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CHAPTER 1

A cool breeze made Jane shiver as she followed the kids outside. Libby and Tyson hurried to the bus, the bright light on top flashing in the darkness of the morning. She winced as the light flashed, temporarily blinding her before she blinked it away.

Jane watched the kids climb on the school bus, then she waved and blew them a kiss before ushering Annie, their Anatolian Shepherd, back inside the house. “Take your time,” she muttered to the dog as Annie slowly strolled through the open door. Jane shuddered as she stepped into the warmth of the house, a welcome feeling flooding through her.

It had been a few weeks now since her ex-husband, Evan, had shown up on her doorstep late one night. He claimed it was because he missed his family, but Jane didn’t buy it. Especially not since it came on the heels of Jane and the kids finding the Howland Treasure.

It made headlines in the local newspaper as well as a few others across the country. Wherever he’d been this whole time, he’d probably heard about their new-found luck and decided to come home to see what he could get out of it. Which was why she’d sent him on his way that night without a backward glance.

When he’d unexpectedly come to the door, Jane had still been riding the high of her date with Marcus. It was their last one before he left and while it had been bittersweet, it had also been nice. He’d left to work overseas and didn’t know how long he might be gone. She felt sad to see him go since they were just getting to know each other, but the last thing she’d wanted to do was stand in his way.

It would be good for him, and she vaguely remembered that there was some saying about how if you cared for someone, you’d let them go if they needed to. Even though she and Marcus hadn’t dated for very long, she cared about him. The last thing she’d wanted was for him to stick around for her when they didn’t even know how things might turn out between them. But that didn’t mean it still didn’t hurt to be left behind and now he was gone.

Why did she have to lose one man in her life, just to have another come back? And as a matter of fact, the last one she wanted to come back. That was why she hadn’t said anything to anyone about Evan’s reappearance. A small part of her silently hoped that it was a fluke or some mirage.

If she had been hallucinating, that would be perfectly fine with her. She would rather deal with some sort of mental disorder, probably brought on by stress, rather than accept that she’d have to deal with him again. But she knew without a doubt that she hadn’t been hallucinating or having a bad dream. No, he really had shown up at her home.

What felt like an eternity ago, her ex-husband had packed a bag and told her he was leaving, and he hadn’t even told the kids goodbye. He’d left it to her to break the news, and now the jerk was back.

Jane walked around the house, tidying it up before going to work. Fortunately, all her scheduled appointments for that day for her business, Clean Sweep Cleaning Services, were right there in Alma. Alma was a rural town not far outside of what most people thought of as Kansas City, although there were lots of suburbs that surrounded the metro area.

Locals would tell you they lived in Leawood or Overland Park, but on a map, it all looked as though it was a part of Kansas City, Kansas. Or KCK as anyone who lived there called it.

As she finished loading the dishwasher and pressed the start button, she knew she was playing a risky game. It was only a matter of time before Evan approached the kids, and then she’d have to admit that she’d known he was back. The longer she waited, the more upset she knew they’d be when they found out. But she was afraid, afraid that when they found out he was back, they’d want to see him and spend time with him.

She yanked the chain to the closet light a little too hard at that last thought. It wasn’t like she wanted to keep the kids from their father. Not really. What she wanted was to protect them from getting hurt again. If he really had come back because they’d found the treasure, he probably thought they were flush with cash.

And while Jane was in a far better financial situation now than she’d ever been, there were still bills to pay and mouths to feed. If that was Evan’s reason for returning, he’d be sadly mistaken, and she wouldn’t be surprised if he just took off again. That would hurt the kids all over again.

But a small voice in the back of her head wondered if he was being truthful. Maybe he really had come to his senses and missed his family. At one time that was exactly what she’d hoped for. Now? Now Jane wasn’t sure what she wanted, but she didn’t want Evan back. That was for sure. No, when she’d signed those divorce papers, she’d meant it.

After she’d finished picking the house up, Jane let Annie out for a run and bathroom break before she left for work. Now that they lived outside of town and had plenty of land, she could let the dog go out and wander as much as she wanted to. Annie never crossed the road and would come back and bark at the door to be let in when she was finished.

Jane freshened up as she waited for Annie to take care of her business outside. She ran a brush through her hair and checked the makeup that she’d applied earlier. Just as she felt ready to leave, Annie came to the door and barked.

“Perfect timing,” Jane said to herself as she headed to the door. After letting Annie back in, Jane made sure she was set for the day before she headed for her first client.

*****

“So what are you going to do?” Jane’s best friend, Abby, asked. Jane was at Decorator Supply, a local store that sold paint, flooring, and everything else to decorate your home. When Abby had gotten a job there she had promptly referred the store owners to Jane when they mentioned they were looking for someone to clean the store a couple of days a week.

“I don’t know,” Jane admitted. She’d just finished telling Abby all about Evan coming back and being afraid to let him back into the kids' lives. “But I need to figure it out soon before it blows up in my face.”

She was pretty sure Libby wouldn’t let it get to her, but Tyson would be livid that she’d kept it from him. And she wasn’t sure what the shock of having his father back after all this time might do to him.

“It sounds like you’re in a tight spot,” Abby said as she leaned back in the chair where she was sitting. She’d come in to unlock the store for Jane and stuck around to chat. Jane enjoyed having the company and the chance to talk things out with her. “I don’t envy you there.”

“I think I need to tell them,” Jane sighed. “That’s the only thing that makes sense. If I keep hiding it, it’s only a matter of time before Evan shows up again, either at our house or around town. And how are they going to feel about me when he tells them he showed up on our doorstep and I turned him away?” It was the very thing she’d asked herself over and over again since that night.

“They might be proud of you?” Abby replied, her eyebrows raised.

“Or they’ll be mad enough they won’t talk to me,” Jane said as she moved around the room, dusting all the surfaces. The last thing she wanted was for her kids to be mad at her.

“That too,” Abby said softly.

After a moment of quiet passed, Jane said, “So what’s new with you? Distract me from my problems.”

Abby seemed to grow even more quiet if that was possible. Which told Jane one thing. “You had something happen,” she said, watching her friend.

Abby smiled. “Maybe. But I don’t want to brag about my luck while you’re having such a lousy time.”

“Please,” Jane pleaded. “Brag away. I would rather celebrate with you than worry about my own problems. Spill it.”

“I met someone,” Abby said with a wide grin. Her dark hair spilled over her shoulder, and she began to twirl it around her finger. “He came in the other day looking for flooring.”

“Who is he?” Jane asked, continuing to work.

“His name is Dante,” she began. “He flips houses for a living. But unlike some people out there, it seems like he’s actually good at it.”

“Wow, that’s quite the job,” Jane replied, not sure what else to say. She’d never known anyone who actually did that as a way to make a living. “Have you gone on a date yet?”

Abby shook her head. “We’re going out today after work,” she said. “Just for drinks, though.”

“You’ll have to tell me how it goes,” Jane said, happy for her friend. “And if you’ll give him an opportunity to have date number two.”

“I think I’d give him a date number two based on looks alone,” Abby said then she straightened up. “Speaking of good-looking guys, whatever happened to that historian guy you were always hanging out with?”

“He went back home,” Jane said. “He lives in the city and once the treasure was found, there was no reason for him to stick around.”

Abby frowned. “Huh,” she said simply.

“Huh, what?” Jane asked.

“Well, I know you were dating my brother Marcus there for a bit, but I always thought it would be Henry the Historian if it wasn’t Marcus,” she said.

Jane was shocked. “What?” she gasped. “Why would you think that?”

“Well, you guys spent a lot of time together, your kids really liked him, and he looked at you as though you were his next breath of air when he thought nobody was looking,” she teased with a coy smile.

“No, he didn’t,” Jane said, shaking her head.

“Okay,” Abby shrugged. “Whatever you say.” But she still looked like the cat that ate the canary.

“You’re serious,” Jane said, her hand stilling as she put away her dusting supplies.

“I never lie about affairs of the heart,” Abby sniffed. “There are enough lies about that sort of thing in the world as it is. I don’t want to contribute to it.”

Jane found herself thinking about the kiss she and Henry had shared not long before he’d left. Just the thought of it made her toes tingle and she wished she could do it again, just to see if the effects were the same. But he’d gone back to the city to report back to the museum how they’d found the Howland Treasure.

She’d sent him a few messages, but his replies were always short, and he always said he was on his way to another meeting. Jane sighed, her shoulders rising and falling with each breath.

“So many men, so little time, right?” Abby teased. But Jane wasn’t smiling. As far as she was concerned, right then all of her worries were because of the men she knew.


CHAPTER 2

Jane had thought she wouldn’t have to go out of town that day for work, but sometime around midday, she’d gotten a call from one of her clients. She told Jane that a friend had told her that her sister was making a surprise visit and would be showing up that evening. Jane had been scheduled to clean her house later that week on Thursday.

“Please, I need you today,” her client had pleaded. “I’ll pay you extra.”

Jane had really wanted to refuse. She’d been looking forward to not going out of town that day. But she couldn’t leave the woman with a dirty house and a surprise visit from her sister. She’d relented and gone into the city to clean the woman’s home. With the job completed, she was now heading back toward her hometown, Alma.

Realizing she needed a few things, Jane decided to stop by the store on the way. She still had plenty of time to get home before the kids got home from school. Signing the kids up to ride the school bus had been just about the best thing she’d ever done. Tyson had objected, but that was only because all of his friends were starting to drive and he wanted to ride with them, but she’d insisted he ride with his younger sister on the bus.

After promising to help him get his own car in the near future, a promise she wasn’t sure how she’d keep, he’d relented, and she didn’t have to hurry home every day to pick them up from school.

She left the main street and turned onto a smaller side street. A few minutes later she was looking for a parking space. She could tell from the number of cars in the lot that the store was busy, and she had to park farther away from the door than she wanted to.

Sighing, she found a spot near one of the shopping cart corrals so she wouldn’t have to walk too far to return hers when she was finished shopping. Hurrying inside, she headed first for the produce section.

Jane worked through her mental shopping list as she walked around the store. One by one, she picked up the things she needed, trash bags, dishwasher soap, and another bag of apples. She stepped off to one side of the aisle, looking down into her basket as she frowned. She wasn’t sure she had everything and so she was looking at what she had put in her cart as she tried to figure out if she’d missed something.

“Jane? Jane is that you?” a male voice said from not far away.

Jane lifted her head and glanced in the direction of the voice. A man who looked vaguely familiar approached her. His eyes were what she thought she recognized, but the dark beard and rough work clothes were throwing her off.

“It’s Mike. Mike Calloway,” he said with a grin. When he smiled, she recognized the way his eyes crinkled.

“Mike!” she gasped, recognition flowing through her. “It’s been a while!”

“Almost fifteen years,” he said with a nod. “I never thought I’d see you around these parts again.” He was looking at her with interest. His eyes searched her face, as if taking her in.

Jane couldn’t help but do the same. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been thinner and less, well, manly looking. Of course, that had been fifteen years ago and apparently a lot had changed since then.

“Yeah, I know. I look different,” he sighed as he rubbed his slight belly.

“No, you look great,” she said and then felt her cheeks flame. “I mean, you’ve always looked good but now you’re…” she felt as though she was opening her mouth and inserting her foot. She needed to stop rambling. “…well, better.”

He chuckled as if amused by her words. “I appreciate that. You’re as beautiful as ever, but I’m sure you know that.” He looked at her intensely, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. If anything, it was flattering.

Jane didn’t really believe his words, but chose not to say anything. “So you’re back in the area?” she questioned.

He nodded. “Yeah, I was gone for a while, but after my divorce I thought it might be nice to come back to familiar territory while I tried to figure things out,” he said with a sigh.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, her forehead lined with concern. She and Mike had been good friends when they’d worked together all those years ago. She hated to hear that he hadn’t managed to lead a happy life.

“Don’t be. It’s better this way,” he said firmly. “I heard you married Evan Barrow. Lucky man,” he grinned.

“We’re actually divorced now, too,” she said. She surprised herself by the forcefulness in which she’d wanted to get that point across.

“Is that so?” he asked. He turned and looked up as a woman tried to come down the aisle they were standing in. His dark brown eyes were soft as he apologized to her before turning back to Jane.

“Maybe we could get together sometime for coffee? Lament over failed marriages and days gone by?” He smiled that eye-crinkling smile again and she realized she would like that.

“It would be great to catch up and hear what trouble you’ve managed to get into while you were gone.”

“Me? Trouble?” Mike asked as he handed his phone to her. She entered her number into his contacts while he did the same with her phone. “What on earth do you mean?” He gave her a wink.

She found herself smiling. “I see that you haven’t changed a bit.” And she hadn’t realized until that moment how much she’d missed his friendship, his jokes, and his fun, carefree attitude. “Make sure you keep in touch this time. Although I admit I text more now than call.”

“Me, too,” he said as they swapped phones again. “And don’t worry, I will. Now that I have you back, there’s no way I’m letting you slip through my fingers again.”

Jane smiled as they parted ways. She wasn’t sure if he’d meant that as it sounded, but she found herself a little surprised. He’d always been a flirt, but now, it didn’t seem as playful. She shook her head to herself. No, she probably just wasn’t used to it like she had been before. It wasn’t like she had big, strapping men fawning over her all the time.

Mike had changed, but in a good way. Where he’d been wiry before, now he seemed solid and strong. He seemed self-conscious of the slight belly he’d acquired over the years, but she’d liked it on him. It seemed as though her old friend had aged like a fine wine, which made her all that more aware of the fact that she was dirty and disheveled from work.

She knew she had dark circles under her eyes and her crow’s feet were probably glaringly obvious. She sighed. Why couldn’t she age like men seemed to do? That was not fair, not at all.

She’d gone to the checkout lines in the front of the store and found one of the shorter ones. After she pushed her cart up to wait, she found herself lamenting the passage of time. Back when she’d been friends with Mike, she’d been so much younger and carefree. Of course she hadn’t realized it at the time. Youth was wasted on the young, wasn’t that what they said?

Jane knew for a fact that she’d wasted her younger years. She’d been so wrapped up in having a family and being a perfect wife that she’d completely neglected herself. The person she used to be was just a distant memory now, although she felt little shimmers of that woman popping up now and again. Would she eventually go back to who she’d been before? Or would she turn out to be something of a hybrid of both?

“Hey, Jane,” someone said from behind her. She turned to see her good friend and handyman, Brett Wildwood.

“Brett, what are you doing here?” she asked.

He pointed down to the basket he was carrying in his hands. “Just getting a few things for dinner tonight. Actually, I was planning on getting ahold of you.”

They scooted ahead in the line as it moved forward. “Oh?” she asked.

He nodded. “I have a friend who’s been having some troubles lately. I know how good you are with solving mysteries, and I told him about you.”

“Oh, Brett. It’s not like I know what I’m doing,” Jane said.

“With your track record, I’d say you do,” he said, giving her a pointed look. “I told him I’d mention it to you and see if you might help him out. I’d be deeply grateful. He’s always doing me favors and I’d like to return one.”

“You owe him a favor?” she asked.

He nodded. “His family owns McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning. Whenever I’ve needed parts for a job, he’s helped me out. Now it seems like his business is in trouble and I want to return the favor.”

“I can’t make any promises,” she said carefully. She wasn’t sure she wanted to continue to investigate like she’d done in the recent past. She had enough of her own drama going on and she really didn’t need to add anyone else’s to her list.

“If you’d just talk to him and hear what he has to say, I’m sure you’ll change your mind,” Brett pressed. “He desperately needs someone on his side with all of this.”

“What’s going on?” she questioned.

“I would rather he tell you,” Brett said. “I told him I’d talk to you and see if you might do this for me. Can I tell him you’ll at least hear him out?” He gave her a hopeful look.

She nodded. How could she not? “I’ll talk to him. Just because it’s you who’s asking.”

“Thank you, Jane. This means a lot to me,” he said, just as it was her turn to put her purchases on the conveyor belt.

“I’ll meet with him and see what I can do, but I can’t make any promises since I don’t know what’s going on.”

“That’s all I ask,” Brett said, his face beaming. “I even think I can talk him into giving you a special deal for your heating and cooling requirements out at your place, if you do manage to figure out what’s going on.”

Jane’s ears perked up then. The old farmhouse where she and the kids lived, which had previously been owned by her parents, did not have central heating or air conditioning. It wasn’t exactly efficient when it came to keeping the old house either warm or cool. If she could get a heating and cooling system for less, it would be worth the headache.

“You always know how to speak my language,” she said, and Brett laughed.


CHAPTER 3

That evening Jane knew what she had to do.

She didn’t like it. No, this was going to be another one of those difficult conversations that she was going to be forced to have with her children because of her ex-husband. She wondered how many more Evan was going to force her to have with them. She wanted to grumble and curse him, but she had to keep her face looking bright and positive. No furrowed brows or hunched shoulders. At least not while they were sitting at the dinner table.

“Guys, I need to talk to you about something,” Jane said as she set her fork down. They were eating a lasagna-like dish made from raviolis that she’d seen online. She knew it was good, but it tasted like nothing on her tongue. Her secret about Evan’s return, that she’d been keeping from the kids, was making the food taste like ashes. It was time to say something.

Tyson looked up from his plate, his eyes full of questions and worry. “About what?” he asked.

Libby wasn’t nearly as worried as her brother. She continued to eat but looked at her mother, listening. Her eyes were wide and innocent and Jane worried that the peace her kids had found might evaporate once she broke the news.

“I’m not really sure how to tell both of you about this, so I’m just going to say it,” she said, her throat wanting to close off rather than speak the words, but she had to say them. There was no way it would end well if she didn’t. “Your father is back in the area and would like to see you.”

“No.” Tyson's voice was lower than Jane had ever heard it before. Her eyes snapped to his and she saw a flash of hurt and anger before he looked away. “I don’t want to see him.”

Libby’s forehead creased in concern as she looked at her older brother. “Do we have to?” she asked carefully. She wasn’t complaining, she was truly curious.

“I- I’m not sure,” Jane said. “Right now, no. I don’t think you have to, but if he gets a lawyer…” she winced. “Then you might not have a choice.” She hated that fact, but she didn’t want to make promises she couldn’t keep. “For now, it’s entirely up to each of you.” She looked pointedly at each one of them.

Libby poked at her plate and Jane could tell she was thinking hard about it.

“Why now?” Tyson asked. “Why does he suddenly want to have something to do with us? Is it because of the treasure we found?”

Jane was glad she wasn’t the only one to jump to that conclusion. “I honestly don’t know. He showed up late one night after you two had gone to bed. I told him not to come back here.”

“Good,” Tyson grumbled but Libby seemed conflicted.

“I know this is a lot for you to take in,” Jane said, focusing her attention on her daughter. “And you’re allowed to think about it as much as you need to. Nobody is going to be mad if you do want to see him, or if you don’t.”

She gave Tyson a pointed look to remind him that his sister was watching him. He straightened slightly. “But I do want to allow you both to have a say.” Her kids had been through a lot and had emotionally grown tremendously since their father had left. This was something she felt they could handle.

“I don’t think I would mind seeing him,” Libby admitted. “But I don’t want to go to stay with him.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to be with him that long. But I do kinda want to talk to him.”

Jane thought that sounded more than fair. “I understand completely.” She looked over at her son. “Tyson?”

“I’d be willing to meet with him, once…,” he said carefully. “…to hear what he has to say. But I don’t promise any more than that.”

She thought of the note that she’d found the next morning on her windshield after sending her ex-husband away. It had only been a phone number, but she knew Evan’s handwriting almost as well as her own. She’d tucked it in her bag before anyone else had seen it and tried to forget about it. Now it seemed she’d be using it after all.

“Okay,” Jane said. “I’ll reach out to him soon and find a time that would be good for all of us. Even then, you still can take time to think it over.” She hoped they could ask Evan the questions they’d asked her many times, the ones she’d never had an answer for. Why did he leave? Weren’t they good enough? No matter how many times she’d assured them that they were absolutely good enough, she still saw the doubt in their eyes.

“Do you really think Daddy only came back because of the treasure?” Libby asked, her voice small.

Part of Jane wanted to say that, yes, that was exactly what she thought. But she knew it was her own anger at being abandoned that made her want to lash out. And who would it really hurt if she did? Libby. So she kept those words tucked under her tongue and she tried to reassure her daughter.

“I think we should wait and see what he wants before we jump to any conclusions,” she finally said. It seemed like the most diplomatic response, and it seemed to placate Libby.

They continued with dinner, the conversation drifting away and then back again to Evan’s return. She could see in her children's faces that they appeared to be puzzled by their father’s sudden and unexpected return. What did his return mean? Did he have some sort of scheme up his sleeve, or did he truly miss his family? Jane couldn’t stop asking herself the same questions.

Jane’s phone began to ring, startling her. Libby snickered at her surprise as she glanced at the screen. It was a local number, but not one she recognized.

“I better see who this is,” she said, standing up from the table and heading to the other room. She was used to clients, prospective and current, calling her. “Hello, Clean Sweep Cleaning Services,” she answered.

“Hello, this is Scotty McCormick from McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning. Brett Wildwood told me to give you a call?” He sounded as though he was unsure.

“Yes, that’s right. You’re the one having some business problems, correct?” she asked as she focused on the conversation.

“I sure am,” he chuckled. “Good, I was afraid he might have been pulling my leg about this and I was going to be mighty embarrassed.” His voice was low and smooth, even though she could sense his apprehension.

“What exactly is going on with your business that you feel you need someone to investigate?” Jane asked, wanting to get some idea what the problem was.

“I would rather not talk about it over the phone,” he said. “I know it might sound paranoid, but at this point I’m starting to be unsure of who to trust. Do you think you could come by my office in the morning?”

“Sure, would 7:30 be too early?” For Jane, the day would be well underway by that time, but she knew that many businesses didn’t open until 8:00 or 9:00 and people often didn’t want to do much early in the morning.

“That would be perfect,” he replied. “I’ll send you a text message with the address of my business. I look forward to talking with you,” he said.

Jane echoed the same sentiment before hanging up, her mind already wondering what might be happening. For him to not want to talk on the phone about the details, it had to be something fairly concerning. People didn’t just start getting paranoid like that for no reason.

She found herself considering the possibilities as she walked back to the kitchen.

“Was that a new person who wants you to work for them?” Libby asked brightly before finishing her dinner.

Jane nodded as she took her seat. “It was. I have to go meet with him tomorrow morning to see if I’m a good match,” she replied. She knew Libby thought it was for her cleaning services and not for her new investigative hobby, so she decided there was no reason to clarify it.

“Are you nervous?” Libby asked as she slipped out of her chair at the dining room table and took her plate to the sink. Tyson was doing the same.

Jane began to finish her last bites of food. “No, actually I’m not.” She used to get nervous when she’d meet someone for an investigation, but she realized that somewhere along the way, she’d started to gain some confidence.

“Good,” Libby said as she came over to give her mother a hug. “Can I watch TV while I do my homework? I promise I’ll get it done.”

Jane considered it. “Okay, but I’m going to come check on you to make sure you’re still working.”

Libby nodded with a smile. “I will be,” she said before taking off.

Tyson seemed to linger a little longer, watching his sister run off before speaking. “What are we going to do if Dad really is only coming back because he thinks we got a bunch of money from the treasure?” he asked, his voice low. Probably so Libby wouldn’t hear him.

“What do you think we should do?” Jane questioned, trying to understand why he was asking.

“I think we should leave him behind like he left us,” he said quickly, but then he looked down at the floor. “I mean, not really leave, like move. But you know.” He shrugged.

Jane did know. She took her last bite and chewed on it while she carried her plate to the sink. She considered her words carefully. “Then we let him know in no uncertain terms that this money is ours and that since he left and didn’t help, he gets none of it.”

Tyson considered this and then said, “But if he wouldn’t have left, we might not have found it.”

