the assault weapon, the knife and location of where to test the blood?”
Mrs. Proudflesh’s hand was balled up in a tight fist. She pursed her lips and looked downward. The only movement she had made this entire time. She shook her head. 
“You wouldn’t dare! All this is… conjecture. Blackmail. You can’t connect this to Pelham with some hubcaps!”
“she bought mr p car. That’s up to the police. If you don’t make a statement by XXXXX, the evidence will be sent to the police. It’ll start this whole investigation. You or Pelham will be charged with XXXX but you can prevent all that by saying I didn’t do it.”
“Let me remind you. You’re the one who tried to have me arrested for something I didn’t do.” I took a deep breath. This was bringing me back to the time fifteen years ago when I realize my life was crumbling over infidelity. 
	“And lastly, I know that Mr. Proudflesh was planning on leaving you…for Mona.”
	“How dare you!” she spat grabbing the table’s edge.
	“Did he tell you that evening while making dinner and the accident happened?”
I hesitated before dropping the whammy. “And that maybe the extramatrial affair was the reason for the stabbing. A crime of passion. All of this when it was an accident. Only you won’t be able to cry “accident” when the evidence is out. After that the police will have to hold an investigation. It’s up to you. But I do have several copies of this and letters to friends to open it if I suddenly disappear. It’s up to you now.” 
“I don’t have to listen to this anymore,” she said violently pushing out of her chair. Still gripping the table, Mrs. Proudflesh glared at me leaning forward as if she was going to leap across the table at my throat as Maryann swooped into the room with a cozy covered teapot. 
	“Sorry it took me so long. Did I miss anything?” she said looking at the both of us setting the teapot down. 

Chapter 24
	
Mrs. Proudflesh didn’t come through, so I sent an anonymous package to the police station with the knife in it. It was enough to get the ball rolling in a direction I didn’t expect. 
All the information I gave was anonymous, but in a small town like Deadbeat, I could sense my secret was shared by everyone who knew me in town. I braced myself for a phone call or visit form the police, but none came.  
I didn’t send in anything about the hubcaps. That served more as back up evidence in case the knife didn’t stick. I was sticking my neck out and I was willing to reveal myself if I had to, but as it turns out, I didn’t. 
An investigation ensued and a very public trial. The blood type on the blade matched Pelham’s but when Mrs. Proudflesh got on the stand to defend her daughter, she ended up throwing her daughter under the bus, admitting Pelham’s hatred for her father. 
I had to get up on the stand to testify that the tourne knife was the knife I had sharpened and given to Mr. Proudflesh the day he was stabbed. 
I was surpised when I heard that Pelham had been arrested for tampering with evidence and assault on her father accused by her mother. Somethng about the whole thing made me feel like I had set Pelham up for her mother to make her move. 
Because the secrets come to me without my bidding, I don’t go seeking secrets. They come naturally on their own. But I did when I was with Mrs. Proudflesh. I looked for it when I went to her house to ask for a statement. I received Pelham’s hatred for her father, but nothing about a stabbing. That would have come through.  I detected no secrets at Mary Ann’s when I gave Mrs. Proudflesh my ultimatum.
 The usual signs are hatred and anger, like the foul smelling toxic hatred Pelham felt for her father. What I repeatedly received from Mrs. Proudflesh was love, devotion, longing and desire in a cloying pink with tendrils of shame and guilt weaving in and out of the pinkness. Smell wasn’t one of my detectors, but I could almost smell a sweet rose with some tobacco. It was cloying yet familiar like someone’s grandparents house. 
The way she XXX Pelham, I thought her blind devotion and love was directed at her daughter. She was fiercely protective of her during the high school incident. 
It wasn’t until the trials and time passed after what happened that I was able to the true version. It was an evening when I was thinking about Mona. Wondering how she was getting along. 
And it hit me, the unfaltering, unconditional desperate love and devotion was for Mr. Proudflesh. The fetish was Mr. Proudflesh’s to hers, she did it for him. I couldn’t figure out why her love and devotion to her husband was a secret, but it was. The breath play kink wasn’t a secret because she did it for him. For Love. She possessed a love for her husband Is that why she stayed with him through mistresses, fethishes, sexual XXX.   
With how abusive he was with everyone, I wondered if he punished Mrs. Proudflesh for loving him so much. That’s why her love was a secret. 
