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ONE

THAT THURSDAY MORNING HAD been going so well until I found
the local handyman dead on my workroom floor. Walter lay on his
back, twisted to one side. His right hand was pressed to his throat.
The left clenched the chambray work shirt in front of his heart.
Streaks of moisture along the cuffs and in uneven splotches down
the front darkened the blue of the shirt's fabric. I recognized the
signature yellow suspenders first, then the gray hair pulled back
into a ponytail.

Staring down at the ruin of his face, I covered my mouth with
one hand. His eyes were squeezed shut and his lips drawn back in
a horrific grimace. The interior of his open mouth was inflamed
and raw. His teeth, now a disturbing shade of dark gray, jutted
from what remained of his gums, and angry blisters welled on his
chin and jaw.

My gaze shifted to the open doorway, to where the sun had
finally pried its way through the clots of gray sludge above. The
Japanese maple in our backyard blazed incandescent orange against the evergreens along the neighbor's cedar fence. A chickadee called through October air so crisp it would have crunched if
you bit into it...

 

Then I remembered to breathe. A long, shuddering inhalation, and the oxygen hit my brain. Practicality surfaced through
my horror, and I spun and ran up the interior stairs to the main
part of the house. Through the kitchen and the foyer to Meghan's
massage room, where I burst in without thinking. Thank God her
client was still dressed. Meghan's eyes widened.

"Call 911," I said.

She dropped an armful of white towels onto the massage table.
"What happened?"

"Walter's dead in the basement. Call 911"

She nodded and went through to her office for the phone. As
she called out to the client that she'd have to reschedule, I turned
and ran back downstairs. I'd never been more grateful for Meghan's
no-nonsense approach to things than I was at that moment.

Back in my workroom, I leaned against a counter and looked
around at anything except the body on the floor. The spacious
thirty-five-by-forty-foot room had been plumbed and heated
when Meghan and her husband-now ex-husband-bought the
house. I'd hired Walter to install plasterboard, two rows of track
lighting, a few appliances, and several work surfaces. He'd made it
into the perfect place to produce the soap and other items I market under the name Winding Road Bath Products.

A glass lay on its side at the edge of the braided rag rug in front
of the sink, an oblong splatter of liquid extending out onto the
bare concrete. The room smelled of the rosemary and peppermint
essential oils I'd used to make a foot scrub the previous afternoon, but another odor rode the air, far more subtle and so familiar it
didn't seem out of place until I realized what it was: sodium hydroxide. Lye. I used it to make soap, but I hadn't mixed any batches
of cold-process soap for over a week.

 

With a growing sense of dismay, I tiptoed to the glass and the
spill on the floor and crouched beside them. Then, like an idiot, I
stuck my finger in the liquid. The slick consistency was instantly
familiar, and I hurried to the sink to rinse it off even as my skin
began burning. I had to step over Walter to reach the faucet. My
hands were shaking. No wonder his mouth looked like that. Leaning over the sink, I gulped air and tried to quell my rising stomach
contents.

"The paramedics are on the way," Meghan said from the doorway. "Poor Walter... hey, are you okay?"

I turned from the sink and tried to nod. Meghan started toward
me, then faltered as her gaze dropped to the form on the floor.

"Oh God, Sophie Mae. What the..." She looked up at me.
"What happened to his face?"

"He..." I swallowed. "I think he drank lye."

"Holy shit." Her voice was low, almost a whisper.

We heard a thump and the doorbell rang upstairs. Brodie,
Meghan's old corgi, let out a series of sharp barks from the top of
the stairs, and my housemate went up to answer the door.

Two uniformed EMTs, a woman and a man, clumped down
the narrow wooden stairs and hurried to the prone figure. Meghan
followed behind them, stopping on the bottom step to watch
from the doorway. Kneeling beside him, the paramedics blocked
my view of Walter's head and torso. I heard them mutter to one
another in low voices, and moments later they stood up, shaking their heads. The man took a walkie-talkie phone from his belt and
stepped out into the backyard. Through the window I saw two
firemen talking in the alley.

 

The woman told me in a gentle voice they couldn't do anything to help Walter-not much of a news flash, but her kindness
brought a sudden lump to my throat.

The other paramedic returned. "They're on their way."

"Who?" I asked.

"Police."

"Oh." And for the next five minutes we stood in awkward silence, waiting for whatever would come next.

 

Two

THE DOORBELL RANG AGAIN and Meghan went upstairs. She returned with a uniformed officer in tow. He looked about fourteen
years old, though he must have been at least in his twenties. Nice
looking, with hair the color of sand and wide blue eyes that grew
wider when one of the EMTs said it looked like Walter had died
from something he ingested.

No kidding.

I imagined how the lye would have felt going down: nothing,
then the fierce burn, the realization of having made a terrible, utterly irrevocable mistake.

I started to tell the officer about the lye, but he waved me off
and pulled his phone from his heavy belt, murmuring into it as he
walked through the open door to the backyard, just as the paramedic had.

The EMTs went back upstairs, and I heard Brodie's muffled
barking; Meghan had shut him in the laundry room, away from
all the comings and goings. She still wore her work clothes-loose yoga pants paired with a soft pastel T-shirt. We sat down on the
third step, where the wall and the corner of a counter blocked the
body except for Walter's work boots pointing toward the ceiling.
"Turning up your toes" had been my grandmother's euphemism
for dying, and when it popped into my head I had to fight down
the sick giggle that threatened to erupt. Instead my stomach rumbled, and the urge toward inappropriate laughter turned to consternation. Even under these circumstances, my body still insisted
I'd skipped breakfast and owed it an early lunch.
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