Jane hadn’t thought about that. Technically, Evan had helped them find it, although not in any real way that mattered. She kissed Tyson's forehead. “I don’t think we need to worry about all that right now, hmm? Let’s just see what he has to say for himself before we get that far.”

Tyson nodded and gave her a hug before going to do whatever he did in the evenings in his room. Jane sighed as she began to clear away the remaining dinner dishes. “Why couldn’t you have just stayed away, Evan?” she asked the empty room.


CHAPTER 4

When Jane pulled up in front of McCormick’s Heating and Air Conditioning, she saw a man she assumed was Scotty McCormick, waiting on the other side of the door that led to the business. The building was narrow and near the center of town. It was a two-story building painted red and had a large picture window by the glass front door with an advertisement for a brand of air conditioners. There were barely any lights on, as if the place was still closed. As she climbed out of her car, he unlocked the door and let her inside.

“You must be Jane,” he said with an easy smile as he extended his hand.

“And you must be Scotty,” she said, returning his smile and shaking his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

The main area they were in was small and slightly cluttered, but clean. There were air conditioning units on display along the wall, and photos of some other types of equipment that she didn’t recognize. There was a tall counter where customers would stand and talk with whoever was working at the counter. Jane saw pieces of ducting and other items that looked electrical as Scotty led her past the counter and to a nearby office. Just like the rest of the business, it was cluttered but clean.

“Please, have a seat,” Scotty said as he rounded the desk, leaving the door open. “To be fair, I’m not entirely sure where to start.” His blond curly hair was short but stuck up in the front. His eyes were a light blue and she noticed there was a brown spot in one of them.

“Why don’t you tell me what it is that makes you think you need my help?” Jane asked.

Scotty nodded and tugged on his denim shirt as he leaned back in his chair. “Well, we seem to be having a streak of bad luck,” he began. “At first, we thought it was just bad parts, trouble with a supplier, something like that. But then we realized that it was too random to be that.”

He sighed, clearly frustrated. “I recently took over the company from my father. It wasn’t long after that we started having trouble. I’d say we were cursed if I was the type of man who believed in such things.”

“Cursed?” Jane asked, making sure she’d heard him correctly.

“That’s right,” he nodded. “It’s like we have some sort of evil gremlins trying to take down our business.” He looked down at his hands and shook his head. “I can’t make heads or tails of it. I was talking to Brett about it, and he said he knew someone who investigated things quietly and that he’d call in a favor. Of course, I’d be willing to pay you.”

She held up her hand. “No. Brett has done a lot for me and if I can do this for him, I’d be happy to,” she said simply.

He nodded, satisfied with her answer. “I don’t know if I want the cops involved or not. I’ve considered it, but in the end, I worry that word will get out that our work is shoddy. Especially if the cops didn’t find anything, you know? It’s like somehow these problems are my fault and that I’ll run the business right straight into the ground.” Pain filled his eyes. “I can’t lose it. Not like this. Not so quickly.”

Jane momentarily closed her eyes and gave a small nod. “I understand completely. I can do a little poking around and see if there’s anything that looks suspicious. Then you can decide what you want to do with what I find.”

“Thank you,” Scotty sighed, sounding grateful. “That’s all I want. I tried looking into this on my own, and even got into it with a supplier over it. I think this would be better handled by someone other than me.” He grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m no Sherlock Holmes or Perry Mason.”

Jane gave him a humoring smile. “Why a supplier?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.

He looked away, as if ashamed. “A number of our troubles have been with installations or repairs. A brand-new AC unit suddenly has a bad capacitor. Gaps in ducting where my guys swear there hadn’t been any when the installation was completed.”

He pulled a paper out of a drawer and slid it across the desk. “That’s the list so far of things I can’t explain, along with the approximate date they happened. I was trying to track them to see if there was some sort of rhyme or reason to it.”

“And was there?” Jane asked as she eyed the list. Although it wasn’t terribly long, it was long enough that it could make a business look bad. She was starting to understand why this was so important to him.

He shook his head. “Not that I saw but I’m not the one who installs all this stuff. That’s my brother. I do the business side of things while he handles the technical part.”

“I see,” she said, looking over the list again. “And did he see this list?”

“He did and he has no clue how it’s happening, either,” Scotty said, sighing. “We’ve been trying to figure this out on our own, but it feels like we’re getting absolutely nowhere.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Jane assured him. “Can you give me a way to contact your brother, in case I have questions for him?”

“Sure, here’s his card,” he said, pulling one out of a nearby card holder. “I’ll let him know you’re looking into things and to answer any questions you might come up with for him.”

“I appreciate that,” Jane said, reaching for her purse. She reached in and pulled out her small notebook and a pen. “So clearly you don’t really think your business is cursed,” she went on. “I’m assuming you think someone’s behind this. That it’s not just a run of bad luck or something like that.”

He shook his head. “No, the timing is too coincidental. I think it might be a competitor or someone who would like to see our little family business fail. When a business changes hands, I know things can get a little rocky for a while,” he explained.

“My brother and I may have been working under our father most of our lives, but all people see is that he’s not the one who’s in charge now. We have to prove ourselves all over again,” Scotty grumbled. “And if someone wanted to knock us out, this would be the time to strike.”

Jane listened as she wrote a few notes in her notebook. “Does McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning have any people who might want to see you fail?” she asked, one eyebrow raised in question.

“The guy who runs Cozy HVAC has been talking to anyone who will listen to him about how much he’d love for us to go under,” Scotty said.

Jane made a note of it. “Anyone else?”

He shook his head grimly. “Not that I can think of right off,” he said. “But you know how it goes. When you own a business, there will always be people who want to see you fail for one reason or another.”

“You said that your people swear these jobs were done right when they left the job site, but then, what? The client uses it and it’s no good?” she asked.

“Something like that,” he said. “The last two, the defective AC unit and the bad ductwork were on new builds. So they were working the last my crew knew, but when the inspectors went and checked everything, that’s when the problems were found.”

“I see,” Jane said, continuing to make notes. She needed to make sure she wrote everything down so she wouldn’t forget anything. “And what of the others?”

“The first two are harder to remember because we weren’t paying attention then,” he confessed. “But I do know that the second wasn’t a new build. That was an overhaul we did in one house where they had a new unit and ducting put in.”

Jane nodded, making a note of that. “So the jobs are varied, not the same person or anything like that?” she asked, wanting to make sure she was covering all the bases right off. “Not the same issues or guys working on the project?”

“No. All different sizes of jobs, although our smaller jobs haven’t been affected as far as we can tell. It seems to be when we have a team on it but there have been different team members on each one, so…” he shrugged.

Jane nodded slowly. “Okay. I’ll start looking around and see what I can find out. I’ll let you know if I come up with any more questions.” She finished making her notes before tucking her notebook away.

“Perfect. Please, let me know if there’s anything you need along the way. Just say the word and I’ll do what I can.” Jane stood up and he followed suit.

“I appreciate that. I can’t make any promises, but I will do this,” she said, straightening up to her full height. “I will dig until I have some answers, or the leads run dry. If at any time you want to know how things are going and I haven’t contacted you recently, feel free to reach out. I do have a cleaning business along with being a single mom of two kids. Sometimes phone calls slip my mind.”

He nodded and smiled. “I can appreciate that. I have a couple of kids myself.”

They walked to the door leading outside and he pushed it open for her. The door chimed happily as if it hadn’t heard about the troubles its owner was facing. “I really hope you have better luck than I’ve had.”

“Me, too,” Jane said with a polite smile before heading to her car. Once she was behind the wheel and watching him lock the door behind her through the windshield, she sighed. “Me too.” He gave a wave through the glass before turning away.

Jane started her car and began to back out. For now, she had work to do. But tonight she’d do some research into McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning along with Cozy HVAC. Then she’d see just how soon she could start to work on the case. She wanted to understand what she was up against and what kind of businesses they were. Jane had learned sometimes you could learn a lot with a quick internet search.

Following the car in front of her, she welcomed this new investigation. It would give her something to distract her from her own troubles and allow her to help out a friend in return. If she was lucky, maybe it would keep her from thinking about Evan and all the things he’d churned up with his reappearance.

Her mind went to Evan’s phone number, still tucked in her purse. She’d try to find the time to call him, too, although she really didn’t want to. Driving to the home of her first client, she pushed her thoughts and concerns about Evan from her mind and got ready to start her day. The rest could wait.


CHAPTER 5

That afternoon Jane was glad she’d been able to make it home before the kids got home from school.

She’d been lucky enough that all of her cleaning jobs ended up being lighter than normal, which was good because her thoughts had been all over the place. First, with the investigation she might be starting, and then to Evan. She needed to make the call to him and get it out of the way, but she really didn’t want to talk to him. Ever.

The only words she wanted to say to him were unkind and cruel, designed to cut him to the core. She’d practiced them many nights, waiting for the chance to say her piece. But now that she had a real opportunity, she found the words had died in her throat. Now all she wanted was to be left alone.

However, there was one person she didn’t want to leave her alone and that was Henry. Unfortunately, he’d been doing a lot of it lately. She’d given him a chance to have some space but now she was starting to worry. What if he wasn’t going to reach out to her anymore? What if the kiss he’d given her had been his way of saying “goodbye”?

No. She wouldn’t accept that. They’d been friends. He ate dinner with them and spent time with the kids. He’d become someone that they could all depend on. So why had he kissed her only to disappear? There had to be more to it. He’d proved he wasn’t a man like Evan, hadn’t he? Or did she just attract men like that? Ones who stuck around only as long as it was beneficial to them and then they ran when it wasn’t.

“I don’t think so,” she said aloud as she reached for her phone. She was sitting on the couch, kicking her feet up after she’d taken her shoes off. But she wasn’t going to wait around on Henry anymore. She’d call him. No more messages that were easily answered with a couple of words. She wanted to hear his voice. She dialed his number and waited.

The phone rang, once and then twice. He always picked up before the third ring, she told herself. But then the third and then fourth ring went through and there was still no answer.

“Hey, this is Henry. I must actually be busy, I know, surprise, surprise. Miracles do happen, so leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Thanks,” his voicemail said.

Jane thought about just hanging up. She almost did but then something stopped her. She’d called a few times before, all to no answer, and she’d hung up then. But now, she had something she wanted, no, needed to say to him. She only hoped she wouldn’t end up regretting it.

“Henry,” she said, her voice shaking. “It’s Jane.” She sighed, struggling to find her words. “I’m calling because I’m worried. You seem so distant after…” she was afraid to say kissed me, so instead she said, “…the treasure and everything.”

She closed her eyes, willing the right words to come out. “I thought we were friends. That you were someone I could count on.” She realized she wanted to talk to him about Evan and what she had to do. “I miss you,” she said softly before hanging up.

Once she’d ended the call, she wished she could take the message back. She didn’t want to seem needy or desperate. She’d thought it would be good to just get it off her chest. Now she was rethinking that, but it was too late. What was done was done. She considered calling Evan while she had the time, but she really didn’t want to. Instead, she walked through the house in search of her laptop.

When she finally found it, thankfully being charged next to her bed, she carried it back to the living room and made herself comfortable on the couch, a can of soda in hand along with a small snack.

The first thing she searched for was McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning. The results showed their website at the top and while she opened it in another tab for later, she was looking for more. Finally, she found a review site and clicked on it.

Hundreds and hundreds of reviews had been left over the years for the company and almost all of them were five stars. Many sang the praises of Vern McCormick for one thing or another. The reviews went back fairly far and even those that didn’t give glowing praises were still happy with his service.

“Vern must be Scotty’s father,” Jane said aloud as she continued to scroll. And it looked as though Scotty hadn’t been lying about the business's reputation. It seemed his father had managed to impress the majority of his customers, and Jane knew from experience that wasn’t always an easy task.

Next, she found an article that had been in the paper about the change of ownership. It showed Scotty seated by a man she assumed was his father as though they were signing papers. A woman who must have been Scotty’s mother stood behind the older man while another man roughly Scotty’s age stood behind him with a stoic look on his face. He was clearly not a man who liked to smile for photos.

“You must be his brother,” she observed, looking him over. It looked like there wasn’t very much of an age difference between them. When she read the caption it mentioned that his name was Justin. Reaching for her purse, she pulled out the card she’d gotten from Scotty and confirmed it was the same name.

At some point, she’d have to talk to him, but she wasn’t ready yet. She’d already heard from Scotty that he didn’t know who might be behind things. The only logical thing was to wait until she had her own questions to ask before reaching out to him.

Reading through the article, she saw that Scotty was the older brother. They’d both worked with their father in the business when they were in high school, but Scotty had gone to college and majored in business while Justin stayed behind and worked with their dad. Scotty had come back a few years ago and had started learning how to manage the family business so that he and his brother could someday run it on their own.

Jane smiled. It was such a lovely story that it pained her they were having so much trouble now. She hoped that she’d be able to do something to help them, but how could she possibly find out who, if anyone, was sabotaging their work efforts?

She returned to her search page and typed in Cozy HVAC before pressing the enter key. Scotty said Cozy was their biggest competitor and would like to see them fail. She figured she might as well look into that company and see who was behind it all.

With a few more clicks she learned that Cozy HVAC was more of a chain business than family owned. Eric Barnes was the owner of this particular location, and often spoke about how much better it was to go with “the big guys.” According to him, they were more trustworthy.

Jane found this interesting, especially considering the attack on McCormick’s was seemingly directed at their trustworthiness. She pulled out her notebook and began to take notes. He even had an ad or two that implied that the only reason why McCormick’s was still in business was because they were shady and unethical.

While she wasn’t exactly a fan of someone talking bad about another business, she understood it was a marketing tactic. Still, Jane wondered if there was more to Eric’s animosity toward the rival company than just dirty marketing.

The sound of the school bus pulling up outside took her from her musings. Closing the laptop, she set it aside and headed over to the window.

Libby was running happily toward the house while Annie, their dog, ran to greet her. Tyson walked slower but stopped to ruffle Annie’s ears when she trotted over to greet him. Jane opened the door as Libby reached the porch.

“Hey, guys,” she said as she greeted her children. “How was your day?”

“Fantastic!” Libby cried out while Tyson muttered, “Fine.” He slung his backpack on the couch and flopped down beside it.

Jane smiled at Libby as her daughter started to regale her with everything that had happened at school. She looked over at Tyson, wanting more than anything to be able to sit with him and coax out the details of his day that he used to share so enthusiastically.

But as she thought about it, she realized that one day Libby wouldn’t be so eager to share the events of her day either. So she focused on her daughter, promising herself that she’d try to reach out to Tyson later. Anyway, she’d probably get rebuffed now if she tried to press for more.

“Can I help you with dinner?” Libby asked suddenly, catching Jane by surprise.

“You want to help?” Jane questioned. Her daughter had never expressed an interest in cooking before.

“Yeah, if that’s okay?” Libby asked. “I want to start learning how to cook. That way you don’t always have to do it all,” she beamed.

Jane smiled at her daughter's thoughtfulness. “Okay,” she said patiently. “I guess you can help tonight. But first, you’re going to need to wash your hands. All the way up to your wrists,” she made sure to add.

“Okay,” Libby said as she hurried off toward the kitchen.

“Everything okay, Ty?” Jane asked as she took a few steps over to her son. She tousled his dark hair between her fingertips as she looked over his shoulder. He had an earbud in and was listening to music.

“Yeah, I’m just tired,” he sighed. “I didn’t sleep real great last night.”

Jane’s hand found his shoulder and squeezed. “I understand. If you change your mind, you know where to find me,” she said gently.

He nodded but didn’t say anything else. Suppressing a sigh, Jane turned away. She hoped it was the right thing to do, but she thought that she’d really never know if it was. Parenting seemed like one big guessing game as to what to say or what to do at any given time. Give them space? Push? She shook her head. There was no way to know what was right and what wasn’t.

“Are your hands clean?” she asked Libby as she entered the kitchen.

“Yep!” Libby beamed. “I’m all ready.”


CHAPTER 6

The next morning Jane found herself driving to Cozy HVAC. The sun was still hidden behind gray clouds that seemed to put a gloom over the whole town. No one seemed to want to be out as slight sprinkles of rain began to fall on her windshield, further dampening her mood. As she turned on her wipers and they began to smear and streak rather than shove the water away, she thought about what she’d learned the previous night.

The night before Jane had found Cozy HVAC’s business hours. She’d written them down in her notebook for reference and saw that she’d be able to stop by their office in the morning before work. This would give her a chance to think about what the owner had to say while she cleaned. She realized there was a possibility he might not be in the office that early, but she was hoping he was the kind of boss who was there more often than not. Not the kind that was hard to track down.

As she drove, she considered what Scotty McCormick had told her the day before. How would she like it if she thought her business was being sabotaged? As if someone wanted to ruin the reputation she’d so carefully cultivated. Even though he’d inherited some of that reputation from his father, Jane could understand his frustration.

He and his brother had been doing this for a while, even if it had been under their father’s supervision. If anything, she figured that meant they were more than qualified to run everything on their own.

But she also knew how people thought. Many times they looked at the younger generation and expected change from them. Good or bad, it didn’t matter. For the most part, nobody was a big fan of change. It seemed Scotty and Justin had to prove themselves to the town, even though they’d already been hard at work serving them for a while before taking over the business from their father.

On the outside edge of town, she found Cozy HVAC in a fairly new metal building painted dark grey with red trim. There were a few cars already there and a neon open sign was glowing in the window. When she drew closer she saw there was a young woman speaking to a man who was standing in a nearby doorway. Jane recognized him from his online photos. Eric Barnes.

The pair seemed to be having a friendly chat as Jane pulled the door open and a small bell tinkled, signaling her presence. The young woman was seated in a chair as they talked, and it looked as though they probably did this sort of thing often.

Eric turned and smiled warmly at Jane. His tan cheeks turned rosy as if he were embarrassed by something. “Good morning. How can we help you?” The young woman smiled eagerly and nodded in agreement.

Jane forced a smile. “I was hoping I could talk to Eric Barnes,” she said, pretending she didn’t know who he was. “I’m investigating something and would like to see if he can help me with it.”

“I’m Eric,” he said as he stepped forward and offered his hand.

“Jane Barrow,” she replied.

“Right this way, Jane,” he said as he led her toward the doorway where he’d been standing. They stepped inside and he shut the door behind them. “You said you’re investigating?” he questioned as he rounded the glass desk.

Jane’s eyes slid over the bare walls of the small office. “Yes. I’m looking into a situation involving McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning and thought you might be a good person to start with.”

She didn’t want to give too much away, but she knew she’d have to reveal McCormick’s name simply because she couldn’t ask questions about them without mentioning them by name.

“McCormick’s?” he asked, suddenly suspicious. “What does this have to do with me?”

“It seems as though someone is targeting them,” Jane said vaguely. “I’m looking for anyone who might have a motive to see their business fail. Of course you would be the obvious first choice because you’re a competitor.” She said it so matter-of-factly that it didn’t seem to bother him. “I also thought you’d be the best place to find out who else might have a problem with them.”

“Why me?” he challenged.

“Who else would you go to if you wanted to complain about a certain business than to their rival?” she asked, one brow raised almost in a challenge.

His suspicion seemed to abate. “I guess that makes sense,” he said. “But what in the world could I know?”

“Have you heard anyone complain about them recently? Anyone making disparaging remarks about their business or the family themselves?” she asked.

He leaned back in his chair, and it squeaked loudly as he steepled his fingers. “Well, let me think,” he said as he stared at the bare white walls. “I have a particular employee that was let go by McCormick’s. Honestly, I feel a little bad about naming him. So far, he’s been a great employee for me.”

“But if I’m going to be honest, he slanders them at every chance he can get.” When Jane pulled out a notebook he hastily added, “But you didn’t hear that from me when you write his name in your notebook.”

“I’m not a journalist,” she assured him. “Think of me like a private investigator.” She pulled out her pen. “What’s this man's name?”

“Shawn Jenkins,” he said, leaning forward to peer at her notebook. When she looked up, he leaned back.

“And what’s his deal?” she asked.

“That, I don’t know. You’d have to ask him yourself,” he replied carefully.

Jane looked up at Eric, really looking at him closely. She noticed while they’d been talking he seemed shifty. As if he was hiding something.

“What is your issue with them besides being the other business in town that’s like yours?” she asked, leaning back in her chair.

He inhaled loudly through his nose before puffing out the air. “Why would you think I have an issue with them?” Eric asked innocently.

“Because I saw your online comments about ‘trusting big business’ and ‘don’t go with the small guy when the big one can serve you better’,” she said simply. “You may not call them out by name, but you’re certainly attacking them by implication.”

He didn’t deny it. “It’s business. That’s what you do,” Eric said with a shrug.

“So they aren’t taking all of your business or anything like that?” she asked.

He scoffed. “Not at all.”

Jane wasn’t so sure it was that simple, but she let it go. “You said you employ Shawn Jenkins now,” she stated, looking back at the name she’d written down. “Is there a way I can speak with him?”

“He’ll be out on call all day,” he explained. “But all of my workers come back here before they head home for the day.” He turned to his computer and began to type. “He should be here sometime around 3:00 p.m.”

She nodded. “If it’s alright with you, I’d really like to talk with him.”

“Perfectly fine,” he nodded. “I’ll make sure to send a message out to him to let him know. I don’t want to stand in the way of you looking into… what is it again?”

She could tell he wanted to get information out of her, but she wasn’t going to fall for it. “There have just been some interesting situations that they wanted me to look into,” she said vaguely.

Eric nodded but didn’t seem to fully believe her. That was fine. He didn’t have to. She just needed him to keep answering her questions.

Jane really wished there was a specific time she could ask him about or a specific event, but with there being so many different things that had happened, she didn’t think it would be useful. Instead, she tried another direction. “How well do you know the McCormick family?” she asked.

Eric frowned. “Not well. I know them by name, because of their advertising and stuff like that. But we’ve never formally met.”

That kind of surprised her. While he never outright named McCormick’s, his advertising was direct enough that it wasn’t hard to read between the lines. “Do you make it a habit to verbally attack people you don’t know?” she questioned.

His brow furrowed as if her accusation upset him. “As I said before, it’s just a part of the business. I don’t mean anything by it. I’m just trying to sell what I have to the people who want it.” He shrugged. “You do what you have to these days to make an impression.”

Jane didn’t like it, but she didn’t have much say in how people chose to market their business. She only hoped he was wrong, and that sort of tactic wasn’t something that would serve him in the long run.

“Can you think of anyone else who has a problem with them?” she asked, changing the subject. “Anyone who might have talked badly about them or anything like that?”

He shook his head. “Not right off the top of my head. I try to stay out of their business as long as they stay out of mine.” He leaned back, crossing his arms across his chest.

Jane nodded. For now, she couldn’t think of anything else to ask him, and he’d had a reasonable answer for all of her questions. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Barnes,” she said as she stood up. “Would you mind if I contacted you later? I might come up with some more questions.”

“Sure, I’m always here during business hours,” he said with a smile that almost looked genuine. “Come by any time if you, for some strange reason, feel the need to come back.”

He extended his hand to her again and she shook it. As she studied his face, she couldn’t help but think he was hiding something, but she couldn’t tell what it was. For now, she’d just have to wait and see what else she uncovered.

Jane thanked him again before leaving his office and going outside. She didn’t have anything else she could ask at that point, and she’d have to wait until this afternoon to talk to Shawn Jenkins to see what he had to say.

The only thing left for her to do was head to work herself. She climbed behind the wheel of her car and started the engine, causing the radio to come to life. Humming along to the songs playing on it, she drove away.


CHAPTER 7

On that particular day she was back at Sharon and Job Hanning’s home, doing her weekly cleaning to keep their beautiful home looking practically spotless. She’d been working for them for so long now that their home almost felt like hers. It was just as familiar, just as inviting. She felt comfortable there even though she knew she was only the “help.”