And now, with her daughter put away and her husband a vegetable, in the end, she got everything she wanted…and with my help. That’s why I couldn’t see her secret because she did all of it for love. Love in another form, but love all the same. 	


Epilogue: Mrs. Proudflesh’s Confession
I regretted ever getting another woman involved with us, but I didn’t have a choice and I wanted to keep things fresh for Seth. I never thought that he would fall for her. I was getting too old for the polyamorous thing, but I wanted to do what I could to save my marriage. When he was into sex clubs in the 90 I went along with that. When he turned on to the breath play, After the mess with the swingers clubs, I put my foot down. When the breath play came up, it ws right up my alley. You know, I use to be a nurse before I married Seth. Not everyone knew how to asphyxiate with just the right amount of pressure. How?
	That night Seth came home seething about some argument he had with Jeri. The woman who use to be Pelham’s best friend. And the friend who outed her. I saw he was upset. Not the first time. He was always getting into some disagreement. 
 I didn’t mind these conflicts he’d get into. When he came to me with them, it gave me a sense of being useful to him.  I was a good listener and listened to his ranting about how disrespectful Jeri was to him in front of the passersby. I’d support his stand even if I really didn’t. He was unusually worked up that night. He swore he’ her knife sharpening station away as landlord of the hardware store building.  
	He was ranting and raving as he started making dinner. Seth loved to cook. He actually went to the Culinary Institute of America for a year or two, but his parents made him drop out to work for the family business (which is). The way he turned potatoes was wonderful to watch. 
Then, he went really quiet. I hoped he was done with his ranting. 
 He turned some potatoes in blessed silence and I put water on the burner for the egg noodles. 
“Courtney,” he said calmly. 
“Yes, dear. I have the basil thyme chopped the way you like it.”
“Thanks. I want…need to talk to you about something.”
“Oh?” 
My voice was steady, but my knees were about to buckle. 
“It’s about Mona and us.”
“Should I go ahead and brown the butter. The pan is getting hot.”
“Turn the god damn burner off and listen to me.”
I snapped it shut. And turned to him. My heart was beating against my chest and eveyrhitn in the kitchen looked Disneyland bright. 
“Why don’t we discuss this after dinner dear,” I tried again stepping to the island to work on the salad. He knocked the metal salad bowl out of my hands. 
I looked at him frightened. Not because I thought he would get violent, but because I was afraid to hear what he was trying to say.
 Holding a half peeled potato in his left hand and the small blade in the other like it was holding him together. 
“Courtney, listen to me,” he paused and I looked away. The small framed needle point XXX reading XXXX was crooked. 
“We’ve tried so hard over the years.”
I snapped my head back to him. 
“You’ve tried, I mean,” he corrected himself. 
He cleared his throat. 
“You know I love you and I promise I’ll make sure you’re taken care of, but…”
“But what?” I spat out. I didn’t recognize the strong resentment filled voice  that cam out of me. 
He straighted his back and cleared his throat again and said clearly with no hesitation, “I’m in love with Mona. We’re in love.”
“You can go ahead and be in luv,” I said sardonically drawing out the v as mockingly as I could. “But I’m not letting you leave.”
Neither one of us had said the work divorce. Once it once said out loud it was on the table. 
“Do whatever you want because I know you’ll get tired of her. Bored whatever.”
I turned my back to him and stood at the sink. I could see his reflection in the darkened window. 
“This is not a fling. I don’t want to be with you any longer.”
I closed my eyes and stood still. 
I waited for him to say more. I heard a little scuffing sound, then the sound of something coming down hard on the island, 
I heard Seth take a couple of steps then the squeak sound of rubber shoes against the floor, then a crashing sound then the bump bump of the potato hitting the floor.  He was on his knees on the floor. The rag rug was ruffled up.
I spun around. He looks up his face is strained with pain and he’s cluthing his side.
“Is it your heart?” 
	I look around the kitchen floor for the knife. I didn’t hear the knife fall to the floor. 
	Mr. Proudflesh stays on the floor on one knee as if catching his breath.  
“Gimme a towel.” Seth grumbles. He’s sitting on the floor his legs in front of him like. 
I grab the dish down and bring it down to him as he slowly draws his shaking hand away from his side. 
As he draws it it spurts with blood. 
Seth tries to get up, but ends up falling to his side. He’s bleeding a lot. 
I don’t know what to do. My mind is frozen in total panic. I don’t know why but I pick up the knife. 
