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      Jacques raised his mug of champagne in the air. “Here’s to all of you—my dear and dedicated employees. It feels wonderful to be back together under one roof again.”

      “Here, here,” Evy Johnston said as she took a long sip. Evy was a new agent Jacques had hired last month. Before today I’d only spoken to her by phone, and Jacques wanted me to help mentor her when I had time. He thought she had great potential as a future real estate agent.

      His two other agents, Tim and Natalie Sussek, a husband-and-wife team, knocked their mugs against mine and smiled appreciatively at Jacques. They’d been with the agency since last summer, shortly before I’d returned from a four-year absence. They were a pleasant couple, and I liked their determination and positive attitudes. We all chatted for a few minutes before they had to leave for a showing. I wandered upstairs to check out my new office.

      Jacques knew my love of nature and had given me the office with the best view. My oak desk overlooked a small lake and wooded area behind it. The May sun was shimmering down on the water, its brilliant light permeating the surrounding area. I leaned against the window and closed my eyes, basking in the mid-day warmth. A serene and peaceful feeling descended over me.

      Someone coughed behind me, and I turned around to see Jacques standing in the doorway, wearing a satisfied expression. “Well, my dear? What do you think of your new digs?”

      “It’s beautiful.” Jacques was more than a boss. He’d been my best friend for almost ten years, and I couldn’t imagine life without him. I ran my hand over the desk’s shiny surface and pointed at the matching bookshelves on the other side of the room. “You shouldn’t have gone to so much expense and trouble on my account.”

      Jacques waved a hand in the air, as if swatting at a fly. “Nonsense. Only the best will do for my top real estate agent.” He grinned. “Although, I have to admit the money I received from the insurance company helped to make it all possible.”

      Last September, the former building that housed Forte Realty for almost five years suffered a terrible fire and had to be demolished. The past eight months Jacques, and his employees had been working out of their homes full-time. It had been convenient for me since my youngest child, Grace, was still in preschool for part of the day with no after school program. Grace still had another few weeks to go before the year ended, but my eldest daughter, Darcy, was home from college for the summer. She had been helping out by picking up her twin brothers, Seth and Stevie, from baseball practice, or Grace from school. In the fall, Grace would attend all-day kindergarten.

      As much as I loved my family, I was glad to be back in the office. “This will make things so much easier for me.”

      Jacques cocked his head of thick blonde hair to the side and studied me. “What’s the matter, darling? Tired of filling out contracts with clients at your kitchen table while the dogs and kiddies hang all over you?”

      “Something like that,” I admitted. “To be honest, it feels like I spend more hours working from home than I do in the office.”

      Jacques sat down in one of the new overstuffed navy chairs positioned in front of my desk. “I can relate. It’s a vicious circle, and Ed came right out and told me last month that he was sick and tired of finding me working in my office until eleven o’clock every night. Like the man should talk. He’s never home from the restaurant before ten.”

      “Greg’s not happy about it either,” I admitted. “But hey, the industry is doing well. Who knows how long it will last? We have to strike while the iron is hot, right?”

      He smiled and tapped a finger to the side of his head. “That’s the way smart realtors think.”

      I clapped a hand over my mouth. “Oh no! I totally forgot about my surprise. I baked cookies for our first day back in the office, and what did I do? Leave them in the car!”

      “No worries.” Jacques’ green eyes twinkled. “More for me.”

      As I hurried down the stairs to my car, the musical notes of my cell phone, which I’d left on my desk, could be heard. “Can you grab that for me?” I yelled out to Jacques. “It’s probably Mrs. Andrews. Again. She’s already called me twice today about the showing at her house tomorrow morning.”

      “I’m on it,” Jacques yelled as I ran out the front door to my car. Secretly, I was glad to miss the call from Mrs. Andrews. I’d been trying to list her home for three months, and now that I’d finally secured it, she was driving me crazy, wanting to know why it hadn’t sold yet. The house had only been on the market for a week, and these things took time. She seemed to think all I had to do was wave a wand and an offer would magically appear.

      I grabbed the plastic tote with the chocolate chip cookies off the front seat, grateful the chocolate hadn’t melted from the warm day. Grace helped me make them last night, after she insisted on sampling several. There were still two dozen left, with a special one for Jacques that she’d decorated in green icing, “to match his eyes.”

      When I returned to my office, Jacques was sitting behind the desk, typing something into his phone. I opened the tote and pointed at the cookie Grace had decorated. “Your godchild made this especially for you.”

      “God, how I love that kid.” Jacques exclaimed as he took a bite. He smacked his lips. “Delicious. Tell Miss Grace that if she ever opens a bakery, I’ll be her best customer.”

      “Who was on the phone?” I asked, looking to see where he’d left it.

      Jacques smile faded as he held it out to me. “Your favorite mother-in-law, or as I prefer to call her, Helen from Hell.”

      I stifled a groan. Jacques’ description of Greg’s mother was accurate. Helen York was the complete opposite of her son—sarcastic, snobbish, and annoying. Helen had not been a fan of mine since the moment we’d said our I-do’s. She only called me when it was absolutely necessary. “Did she say if it was important?”

      He shot me a disbelieving look. “Oh, come on, Cin. You know that everything with that woman is of the utmost importance. She wanted to hold, but I lied and said you had another call coming in. Call her back before she has a stroke, okay?”

      “Ugh.” I struggled not to roll my eyes as I pushed the button for her contact number. The phone never even rang before Helen picked up. She must have been sitting on top of it. I didn’t even have a chance to say hello before she was off and running.

      “Cindy, have the invitations for Greg’s birthday party gone out yet?” she asked.

      I counted to ten in my head. “Yes, last week.” Which I told you yesterday, and also the day before that.

      She sniffed. “Well, Bill and Joanne Baxter haven’t received theirs yet.”

      “That’s strange,” I mused. “But don’t worry about it. Feel free to tell them they’re invited.”

      Helen blew out a long breath into the phone. “That simply won’t do. They are my oldest friends and expect a formal invitation. Please mail them out another one right away.”

      I bit into my bottom lip, trying to temper my reply. “Helen, this isn’t a formal occasion. It’s a fiftieth birthday party. A barbecue being held in my backyard. I think that calling them will be fine.”

      “Typical.” She clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “All right, Cindy. If you can’t do this one little thing for me—”

      “Okay, fine.” I shrugged my shoulders at Jacques, who mimed choking her with his bare hands. I struggled not to laugh. Jacques did not care for Helen, and the feeling was mutual. She simply could not get past the fact that Jacques was gay. I in turn hated how she was so judgmental and treated my friend like dirt whenever she saw him. It didn’t matter to Helen that Jacques was one of the most fabulous individuals to ever walk this earth.

      “Thanks for calling.”

      “Wait a minute!” Helen yelled into the phone. “What about Annette?”

      The mention of my sister-in-law’s name was not one I had expected to hear. “What about her?”

      “Did you invite her?” Helen wanted to know.

      I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. My mother-in-law hadn’t brought her daughter’s name up to me in ages. “Why would I invite Annette? Greg hasn’t seen his sister in twenty years.”

      Helen hesitated on the other end. “I was only wondering, that’s all. Would it have been so terrible to send her an invitation? Didn’t you even ask Greg?”

      Jacques was watching me in fascination, but there was no time to explain this to him. “Helen, this is a surprise party, which means Greg has no idea I’m throwing it—unless you happened to mention it to him.” If so, I might have to strangle her. Greg’s fiftieth birthday party, which started out as a small gathering of about twenty people, had grown rapidly since its conception a month ago. There were now over sixty people who planned to be in attendance.

      “Well, of course I didn’t tell him.” Indignation filled Helen’s tone. “I only thought it would be nice to invite his sister.”

      Something was up, but I wasn’t sure what. To my knowledge, Greg hadn’t talked to his sister since Grace was born five years ago. Although she never called, he’d decided to phone Annette that day and tell her we’d had another baby. Grace had been a surprise change of life baby born to us when I was forty-four years old. Although we initially had doubts about raising a child so late in our lives, she proved to be a blessing to us every day.

      Annette never responded to Greg’s voicemail, and that was the final straw for him. It had taken poor Greg many years to realize his only sibling had no interest in communicating with her family again. My heart ached for him.

      “I’ll get the Baxter invitation out in the mail this afternoon,” I said, hoping to change the subject, and gave Jacques my best pleading look.

      “But what about Annette?” Helen asked. “Will you—”

      “Cindy!” Jacques bellowed in a loud and demanding voice. “Your clients have been waiting for ten minutes. Are you ever going to show them that house?”

      Bless that man. “Shoot, Helen, I’ve got to run. Jacques is really sore at me. Talk to you later.” I clicked off before she could say another word and slumped into my chair with a sigh of relief. “I owe you one.”

      He snorted. “Now, I’m not only gay in her eyes but an unsympathetic jerk who works my employees to death.”

      I helped myself to a cookie. “Like you care what she thinks about you.”

      Jacques finished his cookie and wiped his mouth with a paper towel. “Oh, please, darling. I already know what your mother-in-law from hell thinks of me, my hubby, and our adopted son. Sadly, it’s nothing I haven’t encountered before.”

      “Well, just remember, it’s her loss.”

      He leaned forward eagerly and put his elbows on my desk. “Thanks, but never mind about that pariah. She’s an awful bore. I’m more interested in hearing about Annette. How come you never told me you had a sister-in-law? And more importantly, how did she survive having that woman for a mother?”

      I stifled a laugh. “She didn’t. It’s one of the reasons Annette left home twenty years ago. To get away from Helen.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Jacques observed. “I really don’t know how Greg turned out as well as he did.”

      “Greg didn’t exactly escape without any battle scars either,” I reminded him. Helen had inflicted her judgmental views about people on both of her children. As a result, Greg had not been overly fond of Jacques when we first became friends, but soon discovered what a wonderful human being he was. These days, Greg was almost as close with Jacques as me.

      “Greg’s about fifty times smarter than that mother of his.” Jacques lifted the lid off the tote and grabbed another cookie. “I really shouldn’t be eating these, but I’ve got no will power lately. Anyway, what’s the story behind Greg’s sister? Is she younger or older than him?”

      “Annette’s younger by five years. She ran off with my friend’s husband shortly after Darcy was born.”

      Jacques’ eyes almost bugged out of his head. “You’re kidding! Cynthia, I can’t believe you kept such a juicy story from me all these years.”

      “Greg didn’t like me bringing up Annette’s name,” I said simply. “At first, he tried to keep in touch with her, and she’d call back once in a while, but the last few years he’s had no contact with her. It’s obvious to me she’s never cared about any of us, including her mother. I know Annette’s indifference hurts Greg, and I hate seeing him go through this, which is why I never mention her.”

      “Of course.” Jacques nodded sympathetically. “That’s understandable, dear.”

      “I don’t even know why Helen brought Annette up today. She’s never mentioned her to me before. All Annette and Helen did was fight. Her career choice is one that still embarrasses Helen—probably the prime reason she doesn’t like talking about her daughter.”

      Jacques raised one eyebrow in question, a trick I’d never been able to perfect. “Oh, do tell, darling.”

      I didn’t see any harm in telling my best friend the York family secret. He could be trusted, and there wasn’t much chance that he would ever meet Annette. “She was an exotic dancer.”

      “Oh. My. God.” Jacques gasped and brought a hand to his mouth in dramatic fashion. “I’m surprised it didn’t kill your mother-in-law.”

      “Close,” I admitted. “For a long time, Helen thought that she was working as an accountant. That’s what Annette went to school for. During her college years, she started dancing to help with her tuition bills. This was right after Greg’s dad died, and in all fairness to Helen, she was worried about having to sell the house to make ends meet. Anyway, when she discovered what Annette was doing, she demanded that she quit the job. Annette refused, got involved with a married man, and soon afterwards moved to Utica with him. A couple of months later she sent Greg an email and told him she was working at a club there called Night Moves.”

      Jacques made a face. “Ew. But she’s what—forty-five now? I doubt she’s still doing it as a career. She’s not exactly a spring chicken.”

      I loathed that expression, especially since I was only a few years older than Annette. My fiftieth birthday was coming up next year, and I disliked being the center of the attention. Hopefully my family would not decide to acknowledge the milestone with a party.

      Jacques tossed his paper towel into the garbage can under my desk. “It sounds like Helen might be looking to mend fences with her daughter. Maybe she found out that Annette changed careers. As parents grow older, they often regret the way they treated their kids. Not mine, but some.”

      His words tugged at my heart strings. Jacques’ parents had kicked him out of their house during his college years when they discovered he was gay. He hadn’t had contact with them since.

      I reached across the desk and covered his hand with mine. “Like I said earlier, it’s their loss.”

      He patted my hand absently in return and quickly changed the subject. It was still a difficult topic for him to discuss. “There’s something I don’t understand, Cin. Helen’s daughter obviously disappointed her on so many levels, but maybe she’s willing to overlook it now. And then there’s you.”

      “Yeah, her worst nightmare,” I chuckled.

      Jacques held up a hand. “Let me finish. Here’s my point. You and Greg have been married for over twenty years. You’re a wonderful wife and mother and have given her four beautiful grandkids. Plus, you work your butt off at selling houses. I secretly suspect all of your recent commissions are going towards Darcy’s wedding expenses for next year. But Helen from Hell still treats you like you have a disease. I can’t figure the woman out.”

      “Don’t ask me,” I sighed. “I stopped trying to figure her out a long time ago.”
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      A half hour later, I pulled up in front of my comfortable ranch style house. It was a glorious day, neither too hot nor too cold for this time of year. The air was peaceful and quiet, except for the sound of my two dogs, Rusty and Dobby, who could be heard yapping from their kennel out back.

      Darcy’s car was in the driveway. She’d been wonderful about helping with Grace, Seth and Stevie since she’d returned home this summer. I glanced at my watch. Two thirty. The twins wouldn’t be home from junior high for another hour.

      A light blue sedan was parked at the curb. Mystified, I stared at the car, trying to place it. Maybe the vehicle belonged to one of Darcy’s friends. Ryan, her fiancé, drove an SUV. I grabbed the mail from the box as the front door was flung open, and Grace rushed into my arms.

      “Mommy! I’ve been waiting for you!”

      “Hi, baby.” I stuffed the mail into my purse and picked her up in my arms. “My goodness, you’re getting too big for me to carry around.”

      “Nuh uh.” She grinned at me with big blue eyes, so much like her father’s.

      I kissed the new spray of freckles at the tip of her nose. “Looks like someone was out on the playground today.”

      “Yep.” Grace beamed. “We had a picnic outside. And everybody loved the chocolate chip cookies that I made them.”

      “I’ll bet they did. Uncle Jacques loved his special cookie, too. He said to thank you very much and he can’t wait until you open your own bakery someday.”

      She giggled and rubbed her nose against mine then wriggled out of my arms. “There’s a surprise for you in the kitchen.”

      “There is?” I put a hand to my mouth and pretended to gasp. “Let me guess—you’ve been making more cookies. This time, with Rusty and Dobby.”

      Another giggle burst from Grace’s mouth as she reached for my hand. “Nope. It’s even better. You’re never, ever, going to guess. Not in a gazillion years.”

      I reached for the doorknob. “Can’t I even have a hint? Where’s your sister?”

      “She’s in the kitchen too,” Grace announced as she followed me inside. “But she’s not the surprise.”

      I laid my briefcase and purse down on the small table in the vestibule and dutifully followed Grace through the living room. She was jumping up and down, waiting impatiently by the doorway that led to the kitchen. As I walked towards my daughter, the faint murmur of voices could be heard. One was Darcy’s, and the other one unrecognizable. Maybe it was a solicitor, but Darcy knew better than to let strange people into the house.

      A light and lilting laugh filled the air and struck a familiar chord with me as I entered the kitchen. Darcy was seated at our round wooden table. She glanced up at me with a dubious expression on her face. “Hi, Mom. We have company.”

      A thin, blonde woman had her back to me. She was dressed in designer jeans and a tank top. When she turned around, my heart almost stopped beating.

      The woman grinned at me, her entire face lighting up like a Christmas tree. “Hi, Cindy. Are you surprised to see me?”

      It took me a long moment to find my voice. “Yes, I am. Hello, Annette.”
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      Twenty years was a long time, but Annette hadn’t changed much. Her blonde hair, which she’d dyed for as long as I could remember, was cut short in a bob. Her blue eyes were a shade darker than Greg’s, whose had always reminded me of a cloudless sky. Given Annette’s line of work, she’d always been very conscientious about her figure. If anything, she looked thinner than I remembered.

      The last time I’d seen my sister-in-law was at Darcy’s first birthday party. She’d seemed bored and disinterested that day, which was the norm for her, and spent most of it talking on the phone with her boyfriend Todd. I distinctly remember how Helen had followed her daughter outside after she had said her goodbyes. Their voices escalated so quickly that guests inside my house were able to hear the entire conversation. Three days later, Helen had announced to us that Annette and Todd had relocated to the Utica area. Annette never even called Greg to say goodbye.

      Annette rose quickly from the table and threw her arms around me. “Oh, my goodness. How wonderful to see you, hon! It’s been way too long.”

      I made a visible attempt not to stiffen under her grip. “It’s—good to see you, too.”

      Darcy remained sitting in her chair, watching us intently. Her hazel eyes, which she’d inherited from me, moved sharply from mine to Annette’s face and then back again. She raised her brows in question when our gazes met. The arrival of her long-lost aunt must have been a total shock.

      Annette patted my arm, and my eyes shifted to the artificial nails she wore. Two were missing, and the rest had each been painted a different obnoxious color. She released me and smiled over at Darcy. “I’ve been catching up with your gorgeous daughter here. She told me she’s finished her third year of college and is going to be a teacher! What a noble profession!”

      Darcy smiled shyly. “Thanks. I love kids.”

      “And you’re getting married next spring! I can’t believe how you’re all grown up.” Annette turned to me. “Why, I remember when she started walking in this very room. And to think that she answered the door as if she didn’t even know who I was!”

      I struggled not to roll my eyes. Darcy was no actress, and I was sure she hadn’t known. Annette was not a household name. “Would you like some coffee?” I asked.

      Annette sat back down and pulled Grace onto her lap. “Oh, no thanks. Coffee is terrible for your complexion.” She shook her finger at Darcy. “Always remember that.”

      It was obvious that Annette’s personality, like her looks, hadn’t changed much. I turned my back on her so she couldn’t see me muttering under my breath and waited impatiently for the Keurig to heat up. “So, what brings you to town?”

      “Why, Greg’s party of course!” Annette bounced Grace on her lap. “Hey, you only turn fifty once, right? Thank goodness I still have a few years, but you’ll be next!”

      The empty coffee cup slipped between my hands and shattered to the floor in several pieces. Darcy jumped to her feet and immediately helped me to pick up the mess. “Careful, sweetheart,” I managed to say. “Don’t cut yourself.”

      Darcy placed the pieces in the garbage pail and got out the broom to collect any remaining shards while I addressed Annette. “How did you know about Greg’s party?” I already knew the answer but wanted to hear it from her lips.

      “Mom told me.” Annette tickled Grace’s side until she exploded into a fit of giggles. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

      Heat rose through my face. When I saw my mother-in-law, I was going to murder her. She didn’t even have the decency to tell me earlier on the phone that she’d gone ahead and invited Annette. I hated the liberties Helen took in my life without bothering to consult me first. Well, what’s done is done. Still, I had my doubts of why Annette had returned to town. She always seemed to have an angle. Did she need money, or was she in trouble?

      Grace put a finger to her lips. “It’s a secret. Daddy doesn’t know.”

      Annette squeezed her and laughed. “Don’t worry, honey. Aunty Annette is very good at keeping secrets.”

      She wasn’t kidding. Annette had been fooling around with a married man for over two years before anyone caught on.

      “Where are you staying?” I busied myself with grabbing a new mug from the cupboard and stuck a pod in the Keurig. Please, please, don’t ask to stay here.

      “I’m at the local Motel Eight,” Annette’s voice took on a dismal tone. “It’s all I can afford right now.”

      Uh oh. My stomach twisted as I added cream and sugar to the mug then set it on the table. My worst fear had been confirmed. She was waiting for me to invite her to stay here. Sorry, not gonna happen.

      I sat down between Annette and Darcy’s chairs, and Grace immediately hopped off Annette’s lap and onto mine. “What about Helen?” I couldn’t help asking.

      Annette shook her head. “We can’t live together again. It would be a disaster. I mean, we only talk a couple of times a year. She can’t seem to forgive me for what I did.”

      “What did you do?” Grace asked innocently.

      “It’s boring grownup stuff,” Annette told her. “Your grandma and I had an argument a long time ago over my boyfriend. She didn’t like him.”

      She didn’t like him because he already belonged to someone else.

      Grace wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like boys. Except maybe my brothers. They’re okay sometimes.”

      “I can’t wait to meet them.” Annette gave me a hopeful look. “I’m free this evening, so I’d love to hang out and see the twins. Greg too, of course.”

      Of course. Once Greg saw Annette, I’d be doomed. He’d insist that she stay here and not go back to some cheap motel. “You’re welcome to stay for dinner.” I tried to stress emphasis on the word dinner. “It’s nothing fancy, just fried chicken and mashed potatoes.”

      “Sounds wonderful. I haven’t had a home cooked meal in a long time. Now that I’m moving back to the area permanently, maybe I’ll be invited over more. I never did learn to cook.” She giggled.

      “You’re moving back here?” So, this wasn’t a visit, as I’d hoped.

      “Yes. I want to get to know my nieces and nephews, and even work on my relationship with my mother.” Her voice choked up. “Cindy, I miss my family.”

      I said nothing for a long moment. Darcy was leaning across the table, her eyes as round as dinner plates, hanging on every word. I hoped my face wouldn’t give me away. Annette was Greg’s sister, and he loved her, but she and trouble traveled together. “That’s wonderful. I’m sure Greg will be thrilled. What did Helen say when you told her?”

      Annette tossed her head. “She said something to the effect that if I had finally grown up, it would be nice to have me back home. You know how judgmental she is. I mean, who knows it better than you?”

      “Um, this isn’t the time, Annette.” I didn’t want to get into my mother-in-law’s dislike of me while the girls were in the room.

      “But it’s true!” Annette wrinkled her nose. “The woman can’t let anything go. She’s never forgiven me for hooking up with Todd.”

      “Who’s Todd?” Grace asked, a finger in her mouth.

      I picked Grace up from my lap and stood her on the floor. “Honey, why don’t you go show your aunt the new doll you got for your birthday?” I asked. “Aunt Annette used to have a doll collection of her own, so I’m sure she’d love to see it.”

      Annette finally caught on and reached for Grace’s hand. “What a great idea. I’d love to see your dollies. And soon your Daddy will be home, and we can all have dinner together!”

      Grace skipped away happily alongside her new friend while Darcy edged her chair closer to mine. “How come you didn’t tell me she was coming by?”

      “Because I didn’t know.” I drained my coffee cup and stood. “When did she get here?”

      Darcy glanced at the wall clock. “About a half hour ago. I was going to call and tell you she was here, but Aunt Annette asked me not to. She wanted to surprise you.”

      She’d been successful. “Did she happen to say if she’d talked to your father?”

      “No, but I don’t think he knows she’s here,” Darcy said. “I called him about an hour ago, because the man never showed up to service the air conditioner. Dad sounded busy, but like his normal self.”

      If Greg knew about Annette’s visit, he would have called me, so I suspected he had no idea. With a sigh, I went to the fridge and pulled out chicken for dinner.