From the outside, people might find it odd. Especially considering the vast difference in how Jane lived from the way the Hannings lived. But they’d never made her feel as though she was less than them just because she had less. That was something she appreciated more than words could ever express. After finishing up in the bathroom, Jane headed to the hall and tugged the vacuum from the closet before going to the entry.

As Jane vacuumed Mrs. Hanning's rugs in the entry, Jane found her mind wandering to the trouble at McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning. She didn’t know the first thing about installing air conditioning or anything close to it. She’d have to take Scotty McCormick’s word for it that everything had been good before the issues that were troubling him were discovered.

Part of her had started to wonder, though. What if their employees were just doing sloppier work now that the business had changed hands? That sort of thing was certainly possible. But then she remembered that Scotty’s brother, Justin, had looked over the projects before they’d left the job. He wouldn’t do shoddy work when his family business was at stake. That meant someone had to be coming along afterward and sabotaging whatever they’d done. But why?

“Jane, dear,” Mrs. Hanning said as she approached, pulling Jane from her thoughts.

Jane spun around to face her and saw that she looked a little more frazzled than usual. “I need to go to my appointment, but I can’t seem to find my sunglasses.” She peered outside. “And it’s far too bright for me to go anywhere without them.”

Jane would have thought Sharon Hanning was messing with her if she were the sort to do that kind of thing. But joking wasn’t a thing Sharon was known for. Jane took in her all-black body suit with the shiny black and gold belt at her waist. Her eyes fell on the sunglasses perched in Mrs. Hanning's deep red curls.

Sharon noticed her pointed look and reached for the top of her head. When her fingers felt the lens of her sunglasses, her body seemed to crumple. “Oh, my goodness,” she sighed. “I’m so sorry for bothering you.”

Jane smirked. “It’s okay. We all have those kinds of moments from time to time.”

“Yes, well, I would prefer they stopped altogether,” she sniffed before hurrying away with a wave. “Have a good day, dear. Make sure you take that extra birthday cake home. Your family might as well enjoy it. The thing will go bad here before it’s eaten.”

“Thank you,” Jane said as Sharon gave one last wave before disappearing.

Jane shook her head. Sharon wasn’t usually that scattered, and it was strange to see her that way. She idly wondered if perhaps she had something distracting her. Probably plans for another party or gathering, Jane decided. While she didn’t usually mind the extra money she always earned after cleaning up from one of their parties, that didn’t mean she enjoyed it. Parties could mean any number of stains or disasters that Jane would be left to clean up.

She finished with the rugs and fluffed the pillows on the couch before deciding to check her phone. She kept it on silent most of the day, but she liked to check every once in a while to make sure the kids hadn’t called or something else hadn’t happened. As she opened her phone she noticed she had a notification from the dating app she’d installed on her phone.

Well, technically, one of her clients, CeCe Klingman, had convinced her to download MeetCute. But that wasn’t the point. She’d been ignoring the app completely and was surprised to see she had a message waiting for her.

Swiping the notification, it pulled up the message. She saw it was from a man by the name of John who claimed he was a professional, although he didn’t say of what. His picture looked nice, and his profile made him sound like a decent guy, but Jane only looked upon his photo in sadness. It made her think of Marcus who was now on the other side of the world. She’d connected with her friend's brother on the app, and they’d hit it off, but then he’d left.

“You seem nice, John, but I don’t know,” Jane said quietly to herself. The truth was, she didn’t want to think about dating at this point. First Marcus left, then Henry ran off and hadn’t gotten back in touch with her after kissing her. Then, her ex-husband showed up on her doorstep. It was a trifecta of messed up feelings she wasn’t sure she had the energy to add to.

Jane shut off her phone and slipped it back into her pocket. “I’m going to have to think about it,” she sighed. After all, her problems had nothing to do with this guy. He could be absolutely wonderful, one of the sweetest guys out there. She shouldn’t dismiss him because her mind wasn’t in the right place.

And it wasn’t. She could feel it. She’d felt negative ever since, well, ever since everything started to happen. It was like a heavy blanket weighing on her shoulders, dragging her down wherever she went. How could she possibly make a character judgment about some guy when she felt like she had a dark cloud following her around? She couldn’t. Which was why she was going to give herself some time before responding. And if he lost interest between now and then? Oh well.

She finished up in the living room and moved to the laundry room, then she put away the vacuum and started dusting. This time, her mind drifted to the phone call she still needed to make.

Last night she’d convinced herself that she could put off reaching out to Evan. That was yet another thing she was incredibly conflicted about. She shook her head at her own misfortune as she moved around the house, dusting the surfaces until they shone.

In the kitchen, she began to wipe down the cabinets and the counters, her mind at war with itself. On one hand, she was convinced she needed to hurry up and make the call so she could get it out of the way. They always said to do unpleasant things first, right? Maybe she should just do it and be done with it.

But another part of her hoped that if she put it off Evan would lose interest again. Because the fact of the matter was, she was still incredibly mad at Evan. That she hadn’t outright slapped him was a miracle now that she thought about it. Most likely it had been the surprise of seeing him that had kept her from physically assaulting him while flinging swear words at him.

But if he wanted to see the kids, she couldn’t exactly say no. Not when he could go to court and get mandated visits. She shook her head, knowing that was when things could get really ugly.

“Just do it, Jane,” she said to herself as she set down the cleaner and rag she was holding in her hand, and pulled out her phone. Her heart clenched as she looked at her screen, a photo of the kids from just a week ago. They’d been playing with Annie in the yard at sunset, the sun casting them in shadow. It had been a beautiful moment captured in an even more beautiful photo. She sighed and started dialing Evan’s number.

The phone began to ring, and she was certain she could feel her blood pressure begin to rise. Just the thought of having to hear his voice again made her skin crawl. She knew she was being uncharitable, but she didn’t care. It was all fine and dandy that he wanted to make up with the kids, but didn’t she deserve a real apology? After all, he’d dumped all his responsibilities on her when he’d left.

When there was no answer, his voicemail picked up and she was tempted to hang up. She’d done her part, right? She’d called and he hadn’t answered. Still, she knew she had to at least try one time to keep her conscience clear.

“Evan, it’s Jane,” she said, trying to keep her voice neutral. “The kids are willing to see you at least once, for now. And I just want to say this, if you plan on coming into their life just to disappear again like before, well, you better just do it now. Don’t put them through that again. You have no idea what they’ve been through while you were away, and I have no intention of putting them through that again. So if that’s your plan, you better be prepared.”

Jane paused, realizing how bitter her voice had turned. She needed to lighten up just a bit. “But, if you’re actually trying to make things right, then give me a call and we’ll figure out what will work the best for all of us.” She didn’t say anything else, just pulled the phone away and ended the call. There, it was done.

Sliding her phone back into her pocket, she had to admit that she felt a bit lighter now. The ball was in his court, so to speak. If he messed this up, that wasn’t on her. She’d been willing to compromise, although a small part of her hoped that he didn’t answer because he’d already taken off again. Oh how much easier that would make things.

She knew better than that, though. He never did anything the easy way.

At first, she’d loved him for it. The way he would work at a problem until he’d figured it out. That was until she realized he did it at the expense of everything else. If he was working on the car, the family would be ignored. If he was struggling with work, he’d be thinking about that all night instead of listening to the kids.

He would do nothing else when he was hyper-fixated on something. And now, having had some distance placed between them, she realized he’d never focused on his family in the same way. It had always been things that had to do with him. His car. His job. His life. There had been no room for them, and she should have seen it long ago. Now her kids were suffering for her blind faith in a man who never even saw her to begin with.


CHAPTER 8

That afternoon the sky was still dark and dreary, but at least it had stopped misting on the town. Even so, everything felt damp and cold as she drove. Reaching over, Jane turned the car’s heater on low and aimed the heat vent at the floor so it would warm her toes.

Before she reached Alma, she pulled into the gas station that she regularly visited. It was time to top off her gas tank and while she knew she could go to any gas station, she preferred this particular one, mainly because she’d made friends with a woman who worked there.

She clicked on her turn signal and slowed down so she could exit the street and drive up to a pump. Jane dug in her purse for the cash she saved for gas and pulled her jacket tight as she climbed out of the car and hurried inside.

“Jane,” Monique said as she walked through the door. “Is that really you? I thought you only came to see me in the mornings.”

“I thought I’d bless you with an afternoon visit this time,” Jane teased as she handed her the cash.

“I’ll take what I can get,” Monique quipped. They chatted for a few minutes before Jane waved and headed out to pump her gas. After a short time she’d finished and was back on the street again.

Jane was headed back to Cozy HVAC so she could meet with Shawn Jenkins. She’d been mentally preparing what she’d ask him all day while she worked. She’d been trying to think of the best way to approach her questions and get the answers she needed in order to determine whether or not he was a threat to McCormick’s. She needed to find viable suspects to investigate if she was going to get anywhere in finding out who might be behind the trouble at McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning.

When she walked through the door, a man who appeared to be in his early thirties was waiting for her. He was slightly dusty looking, and his hair was standing up in all directions, as if he’d been wearing a hat or something similar earlier in the day.

“You must be Jane,” he said as he took a step toward her.

She smiled and nodded. “I am. And you’re Shawn?”

“In the flesh,” he smiled politely. “I was told we could use the meeting room, if that’s alright with you?” He gestured down a nearby hallway.

“Perfect,” she said before following him.

Shawn Jenkins had an easy way about him that she noticed as she followed him. It was in the way he moved, slow and loose, as though he always had all the time in the world. He pushed the door open and said, “After you.”

The meeting room contained a large round table and a retractable screen at one end. She wondered what they did in there, considering it didn’t look as though it was used much.

They each took a seat and Jane began to speak. “I’m not sure how much you were told, but I’m here to speak with you about McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning,” she said. “To start, particularly, how you feel about them.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude,” Shawn said as he leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table. “But why are you asking me about those guys?”

“I’ve been asked to do a little private investigation into a matter concerning them,” Jane explained. “I’m not at liberty to explain the details, but I’m looking into anyone who might have a problem with the business or the owners themselves.”

He nodded slowly as he leaned back. “I see. That’s why you wanted to talk to me. Because I’m the guy who was fired and went to work for the enemy, huh?”

“Not exactly like that,” she said. “More like, you don’t like them and would be more likely to know others who feel the same way.” She found that the tactic of making the person think she wasn’t precisely looking at them helped with getting answers to her questions. And technically she wasn’t lying either.

He looked down at the table as though he were considering what he wanted to say. “I was fired from McCormick’s for speaking up,” he finally said. “They’re not real big on independent thinking over there, if you know what I mean.”

“I’m afraid I don’t,” Jane said as she pulled out her notebook. “Could you please explain?”

“The way they do some things is still very old school,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I’ve worked for a number of places, so I’ve learned a lot,” he said with a shrug. “Ol’ Justin over there, he’s only worked for his family, so he only knows what he’s seen there and at that trade school he went to for a few months to get certified. I tried doing things in a more efficient way and he chewed me a new one. Told me to do it the way they wanted it done. Wouldn’t even let me explain myself.” Jane could still hear the bitterness in his voice.

“So the two of you disagreed on the best way to do things,” she surmised.

“That’s right,” he said firmly. “You’d have thought I asked him to sacrifice his firstborn or something. To me, it didn’t matter that they fired me. I would have quit anyway. I’d already been thinking about it leading up to that day. The time just came a little faster than I expected.” He shrugged as if it were no big deal.

“But you still talk badly about them,” Jane remarked. “To friends? Family?”

“Anyone who will listen,” Shawn admitted boldly. “I think it’s to their detriment that they’re focused on doing things that one way. I’m all for preserving the way the generation before did things, but I also think we should embrace new ways of doing things. Times change and if you don’t change with them, you’ll soon find yourself behind the times.”

Jane considered what he was saying. Did he sound upset with them? Sure. But she didn’t sense any deep animosity. Not yet at least.

“Was this before or after the sons took over the business?” she asked.

“Before,” he said, full of certainty.

Jane wasn’t sensing any of the hatred for the McCormicks that she’d been expecting. This made her wonder if she was wasting both his and her time. “Is there a way I can reach you? Just in case I end up with another question or two?”

He gave her his number but then shifted from one foot to the other, nervously.

“What is it?” she asked, sensing that something was wrong.

“It’s just…” he paused as if looking for the right words. “My girlfriend. She’s a little, uh, possessive?” he made it sound like a question. “So if you do have questions, could you call during the workday?”

Jane tried to suppress the smile that wanted to cross her lips. “Of course,” she replied.

Shawn relaxed considerably. “Thanks. It’s just easier, you know?”

She nodded. “I get it. Thank you for your time.” She stood up and said, “I’m sure you have better things to get to.”

“Good luck with your investigation,” he said as he held the door open for her. “I hope you get what you need.”

Jane really wanted to say that she hoped she did too.

Frustration plagued her as she walked to her car. She felt like she hadn’t really learned anything yet. Were these people being honest or was she just bad at picking up their lies? She’d gone into this being fairly confident she could at least dig up some information for Scotty.

Now she felt like she was grasping at straws. So far, her first two possible suspects hadn’t given her much, although she didn’t fully trust Eric Barnes, the owner of Cozy HVAC. But it was also possible that she just thought he was a creep.

When she got in her car, she jammed the key in the ignition. Was there some other way she should be handling this? In the other cases she’d solved, she’d worried more about one-time situations where she could find out what people were doing at specific times. This was too broad with too many people involved. Her faith in herself was starting to fade.

Jane sighed as she pulled away and started driving home. She couldn’t give up yet. The investigation was just getting started. But she did need to think long and hard about how to handle this one. It seemed like it might take another type of approach, one she had yet to come up with.

Slowly driving through Alma and leaving town on the old highway, she scanned the sides of the road for deer as she made her way toward home. It was starting to get cold out and it was that time of year when the deer seemed even more prone to running out in front of moving vehicles. The last thing she needed on her plate was to have a car that had been totaled.

Focusing on the road, she let her mind drift as she stayed on alert. It was still early but she’d learned from experience that deer could jump out anytime. She watched, but she continued to think about the McCormick’s and their trouble. If only she could give them something so they could know where the threats had come from. Someone had to have targeted them. But who?

The important thing was to focus on what she had learned. Shawn Jenkins didn’t seem as big of a threat as Eric Barnes, at least at this point. Eric admitted to talking badly about the other company and that it was just a form of marketing, but there was something else in his face when she’d talked to him.

Maybe a glint in his eye or a tightness to his forced smile that made her believe him less than his employee, Shawn, because he didn’t seem as though he had been hiding something. But was Eric hiding a secret, or just not trusting someone who was questioning him about his business rival?

By the time Jane pulled into her driveway, she’d decided to try not to let her lack of progress stop her. It might not have been a completely productive day, but she still had a few more ideas before she’d start to worry. She might not have another name to look into, but she could always ask around town and look online. Surely something would come up before she needed to worry too much about the leads running cold.

She parked her car in the driveway and grabbed her things out of the seat before pushing open her car door. As she bumped it shut with her hip she heard the sound of a car approaching. She glanced over her shoulder and saw it was her friend Abby getting home from work. When she drew closer, she began to slow down.

Jane smiled. She could use a little company right about then. Maybe Abby could help her make sense of her thoughts. If anything, she’d be a very welcome distraction until the kids finally made their way home.


CHAPTER 9

“I’m telling you, something isn’t sitting right with me,” Jane told her friend Abby. She’d stopped by while she was on her way home to see what Jane had been up to lately. Since she lived just down the road, the next mile over, it was easy for the two of them to drop in on one another. Neither one minded the unexpected company, either.

“They think they’re cursed?” Abby asked incredulously.

“I don’t believe they really think they’re cursed,” Jane admitted. “But I do believe they feel like they are.”

Abby snorted. “Been there before. The last guy I lived with,” she shook her head. “That was a curse.”

Jane considered asking her for more information but decided against it. “I just don’t know how I’m going to narrow down possible suspects with so many different situations. I can’t exactly know who was around at each one.”

“You’ll find a way,” Abby said confidently as she tugged at her hair that was hanging over her shoulder. “You’re smart like that. Always finding a way.” She smiled warmly.

“I appreciate that it might seem that way, but to me, it feels as though I just fumble around until I find what I need in order to figure things out.”

Jane still felt like a fraud when it came to interviewing people, but she also knew they responded to confidence. A person who seemed confident with what they were talking about didn’t cause most people to bat an eye. She hoped that was what everyone saw in her when she spoke to them.

“I’m pretty sure that’s what any investigator does. They follow hunches and leads until they dry up or they find the right person. You just have to keep going. Keep trying,” Abby said encouragingly.

Jane gave her a small smile. “Thanks,” she said. “I think I’m probably just getting in my own head too much.” What she was really starting to worry about was that she was going to have to go back to Scotty McCormick empty handed without the slightest clue who or what might be behind their misfortune.

“We all do that from time to time,” Abby assured her. “I’m sure you’ll do great, just like always. Besides, this isn’t as high pressure as the other investigations you dealt with. No fancy paintings or stuff like that. No police to scare you off, either. It seems like the perfect situation for you.”

Jane hadn’t thought about it like that. “Do you really think that?” she asked.

“Of course. You’ve got this,” Abby said confidently.

They talked a little longer about their day and what they’d gotten done at work and then Abby sighed and looked at her phone.

“I better get going. Your kids will be home soon, and I still have a mountain of laundry to get through tonight.” She and Jane stood up from the couch where they’d been sitting and hugged each other. “I’ll talk to you soon,” Abby said.

“I want to hear about your next date,” Jane beamed. “You’ve got to tell me if it goes as well as before.” Abby had originally stopped by to gush about her new boyfriend, so Jane was anxious to hear more about the relationship as it developed.

“I will,” she promised. “Tell the kids I said ‘hi’,” she called out as she left the house.

Jane didn’t blame Abby for leaving before the kids got home. Libby would insist on telling her all about her day, something she’d done a few times since Jane and Abby had become friends.

Just as Abby was pulling out of the driveway, Jane’s phone began to ring. She stepped out to wave goodbye as she distractedly answered the phone. “Hello,” she said as she put it to her ear.

“Jane?” a familiar voice said. “Are you busy?”

It was Evan. “No, sorry. Just waving at a friend,” she said as she stepped back inside and shut the door. She focused on the conversation. “I’m a little surprised you called.”

“I was busy earlier, so I couldn’t answer your call,” he said vaguely. “But I’ve been hoping to hear from you. I’m glad you called.” His voice sounded genuine and was filled with something like longing. She did her best to ignore it.

“Yeah, so, right now both of the kids are willing to talk with you, but I have to tell you that Tyson isn’t a fan of yours and you’re going to get some grief from him.”

His familiar chuckle filled the line. “I’d be disappointed if I didn’t.” He cleared his throat softly. “Actually, I was hoping you and I could talk face to face first. Maybe I can take you to lunch or something?”

Jane felt a surge of something like panic at the idea. “I don’t know,” she said carefully. She wasn’t afraid of him, not really, but she also wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone with him anymore. He’d broken her trust when he ran off and now she didn’t want anything to do with him.

He must have sensed her hesitation. “No funny business,” he said firmly. “I have a lot I should say to you that I haven’t, and I’d prefer to look you in the eye when I do it.”

Jane wanted to say no again, but she had to admit that a face-to-face genuine apology would be a nice start. And she would like to gauge where he was before he saw the kids. “What are you thinking?” she asked carefully.

“How about, if it’s not too soon, you and I meet for lunch tomorrow and then I can see the kids tomorrow evening after school?”

Part of her wanted to object. To say it was too soon or that they needed time. But the truth was, it was probably better to just get the whole thing over with. The last thing she wanted was for this to be hanging over her head for days and days. All it would do was make her more stressed and anxious than she already was.

“That’s fine. You come to our house, though. I want them to be able to retreat to their rooms if they choose to.” She wanted to give the kids the ability to make their own choice. They could sit and talk to their father or retreat to the safety of their rooms. Jane didn’t think either one of them would, but she felt it important that they have that choice and a familiar place to go for comfort. Just in case this meeting didn’t go well.

“Fair enough,” Evan replied. She could hear the smile in his voice. “Is it strange that I’m nervous?”

She didn’t like that he was trying to be familiar with her. Still, she needed to be somewhat civil to him. “You should be. They’re not going to make it easy on you.”

“And neither are you,” he said. It was a statement, not a question. As if he already knew her well enough to know how she’d be.

“Not in a million years,” she affirmed. She didn’t like it that she’d shown him all her faults and personality quirks over the years, because now he knew who she was, and she felt like she didn't know him at all. “Why now?” She’d only meant to think the words, so when she heard them escape her mouth, it almost surprised her.

He was quiet for so long she didn’t know if he’d heard her. “It just seemed like it was time,” was all he said.

She didn’t know what that meant but she heard the sound of the school bus rumbling down the road as it approached. “Okay,” she sighed. “I work tomorrow so if you could meet me somewhere that isn’t a long drive, I’d be grateful,” she said.

“Send me where you’ll be and I’ll find a place,” he said confidently. “I remember what you like and don’t like.”

Evan had always been good at picking restaurants. “Okay,” she replied. “But nothing spicy.”

“Done,” he said before she ended the call. The bus was in the driveway now and the kids were walking toward the house. They came in with a flurry of activity as Annie and Jane greeted them. Once they’d calmed down and Libby had taken a breath, Jane decided to break the news.

“Your father is coming here to visit tomorrow,” Jane said. She considered telling them that she was meeting him earlier in the day, but she decided to keep that to herself. After seeing the scowl that crossed Tyson’s face, she was glad she hadn’t.

“Does he have to come here?” he asked.

“I thought it would be more comfortable for you and Libby. This way you can always go to your room when you’re done.”

She hoped Evan wouldn’t make a big deal out of it. She’d hate to have to get the kids after school and then have to meet somewhere public. What if Libby cried? What if Tyson yelled? It seemed better to do the whole thing in private. She realized too late that her own emotional meeting would be somewhere in public. She just hoped she would be able to keep her emotions together.

Tyson nodded, seemingly appeased. Libby seemed uncharacteristically quiet as she stroked Annie's head.

“Something wrong?” Jane asked.

“What if he leaves again?” Libby asked softly.

Jane realized then that her kids seemed to have the same fears she did. She wrapped her arms around her little girl and squeezed her. “Then he leaves,” Jane said simply. “But no matter what, your brother and I will be here.”

“And Annie,” Libby corrected as she continued to stroke the dog's head.

“And Annie,” Jane agreed.

“It will be okay, Libbs,” Tyson said as he hugged her from the side. “Remember what we talked about?”

“It only hurt so much because we weren’t expecting it.” Her tone sounded as though she was parroting something Tyson had told her before.

“That’s right. And no matter what, it won’t ever be as bad as the first time. Nothing is ever as bad the next time because you know what to prepare for,” he encouraged.

Jane felt her heart swell and break all at the same time. When did her little boy become so jaded and wise? He wasn’t wrong, not really, but the fact that he knew this was hard for her to hear. She wasn’t the only one who had changed after Evan left. The kids seemed to have grown, too.

“It’s going to be just fine,” Jane said, as much for herself as for them. “We’ll be together and that’s what counts.” She squeezed each of her children and gave them a kiss on their foreheads. “Now, who wants to help me with dinner?”


CHAPTER 10

It was Friday morning, but Jane’s enthusiasm for the coming weekend was dampened by knowing what was going to happen this particular Friday. She mentally tried to push her negativity away but threads of it still lingered in her mind.

Flipping a pancake in the skillet, she tried not to assume the worst. What if this was exactly what they needed? She needed to look on the bright side. Hopefully, this would be a resolution to what they’d experienced. A way to find the closure she felt her kids so desperately needed.