Seth is trying to say something as he’s lying on the floor. There’s blood everywhere.
Call 911 right now my head screams. Then another voice says but he’s walking out on you. But you can’t let him bleed to death. He wants to get rid of you and be with Mona. 
I’m holding the knife and don’t realize I’ve been squeezing it. I hear someone screaming and realize it’s me. Pelham is talking to me. I don’t know where she came from. 
I can finally make out what she’s saying. 
“Mom, what happened? What did you do?”
I can’t say anything as my mind is stuck between letting Seth bleed or let him live and then leave me. I could smell his sweat which reminded me of
I’m not exactly sure what happened then, but I realized I was squeezing the blade as as blood dripped from my index finger drips. I screamed and dropped it to the floor landing at her feet. Pelham had been on the phone. She was yelling something at me, but I couldn’t move. I stand there staring down at my unconscious husband. 
Pelham says something. 
Then she slaps me. 
“Mom, the ambulance is coming.”
I slowly turn to look at her, felt like pushing a boulder. 
“Mom, listen to me.  The police are coming to. Don’t say anything alright? I’ll take care of everything. Don’t say a word. Do you understand?”
I just stare at her shaking. 
“Nod your head if you understand.”
One nod was all I could muster. 
her her mother as she gets on her phone with one hand and grabs the dish towel with the other pressing it to her father’s side. 
Pelham picked up the knife and took it to the sink. She got the sprays disinfectant from under the sink and begins washing it quickly. 
The knife edge slips across her finger. “Mother  f--!” Pelham hisses. The knife rattles as it hits the steel sink. Her finger is oozing blood at the cut.
“Be careful the knives were sharpened today. A dull knife is a dangerous knife, you know.” I said absently. 
Flashing red lights reflect off the wall. 
“Shit.” Pelham runs the knife under the water then wraps it into a dishtowel and into the pocket of her jacket. 
She is definitely a quick thinker when she has to be, I thought to myself. 
Pelham told the police we got home to find Seth on the floor. 



I’ll be honest, I didn’t mind it at all when Seth had amnesia. 
The doctors said it happened when he fell and hit his head.  They weren’t sure if he’d regain his memory at all. This may sound disturbing but I was kind of tickled by this. All I knew was that he depended on me even though he didn’t know me. The doctors receommended I bring in some photo albums to jog his memory. Frankly, I wouldn’t have minded if he stayed like that. He was so sweet. He looked at me the way he used to when we first started dating. It was like we were falling in love all over again.
We looked at photos of our wedding, when Pelham was a little girl. He didn’t know me, but he knew we had lived our lives together. As far as he knew, happily. 
I was spending day and night to be with him at the hospital. He was waking up in the in the wee hours of the morning disoriented, so I’d go home in the late afternoon, nap and come back around 1 or 2 am. I’d read in the chair by his bed and be ready for when he woke up. He’d be startled like a baby squirrel. I’d get into bed next to him and tell him stories about the life we had together. Some of it made up, but what the heck. We’d talk and plan what we’d do together when he got out of the hospital.
The amnesia didn’t stick. it disappeared like XXXX and slowly the old Seth came crawling back. (how did his amnesia come back slowly?) I showed up early in the morning as usual and he was already awake. 
I smelled her when I entered his room. That particular floral scent that..that.. woman wears. 
“Oh you’re awake,” I said soothingly touching his arm as I usually did.
Instead of taking my hand, he pulled his arm away at my touch and his eyes were cold and judging. Seth was back. And the man wasn’t the sweet loving amnesiac, but back to the other mean, self-centered, cheating, malacious version. 
	I withdrew my hand slowly. I felt like my lungs was constricted. That old feeling of dread and hard cold love. 
	“Courtney, I remember. I remember you. You’re my wife. Our daughter Pelham.” He didn’t say with joy, but with bitterness. Like checking a list off.
	“That’s wonderful.” I lied cheerfully, my heart sank.
	He looked as far gone as he did the night of the accident. Something I hadn’t seen before. Far gone out of love with me. It’s the worst feeling in the world when the one that use to be yours no longer wants you and is trying their best to get away from you without trying to upset you or set you off. And all they want to do is turn around and leave and get as far away as possible from you and start a new life with someone else and never look back. 
	Yup, he was back. A weaker version, he was still healing from the stab and weak from the loss of blood. Even in his hospital gown, a few pounds lighter I still loved him so and now I hated him for it. Why did he have to regain his memory? He was perfect. 
