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  An alarm sounded, its shrillness abruptly cut off by the slap of a hand.  

   Noah groggily opened his whiskey-brown eyes and yawned. He glanced at his girlfriend, 

Jessica, lying flat on her back, her gaze fixated on the ceiling. “Good morning, Jess,” he said, 

leaning closer to brush his lips against hers. 

 She made no move toward him, keeping her eyes locked on the ceiling. Gently, he kissed 

her cheek instead.  

   He sighed, throwing back their thick, blue comforter. He stretched as he stood, glancing 

at her once more. “I’m sorry about last night, Jess. I didn’t mean to lose my temper.” 

     Jessica said nothing, still staring at the ceiling.  

    “Fine,” Noah said, irritated. “I’ll see you tonight at dinner. I’m cooking frittatas, so 

please make sure we have enough eggs when you go to the store today.” 

     No response. 

 Shaking his head, Noah grabbed his trousers and shirt out of his closet and left his 

girlfriend alone in their bedroom. 

  He quickly dressed in the living room, downed a cup of coffee, and grabbed a banana on 

his way out the door.  

 Throughout the day, he called and texted Jessica. She never responded. Noah frowned as 

late afternoon approached. He must’ve made her even angrier than he thought. But they had 

discussed marriage, and she’d said she never wanted to get married. Why was she suddenly 

changing her mind? What difference did a piece of paper make? His parents had divorced, and 

again from their second spouses. He didn’t believe in the so-called sanctity of marriage. He did 

believe in commitment and love and was confident he could show that to Jessica for the rest of 

their lives without filing taxes together. 

 He ran his hands through his thick, dark brown hair and checked his watch. He texted 

Jessica that he’d make the run to the grocery store, and left work a little early to beat the rush 

hour traffic. 

     Inside the store, he picked up a bouquet of pink roses—Jessica’s favorite—and finished 

his shopping.  

   “What pretty flowers!” the cashier said. “Are you celebrating anything?” she asked. 

      Noah’s jaw clenched. 

    “Ah, I see. Dog house. Well, these should help!” the cashier said cheerily.  

   “Uh-huh,” Noah muttered. He scooped up his groceries and flowers and carried them to 

his white Lexus SUV.  

    A tower of glass loomed ahead, and he turned into his building where he was promised 

the ultimate luxury condo on the top floor nearly two years ago. The realtor hadn’t lied; it was a 

beautiful home. He’d been so excited after his promotion to finally give Jessica what she 

deserved, and she deserved the absolute best. Everything she wanted at her fingertips—including 

a glass-bottomed pool on the roof—and no worries about taking care of a yard or being stuck in a 

boring suburban life. No, downtown in the city is where their hearts found their beats, together. 

 The condo was dark when he entered. “Roxy, please turn on the lights,” he asked.  

   “Yes, Mr. Vaughn,” replied a cool, crisp voice.  

 The lights brightened as the digital assistant obeyed.  



   “May I do anything else for you, Mr. Vaughn? Would you like to listen to your favorite 

station?” asked Roxy. 

    “Yes, please,” answered Noah. Smooth jazz immediately streamed through the surround 

sound, a perfect background noise. 

    Noah put away the groceries, then placed the pink roses into Jessica’s favorite silver vase. 

He set two places at the table, her flowers as the centerpiece, and quickly made dinner. For 

twenty minutes, he waited for Jessica to join him. He checked his phone. Still, no messages from 

her. 

 She just needs more time to cool down, he thought. He ate his dinner slowly anyway, 

hoping she’d return in time so they could eat together. 

    An hour later, he cleaned the dishes, covered her plate, and put it in the refrigerator. He 

plopped on the couch, mindlessly flipping through the channels, his mind not registering what he 

was watching. His own soft snoring woke him and he startled, not realizing he’d fallen asleep. 

 “Roxy, turn off the lights, music, and TVgram,” he commanded. Immediately he was 

pitched in darkness. He needed no light to know exactly where to step. His feet found their way 

reassuringly down the hallway, and through the door to their bedroom.  

    He stripped in the dark, tossing his clothes into the laundry hamper. He reached to pull 

back the comforter but frowned when he realized Jessica hadn’t made the bed that morning. 

   Too tired to care, he slid into bed. Immediately he could feel her next to him and bit his 

cheek to keep himself from yelling. Trying to calm himself, he said, “You couldn’t have said 

hello when you came home tonight? What about all of the calls and texts I sent? I know you’re 

mad but, Jess, the silent treatment isn’t going to help us resolve this.” 

   In the darkness, he could see the outline of her body. She was, once again, lying on her 

back, staring at the ceiling. 