The kids shuffled downstairs and started quietly eating their breakfast. They weren’t the most talkative people in the morning but that was okay with Jane, because she wasn’t always in the mood to do a lot of listening that early, either.

“You guys okay?” she asked carefully.

Libby nodded and Tyson shrugged. “I guess,” he said.

“Worried about tonight?” she asked, but neither one responded.

“Just remember, it’s okay to feel however you want to feel. You don’t have to pretend to be anything other than what you are. If you’re happy, or sad, or mad, it’s all valid,” Jane said.

Both kids nodded and she decided to let it drop. She doubted they needed any more of her preaching at them to “feel their feelings.” She had to trust that they could handle this because she knew they could. She believed in them.

Soon their breakfasts had been eaten, and the school bus was pulling into the driveway. Both kids were dressed and ready for another school day.

“Have a good Friday!” she called after them as they ran out the door. She finished getting ready for the day and fed Annie before she started to tug on her jacket and collect her things. Her phone began to ring, startling her.

“Hey, Jane. It’s Scotty McCormick,” the voice on the other end said after she answered.

“Scotty, how can I help you?” she asked.

“I’ve been thinking,” he began, “…and I know of someone else who might have an interest in seeing us fail. I thought you might want to know about him. Actually, if I was being honest, I’d have to admit that my brother is the one who reminded me of him. I’d completely forgotten about it.”

“Okay,” Jane said, dropping her bag to pull out her notebook. “Who is it?” She began digging for a pen and then gave up before she turned and pulled one from the cup on the counter.

“The guy who runs Budget Supply,” he went on. “His name is Mark Rodriguez.”

Jane found herself nodding. “Okay. Did you have a disagreement with him?” she asked.

“Something like that,” he admitted. “My father had been buying from him for at least the past decade. But Justin found a supplier online where we could get most of our stuff. We still were using Budget for things we didn’t have time to order online, but I guess he noticed that we weren’t buying all of our ducting and whatnot from him anymore.”

“Did something happen?” Jane questioned. “Did he say anything to you?”

“Yeah, once he realized it wasn’t just a fluke, he came to the office and got huffy with me. I explained to him that it wasn’t anything personal. We’ve had to adapt to rising costs, so we try to order from the most inexpensive suppliers. Ones that we know will consistently give us good products to use in our installations.”

Jane could understand that, but she also could understand why Mr. Rodriguez might be upset. If McCormick’s was a big client of theirs, that could really hurt his business.

“Thanks, I’ll look into it,” she said and then she had an idea. She glanced at the time. “Actually, since I have you on the phone, I was thinking about talking with your brother about the investigation. You said he’s the one who is out on the job sites more than you, correct?”

“That’s right,” Scotty said. “Today he’s over at the Leawood Apartment complex. They’re rerunning new units in some of the apartments. He’ll be there all day, so you can stop by whenever.”

“That would be great,” she said.

“I’ll text him and let him know you’ll be coming by sometime today. I’ll send the address of the apartment complex to you, too,” he said.

“Perfect. Thanks,” she said before hanging up.

Jane had thought she’d get an early start to her day but now she had something else on her mind. Although she’d spoken to Mark Rodriguez off and on through the years and they were on friendly terms, she didn’t know how he’d feel about her sticking her nose in his business.

As she grabbed her things and headed out the door, she crossed her fingers that he would be accommodating.

*****

When Jane pulled up to Budget Supply, she was glad to see there weren’t many cars in the lot. Clouds had spread across the sky, plunging everything into a haze of grey. Jane tugged her jacket around her tightly as she hurried to the glass entrance doors.

“If you get the tin, it will last you longer, but it will cost more up front,” Mark told the older man who was standing at the counter.

The man nodded. “I’ll think about it and be back later,” he said.

“I’ll be here,” Mark promised as the man turned away. He was hunched and wearing overalls with a baseball cap, and he nodded at Jane as he shuffled by.

“Jane,” Mark said with a smile as she approached the counter. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”

“Life’s been keeping me busy,” she said.

“How can I help you?” he asked warmly.

“I’m actually here for a bit of an unusual reason,” she began, leaning her elbows on the lacquered wood countertop. “I’m doing something of an investigation, and I thought you might be able to help me.”

His smile seemed to falter just a bit, but he forced it to stay. “Oh? About what?”

“It seems like someone might be trying to sabotage a local company. I thought with you doing business with so many local businesses, you might have some information that could help me.”

Mark’s brow wrinkled. “I’m not sure how much I can tell you. I do try to maintain a bit of confidentiality, so to speak.”

“If I ask you something you don’t feel comfortable answering, just let me know,” Jane replied. Because even if she did ask him a few questions he didn’t answer, she still might be able to learn something. Part of her didn’t really believe Mark could be a suspect. He might be upset with McCormick’s, but she didn’t think he would try to take them down.

She decided to start with a few vague questions. “How well do you know Eric Barnes of Cozy HVAC?” she asked.

Mark considered her question, his head tilted to one side. “He used to be a fairly reliable customer, but he stopped using me a while ago,” Mark admitted, sounding none too happy about the fact. “I’m not sure where he’s getting his supplies from, but it’s not here.”

Jane nodded. “Did you lose much revenue from his switch?” she asked.

Mark shrugged. “Maybe a little,” he said. “But he’d been slowly reducing his order every time he came in until eventually he just didn’t order anything. I was able to try to make up for it in other ways.”

Jane nodded. “What about Scotty and Justin McCormick?” she asked.

She noticed that his face had visibly darkened. “What about them?”

“Do you know much about them?” she asked.

“I know they’re nothing like their father,” he said grimly. “They quit ordering from me too, but didn’t have the decency to do it slowly. They were one of my biggest customers and then, BOOM! They dropped me for some online place.”

“Maybe they just needed to cut costs,” Jane suggested.

Mark’s eyes grew stormy. “You think I don’t have costs, too?” he snapped. Then, he seemed to catch himself. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get angry with you.” He shook his head. “It’s just been stressful lately. I’ve had to raise my prices because my wholesalers are raising theirs, but the people I sell supplies to seem unwilling to accept those modest price increases. Instead, they’re just abandoning ship.”

Jane felt for him, she really did. It had to be tough on the middleman when prices began to change and fluctuate. “Sounds like you’re pretty angry with the McCormick brothers,” she observed.

“You bet I am,” he said, solidly thunking his fist on the counter. “They’re messing with my livelihood. I’ve done this for over twenty years and my father did it before that. I don’t want to go under because a few young bucks think they can do as they please to others and there won’t be any consequences.” He practically had flames dancing in his eyes.

Jane found herself watching him carefully. This was a completely different side of Mark and one she’d not seen before. “I’m sure they didn’t think about what the consequences would be to you when they stopped ordering from you.”

“Probably not,” he said. “But that still doesn’t change the result. They almost made me lose my business. Heck, who knows? Maybe I still will.” He shook his head bitterly. “Times are changing and I’m not sure I like who you have to be in order to survive.”

Jane thought it sounded like Mark felt guilty about something. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures, right?” he sighed.

Just then the door opened and a couple stepped through the door, a cool breeze coming in with them. With it, Jane felt as though all her questions had dissipated from her mind. “Thank you. I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me,” she said to Mark before turning and heading for the door.

As she stepped back outside, she wondered if she really knew Mark. She’d always thought of him as calm and levelheaded, but the man she’d just spoken to was angry and bitter. He seemed to be filled with regrets over the way things were now. Would he see retaliation against McCormick’s as his only option?

Jane had been sure he was innocent when she’d walked through the door. But now? Now she wasn’t so sure.

She started her car and began to rub her hands together. Once they felt a little warmer, she pulled out her notebook and began to make a few notes. She was surprised that Mark Rodriguez had just shown up on her possible suspects list.


CHAPTER 11

After she left Mark Rodriguez at Budget Supply, Jane decided to swing by the Leawood Apartments.  She was eager to see what Justin might be able to tell her, considering he seemed closer to the problem than his brother. She idly wondered if these problems were caused by Justin. It seemed as though he was the one who got out and met with people more than Scotty did. She decided it was something to consider.

Not only that, but the more Jane thought about it, she realized he would be the person most of their customers interacted with. It seemed as though he was the foreman of the team they employed while Scotty was the one who handled the books, the advertising, and all of the business end.

As a person who ran her own business, Jane knew how vital each role was within a business, but that the technical stuff wasn’t usually what caught people’s attention. It was what you did out in the real world that made a difference. If anyone had put a target on the back of McCormick’s Heating and Air Conditioning, it could very well have been Justin.

Jane pulled off the road and into the parking lot that surrounded the Leawood Apartments. She saw the work going on at the far end of it. Multiple work trucks and some panels of chain link fence surrounded the area. She drove closer to the area before parking and getting out of her car. She approached one panel of the fence and looked around for a way to get in.

“Can I help you?” a dark-skinned man in a hard hat asked as he looked up from the measuring he was doing.

“I’m looking for Justin McCormick. I’m supposed to meet him here,” Jane explained. Her eyes scanned the people who were working, as if she might recognize him.

“Sure, I’ll go get him,” the man said with a nod before he turned and walked toward a group of men standing close to the apartment building. They were pointing between the two buildings, and she assumed that was where they were currently working. One of the men looked in her direction before turning back to the group and speaking a few more words. After a few moments, he turned and walked toward her.

“I’m Justin,” he said as he walked over to the fence and then pointed to a gap in the panels not far down that she hadn’t seen before.

Jane went to the gap and slipped through it. “Jane Barrow,” she said as she offered her hand to him.

He shook it. “Nice to meet you. You’re the one my brother talked to about looking into things, aren’t you?”

“That’s right,” she said with a nod. He was slowly leading her toward the building and along the way snatched a hard hat off of a pallet and handed it to her. Awkwardly, she put it on her head as she continued to follow him.

“I’ll do what I can to answer your questions, but I have to admit I’m not sure how much help I can provide. I’m just the guy who does all the work.” Jane couldn’t tell if he was grumbling about the situation or just stating a fact.

“I still appreciate you taking the time to talk to me,” she said. “I’ll do my best to make it quick.”

He nodded. “I’ll try to stay with you, but I may have to run off for a moment or two if something comes up. We’ve got a lot riding on this contract. I’m sure my brother told you how rough things are right now.” They came to a stop near the corner of the building so that he could also observe the work being done.

“I think my first question is about the problems you’ve had,” Jane began. “They were all things that you’d checked over yourself?”

“That’s right,” Justin said. “I mean, they were open job sites so anyone could have walked up to them after me.”

“Sure,” she nodded. “But you saw that each job was completed as it was supposed to be. Then later, depending on the job, you found out it hadn’t?”

“Exactly. Like someone’s coming along behind us and tampering with our work.” He paused. “You know, I really think Shawn Jenkins is behind this.”

Jane was a little surprised he went there so fast. “What makes you say that?” she asked. So far, he was the only one she hadn’t gotten the feeling was behind it.

“He always was trouble,” Justin said, shaking his head. “Always arguing about something or insisting we do it another way. He couldn’t take direction, that’s for sure.” He sighed.

Jane frowned. “Did you see him at your job sites?” she questioned.

He looked down and scuffed his boot. “Well, not really. At least not that I’m aware of. But we were also very busy, so anyone could have driven by, and we wouldn’t know it.” He waved his hand at the nearby street.

She could understand that, but she also didn’t like how quick he was to condemn the man. “Did you get along with Shawn Jenkins when he worked for you?” she asked.

Justin shook his head. “To be honest, no. Like I said before, the guy just seemed determined to fight me tooth and nail on everything. I can’t work with someone like that. There has to be some give at times.”

Jane nodded slowly. She didn’t know how their feud started, but clearly, the men weren’t fond of one another.

A man jogged up to Justin. “We’ve just about got the platform installed,” he said. “Do you think we should wait until after lunch for the unit?”

Justin nodded and the man rushed away. “Sorry, this is a big project right now.”

“No, no. You’re fine,” Jane assured him. “I’m just trying to understand everything surrounding what’s happened. With so many locations and times, this is a little harder to navigate than what I normally do,” she confessed.

“Did Scotty tell you about Rodriguez over at Budget Supply?” he asked.

She nodded. “He did. I talked to him this morning.”

“Get anything good?” he asked, his eyes suddenly probing.

Jane wondered if he would talk as badly about Mark as he had about Shawn Jenkins. If he did, she wasn’t in the mood to hear it. “It’s still pretty early in my investigation to say for sure,” she replied neutrally.

She thought he might say something else but then he shook his head. Almost as if to himself. “I just don’t know what to do. I’ve been in this position for a while, so that’s no big change, but my brother taking over seems to have ruffled some feathers. I hope this isn’t a sign of how things are going to be going forward.”

“I’m sure we’ll figure out what’s going on so things can go back to normal,” Jane assured him.

Justin nodded, although he didn’t seem quite convinced. “I’m sure you’re right.” He paused and seemed to look her over. “So you’re what? Like a private investigator?”

Jane shook her head. “Not really professionally. You could say I’m a freelance investigator.” He gave her a dubious look but didn’t say anything. She pressed on. “So you haven’t seen anything else that seemed suspicious around the job sites where the trouble happened?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing. It’s like little gremlins are doing it or something.” He chuckled.

“Okay, well if anything happens would you please give me a call?” She handed him a card.

“Clean Sweep Cleaning Services, huh?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I told you I’m freelance.”

He chuckled. “Good luck, ma’am.”

“Thanks,” she said, not liking the way he seemed to laugh at her. She dropped the hard hat where he’d picked it up before turning to look back one more time.

Justin was walking over to a circle of men who were standing just outside of the area between the two three-story apartment buildings. He was addressing the group as a whole, pointing and issuing directions.

As Jane turned to go, she wondered how someone could possibly get anything by a guy like that. He seemed to watch everyone at once, keeping track of everything going on with his job site. If someone had been crafty enough to slip by him unnoticed, would Jane be able to figure out who it had been?

Unlocking her car and tugging the door open, Jane slipped inside and closed it behind her. Part of her wanted to just give up on the case. How was she going to manage when it seemed she was getting nowhere?

A text came through on her phone. She smiled when she realized it was her sister, Ava.

Hey, not sure what you have going on but I want to see you! Let’s make plans for a lunch date or something. Are you free today?

Jane frowned. She would much rather go to lunch with her sister than with her ex-husband. Still, she knew she couldn’t put it off. Her thumbs flew over the keys.

Can’t today. Got a lot going on. Maybe you could come visit on Sunday or something?

She hit send before starting the car. It was true, she and her sister hadn’t spent any really good quality time together lately. Both of them had been incredibly busy and although they’d been texting back and forth, it wasn’t the same.

I’ll have to see. We might have plans, her sister replied.

Jane sent back a thumbs up emoji but sighed. She missed talking with her sister and now that she started thinking about it, she would have been perfect to talk to about Evan.

“Oh well,” she said to herself as she backed out of her parking space. Her sister was probably too busy, anyway. “When did adulthood start to suck so bad?” she asked herself as she started to drive.

She tried to convince herself it would get better. Hadn’t it done so before? But right then she felt the weight of everything bearing down on her. It was getting harder to look on the bright side when she felt as though everything had been eclipsed in shadows.

Pulling out of the parking lot and onto the street, she glanced back over to where Justin McCormick and his crew were working. There were a few ladders against the side of the building and lots of pallets of who knew what.

“I’ll figure it out,” she told herself. “I may not be a pro, but that doesn’t mean I’m not capable.” She was trying to give herself a pep talk, but she wasn’t feeling it. So instead, she focused on getting to work.


CHAPTER 12

Jane was working in the bathroom of a client's house later that day, still thinking about everything she’d learned. It was her favorite thing to do when she was deep cleaning like she was. Scrubbing grout wasn’t exactly a fun job, but having something to focus on as she cleaned made it easier to do.

With gloved hands, Jane worked her battery-operated brush on the parts it could reach, making her job slightly easier by doing the brushing for her. It spun and worked the cleaner into a lather, breaking up any stains and grime that had managed to work their way into the tiny crevices. Out of all the jobs she did when she cleaned, she was fairly certain that scrubbing grout was one of her least favorite things to do in her job.

It was the deciding factor for her that she would not have any tile and grout in her home, no matter how nice it might look, because she was the one who would have to clean it. She made a mental note that the next time a new client mentioned that they’d have her clean their bathroom, she’d ask if they had grout. If they did, there was going to be an extra charge.

She sat back and rolled her shoulders, trying to work out a kink that had developed in one of them. It seemed like so far in her investigation there had been a lot of finger-pointing without much evidence. Maybe this supposed sabotage McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning was experiencing was just a string of bad luck. Since they’d upset so many people recently, they may have just assumed someone was behind it.

It was a possible theory, but she couldn’t settle on that just yet. She’d keep the possibility in the back of her mind, but there was still plenty to explore. What really surprised her was that Mark Rodriguez was currently at the top of her list of suspects. He was a man she’d always thought of as happy and easy-going, but he’d certainly shown her another side that she hadn’t expected from him.

And although Jane didn’t really think Shawn Jenkins was a very likely suspect, she wasn’t one hundred percent sure since he and Justin seemed to have a real feud going on. If he happened to be in the neighborhood and saw that Justin was onsite, who says he couldn’t have snuck over and tampered with something later? He’d be more than qualified and capable of doing something like that.

Her phone began to ring, jolting her from her thoughts. “Clean Sweep Cleaning Services,” she answered.

“Jane, it’s Sharon Hanning,” a smooth voice said on the other end. “I’m so sorry to bother you.”

“No, it’s fine,” Jane said, sitting up and leaning back against the wall. “How can I help you?”

“I can’t seem to find my blue blouse. You know the one that just came back from the dry cleaners? With the black buttons and the high collar?”

Jane frowned. “It should be in your closet. I hung up everything that came back from the dry cleaners.”

“I’ll check again,” Sharon sighed. “I’m sorry to bother you but I figured if anyone could help me, it would be you.” It sounded as though she was walking through her house.

“I just hope I’m not wrong,” Jane replied. “But I swear I remember hanging it up.” Now Sharon had her second guessing herself. Had she missed one? Had she put it somewhere else for some reason? “Toward the front of that row you keep your blouses on.”

“Ah! Here it is,” Sharon gasped. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how many times I looked, but for some reason didn’t see it. I apologize.”

“No need,” Jane replied. “I have those days too. Just glad it wasn’t me being forgetful.”

“Have a wonderful day, dear,” Sharon said before hanging up.

Jane slid her phone back into her pocket and, not for the first time, wondered if Sharon Hanning was okay. Lately it seemed as though she’d been very forgetful. She tried to explain it away as just being stressed or being overly tired, but Jane couldn’t help worrying about her. She decided if Sharon did anything else that seemed strange, she’d talk to Sharon’s husband. Until then, she’d try not to worry about her.

*****

After she finished with her client’s home, she looked at her phone and saw a message from her next client. They needed to cancel for the day because they had unexpected company. Jane responded that it was perfectly fine and to enjoy their day. Now she suddenly had a bit of free time on her hands, and she decided to send her sister a quick message.

Too bad you’re probably busy. I just had a client cancel on me. I’ve got a few hours free now. She hit send.

Sometimes she wished her sister didn’t do daycare so that she’d be free a little more than she currently was. Before she started doing daycare, she and Ava could meet up on a whim, just doing who knew what to pass the time.

Actually, I’m in the city shopping for the day.

Jane grinned. How far in the city are you? Her sister responded with her exact location. She tapped the square and compared it to where she was. Once she saw they weren’t far from each other, she typed back.

I’m not far away. Want to meet up for a few? She didn’t want to leave the neighborhood since she would be meeting Evan nearby for lunch. It would be a lot more fun to kill time if she was spending time with her sister.

Meet me at Ross, was her sister’s reply along with another GPS location. Jane tapped it and began to follow the directions. A short time later, she and her sister were hugging one another in the parking lot of Ross.

“I should have known you’d want to meet here,” Jane said as they walked to the store’s entrance. “How come you aren’t home watching other people’s rugrats?”

“I’ve been cutting back on the days I watch kids,” Ava said as the automatic doors opened and let them inside. She grabbed a cart and pushed it into the store. “I’m trying to do something a little different, so I’ve slowly been pulling back on the babysitting.”

“Pulling back?” Jane asked as they headed for the homewares. “What do you mean?”

Ava shrugged, her blonde highlights shimmering in the overhead lights. “I don’t want to watch people’s kids for the rest of my life. It was good for when Cora was little, but now that she’s getting ready to start school I don’t know if I want to be tied down like that.” She stopped to admire a pair of throw pillows.

“What are you going to do?” Jane asked.

Ava seemed to tense up. “I don’t know,” she said.

Jane tilted her head to one side and frowned. “What is it?” she asked, sensing that her sister was keeping something from her. When she wasn’t being truthful, her shoulders would always tense up. “You can tell me,” Jane added gently.

“I think I want to get into graphic art and design.” Ava’s voice was soft, as if she were afraid someone might hear her.

“That’s amazing! You always were a fabulous artist,” Jane gushed. She remembered all of the paintings her sister used to do when they were younger. She’d even painted a mural on the side of the elementary school years ago. Her sister had talent, there was no doubt about it.

“I know it’s a long shot,” Ava said with a sigh. “And it’s risky. But that’s why I thought I would pull back just a bit with the babysitting so I can have a little time to get my feet wet with freelancing and stuff like that.”

Jane had to admit it made sense. “That’s a smart idea.” She sensed there was something else her sister still wasn’t saying. “What else is there?” she asked. Ava picked up a marble rolling pin and looked at it. Finally she put it back and continued down the aisle.

“Phil thinks I should get a part-time job if I’m not going to babysit,” she said with a quick glance back at Jane.

“You won’t have time to work on your art if you’re babysitting and working part-time,” Jane gasped. She’d known Phil wasn’t a big fan of Ava doing her own thing. He preferred regular jobs with steady paychecks. Otherwise, he felt like it was too risky. He often overcompensated by working late and taking on extra work when he could. Not that they needed it. Jane had always been a little envious of her sister’s comfortable lifestyle.

“I know,” Ava sighed. “Which is why I have to cut back slowly so he doesn’t notice. I’ve stopped accepting new kids, and I figured I would make my goal date when the last one will go to kindergarten. That way I’m not abandoning any parents.”

Jane knew this would be a big change for her sister and her little family, but she couldn’t help but think it was a great idea.

“You can do it,” Jane said confidently. Ava’s lips were pressed together in a thin line and Jane knew what that meant. She didn’t want to talk about the subject anymore.

“Evan is back,” Jane found herself saying suddenly.

Ava froze in mid-step before turning to look at Jane. “What?”

Jane nodded. “I’m going to meet him for lunch today. He says he wants to apologize.”

“He needs to do a whole lot more than that,” Ava huffed.

“Yeah,” Jane sighed. “I know.”

Ava turned and gave her sister a probing look. “How do you feel about all of this? Have the kids seen him? Do they know?” The questions tumbled out one after another.

“They do know,” Jane assured her. “They haven’t seen him yet, but he’s supposed to come by tonight. Our lunch is like a trial run, or something. He said he wanted to talk to me without the kids around.”

“Is he trying to come back?” Ava asked, her brows arching.

“I think so,” Jane confessed. “But I really don’t think I want him to.”

“Can’t say that I blame you,” Ava said. “After what he did?” She shook her head and grabbed a throw blanket off the shelf. She purred over its softness before tossing it in her cart. “But in the end, you need to do what feels right to you.” She gave her sister a long look. “Do you know what that is?”

Jane shook her head, mute.

Ava snorted. “I do not envy you one bit.”


CHAPTER 13

Jane really wished she was doing anything else in the world besides going to meet with her ex-husband. She was fairly certain she would take a mammogram over this lunch- well, not date- meeting. She’d consider it a meeting. She decided she would pretend it was like she was going to meet with a potential client, and they had decided they wanted to meet at a restaurant rather than their home. She smirked. If only.