      Darcy leaned over the counter next to me. “So, why is she really here?”

      I gave her a sharp look. “You don’t think it’s because of Dad’s party?”

      She snorted. “Oh, come on, Mom. Don’t treat me like I’m Grace. Sorry, I’m not buying it, and neither are you. She wants something. I didn’t even know who she was when she knocked on the door.”

      The remark made me smile. “Then why did you let her in?”

      “She told me that she was my long-lost aunt.” Darcy opened a nearby bag of potato chips and stuffed a couple into her mouth. “And she said to call Grandma if I needed proof. She even recited Gram’s number for me, so I let her in.” She lowered her voice. “Is she really an exotic dancer?”

      I whipped my head around in surprise. “Did she tell you that?”

      Darcy shook her head. “No, but one time when I was at Gram’s—gosh, it must have been like five years ago—I was going through a family album and saw her picture. Then I asked Gram why she never came to visit. And you know how Gram is. She got all red in the face and said that Aunt Annette was too busy dancing around poles for dollar bills to come and see us.”

      Leave it to Helen to not mince words. “She must have been in a bad mood that day. Your grandmother doesn’t like for anyone to know about the family’s biggest and sordid secret. Her words, not mine.”

      “No big deal.” Darcy shrugged. “A girl I went to high school with dances topless at a local club. Hey, to each their own, right?”

      “There’s a lot more to the story that you don’t know.” I mixed breadcrumbs and seasoning together to make a coating for the chicken. “Peel those potatoes for me, please, sweetheart?”

      Darcy got a bowl out from the cupboard and stood next to me while I dipped the chicken pieces into the coating. “Come on, Mom,” she said. “I’m old enough to know the vile details. Is this why no one mentions her? Even Dad never talks about her.”

      I put the chicken down and turned to face my daughter. “What your aunt does for a living is her own business.” Annette hadn’t bothered to come around for twenty years, so I was suspicious why she was back but didn’t tell this to my daughter. “It’s always bothered your father how she just up and left town. The last time we saw her was at your first birthday party.”

      “So, why did she take off? There’s something you’re not telling me,” Darcy pointed out.

      With a sigh, I glanced towards the doorway, but there was no sign of Grace or Annette. “Your aunt was involved with a married man.”

      Darcy waited for me to go on. “And?”

      “And.” I hesitated for a moment. “His name is Todd Fine.”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “What! Libby’s dad? Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “Because it was an awkward situation, and to be honest, I hoped you’d never find out,” I said simply.

      “Mom!” Darcy set the potato peeler down and stared up at me in horror. “Libby is one of my closet friends. For goodness’ sake, she’s going to be in my wedding! I think I deserve to know that my aunt broke up her parents’ marriage. Can you imagine how Libby must feel?”

      “Libby might not even know that Annette is your aunt.” I suspected that like me, Gretchen had probably never told her daughter the truth, not wanting to hurt the girls’ friendship.

      “You could be right,” Darcy admitted. “If Libby knew that Annette was my aunt, she would have said something. She never mentions Annette by name. The rare times she does talk about her, she calls her SD.”

      “SD?” I asked, confused.

      “Slutty dancer,” Darcy said.

      How lovely.

      Darcy continued. “Last week, she told me that her dad finally broke up with his girlfriend and showed up at her mom’s door. He’s moved back to town and wants to get back together with Libby’s mom.”

      “It was a shock to all of us when they left town together.” I simply couldn’t understand how a man would leave his wife and babies for another woman. “Did Libby say why Todd and your aunt broke up?”

      “He said that his girlfriend cheated on him.” Darcy wrinkled her nose, as if she smelled something putrid. “Todd said she’d been playing him for a fool for years. Anyway, Libby thinks her mother still loves him, but won’t ever trust him again.”

      I sympathized with Gretchen Fine. We’d been good friends at one point, but Annette’s deceit helped to put an end to our relationship. “He was fooling around with your aunt for a couple of years before Gretchen finally found out.”

      “No way.” Darcy’s mouth fell open in shock. “That would mean he was cheating on Libby’s mom when she was pregnant. How could you let her in our house?”

      I put my hands on her shoulders. “Darcy, I told you this because you’re old enough to handle the truth. Believe me, I hate what Annette did, too. But she’s here, and I can’t kick her out. She wants to see your father, and if he wants to see her, I can’t stop him.”

      Darcy looked panic stricken. “You’re–you’re not going to invite her to my wedding? Libby would freak!”

      “Let’s not worry about that right now.” It would certainly create an awkward situation for Libby and her mom, but what could I do? “Your wedding isn’t until next summer. A lot can happen in a year.”

      “What’s happening in a year?” Greg stood in the doorway, briefcase in hand, smiling at both of us.

      “Hi, Dad,” Darcy called out.

      Greg walked over and kissed Darcy on the cheek then put his arms around me. “Now, this is what I like to see,” he joked. “Two gorgeous women working hard at preparing my dinner.”

      Darcy tried not to laugh. “I already told Ryan he’s sharing kitchen duties with me after we’re married.”

      “Good luck with that,” I snickered. “All the men I know are a disaster in the kitchen, including your father.”

      Greg reached down and snitched a potato out of the pot. “Hey, I can make a mean steak on the grill.”

      “And spaghetti,” Darcy pointed out. “We can’t forget about Dad’s famous spaghetti.”

      “So, what’s new and exciting around here?” Greg asked as he helped himself to a glass of iced tea from the fridge. “Where’s Grace and the twins?”

      I set a frying pan on the stove. “Grace is upstairs. I forgot that Seth and Stevie had a baseball game after school. They’re coming home on the late bus.”

      “Good,” Darcy said with relief. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to pick them up. They’re already asking me to teach them how to drive.”

      Greg shook his head. “Oh, yeah, that’s not scary.”

      “They’re only fourteen. We’ve got another two years of sanity left.” I touched Greg’s arm. “Honey, there’s something I need to tell you. We’re having a guest for dinner.”

      “Oh?” he said absently and picked up the newspaper from the counter. “Is Ryan coming?”

      Darcy washed the bowl she’d been using in the sink. “Dad! Ryan’s family, not a guest. Or at least he will be soon enough.”

      “Ryan’s not coming,” I said slowly. “It’s your—”

      “Greggy!” Annette squealed like she was Grace’s age, and ran towards him, her arms open wide. “Oh my gosh. It’s so good to see you.”

      “Annette!” Greg’s jaw nearly hit the floor. He reached out and threw his arms around his sister, hugging her close. “I don’t believe it! When did you get into town? Why didn’t anyone tell me you were coming?”

      “That’s because no one knew, honey.” I struggled to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      Greg sat down at the table and gestured for Annette to do the same. As she pulled her chair close to his, he reached over and wrapped both his hands around hers.

      “This is like a dream. How long can you stay?”

      Annette glanced slyly at me. “I’m home for good. Back in the bosom of my family, where I belong. And I’m hoping your wife will help me find a permanent place to live. How about it, Cindy?”

      “You mean a house?” This was another shock to my system that I hadn’t expected. I was always on board for another commission but didn’t want to be involved in the process of finding Annette a home. I suspected she wouldn’t be an easy client, and I could do without the extra headache.

      She shook her head. “I can’t afford a house, but a small apartment would probably be within my price range. Mom said you’re doing well in real estate and would be happy to help me. Consider it my contribution to Darcy’s wedding.”

      “Huh?” Darcy looked confused.

      “Well, I’m guessing that’s where the commission will wind up,” Annette giggled. “The price of weddings is so astronomically high these days, and I’m sure your parents want nothing but the best for you. Jeez, I’m so glad Todd and I never decided to—” She broke off. “Never mind. Did you get your gown yet, Darcy?”

      Darcy’s face lit up, as it always did whenever she spoke about her big day “Not yet. Mom and I have only started looking. I’m meeting with the florist next week, and at least the venue’s reserved, and it’s the one that I really wanted, too. You’ve got to reserve the place way in advance. They’re so hard to find these days.”

      “And I’m going to be the flower girl,” Grace chimed in.

      I removed seven plates from the cabinet and turned to watch the scene unfolding before me. Darcy seemed to have forgotten her dislike of Annette—at least for the moment—as she chattered on about her big day. Grace climbed into Annette’s lap with her favorite doll while Greg looked on, a pleased expression on his face.

      My chest started to tighten. It was easy to see how thrilled Greg was to have his sister back home. He’d always adored Annette and been crushed when she left. I knew I should be happy for him, but there was a nagging sensation inside me that could not be ignored. It warned me that Annette had a specific reason for coming back home, and not because she missed her family. I hoped I was wrong.
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      After dropping Grace off at preschool the next morning, I headed to the office. A late-night search on the Multiple Listing Service had turned up a couple of available apartments nearby. There were probably more to be found online or in newspaper ads, but I wouldn’t get a commission on those. My next goal was to set up showings for as soon as possible, hopefully even today.

      The wall clock read nine-thirty as I settled behind the receptionist’s desk with my laptop. Jacques’ current assistant was out on maternity leave, so the Susseks, Evy, and I took turns helping out with calls and other administrative duties. I was in the process of printing the two separate listings on the nearby Xerox machine when the front door slammed. Jacques appeared, briefcase in one hand and a Starbucks cup in the other. As always, he was dressed to impress in a navy suit, a striped blue and white shirt, and a red silk tie. His green eyes gave off catlike vibes from behind the designer frames.

      “My, my,” he smiled. “Someone’s at it early today.”

      “You know this is my morning for phones,” I said as I scanned the first listing.

      He snorted and placed his briefcase on the edge of the desk. “Oh please. You’re never here this early. Or you stop in for a few minutes, then take an hour break to go back home and let the dogs out or throw in a load of laundry. Spill it, darling. What gives?”

      I tried to avoid meeting his gaze. Jacques knew me too well. “I’m simply trying to find Annette an apartment before she asks to move in with us permanently.”

      Jacques’ mouth dropped open. “Whoa. Wait a second. Your sister-in-law is back in town? When did this happen?”

      I paused for a sip of caffeine, which I sorely needed this morning. “Annette showed up at my house yesterday. She was sitting in the kitchen talking with Darcy when I got home.”

      “Shut up.” Jacques moved the briefcase to sit on the edge of the desk.

      “I really hate that expression, you know.”

      “Yeah, me too. Bolin says it all the time, so I must have picked it up from him.” Jacque’s face brightened, as it always did when he talked about his adopted son. “Her ears must have been burning. Don’t keep me in suspense. What happened?”

      I quickly relayed the story while Jacques whistled between his teeth. “Wow. That must be why mom-in-law asked if you’d sent the woman an invite to Greg’s party.”

      “Yes, somehow Helen must have forgotten to mention she’d already gone ahead and done so. She was fishing for information on the phone.” Every time I thought about Helen’s meddling, my blood pressure started to rise. “But I think there’s more to it than that.”

      “Uh oh.” Jacques raised an eyebrow. “Does this mean last night’s reunion didn’t go very well?”

      “It went all right.” I highlighted the price of the apartment in yellow. “Maybe it’s just me, but doesn’t it seem weird that Annette is back in town for a birthday party? She hasn’t bothered to come home for twenty years, so why now?”

      Jacques suppressed a smile. “The skeptic in you shines through, darling. Years of dealing with unscrupulous people have made you hard.”

      “What a charming thought.”

      Jacques pulled the listing towards him and studied it. “Hmm. This one is only ten minutes from your home. Aren’t you afraid she’ll be at your house for dinner every night?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t have a choice. There isn’t much on the MLS and even less in Annette’s price range.”

      Jacques tapped the first page with his finger. “I know the owner of this one. Decent guy. I sold him the two family a few years back. He recently lost his wife to cancer. I went to the wake.”

      My heart went out to the man. “Oh, that’s awful. Is he elderly?”

      “Late fifties or early sixties, I believe. He and his wife retired from their state jobs a couple of years ago.” He made a tsk-tsk sound. “Isn’t it terrible? You finally kick back and get ready to enjoy life, and then the rug gets snatched out from under you. It’s so unfair. You can never count on tomorrow.”

      He wasn’t kidding. I knew something about that logic. Over the past eight years, Jacques’ life and mine had been endangered several times. We had a terrible tendency of inadvertently becoming involved in criminal activity by stumbling across dead bodies or being considered murder suspects. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

      “Do you remember anything from the sale? What I mean is, do you think the place is still in decent shape or might need a lot of repairs? From photos on the internet, it looks nice.” Of course, that might be the trick of a good real estate agent. It was easy to take pictures of the nicer parts of a home while leaving the undesirable ones unseen.

      “If I remember correctly, we received a credit because the place needed a new roof. Mac had it replaced since then because I noticed it when I drove by a few months ago. Mr. Tremont is a stand-up guy. He’d never try to pull anything over a potential renter. I think your sister-in-law is in good hands with him.” Jacques stared at the listing again. “Hmm. It only went on the market yesterday. You’d better get her over there as soon as possible, Cin. This one will go quick. Inventory is extremely low in New York State, especially in our area.”

      Jacques spoke the truth. The housing market had been on fire for the last couple of years, and I kept waiting for a spray of water to douse it. I glanced at the name of the agent who was representing the buyer and let out a loud groan. “Oh no. Did you see who has the listing?”

      Jacques tapped a pencil against his teeth. “Yeah, I saw it. Your best friend forever, Trish. You do have the worst luck in the world, my dear.”

      I cursed under my breath as I dialed her number. “Right, my BFF. More like my worst nightmare.” Tricia Hudson was considered one of the top realtors in New York State, but she had none of the compassion and honesty that Jacques provided his clients with. Trish could turn on the phony charm faster than a light switch.

      Jacques pushed his glasses up his nose. “To tell you the truth, I’m surprised she’s wasted her time with an apartment listing. I generally don’t bother with rentals myself because most of the time they’re more trouble than they’re worth. This is mere chump change for Trish. Fine homes are her specialty.”

      The call went directly to her voicemail, and I chose to hang up without leaving a message. “Is there any chance you could call Mac directly and ask him if Annette and I might be able to come by this morning? I mean, Trish will get paid whether she’s there or not.”

      Jacques folded his arms over his chest. I watched as his mouth turned up at the corners. “Are you asking for a favor, Mrs. York?”

      “Please,” I begged. “I don’t think I could deal with both Annette and Trish at the same time.”

      He chuckled and pulled out his cell phone. “Let’s see. How about I make the call and you agree to take Bolin overnight for me next month? Ed and I have been invited to a June wedding in the Hamptons. The couple are customers of Ed’s and frequent the restaurant all the time. I’m sure Bolin would have more fun with your kids than he would at the wedding. He absolutely hates to get dressed up.”

      “But that hardly seems fair.” Jacques and his husband, Ed Kapinski, had adopted their son from China shortly after Grace was born. He was fourteen, the same age as my twins. Bolin was better behaved than my two, and we all enjoyed having him around.

      Jacques looked puzzled. “Well, I could always throw in a Starbucks gift card to sweeten the deal.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” I laughed. “I’d be taking unfair advantage. You’re clearly getting the worst of this deal.”

      He started to say something but stopped. “Mac? Hi, it’s Jacques Forte. Fine, thanks. Listen, one of my coworkers has a client who’d love to see your first-floor apartment. Uh huh. Yes. How about in an hour? Oh, really? Wonderful. Yes, her name is Cindy York. No, she tried Tricia and—” Jacques listened for several seconds. “All right. Sounds good. Thanks, Mac.” He clicked off and turned to me with a triumphant smile.

      “Well?” I asked impatiently.

      “You’re in luck,” he said. “Trish is out of town today at some real estate seminar. Mac said you can come by whenever you like.”

      “Awesome.” I wasted no time in sending Annette a text and asked her to meet me at the address in ten minutes. To my surprise, she responded right away. “Thank goodness she’s in agreement.”

      “Would having her stay at your house for a few nights be that bad?” Jacques asked.

      I picked up my purse and briefcase. “Oh, please. You don’t know Annette. I’d never get rid of her. Thanks for all your help.”

      Jacques crossed his fingers and waved them in the air. “Keep me posted.”

      I hurried outside to my car and zoomed out of the parking lot. Mac’s house was only ten minutes away, but I hoped to get there before Annette. As fate would have it, I ran into road construction and ended up having to wait in a long line of traffic. When I arrived at 45 Misty Lane twenty minutes later, Annette’s Subaru was already parked out in front. I glanced inside, but her vehicle was unoccupied.

      I locked my car and hurried toward the house. It was a cute two-story duplex with gray vinyl siding and red trim. There were white flower boxes holding pink and purple geraniums built into the windows. As I stepped onto the porch, I heard Annette’s delighted laugh. “Oh, my goodness, Mac. That’s got to be the funniest joke I’ve ever heard.”

      Oh brother. It sounded like my sister-in-law was already piling it on thick. I rapped on the screen door. Within seconds, a tall, wiry-looking man appeared. His entire face lit up like the sun when he smiled. “Mrs. York, I presume?”

      “Yes, sorry I’m late. Are you Mr. Tremont?”

      He unlocked the door and held it open. “Please, call me Mac. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” I instantly liked the man and had a feeling he would make a great landlord. Mac had a narrow face lined with wrinkles and huge jowls that drooped when he smiled. His eyes were a bluish gray with a sly twinkle to them.

      “Your sister-in-law’s checking out the bedroom,” Mac explained as we walked through the vestibule to a small but neat blue and white kitchen. There was a round maple table with two chairs. I glanced out the window over the sink, which had a perfect view of the street and my car. A combination living and dining room branched off the kitchen on one side. On the other side was a bathroom and next to it, the one bedroom.

      “This is cute.” I scanned the listing’s contents. “And the appliances all come with it, right?”

      Mac nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Fridge, gas stove, and dishwasher. There’s also a washer and dryer in the basement. Of course, Annette would be welcome to use them as well.”

      Annette appeared in the doorway of the bedroom as he spoke. “Oh, Mac, you are just too sweet! Isn’t he a dream come true, Cindy?”

      I smiled in response. True, it was my responsibility to watch out for my client’s welfare, but at the moment, I was more concerned for the landlord. Annette had a solid reputation as a user, and I sincerely hoped Mac wouldn’t fall victim to her charms.

      He pointed at the hardwood floor. “I just put this in a few months ago. The walls are all freshly painted too, even under the wainscoting.”

      “There’s no mention of utilities,” I said.

      “Heat and hot water are included.” Mac’s face reddened as he glanced at Annette. “I—uh, have someone else coming to look at the place this afternoon. They seemed pretty interested, but of course, Miss York has first dibs.”

      “Please call me Annette.” To my shock, she reached out and stroked his arm playfully. Mac didn’t move away. “I just adore this place,” she purred, “but I’m a little short on money right now. My employer hasn’t sent me my last paycheck yet. I could give you the security deposit, but it would leave me two hundred dollars short for the first month.”

      An awkward silence fell over the room. Annette’s revelation didn’t come as a surprise to me. She had pulled stunts like this before. One time when Darcy was a newborn, Annette called Greg in the middle of the night and asked to borrow money, claiming she had none to buy groceries. With a new baby in the house, we didn’t have a lot of cash to spare either, but Greg managed to come up with fifty dollars and brought it over to her home the next morning.

      If Greg were here, he wouldn’t hesitate to offer his sister the money. I wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of giving up two hundred dollars, which would be my commission on the rental. Still, I told myself that it was better than having her live with me. Before I could open my mouth, Mac spoke up.

      “It won’t be a problem,” he said cheerfully. “I’d be happy to wait for the other two hundred until you receive your salary.”

      I blinked once—no, twice. I had never seen a landlord do such a thing before. “That’s awfully generous of you.”

      Mac didn’t seem to have heard me. He was watching Annette with what I perceived as a lovestruck expression. When we walked back to the kitchen with Annette leading the way, I noticed him checking out her figure. Annette seemed to be aware of this as well because her hips began to sway back and forth as if she was Marilyn Monroe.

      Uh oh. Mac had clearly been bitten by the love bug. Annette would use this poor man for everything under the sun that she could get away with. Maybe it was none of my business, but I didn’t want to see him taken advantage of.

      A rental application was on the kitchen table, and Annette filled it out at a record-breaking speed. To my surprise, she reached into her purse and withdrew several one-hundred-dollar bills, counting them into Mac’s calloused palm.

      Mac seemed shocked as well but immediately turned the money over to me, as required. “Trish told me if I rented the place today, to let the other realtor know that she would cut them a check later this week.”

      “That will be fine. I’ll drop the money at her office on my way home. I’m sure someone will be there to issue me a receipt.” As much as I disliked Trish, I wasn’t worried she would try to cheat me out of my commission. I was more interested in the fact that Annette had paid for the security deposit and rent with one-hundred-dollar bills. A red flag waved in the air for me, but I wasn’t quite sure why.

      Annette stopped in front of the kitchen sink and peered out the window. She turned around, batted her eyelashes at Mac, then slowly lowered them to the floor. “Do you have any window blinds? Sometimes I tend to walk around in my underwear during the day. I wouldn’t want anyone peeking in at me.”

      Oh. My. God. I thought I might retch.

      Mac’s face turned scarlet, and he started to babble. “Oh—well, sure. I’ve got a couple of extra ones upstairs, ma’am. I can install them tonight. Um, when would you like to move in?”

      “I’m ready to move in now.” Annette winked. “I put my suitcase in the car, just in case.”

      “Now?” I blurted out.

      Annette and Mac both looked surprised by my comment, as if they’d forgotten I was there. “You’re going to move in now?” I repeated. “Today?”

      Mac rubbed his hands together. “Well, that will be fine. I do feel compelled to tell you ladies that I’m planning to sell the house in the next year or two. I have a son who lives in Florida, and he’s been pestering me to move down there with him. The house does come with an option to buy. No pressure, of course, but you’ll have first dibs if you’re interested when the time comes”

      Annette looked delighted. “Wonderful. I may take you up on that. Mac, would you be a dear and grab the suitcase out of my car for me?”

      His face brightened like the sun. “Of course! I’d be happy to.”

      Annette placed the car keys in his outstretched palm. “You are simply the sweetest man alive.”

      Oh brother.

      Mac wasted no time in scurrying out of the house to do Annette’s bidding while she opened the fridge and took a look inside. Once satisfied, she did the same with the dishwasher. I cleared my throat loudly. Startled, she looked up at me.

      “Something wrong?” Annette asked.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      She shrugged and peeked inside the oven. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I think I’ll ask Mac about repainting the kitchen. This blue is kind of dull, don’t you think?”

      My mind traveled back to what Darcy had told me the day before. “What’s the rush to move in? And why do you only have one suitcase? What about all the things from your apartment in Utica?”

      Annette opened the cabinet drawers. “Jeez, Cindy. You sound like my mother, and you of all people should realize that’s not a compliment.”

      I sucked in some air but didn’t reply.

      “If you must know,” Annette went on, “Todd kept all the furniture. I wasn’t going to say anything, but he kicked me out of our apartment. Everything I own is currently in my car. I’ll have to buy some new things. When I can afford them, that is.”

      She must be lying. After all, Darcy had mentioned how Todd was back in the area and recently turned up at his ex-wife’s door. He’d supposedly found out Annette had been cheating on him. What was really going on? A wave of uneasiness rolled over me.

      Annette came over and wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. “Cindy, please don’t worry. Everything is going to work out fine. Trust me.”
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      “She’s moved in already?” Greg asked.