    “Can we please talk tomorrow?” Noah asked softly.  

     Silence. 

    “I love you,” he whispered. 

 Silence. 

  Feeling defeated, Noah fell into a fitful sleep. 

 

      *** 

 Three days later, Noah and Jessica had developed a new routine. She still wasn’t 

speaking to him, and he was staying later at work so that when he returned home, she was 

already in bed. She always was on her back, looking upward, ignoring him completely.  

   On the fourth night, Noah wordlessly entered the dark bedroom. Jessica had made it clear 

through her silence that she would speak when she was ready. As he leaned back against his 

pillow, he sniffed something faintly unpleasant. It was a smell he couldn’t quite put his finger on, 

and he rolled onto his side, hoping to escape it somehow. Another sniff, and he frowned. “Jess, is 

this some new form of punishment? You’re not going to shower after your workout? You’re 

going to stink up our sheets.” 

   The next evening, Noah didn’t even try to talk to her. He tugged the comforter to pull it 

back, but it was almost stuck in place. A quick yank and it folded backward. Immediately, he 

gagged as a foul stench assaulted his nostrils.  



   “Jesus! Jess, what the hell have you done?” Furious, Noah stormed out of the bedroom. 

“Fine. I get it. You don’t want me in there. I’ll sleep on the damn couch!”  

   Angrily, he grabbed an extra blanket and pillow out of the hall closet and threw them on 

the couch. The smell followed him down the hallway, and he wondered how Jessica could stand 

it.  

   He lit a few of her scented candles around the living room and fell asleep to calming 

lavender. 

   The following night, Noah moved his clothes from their closet to a rack he’d purchased 

that afternoon into the living room. Jessica knew she was making him distraught as he begged 

her to talk to him, and she refused. She’d even refused to clean the bedroom, and the stench was 

getting worse. He knew she was stubborn, but this was beyond acceptable.  

 He’d barely shut his eyes when his doorbell buzzed loudly, followed by a loud banging of 

someone’s fist against his door.  

 Eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep, Noah answered the door.  

    His neighbor stood uneasily in front of him, shifting his weight from one foot to the 

other. “Sorry to bother you this late, Noah,” the man apologized. 

    “What is it, Adam?” Noah snapped. 

    Adam’s nose wrinkled as the foul smell hit him. “Did you or Jessica make something, 

um, foreign for dinner recently?” Adam asked nervously. 

  “I don’t know what she’s been cooking. I’ve been eating my dinners at the office,” Noah 

answered, trying to soften his tone. 

    Adam peered over Noah’s shoulder. “You’re having a bit of a lovers quarrel?” 

    Noah sighed and nodded.  

    “You had a helluva quarrel about a week ago. I could hear you above me. Thought I 

heard Jessica scream, but I wasn’t sure. But this smell, Noah. It’s bad. Really bad. Whatever 

she’s cooking, tell her to stop.” 

   “You can tell her yourself when you see her. She won’t speak to me.” Noah sighed again, 

his shoulders drooping. 

   Adam’s green eyes narrowed. “I haven’t seen Jessica.” 

    Surprised, Noah straightened. “You take the metro together. How can you not have seen 

her?”  

   “Maybe she’s calling in sick to work, or she’s taking another route?” his neighbor 

offered.  

   Noah shook his head, a strand of brown hair tumbling across his forehead. “No, she 

doesn’t call in sick. She never gets sick.” 

   “Must be another route then…” Adam said, his voice trailing off as he slowly stepped 

back. “Hope you work it out, and get her cooking good stuff again,” he said quickly. Hastily, he 

returned to his own condo. 

 Closing the door, Noah yelled down the hall where he knew Jessica was listening. “Did 

you hear that, Jess? Enough with the smell! You’re bothering our neighbors! Jess! For God’s 

sake, say something!” 

 Silence. 

  “Damnit, Jess!” Noah shouted.  



    Too wired to sleep, he shrugged on a coat and went for a walk. Minutes turned into hours 

until, finally, the sun came up and he returned home. He showered, shaved, and, too disgusted by 

the smell, skipped breakfast.  

   At work, he called a cleaning service. “I don’t know what she’s done, but the stench is 

terrible,” he explained. “I’m so sorry.” 

   “It’s all right, Mr. Vaughn. I’m sure it’s nothing too serious. We’ve seen people shove 

shrimp into curtain rods and move out, leaving the one left behind to some awful smells. We’ll 

take care of this,” the service assured him. 

  “Can you be finished by five o’clock today? I don’t want her home and able to tell you to 

leave.” 

   A pause, then, “Yes, of course. I understand.”  