	“I remember the night…” He swallowed and didn’t finish the sentence. “I remember… Mona. I was telling you that…I wanted.. I want a divorce.” No, we hadn’t used that word. But now he was putting it on the table.
	I sniffed. “She was here, wasn’t she? I can smell her.”(What was she doing with her hands. What was she doing? Standing there?
	I set my things on the chair and walked to his bed. Slowly measuring and weighing each step I took like walking down the aisle. 
	“Our marriage was over a long time ago. You’ve tried to keep me happy, I know this.” 
	Then he made that tsking sound. The most dismissive humiliating sound when things weren’t going the way he wanted he didn’t want to get into or it was not worth his time. Something he did when he didn’t approve of the conversation getting emotional or to mark my weakness. He tsked and took in a deep breath as if this was something. 
	“That’s not important,” he added dismissively. 
	“Not important?” I repeated. Surprised by the calm in my voice. No, not calm, defeat.
	“I’ll make sure you’re taken care of…”
	“After 29 years of marriage, after going through your little own sexual revolution. The sex clubs, the swingers clubs, the bondage exploration and strangling.”
	“Breath play,” 
	“Breath play, my butt. It’s strangulation!”
	“You never complained about it before.”
	“How could I, you were looking for any excuse to leave me. 
I bowed my head covering it with my hands. “And, I let you have sex with other women.”
	“Don’t you blame me for that.” 
	“I did every humiliating act for you.”
	Her husband turned his head the other way in pure Seth-in-denial fashion. 
The look of total dismissal defiance, annoyance, pity. Dismissal. That told me there was no turning back for him. He was done with me. I was now merely an obstacle that would take time to move, but would eventually move out of the way so he could live whatever life he wished. 
I felt the same agony and desperation I did when I saw him lying on the kitchen floor after he tripped over his big fat feet on the rag rug that he was too cheap to replace with proper mats and stabbed himself.
	Seth had been doing well enough the doctors had removed all the patient monitoring sensors and equipment. Like now he was telling me he was leaving me. Speaking to me in that low tone voice that you would in a business meeting. The low tone of voice that said I’m the rational one here, you’re the crazy emotional one. I thought he stumbled and he caught himself falling on one knee the way you do when you propose to someone. His head was down and when he looked up he pulled the little knife and dropped it to the floor. The bird beak knife, very short, must have cut into an artery. 
	One minute he is trying to explain to me why it’s a good idea to get divorced and the next he’s on one knee bleeding out.  His eyes showing he was going into shock begging me to help him. Help him so he can divorce me after I save him. 
	I was frozen. I couldn’t decide what to do. I couldn’t move. I was stuck between saving the husband who wanted to leave me or letting the hubands that wanted to leave me bleed to death. I don’t remember picking up the knife, but it was in my hand. I was squeezing it when Pelham walked in. She said I was screaming, I don’t remember that. 
	Seth was unconscious on the floor. I don’t know how much time had passed. 
	What I do rememember is Pelham looking between the two of us. Her father on the floor and me XXX holding the knife. But she took over and I thought what a good girl she was to do this. 
	She called 911 then pried the knife from my hand. It was bleeding I had seeing the blade.
	She told me there’s wasn’t much time, but she said she didn’t know happened, but she’d take care of everything and do all the talking when the police arrived. I was shivering at this point and I turned to see her wash the knife in the sink, she grabbed something from under the sink. I heard her curse and wrap a paper towel around her finger. 
	I didn’t know what she did with the knife afterwards. We never talked about it. Pelham told me it was important to stick to the story that Jeri did it. I didn’t know or want to know what she did with the knife. Of course, I found out from Jeri over time. 
I gave Pelham a good talking to. Flying off the handle the way she did and going to the barn where Jeri lived. I took a big gamble on myself not knowing whose blood type was on that spot on the knife. 
The hubcaps matched Pelham’s new car. Not only that, the night cashier at the pump and shop identified the car the same night of the stabbing and when she was caught on video. I love my only child, but she wasn’t the smartest. And Don’t get me started about her spending. Seth’s money, our retirement money to make up for being a horrid father. 