Jane double-checked the name of the restaurant and address when she pulled up at the location. Sure enough, it was the place Evan had sent her. She was a bit surprised because it wasn’t his old typical choice. He’d always been drawn to diners or burger joints, where this one was a mid-scale Italian restaurant. More like something she would choose.

Once the thought crossed her mind, she felt her defenses go up. Did he choose this place as a way to butter her up? The idea irritated her and made her want to back out of the parking spot and leave him in her dust this time. But then she thought of the kids. She needed to do this for them.

She realized she should probably go in and find out what Evan was really up to. For a moment she allowed herself to consider that maybe he really was sorry, and this would be the first step to helping her kids heal.

Grumbling to herself, Jane knew the kids needed her to talk to him. She would be their only line of defense from him. She needed to at least go inside and hear what he had to say. There was no way for her to deny that so far he’d seemed genuine, if maybe a little more over the top than she was used to from him.

She thought back to the earlier conversation she’d had with her sister. Ava was wary of Evan’s intentions, just like Jane. But she couldn’t blame Jane for letting him back in, even on such a small scale. After all, they did have kids together.

“If you don’t do it on your own, the courts will force you to,” Ava had pointed out. “And then things will really get awkward.”

That was the last thing Jane wanted because then the kids would be stuck right in the middle of it all.

She knew when she walked through the door that she was a little early, but she didn’t feel like waiting in her car. She’d rather do it inside where there were drinks and baskets of bread. When she entered the restaurant, Jane stepped up to the podium where the hostess was waiting. As she opened her mouth to speak to the hostess, she heard her name called out.

She and the hostess turned to see that Evan had stood up from a nearby table. “Over here,” he said, looking tanned and happy.

“Go on,” the hostess said before Jane walked toward his table. Her words were what helped Jane force her feet to move. Whether it was because Evan looked really good with the darker skin tone or because she was afraid of what this lunch might entail, she didn’t know.

“You look great,” he said as he waited for her to sit down.

“Thanks,” she said, making sure she didn’t return the compliment. She may have thought it, but that didn’t mean she had to tell him.

They both took a seat and in a moment a waitress brought Jane a menu while asking for her drink order.

“Just ice water, please,” she told the young woman. She nodded and headed off to another table.

“I almost expected you to stand me up,” Evan admitted as he looked down at his menu. “I was so nervous, I got here early.” A smile played across his lips. “But it seems you were early, too.”

“I was already nearby,” she said, her tone curt. She did not want to feed any ideas he might have that she was eager to see him. Nothing was further from the truth.

He nodded but she had a feeling he didn’t believe her. Several retorts pressed against the back of her lips, but she kept them sealed. The last thing she wanted to do was be the petty one.

“I’m sure you’ve got a lot to say,” Evan said, glancing up at her, “and I’m surprised you’re not saying it.”

“You’re not worth it,” she said, hoping her light tone might soften the sparkle she saw in his eyes. If it did, she didn’t notice it.

“I know I’ve completely messed everything up,” he said gently. “But I’m hoping you’ll see that I’m here to change that.”

“Why now?” Jane said without meaning to. Now that the words were out she continued. “Why wait all this time and then you just happen to pop back in town.”

He shrugged. “Just the way the timing worked,” he said mysteriously. The timing of what, she wasn’t sure. She waited to see if he would elaborate but he didn’t.

The server came back with Jane’s water and took their order. Evan ordered the spinach and ricotta tortellini while Jane ordered the lasagna. When the waitress walked away, Jane reached for a breadstick and broke off a piece of it.

“I need to know if you’re planning on abandoning our kids again or not,” she said, deciding to cut to the chase. “Because if you are, there’s no way I’m going to let you near them.”

Evan shook his head vehemently. “That’s not my plan at all,” he said firmly. “I really do want to make up for leaving the way I did. I want to try to make things right.”

She could tell he meant it, which was somewhat reassuring. Even if he wasn’t being truthful about everything, at least it seemed that he wanted to smooth things over.

“And how do you plan to do that?” She wasn’t accepting just words this time. The only thing she was interested in were his actions. It wasn’t like the day he left was the first time they’d had troubles. There had been a number of times they hadn’t seen eye to eye on things. She remembered well the promises he’d made to change that would last a day or so before things quietly went back to the way they’d been. There was no way she’d accept that kind of thing now.

“Well, I was hoping to just be here. Show up when I’m needed, help out where I can. Be the dad that I’ve neglected to be.” His voice trailed off. “I know it won’t be an overnight thing. I figured I would just try, every day.” His shoulder lifted and dropped as if on its own.

“You do understand that it’s not going to be that easy,” Jane said. “What you did…”

“Was unforgivable, I know. But please understand that I had my reasons.” He held her gaze and his eyes pleaded with hers.

“And what were those reasons?” she questioned, her arms crossing over her chest.

“I- I can’t say,” he said with a furtive shake of his head, his eyes falling to the table.

She snorted. “Can’t or won’t?”

Evan’s eyes snapped to hers. “Can’t. It’s best that I don’t. Please.”

He seemed sincere and he looked as though he had ghosts behind his eyes. She decided to let it go for now. Fortunately their food came, and they moved on to safer topics. Her parents, the kids.

“Tyson is furious with you,” Jane said between bites. “If I were you, I’d be prepared for some serious questioning from him. And telling him that you can’t tell him won’t work.” She gave him a pointed glance.

“I understand,” he said. “It’s not that I don’t want to fully explain.” He shook his head as he stabbed a tortellini. “There’s just a lot I don’t want to share yet. I’m not ready to.”

Jane slowly nodded as she looked Evan over. He may be tan and good-looking, but now that she’d sat across from him for a while, she could see the tightness around his eyes. The smudges beneath them that he only got when he’d been sleeping poorly. Something was going on with him, but she told herself that she didn’t care what it was. Maybe he’d gotten himself in trouble while he was away? If that was true, maybe it was best they didn’t know. Plausible deniability and all that.

When Evan was finished, the server came by to take his empty plate. When she did, she put the bill down on the table. “I put both separate and together bills in there,” she said sweetly. “I wasn’t sure which you wanted and you two seemed to be having a serious conversation.” She gave them an apologetic smile. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course,” Evan said with a nod and pulled out his wallet.

“I’ll pay for mine,” Jane said quickly.

“Nonsense. I’ve got it,” he said firmly as he tucked his card in the leather folder and handed it back to the server. She smiled and slipped away with his plate.

“I think I need to use the restroom. Excuse me,” Jane told him after the server went around the corner that had a sign pointing to the restrooms.

Evan nodded, seemingly lost in his own thoughts.

Jane stood up from the table and headed in the direction of the restrooms, and as she turned the corner she spotted their server.

“Excuse me,” Jane said as she tapped the woman’s arm.

“Yes, hun?” she asked as she turned around.

“I’d really like to pay for my own meal,” she said firmly. She didn’t like the fact that Evan seemed to think he could ignore her wishes. She’d hold fast to something like this. It was a way to keep the line firmly drawn between them.

“But he insisted that he pay for the whole thing,” the waitress said, her face falling.

“I understand, but you see,” she moved a step closer. “He’s my ex-husband.” She held the woman’s gaze for a beat. “I would rather pay for my own.” She held out her credit card.

A look of understanding crossed the woman’s face. “I gotcha,” she said with a nod as she took the card. She began to go through the process of charging her card. “Let me guess, this was his way of trying to win you back over?” she asked, one brow raised.

Jane nodded. “I think so.”

The woman shook her head. “And he’s doing it with lunch at a mid-level restaurant?” she questioned. “I hope you get your licks in. All I’m saying.”

Jane smiled. “I plan to.”


CHAPTER 14

The rest of their lunch was fairly uneventful. Jane wasn’t sure what Evan was hiding and why, but that didn’t matter to her. He could have his secrets if they didn’t affect Tyson and Libby. They weren’t together anymore, and she had no say over what he did and why. Technically, she didn’t have a say over how he dealt with their children, either, but she would fiercely defend them if she felt they needed it.

Besides, maybe it was better for her to not know. Did she really want to learn he’d gone off to a beach somewhere and partied with a bunch of women? Or if he’d become a regular at some bar she’d never heard of in some distant town? She didn’t think knowing would help things. Maybe it was better for her sanity if he kept that sort of thing to himself.

When Jane left the restaurant, she sat in her car and watched Evan walk to a small, older compact car before driving away. She watched the blue top of the car for as long as she could before she lost it in traffic.

She was staring after it when her phone began to ring. Distantly, she dug for her phone and answered.

“Ms. Barrow,” the low voice on the other end stated. “This is Justin McCormick.”

Jane completely forgot about her ex-husband then. “Yes, how can I help you?” she asked.

“I have it on good authority that Shawn Jenkins was at my job site today while I was at lunch. I kind of thought that was a little suspicious.”

Jane had to admit that he was right. “What was he doing there?”

“I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to raise too much attention to it. But if you wanted to come back and talk to the guy he was supposedly visiting, I’d be inclined to let you.”

Jane didn’t like how he had framed his sentence. She wasn’t a fan of when men told her they would “let” her do anything. “I see. Well, I was just coming back from my own lunch, and I’m finished for the day. I could head over there now if you’d like. It might take me thirty minutes or so, depending on traffic.”

“Perfect,” he said. “See you soon.” The dial tone let her know he’d hung up.

Jane lowered her phone to the cup holder in the center console of her car. She’d planned to go home and get ready for Evan’s visit, but it seemed she had at least one stop to make before she could head home.

*****

Jane slipped between the fence just as Justin McCormick spotted her. He walked toward her, a grim look on his face.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

He gave a curt nod. “So far, but now I’m going to be on high alert. If something happens…” he let his sentence trail off.

“I’m sure it’s going to be fine,” she said, but she’d been wondering the same thing. She’d been inclined to think that Shawn Jenkins was innocent, but what was he doing showing up at the job site of the company he’d been fired from? And when Justin was gone, no less. She had to admit it seemed slightly suspicious.

“I also remembered someone else you could talk to who has been a little strange to me,” Justin said. “My brother’s neighbor. He’s been complaining because Scotty’s been taking home the broken units and storing them in his yard while he tries to find someone who might be able to overhaul them.”

“His neighbor has been complaining?” Jane asked, trying to understand.

“That’s right. He says the units are an eyesore, even though there are only three of them. He’s been on Scotty about getting rid of them.”

“What’s the address?” she asked. He gave it to her, and she typed it out in the notes app on her phone. She would write it down in her notebook when she got the chance to later.

“I’ll look into it,” she promised. She didn’t think she’d have time to do it today, but maybe over the weekend. Besides, a Saturday would probably be a better time to catch someone at home. This way she could get a look at this supposed, “eyesore.” “So back to Justin. Why was he here?” she asked.

“I’ll let you ask Pete,” Justin said as he hiked his thumb over his shoulder toward the dark-skinned Hispanic man who was walking toward them. His hard hat was perched on his head, and he seemed happy as he approached them.

A thick dark mustache hid most of his mouth, but Jane could still see he was smiling. Justin turned when Pete made it to within a few feet of them. “Pete, this is Jane, the woman I was telling you about. Just answer her questions and everything will be fine.” Justin gave her a look as if to say otherwise.

Pete nodded but seemed unsure. He looked at Jane warily, so she gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

“I’ve got to keep an eye on the guys. We’ve almost completed this one unit, and I want to make sure it’s installed perfectly,” Justin said before walking away.

“Nice to meet you,” Jane said as she turned in Pete’s direction. “Your name is Pete?” she questioned.

“Well, yes and no,” the short man said with a smile, making his dark mustache twitch. “These guys know me as Pete, but that’s not really my name. It’s Pedro.” He chuckled. “One of my friends called me Pete one day for a gag and everyone else just started to call me that too.” He shrugged. “I don't mind, though.”

Jane nodded. “Which would you rather I call you?” She couldn’t tell from his tone how he felt about the nickname.

“Pete’s fine,” he said, still smiling.

“Okay, Pete. Justin told me that Shawn Jenkins was here on the job site today while he was gone. Is that true?”

She tilted her head in a questioning manner, trying to block out the voices and sounds of the rest of the men working. But they seemed to echo between the buildings, amplifying the sounds across the parking lot of the Leawood Apartments.

He nodded, his smile faltering. “He did, but that’s just because we’re friends,” Pete explained. “We became good friends while he was working here. Sometimes he comes by, and we’ll go to lunch together.”

“Is that what you were doing today?” she asked.

He nodded. “I told him Justin had it out for him and not to set foot on the job site but he’s stubborn.” He shook his head, and his smile was completely gone then. “He likes to mess with Justin. You know, get under his skin.”

“Where did he go when he was here?” she asked.

He shook his head vehemently. “He didn’t go anywhere. I was working, so he had to wait a few for me to finish what I was doing but then we took off.” He pointed to the open area between the fencing panels where she’d walked through.

“I’m pretty sure he stayed right there. I don’t think he even walked toward the buildings or anything.” He shrugged. “Besides, nothing is broken. That proves it wasn’t him, right?”

Jane wasn’t sure how to respond. If Shawn was up to something, then this could be the very thing that tipped the scales in his direction.

“I don’t want Shawn getting in trouble with anyone. I know he’s a pain but he’s a good guy. He wouldn’t do the stuff they’re saying,” Pete said.

The sound of yelling interrupted their conversation. They both turned to see a couple of guys running to the area between the buildings just as a crash rang out.

“What was that?” Jane asked Pete.

“I don’t know,” he said before they both hurried over to where everyone else was now rushing.

A crumpled AC unit was on the ground, smashed by falling from what she assumed used to be a platform above it. Now it was just one bar sticking out of the side of the building.

“What happened?” Pete asked one of the other workers. It was the dark-skinned man from earlier.

“I’m not sure, but somehow that AC unit fell while Justin was climbing down from checking it over. Almost fell on him.”

Jane saw Justin then, looking a bit shaken but alright. His eyes were on the AC unit as if his life were flashing before his eyes.

“Dude, you could have died,” someone said.

Justin blinked and looked around as if in a daze. There was a ladder on the ground, lying as though it had fallen, too.

“What happened?” someone else asked after they realized he was okay.

“I was on the ladder,” Justin said, his voice shaking. “I was making sure the hoses were all going to line up and everything was ready for the final steps.” He looked up at the place where it seemed he’d been at the second floor. “I was coming back down the ladder when I heard a pop. The next thing I knew, I was falling.”

“Looks like the arm to hold the AC unit came undone from the building,” someone else said. “Who did those? Did we check them?” the man turned to look at the group.

“Those should have been fine,” Justin said, placing his hand on the man’s shoulder. “I put them in myself.”

Jane pushed to the front of the group. “You should probably still get checked out by a doctor,” she said as he started limping once he took a few steps.

“No, I’ll be alright,” he said with a shake of his head. “I just twisted my ankle.” His eyes went from his feet to Jane’s face. “But I think this just might prove my point. Jenkins has to be behind this. There’s no way it’s a coincidence. He shows up and I end up almost getting killed by an AC unit falling on me.” He hobbled off, leaving Jane and Pete standing alone as the other men followed him.

“I thought you said Shawn didn’t walk around the site,” Jane said, turning to Pete.

“I would have sworn he didn’t,” he said somberly. He turned to look at her, fear in his eyes. “Do you really think he might have done this?”

Jane wasn’t sure what else she could do but shrug. She would have been right there with Pete, sure that Shawn was innocent. But after this, she wasn’t so sure anymore. “I don’t know,” she admitted.

Pete shook his head. “Man, I hope not.” He paused. “You need anything else from me?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she said, feeling distracted. Her mind was racing as she tried to fit this new development into what she already knew. But the pieces didn’t fit. Had she been wrong about Shawn Jenkins?


CHAPTER 15

While she was getting ready for Evan’s visit with the children, Jane found herself thinking over and over again about what she’d learned that day. She’d been so sure Shawn Jenkins was innocent, but now? Had he lied to her? Tricked her? Maybe, but he’d seemed so genuine. No one was that good at lying, were they? She shook her head. She didn’t need to worry about the case right now. Not when she had something bigger on her plate to deal with.

Jane was vacuuming the rug while the kids waited quietly in their rooms for Evan to arrive. They’d been more reserved than they usually were on a Friday after school, making Jane nervous about how everything might go. More than once, she’d felt her nerves getting the best of her. Hands shaking, she’d have to stop and take a deep breath to steady herself.

“Other people’s behaviors are not my problem,” she reminded herself over and over. She couldn’t control what Evan had done or what he was going to do in the future. Just as the kids were their own people, capable of having their own feelings and reactions. She had to keep reminding herself of these facts so that she wouldn’t spiral into anxiety.

Her phone buzzed. It was a text from Evan. At first, she assumed the worst until she saw his message wasn’t what she’d expected. Do you mind if I bring dinner and dessert?

She hadn’t been sure what to plan for dinner because of their meeting so she didn’t mind one bit. That’s fine, she sent back. One less thing she had to worry about. In fact, she hadn’t even thought about dinner because she’d been so distracted by the case and Evan’s visit. She headed to the kids' rooms to let them know.

After climbing the stairs, she stopped at Tyson’s door first. Knocking her fist against the wooden door frame, she leaned in. “Hey, kiddo. I guess your dad is going to bring dinner and dessert when he comes.”

Tyson snorted. “Trying to butter us up?”

Jane shrugged. “Who knows? But it’s a free meal, right?” she said. She was trying to be at least moderately positive about Evan’s visit with the kids. She didn’t want her own sour opinion of him to cloud their judgment. He still was their father, no matter what any one of them wanted. If she was petty about the way things went, she might accidentally make the kids feel as though they couldn’t like him. And that wasn’t what she wanted at all.

Tyson seemed to see her logic. “What’s he bringing?’ he asked, intrigued.

She smiled a little. “Pizza and ice cream, he says.”

“PIZZA AND ICE CREAM!” Libby yelled from her room. The sound of her running toward them filled the house.

Jane and Tyson laughed as she grabbed her mother in a tight grip. “I love pizza and ice cream!”

“Which is probably why he’s doing it,” Tyson said bitterly.

Libby’s eyes filled with hurt. “Do you really think that’s why?” she asked.

Tyson must have seen it too because he quickly said, “I mean, who doesn’t like pizza and ice cream?”

Libby brightened.

“Still,” Tyson went on. “I don’t want to talk to him about the treasure.” He looked down at the blanket on his bed and picked at an invisible piece of fuzz.

Libby stayed next to Jane. Jane knew she needed to navigate this carefully. “I don’t blame you,” she said finally. “And you don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to.”

“But what if I kind of do?” Libby asked. “I mean, I know what you said, Ty, about him coming back because of it. But we still found it.”

Jane could understand what she was trying to say. It was something interesting that had happened to her, and she was proud of being a part of it. She knelt down next to her so she could hold her daughter’s gaze.

“If you really, truly want to talk to him about it, then that’s up to you. You’ve heard Tyson’s reason, now you get to decide for yourself what you want to talk about and not talk about.” She searched her daughter's face for any signs of confusion.

Libby’s brow furrowed, but she nodded. “Okay,” she said finally.

Jane straightened up. She could feel her nerves coming back, so she took a deep breath. “Okay,” she said.

*****

Jane looked at the kids’ faces as they watched Evan walk through their home. Libby looked unsure but eager to share the pizza and ice cream. She was easy to please. But Jane saw that Tyson had a look she suspected mirrored the one on her own face. Wary. Unsure. Certain this was all leading up to something. Tyson glanced at her, and they both exchanged a look of understanding. They’d both be watchful but polite, if only for Libby’s sake.

They went to the kitchen and spread the pizzas out on the counter while they took a seat at the kitchen table. Once everyone had a plate, they sat down together.

Jane had to struggle not to scoot her chair away from Evan. Even so, she found herself not even wanting to accidentally brush arms with him. The feeling of recoiling from him was surprising to her. She’d once loved this man with every fiber of her being. Now she didn’t want to have him in her home or to sit next to him and share a meal. Even the pizza tasted like ashes since she knew he’d provided it. She realized how deep her pain ran. His betrayal had cut her to her core.

She looked up at him and forced herself to focus on what he was saying to Libby.

“I didn’t really stay anywhere for long,” he was saying. “I just kept moving around.”

“But where did you sleep?” Libby pushed.

Jane saw Evan flounder. She cleared her throat. “Does it really matter, Libbs?” she asked gently.

Libby sat back in her seat and shrugged before taking a bite of pizza. “I was just wondering.”

Evan chuckled. “You’ve gotten big, Libbs. I want to hear what you’ve been up to,” he said, focusing on her. He shot Jane an appreciative glance before looking back to Libby.

She shifted in her seat and Jane could tell she wanted to tell her father about the treasure and she didn’t want to tell him, all at the same time. Jane felt a pain in her chest, thinking that she’d put her daughter in the middle of something. But Libby surprised her by focusing on something else instead.

“I’m in third grade now,” she said proudly.

Jane thought she saw a flash of disappointment on Evan’s face, but it was so brief, she wasn’t sure she didn’t make it up.

“Oh, yeah?” he asked. “And how is that going?”

“It’s a lot harder,” she lamented, and Jane found herself smiling.

They continued to talk, the kids telling him about school and their friends. Eventually, they finished their dinner and Libby dragged Evan off to her room.

Evan complimented the parts of the house that they’d redone along the way and Jane had to admit that she found herself thanking him proudly. She had done a good job. The place wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot. But she liked it that her vision was starting to shine through to anyone who visited. She smirked at the thought that Evan was now just a visitor.

“Here’s my room!” Libby cried out happily as she pushed open the door and flipped on the light.

Tyson and Jane stayed in the hallway, watching Evan with Libby.

“Well, he hasn’t outright asked about the treasure yet,” Tyson whispered.

“No, he hasn’t,” Jane said, but she wasn’t fooled either. He wasn’t a stupid man, and he hadn’t left yet. There was still time for him to try to find his way to the subject. Jane and Tyson stepped off to the side so it wouldn’t look like they were hovering, but they were still in earshot. Jane couldn’t help but peek around the doorframe one more time, though.

“Wow, your room is really nice,” Evan said as he admired the small flat screen and the Nintendo Switch that were new additions to Libby’s room. Jane had bought them for her just because, but she could see the gears turning in Evan’s mind.

“Yeah, Mom’s doing a great job. With my help, of course,” Libby said proudly.

Jane leaned away again so that he would think she had walked away.

“Where did she get all the money?” he asked innocently.

Jane felt herself stiffen but Libby only hesitated a beat. “From her work. She’s been doing a lot and getting bonuses and stuff.”

She wasn’t lying. Most of the money for redoing the house had come from the work she had done for her clients. They’d gotten a bit of money and recognition for their treasure find, but not in the way that most people would assume. At least not yet. Henry had seemed hopeful that there was a possibility she would get some money in the future, but with him gone, who knew?

“I see,” Evan said quietly.

Jane found her eyes going to her son’s. Tyson shook his head like he was disappointed. But Jane wasn’t, she knew Evan too well to think he wouldn’t have been wondering where all her money was coming from.

Eventually they went back downstairs and had their ice cream. It was then that Evan really decided to push the subject of his apology.

“I really do want to apologize to all of you for the way I acted,” he sighed. “It wasn’t right for me to leave that way without any sort of explanation. You three deserved better than that.”

“So what is your explanation?” Tyson asked, his arms crossing over his chest as he did.

Evan winced. “That is a little harder to explain than you may think,” he said. “But one day, I hope to find a way to. Until then, I want to prove to you that I’m back for good. Maybe I can visit every other week or so.”

He looked at Jane then, his gaze meaningful, as though he was hoping to rekindle something between them. She looked away, not trusting what her face might show.

It surprised her that she’d actually somewhat enjoyed their evening. She still wasn’t in a hurry to welcome him home with open arms, but it had felt like old times when they’d all been together and happy. Some small part of her yearned to have it back, even while the other part of her wished he’d never come back.