      Silence fell around our dinner table. There was an edge to Greg’s voice that I rarely heard, especially when the kids were around. After being married for over twenty years, we could often read each other’s minds or finish their sentence. What he really meant to say was, Cindy, how the heck could you let my sister move in before I even had a chance to check out the place?

      Stevie reached for another helping of chicken pot pie, a favorite of both his and Seth’s. “Who moved in where?”

      “Dad’s talking about Aunt Annette.” Darcy’s sharp gaze moved from Greg’s face back to mine, as if she was waiting for some kind of blowup. She shared my feelings about Annette, but it was plain to see that Greg was on the opposite side.

      Grace reached for her glass of milk. “Aunt Annette said she’s gonna come and play Barbies with me tomorrow. She’s got a real old one at Grandma’s house that I can have. It’s ant tweak.”

      Darcy laughed. “You mean antique, silly.”

      I scraped the rest of my uneaten dinner into the garbage. “There wasn’t anything I could do, Greg. Annette had already made up her mind.”

      Greg started to say something but spotted Darcy’s inquisitive gaze. He cleared his throat and put his empty plate in the sink. “I’ve got a couple of calls to make. Do you want me to run Grace’s bath?”

      “No, no.” Grace shook her head vehemently. “I can stay dirty.”

      This got a laugh out of Greg as he picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. Grace screamed with delight as he tickled her, but the smile on Greg’s face quickly faded when our eyes met. Great. I knew he was upset that Annette had rented the place so quickly, but she was a grown woman, and capable of making her own decisions. There was nothing else I could have done.

      “I’ll stack the dishes, Mom,” Darcy offered after the twins had gone downstairs to watch television in the family room. Rusty and Dobby immediately followed.

      “Thanks, sweetheart.” I wrapped the leftovers and put them in the fridge. “Are you going out tonight?”

      She turned on the water in the sink. “Yeah, Ryan’s picking me up after his shift at the hospital. We’re going to catch a late movie. You know, I was thinking, it’s been ages since we’ve been to a movie. Ryan’s internship is taking such a toll on him, and he rarely ever has any time for—Mom? Are you listening to me?”

      I jerked my head away from the window, where I was watching the sun sink into a fiery orange sky. “Sorry, honey. What did you say?”

      Darcy frowned. “Are you and Dad fighting because Aunt Annette’s taking that apartment?”

      “No, everything’s fine.” I wrung out a sponge and cleaned off the table.

      She pursed her lips together in a stubborn manner. “I don’t like her being here, Mom. And it’s going to upset Libby when I tell her.”

      “There’s nothing any of us can do about it, not even Libby. Your aunt has a place to live now, and hopefully she’ll get a job soon. After that, we won’t see much of her.” I hoped. “Your father worries about his sister. It’s only natural.”

      “She’s a homewrecker,” Darcy spat out. “And I don’t want her in mine.”

      I put the sponge in the sink and clasped Darcy’s shoulders. “We have to give your aunt the benefit of the doubt. Maybe she’s changed. She may have made a bad mistake many years ago, but she’s the one who has to live with the consequences. For your father’s sake, we need to let that go. You—and me as well. All right?”

      “Fine.” Darcy wiped her hands on a dish cloth. “But I still don’t trust her.”

      I watched as she left the room and ran up the stairs to get ready for her date. Yeah, join the club, honey.
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      Three hours later, Greg lay quietly beside me in bed. His arms were tucked behind his head as he watched the news. My husband might be turning fifty next week, but in my opinion, he had never looked better. Desire stirred in my stomach as I watched his bare chest rise and fall, and the lingering smell of his cologne wafted towards me. Every time I looked at him, I fell hopelessly in love again. Somehow, I sensed romance was the last thing on his mind for the moment.

      “I don’t like this, Cin,” he said suddenly.

      “You don’t like what?” I pretended not to know what he was talking about.

      Greg shut the television off and turned to face me. “I don’t like Annette moving into a building with some strange guy. What if he tries something?”

      In the past twenty minutes, I’d read the same page three times and still didn’t know what had happened. With a sigh, I shut the book and set it on my nightstand. “Jacques said Mac’s a nice man. Don’t you trust his judgement?”

      “Of course I do.” Greg’s concerned blue eyes gazed into mine. “But she’s my only sister, Cin. I have to protect her. I know it’s been a long time, but—” He broke off. “I want Annette to stick around this time. That’s all.”

      I snuggled closer to him. “I think you’re a wonderful brother. If I had a sibling who took off then showed back up on my doorstep after twenty years, I’m not sure if I could be quite as loving to them as you are.”

      “Yes, you would.” Greg kissed the tip of my nose. “You always give so much of yourself. I think it’s a shame you never had any brothers or sisters. You would have been an amazing sister.”

      I leaned into the crook of his arm and sighed with contentment. “It would have been nice. Too bad it was never an option for me.” My father had passed away when I was only two years old, and my mother had a difficult time raising me by herself. Sadly, she’d also died young. Breast cancer had taken her life while I’d been in college.

      “Cin, I could never stay mad at her.” Greg’s face was stoic as he stared at the wall. “We were always close as kids. I want things to be like that for us again. I know she made some bad decisions and hurt people in the process, but she’s still my sister. I want us to be close again.”

      “Yes, I understand.” I didn’t want to talk about Annette anymore. She was off in her own apartment leading her own life now. I had a terrible premonition she would take unfair advantage of Mac, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      “Besides, I think she’s changed. After all, no one’s perfect,” Greg said.

      “Well, you come pretty close in my book.” I reached over and kissed him softly on the lips.

      Greg ran a finger down the side of my face and reached over to turn out the light. His voice was soft and sexy in the darkness. “Funny, I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

      “Wait a minute.” I jumped out of bed to make sure the door was locked. I had checked on the kids an hour ago. They were all asleep except for Darcy, who had gone out with Ryan, but if Grace had a bad dream or wanted a drink, she could wander in at any hour.

      After doublechecking the door, I fell back into bed and wrapped my arms around my husband. “Now, where were we?”

      At that moment, Greg’s phone buzzed from the nightstand. “It’s probably a spam call. I get a ton of those lately.”  He began to kiss my neck.

      The phone finally stopped buzzing. A second later, mine began to ring. Greg cursed, but I sat up in bed and reached for my cell. “Let me see who it is. What if it’s Darcy and something’s wrong?” My chest tightened in anticipation.

      Greg flicked on the lamp as I stared down at the screen. Annette’s name appeared, and now it was my turn to swear silently. “It’s your sister.”

      Greg’s jaw dropped. “I knew something was going to happen. God knows what that guy did to her.”

      I had no choice but to answer the call. She was probably calling for some ridiculous reason or had left something here. I thought that once she was in her own place, we wouldn’t hear from her as much, but maybe I had been wrong. For goodness’s sake, what couldn’t wait until tomorrow?

      “Yes, Annette?” I struggled to keep the irritation out of my tone.

      “Cindy!” Annette shrieked into the phone so loudly that I almost dropped it. “Please. Please find Greg and get here quick! The police are already on their way.”

      Greg moved closer to share the phone with me. “Annette, I’m right here. What’s wrong, honey? Are you hurt?”

      Annette began to sob hysterically and didn’t answer him right away. Fear knotted in the bottom of my stomach. Jacques couldn’t have been wrong about Mac. It was impossible. Greg would never forgive him—or me—if his sister had been the victim of a violent act.

      “Mac—” Annette breathed heavily into the phone. “He—”

      “Try to stay calm,” I said. “Did Mac do something to you?”

      Annette gulped, and then started to wail loudly. “Someone shot him. He’s dead, Cindy. And it’s all my fault.”
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      “Drink this, sweetheart.” Greg held out a cup of coffee he had bought for Annette from the local all-night convenience store. I’d already guzzled half of mine.

      Annette gratefully took a sip from the cup and stared around at the flash of multi-colored lights that decorated Mac’s driveway. Because her apartment was now a crime scene, we had been relocated to the front porch. She’d already been questioned by an officer, but they’d asked us to remain on the porch for the time being.

      Greg sat down next to Annette in the porch swing. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      She immediately burst into tears while I rubbed my eyes wearily. This was going to be a long night.

      “Shush.” Greg patted her back. “Don’t cry, honey. It must have been a random act. God knows these kinds of things happen all the time.”

      Annette sniffled. “Did you leave the kids home alone?” she asked suddenly.

      I shook my head. “Darcy and her fiancé came home from their date and are staying with them till we get back.”

      It was at least a couple of minutes until Annette spoke again. She was dressed in a blue silk bathrobe with what looked like a matching negligee underneath. Greg had offered her a blanket from our car, but she refused. It was a warm night, and I sensed Greg was uncomfortable with her outfit, although the robe revealed little. Did she have a date earlier? She’d only been back in town for a few days. Was there even enough time for her to have met someone new, or was the negligee for Mac’s benefit?

      Annette choked back a sob. “Mac came downstairs about nine o’clock to install the window blind in my kitchen. I offered him a glass of wine and was in the middle of getting it when all of sudden, there was this loud popping noise. I turned around, and there he was, lying on the floor—” She started to cry again and turned her face into Greg’s shoulder.

      As Greg held his sister, I had to wonder if there was more to the story. Something didn’t add up here. Nighttime, wine, and a negligee were involved. Mac had clearly been enamored with Annette. Had she planned on spending the night with him? The man was probably lonely, having lost his wife recently. In other words, he’d been a sitting duck for my sister-in-law.

      “Did you see the shooter?” I asked.

      Annette lifted her tear-stained face from Greg’s shoulder. “No. It all happened so fast. At first, I wasn’t even sure he’d been shot until I saw him lying on the floor.”

      “Ma’am?” A tall police officer with brown hair in a buzz cut was standing on the porch, watching us. Our eyes met, and his brow instantly furrowed. “Where do I know you from?” he asked.

      “Hello, Officer Brooks.” I gestured towards Greg. “Honey, this is Kyle Brooks from the Saratoga Police Department. We—uh, met before when he investigated Kevin Hilton’s murder.”

      Greg shook hands with him. “Hello. Greg York.”

      “The Hilton murder case.” Officer Brooks’ dark eyes remained focused on my face. “You were the real estate agent in charge of the sale.”

      “Yes, that’s right.” Last fall, my old college roommate, Pamela Hilton, had asked me to sell her house as she and Kevin were going through a bitter divorce. During a showing, I’d discovered his dead body floating in their pool.

      “Are you related to Mr. Tremont?” the officer wanted to know.

      I shook my head. “His new tenant, Annette, is my sister-in-law.”

      He nodded in understanding. “It’s a small world.”

      That was the truth. An awkward silence followed between us. Officer Brooks had been the first policeman to arrive at the Hilton’s house last fall. From the manner in which he was staring at me, I worried he might start to connect my name with murder. Not a cheerful thought, but also not entirely wrong. During the last few years, I’d seen more than my fair share of dead bodies.

      “Miss York.” Officer Brooks sat down across from Annette and studied the notes on his tablet. “We’re done with the questioning for now. Thanks for your cooperation. We’ll let you know when you can return to the premises.”

      Annette wrinkled her brow. “You mean that I have to leave?”

      He nodded. “It’s a crime scene. A man was shot and killed in your kitchen. No one is allowed back inside the house until we’ve completed our investigation.”

      Annette bristled and stuck out her lower lip in defiance. “Well, where the heck am I supposed to go? I just moved in today. Mac has all my money! At least let me go grab my suitcase.”

      “I’m afraid it isn’t possible,” Officer Brooks said. “I’ll have someone bring it out to you.”

      We watched as he opened the front door and spoke to someone. “Hey, Carl. Can you bring Miss York’s suitcase out to the porch?”

      “Sure,” a man called back. “We’re done checking her room.”

      “And my purse,” Annette yelled loudly. She folded her arms over her chest. “This is simply ridiculous. Good thing I didn’t unpack my suitcase yet.”

      Okay, I understood this was an inconvenience for Annette, but for cripes sake, she needed to get over herself. She was whining about trivial things when a man was dead.

      Officer Brooks shifted his gaze over to Greg. “Miss York, I’m sure your family would be glad to help you out tonight.”

      “Of course,” Greg said without hesitation. “Annette, you can sleep in Cindy’s study. Is that all right, honey?”

      No, it’s not all right. My mouth opened and quickly shut without comment. The main reason I didn’t want Annette in my house was because I feared I’d never get rid of her. But what else was I supposed to do? “Sure, it’s fine.”

      Annette rose to her feet and sniffled loudly. “I guess that will be okay. When can I move back in?”

      “I can’t say for certain,” Officer Brooks admitted. “Hopefully, as soon as the investigation is completed. We’re trying to get a hold of Mr. Tremont’s next of kin to see how they’d like to proceed. If they have legal rights to the house and want you to vacate, there’s nothing we can do about that.”

      An expression of panic crossed Annette’s delicate features. “But I signed a lease! What a load of crap!”

      “Don’t worry, sis. You can stay with us for as long as necessary,” Greg said.

      My stomach tightened at his words. I was unsure who to be more upset with—Greg or his sister. I managed a smile, but deep down I was a simmering pot of resentment, waiting to boil over at any moment. I found myself speaking without thinking first. “There’s one thing I’d like to ask you, Annette. On the phone, you said Mac’s death was all your fault. What did you mean by that?”

      “Huh?” Annette stared at me like I had two heads. “What are you talking about?”

      “You said it was your fault Mac got shot,” I told her.

      “Did you say that, Miss York?” Officer Brooks asked as the policeman appeared with Annette’s things and placed them on the porch before returning inside.

      Greg put an arm around his sister’s shoulders and gave me a death glare. “Annette didn’t know what she was saying, Cin. For God’s sake, she was in shock.”

      With a sigh, Annette leaned her head wearily on Greg’s arm. “Oh, wait. Now I remember. I said that because Mac was putting up the window blind for me. I insisted he do it tonight. Maybe, if it wasn’t for me nagging him, he’d still be alive.” She began to sob.

      Greg addressed the officer. “You said you were done with the questioning, so I’d like to take my sister home, if it’s okay.”

      “Of course.” Officer Brooks nodded. “Try to get some rest, Miss York. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      Still sobbing, Annette clung to Greg while they started towards the car. He turned around expectantly. “Are you coming, Cin?”

      “Yes, in a minute.” I waited until he had placed Annette in the backseat. “Officer Brooks, I was curious about something. Do you have any idea of how many drive-by shootings there have been in the immediate area so far this year?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Officer Brooks said. “This is the first one. It’s an upscale neighborhood and town, Mrs. York. We see more in the way of robberies here, not homicide.”

      Since I had recently checked the crime rate for this area, I wasn’t surprised. “I see. Thank you.”

      He tipped his hat to me and went inside, quietly shutting the door after him. I grabbed my purse off the chair and stepped down from the porch. Something shiny on the sidewalk reflected off the streetlight above and caught my attention. I bent down to inspect it more closely. It was an artificial nail tip. Fake and bold, with silver glitter decorating the scarlet shade of red, it was the perfect match for my sister-in-law. I kicked it onto the grass and got inside the car. Once I had fastened my seat belt, Greg immediately pulled away from the curb.

      The three of us were quiet on the short drive home. The only sound that occasionally punctuated the silence were sniffles coming from Annette. I tried to tune them out while mulling over the night’s events in my mind. Something didn’t quite add up for me. On Annette’s first night in Mac Tremont’s home, the man had been shot to death. What were the chances of such a thing even happening? And what was Annette keeping from us? The ideas running through my head were not pleasant ones.
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      Annette emerged from my study at ten thirty the next morning. Since it was a Saturday, the kids were all at home. Darcy was helping Grace put a kitten puzzle together in the kitchen, while the twins were out back playing baseball. Annette gave Grace a playful pat on the head and slumped into the chair next to her.

      “My goodness,” she sighed. “I didn’t mean to sleep so late. Last night must have completely worn me out.”

      “Did you go to work?” Grace asked. “My daddy gets wore out from work.”

      “That’s worn out, sweetheart.” I turned around from the sink where I was marinating steak for tonight’s dinner and then shook my head at Annette. With any luck, she’d get the message. Darcy knew what had happened last night, but I wanted to protect Grace from the ugly truth. There were some things that a five-year-old didn’t need to know.

      Annette smiled sweetly at me then rose to put a K-cup in the Keurig. “No, honey. My apartment got flooded, so I’ll be staying here with you for a while. Wasn’t it nice of your mommy to invite me?”

      For a while. It should only be a couple of days before Annette could move back into Mac’s house, maybe even sooner. Still, I wasn’t sure how much I could take. “Does Helen know where you are?”

      Annette sat down next to Greg, who had been reading the paper, and poured cream into her mug. “No. I was hoping Greg would call her and bring her up to speed. I simply can’t stomach talking to her today.”

      Greg folded the paper in half and laid it on the table. “No problem. I can do that.”

      “Wonderful.” Annette glanced at the table, empty except for the puzzle and Greg’s coffee mug. “I guess I missed breakfast, huh? No worries. I’ll just have some toast.”

      “There’s pancakes and sausage left over.” I pointed at the platter on the stove. “Help yourself.”

      “You’re such a doll.” Annette leaped to her feet and brought the entire platter back to the table. She picked up a fork and stabbed a piece of sausage with it. “Darcy, hon, would you grab the butter and syrup for your auntie?”

      Darcy’s mouth formed a thin, hard line, but she did as she was asked. After she had placed the items on the table, she said, “Come on, Gracie. Let’s go upstairs and play dolls.”

      “Now, don’t you two leave on my account,” Annette teased.

      Darcy pretended she hadn’t heard her. She picked Grace up from her chair and tickled her sides as they left the room, giggling. The shriek of Grace’s laughter echoed through the house as the two of them climbed the stairs. Darcy realized I wanted to spare Grace from any of the gruesome details of the murder, but there was more to it than that. She was a loyal friend to Libby and having a difficult time coming to terms with Annette’s infidelity.

      “So, what’s everyone doing today?” Annette asked as she poured a layer of syrup over her pancakes.

      Greg swallowed the rest of his coffee and rose. “I’ve got to mow the lawn and do some yard work. Haven’t you got a house to show, Cin?”

      “Yes. I’d better get moving.”

      “Oh, Cindy, while you’re out, would you mind picking up a few things for me at the store?” Annette asked. “I’ll make you a list.”

      Speechless, I watched as she lightly padded out of the kitchen and into my adjoining study. I positioned myself in the doorway that led to the living room, blocking Greg’s escape. “This isn’t going to work. I’m not going to be her maid. Let her move in with your mother.”

      Greg kissed me and then gazed intently into my eyes. “Please, baby. Annette’s dealing with a lot right now. Can she at least stay here until the police let her back into the apartment? She needs her family right now.”

      It was difficult to say no to those baby blues. “But I’m worried she’s going to—”

      He cut me off. “I know, I know. And don’t worry. I’ll pick up her groceries. You have more than enough to do.”

      My shoulders sagged under his grip. “All right.” The groceries were the least of my worries. How could I tell Greg that Annette was only using us like she’d done in the past? Greg was a good brother, and in my opinion, far better than Annette deserved. I didn’t want to see him hurt again.

      “Thanks, baby.” Greg kissed me again and whistled cheerfully as he went outside to mow the lawn.

      Instead of waiting around for Annette to return with her list, I climbed the stairs to take a shower and shampoo my hair. A half hour later, dressed in navy slacks, a matching blazer and ivory-colored tank underneath, I was ready to leave. I needed my briefcase and tapped on the door of the study before entering.

      Annette was stretched across the foldout sofa, reading a romance novel. She was still wearing the negligee and robe from the night before. I glanced around the room and blinked. There were clothes strewn all over my desk and the floor. Annette’s makeup bag contents were scattered across my laptop.

      Gee, make yourself at home. “Um, Annette, if you have laundry to do, the washer and dryer are in the kitchen.”

      She didn’t even look up at me. “Thanks, hon. Maybe you could throw them in with the next load that you do?”

      I pressed my lips together tightly, hoping to keep a comment from slipping out between them. It didn’t work. “Sorry, but all of my kids do their own laundry, except for Grace. It would be nice if you did your own, too.”

      This got her attention. “Oh, sure. I didn’t mean to make more work for you.” Annette heaved a long sigh. “Sorry. I’m such a mess after what happened last night.”

      I pushed aside a pair of jeans from the coffee table and sat in front of her. “Are you telling me the truth about last night?”

      Annette set down her book and frowned at me. “What, are you my mother now? Do you plan on disputing everything that I say?”

      My blood pressure started to rise. “No, I’m not your mother. I have four children and don’t need another one. But I would like to know if something’s going on you haven’t told us about. Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      For a split second, I detected a glimpse of panic in her eyes, but it quickly faded away. Annette laughed out loud. “Trouble? No. Believe me, I’ve learned the hard way. My only problem is that I picked a deadbeat for a boyfriend. Nope, other than wasting twenty years of my life on a jerk, everything’s fine. I really need a do-over in life.”

      “There’s something you should know.” I gripped the sides of the small coffee table between my hands. “Libby is Darcy’s best friend. She told her that Todd’s back in town. He said you were cheating on him.”

      “That’s a lie!” Annette threw the book across the room as she sat up. “I can’t believe you’d trust anything that dirtbag says about me. For God’s sake, I’m family!”

      I had known she would get defensive. “I didn’t say I believe him. All I want is to know if there’s something else wrong. Maybe you left Utica for another reason.”

      Annette’s lower lip trembled, and her voice shook. “You’re just like my mother, always thinking the worst about me. Did you ever think that maybe I came back home because I missed my family?”

      “That’s not what I said. I only thought—”

      “Boy, was I stupid,” Annette snickered. “I thought my family would be happy to see me, after all these years.”

      “What’s going on?” Greg stood in the doorway, hands thrust deep in the pockets of his jeans.

      “Nothing.” I rose from the table and smiled at him. “We were having a chat about Annette’s laundry. Well, I need to leave, or I’ll be late for my showing.”

      Greg walked with me to the front door. When we were out of earshot, he spoke. “Cin, I know you don’t approve of everything Annette’s done in the past, but I’d appreciate it if you weren’t so hard on her. Remember, we all make mistakes.”

      “Greg, I think she’s hiding something.”

      He shot me a look of disbelief. “Would you please give her the benefit of the doubt for once?  Annette’s been through a bad breakup. For God’s sake, the guy threw her out on the street.”

      “That’s not what happened,” I insisted. “Darcy said she—”

      Greg cut me off. “And to top it all off, Annette’s new landlord was shot to death in her apartment. Would you please give her a break?”

      An intense wave of hurt passed over me. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” Tears started to creep into my eyes. I turned my face away, but Greg still saw them.

      “Baby, I’m sorry.” His voice broke as he touched my arm. “I didn’t mean to make you so upset. I only want to help my sister.”

      “Sure. No problem.” I blinked several times and hurried down the porch steps. “Gotta go. See you later.”

      “Cin, wait a second,” Greg called out, but I refused to turn and look at him.

      As I backed my car down the driveway, I glanced over at the porch. Greg was still standing there, watching as I drove away. One lone tear dropped off my chin and onto the new blazer as the car picked up speed. Greg never failed me. He’d been a faithful rock during our entire marriage, through good times and bad. Now, for the first time I could ever remember, a small chip in the rock was threatening to split my entire world apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning, I was in the process of going over an offer I’d received for Mrs. Andrews’ house when there was a tap on my office door. Jacques stuck his head in. “Hello, dear. What’s the good word?”

      I waved the contract in the air. “Guess what this is?”