 “Thank you,” Noah said, relieved. Jessica would be mad about the cleaning crew, but she 

left him no choice. She’d taken it too far. It was too much. Tonight he’d end things with her. His 

heart ached at the mere thought, but he couldn’t share his life with someone who behaved so 

callously.  

 When five o’clock arrived, Noah pushed himself away from his desk and stood up, 

stretching. Coat slung over his arm, he walked to the elevator. As it opened, two men wearing 

nearly identical gray suits were waiting inside. 

   “Mr. Noah Vaughn?” the taller of the two men greeted him. 

    “Yes?” Noah said, surprised. 

 “Come with us, please,” the man ordered gently. 

    “What’s this about?” Noah demanded.  

   “Please, come quietly,” the shorter man said softly. 

      “Not until I know what this is about!”  

 “It’s about Jessica Chase,” the taller man said bluntly. 

     “Jessica?” Noah felt himself go numb as he allowed the men to lead him away. They 

mumbled something else, but he couldn’t hear them. 

 Outside, he followed them to their vehicle, a black SUV, and climbed into the back.  

  They rode in silence for thirty minutes before arriving at a large, brick building. Inside, 

men and women in matching uniforms bustled about, barely glancing at the three men as they 

trudged down a plain, taupe hallway. 

  The shorter man opened a blue-gray door and motioned for Noah to enter.  

   Confused, Noah walked into the small, square room. A single table and three chairs were 

in the middle of it, two of the chairs on one side, and the third by itself on the other side. 

Reluctantly, he sat in the single chair.  

    The two men sat in front of him. “Do you know why you’re here?” asked the taller man. 

    “Wait. Who are you?” Noah asked. 

   The men shared a quizzical glance. “I’m Detective Avox,” said the taller man. 

“Remember, this is Detective Bennett,” he added, pointing to the shorter man.  

 “Yes, we introduced ourselves in the elevator,” Detective Bennet said.  

 Noah shook his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.” 

  “Do you know why you’re here?” Detective Avox repeated.  

    “Jessica.” 



  “Yes. Jessica. What can you tell us about Jessica?” he asked. 

  “She’s a graphic artist. She loves to cook and try out new recipes. She—” 

    “No, that’s not what we mean,” Detective Bennett interrupted him. “We understand you 

had an argument.” 

   Noah’s eyebrows shot up. “Who told you that?” 

    Detective Avox reviewed his notes. “Adam Gleeson. Your neighbor. Said he heard you 

fighting and maybe even heard Jessica scream.” 

    “Oh, yes, we fought last week.” 

   “About?” Detective Avox prompted. 

  “Marriage. She decided she wants to be married after all. I think it’s just a piece of paper. 

What does this have to do with her? Is she okay? Why am I here?” 

    Ignoring his questions, Detective Bennett asked another of his own. “What can you tell 

me about the smell?” 

    “She wanted to drive me out of the bedroom. I slept next to her for the first couple of 

nights after our argument, but she was upset and wanted her own space, so she planted God 

knows what in there to stink me out. I don’t know how she could stand it herself.” 

     Detective Bennett’s eyes widened. “You slept in the bed after your argument?” 

    Noah frowned. “Of course I did. It’s my bed. I didn’t think our argument was that 

serious, that she’d come back around. But she made it clear she didn’t want me in there, so I 

moved into the living room.” His leg jiggled up and down nervously. “Why am I here?” he asked 

desperately. 

   “Jessica’s dead,” Detective Avox answered bluntly.  

   “What?” Noah felt his world turn upside-down. How could she be dead? He knew she 

was there this morning. “No. No, she’s not dead. You have the wrong Jessica Chase. This is a 

big city. She can’t be the only one with that name.” Noah shook his head vigorously. “No. No. 

No.” Eyes wet with tears, he looked at the detectives. “You’re wrong.” 

    “At 1:15 this afternoon, the cleaning crew you scheduled discovered her body. She was 

lying on her back in bed,” Detective Avox explained. 

    Noah’s hand covered his mouth in shock. “Someone killed her in her sleep? My God, 

who would do that?” 

   “You. According to the coroner, you killed her last week,” Detective Bennett said 

angrily.  

    “No, I didn’t kill her. She’s not dead!” Noah argued, slamming his fists on the table.  

   Jessica slid onto the table in front of him, smiling. She crossed her long legs and leaned 

forward. “Baby, I’m still here,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry we fought. Why don’t we go home 

now?”  

    “Yes, I want to go home,” Noah said quietly. “I’m sorry, too.” 

    The detectives stared, stunned, as Noah’s eyes flickered, then darkened as if their light 

disappeared.  

 Noah Vaughn was gone, leaving only a shell.  

  

     



   

 