CHAPTER 16

Saturday morning Jane left the kids to their breakfast of leftover pizza and headed into town. She wanted to see if she could catch Scotty’s neighbor, Jacob Reynolds. When she’d sent Scotty a message the night before asking about the man, he said he was often outside Saturday mornings. Jane felt optimistic as she drove through town.

While she drove she considered what Justin had said. Scotty had upset his neighbor and Justin had thought maybe this man was behind their troubles. Jane had a feeling he was really grasping at straws with this one, but she didn’t want to leave any clue unexplored. A few times she’d been knee-deep in an investigation and then she’d get a hint or clue from what seemed the most random of places.

She’d learned that even the smallest thing could grow to be pretty big with enough digging. Besides, a quick conversation with someone on a Saturday morning wasn’t all that much of an inconvenience. As Scotty’s neighbor, maybe he really was out to get the man. And if he wasn’t, maybe he could at least give her another avenue to pursue.

When she found the right street, she noticed an older man trimming back evergreen bushes along the front of his house. Once he finished with it, he moved to the small barren treelike thing next to it and began to prune. He methodically moved along the flower bed, trimming everything back.

Jane parked along the side of the street and climbed out. As she circled her car and stepped up on the sidewalk, she tried to get his attention.

“Excuse me,” she called to the older man as he trimmed back the brown ornamental grasses. “Excuse me, are you Mr. Reynolds?”

The man slowly turned around, his thin hair slicked back from his face and white at the temples. “I am, young lady. How can I help you?” He turned to face her and took a few steps closer to her.

“This might sound strange,” she said as she approached him. “But I’m doing something of an investigation. I heard you’ve got a bit of a problem with your neighbor over there.” She nodded toward the house that she now knew was Scotty McCormick’s.

He eyed her shrewdly. “Who says that?”

“His brother,” she stated plainly.

The man took a long look at the strange woman standing on his sidewalk. “Who are you again?”

“My name is Jane Barrow,” she said as she hurried to shake his hand. She tucked one of her long strands of brown hair behind her ear. “I’m something of a freelance investigator.”

“And my neighbor’s having troubles?” he asked, a slight smile spreading across his lips.

“A few,” she admitted.

He grinned then. “Good.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

He shrugged. “If someone gives me trouble, I like it when they get it back. Fair play and all that.”

Jane was surprised at the bitterness she heard in the older man’s voice. “So you admit to not being a fan of Scotty McCormick?” She had been ready to write him off as soon as she’d seen him. There was no way she could imagine him sabotaging a job site without someone noticing.

He shook his head. “I never had a problem with him until he started stacking that junk along our property line. Before that, no problems at all.” He shrugged and then became still. “Did he tell you we were having problems?”

“Not exactly, it was his brother,” Jane said dismissively with a wave.

“It’s interesting that his brother would point his finger at me when he was the one yelling so loud over there the whole block could hear him.”

Jane felt herself grow still. “Excuse me?” she asked.

“You heard me right. That brother of his was over here not too long ago yelling at Scotty. There was no doubt he was angry.” He walked over to the steps of his porch and sat down on one.

“Could you tell why?” she asked.

“Well, now. That was a little tricky,” he said, pointing a shaky hand at her. “But the gist I got from it was that Scotty had borrowed money for the business from someone Justin didn’t approve of. Now as to who it was,” he shrugged. “I couldn’t say.”

Jane nodded, her mind racing. She didn’t think either Justin or Scotty was responsible for their own problems at the business, but maybe this mystery investor was. Maybe that was why Justin was so mad. Perhaps this person was the type to make bad things happen if they didn’t get their way. She needed to find out who it was.

“Really,” she said, surprised.

The old man looked down at the steps below his feet. “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume you’re looking into something that has to do with Scotty McCormick,” he observed before looking back up at her. “I just want to make sure you understand one thing.” He paused, whether to decide if he really wanted to tell her or for some other reason, she wasn’t sure.

“I’ve noticed that he’s a very stubborn man. He wants to do things his way and that’s that. Now I don’t know if this is from the way he was raised or something else. But people like that, they tend to upset those they leave in their wake. If something’s going on with him, he may have brought it on himself.”

His words sounded threatening to her. “Are you saying that you think there could be anyone involved?”

“Hard to say,” he admitted, and he sounded genuine. “I’m just telling you what I know. That man likes to cause problems. You just never know who he might have upset.”

Jane wasn’t sure she liked the man’s words. Maybe she’d misjudged him by thinking he was too old to really cause trouble for Scotty McCormick. He made it sound like there were many people who didn’t like the man and if that was true, who was to say Jacob Reynolds hadn’t found someone to do his dirty work for him?

She chatted with him for a few more minutes before she heard a woman calling his name from inside. “Time for your pills!” the woman said.

“I’ll get out of your hair. Thank you for chatting with me,” Jane told him as he rose to his feet.

“Nice to meet you,” he said before carefully making it up the steps and into the house. Jane waited nearby to see if he’d need help, but he seemed pretty capable, even with his slight shakiness.

Walking back to her car, she heard her name called. She turned to see Scotty McCormick walking toward her. Changing directions, she headed over to his yard instead.

“I noticed you were over there and thought I’d wait to see if you’ve learned anything,” he asked when they were close enough.

“Actually, I did learn something I found interesting,” she began. “He told me that you and Justin were having an argument in your front yard not too long ago.”

“Oh, that,” he said, face falling.

“That’s a pretty big deal. Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

“Because it’s really not a big deal,” Scotty replied. “My brother and I are always arguing about something. It’s nothing new.”

“He said Justin seemed pretty upset. He thought the whole block probably heard you two,” she pressed.

He shook his head. “No. I know it might sound bad, but my brother and I are always arguing. He’s the oldest so he tends to be a bit on the overbearing side.” He smiled at that. “It’s just who he is. I do something, he complains and gets mad, then he eventually sees I was right.” He shrugged.

“It will be the same way this time as every other time we’ve disagreed. Besides, he works for the company too. Would he really want to see it go under?”

Jane had to admit that he had a point. “Okay, but what were you arguing about?”

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Jane noticed he was wearing moccasins with his loose sweatpants. He was obviously enjoying the weekend.

“We wanted to put some money into the business when we took over. Things needed to be revamped. I was now in a position to do some things my father had always fought me tooth and nail on, so I found an investor.” He looked down the street. “Justin wasn’t happy about it.”

“He wasn’t happy about the money or who it came from?” Jane asked.

“Probably a little bit of both,” Scotty admitted. “But it was more the fact that I brought our cousin into the fold.”

“Why would he be upset about that? It’s a family business, right?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Originally it was my dad and his brother, but they had a big falling out over money and the business, and never spoke again. Dad pretty much forced my uncle to hand over his part of the company when he discovered my uncle was stealing money from the company. The person I asked for money was his daughter, my cousin.”

Jane let that sink in for a moment. He was borrowing money from someone whose father had been pushed out. Justin was angry about it, so there must have been more. “Why is your brother so against her? She isn’t her father.”

“That’s what I said,” Scotty responded as he waved his hands. “Just because my uncle was stealing from the company doesn’t mean she will.”

Jane needed to think about all of this, but she also needed to speak to this cousin. She wanted to see for herself how trustworthy the cousin seemed. Maybe she saw an opportunity to take over the company her father had been pushed out of. That was probably what Justin was worried would happen, and Jane couldn’t blame him for thinking the worst. She had too.

“Is there a way I can talk with your cousin?” Jane asked. “Just to see her side of all of this?”

“I’m not really sure how it applies,” Scotty began.

Jane pursed her lips before explaining herself, thinking of the best way to phrase her words. “When I investigate, if there is even a slight bit of concern surrounding someone, I like to talk to them. It gives me different sides of the situation and sometimes illuminates things that others might not have thought about.”

She wanted to add, like what had just happened by her visiting with his neighbor, Jacob Reynolds, but she didn’t want to sound catty.

“I can send her a message,” he offered. “I think she’s usually home on Saturdays.”

“That would be great,” Jane said, checking her watch. She still had a little bit of time before the kids would start to wonder where she was. Now that she’d heard about this cousin, Jane needed to meet her for herself.


CHAPTER 17

When Jane left Scotty McCormick, she had his cousin's address entered into her phone and a promise that she would be home, waiting for Jane. She pulled away from his house and drove directly to Laura Thompson’s address.

It wasn’t very far but as she drove she realized that she had no reason to suspect Mr. Reynolds, Scotty’s neighbor. Maybe if he’d been younger, but his shaking had made her nervous and she was sure that meant she could take him off her list of possible suspects. There were far more signs leading to the others she’d met than to him. So for now, she decided to put him out of her mind.

As she pulled up at a stoplight, she idly wondered what she might learn from Laura. How serious was the feud between Scotty’s father and hers? Did the cousins feel the same way as their fathers did? She’d gotten the impression that Justin did, and Scotty didn’t. But what about Laura? Jane was interested to find out where she stood with it all. Depending on her answer, it could either help point to her as a suspect or help eliminate her.

A few minutes later, Jane pulled up in front of an immaculately maintained home. The house was brick with black shutters and a seasonal wreath had been placed on the door. It looked like a stereotypical middle American suburban home, right down to the perfectly trimmed lawn and hedges. As she walked toward the door, she idly wondered if Laura had a housekeeper for the inside or if she did it all herself.

The door opened as she stepped onto the concrete pad that was the porch with a welcome sign and rocking chairs.

“Jane?” the woman at the door asked. Her dark hair was pulled back in a low ponytail and although she was dressed for the day, she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Not that Jane thought she needed it, because her skin was flawless.

“Yes, and you must be Laura,” Jane said as the other woman opened the door further and shook her hand.

“I am. Come on in and I’ll try to answer your questions.” She closed the door behind them, the sound echoing off of the light wood floors. “My husband and kids went out for the morning, so we have the place to ourselves.”

“Great,” Jane said, following her into a nearby room. A small fire had been burning in the fireplace, but it was nothing more than embers now. Even so, it gave the house a hickory scent. It was warm and inviting and made Jane think of her own fireplace at home.

“Scotty said you’re looking into the troubles they’ve been having with the business?” Laura asked as they both took a seat on opposite-facing couches.

“That’s right. When he mentioned you’d invested money with them, I wanted to talk with you, too. See what you may know or have some insight on.”

“I’m afraid it probably isn’t much,” Laura said as she sat back. “I’m not really up on what they do day to day. I’m just the bankroll.” She chuckled as though it were a joke.

“Did you know that Justin didn’t support Scotty’s plan of bringing you into things?” Jane asked. She knew her question was direct, but she felt like she needed to get somewhere with the case and a little jolt of reality might help.

“I had an inkling,” Laura said, a small smile dancing across her thin lips. “Justin’s always taken the whole family feud thing a lot more seriously than the rest of us.”

She shrugged as if this was nothing new to her. And maybe it wasn’t. Maybe Justin had made his stance clear before and that was why he’d been so angry with his brother?

Jane tilted her head and frowned. “You don’t take it seriously?” she asked.

Laura laughed lightly as she brushed a strand of hair off of her face. “Not at all. I mean, come on. My cousins didn’t do anything. Why would I hold something against them that their father did?”

Jane shrugged. “People do it all the time.” Not many wanted to admit it, but she’d often known of people judging a family member for something that someone else had done.

“Yeah, well I’m not most people.” She frowned and seemed a little offended, so Jane decided to try another angle.

“So you’ve heard what’s been going on with their jobs then,” Jane said. Hopefully, she was aware of the troubles that the business had been having.

Laura nodded. “Yeah, and I’m more than a little concerned. I can’t get paid my share if the thing goes under. Of course, I’m sure things will be different when Cozy finally closes their doors.”

That caught Jane’s attention. “What do you mean?”

“I have it on good authority that Cozy HVAC has been in the red recently and they aren’t showing any signs of coming out of it. Word is Eric Barnes lost a lot of business because of those ads he was putting out. The locals weren’t too happy with him talking badly about other lifetime locals.”

Jane found that interesting since Eric Barnes had made it sound as though his business was doing just fine. If he was struggling with making enough money, maybe he’d thought to take out the competition to save his business?

“So you think he’s trying to take down McCormick’s to save himself,” Jane said.

Laura shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

Jane wouldn’t either. He seemed perfectly fine with doing questionable things for the sake of business. Plus, he had no hesitation making his disdain for them public even though he’d tried to make it seem to Jane that it was all an act. But she didn’t buy it. “Is there anyone else you think could be behind these problems?”

Laura shook her head. “Not really, no. Like I said before, I don’t deal with the business itself. I just write checks. I would probably be more helpful if I was in the office or something. As it is, I know very little.”

“No, you’ve been very helpful,” Jane assured her. The only thing Jane wanted to do was talk to Eric Barnes again and see what he had to say for himself. But since it was the weekend, it would have to wait. “So you’ve never gone to a job site or checked in during the day.”

She shook her head. “No. I’m usually at work in the city. You’re lucky you wanted to talk today because I can be pretty hard to pin down through the week. Saturdays are my only days where I do absolutely nothing.” She beamed at this.

“What is it that you do?” Jane found herself asking out of curiosity.

“I’m a consultant for large businesses,” she said vaguely. “They keep me on my toes.” The way she folded her hands, Jane had a feeling that was all she wanted to say about it.

“Well then I better let you get back to it,” Jane said, standing. “I really appreciate you taking the time to meet with me.”

“Of course. I want you to find whoever’s responsible just as much as Scotty does. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” She walked Jane to the front door and saw her out.

As Jane walked back to her car, she felt as though she needed to take a moment to think. On the surface, it felt like she wasn’t getting anywhere. It was almost as if the accidents were just that, accidents. But something felt wrong. The more she thought about it, the more it was like a splinter. Something wedged inside you that irritated you when it was rubbed the wrong way. It was as though she were missing something. But what?

Rather than heading right for home, Jane found herself driving through town. Her thoughts were a blur as they raced around in her mind.

First, she thought back to her meeting with Eric Barnes. He made it seem as though Cozy HVAC was doing well and that his negative ads that hinted at McCormick's were just a part of doing business. But clearly, that hadn’t been the case. She also thought about how he’d hired Shawn Jenkins, a man who had previously been employed by McCormick’s. Had that been intentional?

As Jane slowed down at a corner, she realized that Eric Barnes and Shawn Jenkins could be working together. With the whole, “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” concept, they could make a good team at trying to take down the rival business. But Jane hadn’t gotten that impression from Shawn Jenkins when she met him. Truthfully, she’d been ready to write him off as a suspect before he’d shown up at a job site hours before another accident. Coincidence?

She’d moved Mr. Reynolds to the bottom of her list. He was too shaky to do something like enter a job site and climb a ladder. Unless she uncovered someone linked to him who could do the dirty work for him, she thought it unlikely he was involved.

And who could forget Mark Rodriguez? Jane had always thought him to be a kind and gentle man, but when she brought up McCormick’s Heating and Air Conditioning, she’d seen another side of him. After being their supplier for years, he was angry that they’d started ordering things online that were cheaper.

Jane wanted to think there was no way he could be involved, but after what she’d seen when she talked to him, she couldn’t, in good conscience, count him out. Not yet.

She continued to chase the thread her thoughts were leading her in as she drove. Barely paying attention to traffic, she was focusing just enough to be able to drive effectively, but the rest of her thoughts were working out the tangle in her mind. What was she missing?

Before she knew it, she was driving down the street that went past the Leawood Apartments. What had brought her back to the location of the last accident? Had she simply been subconsciously thinking about it, and it led her there?

Glancing over at the buildings, her eyes scanned the area and noticed there was a bank located behind the apartments. It was also near the area between the buildings where the last accident had taken place.

“Banks have cameras,” Jane said to herself as she clicked on her turn signal. There was a stretch of grass with barren trees in between the two buildings, but there was still a chance…

Jane turned toward the bank, hopeful that she might have just found her next clue.


CHAPTER 18

Jane pulled into the empty bank parking lot and went to a spot closest to the apartment building. There were no windows on that side of the bank, and it was probably about twenty yards away. With young trees between them, it was just close enough that she was hoping someone might have seen something or there might be cameras.

Jane climbed out of her car and began to scan along the bank roof. The front corner didn’t show any cameras, but there were some closer to the door. They were facing in the right direction, but she highly doubted they’d seen much at their angle. So she walked over to the side of the building.

Her eyes looked along the dark brick and tin surface, hoping she’d missed a window earlier, but there was nothing but a wall, an AC unit, and some evergreen bushes that hid the unit from the parking lot. However, when she looked up, she spotted a camera on the far corner of the building. She turned to look behind her, making sure the place where the AC had fallen would be in the line of sight.

It was. A smile played on her lips until she realized that the bank was closed and wouldn’t be open again until Monday. Even then, she wasn’t sure how well the camera would have been able to see what happened, but she had to hold out hope that it would show her something.

Sighing, she headed back to her car. She’d just have to come back to the bank Monday morning. Thankfully, she knew someone who worked there. With any luck, she could ask if they could check the cameras for her and they actually would have footage which would help her to catch whoever had tampered with the AC that had fallen to the ground.

It definitely hadn’t come loose on its own, not when it had just been installed. Someone had to have messed with it. Had Justin been a target? She wasn’t sure, but if the guy in charge of all the boots on the ground was out of commission, she imagined that would probably cause quite a bit of trouble for that business.

With nothing left to do until Monday, Jane started to head home. She’d already talked to everyone and while she’d like to speak with Eric Barnes again, she didn’t see the point. She wasn’t sure how to reach him away from the business and besides, nothing else could happen between now and Monday. Maybe thinking about other things for a while would help clear her mind concerning the problems McCormick’s was having.

Pulling out her phone, Jane queued up her favorite playlist and turned on some music. It was Saturday and she didn’t have anything else she had to do.

*****

Jane was bored senseless. She’d already cleaned the house and done all the laundry. She’d accidentally driven the kids nuts with her cleaning, so they’d both gone to their rooms and shut their doors. After putting away the ceiling corner duster, she flopped down on the couch and sighed. Maybe it was time to just sit down and do nothing for a little bit.

She tugged her phone out of her pocket and unlocked it. She was about to check her email when an app caught her eye. MeetCute. She stared at the dating apps icon and for a brief moment, wondered if she should look. Maybe kill some time while swiping through some photos to see if there was anyone that caught her interest.

But as she stared at the icon, she realized she really didn’t want to. Actually, the thought of men right at the moment made her angry. The last thing she wanted to do was meet another one.

First, Marcus had left. While their relationship hadn’t really gotten too far off the ground, she still missed him. The time they had spent together was fun and it made her heart heavy that he’d gone overseas. Even so, she couldn’t blame him. It was a good opportunity for him, and while they hadn’t emailed back and forth much since he left, the bit that he had told her sounded as though he was doing well, even if there was hardly any internet there.

That had been hard, but somehow it was worse when Henry disappeared on her. She’d come to depend on him in her life. It was no secret that he wasn’t from Alma and so would probably head back to the city once they’d found the treasure. But the way he seemed to just fall off the face of the planet hurt. It had only been a few weeks, but it felt like it had been so much longer.

Then there was the icing on the cake. Her ex-husband showing up after all this time. She shook her head. No, it was no wonder the last thing she wanted to do was find another man to add to her life and probably to her heartbreak too.

She opened the app and navigated to her profile. Then she switched the toggle that made her profile unavailable. She didn’t want to get completely rid of it. Not yet. But for now, she had enough on her plate and didn’t need to add any more to it.

After that, she exited out of the app and switched over to her eBook reader app. It had been a while since she’d allowed herself the luxury of just sitting down and reading. She’d started a book over a week ago which wasn’t all that long, but she hadn’t had a chance to finish it. Maybe today would be that day.

“Books are better than men anyway,” Jane mumbled to herself as she reached for a throw blanket and tugged it across her. “At least they don’t pop in and out of your life when they feel like it.” She sighed and settled in as she allowed herself to forget about everything for a while.

Thankfully, the book was distracting, and she was soon enveloped in a world of dragons and deceit. Enemies to lovers, friends to enemies, the drama kept unfolding in a way that kept her glued to the page. How had it taken her so long to read it? Why had she not been consuming page after page each evening?

Eventually it was time to make dinner and she and the kids watched a movie afterward. The wind started to rattle the windows as it blew across the fields outside, and there were no trees to buffer the house from the battering north winds. When they came blowing in, they could rattle the walls if they were strong enough. It seemed that this evening would be one of those times.

By then, the sun had set, and she started tugging the curtains closed. She’d recently switched over to the heavier drapes she used for the winter, and now she was glad she had. They would insulate the house better than the lighter ones she put up for the warmer months. She had a feeling with the way the wind was blowing, that a cold front was moving in. She began to wonder if winter would be coming a little earlier than usual.

The kids seemed to like the impromptu family time. Both of them had curled up with a blanket and found a cozy corner to relax in. By bedtime they were all yawning. They’d ended up watching a movie and then started a new TV series they’d found on Hulu.

Libby yawned so loudly that Jane was sure their dog Annie would be disturbed by her. Annie’s head was laying on Libby’s chest but even the big dog seemed too tired to care.

“Let’s head to bed early tonight,” Jane sighed as she turned off the TV. Nobody had really been watching it anyway. Tyson had been playing on the “new to him” phone he’d recently gotten while Libby looked over his shoulder.

Remarkably, neither one of them had argued with her. Instead, they’d just stretched and started heading off to bed.

“I’ll tuck you in in a few minutes,” Jane told Libby as she gave her a hug and kiss on the cheek.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Libby said through another yawn. “I think I’m just going to fall on my bed and sleep.”

“Make sure you brush your teeth before you do that falling,” Jane warned as they shuffled toward the stairs.

“Aww,” Libby cried without enthusiasm.

Jane watched them go, realizing her baby had just told her that she didn’t need to be tucked in anymore. A pang of sadness rolled through her as she realized this was just another way that the people around her didn’t need her.

She shook her head. No. That was just the sleepiness talking. Libby would still want to be tucked in at some point, Jane told herself. When Tyson had stopped wanting to be tucked in several years ago, he still had nights here and there when he didn’t want to go without the extra hugs and reassurance.

After she turned to pick up the remote, she pushed the button, and the room became dark. Maybe tomorrow she’d make herself get out and do something. Obviously, she’d grown melancholy with not having anything to do. As Jane headed to bed, she promised herself that tomorrow would be an even better day.

*****

Sunday morning was much quieter and calmer for Jane and the kids. A cold snap had settled in overnight, and none of them were eager to do much more than curl up and relax.

Jane eyed the old fireplace in the corner and considered trying to build a cozy fire. The house was warm enough, but she recalled the small fire at Laura Thompson's house and how inviting it had been. How soothing the scent of a fire had been.

Before that, she hadn’t given their old fireplace much thought. Now she wondered if she should have her friend Brett look it over first. Or, if not him, maybe he’d know someone who could. The last thing she wanted to do was cause a fire because the fireplace wasn’t working correctly.

She wasn’t quite sure how to take care of a fireplace. She’d seen plenty of movies where people tried to light fires in an old fireplace and their house filled with smoke. That didn’t sound like a great way to start her day.

Jane was still staring at the fireplace when there was a knock on the door. Annie sat up from where she’d been stretched out across Tyson’s feet and gave a low bark. All of them had been surprised they hadn’t heard a visitor pull up in the driveway.

“Who is it?” Libby asked as her mother went to the door.

Jane couldn’t believe it when she opened the door and there stood Henry. Bundled up in a fluffy coat, he smiled at her. “Hey,” he said, giving her a lopsided grin.


CHAPTER 19

Jane was sure she was seeing things. “Henry?” she questioned. Had she fallen asleep, and this was all a dream? That was the only thing that made sense. Surely he wouldn’t ignore her this long and then just show up.