      A smile formed at the corners of his mouth. “No way. An offer for 22 Timber Drive already?”

      “Yep.” I was pleased with myself. “And they offered full price. Even Mrs. Andrews can’t refuse that.”

      “Congratulations.” Jacques placed my favorite Starbucks drink, a caramel macchiato, in front of me. “I had a feeling when you texted that there was good news. I’m so glad I stopped to pick this up for you.”

      “Thanks. How was your weekend away in Lake Placid?”

      Jacques sat down in the chair in front of my desk and crossed his left leg over his right knee. “Fabulous. Bolin tried water-skiing for the first time. The water was cold, but he insisted upon it. Let me tell you, Cin, that kid was born to live on water. Ed and I played golf with friends we haven’t seen in two years, and we all went on a nature hike. And the cuisine at the resort was amazing. It was just what we all needed.”

      “That’s great. I’m so glad you guys finally had a chance to get away.”

      “Tell me about it,” Jacques sighed. “Ed’s been working such crazy hours at the Silver Platter that I hardly ever see him anymore. Did I mention he’s been offered an opportunity to become an owner? Roger is looking to retire.”

      “Wow. Very impressive.” Ed had been the manager at an upscale restaurant in the Albany area for several years. It was one of mine and Greg’s favorite places to dine on the rare occasions when we went out to dinner.

      Jacques sighed. “Impressive, yes, but that probably means I’ll see even less of him. Still, it’s a fantastic opportunity, and I know he’s wanted it for a long time.”

      “You two were meant for each other. Born workaholics,” I teased.

      “Hmm.” Jacques studied my face closely. “Speaking of workaholics, you look like you could use a vacation as well. When’s the last time that you and Greg had a weekend away?”

      “That’s easy. The week Grace was born.” My tone was teasing. “The amenities were amazing. We had the finest suite that the hospital could provide.”

      He laughed out loud. “Well, we’ll have to remedy that soon. Ed and I could take the twins and Grace for a weekend. Just let me know.”

      “Sounds good.” I leaned back in my chair. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Oh no. Please don’t say that the Fitzgerald deal fell through?”

      “No, it’s still a go. The seller is giving the Fitzgerald’s a credit for the furnace, and the bank emailed me this morning. The closing is scheduled for Friday.”

      Jacques let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. So, what’s the problem?”

      I tried to brace myself for his reaction. “Mac Tremont was shot to death Friday night.”

      “What?” Jacques’ eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets. “Oh, dear lord. Where? How did it happen?”

      I quickly provided him with the details. Jacques shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Cin, forgive me for saying this, but why is it someone always gets killed when they associate with you?”

      “Gee, thanks a lot.” Sadly, I’d been thinking the same thing myself.

      Jacques looked apologetic. “Sorry, that came out wrong. You should have called me over the weekend. Do the police have any leads?”

      “None that I know of.” I absently stirred my drink with a straw. “And I didn’t want to ruin your weekend. What could you have done?”

      Jacques exhaled sharply. “This is horrible.”

      “Tell me about it.” I hesitated. “I hate myself for thinking this, but I’m worried Annette may have had something to do with it.”

      His jaw almost hit the floor. “What are you saying?”

      “Think about it. This was Annette’s first night in Mac’s house. What’s the chance of something like that happening? Crime is low in that area, except for an occasional robbery. I don’t think this was a coincidence. What if someone meant to harm Annette instead of Mac?”

      “Like who?” Jacques wanted to know.

      Good question. “No idea. I’m grasping at straws here.” With a start, I put down the one I’d been stirring with. This was no time for puns. “I think Annette’s hiding something. This whole ‘I’m back because I missed my family’ spiel is a load of bull. I’m not buying it but guess who is.”

      Jacques made a face. “Gregory.”

      “Yes. I don’t understand. He acts like she can do no wrong. She’s staying at our house, and he caters to her every whim.” My voice began to shake. “It’s as if he’s completely blind to her true colors.”

      “This has to be rough on you, darling,” Jacques said sympathetically. “But remember, it’s rough for him too. I’m sure Gregory realizes you don’t want her there, and the knowledge hurts him.”

      “Is it that obvious?” I asked.

      Jacques mustered a smile. “He knows you better than anyone, even me. The man is walking a thin line between two women that he loves. Greg doesn’t want to lose his sister again.”

      Frustrated, I shut my eyes. Jacques had a point. “I realize that, and hate myself for saying this, but I don’t want her in my house. All she does is stir up trouble. To make matters worse, Darcy dislikes her. Annette broke up her friend’s parents’ marriage.”

      “Ouch.” Jacques made a face. “You do have your hands full this time, dear. Let’s see. What about inviting the mother-in-law from hell over for dinner? If things go well, maybe Annette will go home with her.”

      It was worth a try but having both Annette and Helen at my dinner table was an invitation for disaster. “Well, what do I have to lose? Besides my sanity. In the worst-case scenario, she should be able to move back into Mac’s house before long.”

      Jacques frowned. “I hope so, for your sake, darling. Mac has a couple of grown children, and I’m guessing he’s left the house to them. Maybe they’ll let her continue to rent. Unless they have other plans for the place.”

      “God, I hope not.”

      Jacques took off his eyeglasses and polished them with a handkerchief. “Do you know when the services are being held for Mac?”

      I finished my macchiato and tossed the cup into the trash can underneath my desk. “The wake’s at two o’clock this afternoon. It’s being held at the Pearly Gates Funeral Home.”

      “I’ll go, of course,” Jacques said. “Do you want to come with me? We can take my car.”

      “Yes, but I should probably ask Annette if she wants to come along.” I picked up my cell. “If I know my sister-in-law, she won’t want to go alone.”

      Jacques rose from the chair. “That’s fine. Listen, I have a few calls to make. Can you be ready to leave by one thirty? We’ll stop and pick up Annette on the way.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I sent Greg a text and asked if he would invite his mother for dinner. She would be more likely to accept the invite if it came from him instead of me. Next, I called Annette. The phone rang four times before she picked up, sounding groggy and disoriented. “Cindy?”

      “Did I wake you?” I asked.

      She yawned noisily. “Oh, that’s all right. I need coffee anyway. Can you bring me a cup?”

      I rolled my eyes at the ceiling. “Uh, Annette, I’m at the office. You’re perfectly welcome to go out to the kitchen and fix yourself a cup from the Keurig.”

      “Gee, there’s no reason to be snippy,” she said sourly. “I’ve had an awful weekend, remember. And I’m not fully recovered yet.”

      Good grief. She wasn’t the only one. Poor Mac Tremont would never recover. “Actually, that’s what I’m calling about. Mac’s wake is this afternoon. I thought you would want to go. Jacques and I will pick you up about one forty-five, if that works.”

      “Jacques,” she murmured. “Is he the gay guy my mother told me about?”

      “Yes,” I said, trying not to sound as irritated as I felt. “Is that a problem?”

      There was a pause on the other end. “No, not for me. Um, I’ve got an errand that I need to run first. Maybe I could meet you guys at the funeral home?”

      “Sure, that’s fine.” I gave her the address. “Have you heard anything from the police about when you might be able to get back into the house?”

      “No, but I hope it’s soon. Your study is a little too small for my taste.”

      My entire house had seemed to shrink since Annette moved in. “Oh, and one more thing. Your mother is coming over for dinner tonight.”

      “What? Why did you invite her?” Annette sounded puzzled. “She’s never even liked you very much.”

      I struggled to temper my reply. “Because I thought the two of you might be able to work on your relationship more easily if you actually saw each other.”

      “Are you kicking me out of your house?” Annette asked in a suspicious tone. “I don’t think Greg would be very happy to hear that.”

      This was all I needed. As soon as Greg got home, Annette would cry on his shoulder about the injustices of the world and how I was trying to force her out of our home. Was she devious enough to purposefully try and drive a wedge between us? “I’m only inviting Helen for dinner, okay? There’s no motive behind it.” The lie tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop it. “Look, I have to call a client. I’ll see you at the wake.”

      “Cindy.” Annette’s tone sounded anxious. “Have you talked to the police?”

      Her question confused me. “No, I just asked if you’d spoken to them. Why would I say that if I’d already talked to them?”

      Annette’s response was slow in coming. “I figured they might have called. Mom said that you’ve helped to solve some murder cases.”

      Bewildered, I stared at the phone. “Why would they ask for my help? I’m no detective. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Okay, it had happened multiple times, but who was counting?

      She gave an exaggerated snicker on the other end. “Mom told me that you killed someone.”

      My stomach twisted like a pretzel. “It was in self-defense.” It angered me that Helen had told Annette my deepest, darkest secret. Why in God’s name had she done so? She barely spoke to her daughter, and Greg and I had made it clear to Helen how we felt about this subject. For someone who didn’t converse with her daughter often, they sure spent a lot of time talking about me.

      On that awful day, I’d had no choice but to fire the gun. Jacques and I both would have been killed if I hadn’t fired first. The person I killed had been responsible for the cold-blooded murder of one a client. Although the police had praised me for my quick thinking afterwards, I felt no joy from the incident. I would live with the regret of what I’d done for the rest of my life.

      “Hey, I’m not blaming you. You did what you had to do.” Annette’s voice was remarkably cheerful and bubbly. It made me want to reach through the phone and smack her. “Well, I guess I’ll see you at dinner tonight. By the way, what are we having?”

      I ignored her question. “The wake. I’ll see you at the funeral home first. What time do you think you’ll be there?”

      “Oh right. That’s what I meant. Yeah, I’ll try to be there by two fifteen. Bye, Cindy.” Annette clicked off, leaving me listening to dead air. I sensed disaster looming. Annette was up to something, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.
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      When Jacques and I arrived at the Pearly Gates Funeral Home, it was exactly two o’clock. About twenty people were in the viewing room, either browsing the various collages of photos or in line at the casket. A man and woman in their thirties dressed in black made up the receiving line and were busy talking to mourners.

      I nudged Jacques. “Are those Mac’s kids?”

      Jacques pushed his eyeglasses up his nose. “I never met them, but I’d assume so. They’re about the right age, and he told me he had no other family.” He guided me towards the kneeler in front of the casket as the man who occupied it moved to shake hands with Mac’s kids. “Come on, dear. Let’s get this over with.”

      The deep creases that had been prevalent in Mac’s face the other day had been smoothed out, and he looked peaceful and calm. Mac was dressed in a brown suit and tie which had a gold clip attached to it with World’s Greatest Grandpa on it. A crystal picture frame inside of the casket held a black and white photo of a bride and a groom holding hands and smiling into each other’s eyes. I assumed this was from Mac’s wedding day. My heart broke for the poor man and his family. I hoped that he had been reunited with the love of his life.

      As I stared down in Mac’s face one final time, I thought about how unfair life could be. Mac had clearly been in the wrong place and time, like myself, but I’d always managed to escape unscathed. Greg often said that I was like a cat with nine lives. I couldn’t help but wonder how many I’d managed to use up already.

      We moved over to speak with the man and woman in line. Jacques went first, extending his hand to the man. He was tall and thin, with dark brown hair and a matching goatee. “Hello, Jacques Forte. I’m terribly sorry for your loss. Are you Mac’s son?”

      The man nodded. “Yes, Bruce Tremont. Thank you for coming.” He gestured at the blonde woman standing to his right. “This is my sister, Lana.”

      Lana’s eyes were bloodshot and her face devoid of color. She pushed back her long, blonde hair and shook my hand. Her thin fingers were as cold as an ice cube. “Thank you for being here.”

      “My name’s Cindy York. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “How did you know Dad?” Bruce asked.

      “I sold him his house a few years ago,” Jacques explained. He gestured at me. “Cindy found him his renter a few days ago.”

      Lana stared at me with new interest. “Oh, right, I knew your name sounded familiar. Dad mentioned on Friday that he’d found someone to rent the bottom floor. Did she come with you? I’d like to meet her.” She sniffed. “I understand she was the last person to see him alive.”

      “Annette should be here soon.” I knew I should say something on my sister-in-law’s behalf. “She’s very upset about your dad’s death.”

      Bruce frowned. “Yeah, well, I guess Dad was fixing her window blind when he was shot. The police asked us if Dad had any enemies, but everyone loved him.”

      Lana’s eyes filled with tears. “Daddy didn’t have an enemy in the entire world. He was the kindest, most loving father ever. I don’t understand why someone did this to him.” A sob broke from her lips, and Bruce placed an arm around her shoulders. “Sorry. I’m trying to hold it together, especially for my kids, but this isn’t easy.”

      “Please, don’t apologize,” I said. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

      “Mr. Forte, is there any chance that I could talk to you in private?” Bruce turned to his sister. “Lana, I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

      She nodded as the two men walked off together. Another couple was waiting in line behind me to speak to Lana. I clasped her hand again. “If there’s anything I can do, please let me know. Again, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      A tear rolled down Lana’s cheek as she nodded. “Thank you.”

      I walked over to check out the collage of pictures while waiting for Jacques. It had been tempting to ask Lana if she knew when Annette could move back in, but that would have been a tactless thing to do. The woman was grieving the loss of her father. I stared out into the front receiving area. An elderly woman with short, white hair was signing the registry. There was still no sign of Annette. Where the heck was she?

      The collage held various photos of Mac at different times of his life. There was a black and white photo from his birth, and a few from his childhood. There was a picture of Mac as a teenager, standing proudly next to a blue Mustang convertible. I spotted several photos of him with what I guessed were his grandchildren. This was truly a tragedy for everyone who knew him.

      I glanced at my watch. Two thirty and still no sign of Annette. Jacques reappeared and joined me in front of the collage. “What was that all about?” I asked.

      Jacques motioned me to follow him out to the entrance, and we stood near the registry. “There’s good news, and there’s bad news. The good news is that the police phoned Bruce this morning and said they’ve completed their investigation.”

      “That’s great,” I said in relief. “Maybe it explains why Annette isn’t here yet. But I figured she would have at least called to tell me she was back in the house.”

      “You didn’t let me finish,” Jacques remarked. “Annette can go back in the house to get the rest of her things, but after that, she can keep on walking. Bruce wanted to know if I would list the house for sale immediately.”

      “What?” I gasped. “So, this means Annette is out?”

      His face was grim. “I’m sorry, darling, but that’s exactly what it means. Mac added Bruce and Lana’s names to the deed a few months ago. Both kids are hurting and want the place sold as soon as possible. They’re planning to start clearing things out tonight, and they want me to stop by to take pictures first thing tomorrow morning.”

      I didn’t know what shocked me more—Mac’s kids being in such a hurry to unload the house or the fact that Annette would need to look for another place to live. I’d never get her to leave my house now. “What about the money Annette gave Mac? She paid him in cash. I haven’t called Trish yet.”

      “You don’t need to worry,” Jacques assured me. “I’ll call Trish if you like. She’ll refund the full amount immediately. Bruce said they feel bad about asking Annette to leave so soon but they expect the house will sell quickly. And, assuming what they’re willing to settle for, I agree with him.”

      I exhaled sharply. “Well, I’m glad you’re getting something out of this at least.” All I was getting was more aggravation.

      Jacques glanced at his watch. “I hate to rush you, dear, but are you almost ready to go? I’ve got someone who wants to see a listing of mine at three, and that gives me just enough time to drop you back at the office first.”

      “No problem. It will give me time to make an extra special dinner for my delightful mother-in-law and sister-in-law.” I was having difficulty keeping the sarcasm out of my tone. “Do me a favor and say a prayer that Annette ends up going home with Helen tonight.”

      “Oh shoot. I almost forgot she was meeting us here. Do you want to stay and wait for her?” Jacques asked.

      “There’s no need,” I assured him. “She never planned on coming.”
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      After I checked on the lasagna in the oven, I peered out the kitchen window in search of Greg’s car. He should be pulling into the driveway any minute now, or at least I hoped so. I needed to talk to him in private about Annette, and it couldn’t wait. Greg had been in sales meetings all afternoon, with no way for me to reach him. The more I thought about it, the more I became convinced that Annette had some kind of connection to Mac’s murder.

      “Mom? Did you hear what I said?”

      Startled, I turned around. “Sorry. What was that?”

      Darcy’s face had impatience stamped all over it. “I said the salad’s ready. What else do you need me to do?”

      “Thanks, honey. If you’d go and check on your sister, that would be a huge help. She went upstairs to wash her hands about a half hour ago. Goodness knows what she’s really doing.”

      Darcy grinned. “Probably playing Barbies in the sink again. She says it’s their hot tub.”

      I laughed. “You did the same thing at her age. Your grandmother will be here soon, so tell Grace to put the Barbies away. Can you also let your aunt know that dinner will be ready in ten minutes?”

      The smile disappeared from Darcy’s face. “I’d rather not.”

      “Honey, I know how you feel, but—”

      “You don’t know how I feel,” Darcy broke in. “I don’t want anything to do with her, Mom.”

      Yeah, join the club. I understood where Darcy was coming from but still needed to keep peace with my husband. “Look, Darcy. Whether we like it or not, Aunt Annette is family. Your father would be hurt if he knew what you said.”

      She bit into her lip. “Mom, I know Dad loves her, but I can’t help how I feel. She’s a manipulative user.”

      I secretly admired my daughter’s sharp intuition.

      Darcy continued. “Aunt Annette had Grace helping her put away her clothes this morning. She told her they were playing maid. That woman expects everyone to wait on her hand and foot. Well, I won’t do it. And I’m not about to be disloyal to Libby by associating with the likes of her.”

      “Have you told Libby she’s here?” I asked.

      Darcy shook her head. “Not yet. I haven’t had the nerve. I was going to wait until I saw her in person, but if she finds out on her own first, she’ll hate me.”

      “Let me see what I can do. I haven’t talked to Gretchen in a long time. Maybe I’ll pay her a visit tomorrow. Does she still work at the library?”

      Darcy’s eyes filled with hope. “Yes, but she doesn’t go into work until one o’clock most days. Maybe you could stop by after you drop Gracie off at school?”

      “I’ll do my best.” I didn’t want to commit, in case a showing came up, but also knew how important this was to my daughter.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re the best. Okay, I’m going out for dinner with Lucy. See you later.”

      “You’re not going anywhere. You’re going to eat dinner here with the rest of your family.”

      Darcy emitted a groan. “But I don’t want to sit at the same table with her.”

      I gritted my teeth in annoyance. This night was shaping up to be a disaster. “Darcy, I love you, but as long as you live in this house, even a few months out of the year, you will follow the same rules everyone else does.”

      She stuck her lower lip out. “Please don’t treat me like a child, Mother. I’m an adult.”

      “Then try behaving like one,” I said.

      Darcy grunted and tossed her head. “Fine. Whatever.”

      “Look, if all goes well, maybe Aunt Annette will go home with your grandmother tonight. I don’t want her here either, but let’s try to get along, okay?” Lord knows we didn’t need any extra family drama.

      A car door slammed, making me jump. I glanced out the window and saw Greg getting the mail. “Your father’s home. Now, we’re not going to mention this in front of him, are we?”

      “Fine. Whatever.” Darcy flounced out of the room as Greg opened the kitchen door. Dobby and Rusty came running up the steps from the family room to greet him. After he’d petted the dogs and let them outside, he returned to the kitchen and held out a long-stemmed red rose.

      “What’s this for?” I asked.

      He leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips. “My attempt at an apology. I’m sorry about what happened between us. I love you, Cin, and I hate it when we argue.”

      “Me too.” I wrapped my arms around him, and we shared a long, passionate kiss. When we broke apart, I ran my finger through his hair. “There’s something that I want to talk to you about, before your mom gets here and Annette—”

      “Whoops! Looks like I’m interrupting.” Annette was standing in the doorway of the study, a broad smile on her face. “Aw, isn’t that sweet? After almost twenty-five years, you guys still look like newlyweds.”

      “Hey, sis.” Greg loosened his tie and grabbed a beer out of the fridge door. “How are you feeling today?”

      Annette wiggled her hand back and forth. “I’ve had an awful migraine all day. And when Mom shows up, I know it’s going to get worse.” She eyed the pan of lasagna as I removed it from the oven and set it on top of the stove. “Yum! Lasagna is my favorite.”

      “It’s your brother’s favorite, too.”

      “You shouldn’t eat lasagna.” A cool, crisp voice rang out from behind me. “It’s nothing but fat. All those carbs will go straight to your hips and ruin that perfect figure of yours.”

      I spun around. Helen was standing under the archway that led to the living room. Maybe she’d knocked on the front door and we hadn’t heard her, but I doubted it. She always breezed right into my house, like she owned the place.

      “Thanks, Helen, but my figure is far from perfect,” I said.

      She frowned. “I wasn’t talking to you, Cindy. I was addressing my daughter.”

      My face began to warm. I should have known better. What were the chances that Helen would ever pay me any kind of compliment?

      Helen York is sophisticated and attractive for her age, which is somewhere in the early to mid-seventy range. She could easily pass for ten years younger, and knew it. Helen has the same blue eyes as both her children, but hers are more direct and without any of the warmth that Greg’s contain.

      The first time Greg took me to meet his parents after we became engaged, I’d known Helen was not a fan of mine. I’d recently lost my own mother and had fantasized about Helen becoming a substitute one of sorts. It hadn’t taken long for me to realize that was never going to happen.

      Over the past couple of years, we’d finally learned to tolerate each other. We would never be close, but I no longer cared. For my children’s sake, I always made an extra effort to be civil to her. She was their only living grandparent and loved them dearly. I wanted my kids to have a special relationship with her, even though she and I would never see eye to eye on many things.

      Annette placed her hands on her hips. “Hello, Mother. A little lasagna isn’t going to hurt my hips.”

      Helen sniffed. “Well, dear, it’s your profession that will suffer, not mine.”

      “For God’s sake,” Annette spat out. “This is why I didn’t want you here. You never let anything go. I told you that I stopped dancing five years ago. I managed the books for the nightclub. It was an accounting job. A real job—one you never thought I’d be able to get.”

      “Yes, well, you still managed to lose it anyway,” Helen pointed out.

      Annette gritted her teeth. “I didn’t get fired. I quit.”

      Helen ignored her comment and glanced around the room. “Where are those beautiful grandchildren of mine? I must see them.” Without another word, she turned and went back into the living room.

      I followed her with an armful of dishes. Our formal dining table sat in a corner of the room. Most of the time, we ate at the table in the kitchen as it had a cozier feel to it. My instincts told me that there would be nothing cozy about this meal.

      Greg brought a couple of chairs in from the kitchen while I placed salad and lasagna on the table. A few minutes later, all eight of us sat down. The mood was unusually subdued and strained. Even Grace, who was a constant chatterbox at mealtime, was quiet. She began to sniffle loudly as she ate. Concerned, I touched my hand against her forehead. It was warm. “Don’t you feel well, baby?”

      Grace looked at me and shook her head mournfully. “I’m cold, Mommy.” She edged closer to me, and I lifted her onto my lap and kissed her cheek. Grace was getting too big to sit on my lap, and the realization made me sad. She was my last baby, and I wished that she could stay little for a while longer. I didn’t know how Greg and I had ever lived without her.

      “No wonder she’s cold. She’s practically wearing nothing,” Helen pointed out.

      Greg frowned at his mother but forked some lasagna into his mouth. Grace was wearing blue shorts and a short-sleeved white top with a red flower on the front. “She’s not exactly naked, Helen,” I said. “It’s seventy degrees outside.”

      Helen picked at her salad. “There’s enough people in our family who prefer to run around naked.”