It broke my heart to have to testify against her at her court hearing though. To explain how she had stabbed him in a fit of rage over having her allowance cut and forced me to keep it quiet. They thought the evidence was sent in by me. It wasn’t my proudest moment turning my daughter in, but I had to cut some fat now that Seth needed round the clock care. And darn it, I deserved to enjoy the few good years left in me to see the world with him. I wasn’t about to ruin everything by making some silly statement to clear Jeri’s name. Pelham had to service XXXX years for aggravated assault. I hope Jeri is proud of herself. 

And Pelham proved once again to not be so bright after all. Going after Jeri at the barn. For goodness sakes!
	And here Seth was in the hospital doing it all over again. The feeling of helpless pinning me down like boulders. I looked at him. God. I still loved him and I couldn’t imagine living with out him, but he didn’t want me. He wanted that Mona. 
	I leaned in over him. 
	I wrapped my hand around his wrist, he resisted and any other time would have pushed me a way with one push. 
“What are you doing?” he asked panicked at his lack of strength . 
The doctors said he was weak as a kitten after all the blood he lost. Instead of smacking me away like a fly as he usually did, I folded his arm pinning it to his chest. I used to be a nurse and years of Crossfit and Pilates kept me strong for my age. (Something about calcium loss and weight resistance). He swung at me weakly his other arm, but I grabbed that easily. He moved slowly. I was able to use the bed strap across his chest pin his arms down.  My goodness, he was so weak.  
	He weakly called out for help. And his eyes didn’t fill with fear, but revulsion which fueled me even more. It was the middle of the night and none of the aides could hear him. Plus they would leave use alone as they knew me as his doting wife. They knew I’d care and let them know if anything came up.
	“Ssh. Ssh. Ssh,” I shushed quietly. What was strengthening me wasn’t anger or hate, but love. I loved this man so much. How could he not know this? 
	“Just the way you like it,” I said tenderly and I meant it. 
	With his arms tied down, I carefully wrapped my hands around his neck. I have big hands for a woman. That’s what made me good at breath play.  Placing the XXXX and XXXX. I knew how to do this by heart and I remember the first time doing it holding too long so he fainted. I was to let go right before he fainted by watching XXXX but this time I could let him faint and he did quickly, but I held on, not squeezing just enough to close his airway, but not to leave a mark. I learned that was very important with breathplay. I held on for  a few extra long seconds before letting go. Not a mark on his neck. He taught me how to do that. It was like mastering playing a musical instrument

	I quickly unstrapped his arms. Counted to ten then hit the nurse station button and ran out the door room. “Help, Help! My husbands stopped breathing. Someone help us!“
	A nurse, doctor and orderlies came rushing into the room. An orderly rushed me out of the room as they began working on Seth. 
	I told them when I arrived he woke up and began struggling to breathe. They had no reason not to believe me as they’d seen me come every night at the same time. The loving doting wife. I could hear them in the room resuscitating him. I use to be a nurse when I met Seth. He thinks that’s why I was so good at the breath play. 
	The next morning the doctors told me he was lucky I arrived when I did. Seth was alive but in a coma because of the lack of oxygen to his brain, but enough so that his bodily functions worked on their own. He would need round the clock care from now on. 
As to her word, Jeri gave all the evidence she had to the police. 
My hands were tied. I couldn’t send the police after her. 
 
	Jeri was right. Seth’s stabbing was an accident. Was it my fault that my daughter thought I had stabbed her father? It was an accident and I blame Pelham for turning it into a big mess by trying to cover it up and falsely blaming someone because she disliked them.  I didn’t raise my daughter to be like that. 
	If only Seth’s amnesia had stuck. All I wanted was a fresh start for us. Looking on the bright side, at least now I had him all to myself. After things settled down I sold the house. It was time to cut ties with those memories and start fresh. Florida is beautiful. I’ve even taken up pickleball. I heard Jeri’s knife sharpening business is doing just fine. It didn’t end the way she thought, but she got what she wanted. And so did I. 
Decades ago Seth and I talked about going on vacation to Florida. We never went on vacation ever. Seth always said why go away when we have everything we need here. I had been trying to get the nerve to discuss retiring to Florida sometime soon before things got crazy with Mona. For years, I fantasized sitting on the beach sipping cocktails with a paper umbrella in it and watch the sunset holding hands. We never made it down for a vacation. So I decided to sell the house and move down to Florida. Joey, our home care assistant pushes Seth down to the beach in the late afternoon. Wheelchairs nowadays can get around pretty much anywhere even in the sand.  I have a cocktail with an umbrella in it and we watch the sunset together. 


	