“Henry!” Libby squealed as she rushed past her mother. She leapt at Henry who braced himself as she collided with him. Her arms wrapped around his waist.

“We were starting to get worried about you,” Tyson said as he appeared behind Jane. “It was like you fell off the face of the earth or something.”

Henry gave Jane a heavy, meaningful look. One that expressed unspoken words and promises while making her feel warm inside. She pushed it away, not wanting to be won over by a look so quickly. Even if it had been one that made her feel as though everything else had momentarily fallen away.

“I’ve had a lot going on since I last saw you guys. Things at the museum and in normal life. But I don’t want to talk about that right now.” He waved his hand dismissively. “I want to know what’s going on with you guys.” He looked at the kids as if they were his own family and he wanted to hear all about what they’d been up to.

Libby grabbed him by the hand and led him into the house as she began to regale him with one of her many stories. Henry followed along, listening to her as if he’d been waiting to hear one of her tales. His dark hair was mussed and the slight beard he’d grown since they’d last seen him looked good. It gave him a rugged look Jane thought she could get used to. His eyes sparkled when he looked at her and she could tell they would talk. It would just have to be later.

“And then she fell down on the playground, and everyone laughed at her,” Libby was saying.

“Wow, that’s crazy,” Henry said. Jane wasn’t sure if he’d actually been listening to her story or just humoring her. She wouldn’t have blamed him if it was the latter.

“Yeah, and then, our dad came back.” Libby’s words fell hard, and everyone was silent for a moment. Henry looked at Jane, his eyes flashing with questions as he searched her face. She closed her eyes and gave a small shake of her head. No, he wasn’t back, back.

“Are you happy about that?” he asked diplomatically.

“I don’t know,” Libby answered honestly, and it struck Jane just how open her daughter was with Henry. They’d built up a rapport that was what Jane saw as the textbook definition of friendship. They both enjoyed the same hobbies, ones that Jane didn’t understand. History and the stories that came with it were what drove them both.

It was a unique hobby for a little girl, but one she’d fallen in love with all on her own. No one else in the family had the same interest in them as she did. But Henry was able to fill that place for Libby, and Jane was surprised it had taken her this long to really see it.

“It was really weird,” Tyson said, and Jane realized that he, too, felt comfortable with Henry.

“I’m sure,” Henry replied. “But I’m glad you’re all doing okay.” Another meaningful glance. “I do have some news for you.” He looked around at them.

“The museum I work for put the Howland Treasure on display. They even temporarily borrowed things from the local museum here so they could show the entire collection. It opens today.”

“Really?” Libby gasped and Tyson grinned.

Henry nodded. “And, if it’s okay with your mom and you guys don’t have any plans, I would like to take you to see it.” He looked around at all of them and finally rested his gaze on Jane.

“Can we, Mom?” Libby asked, her eyes wide with excitement. “We don’t have anything else to do, right?” Tyson looked eager to go as well, although not quite as enthusiastic about it as Libby was.

Jane thought about it, wanting to say yes, but unsure. “I’ll drive and even buy lunch for everyone,” Henry said. “The day is on me.” She could see he desperately wanted her to say yes.

“Okay,” she said with a nod. “But these guys need to brush their hair and put on something a little nicer.” She gave each of her kids a pointed glance. Without a word, they both thundered off in a flurry of footsteps, not having to be told twice.

When they were gone, Henry turned to Jane. “Jane, I…” But she shook her head.

“No, not right now,” she said as she looked toward the stairs. “Maybe afterward we can talk?”

He nodded. “I wanted to spend the day with you guys if that was okay? To try to make up for disappearing that way.” He paused. “I know what I did was probably confusing, but I needed to work some things out on my own.” She saw in his eyes that he was hoping she would understand.

She wanted to be mad about it, but Henry had never been anything but honest and good to them. Jane decided that he deserved a pass this time. “You came back, and I’m somewhat confused but I’m sure you have a good explanation.” She gave him a pointed look.

“Trust me, I had reasons,” he explained. “I also needed…” he paused and lowered his voice. “Time.”

Jane had wondered. “We don’t have to…” she began but he reached over and took her hand in his.

“I will explain myself,” he said in a voice that sounded more like a vow. “But I want to show you what we did, first.”

“We?” she asked.

“The museum,” he beamed. “You’re going to love it.”

*****

Jane did love it. The rooms were dark, and the items were on display under lights that brought out the incredible details of items from days gone by. The dresses had been cleaned and were being displayed on mannequins, along with bonnets, hand mirrors, and other items from daily life.

Many of them were things that had been considered special by their original owner, and Jane couldn’t help but look at the silver brush and think about how cherished it had probably been. Modern brushes were made of plastic and pretty much all the same. They didn’t have the intricate whirls and details that the one in the glass case had.

It made her wonder why the hairbrush made such an impression on her when the real treasure hadn’t made her feel like that. The jewels and gold were beautiful, but they were expected beauty. It was like going to a modeling agency and not being surprised when you saw a beautiful person.

It was far more surprising when it was something you saw every day. Like that beautiful person walking down the street rather than the runway. It was more unexpected and as far as Jane was concerned, more interesting.

She was still grateful to Henry for handling the details of the treasure for her. He had told her they would be compensated in some way, but she didn’t quite understand how and when. In her darkest moments, she thought maybe he’d run off to take the treasure from them. She hadn’t allowed herself to consider it for very long, but the thought had crossed her mind.

“Everything okay?” Henry asked as he walked up next to her. The kids were admiring something else across the room and he’d come over to check on her.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, inhaling deeply. “I was just lost in my thoughts.”

He bumped her shoulder with his. “I hope they were good ones.” He seemed to search her face for a sign of what she was thinking.

“This looks incredible, Henry. It’s like everything is brand new.”

“The museum put a lot of time and effort into preserving all of it,” he said. “And you’ll be happy to hear that the Alma City Museum will be taken care of by our museum. We’ve already spoken with the docent, and she’s thrilled. None of that would have happened without all of this.” He looked around them.

“None of this would have happened if you knew how to read business hours,” she teased as she bumped him back with her shoulder. When he gave her a confused look she pressed on. “When you came to the Alma Library while I was cleaning. Remember?”

Henry smiled. “Of course, I remember. I’m just surprised you do.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” she challenged.

His smile grew wider. “Why would you?”

*****

After they’d gone out for lunch, they went back home. The kids had finally headed off to their rooms, leaving Henry and Jane alone. They built a small fire outside in the fire pit. The warmth fought back the chill. They’d bundled up and were comfortable as they sat on their camping chairs.

“Thank you for today,” Jane said.

“Of course,” Henry said with a single slow nod. He cleared his throat. “So…”

Jane could feel the mood shift between them. A bit of tension along with something like electricity. It made her feel as if she were to reach out and touch him, there really would be a static shock.

“If the kiss was a mistake,” she began.

“A mistake?” he questioned, his eyes going wide. “You feel like it was a mistake?”

“No,” she said quickly. “It just seemed like you ran away after that. Then you wouldn’t answer my messages…” Her eyes focused on the fire, afraid a tear might fall. She didn’t realize how emotional she felt about it.

“Oh, Jane.” He rubbed his hand down his face. “That was just me being stupid. It had absolutely nothing to do with anything you did.”

She was staring at the fire now, unable to look at him while she told him how she felt. “I thought everything was ruined between us.” Her lips were pressed together as she tried to hold back the worry and sadness she’d been holding in. Until now, she hadn’t really understood how much it had hurt.

“No,” he said quickly, sliding forward. “Unless you want it to be?” he asked nervously. As if he was worried he might have misread things.

She forced herself to look at him. “I don’t want to lose you like that again. I know that.” She let her conviction and even a little bit of desperation show through in her tone. “You are a part of this family now. You’re our favorite historian,” she smiled then, giving him a playful look.

Henry shook his head. “You won’t. I’m so sorry I didn’t handle it well.”

Jane waved her hand. “It’s fine, I get it. You needed time to figure out what you were doing. If Evan hadn’t walked out…” The words fell between them. If Evan hadn’t walked out, they wouldn’t be there right then.

“I should have realized,” Henry said, shaking his head. “Of course you guys would be a little sensitive to someone withdrawing from your lives. I should have been smarter than that.”

“No, it’s not your job to know what we need and to think of us all the time,” she said. “I’m just glad you’re back. I’m pretty sure the kids have grown quite attached to you.”

“Just the kids?” His question was so soft, it was as if he wanted to ask something else but wasn’t sure if he should.

“You know I missed you,” she said, suddenly aware of the voicemail she left. “I’m sure you heard my message.”

He nodded but didn’t say anything about it. Instead, he said, “I didn’t say anything earlier, but I’m going to be moving to Alma.”

“What?” Jane asked, shocked.

He shrugged. “I want to be closer to all of you.” His voice was so soft and vulnerable that it surprised her. “I’m also going to work at the school teaching history. They’re in desperate need of a history teacher and I can stay with the museum on a part-time basis.”

She must have looked as shocked as she felt because he suddenly looked self-conscious. “Unless you don’t think I should,” he said.

She sat up straighter. “No, that’s amazing. But…” she hesitated. “What does this mean?”

“I guess that I’ll be around a lot more, and…” he paused and seemed unsure of himself. “I’d like to get to know you better. Maybe take you out some night?” He held her gaze and it was as though she could feel it on her skin. “Just you.”

“I’d like that,” she said with a shy smile.


CHAPTER 20

The next morning Jane felt as though she were on cloud nine. Sure, she still had a lot on her plate and an investigation to get back to. But after seeing Henry and knowing that at least he hadn’t tried to abandon her, she felt better. He’d explained that he’d wanted to surprise her, so he’d tried to stay quiet for a little bit.

But then things took longer than he expected, and he was already committed to the whole surprise idea. He’d apologized repeatedly once she’d told him she thought he’d run off. Each time he’d sounded sincere, so she forgave him. How could he have known everything else that would crop up in her life and make her start to question everything?

It was still too early to go by the bank over by the Leawood Apartments to see if they’d caught anything on their cameras, so she swung by Cozy HVAC first. She was curious to see what Eric would have to say now that she knew his business was struggling and that one of his employees was at McCormick’s job site earlier in the day before another accident happened. Would he claim it was a coincidence?

Plus, she had a time frame for that day. The air conditioning unit had been installed and was supposedly stable at 11:30 that morning. It was around 2:00 p.m. when it fell and narrowly missed hurting Justin. Maybe even killing him if it had hit him. That thought sent a shiver down her spine. What if she’d been there when someone was killed? She didn’t like that idea at all.

When she got to Cozy HVAC, she noticed that the lights were on inside. When she pulled the door open, the same young woman who had been at the desk before was there again.

“Good morning! How can I help you?” she asked. Jane thought no one should be in that good of a mood so early in the day. If she were a customer, she wasn’t so sure she wouldn’t turn around and walk out.

“I was hoping I could talk to Eric,” Jane said. “Is he in?” She looked toward his door hopefully.

“Yes, let me make sure he’s not on the phone or something,” she said as she stood up and headed to his office door. She knocked lightly on it before poking her head in. When she pulled back she gave Jane a nod. “He’s ready for you.”

When Jane walked into Eric Barnes’ office, she noticed he didn’t look nearly as put together as he had the last time. His eyes looked bloodshot, and his shirt seemed as though he’d just thrown it on and walked out the door with the collar awkwardly twisted.

“Morning,” he said, trying to sound happy to see Jane but failing at it. She would have thought it was something to do with her if it weren’t for his disheveled appearance.

“Everything okay?” she asked as she sat down.

“Depends on what you consider okay,” he sighed. Then, it was almost as if he remembered himself and straightened up. “How can I help you? You wouldn’t, by chance, be interested in an installation, would you?”

“Sorry, no,” she admitted. “But I am here because you misled me the last time I was here.”

He seemed taken aback. “Oh?” he asked.

She nodded. “You made it seem as though Cozy HVAC is doing so well for itself that you didn’t have to worry about McCormick’s, but I think that was a stretch.”

She’d expected him to disagree or bluff his way out of it. Maybe he normally would have, but that morning was clearly not being his friend. His shoulders slumped and he nodded forlornly. “I may have exaggerated,” he admitted, gesturing for her to take a seat across from him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We’re not doing well and if I don’t turn things around, I’m going to have to start cutting back on staff,” Eric sighed. “I didn’t want to admit it to you before, but after the morning I’ve had, I’m done pretending everything’s okay.” He shook his head as though he were tired of his own charade.

“What do you think caused it?” she questioned.

He shook his head. “I’m not sure.” He looked at the door as if he could see through it. “Some say they think it was my ad strategy.”

“Talking bad about the competition didn’t pan out like you thought, huh?” Jane wanted to rub his nose in it, but Eric looked so defeated that she didn’t have the heart to.

“I guess not,” he confessed. “I’m trying to get a new, more positive ad out, but I’m worried the damage might be done.”

“Never underestimate what a community can do when they work together,” she said. “I know a lot of folks like to stick with names they know and trust. Even if the community would have switched over to you, I doubt they’d approve of your slanderous tactics on a family that’s been in Alma for generations.”

“So I’ve learned, and now I just hope I learned it soon enough that I can turn things around.” Eric shook his head. “Forgive me for going on about my problems. I’m sure you had a reason for coming in.”

“I was wondering what you were doing yesterday between 11:30 and 2:00?” she asked.

He frowned. “I went into the city to see about a loan. I think I got to the bank around 10:45. I don’t know how long I was there, though.”

Jane nodded. She’d doubted he could have slipped onto the job site unnoticed, but she still wanted to be certain. “And how do you feel about Shawn Jenkins, your employee? Do you feel he would do anything for you?”

“Anything?” he said, his head jerking back. “I don’t know about anything. I mean, he’s a good worker but I doubt he would do just anything. He seems to have a good head on his shoulders.”

Jane had thought so too, but still was curious. “Do you know where he was working on Friday around that time?”

Eric turned to his computer and started typing. After a minute he said. “Looks like he was checking the ducting on a house over on Kenwood Circle,” he said finally. “He took his lunch break from there and went back afterward until it was time to quit for the day.”

Jane paused to think. “Isn’t Kenwood Circle over by the Leawood Apartments?” she asked.

Eric paused as he thought about it and then he nodded. “Yes, as the crow flies. Technically, I believe they’re right next to one another. There’s the cul-de-sac, then there’s a bank or something in the space between near the road, and then the apartments.”

Jane nodded. So Shawn Jenkins had been in the neighborhood at the time. “Where is he today?” she asked.

A few more taps on the keyboard. “Looks like he’s got some other jobs today after he finishes up over there this morning. Why?”

Jane pursed her lips as she thought. She needed to find out if Shawn had tampered with the air conditioning unit, but if he was by himself at the time, there would be no one to vouch for him. Still, she wanted to see what he’d say when he found out she knew he’d been at the McCormick job site.

“I’d like to talk to him. I understand he was working alone but this thing I’m looking into has gotten very serious.”

“I’ve tried to be helpful, but we’ve got work to do,” he began.

“I understand,” she pressed on. “But if others hear that you helped out the competition, then maybe it will help your business?”

She wasn’t sure it would, but if people really did stop turning on him because of his terrible ads attacking McCormick’s, then helping them should help him.

He looked down at the desk, and he rubbed his finger over the edge. “Then I should probably tell you what I heard last Friday.”

Jane stilled. “What was it?” she asked.

“The guys were in the back, getting ready to head home for the day. I was going back there to chat with them for a minute just to see how things were going with the customers when I heard them talking. Shawn was with Joey and Curtis, and I heard the name ‘McCormick’. I remembered you coming in and talking about them, so I couldn’t help but be intrigued.”

He paused as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to say what came next. “That’s when I heard Shawn say something about an AC unit almost killing Justin McCormick. He seemed pretty amused by it, too.”

“How amused?” Jane asked.

“To where he was openly laughing about it,” he said.

Jane frowned. Maybe Shawn had misled her about what kind of person he was. “I would really like to speak with him,” she said firmly.

Eric nodded as though he’d expected that. “I think I just heard the guys starting to show up for the day. You stay here and I’ll send him in,” he said as he stood up. Then he paused at the side of his desk, “You’ll let everyone know that I’ve done my best to help you? Even though I have no idea what this is about?”

“I will,” she promised. “I’ll make sure I tell everyone. And you know, I might need some help with my heating soon.” She paused, considering. “You wouldn’t happen to know someone who checks chimneys and fireplaces do you?”

He shook his head. “Sorry, but I don’t.”

She nodded and he slipped out of the door. She felt bad that Eric Barnes seemed to have had a bad morning, but whatever had happened seemed to have worked in her favor. The cockiness he’d displayed the last time they’d talked was gone and now there was a man who seemed genuine and was worried about his business.

As she waited for Shawn, she felt her heart start to ache for Eric Barnes but then brushed it off. She had to remember that he’d done this to himself, but if he did continue to help her, she’d try to return the favor.


CHAPTER 21

When the office door opened and Shawn walked in, Jane had been going over the facts in her mind. The sound of the door had startled her, making her forget what exactly she was thinking right before he walked in.

“Ms. Barrow,” Shawn said, sounding surprised. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” she said as he sat down in his boss's chair.

“No, no. I just didn’t imagine you’d want to talk to me again.” He rubbed his palms up and down his thighs, almost nervously.

“I’ve heard some interesting things and I needed to come back to check with you,” she said. “Such as, you visiting Leawood Apartments on Friday. A place where McCormick Heating and Air Conditioning was working all day.”

He seemed surprised she knew that. “Who told you?” he asked.

“That doesn’t really matter,” she said with a wave. “And it also doesn’t matter that you were working very close to their site last Friday. What concerns me the most is that I’ve heard you were laughing about the fact that Justin McCormick was almost seriously injured.”

“Yeah, but he wasn’t,” Shawn said, a slight smile forming. “He’s fine. Walked away. I think that means we can laugh about it.”

“I don’t think I would appreciate it if I were him,” Jane said, not backing down.

“Look,” Shawn said, leaning forward. “You don’t know Justin the way I do. You’ve probably met him a couple of times and he put on his little act, and you bought it. He likes to act as though he’s in charge and that he’s a big guy with the company, because of his last name.

“But that’s not how it is. He couldn’t even fire me without permission.” He shook his head. “I think the guy had it in for me from day one and that he intentionally started the argument that led to me getting fired. He was really on me that day, like he was baiting me.”

“But why would he want to do that?” Jane asked.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “The dude has some sort of problem, and he took it out on me. But I was happy to get out of there so I couldn’t be his little whipping boy anymore.”

Jane thought about that. He could be telling the truth, but it still didn’t matter, she decided. “What were you doing between 10:30 and 2:00 on Friday?”

He exhaled loudly as if he was disappointed. “I was working until I picked up my buddy from McCormick’s job site and we went to lunch.”

“And you were alone while you were working.” She said it more like a statement than a question.

Shawn lowered his gaze as if he’d been caught. Jane waited patiently for him to answer. Eventually, he said, “No. But I was supposed to be.”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

He sighed. “I’m dating this girl…” he stopped and chuckled to himself. “She’s got me doing stupid stuff like taking her on certain jobs with me. She didn’t have to work Friday, and I knew I would be alone, so I picked her up on the way to the job site.”

“What about lunch?” he asked.

“She went with us,” he said with a shrug. “But we didn’t tell my buddy she’d been at work with me. Just in case. Because, obviously, she shouldn’t be there.”

“Obviously,” Jane replied. Shawn now had an alibi, although it was his girlfriend, and she was someone who would probably lie for him if he asked her to. When she’d talked to his friend, Pete, he hadn’t mentioned the girl but maybe it was normal for her to tag along sometimes, and he’d thought nothing of it.

“Look, I’ve heard about the troubles over at McCormick’s and the air conditioning unit falling Friday. That was just another thing in a long line of bad stuff that’s happened to them. Maybe it’s just bad karma coming back to bite them on the behind?”

Jane didn’t think so but didn’t see any point in arguing with him. “I may want to speak with your girlfriend, just to verify that she was with you.”

He shrugged as if he couldn’t care less. “I’ll give you my number and you can call later tonight. I’ll be with her.” He grabbed a notepad from the desk and wrote down his number. After he slid it across to her he said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a lot to get done today and I’m going to need to get started soon.”

Jane glanced at the time. She’d spent longer here than she’d planned on. There was work waiting for her too, and it couldn’t be pushed back. “That’s all I have for right now.”

They said their goodbyes and a few moments later she walked out of Cozy HVAC. She really wanted to go by the bank, but she knew if she did she’d be late to her own job. And since she was doing this as a favor for a friend, it wasn’t as though it was going to put any money in her bank account. She had to remember her priorities.

Rather than driving toward the bank, Jane forced herself to head to her first client instead. She had a strict schedule and she needed to stick to it. Besides, if there was any useful camera footage at the bank, it could wait another few hours to be discovered.

*****

Later that day, Jane was coming out of an office she’d just finished cleaning. The office had been in a large building that housed doctors, lawyers, and other professionals. The one she cleaned was a lawyer's office, so it didn’t take much. Which was part of the reason she left it until last.

It was a quick job, and she was happy to be finished for the day. It had been a long day, full of challenges, but thankfully she’d managed. The only thing she could think about all day was getting to the bank to see if they had any camera footage of what had happened.

She was walking to her car when she heard the sound of someone sobbing. She considered minding her own business and leaving the person alone, but then she hesitated. What if they really needed someone to reach out to them? Considering where she was, it could be any sort of devastating news. Maybe this person just needed someone to care about them?

Jane turned around, trying to figure out where it was coming from. That’s when her eyes landed on a white Land Rover. Inside was a familiar redhead who she’d worked with for quite a while.

“Sharon?” she asked as she approached the vehicle.

Sharon Hanning looked up, surprised that someone was calling her name. She sniffed and looked around, her eyes landing on Jane. “Oh, Jane.” Sniffle. “How are you, dear?”

“I’m fine but it seems like you aren’t,” Jane said as she got closer to the now open window of Sharon’s Land Rover. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing you need to worry about,” Sharon said. But even as she spoke the words, her chin trembled. “I wouldn’t want to bother you.”

“It’s no bother,” Jane insisted. “What’s wrong?”

Sharon unlocked the doors and turned to the passenger seat. “Please, have a seat,” she said as she moved her purse so Jane could sit down.

Jane walked around and climbed inside the car, her mind a flurry of worry as she tried to think what could have caused Sharon Hanning to sit in a parking lot sobbing all alone?

“I’m sorry I look like such a mess,” Sharon sighed as Jane got comfortable. “I didn’t expect to see anyone but the people in the doctor's office.”

“The doctor?” Jane asked, trying to keep the worry from her voice. Sharon was like a friend, and if she was sobbing over the doctor then something must be really wrong. Fear and worry twisted Jane’s insides. “Is everything okay?”

“That’s what I’m supposed to find out.” She sighed and looked toward the building. “I’m just trying to get the courage to go in there and hear my results.” She turned to Jane, facing her as much as she could in the car. “I found a lump in my breast, and I had the scans done. Now I’m going back to find out the results.”

“Oh, Sharon.” Jane reached across and laid her hand on Sharon’s forearm. “I’m so sorry. Why isn’t your husband here to keep you company?”

“He doesn’t know,” Sharon said. “I didn’t want to worry him if it was nothing.” She shook her head. “But since I found it, I’ve been a bundle of nerves. I would have forgotten my nose if it wasn’t attached to my face,” she grumbled. “But now I really wish I had him here to hold my hand.” She gave Jane a watery smile.

Jane remembered how forgetful Sharon had recently been and now it all made sense. She’d been distracted and forgetful, and why wouldn’t she be? She was keeping such a big thing to herself, suffering in silence.

“I’ll go with you,” Jane said before she even thought about it.

“You don’t need to do that,” Sharon said modestly.

“I know,” Jane replied. “But I want to.” She grabbed Sharon's hand and squeezed it. “Come on. Let’s go see what the doctor has to say.”