      Annette slammed her fist on the table. “You see? This is why I can’t live with you, Mother. I’ll stay with Greg and Cindy until everything gets settled.”

      Oh, hell, no. “Maybe you should go to your mom’s,” I put in. “You two really need to work things out.”

      “There’s nothing to work out,” Annette insisted. “Things are never going to change between us. Anyway, it shouldn’t be long before I can move back into Mac’s place.”

      “Who’s Mac?” Stevie asked. “Your boyfriend?”

      Helen let out a queen-sized snort. “Well, if she’d had a little more time, I’m sure he would have been, dear. Especially if he was married.”

      “Mom.” Greg narrowed his eyes at her. “Not in front of the kids, please.”

      Darcy was reaching for a second piece of lasagna and trying to pretend that Annette didn’t exist. In the meantime, Annette started to walk away from the table, then thought better of it. She sat back down and helped herself to some salad.

      It was obvious that she hadn’t heard the news yet. I wondered why the police hadn’t notified her personally, like they said they would. “Annette, there’s something you need to know about Mac’s house.”

      She added blue cheese to her salad. “Did you find out when I can move back in?”

      “You can’t move back in at all,” I said. “Mac’s children have decided to put the house up for sale.”

      Annette’s mouth dropped open. “But they can’t do that! What about the money I paid him?”

      “I have your money. Tricia Hudson, Mac’s realtor, wrote you a check. I stopped by her office after the wake today and picked it up.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “I can’t use a check. I need cash!”

      “Annette, it’s not a big deal,” Greg said calmly. “Sign the check and I’ll cash it for you tomorrow.”

      Annette’s lower lip trembled. “I can’t.”

      A chill ran down my spine. What was Annette hiding? Did she want cash because it didn’t leave a paper trail? Was she involved in something illegal?

      “Why not?” Greg asked.

      “I just prefer cash, that’s all.” Annette quickly plastered on a smile. “I recently closed out my checking account when I knew I’d be relocating. Besides, no one uses checks anymore.”

      Stevie nodded in agreement. “I like cash, too. But I never have any.”

      “Rolled up dollars bills are Aunt Annette’s specialty.” Helen smiled at her daughter as she took a bite of garlic bread.

      Annette pushed back her chair and ran out of the room. A second later, the door to my study slammed. These two women were impossible. I wanted to knock their heads together. “Darcy, would you please take Grace upstairs and start her bath? Make sure that she puts on her warm pink pajamas and robe.”

      “No,” Grace whimpered and rubbed her fists into her eyes. “I want you to give me my bath, Mommy.”

      “Go ahead, Cin. I’ll clear the table,” Greg said.

      “But what about dessert?” Seth wanted to know.

      I would never refuse Grace’s request but worried what might happen during my absence. Annette would return to the dining room table to have the last word. She was too much like her mother in that respect. The twins and Greg kept on eating, as if nothing had happened, while Helen continued to pick at her plate. Darcy caught my eye and raised her brow in question, but I pretended not to see it and headed upstairs with Grace.

      When Grace was settled in the tub with a mound of bubble bath, I laid out her pajamas and robe. After ten minutes, I coaxed her out of the tub, worried about her getting cold. Once she was dressed, I got into bed beside her and started to read from one of her fairy-tale books.

      “Read about the blonde lady, Mommy,” Grace said as she snuggled up against me.

      “The blonde lady?”

      Grace let out a yawn. “Yeah, the lady with blonde hair, like Aunt Annette. Except her hair isn’t long enough to climb.”

      “Oh, you mean Rapunzel.”

      “Yeah, punzel,” Grace agreed. “I like Aunt Annette. She played dolls with me after I put all her clothes away.”

      “That’s nice.” I didn’t appreciate Annette treating my five-year-old as some type of cheap labor but decided not to say anything. I started to read aloud while my mind wondered what was going on at the dinner table below us. As we reached the part in the story where the prince asked Rapunzel to let down her hair, Grace interrupted. “Can we go visit Aunt Annette at her house sometime?”

      I touched my hand to her forehead again. It was still warm. “Aunt Annette doesn’t have a house.”

      “Will she buy one?” Grace wanted to know.

      Wouldn’t that be nice. “I don’t know, sweetheart. Maybe someday when she has the money for one.”

      “Aunt Annette has lots of money.” Grace yawned again. “I saw it. She’s rich.”

      “What are you talking about, silly?” I laughed.

      “Aunt Annette’s purse was on the bed, so I looked inside it. There was a lot of money. The bills had ones and zeros on them. And she had some number five bills, too.”

      I blinked. “No, sweetie. Five-dollar bills aren’t enough to buy a house.”

      “Are too,” Grace insisted. “There were bills with a one and two zeros next to it. And the fives had zeros after them. That’s the same age Daddy’s gonna be next week.”

      “Never mind,” I said. “You shouldn’t be looking inside other people’s purses. Those are private, and none of your business.”

      Grace didn’t reply. I glanced down and saw that she had fallen asleep, her little face pressed up against my arm. I gently lowered my daughter onto the pillow, kissed her forehead and covered her with a blanket. For a few moments, I stood there and watched as she slept so peacefully, resembling a little angel.

      Had Grace really seen fifty and one-hundred-dollar bills inside her aunt’s bag? Annette insisted that she was broke. Why had she really come back to town? None of this made any sense.

      I quietly closed the door to Grace’s room and descended the stairs. The sound of someone weeping startled me. I hurried into the living room to find Annette sitting at the table, her face buried in her hands. Helen was standing nearby, arms folded across her chest. She glanced over and rewarded me with a frown.

      Greg stood next to Annette, a grim expression on his face. The twins had disappeared from the room. Darcy was still sitting at the table, watching the scenario play out. When she caught sight of me, she rolled her eyes towards the ceiling.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Tell her, Annette.” Greg’s voice was noticeably sharp, like a brand-new razor. “Tell Cindy what you told me.”

      Annette lifted her hands away from her face. Her eyes were filled with tears. “You don’t understand.”

      “Tell her,” Greg repeated.

      Annette swallowed and looked up. “Mac’s death might have been my fault.”

      “Dear God in heaven,” Helen murmured. “Were you sleeping with the man? For goodness’ sake, you just met him the same day!”

      “No! It wasn’t like that!” Annette cried.

      A muscle ticked in Greg’s jaw. “Mom, please. Let her finish.”

      Annette hiccupped back a sob, then glanced around the room at all of us. “Someone is trying to kill me.”
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      Annette’s statement had a different physical effect on everyone. Helen looked amused, while Annette acted as if she might be sick. Greg’s expression remained unchanged, and Darcy continued to shoot death glares at her aunt. Although I’d suspected this, the comment still came as a shock.

      “Do you mean that the bullet which killed Mr. Tremont was meant for you?” Greg wanted to know.

      She nodded but wouldn’t look at him.

      “Who wants to kill you, and why?” I asked.

      Annette swallowed hard. “It has to be Todd’s ex-wife. She’s always hated me. Now that I’m back in town, she wants me gone.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” Darcy shot out of the chair like a bolt of lightning. “Mrs. Fine would never do something like that.”

      “Darcy,” Helen said sharply. “This conversation does not concern you, dear.”

      Darcy’s face was as red as a tomato. “No disrespect, Grandma, but I think it does concern me. Libby is one of my best friends.”

      “Oh, now this makes sense.” Annette wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “It also explains why you’ve been so rude to me today. As for your friend, I haven’t even seen her in years. She never came to visit her father. He had to go to her, and she was always asking him for money. It broke his heart.”

      My daughter’s nostrils flared. “That’s a lie. You never wanted him to see Libby. He always made excuses not to come and see her. She was lucky if he came to visit once a year.”

      “That’s enough,” I said. “It’s not going to help to point fingers.”

      Darcy narrowed her eyes. “Come on, Mom. You know it’s true. We all know it’s true. I’m the only one who has the guts to say it.” She ran out of the room and up the stairs, her sandals clicking sharply against the wood. A second later, her bedroom door slammed.

      “Really, Cindy,” Helen huffed. “I can’t believe you allow your children to speak to adults that way.”

      Although I wasn’t pleased with Darcy’s comment, I suspected it was true, and secretly admired the way she stuck up for Libby. My daughter’s loyalty knew no boundaries. “She’s concerned about her friend. No offense, Annette, but Darcy hasn’t seen you in twenty years. It’s not like she has a close relationship with you.”

      Greg’s eyes widened in shock. “Cin, that’s a rotten thing to say.”

      Once again, Annette was coming between Greg and me. I tried another tactic. “I understand how you feel, but I can’t believe that Gretchen would take a gun and shoot you in cold blood. Is there anyone else who might have wanted to hurt you?”

      Annette lowered her eyes to the floor. My thoughts returned to the money in her purse. Had she stolen it? I couldn’t mention the money because I didn’t want Grace involved.

      “Why don’t we all sit down and have coffee and dessert,” Greg suggested. “It will give everyone a chance to calm down.”

      “Dessert isn’t going to change anything.” Annette tossed her head. “Think what you like, but Gretchen wants me dead. She’s always hated my guts. She’s made enough insinuations and threats over the years. Plus, that whiny daughter of hers is probably in on it too. Thanks to Darcy, they know I’m staying here.”

      “They don’t,” I assured her. “Darcy didn’t say anything.”

      She gave me a dubious look. “Oh, come on. What’s to stop Gretchen from coming here and finishing me off?”

      “Maybe it would be better if you went to stay with Helen for a while,” I suggested.

      Helen’s face was thoughtful. “I suppose she could come home, until she gets settled elsewhere.” She turned to address her daughter. “Maybe it’s not too late for you to make something of your life. You’ve always been a smart girl and could find a decent job.”

      Annette stared at both of us like we had corn growing out of our ears. “No way. I can’t live with her. She’s too judgmental. I’m a grown woman and don’t need to hear again about all the mistakes I’ve made.”

      “Well, that’s gratitude for you,” Helen huffed. “My house rules would probably be too difficult for you to follow anyway. Even as a teenager, you never respected your father or me.”

      “You see what I mean?” Annette’s face suffused with anger. “You can never let anything go. All you ever wanted to do was run my life and Greg’s.”

      “I don’t run your brother’s life.” Helen stuck her nose in the air. “That’s what his wife is for.”

      Steam must have been coming out of my ears. Before I could say anything, Greg spoke up. “Cindy doesn’t run my life, Mom, and I don’t run hers. Our marriage is an equal partnership.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe I’d been worrying for nothing.

      Greg turned his attention back to Annette. “You don’t have to go home with Mom if you’d rather not, sis. You’re welcome to stay here with us.”

      Okay, scratch that last thought. How could he say such a thing? “Greg, if someone is trying to harm Annette, this might not be the best place for her. We have our children to think about. What about a hotel, Annette? I’d be happy to make you a reservation.”

      Tears rolled down Annette’s cheeks. “But I don’t have any money.”

      “Yes, you do.” The words fell out of my mouth before I could stop them, and everyone in the room stared at me in surprise. There was no turning back now. “You have the check and a purse full of cash.”

      “You went through her purse?” This came from Helen.

      “Of course not! Someone just happened to—I mean—” Oh Lord. How had I gotten myself into this mess?

      Annette’s eyes gleamed in understanding. “Ah, I think I know what happened. Gracie saw a fifty-dollar bill in my purse. She asked me about it and said that was how old her daddy was going to be. Well, it happens to be the only money I have left.”

      She was lying, I was certain of it. Grace knew her numbers well for her age, but I didn’t want to comment further about how she’d seen fifties and hundreds. Everyone was already staring at me as if I had committed some type of crime. The look on Greg’s face was one of hurt and betrayal. It cut me to the core.

      He spoke up. “Annette, you can stay with us for as long as needed.”

      “Greg,” I started to say.

      Annette threw her arms around Greg’s neck. “You’re such a good brother. Thank you for always being there when I need you.”

      Greg patted her awkwardly on the arm, kissed his mom on the cheek, then gazed at me with such a disappointed expression that my heart shattered into a dozen pieces. He turned away. “I think I’ll go upstairs and give Grace a kiss good night.”

      “Greg,” I called after him, but he didn’t answer me. A lump the size of a mountain grew in my throat. This was hopeless. All I’d done was make things worse. The score was currently Annette one, and Cindy zero. It was plain to see that she wasn’t going anywhere tonight. I had a sudden urge to scream. Didn’t Greg understand what his sister was doing?

      Annette shot me a smug smile then gave her mother a peck on the cheek. “Night, night, Mother. Do come to visit again, soon.”

      After she’d departed for the study, Helen gave an exaggerated snicker and picked up her handbag. “I won’t be staying for dessert, Cindy. I know when I’m not wanted.”

      How lovely. If only your daughter knew that, too. I wasn’t in the mood for Helen’s self-pity. She always had to make every situation about herself. I tried to stay calm as I cleared the table, with an extra effort not to look at her. “Sorry you feel that way. I’ve always made a special effort to make you feel welcome in my home.” It was more than she’d ever done for me.

      “Oh, I wasn’t talking about you,” Helen sighed. “I was talking about my daughter.”

      I dropped the lasagna pan back on the table with a thud. “Excuse me?”

      Helen pursed her lips, as if she’d eaten a lemon. “Look, Cindy. I know that we’ve had our differences in the past, and probably always will. Annette is my daughter, and I love her. I thought that perhaps we could try to be a family again, but it’s obvious she hasn’t changed. Plus, it’s plain to see that she’s trying to take advantage of my son.” She hesitated. “And you as well.”

      I wasn’t sure how many shocks my system could endure tonight. “I’m glad you see that.”

      She nodded gravely. “Greg always had a blind eye wherever Annette was concerned. If you must know, I think he still blames himself for her leaving town all those years ago. It was right after Doug had died, and my son felt he had to step up and act as a father figure to her. Annette was constantly getting into trouble, even as a teenager, and Greg did his best to keep her out of it. He was very protective of Annette while they were growing up.”

      “Yes, I could see that.” I was still in shock that Helen had opened up to me.

      “To be honest,” Helen continued, “I don’t think it’s a good idea for Annette to stay with me right now. I can forgive what she’s done, but I can’t forget.”

      Now, this was the Helen that I knew. Her judgmental attitude shone through like the sun.

      “However,” she continued, “if you can convince Annette to leave your house, I’ll make room for her at my place. For a short-term stay.”

      I had a sharp impulse to pinch myself. This couldn’t be happening. Was the woman standing in front of me an imposter? Helen had worn black to our wedding, and insulted my house, clothes, and friends’ numerous times over the years. And suddenly she was siding with me against her own daughter? “I’d appreciate that. To be honest, I don’t feel it’s a good idea for Annette to stay here.”

      “And I agree with you,” Helen said. “Her bad choices could affect the children, especially Grace. She’s so young and impressionable—”

      “Oh, that isn’t what I meant,” I broke in. “If someone is really trying to harm Annette, my kids could be at risk. I’m not going to take a chance that they could be harmed.”

      To my surprise, Helen laughed out loud. “Oh, Cindy, you are so naïve. Annette has always been one of the biggest storytellers around. She enjoys telling lies for the attention. No one is trying to hurt her.”

      Nagging doubts filled my head. “I hope you’re right.”

      Helen waved a hand in the air, as if swatting at a fly. “Of course I am. Believe me, I know my daughter better than anyone.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “The person that you should really worry about is Greg. He’ll never turn his back on his sister, especially since he thinks he failed her before.”

      “Well, I’ll have to convince him to see things my way.” I spoke the words with more confidence than I felt.

      “Good luck,” Helen said. “Believe me, you’re going to need it.”
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        * * *

      

      At ten o’clock, I checked in on Grace and the twins, who were all fast asleep. Darcy was on the phone in her room, talking to someone—Ryan, most likely. He was working evening shifts at the hospital, and Darcy hated to go to bed without saying good night to him first. To be young and in love again. I sighed. Life had been so simple back then.

      I quietly shut the door to my bedroom. Greg was sitting up in bed with Sweetie lying next to him. She was a beautiful cat with soft white fur and luminous green eyes that watched me curiously as I approached the bed. I patted her soft head and waited for Greg to say something. Anything. The sound on the television was off, but Greg seemed not to notice or care as he stared at it.

      My throat tightened. “Are you angry at me?”

      Greg swiveled his head in my direction. “Angry, no. Confused, yes.”

      I slid under the covers. “What about?”

      Greg hit the remote and turned the television off. “Cin, why would you go through Annette’s purse? That doesn’t sound like you.”

      I couldn’t believe what he was saying. “I didn’t go through her purse. Grace saw the money and told me about it. She was in Annette’s room earlier. I didn’t want to drag our five-year-old’s name into the conversation.”

      Greg’s face reddened. He reached out and drew me close. “I’m sorry, baby. I should have asked you before inviting Annette to stay, but I can’t turn her out into the cold.”

      It’s seventy degrees outside. She’s not going to freeze to death. “If someone is trying to harm her, Greg, I don’t want our family hurt in the process.”

      He kissed me softly on the lips. “Don’t worry. No one’s trying to harm her. She’s making it all up. Annette always did stuff like that for attention.”

      “That’s what your mother said too, but I’m not so sure. Please try to convince her to go and stay with your mom. Helen said that she’d make room for her.”

      Greg shook his head soberly. “It’s not going to happen, Cin. Annette told me after dinner that she wants to stay here until you can find her another place to rent.”

      “But I don’t want her here!” There, I’d finally said it. “She could have made some illegal connections while she worked at the strip club.” Or maybe there was an unsavory person mad at her. Had she stolen money from one of them? I couldn’t bring myself to say the last part out loud to Greg. He would be livid.

      Greg’s jaw dropped in amazement. “She’s not a hooker, Cin. For God’s sake, all she did was dance around a pole. And she doesn’t even do that anymore. Maybe I’m not crazy about what she did for a living, but it doesn’t make her a bad person. Why are you always ready to think the worst about her?”

      I was determined not to cry. I hated it when Greg and I argued, and there didn’t seem to be any way to win this one. Greg had deluded himself into thinking that Annette was some poor, defenseless creature who needed his help. The more I tried to convince him otherwise, the farther I would succeed in pushing him away.

      A tear dripped off my chin and onto the sheet. Greg looked at it with a stricken expression then tightened his grip on me. “Sweetheart, I don’t want to fight about this. It won’t be for long. You can find her a place to rent, right?”

      “I’ll do my best, but there isn’t much out there right now.”

      For the record, I didn’t believe someone had managed to kill Mac Tremont by accident as he fixed Annette’s window blind. I suspected Annette was telling the truth, and someone did want her dead. Could Gretchen Fine be capable of such an act? Had she changed that much over the years? And what about Todd? Tomorrow I would visit Gretchen in an attempt to find out what was going on in her life. After that, hopefully mine would return to normal again.
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      The next morning, I dropped Grace off at preschool and stopped at a nearby bakery to pick up half a dozen chocolate croissants. As I stared into the box, I smiled, remembering how Gretchen could never resist the flaky, chocolate decadent treats. In fact, the day I met her she had been six months pregnant, and in the middle of devouring one.

      Libby and Darcy were born two months apart. It was due to our daughters that Gretchen and I had bonded and formed an instant friendship. We’d met in the doctor’s office one day and struck up a conversation as we waited, instantly discovering we had quite a bit in common besides expecting a baby. After I’d left the office, I’d stopped at the Starbucks next door for coffee—decaf at the time—and spotted Gretchen indulging in a croissant. She’d invited me to join her, and we’d stayed so long chatting that Greg had phoned, worried about what might have happened to me.

      Gretchen and I met for lunch the following week, and she invited me to her baby shower the next month. It had been a wonderful friendship until Annette spoiled everything. The following year, I’d invited Gretchen and Todd to Darcy’s first birthday party, not knowing at the time that Annette was having an affair with him. Todd had not attended the party but the truth reared its ugly head when Annette arrived.

      Gretchen had suspected her husband’s infidelity and later accused me of hiding the truth on purpose. A couple of weeks after the party, Todd deserted his wife and two small children to leave town with Annette. Gretchen was forced to sell her house and moved herself and the kids into an apartment complex nearby.

      A few months after Annette had left town, Gretchen had sent me a birthday card and apologized for what she’d said, but things were never the same between us. When Darcy and Libby attended the same elementary school and became immediate friends, we put our differences aside, not wanting our daughters to be hurt in the process. Libby had slept over at my house numerous times, and Darcy had spent many nights at the Fine home as well.

      Gretchen and I made small talk whenever we saw each other at school functions, but never rekindled our close friendship. I suspected it must have been difficult for her to trust anyone after Todd’s betrayal. Darcy once mentioned that she rarely dated and didn’t have many friends.

      As I rang the bell to Apartment 3A, I wondered if I should have called first, but maybe Gretchen would have made up some excuse not to see me.

      The door, held in place by a chain, opened a crack. Gretchen peered out, and her eyes widened when she recognized me. “Cindy. What are you doing here?”

      “Hi, Gretchen. I was wondering if we could talk for a few minutes.”

      She pursed her lips together. “Um, the place is a mess, and I’m getting ready to go to work.”

      I held up the pastry box. “I came to see you, not your house. And I brought your favorite. Unless you don’t like chocolate croissants anymore.”

      A slow smile spread across her face. “Wrong. I’m still a chocoholic.” She turned her head and glanced back at the room, then sighed. “All right. Hang on a minute.”

      The door shut, and Gretchen removed the chain. A second later, she opened the door again and gestured for me to come inside. “Please excuse the mess.”

      “It’s fine, really.” I glanced around the small combination living and dining room area. There was a blanket and pillow on the sofa, with an orange cat sleeping contentedly on it. A pile of books and loose papers decorated the coffee table with empty water bottles next to it. Crumpled old newspapers and a copy of People magazine lay on the floor. An empty box of cookies rested on a nearby recliner.

      Gretchen moved the cookie box and tossed it onto the coffee table. “Please sit down.” She went over to an ironing board standing in one corner and removed a brown apron from it. When she shook it out, Denny’s logo was revealed.

      “Libby’s working there full-time,” Gretchen explained. “I’ve been trying to get her to go back to college, but she refuses. I never should have let her quit school after only one year. It was stupid of me.”

      She sat down on the couch next to the cat and placed the bakery box on the coffee table. The cat opened his eyes, blinked at her, and then closed them again. Gretchen absently ran a hand over his head while he purred loudly. I took a moment to study her. She’d always been attractive, with long, curly auburn hair, and hazel eyes like mine. While I was in my late forties, Gretchen was five years younger and had both of her children a year apart.

      Fine lines were prevalent around Gretchen’s mouth and eyes, and the bubbly personality I remembered seemed to have faded away. Her life had not been an easy one since Todd left. Darcy once confided to me that Gretchen was struggling to put food on the table when the library had to lay her off for a while. I took to sending home food with Libby, claiming I had made too much for dinner, but it was never acknowledged by Gretchen. The one time that I had tried to send money, Libby refused to accept it, claiming her mother would be furious.

      “College isn’t for everyone,” I said. “Libby’s a smart young woman. She’ll find her way.”

      “Libby already knows what she wants to do with her life,” Gretchen said proudly. “She wants to become a police officer. A college degree isn’t required, but she does want to save some more money before she starts training.”

      “Good for her. That’s an amazing ambition.”

      Gretchen removed the top of the bakery box and licked her lips. “Oh, these look amazing. Would you like some coffee to go with them?”

      “No thanks. I’ve already had two cups this morning. I need to cut back.” Heck, who was I kidding? Starbucks was my personal drug of choice.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.” Gretchen rose and went through an open door to a small kitchen. She returned with plates and napkins and then removed a croissant from the box and took a large bite. She closed her eyes as she chewed. “Oh, these are so good. I can’t remember the last time I had one. Come on, don’t make me eat alone.”

      I reached into the box and helped myself to one. They were still warm, and the butter and chocolate instantly ignited my taste buds. “Yum. Baked fresh this morning.”

      “What brings you by?” Gretchen asked. “I haven’t seen you since Libby’s high school graduation. Oh, wait. Let me guess. It must have to do with your sister-in-law.”

      I set the croissant down on a plate. “Did you know that Annette was back in town?”

      She snorted. “Of course. Todd told me.”

      “He’s been to see you?” I asked.

      Gretchen licked the chocolate off her fingers. “Oh yeah. He showed up on my doorstep last week, whining and asking if he could stay with me. Can you believe it? The man dumps me twenty years ago, leaves his kids, and then acts like we can get back together anytime that he feels like it. I mean, what the heck has he been smoking all these years?”

      Her tone was bitter, but I didn’t blame her. “Darcy told me that Annette was cheating on Todd, so he threw her out,” I said.

      “Yeah, isn’t that rich?” Gretchen reached for another croissant. “Pure karma. If you ask me, Todd deserves it. Annette was just using him all these years. I’m sure this wasn’t the first time she cheated on him, but of course, he’ll never admit it. By the way, Darcy texted Libby last night and said the homewrecker has taken up residence in your home. I’m sorry for you, Cindy. I wouldn’t want that woman around my kids.”

      Darcy must have been so upset over dinner that she immediately decided to tell Libby the truth. “Annette is the reason that I’m here.” I hesitated, not sure how to phrase my next comment. “She—she thinks that you’re trying to kill her.”

      Gretchen almost choked on her croissant. “Seriously? Jeez, if I wanted her dead, I would have done it years ago.”

      Her tone was light, but I didn’t find the comment amusing. “Gretchen, I realize that we haven’t been friends in a long time, but I still care about you and your kids.”

      Her mouth grew taut. “Likewise. I’m not blaming you for what happened. When Todd first took off with Annette, I’ll admit that I was angry. But I was angry at everyone. I needed someone to lash out at, so I used you for that purpose. Sorry. I wish I could turn back the clock and do things differently.”

      “I understand.” It saddened me because I’d missed her friendship over the years. “At least the girls have stayed close. How is Scott doing?”

      Gretchen smiled. “Fine, thanks. He likes school. He left here on Sunday with some of his buddies for a camping trip. The only good thing that ever came out of my marriage to Todd were the kids. They’re going places in life. Not like me.”

      “Don’t say things like that,” I said. “You’re a big reason why they turned out that way.”

      “Like I said, if I wanted Annette dead, she’d have been gone years ago.” Gretchen stared down at her hands. “To be honest with you, I did think about it once. But that was during a really low point in my life. Why does Annette think I’m trying to kill her? Because Todd wants me back?”

      A shiver ran down my spine, but I tried to ignore it. “Annette moved into an apartment last week. Her landlord was killed in what the police think is a drive by shooting. She insists the bullet was meant for her.”

      “Have you talked to Todd yet?” Gretchen wanted to know. “He could be involved.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Gretchen scratched the cat under the chin while he looked up at her adoringly. “Todd told me he still loved me, and that Annette had ruined his life. Then he said how he wished she were dead.”

      “Who’s dead?”

      Startled, Gretchen and I looked up to see Libby standing at the top of a narrow staircase. I’d seen pictures, and Libby was the exact replica of her mother at that age. She had the same auburn hair, except hers was worn in soft waves around her shoulders. Her eyes were the color of milk chocolate, like her father’s. Libby was tall and had her mother’s slim and graceful figure. I watched as she descended the stairs, wearing ripped jeans and a pink T-shirt. She carried a large black purse in one hand and her phone in the other.

      “Your apron is all ready,” Gretchen told her.

      “Thanks, Mom. Hi, Mrs. York. What are you doing here? I mean, you never—” She stopped in mid-sentence, her face turning crimson.

      I smiled. “Hi Libby. How’s work going?”

      She wiggled her hand back and forth. “Okay. I like serving, but I’d rather do it in a more upscale restaurant. You know, where people actually leave good tips.”

      “Do you know anyone in the restaurant business who’s hiring?” Gretchen asked.

      “Not offhand,” I admitted.

      “Who were you guys talking about?” Libby asked. “Wait, let me guess. Dad?”

      Gretchen hesitated. “Honey, please don’t start.”

      “I don’t know why you won’t give him another chance,” Libby said. “He told you he was sorry. That Annette is nothing but a manipulator.” She put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, gosh. I’m sorry, Mrs. York.”

      “It’s okay, Libby.” I rose from my seat. “I need to get going.”

      “Cindy, please don’t leave. It’s fine.” Gretchen put her empty plate on the coffee table. “Libby, I know that you love your father, but you have to face the fact that we’re never getting back together.”

      Libby’s nostrils flared. “Yeah, you’ve already told me. But I still think you could be nicer to him. It’s not fair to treat him like that!”

      “Not fair?” Gretchen repeated in an incredulous tone. “Your father’s the one who left me. He was constantly late with his child support. He’s the reason there wasn’t enough food in the house at times and—” She stopped suddenly and shook her head. “Cindy, I’m sorry.”

      “Please don’t apologize.” I glanced at my watch. “Oh, look at the time. I need to get to the office.”

      Libby started to say something, then thought better of it. She picked up her car keys from the coffee table, gave her mother a scathing look, and then went out the front door, slamming it behind her.

      Gretchen looked at me apologetically. “I don’t get it. After everything Todd’s done and all the events he’s missed in her life like birthday parties, dance recitals, and even her high school graduation, she still loves him. So does Scott.”

      “He’s their father,” I said simply. “That will never go away.”

      “I suppose.” Gretchen sighed. “Well, I hope that I’ve cleared up things and convinced you that I’m not a killer.”

      “Gretchen, I never thought you were.”

      She walked with me to the door. “So, you realize that Annette would say anything to make me look like the bad guy?”

      “Annette is not a very trustworthy individual,” I admitted. “But she’s Greg’s sister, and he’ll always love her, no matter what.”

      “Sort of how Libby loves her dad, I guess.” Gretchen’s shoulders slumped forward. “I feel like a terrible mother for saying this, but sometimes I wished that Libby and Scott hated his guts. It would make life much simpler.”

      “Where’s Todd staying?” I asked. “Is he back in town for good?”

      Gretchen put her palms in the air. “Who knows. He says yes, but his word doesn’t mean much. He has a friend named Jonathan who’s letting him live in the apartment over his garage. I’m sure it won’t be long until he overstays his welcome, and then Todd will be back here, begging for me to give him another chance.”

      I didn’t doubt it.

      “Why don’t you go pay Todd a visit?” Gretchen suggested. “Then you could decide for yourself if he tried to kill Annette. God knows, he complained about her enough.”

      “Do you honestly think Todd could have tried to kill her?”

      Gretchen was silent for a moment. “There was a time when I would have said no. Todd was a good husband until Annette sunk her claws into him. Then, everything changed.” Her eyes bore into mine. “I don’t know him anymore. So, anything goes.”
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      “It should be the next one on the right.” I craned my head for a look around a white paneled van. “Gretchen said the number of the house was 1035.”

      Jacques pulled his convertible onto a gravel lined driveway. A candy apple red motorcycle was parked next to a black Jeep. He pushed his eyeglasses up his nose for a closer look and surveyed the white raised ranch. “Hmm. Decent looking house. The siding’s in desperate need of a power wash, though. Now, which approach should we use?”

      I considered his question. “Um, I’m not sure that we can get away with one. Todd knows me, remember?”

      “But I thought that was the reason for my coming along,” Jacques remarked. “Remember? We said that we would ask this Jonathan fellow if he was interested in selling.”

      “Oh, please. You insisted on coming because you didn’t think I could take care of myself.”

      “That’s not true.” Jacques pretended to look insulted. “I know you’re more than capable of taking care of yourself, but I do worry, dear. If this guy was living with your sister-in-law for twenty years, he’s got to have a few loose screws.”

      He had a point. “Never mind,” I said and slammed the car door shut. “I’ll knock on the door, ask for Todd, and then find out what’s going on with him and Annette.”

      “And the answer to that would be—not much.” A deep voice growled from behind me.

      Emitting a squeak, I whirled around in surprise. Todd Fine stood there. It had been twenty years since I’d last seen him, but I would have recognized that deep sardonic voice anywhere. Todd was unshaven, dressed in faded jeans and a stained Budweiser T-shirt. Appropriately, he held a can of beer in his left hand.

      Todd laughed at my shocked expression, but the look in his eyes was anything but friendly. “Well, well. Cindy York. It’s been a long time. You look great. Hey, if you ever think about dumping Greg, look me up.”

      Ew. “Hello, Todd.” The years had not been kind to the man. His blonde hair, once thick and curly, was now sparce and thinning, and he looked like he’d gained about thirty pounds. When Todd and Gretchen were married, he’d worked an office job, went to the gym regularly, and seldom drank. Gretchen once confided to me that they had a great time doing the simplest things, without any money or alcohol involved, and he was thrilled with his new role as father. How had he changed all of a sudden?

      Uneasiness swept over me as Todd rushed forward and kissed me on the cheek. He smelled of alcohol and sweat and the overwhelming stench made my stomach start to flip. When I tried to move away, he grabbed me tightly around the wrist.

      Sensing my distress, Jacques immediately stepped forward and moved between us. With narrowed eyes, he removed Todd’s hand from mine. “Please allow me to introduce myself. Jacques Forte. Cindy works for me.”

      Todd scanned Jacques up and down and grinned. He took another swig from the beer can and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Right. I can guess why you’re here, and it’s not to ask if I want to buy a house. You want to know if I tried to kill Annette the other night. My daughter told me all about it.”

      Cripes. Libby had wasted no time in spreading the word. There was no point in beating around the bush, so I came right to the point. “Did you?” I asked.

      Todd started to laugh. He slammed his hand down on the hood of Jacques’ convertible. Jacques’ mouth dropped, and he quickly surveyed the car for damage.

      “Sorry to say, I can’t take credit for it.” Todd took another drink. “But I wish that I could. That tramp ruined my life. It’s a shame someone had to die at her expense.” His eyes turned dark and cold as they stared into mine. “She should pay for what she’s done.”

      Anxiety spread across my chest, and I exchanged a glance with Jacques, who cleared his throat. “Mr. Fine, it’s obvious that you’re drunk,” he said. “Maybe it would be best if we resumed this conversation when you’re sober.”

      “You think you’re better than me.” Todd took a step toward Jacques, wavering from side to side. “I didn’t come to your house and bother you. You’re both here to find out something, but I have nothing to say. Believe me, there’s a lot of other people besides me who’d like to see that woman dead.”

      “Like whom?” I asked.

      Todd downed the rest of his beer. It dribbled down the front of his shirt, but he appeared not to notice or care. “She stole money from her boss.”

      “Do you mean from Night Moves?” I asked.

      “Damn right.” Todd leaned against the side of Jacques’ car. “Hey, it’s nothing new. She’s been embezzling from him for a long time. And busy sleeping with his son, too. Yeah, Gio didn’t like that at all.”

      “Who’s Gio?” Jacques wanted to know.

      “Giovanni Lombardo. Annette’s boss, and owner of the club. Guess she thought she could have the best of both worlds. Annette was sleeping with his son while she stole from his daddy. Isn’t that rich?” Todd snorted. “I found them together, you know.”

      Jacque’s brow wrinkled. “You found them—”

      “Do I need to spell it out for you?” Todd’s voice rose a level. “They were in bed together—in our apartment, of all places! I would have killed the guy right then and there, but hey, who wants to deal with the mob?”

      “Mob?” Jacques asked in disbelief. “The owners are in the mob?”

      Todd reached into the pocket of his jeans for a cigarette. “Yep. Gio’s got a hand in everything. The strip club is just a cover. Anyway, I threw Annette’s stuff into the street and told her to get out. Then, on top of everything else, after she left, I found out that she hadn’t paid the rent in three months. The landlord gave me one week to settle up. I lost my job and didn’t have the money to pay him. That’s why I came back here.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed his entire sob story. “How do you know for certain that she was embezzling?”

      “Because the day after I threw her out, Gio came to our apartment looking for her. He demanded that I tell him where she was.” He showed me a fresh burned on his forearm. “When I told him I didn’t know, he left me with this souvenir.”

      An ice-cold chill ran down my spine. Not only had Annette been lying, but she was also putting my family’s life in danger while staying with us. I had to get her out of my house immediately. “So, you didn’t suspect that Annette had come back here?”

      He shook his head. “No, and I wish to God and heaven she’d gone somewhere else. All I want is to get my family back. And I’d have a better chance if Annette wasn’t around. Libby told me she’s staying with you.”

      I wish I had impressed upon Darcy not to tell her friend that Annette was staying with us. Then again, she would have found out before long anyway. “Do you think Gio knows Annette is here?”

      Todd took a long drag on his cigarette. “If he doesn’t yet, he will soon. He’s got people to find this stuff out for him. Hey, who knows. Gio might be headed this way as we speak.”

      Jacques stared at me with an anxious expression. I wasn’t sure I could trust Todd, but why would he lie? And if he was telling the truth, what did this mean for me and my family? Greg would be outraged if I went home and accused my sister-in-law of stealing.

      “God, I was so stupid.” Todd’s raspy voice interrupted my thoughts. “I left a woman that I loved and two great kids for that snake.” He threw the cigarette butt on the ground and stubbed it out with his sneaker. “Do yourself a favor, Cindy. Kick Annette out of your house before she ruins your life, too. Wherever that woman goes, trouble follows. Take it from someone who knows.”
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      Jacques and I sat in his convertible in my driveway, not speaking. After what seemed like an eternity, he cleared his throat. “What are you going to do, Cin?”

      I reached for the door handle. “Thanks for the ride. If I’m going to get Grace in time from preschool, I need to hurry. I wish I’d thought to ask Darcy to pick her up. Maybe I can still text her and—”

      “Stop avoiding the issue,” he said gently. “You know what I meant. What are you going to do about Annette?”

      I quickly shot off a text to my daughter and settled back in the seat. “I don’t know. If I come out and accuse Annette of stealing, Greg won’t handle it well.”

      “Yes, I was thinking that, too,” Jacques admitted.

      I swiveled my head to look at him. “Is Todd telling the truth?”

      Jacques shrugged. “Hard to say. I mean, the man is in a pretty sad state. But, yes, I think so. But why would he lie about it? He told you that Annette cheated on him. That’s a difficult thing for any man to admit.”

      “I hope you’re right. And for the record, I have no sympathy for Todd after what he did to his wife.”

      “It’s karma come to call,” Jacques insisted.

      My blood boiled when I thought of how Todd had treated Gretchen. “She’s the one I feel badly for. That louse left her to raise two kids all on her own, with little help from him. What really surprises me is that the kids don’t seem to hold a grudge against him.”

      “That’s proof Gretchen is a good mother,” Jacques remarked. “She must not have bad mouthed Todd over the years to them because she didn’t want to ruin their relationship. It’s a shame she couldn’t work on her own with Todd.”

      “I’ve thought the same thing myself,” I said.

      Jacques wiped his eyeglasses with a handkerchief. “You said her daughter was the same age as Darcy, right? Is she in college?”

      “No. She has a full-time job waitressing at Denny’s.” A light switch clicked on in my brain. “Wait a second. Didn’t you tell me that Silver Platter is hiring?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Possibly. Why?”

      “Libby’s a terrific young woman,” I said, “and she could really use the money. You said the waitresses there make a killing in tips.”

      Jacques blew out a sigh. “Come on, Cin—”

      “Please?” I begged. “Couldn’t you at least ask Ed if he’d give her an interview?”

      Instead of responding, Jacques picked up his cell from the dashboard. He pressed a single button and waited. A full-fledged grin quickly spread across his face when the other party picked up. “Hello, my better half. Can you do me a favor? A friend of Darcy’s is looking for a waitressing job.” There was a murmur on the other end, and Jacques stopped to listen. “No, Cindy swears that she’s reliable. Right. Okay. Yeah, I’ll tell her. Sure. And please don’t be late again tonight.” Another murmur was his response, and Jacques laughed as he clicked off.

      “Well?” I asked impatiently.

      “Have Darcy call Libby. Tell her to be at the Silver Platter at six o’clock tonight. Ed and the owner—well, his new partner I mean—will both be waiting to talk to her.”

      I squealed and threw my arms around his neck. “Yes! You are the best! Please make sure to thank Ed for me.”

      “Oh, I’ll do better than that.” Jacques’ mouth quivered at the corners. “If Libby doesn’t work out, Ed said he’ll hunt you down and thank you personally.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried.” I typed out a text to Darcy with the good news while I spoke. “Libby has a good head on her shoulders. Now, if only the other problems in my life were as easy to solve.”

      “Don’t worry about Greg,” Jacques assured me. “Everything will be fine.”

      Wearily, I closed my eyes for a second. “I hope you’re right. Greg and I have always had a great marriage. Sure, we’ve had our share of problems like everyone else, but most were related to money.”

      “No one’s marriage is perfect, darling. Believe me, Ed and I have had our share of up and downs, before and after we said our I dos. Somedays I’m surprised we even made it to the altar.” He chuckled.

      “This is entirely different, though,” I said. “It may sound stupid, but I almost feel like there’s another woman in my marriage. And I’m not sure how to deal with that. It’s like Annette holds all the power.”

      “Then don’t let her have it,” Jacques urged. “Fight for your marriage, Cin. Greg loves you. Once you get Annette out of your home—” A sudden gleam shone through his eyes, and he snapped his fingers. “Hey, wait a minute. I’ve got an idea. What if we took a trip to Utica tomorrow? Are you free?”

      “I don’t have any showings scheduled,” I said. “But what good would that do? Do you honestly think we should talk to Gio Lombardo? I can hear it now. ‘Um, excuse me, Gio, did you try to shoot your former employee?’”

      Jacques pursed his lips together in disapproval. “Cynthia Ann, I’m surprised at you. How many fishing expeditions have we been on in the past? We have more tact than that. I simply figured that we could take a trip to Night Moves and do a little snooping. If it’s early enough in the day, there probably won’t be many people around.”

      “How do you know?” I teased. “Have you ever been to a strip club before?”

      Jacques’ face flushed crimson. “No, I haven’t. But that’s not the point. Maybe we could get some of the employees to talk. You know as well as I do that good gossips are not that hard to find these days.”

      There was some truth to what he was saying. “Okay, let’s do it. Maybe somehow, we can prove that Gio followed Annette here and tried to kill her, but accidentally shot Mac instead.” The sooner we found out who was after Annette, the sooner she’d be out of my house.

      To my surprise, Greg pulled into the driveway next to Jacques’ car. I checked the time again. “What’s he doing home so early? He had tons of clients to see today.”

      “Excuse the skeptic in me, darling,” Jacques said tartly, “but perhaps his needy sibling has something to do with the early arrival.”

      “You’re probably right. I’ll bet she sent him to the mall this time to get her a whole new wardrobe.”

      “So, what do you say?” Jacques asked. “Are we on for tomorrow?”

      “All right,” I conceded. “I’ll drop Grace off at nursery school in the morning and ask Darcy to pick her up, in case we don’t get back in time.”

      A wide grin spread across Jacques’ face. “Great. I’ll meet you at the office at ten. And I’ll bring the Starbucks.”

      The front door of my house opened, and Darcy emerged. She was wearing pink shorts and a light blue Florida University sweatshirt. She looked surprised to see Greg and I emerge from our vehicles at the same time. Jacques waved to Darcy and Greg as he backed out of the driveway.

      “Mom?” She placed her hands on her hips. “Why did you text me to pick Grace up when you’re right here?”

      My stomach twisted in nervous anticipation. I didn’t want to come right out and tell my family that I planned to talk with Annette and tell her about my visit with Todd. At least Darcy would be out of the house for a while, but I hadn’t counted on Greg’s early arrival. With a smile, I sideswiped Darcy’s question and kissed my husband. “What are you doing home so early?”

      Greg held a grocery bag in one hand and his briefcase in the other. “Annette asked me if I’d pick up some things at the store for her. She thinks she’s catching a cold and said there was no soup or tea in the kitchen.”

      “There’s a whole box of tea bags in the cupboard,” I said in surprise, “and some homemade chicken soup in the freezer.”

      He shrugged. “It was no big deal. I figured I’d work from home for the rest of the day so I can keep an eye on her as well.”

      Darcy clenched her fists at her sides. “She probably didn’t even bother to get up and look in the cupboards. Aunt Annette has been lying on the couch all morning watching soap operas and painting her toenails. When is she leaving?”

      Greg’s face turned crimson. “She’s family, Darcy. Show a little respect for your aunt.”

      “Sorry, Dad, but I don’t have any respect for her.” Darcy tossed her head in defiance. “She broke up the Fines’ marriage, and all she thinks about is herself. She hasn’t done one thing to help Mom while she’s been here.”

      Bravo to my daughter. It was nice to see someone else had noticed Annette’s behavior besides me.

      Greg’s nostrils flared. “Your aunt has been through a lot. I wish everyone would remember that instead of ganging up on her.” He took the front steps two at a time and walked into the house, shutting the door quietly behind him.

      Darcy turned back to me. “You didn’t answer my question. Why did you ask me to pick up Grace when you’re right here?”

      “Because I need to talk to Aunt Annette,” I said. “That was before I knew your father would be home.”

      “Are you going to tell her to leave?” Darcy asked hopefully.

      I wish. “It’s not that simple. But honestly? Yes, I want to.”

      Darcy dangled the car keys thoughtfully. “If you want, I’ll take Gracie to the store with me to pick up the decorations for Dad’s party. This way, you can have more time to tell her to go take a flying leap.”

      “That’s a good idea, and a nice way to keep your sister occupied for a while.” How was I going to pull this off with Greg around? I could try and wait until later, but then the kids would be home. How would Greg feel, knowing that we all might be in danger because of his sister? He’d have to tell her to go and stay with Helen.

      “I owe you one,” I said to my daughter.

      She smiled. “No, I think we’re even. Libby’s so happy about her interview tonight. She’s freaking out with excitement and her mom’s happy too. She deserves a break. Do you really think that Uncle Ed will hire her?”

      “If she’s a good waitress, then yes, he’ll give her a chance. He’s a fair man.” I glanced at my watch. “We’ll talk more about this later, okay? Your sister’s getting out of school in ten minutes.”

      “All right.” Darcy opened her car door. “Good luck, Mom.”

      I was going to need it, and then some.
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      When I opened the front door, I was immediately greeted by Dobby and Rusty, who both began barking excitedly and running around me in circles. As I stooped down to pet them, I noticed Annette lying on the couch. It was almost two in the afternoon, but she was still dressed in her blue silk bathrobe. She was busy reading Instagram posts on her phone while Days of Our Lives played loudly in the background from my flatscreen television. Annette’s feet were propped up on the arm of the couch with pieces of cotton between the toes. Her garish red polish was proudly displayed for the world to see.

      Greg whistled from the kitchen, and the dogs galloped out of the room. This meant he was taking them outside, and possibly for a walk. If I hurried, there might be enough time to talk to Annette before he returned.