“Don’t you have something you need to do? I know you’re incredibly busy and I wouldn’t want to mess up your schedule.”

Jane shook her head. “There’s nothing more important right now than this.” She held Sharon’s gaze, showing her that she meant it.

Sharon hesitated for only a moment. “Well okay,” she said finally. She smiled weakly at Jane. “If you insist.”

“I do,” Jane said with a nod. They climbed out of the car and Jane walked with Sharon into the doctor's office.

After a short wait, they were led to the back. Fortunately, it wasn’t long before the doctor appeared. When she walked in the door of the room, she seemed surprised to see someone else with Sharon.

“Hello,” she said as she extended her hand. “I’m Dr. Mallory.”

“Jane,” she said.

“I’m glad to see you brought a friend this time, Mrs. Hanning,” Dr. Mallory said.

Sharon glanced at Jane from the exam table and another small smile peeked through. “She didn’t give me much choice.”

Dr. Mallory beamed. “Sounds like a good friend.” She looked down at her tablet. “Well, your results are back, and I have good news for you. It’s not cancer. You have a benign cyst. That’s all.”

Sharon looked as though she wanted to collapse. Her normally straight posture curved over on itself and fresh tears began to slide down her face.

Jane stood up and went over to Sharon, putting her arm across the woman’s shoulders as the doctor continued to speak. Sharon reached up and patted Jane’s hand in a silent thank you.


CHAPTER 22

Jane didn’t regret staying with Sharon, but when they parted ways she couldn’t get back to Alma and the bank by the Leawood Apartments fast enough. She knew she still had plenty of time before they closed for the day, but the anticipation was starting to get to her.

Finally, she was walking through the front doors, eagerly hoping that the security camera had picked up something. It would be terrible if she’d waited this long and there was nothing.

She immediately saw her friend at a desk behind a low wall. She was typing on a computer, but her eyes looked up over the monitor and spotted Jane. They lit up and she stood up with a happy look on her face.

“Jane, I haven’t seen you in forever!” Kasey said as she hugged Jane.

“Life gets busy,” Jane said, sighing. She’d met Kasey when they were both waitressing long ago when Tyson was just a baby. They’d both gone on to different careers, but they tried to chat occasionally and stay in touch.

“Don’t I know it,” Kasey muttered. “What brings you in? You don’t have an account here, do you?”

Jane shook her head. “No, but I’m looking into something, and I think you might be able to help.”

“Anything. What is it?” Kasey asked without hesitation.

“Something happened over by the Leawood Apartments, and I saw that the bank had a security camera that faces in that direction. I was hoping I could look at the footage to see if it picked up something.”

“This isn’t something illegal, is it?” Kasey questioned.

Jane shook her head. “No. I’m helping a friend try to find out who has been causing business problems for his company.” She was already prepared for the camera not to show her anything. The entire drive there she’d tried to keep her hopes manageable but now she almost couldn’t stand it.

“I think I can help you out. Come with me,” Kasey said as she led Jane to an unmarked door at the back. She knocked and then pulled it open.

An older man was leaning back in a chair, watching multiple screens at the same time. They were all black and white but had nice, clear images of various places around the bank. Jane hoped she would get something that would help her move the investigation along. Even if it was just a hint, it would be more than what she had now.

Kasey explained to the man that Jane needed to look at the video taken by one of the cameras. The man didn’t even hesitate as he leaned toward the keyboard. “Which one and what time?” was all he asked.

Jane told him last Friday, and the span of time she believed the AC unit must have been tampered with. He brought it up on a large screen and Jane saw the work crew in the distance.

“Is there any way you can zoom in a little on the workers in the distance?” Jane asked.

The man typed a little and clicked a couple of times before the image readjusted. At first it was pixelated but then the image started to clear.

“Good thing we got those new cameras last year,” Kasey muttered as she tried to help. “That’s a lot better picture than you usually see online.”

Jane had been thinking the same thing. “What I need to see is once that AC unit right there is mounted and in place, who comes to mess with it.”

The security guy nodded, and they began to watch the footage on fast forward. They looked as the unit was hoisted from the ground up to the platform and then secured. The group seemed to clear out and Jane noticed the time was around noon.

“They must have gone on a lunch break,” Kasey observed. Jane nodded but kept her eyes on the screen, expecting that was probably when the tampering had been done. But nobody went near the unit until later. When they came back to work, Jane recognized Justin climbing the ladder and looking everything over. He seemed to be double-checking that everything was in place. She knew it was him because she recognized his clothing and the way he walked.

Finally, another man she didn’t recognize, climbed the ladder and it appeared as though he was preparing to hook up the AC unit. It looked like he was measuring the distance between the wall and the unit.

“What’s he doing?” Kasey asked.

“I’d say he’s trying to gauge how much tubing he needs to run the lines,” the security guy said. All Jane saw was a tape measure and a level on the man, nothing that could cause the unit to fall. Eventually, he climbed back down again.

Jane noticed that they were getting close to the time the AC fell. “It should be coming soon,” she said as she leaned closer.

That was when she saw Justin approach the ladder and look back at the crew out in the parking lot. Then he climbed the ladder and pulled something from his toolbelt.

All three of them leaned forward to see what he was doing. It wasn’t easy from their angle, but it appeared as though he was inspecting the platform that the unit was on. Jane assumed he probably double and triple checked everything at this point, with all the accidents they’d had.

He did something that was hard to see but then the AC unit seemed to drop about six inches. Justin straightened and tried to hurry down the ladder, but the AC started to fall a little more. Then, just as he stepped off the ladder, the unit tumbled to the ground. Even in the video, Jane could tell that it had surprised him.

The security guy winced and hissed. “That had to be expensive.”

“Was it the last guy that messed with it and made it fall?” Kasey asked as she turned to Jane. “It looked like he loosened something.”

“Yeah and he didn’t expect it to go that quickly,” the security guy said, almost to himself.

Jane felt something like static in her brain as realization sank in. She’d been looking in the wrong place the entire time. That was why it seemed as though she was going in circles.

“Is there any way I can get that sent to me?” she asked. “I would really like the entire time frame, if possible.”

“I can burn it to a DVD. Would that be okay?” the man monitoring the video screens asked.

“Perfect,” Jane nodded.


CHAPTER 23

When Jane left the bank she immediately called Scotty McCormick’s phone number. When he answered, she said, “Scotty, this is Jane Barrow. I think I have something you’re going to want to see.”

They’d played it back again at the bank just to be certain they hadn’t missed anything. The security guy seemed happy to have something to do and Kasey stuck around too, as if it was too exciting to walk away from.

“Alright. Should I have my father and Justin come in?” he asked.

Jane considered. “Why don’t you hold off on Justin?” She didn’t want him there when she showed Scotty the footage. She had a feeling this was not going to go over well. “As for your father, well, that’s up to you.”

“Okay, can you come by the office?” he asked.

“Sure, I’ll be right there,” she promised.

It felt like it took forever to drive across town. It was as if every light turned red just to slow her down. Of course, she was distracted by what she’d seen on the footage. No one else had touched the AC unit. Justin clearly had been tampering with the platform before the entire thing fell to the ground, although he’d seemed surprised that it had fallen so quickly.

Jane slowed to a stop at a red light and her mind replayed the footage for her. Justin had probably thought he could loosen it and it would take some time before it fell. That was the only logical reason she could come up with. But why would he sabotage his own company? She hoped Scotty might be able to help her understand that part of the mystery.

When she finally arrived at McCormick’s, she was ready to get things over with. It wouldn’t be easy for Scotty to hear that his own brother was the one betraying him. It wasn’t any of the people he’d suspected, no, it was his own flesh and blood.

She was glad no one else was in the office when she arrived. Scotty and an older man were waiting for her and took her to a room similar to the meeting room over at Cozy HVAC’s offices. There was a long table in the center with a large flat screen in the corner. A laptop was left open on the table, as if for a presentation.

The older man introduced himself as Vern McCormick. “Scotty said you’ve got something we should see?” he questioned.

Jane nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ve been looking into the series of accidents the company has been experiencing and I found something.”

“Did you find out who is doing it?” Scotty asked, his voice hopeful.

Jane winced. “I think so, but I’m not sure you’re going to be happy about it.” She glanced at the laptop. “Can that play DVDs?” She pulled the recorded DVD from her purse and held it up.

Scotty stood up and took it from her. “It should,” he said as he took the seat closest to the laptop and the doorway. He picked up a remote and turned on the TV before loading the disc into the laptop. He made the computer screen appear on the TV and then he pressed play.

“If you could fast forward while we still watch, it will show that no one approached the AC unit in any questionable way until later.” Scotty took her advice and began running the footage at a faster speed.

“Yeah, there they hoist it up,” Vern said, pointing. “They would have secured it to the platform and then started taking the extra stuff off from shipping.” He was narrating what they were watching on the screen, letting her know that he understood perfectly well what he was seeing.

When the man before Justin climbed and measured he said, “He’s probably deciding what pipe and hose to use and what length would be needed.” The man climbed down. “Now they should finish the install and hook it up.”

That was when Justin appeared on screen and looked over his shoulder. Jane noticed that Vern grew quiet and still, as if he needed to focus while Scotty slowed down the speed. When it got to the part where Justin started messing with something, Vern swore, and Scotty paused the video.

When neither of them spoke, Jane decided to break the silence. “I wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing, since I’m not familiar with how to install an AC unit, but I didn’t think that looked right,” she said.

“Play it,” Vern said gruffly. “I want to see what happens next.”

Scotty did as he was told and soon they were watching as the AC dropped slightly and Justin began to go down the ladder.

Vern swore again when they watched the unit fall to the ground. Scotty paused it again and the screen froze on Justin looking at the fallen unit with surprise.

There were distant sounds coming from outside, but no one moved. Jane wasn’t sure what to say so she remained quiet, letting what happened sink in.

The door suddenly opened. “Is Dad in here? Mom said he was here at the office.” Justin stepped inside as if he were searching for something but stopped suddenly when he saw the TV in the corner. The scene was frozen on the image of him doing something to the AC unit. Thankfully, the security guard recorded it at that point where it was zoomed in, so there was little left to the imagination.

Justin’s eyes went wide. “I can explain,” he said finally. He walked around the opposite side of the table from Jane, and she was glad. He didn’t seem to have noticed her yet.

“Explain?” his father asked as he stood up from his seat and moved toward Justin. “I don’t think we need an explanation, son. Our eyes work just fine.” He pointed to the screen. “You’re the one trying to take down your brother.”

Scotty stood up and waved for Jane to join him as he walked toward the door. Both Vern and Justin were raising their voices.

“He never should have been put in charge to begin with!” Justin replied. “It should have been me.” He jabbed himself in the chest with a finger. “I’m the one who knows what’s going on. I’m the one out there busting my butt for this family and for what? For you to bring him back and make me answer to him?”

Scotty led her out into the hall and closed the door behind them. The voices were muffled but she could still hear them yelling at one another.

“Well, this didn’t go exactly as I thought it would,” Scotty chuckled nervously.

“Are they going to be okay? Should we call the police?” she asked.

Scotty shook his head. “No. They just get loud, but it will be okay. I think we’ve got it from here.” He sighed. “Thank you so much for everything. I never would have suspected my brother in a million years.”

“Honestly, I wouldn’t have either,” she admitted taking a glance at the door. “But I think it’s time for a new foreman.”

Scotty chuckled. “So it would seem.” He paused, shifting from one foot to the other. “I know you did this for Brett, and you said you didn’t want payment, but if you ever find yourself needing our services I’d be happy to oblige. I’d install at cost for what you’ve done for me.” He looked sad about it, though.

“I wish it wouldn’t have been the news I had to give you,” Jane admitted. “And I just might take you up on that.”

Scotty nodded. “I hope you do.”

Jane wished him well and said that she’d see herself out. As she walked down the hall she heard Scotty open the door to the room where Justin and his father were. Justin was no longer yelling defensively but pleading to be understood. Jane hoped they taught Justin a lesson as she headed for her car.

If he was willing to do something like that against his own family, what else could he be capable of? Still, it wasn’t her place to dish out punishments to people. She’d found out who was responsible, and her part in this was finished.

As she walked back to her car, Jane took a deep breath, glad that she had yet another pressing burden taken off her shoulders.

Once she climbed into her car, she started the car and let it run for a moment, processing everything. That had been an intense moment, and she found herself wondering how things were going now that she was gone.

Jane looked over at the building and stared for a moment. She didn’t hear the sounds of noise like doors slamming or glass breaking. Maybe Scotty was right, and they just needed to yell it out.

Whatever they did, Jane hoped they’d all learned a valuable lesson. It was sad to see family members turn on each other but she had to remember that not everyone’s family was close. Some would rather hurt their siblings than help them. Rather watch them suffer than offer a helping hand.

As she put her car in gear, she hoped her kids never grew up to be like that.


CHAPTER 24

The next afternoon, Jane was sitting outside on her porch with her friend, Abby. The weather had turned nice again and Jane hadn’t wanted to spend it cooped up inside. Abby had stopped by for a visit, so they decided to sit outside to soak up some sunshine from one of the last good days of the year.

“So you found the bad guy again, huh?” Abby asked after listening to Jane talk about the case.

“I guess so,” she sighed. “Look at me go.”

Abby tossed her head back and laughed. “You really do some great stuff for others. Your karma has to be through the roof. I’m surprised you’re not followed around by rainbows or something.”

Jane burst into laughter. “No, none of that. And I wish you were right, but I’ve still got some tough things going on in my life. Remember, Evan’s back.”

Abby wrinkled her nose. “How’s that going?” she asked.

Jane shrugged. “I don’t know. He says he wants to make it up to us but I’m having a hard time trusting him.”

“Because the timing is just a little too convenient, huh?” Abby noted.

“Exactly. And I’m terrified he’s going to get back in the kids’ good graces and then he’s going to leave us again.” Her words were tinged with worry.

“Well, I know you’re not technically asking for advice,” Abby began.

“But I’ll definitely take it,” Jane interrupted.

“I think your kids are smart and wise beyond their years. Probably because they have an awesome mother who doesn’t hide things from them. She lays life out in front of them and guides them through the bumpy stuff. You can’t protect them from life, Jane. And trying to hide them and protect them from things will only make them less prepared to handle it all on their own.”

Abby paused to let her words sink in. “I think you just keep telling them the truth as you know it and let them make decisions for themselves. Of course, that’s a lot easier said than done,” she said, shrugging.

“No, you’re right,” Jane sighed. “But it’s so hard knowing that they’re headed for something that could potentially hurt them.” Everything within her wanted to protect them from the pain and anguish that their father had already caused. It was incredibly frustrating to know there was nothing she could do.

“That’s why you’re a good mom. You want to protect them, but you also know you can’t. That’s why you feel like this. You know that no matter what happens, it will happen. You can’t control this world or what goes on. Especially when it comes to other people.”

Jane groaned. “Tell me about it.”

“Anything else happen since I last saw you?” Abby asked.

Jane shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Oh, tell me!” Abby said happily, ready to greedily listen to more gossip.

“Henry came back.” She’d told Abby about his kiss and the way he’d seemed to be ignoring her after it happened.

“And?” Abby was practically bursting at the seams.

“And he’s moving to Alma and we’re going to start from the beginning.”

“What does that mean?” Abby gasped.

“We’re going to start dating? I think?” She still wasn’t entirely sure what form their relationship was going to take, but right now that didn’t matter. Jane braced for Abby’s excitement.

“OH MY GOD!” Abby bellowed. “That’s AMAZING!” Her voice echoed off the barren trees.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he asked you out and not me,” Jane chuckled.

“I’ve already got my own,” Abby said, quieter now. “Truth be told, he’s already confusing me.”

Jane frowned. “How so?” she asked.

Abby shifted in her seat. “Well, I told you he flips houses and stuff, right?”

Jane nodded. “And you said and I quote ‘he’s actually good at it’,” she reminded her.

“Yeah, well. I don’t know. Maybe I’m crazy,” she sighed. Her brow was pinched now.

“No, what is it?” Jane asked. She could tell something was wrong, but she couldn’t figure out what.

“He just seems so cagey. Like, sometimes he changes the subject when I ask where he gets all his money from. Or what he does in his free time. It’s like he’s hiding stuff from me, and I don’t like it.” She looked down at her hands as if they might be able to explain.

“I’m sure there’s a good reason,” Jane assured her. “I wouldn’t worry too much.”

“Yeah,” Abby sighed. “Maybe.”

They didn’t get to talk much more about it though, because they heard the school bus rumbling down the road, a plume of dust following in its wake.

Abby was her bubbly self once again when the kids greeted her and soon she excused herself so that they could have family time. Jane waved as her friend drove away, wishing there was something she could do to help her.

As Jane walked inside the house, her phone began to ring. “Make sure you put your dirty clothes in the hamper!” she called after the kids as they headed to their rooms. She was planning on doing laundry later and she wanted to make sure they had theirs ready. Last time, Jane had thought she’d finished all the laundry only to find out that both kids had neglected to bring it all out for her to wash. She had not been happy.

“Clean Sweep Cleaning Services,” she answered, not looking at her phone.

“Jane?” the man on the other end asked.

“Yes?” she questioned, trying to determine who it was.

“It’s Mike. Mike Calloway?” He said it like it was a question.

“Mike! That’s right! How are you?”

“Good,” he said. “Actually, I was calling to see if maybe you’d like to get together sometime and catch up like we mentioned? It’s okay if you don’t.”

Jane had almost forgotten she’d even run into him at the store. “Oh!” she said and then recovered. “Right! Of course. Sure, we can get together. When were you thinking?”

As she and Mike began to work out when they could grab coffee, Jane wondered how Henry would feel about it. But then she remembered that this wasn’t a date. She was just meeting an old friend and catching up.

Jane picked up Libby’s backpack from the couch and carried it to the stairs as she and Mike continued to work out their plans.

*****

“Geeze, Mom. How many guy friends do you have?” Libby teased as Jane applied her mascara. “And do you get all dressed up for all of them?”

“Oh, hush,” Jane said as she playfully swatted at Libby.

It was a few days later and Jane was getting ready to meet with her old friend Mike. They’d decided to meet up one evening after dinner for a couple of drinks. Jane doubted she was going to have many drinks, but she was still excited to visit with her old friend.

They were going to meet at a small bar and grill and Ava was coming over to watch the kids. She’d been happy to do it considering her little girl, Cora, had wanted to have a date night with Daddy. Something Ava had encouraged.

“Aunt Ava’s here!” Tyson called out as he opened the door for her.

“Wow, you’re mom’s come a long way with the house,” Jane could hear Ava say.

“Yeah, I guess,” Tyson muttered.

Jane shook her head. Leave it to a teenage boy to be unimpressed by almost anything. After finishing the final touches on her makeup, Jane leaned back and smoothed her shirt. She turned to Libby. “How do I look?”

“Like a queen!” Libby cried enthusiastically.

Jane chuckled. “I’ll take it.”

The duo left the bathroom and stepped out to greet Ava. “You look nice,” her sister said. “I thought you were meeting a friend.”

“He is just a friend,” Jane replied. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t look nice.”

“Uh-huh,” Ava said with a wink. Then, “Come on, kids. I picked a bunch of movies for you to choose from. Tyson, why don’t you get all the junk food from my car?”

“Okay!” he said happily as he bolted for the door.

“Junk food?” Jane questioned and Ava smiled.

“Of course,” she beamed. “What else are aunties for?”


CHAPTER 25

Jane was pretty sure she hadn’t smiled this much in a long time. In fact, she was pretty sure her face was going to be sore for a week.

“I still can’t believe I ran into you at the grocery store after all these years. I thought for sure you’d moved on to bigger and better things by now,” Mike said as he took a sip of his beer.

Jane reached for another nacho from the tray between them. She picked one with lots of cheese and plucked it from the pile. “I don’t know. Everywhere else just seems like the same thing as around here. The faces change but everything else stays pretty much the same.”

Mike nodded, conceding her point. “So are you dating anyone right now?” he asked. The question seemed innocent enough, but she could feel the weight of it settle between them.

Jane considered how to answer. She liked Mike. Back when they’d been friends before, she’d really liked him. But that was a long time ago and her life was nothing if not eventful.

“Nothing too serious,” she said casually before putting the chip in her mouth. She chewed, allowing it to buy her some time. “But I’ve also got a lot going on in my life.”

“I bet,” he said, seeming unfazed by her answer. “With two kids and your own business, it sounds like it.”

“Not to mention renovating a turn-of-the-century farmhouse and trying to keep my sanity,” she chuckled. Even to her own ears, it sounded like insanity for someone to choose her life.

He shook his head. “Wow, that is a lot. I’ve never renovated a house before, what do you have to do?”

The conversation went on and Jane found herself wondering time and again if Mike was interested in her or if he really had just wanted to catch up and had missed her. He liked to flirt and flatter, but he’d always done that. It was part of what had made her develop a bit of a crush on him before. But she was a grown woman now and she knew that some people were just flirty. It was simply who they were.

They continued to talk, but eventually Jane needed to use the restroom. “I need to excuse myself for a moment. I’ll be right back,” she told him.

“Absolutely,” he said with a nod before reaching for a nacho.

Jane stood up from the table and turned to look around the restaurant. The place had filled up while they were talking. Almost every table was occupied along with the seats at the bar.

She started weaving her way through the tables to the restroom when someone caught her eye. A man who had just gotten up from the bar had the same squared shoulders and golden-brown hair as Evan. And as he stopped to talk to a young woman wearing leather pants and a halter top, along with multiple facial piercings, she was sure it wasn’t him. But when the man turned and she got a good glimpse of his profile, she saw that it was him.

The woman nodded and began to lead him toward a narrow hall. The one that the restroom sign pointed down.

Jane found herself hanging back but following quietly to see what was going on. The woman looked nothing like someone Evan would associate with and beyond that, their interaction didn’t give Jane the impression they knew one another. As she followed, the two of them didn’t speak. When they reached a door at the far end of the hall, the woman opened it and let Evan in before following him inside.

Jane slipped inside the ladies restroom, but her thoughts were on the door at the end of the hall. What did it lead to and why was Evan back there? Was that part of the reason he’d left before? He had a secret life?

After using the restroom and washing her hands, Jane stepped back out into the hall and then stopped. She desperately wanted to know what he was doing. It could be harmless, she told herself. Or it could be something that would hurt her family once again.

Without thinking about it, Jane started walking slowly toward the door they’d gone through. She glanced over her shoulder, but no one was able to see her from this far down the hallway. Maybe if she got close enough she’d be able to hear something.

Tiptoeing to the door, Jane got as close to it as she felt comfortable doing, and turned her ear to the crack of the door. She could hear voices having a conversation, but no one sounded upset, angry or anything besides civil. There was nothing to give her any indication of what was going on behind the door.

Jane had to suppress a sigh before pulling her head away. If Evan was up to something, this wasn’t the way she was going to find out. For now, she had somewhere to be.

Slowly, Jane made her way back to the table and sat down. She didn’t realize she was frowning until Mike said, “Is something wrong?”

She looked at him, surprised. “No, why?” she asked.

“You were happy when you left and when you came back it was like someone had stolen your puppy.” He looked worried, so she realized she needed to tell him something.

“I saw Evan,” she admitted. “And it kind of threw me is all.”

“Are you okay? Did he say something to you?” He asked and he started scanning the restaurant in search of him.

She smiled at his concern. “No, I don’t think he saw me. But he went to a back room with some strange lady with leather and piercings.”

“Whoa, so he’s into that now, huh?” Mike asked as he took another drink of his beer.

Jane shrugged and wondered, was that all it was? Some weird sex thing? No, she didn’t believe that. Not with the way they were together. It seemed like all business. But what kind of business? Jane promised herself she was going to do her best to find out.


*****
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