      Sweetie was lying across the back of the sofa, her bushy white tail swishing back and forth. She stared down at Annette with what looked like disapproval. Sweetie could be quite judgmental at times, and she was strictly a family cat. She didn’t care for strangers to pet her. I firmly believed animals had a natural instinct when it came to people and those who were not trustworthy. Annette definitely fit that category.

      She glanced up at me with a phony smile. “Hi, Cindy. Greg’s going to fix me some soup after he takes care of the dogs. Would you like some, too?”

      What I really wanted to do was smack the smirk off her face. Instead, I forced myself to speak in a cordial tone. “No thanks, I’m not hungry. But I would like to talk to you for a minute.”

      “Don’t worry,” Annette assured me. “I promise to leave as soon as you find me another apartment.”

      “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.” I sat down in the armchair across from her. Sweetie immediately jumped from the couch to the arm of my chair and began to rub her body against my arm. I patted her head as Annette sneezed. “Bless you.”

      “Oh dear.” Annette frowned and pursed her lips. “Maybe you can keep that cat away from me while I stay here. I’m highly allergic. Can’t you put her in the basement?”

      Anger bubbled near the surface for me. “No, I can’t. It’s her home, not yours.”

      Annette swung her feet onto the floor and bristled. “Well. It’s obvious you don’t want me here, but Greg does. So, I won’t be going anywhere for a while.”

      Okay, that was it. I was done being nice to her. “I went to see Todd today. And I know what really happened.”

      “What?” Annette shrieked. “You went to Utica?”

      I struggled to find patience. “Please don’t insult my intelligence. You know Todd is here in town, just like I know he’s the one who kicked you out of the apartment.”

      Annette’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not true. He’s lying!”

      “Look, I’m not trying to point fingers,” I said. “All I want is for you to tell me the truth. The real truth. Who do you think is trying to kill you?”

      She drew her eyebrows together. “I already told you that Gretchen wants me dead.”

      “I’m not talking about Gretchen,” I said. “Is there someone else who might be out to get you? Maybe Gio, your former boss?”

      Annette’s blue eyes widened in shock. “What did Todd tell you? Because whatever he said isn’t true. I didn’t do anything wrong!”

      This act of hers was getting tiresome. “If you must know, he said that you slept with Gio’s son while you were stealing from the club.”

      “Cindy,” she gasped. “You’re part of my family. For God’s sake, you can’t really believe I would do something like that.”

      I said nothing.

      Annette began to cry. “Nothing’s changed in twenty years. Everyone in this town still hates me, including my family. Everyone but my brother.”

      “What’s going on in here?”

      Greg was standing in the archway that led to the kitchen. His expression had hardened, and there were fine lines around his mouth. The blue eyes which always looked at me with such love and tenderness now regarded me with deep suspicion. Dread settled in my chest.

      “Greg, there’s something that you need to know.” I blew out a sharp breath. “I went to see Todd this morning, and he said Annette’s boss might be the one looking to harm her.”

      Tears were running down Annette’s cheeks as she shook her head. “Gio tried to take advantage of me, and I refused him. He threatened to fire me if I didn’t sleep with him. That’s why he made up the story about me stealing money—so he could fire me.”

      “Is he trying to kill you?” Greg asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s possible. I mean, he could be looking for me. He was very angry when I refused him. Angry enough to kill.”

      Anger bubbled inside of me and threatened to boil over. I doubted Annette was telling the truth, or at the very least, she had embellished certain parts of her story. It was also possible Gio might have tried to take advantage of her. How could she even think about taking refuge in my home when her life might be in danger? Didn’t she care anything about Greg or her nieces and nephews? But I already knew the answer. I didn’t understand how someone could be so selfish, especially when there were children involved.

      I braced myself for the reaction that was coming. “I’m sorry for your troubles, but I think it would be best for everyone if you left now. You need to stay with your mother. Or I’d be happy to reserve a hotel room for you—under a different name, if you’d like.”

      “Cindy.” Greg’s voice was sharp. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Todd was overexaggerating, like he always does,” Annette sniffed. “When I told him how Gio was harassing me, he didn’t believe it. Then he accused me of instigating the whole thing. Everyone has judged me and my career for years, especially Todd. Well, my dancing days are over. All I ever wanted was to make an honest living.”

      Maybe Annette’s dancing days were over, but honesty was something she knew little about. “Todd wasn’t lying. Gretchen confirmed it as well.”

      Annette’s mouth fell open. “You went to see her too? Why?”

      A muscle ticked in Greg’s jaw. “Why can’t you leave this alone? Let the cops handle it. You’re trying to play detective—again.  Why can’t you give Annette the benefit of the doubt for once?”

      I tried not to show how much his words had hurt me as I addressed Annette. “Maybe Gio is after you because you stole from him? That would explain the roll of bills in your purse.”

      “I don’t believe this.” Annette wrapped her arms around her middle. “You went through my purse? I feel so—so violated.”

      “Oh, cut the crap,” I said angrily. “I did nothing of the sort. You know that.”

      Greg glared at me. “I think that’s enough for now, Cynthia.”

      It was obvious he was furious at me. During the entire course of our marriage, Greg had only called me Cynthia a handful of times when he was upset. I needed to face the facts here. Greg had been completely brainwashed by his sister. Why did he refuse to see her for what she really was?

      “You’re not going anywhere, Annette.” Greg put a hand on her shoulder. Annette’s response was to throw her arms around his neck as she sobbed.

      That was when I snapped. “She’s putting our entire family at risk by being here! Doesn’t your children’s safety mean anything to you?”

      Greg squared his shoulders and pinned a dark blue gaze on me. “Of course it does. My entire family is what matters most to me in this world. And Annette is part of it.”

      Had he gone completely bananas? “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “Cin, we can’t turn our back on her now,” Greg said firmly. “Once I’m convinced that she’s out of danger, you can try to find another place for her.” He began to lead his sister towards the kitchen.

      Still sobbing, Annette put her arm around his waist. She cast a pitiful glance back at me. “I’m so sorry you feel this way, Cindy. I promise that I’ll try to stay out of your way and not be a burden.”

      “You could never be a burden. Come on. Your soup is ready.” Greg shot me a reproachful look that tore me into several tiny pieces. Tears filled my eyes, but he’d already turned back to his sister and didn’t see them. Annette happened to glance back as I raised a hand to my face and wiped them away. Her gaze met mine, and a triumphant smile crossed her face. The action told me everything about the woman that I already knew.

      Annette sniffled. “I’m sorry Cindy doesn’t like me. Please don’t make me leave.”

      “Never,” Greg promised. “Our house is your house too, Annette. Don’t ever forget that.”
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      Greg and I hardly spoke at dinner that night, but the twins and Grace made enough noise to make up for our lack of conversation. Annette claimed she wasn’t feeling well, so Greg brought her a tray into the study. Fine. He could cater to her from now on. I was done.

      I noticed how Darcy’s gaze maneuvered between her father and me during dinner, but she avoided small talk as well. After dinner, she helped me stack the dishwasher and asked, “Are you and Dad fighting?”

      “Of course not,” I lied.

      “Mom, I’m not Grace,” she said. “You guys didn’t say one word to each other during dinner. What’s going on?”

      I rinsed the meatloaf pan and set it in the bottom rack. “It’s nothing for you to worry about. Are you going out tonight?”

      She shook her head. “I want to get a head start on my lesson plan for student teaching in the fall. Then, if there’s time, I’m going to start looking online for favor ideas for the wedding. Can you believe that it’s only three hundred and seventy days away?”

      I laughed out loud. “It’s not like you’re counting the days or anything, right? It probably seems like forever, but believe me, the day will be here before you know it.”

      Darcy examined the diamond on the third finger of her left hand, a dreamy expression plastered on her face. “It can’t come soon enough. Is there anything else you need me to do?”

      “No, thanks, sweetheart. I’m going to turn in early. Sleep well.”

      The twins had already gone upstairs to take showers and do their homework. They’d had a baseball game after school and were tired out. Greg ran a bath for Grace and read her a story, so I was free to do as I pleased. I could hear the television blaring loudly in the study, punctuated occasionally by Annette’s giggles. Most evenings, I would go in there after dinner to look over any new homes on the Multiple Listing Service, but that was no longer an option. With a sigh, I picked up my laptop from the kitchen counter where I’d left it earlier and slowly climbed the stairs to my bedroom.

      Grace’s voice carried through the wall from the next room as she chattered happily with her father. I was relieved she felt better today. She and Darcy were sharing the same bedroom while Darcy was home from college. Greg and I had discussed adding a room on, but since Darcy didn’t mind sharing with her sister, this gave us the opportunity to put more money aside for the wedding. Next year at this time, Darcy would be getting ready to settle into her own home. It seemed hard to believe.

      Last month, Greg and I had put a deposit down on the venue that Darcy wanted. It was an exquisite country club located in Saratoga, and Greg had almost choked when I gave him the price. With the savings from not adding the room on plus a good winter in real estate sales, the deposit had not been a huge hardship for us. Darcy was elated and wanted to send out Save the Date announcements immediately, but I convinced her it was premature. We needed to wait until at least the winter.

      My fingers rested lightly on the doorknob of the girls’ room. I overheard Darcy laugh at something Grace said to Greg. I longed to be in there to share in the fun but wanted to talk to Greg first. With a sigh, I went to our bedroom. Sweetie was already perched at the foot of the bed, giving herself a bath. I changed into pajamas, brushed my teeth, and got into bed with my laptop.

      It was only eight o’clock, and the evening stretched endlessly before me. I tried to lose myself in work, while keeping one eye on the clock. Greg never appeared. At nine thirty, I got out of bed and went to look for him. The door to the girl’s room was open a crack, and I peeked inside. Darcy was typing something on her laptop, and Grace was sound asleep. I shut the door quietly and went in search of my husband.

      The twins were still awake. Stevie was playing a video game, while Seth was at the desk they shared, finishing up his homework. I said good night to them and started downstairs, the steps creaking slightly under my bare feet. Greg was not in the kitchen or the living room. My heart started to thump against the wall of my chest. Had he gone out—maybe to a nearby bar for a drink? No, that wasn’t his style. I stopped outside of the study door to listen for any conversation, but the television still blared away. It was obvious to me that Greg was not in there either.

      The last place for me to check was the family room in the basement. Rusty and Dobby were both asleep in their beds on the floor. Each one opened a curious eye as I approached. Greg was stretched out on the couch, watching television. He glanced at me as I came down the stairs then stared back at the TV.

      “What are you doing down here?” I asked.

      Greg’s attention remained focused on the television. “I think it’s probably best if I sleep down here tonight.”

      A lump the size of a mountain formed in my throat. During our entire marriage, the only times that Greg and I had ever slept apart were due to hospital stays or one of us being out of town on business. This was too much for me to take. I sat down on the floor directly in front of the couch and reached for his hand. Fortunately, he didn’t move away. “Please don’t do this.”

      Greg said nothing. A muscle twitched in his jaw, but he pretended to concentrate on the baseball game. The Astros and Blue Jays were playing each other. I didn’t know much about sports, but Greg was a Red Sox fan. He didn’t care about this game. He was using any excuse possible to avoid me. A wave of hurt swept through my body.

      “We never sleep apart. Come upstairs with me. Please, Greg.”

      He cut his eyes to me and spoke in a low, almost inaudible tone. “I think it’s best for tonight, Cin. We both need some space. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      I waited for him to say something else—anything, but he simply turned his attention back to the television screen. There was nothing else I could do. I rose to my feet and stared down at him one last time, but he acted as if I wasn’t there. My throat tightened with tears, but I refused to cry this time. I gave the dogs each a pat on the head and began to climb the stairs. When I reached the top, I stared down at my husband one last time. Greg resembled a statue, his body rigid and unmoving. For the first time ever, I sensed that our marriage was in serious trouble.
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      “How much further is it?” I watched as the raindrops pelted the car windows and decided this crappy weather was a perfect match for my current mood.

      Jacques clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “My goodness, darling. I feel like I have Miss Grace with me. That’s the third time you’ve asked that in the last half hour.”

      “Sorry.” I leaned my head back against the seat and closed my eyes. “And you’re wrong, by the way. Grace would have more patience than me.”

      Jacques stared straight ahead, peering through the downpour of rain that stretched before us on the highway. “For the record, darling, we have about another twenty minutes to go. Now, are you going to tell me what happened last night or what?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” My chest tightened as Greg came to mind again. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him all morning. Last night, I’d tossed and turned, unable to sleep. When I’d come down to the kitchen to make breakfast this morning, Greg had already left for work. At least he’d left me a note on the kitchen counter, explaining that he had an early meeting, but I knew the truth of the situation. He was avoiding me. “Greg and I slept apart last night. It was the first time since Grace was born.”

      “You guys will straighten things out, Cin.” Jacques spoke in an optimistic tone. “Think positive.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek before I could stop it. “I’ll try, but don’t think things have ever been so bad between us before.”

      Jacques’s mouth formed a hard, thin line. “It happens to all married couples. Hey, Ed and I have had our ups and downs too. You remember. There were plenty of nights I slept on the couch.”

      “But there wasn’t another person coming between you two. His sister has him completely brainwashed. Even Helen sees her daughter’s true colors, but Greg is blind to them. We’ve got to find out something today that will tell us who’s after Annette and why. If Greg feels she’s safe, I can get her out of the house. Maybe she’d even go back to Utica again.”

      “For your sake, I hope so, dear,” Jacques said. “That woman needs to leave. Excuse me for saying this, but I get the feeling that she enjoys causing a rift between the two of you.”

      “Is it that obvious?” I asked.

      Jacques pulled his convertible into an almost empty parking lot adjacent to a one-story, gray vinyl-sided building. The neon sign mounted on the front of the building flashed on and off, proudly displaying the words Night Moves. A silhouetted figure of a woman sliding down a pole while holding a tray of beers in her hand was underneath them. Talk about your multitasking.

      “We should be good to go.” Jacques craned his neck around the lot. “There can’t be many people inside, which works well for us. Now, have you thought of what exactly we’re going to say?”

      I checked my face in the mirror over the visor. “Yes. That you saw Annette dance a while back, became completely infatuated, and that’s why you’re here.”

      “Okay.” Jacques reached for the door handle and then whipped his head around at an alarming rate. “Say what?”

      “It’s the only thing I can think of,” I confessed. “Unless you have a better idea?”

      Jacques flushed. “But—but I don’t think I can pull it off!”

      I applied a fresh coat of pink gloss to my lips. “Sure, you can. I have faith in your acting ability.”

      Jacques muttered a curse word under his breath. “Fine. Let’s just get this over with as soon as possible. It’s a nightmare waiting to happen.”

      My life had already become a nightmare since Annette walked back into it. If only we could find someone willing to share the true details of what had happened in Annette’s life. She’d told so many lies that I didn’t know what to believe any more.

      Jacques held the door open and followed me inside. At first glance, the place looked like any other drinking establishment. A mahogany bar was stationed directly in front of us with a middle-aged man stationed behind it, busy pouring a beer from one of the taps. To our left was a crudely constructed stage with chairs around it. Two shiny poles had been erected at opposite ends of the stage. A brunette was dancing around one, wearing nothing but a purple G-string. I stole a look at Jacques. The color had quickly drained from his face.

      “Are you going to be all right?” I whispered.

      “Lord, I hope so,” he murmured. “Do we need to wait to be seated?”

      Good grief. “You are new to this, aren’t you?”

      “For goodness’s sake,” he murmured. “Just find us some seats before I pass out.”

      The man behind the bar nodded absently at us and then turned his attention back to the flatscreen television mounted on the wall behind him. A man wearing a brown suit was sitting at the bar, drinking a glass of beer and texting on his phone. Two men who appeared to be in their fifties were sitting in chairs in front of the stage. Their eyes were glued on the woman who seemed to be stuck to the pole.

      “I need a drink,” Jacques murmured. “Real bad.”

      We sat down at a table, and Jacques deliberately positioned himself so that his back was to the stage. Part of me wanted to laugh out loud at his discomfort, but the other part was too preoccupied thinking about my husband. All I wanted to do was figure out this puzzle surrounding Annette. If she left my home, our lives could return to normal. It might sound terrible, but I wouldn’t be heartbroken if we never heard from her again.

      A petite blonde woman came over to our table, wearing a short, frilly white apron over a G-string, and pink pasties. Jacques swallowed hard and tried to look the other way.

      “Hi, hons,” she said in a sugary sweet voice. “I’m Brandy. What can I get you?”

      “A blindfold,” Jacques whispered.

      I let out a snort and nudged him. “Um, I’ll have a white Russian, and my brother here will have a beer.”

      “Domestic or imported?” Brandy snapped her bubble gum and scanned Jacques’ expensive designer suit. “Oh, my. Only the imported stuff will work for a high-class guy like you.” She placed a hand on his arm. “You don’t look so good, sweetie. Are you feeling okay?”

      Sweat had gathered on Jacque’s forehead. “I’ve been better.”

      “Well, don’t go away, I’ll be right back.” Brandy giggled and moved over to the bar. She spoke briefly to the man behind it, who was still watching television. He immediately set to work on our drinks while Brandy chatted with the lone customer sitting at the counter.

      Jacques removed his tie and undid the top button of his shirt. “Phew. I had no idea it would be this bad.”

      “Relax,” I laughed. “It’s not like she offered you a lap dance.”

      “Thank goodness,” he murmured. “I wouldn’t have survived the embarrassment.”

      Brandy returned with our drinks. “Do you want to run a tab?” she asked.

      “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary,” I said. Jacques was driving, and I was fairly certain we wouldn’t be having more than one drink.

      Jacques reached into his pocket for his wallet while I smiled politely at Brandy. “Is it always so quiet at this time of the day?”

      Brandy blew a large pink bubble. “Yeah, this is our slow time. The action doesn’t really start until the after-work crowd comes in at five o’clock. That’s happy hour.”

      “I figured every hour was happy hour around here,” Jacques murmured.

      “My show starts at six, if you want to hang around.” Brandy gave Jacques a playful nudge and pointed at the pole that the brunette was currently whipping around on. “Get it? Hanging around. Ha ha.”

      “Hilarious.” I struggled not to roll my eyes.

      Jacques looked from Brandy to me with an embarrassed expression. “Cin, I have a little problem. I changed wallets this morning and somehow left my money and credit cards in the other one.” He shook his head in disgust. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve never done that before.”

      “Aw,” Brandy purred. “You’ve got a lot on your mind, don’t you, sugar?”

      He ignored her question. “Cin, do you mind paying for the drinks and I’ll pay you back?”

      I waved a hand in dismissal as I fished a credit card out of my purse. “Oh, please. You always pay for me. But I don’t have any cash.”

      “We take all kinds of plastic, honey,” Brandy assured me. She looked at Jacques anxiously. “Would you like a glass of water?”

      I handed my card to her. “My brother—um, Maximillian, is a little nervous because he was hoping to see one of the girls who used to work here. Or maybe she still does? They dated a couple of times.”

      Brandy cocked her head to the side and studied Jacques. “Really? You sure don’t look like the type who lives on the wild side.”

      Jacques swallowed hard and gave her a feeble smile.

      “Oh, it’s all an act with him,” I assured her. “Max loves to live dangerously. Every girl in our town is after him.”

      “Well, now. Stop exaggerating, sis.” Jacques shot me a murderous glare.

      Brandy wiggled the credit card between her fingers and stared at Jacques with new interest. “Hmm. I’d offer you a lap dance, sweetie, but I don’t take credit cards. I’m strictly a cash kind of girl.”

      “Ah, no thanks,” Jacques said quickly.

      Brandy’s smile faded, and I worried that he might have unintentionally offended her. “What Max means is, it’s too early in the day for him. He’s planning to come back and catch your show later.”

      “Sure, that would be great.” Brandy seemed satisfied with the explanation. “So, who’s the girl you used to date? Maybe I know her.”

      “Her name is Annette,” Jacques said quickly. “We weren’t exactly serious. It was only a couple of dates.”

      I was enjoying Jacque’s discomfort. “Yes, but Max fell really hard for her.”

      “Oh, honey.” Brandy’s jaw dropped. “You could do so much better than that one. Boy, could I tell you some stories about that tramp.”

      I was certain Brandy had enough knowledge to shock me but couldn’t help thinking about what Greg’s reaction would be if he heard. He definitely wouldn’t have taken it well.

      Maybe Brandy had been jealous of Annette and was overexaggerating? For cripes sake, she’d just offered Jacques a lap dance. People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. “Is she here?” I asked.

      Brandy shook her head. “Nah, Annette stopped dancing a few years ago. She’s over the hill.”

      If Annette was over the hill, I must be ancient.

      She leaned in closer. “Annette started working in the office doing the books when she retired from dancing. She and the boss had a run-in a few weeks back, so she up and left. No notice, nothing. Nice, huh?”

      “Where is she now?” Jacques asked.

      Brandy shrugged. “Who knows. No offense, sweetie, but you don’t seem to be her type. Annette likes her men extra young these days. Why, she’s practically a cradle robber. Our boss has a son that she couldn’t stop drooling around.”

      “Thank God,” Jacques whispered and then quickly added, “Um, what I mean is, she hurt me pretty badly—when she went back to that Todd fellow.”

      “Oh, so you know all about him.” Brandy brushed a wisp of ash blonde hair back from the side of her face. “Let me run the card, and I’ll be right back. Don’t go away.” She winked at him and then sashayed over to the bar.

      Jacques leaned forward across the table. “Really? You had to say that I was dating Annette? What if that Gio guy is here? He might try to start a fight with me.”

      “Calm down,” I said. “This isn’t The Sopranos.”

      As I spoke, a door at the rear of the room marked Private opened, and a dark-haired man in a gray pinstripe suit appeared. He surveyed the room and our table with interest, then strode over to the bar. He said something to the bartender, who pulled out a bottle of whiskey and poured some liquid into a glass. The man mumbled something to Brandy, who was busy getting our receipt, and she nodded. He watched as she approached our table, and then his gaze came to rest on me. His eyes, cold and dark as an abyss, sent an ice-cold shiver through me. He looked over at Jacques, back at me, and then went back inside the door marked Private.

      Brandy waited while I looked at the receipt. I added a generous tip and took precious time signing my name while she waited. “Who was that man?”

      “He’s the owner,” Brandy said. “His name is Gio Lombardo. A great guy, as long as you do what he wants.” She brought a hand to her mouth. “Um, I’d better go. I tend to talk too much sometimes.”

      “Wait a second!” I touched her arm. “What about Annette? Does anyone know where she is?”

      Brandy clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and gave Jacques a sympathetic smile. “Look, I know you’re infatuated with her, but honestly? I don’t think she’s coming back.” She leaned in closer. “Rumor has it that she owes Gio some money And Gio doesn’t like it when people owe him money.”

      “What does that mean?” Jacques asked in confusion.

      “He’ll find her eventually,” Brandy remarked. “That’s the way it always goes.” She stared at the receipt, and her face brightened. “Wow. Thanks for the tip. It was nice meeting you guys, but I gotta bring Gio some coffee. He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” She gave Jacques a finger wave and winked. “See you tonight, Max. And don’t forget to bring cash.” Brandy hurried over to the bartender, who handed her a mug of coffee. She rapped on Gio’s door, waited a second, and then went inside.

      Jacques wrinkled his nose as if he smelled something putrid. “Why in the world would your sister-in-law stoop so low as to work here?”

      “One word. Money. It’s always been her greatest love.” Helen was the first one to say so years ago, while Greg had always denied it. “In my mother-in-law’s own words, Annette was born with a plastic spoon in her mouth but thought it should have been silver. No matter what her parents gave her, it was never enough.”

      Would Annette ever realize that family mattered more than money? I sincerely doubted it. My heart broke in two when I thought of all the hurt that she’d inflicted on Greg and would do so again. He still believed his sister had come home to be with her family, but nothing could be further from the truth.

      Jacques waved a hand in front of my face. “Hey, where’d you go?”

      “Sorry. I was just wondering if there was a way to—”

      The door to Gio’s office opened unexpectedly. He reappeared and headed in the direction of our table. My heart almost stopped. Brandy stood in the doorway, watching the scene play out.  Good grief. What had she told him?

      Gio was an attractive man, with classic Italian good looks. Tall, dark, and deadly, he had dark, silky hair and an olive skin tone. He smiled and held out his hand to me. “Good afternoon. Thank you for coming to Night Moves. I am Giovanni Lombardo, the owner.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, I’m Cindy—Cindy Tompkins.” I quickly thought to use my maiden name.

      He brought my hand to his lips. A shiver of fear washed over me as I wondered what he wanted.

      I didn’t have to wonder long. “I understand that you’re looking for Lannette Love,” he said.

      “Lannette Love?” Then it dawned on me. Annette must have gone by a different name when she was a dancer. Most of the women at these types of clubs never used their real names. I pointed at Jacques. “To Max, she was always Annette.”

      Gio extended his hand to Jacques. “Gio Lombardo.”

      “I’m Max—” Jacques hesitated for a moment. “Max Tompkins.”

      “The pleasure is all mine. Brandy was telling me that you and Annette were once a couple?” Gio asked with interest.

      “Oh, it was nothing like that,” I broke in. “They weren’t serious.”

      Gio narrowed his eyes at me and turned his attention back to Jacques. Jacques was so uncomfortable that I worried he might accidentally blow our cover.

      “I haven’t seen her in a long time,” Jacques admitted.

      “Yes, it’s been years,” I put in. “Max hasn’t—"

      Gio held up a hand and frowned. “Please, Miss Tompkins. I’d prefer to have your brother answer the questions.” He examined our faces. “Funny, you two don’t look like siblings.”

      “I’m adopted,” Jacques and I both said in unison.

      I cursed silently to myself and then tried to laugh it off. “You see, Max is the one who was adopted, but everyone always thinks it’s me, because Max looks more like my biological parents than I do. Isn’t that a riot?”

      Jacques gave a hollow laugh. “Funny how those things work out sometimes.”

      I might have to kill Jacques when we got to the car. If we ever made it back to the car, that is.

      Gio nodded, as if this explained everything. He folded his arms across his broad chest. “It’s very important that I speak with Annette as soon as possible. If you have any idea where she is, please tell me.”

      Jacques shook his head. “No idea whatsoever. I haven’t seen her in a few years. Since I was in the neighborhood today, I thought I’d make a surprise visit. She was still a dancer the last time we—we—um—”

      “Hooked up?” I offered.

      Both men looked surprised by my remark, as if they’d forgotten I was there. Jacques prattled on, ignoring my blunt question. “I was looking forward to seeing her again. I’d love to know where she is.”

      “Yes.” A vein throbbed in Gio’s forehead. “And so would I.”

      An awkward silence fell between us and lasted for several seconds until Jacques spoke again. “If I find Annette, I’ll be sure to tell her that you’re looking for her.”

      Gio’s perfect white teeth gleamed as he gave us a megawatt smile. “Oh, that’s okay. I’ll track her down eventually.”

      Eventually. This was a man who was used to getting what he wanted. Maybe it hadn’t been a good idea to mention Annette to Brandy. At least Gio didn’t know that we were related. Gio merely thought Jacques was an admirer of Annette’s and that somehow might lead him to her. This didn’t make me feel any better about the situation, though.

      The front door opened, and a young man entered the bar. He spotted Gio and walked over to our table. Dressed in a red polo shirt and jeans, he looked like a carbon copy of Gio, but about thirty years younger. This must be Anthony, the one who’d had his cradle robbed by Annette.

      The young man smiled cordially at Jacques and me with soulful brown eyes and then addressed his father. “Dad, I’ll be in the office. I’ve got some calls to make.”

      Gio beamed and nodded. “All right, son.” He proudly gestured at the young man as he walked away. “My son, Anthony. He graduated from Harvard last year. I’m so proud of that kid I could burst.”

      “He just got out of college?” Holy cow. Anthony was younger than I’d thought. There was an age gap of more than twenty years between him and my sister-in-law. This was what Brandy had meant when she said that Annette liked her men young. My skin started to crawl. What the heck is wrong with Annette? When Greg found out, it would change his feelings drastically towards his sister. Or would it? I wasn’t sure what to think anymore.

      “Yeah, he’s only twenty-three years old but has a great head on his shoulders.” Gio’s mouth hardened into a fine, thin line. “Except for women. He’s got no God given sense when it comes to the ladies. The kid is always drawn to the neediest ones who are nowhere near good enough for him. All they think about is money. My money.”

      Uh oh. I had an idea where this was headed.

      “That’s tough.” Jacques downed the rest of his drink in one gulp. “I’m the same way. I always pick the wrong woman. Maybe I should write off the female population for good.”

      Gio nodded in approval and slapped him on the back. “Glad to see that you realize your mistake.”

      “Mistake?” Jacques’ brows drew together.

      “Family is everything,” Gio said, “and when someone messes with mine—” He didn’t finish the sentence, but his message came through loud and clear. Annette was going to pay a hefty price for stealing from Gio and fooling around with his son when he found her.

      “Take my advice. Go back home and forget that you ever knew Annette.” Gio’s mouth turned up at the corners, but the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Don’t worry. When I find her, she’ll never take advantage of anyone again.”

      .
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      “Okay, so maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.” Jacques started the engine and quickly pulled the convertible out of the parking lot. “What happens if he puts a tail on us?”

      I gripped the door jamb tightly. Jacques was a maniac driver, especially when he was stressed. “He’s got no reason to come after us. He doesn’t know who we really are.”

      Jacques turned to stare at me as if I had two heads. “Look, darling. That man has got mob written all over him. What more proof do you need? He’s about as close to Tony Soprano as you can get. Todd was telling the truth about him. The club is a front for his real business. Killing people.”

      My stomach twisted into a giant pretzel. “All right, even if that’s true, there’s still no reason for him to come after us. You said that you hadn’t seen Annette in years and that it wasn’t serious.”

      Jacques stared uneasily in his rearview mirror. “No one’s following us, thank God. But we can’t be too careful. If this guy does come after Annette, your family could get caught in the crossfire.”

      “Don’t you think that’s why I want her out of my house?” I shot back. “Annette comes with too much baggage. But she refuses to go, and Greg won’t make her leave. Jacques, I don’t know what else I can do.”

      He tightened his grip on the wheel. “Do you want me to talk to him?”

      I stared in my side mirror. There was no one behind us. “No, this is something I need to handle on my own.”

      “Getting back to Gio,” Jacques said. “You do realize there’s an excellent chance that he already knows where Annette is. What if Todd told him?”

      “It’s possible,” I admitted. “But Todd said he didn’t know Annette was back in the Albany area.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Jacques said. “Maybe Gio and the rest of his gang paid a visit to Todd after we did. Gio must realize she has family in the Albany area.”

      I fell silent, thinking about what he’d said. Even though it had been twenty years since Annette had returned to the area, it was entirely possible Gio knew about her family connections. I had to tell Greg about my visit, even at the risk of alienating him further. He needed to realize how dangerous it was for all of us to have her in the house.

      When we arrived back at Forte Realty, I spotted a motorcycle in one of the parking spots and grabbed Jacques’ arm. “Look! Isn’t that Todd’s bike?”

      Jacques pushed his glasses up his nose for a closer look. “I believe so. What the heck is he doing here?”

      “Well, I doubt he’s looking for a house,” I quipped, then grabbed my purse and jumped out of the car, with Jacques hurrying after me.

      Natalie was sitting at the receptionist desk, typing something into her laptop. She looked up when we came in and smiled. “Hi, guys. Cindy, there’s a man named Todd Fine waiting for you in the conference room. He said he didn’t have an appointment, but you wouldn’t mind seeing him.”

      Jacques and I exchanged glances. “Uh, thanks, Natalie,” he said.

      As we walked towards the conference room, Jacques pulled me aside. “Do you think he wants money?”

      “Why would he come to me for money? Greg and I were never that friendly with him.”

      Jacques shrugged. “I don’t know. This doesn’t make sense. Let me come with you so he doesn’t try anything.”

      “I was hoping you would. You’re my trusty sidekick, remember?”

      “Think positive,” Jacques said. “Maybe he’ll offer to take Annette off your hands if you give him some money.”

      “If that were true, I’d happily empty my bank account.”

      Jacques opened the door, and we went inside. Todd was sitting at one end of the long oval table, drumming his fingers on the surface. He glanced up when we came in, his intense eyes scanning me up and down. The guy gave me the creeps.

      “Hello, Todd,” I greeted him. “What can I do for you?”

      Todd’s gaze wandered over to Jacques. “Is there any way that we can speak privately?”

      Jacques folded his arms across his chest. “Sorry. This is my place of business, and Cindy’s an employee. Not to be unkind, but I don’t exactly trust you alone with her.”

      Todd’s face flushed. “Look, I wanted to apologize for what happened yesterday. I’m not usually so bitter. Twenty years with Annette has really messed with my head.”

      I could understand that logic. Three days with Annette had messed with mine. “There’s no need to apologize.”

      He twisted his hands in his lap. “Yeah, there is. You were once a good friend to Gretchen and me. To be honest, I really don’t have that many.”

      His comment didn’t exactly come as a surprise. “Why don’t you just tell us what you want.” I tried to give the man the benefit of the doubt.

      He blew out a long breath. “I was hoping you would put in a good word for me with Gretchen.”

      Jacques rolled his eyes at the ceiling but said nothing.

      “I’d rather not get involved.” I couldn’t believe the gall of this man. He had cheated on Gretchen, left his family for twenty years and now expected me to convince her to get back together with him. Where did he get the nerve?

      He snorted. “You were quick to get involved when you thought I killed Annette’s new landlord.”

      With great difficulty, I managed to keep my temper in check. “What about your kids? I’m sure they’ll talk to her.”

      Todd shook his head. “I know that deep down, they still resent me for running off and leaving. Hey, I can’t blame them, but it doesn’t change the way I feel. I want my family back. I love my kids, and I’ve never stopped loving Gretchen. Please, Cindy. If you help me, I’ll help you.”

      “What does that mean?” Jacques frowned.

      Todd narrowed his eyes at him but went on. “If you help me get Gretchen back, I’ll ask my friend Jonathan to let Annette have my place. This way, she’ll be out of your house. Don’t worry, I won’t tell Gio where she’s staying. If he calls again, that is.”

      I sucked in a breath. “What do you mean if he calls again? He’s been in touch with you recently?”

      “He phoned me yesterday and left a message,” Todd explained. “It was a little while after you guys left my place. I didn’t tell him where Annette was, swear to God. I called him back and said that I hadn’t heard from her. That’s the honest to God truth.”

      “Did he believe you?” I asked.

      Todd hesitated for a second. “I think so. Why wouldn’t he? I’m the one who threw Annette out of the apartment. It’s not like I went looking for her.”

      “Do you have any idea how much money she stole from Gio?” Jacques wanted to know.

      He shook his head. “It had to be a lot of dough. She was doing the books for a few years, so she must have been taking just enough every month so that it wouldn’t be missed.”

      “Sounds like you know quite a bit about how her process works,” Jacques snickered.

      Todd’s eyes darkened with anger. “Look. No matter what you think, I wasn’t in on it. I didn’t even know about the embezzling until Gio came around. Hell, it’s not like she was sharing the money with me. For crying out loud, she didn’t even pay the rent! The woman hoards cash like a squirrel does with nuts.”

      “How did Gio finally find out?” I asked.

      “When she started sleeping around with his son Anthony, Gio decided to check up on her work,” Todd explained. “Gio told me he had an audit done. Somehow, Annette got wind of it and took off in the middle of the night.”

      “Is that really what happened?” I’d heard so many different versions of why Annette had left that I had no idea who or what to believe anymore.

      He nodded. “I swear it’s the truth. I just want her out of my life. Like I said, if Gretchen takes me back, Annette can move into my apartment. Jonathan said he’d let her have it for the same rent he’s charging me.”

      “Sorry, but there’s no way that I can recommend Gretchen take you back.”

      “Come on,” Todd urged. “She’s got to be causing problems between you guys. Annette’s not happy unless she’s making someone else’s life miserable.”

      He knew the woman well. “Look, I can’t ask Gretchen to take you back, but the next time I see her, I’ll tell her what you said.”

      Todd rose from the chair. “Thanks. I appreciate it, Cindy.” He waved to Jacques, who gave him a cordial nod, and then departed, shutting the door quietly behind him.

      Jacques gave a whistle low in his throat. “Oh, my dear. Things seem to be getting worse for you by the minute. The next thing you know, the man will be showing up at your doorstep.”

      “That’s all I need,” I said dryly. “Greg would think I asked him to come by, and it would only make things worse between us.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to send Greg a text and ask him if we can go out for dinner tonight to talk. Just the two of us. I can’t stand fighting with him anymore.”

      Jacques put his arms around my shoulders and hugged me close. “I’m sure Greg feels the same way. Don’t worry, love. Eventually, he’ll see his sister for what she really is. I only hope it happens before things get any worse for you.”
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      After Jacques left for a late day appointment, I went upstairs to my office and put together a list of homes I thought a new client would be interested in seeing on Friday. This was something I usually enjoyed doing from my own house, but for the first time in several years, I was in no hurry to rush home. Annette was the prime reason for that.

      My phone pinged, and I glanced down at the screen. Darcy had texted me. Hey Mom. Taking Grace out for ice cream and then shopping. She wants to look at flower girl dresses. Don’t worry, we won’t buy anything before you get to see it! Home by dinner. Love ya.

      The note made me smile. At first, I hadn’t been crazy about Darcy getting married right after graduation from college. Since her engagement, though, she had grown by leaps and bounds into a mature adult and I was proud of her. Student teaching in the fall would help, too.

      I glanced at my watch. Three thirty. Stevie and Seth were on a class field trip at an amusement park to celebrate the end of the school year and were then sleeping over at a friend’s house. I wouldn’t see them until tomorrow. There was no reason for me to rush home. The only person there was Annette, and she must be enjoying the fact that she had the entire house all to herself.

      With a sigh, I took a swig from the coffee that Jacques and I had picked up from Starbucks on our way back from Utica. The drink tasted bitter, like my attitude. As time wore on, my resentment continued to grow. I wanted Annette out of my house. Now. When I got home, I would confess to Greg where I’d gone today. There couldn’t be any secrets between us. It would only make things worse.

      Greg was still at work, but that didn’t matter. Hopefully he’d be okay with us going out to dinner tonight. We needed to have some alone time together and away from Annette.

      I started to type out a message when my phone buzzed with a text from him.

      Hi, baby. Trying to work from home this afternoon but all I can do is think about you. I’m sorry about last night.

      Tears of relief fell from my eyes and ran down my cheeks. Greg was my rock, and next to the kids, the most important person in my life. I couldn’t function when we fought. My fingers flew across the keyboard. I’m sorry, too. Can we go out to dinner tonight and talk? Just the two of us. The twins are at Zach’s for the night, and Darcy can take care of Grace.

      His reply came back right away. Dinner out sounds good. When will you be home?

      I need to stop at the grocery store and the post office. Leaving the office now. See you in about an hour?

      Can’t wait to see you, he typed back. Love you.

      Love you too. I set the phone down and wiped my eyes and nose with a tissue. Thank God. It was as if a heavy boulder had been lifted off my chest. Somehow, we would work things out, I was certain of it. Annette might never be out of our lives completely, but I’d learn to deal with it. She would always be important to Greg, and his happiness was important to me.

      Before I had left with Jacques this morning, I’d scanned the MLS and located a couple of apartments that might work for Annette. Hopefully we could go and see them tomorrow. In the meantime, I would make every attempt to keep peace in my house.

      Armed with the listing and my purse, I hurried downstairs, and waved goodbye to Natalie, who was in the middle of a phone call. I got into my car and quickly drove the short distance to the local Groceries Galore, wasting no time as I hurried through the aisles and only grabbed the basic necessities. Bread, milk, eggs. Cereal. If Darcy was willing, I’d ask her to get takeout for herself and Grace, or they could make sandwiches from the cold cuts in the fridge. Annette I wasn’t worried about. She’d find herself something in the pantry.

      The checkout lines were long, but I was finally out the door. After stashing the groceries in my car, I went inside the post office next door to mail a package. I glanced at the time on the car’s dashboard. Four forty-five. A few minutes later than I’d planned, but Greg wouldn’t mind.

      When I reached the house, I noticed that Greg’s car was alone in the driveway. My heart gave a little jolt of hope. Had Annette decided to go to a hotel or maybe to Helen’s? This was the first time she’d left the house since Mac’s death. That was another red flag I should have picked up on sooner. She had been afraid of someone spotting her.

      I gathered two grocery bags and my purse and headed for the front door. Rusty and Dobby started to bark incessantly from the backyard. They only did this when they were anxious to come back inside.

      As I fumbled with the house key, I called out to my husband. “Greg?” There was no response, except for the dogs who began to whine. The rain had stopped earlier, and it had turned into a nice mild day filled with sunshine. Despite the nice weather, the dogs always liked to be around people.

      I stepped into the vestibule, and my jaw dropped. My living room had been trashed. The two China lamps on either end of the sofa were lying broken on the floor. My recliner had been turned upside down, and the coffee table had been splintered into several pieces. A large black mark decorated the wall. It was also cracked in several places, as if someone had thrown a heavy object at it. The bags slide from my arms to the floor. An intense wave of terror swept over me.

      “Greg!” I screamed in terror.

      The only response I received was an ominous ticking from the wall clock.

      I ran out to the kitchen. The table was lying on its side, and the cabinets had all been opened, their contents spilled all over the countertops and the floor. Dishes and glasses were lying broken everywhere. In the middle of the mess lay my husband. He wasn’t moving.

      “Oh God. No! Greg!” With a scream, I ran to him.

      Greg was lying on his side in a pool of blood. I gently turned his head and gave a cry of terror when I saw his face. His nose had been beaten to a pulp, there was a deep gash on his forehead, and his eyes were swollen shut. His light brown hair was matted with blood. He didn’t appear to be breathing.

      My fingers shook as I grabbed his wrist. I located a pulse, but it was faint. “Greg? Baby, answer me. Please!”

      Greg’s eyes remained shut. I tried to stay calm, but it was impossible. My phone. Where was it? In the living room, with the groceries. “I’ll be right back, baby.” I stumbled to my feet then tripped and fell, cutting my arm on a piece of glass. Ignoring the pain, I ran and grabbed my phone, dialing 9-1-1 as I hurried back to my husband. A female operator came on the line after one ring.

      “9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

      “My husband has been attacked. Please help!” As I gave the woman the address, I stroked Greg’s hot forehead. His breathing had resumed, although shallow. I gave a silent prayer of thanks. My stomach hurt so bad it was as if someone had sucker punched me and I could no longer draw a deep breath.

      “Help is on the way, ma’am. I’m going to stay on the line with you until they arrive, okay?”

      I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “Thanks. Please hurry.” Every second was precious.

      Greg must be unconscious from his head injury. As I stroked his forehead, willing him to wake up, my eyes shifted to the front of the fridge. A piece of paper had been attached to it, underneath Grace’s most recent crayon drawing of her family. A smear of blood decorated the paper, and the corner of Grace’s drawing as well. I walked over to the fridge to inspect it more closely.

      In crude block-style writing, someone had printed:

      If you don’t want the rest of your family to look like this, give us what we want.

      We’ll be back.

      The phone slipped between my hands and landed on the floor with a thud. “Hello?” the operator asked. “Ma’am, are you still with me?”

      My heart thumped wildly against the wall of my chest. I started to reach for the note but stopped myself in time. The police would need it for evidence.

      Someone had discovered that Annette was here. It was obvious to me who had been in my house. This was the work of Gio.

      The ugly truth of the situation had finally reared its head and was far worse than I had imagined. To start with, kind and generous Mac had paid with his life, all for trying to help Annette. Now, my husband might pay as well.

      With a sob, I lay my head on his chest. “You have to be all right,” I whispered. “Please. I can’t live without you.”
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      “Drink this, love.” Jacques held a Starbucks cup out to me.

      I shook my head. “No, thanks. I’ll get sick if I do.”

      Jacques’s eyes widened with surprise, but he refrained from comment. No matter what time of day or night, I was always in the mood for coffee. At the moment, my stomach was in too much of a knot to try to eat or drink anything. He reached for my hand and squeezed it. “How long has the doctor been in there with him?”

      “About a half an hour, but it feels like forever.” I gulped back a sob and put my head into my hands. “Why did this happen?”

      Jacques gave my arm a little shake. “Listen, dear. He’s going to be fine. Greg is as tough as they come.”

      Like a lifeline, I clung to his words of encouragement. I needed to believe Greg would be all right. A vision of his swollen face and still body kept flashing through my head. I shut my eyes, but still couldn’t block it out.

      “Where are the kids?” Jacques asked. “Do they know yet?”

      “Darcy does.” I lifted my face from my hands. “I called her when we were in the ambulance. She has Grace with her, so I told her to only say that Dad had an accident while he was home alone. I’ll try that with the twins, but they may not fall for it.” At least I didn’t have to tell them anything until tomorrow. “They wouldn’t be able to see Greg tonight anyway.”

      “Would you like me to call Helen?” Jacques offered.

      It was sweet of him to offer, especially because of the animosity between the two of them. Helen was at the top of the judgmental pool when it came to Ed and Jacques. “Thanks, but I already called her. She was in Lake George visiting a friend but said she’d come right over.”

      Jacques pursed his lips together. “It must have been Gio, or some of his cronies. And where was Annette when all of this happened?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question of the day.” I’d tried my sister-in-law’s phone, but the call had gone straight to her voicemail. I didn’t know whether I should report her as missing or if she might have taken off on her own. At the moment, my immediate concern was for my husband.

      “Mrs. York?” A man in a white surgical coat walked over to us. He extended his hand and smiled. “Hi, I’m Dr. Reynolds.”

      “This is my friend, Jacques. How is my husband?”

      “Greg’s going to be okay,” he said. “But I’d like to keep him here for a day or so for observation. He’s got a couple of broken ribs and a concussion.”

      I blew out a sigh of relief. “Is he awake? Can I see him?”

      Dr. Reynolds nodded. “He’s awake. I’ll take you back in a minute. He’s a bit disoriented since we’ve given him something for the pain, and I’d prefer that you not stay too long. The medication will make him sleepy, and he may not make much sense. I expect him to sleep through the night.”

      “Please, can’t I stay with him?” I begged.

      Dr. Reynolds stuffed his hands deep into the pockets of his coat. “I really think it would be best if you went home. You have children, correct?”

      “Yes, four.”

      “There’s really nothing you can do for him,” Dr. Reynolds continued. “I’m afraid I must insist that you let him rest tonight. You can come back first thing in the morning. We’ll be taking him up to his room after you’ve seen him.”

      I turned to Jacques. “Will you wait for me?”

      “Of course, dear,” he assured me. “Take all the time that you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I smiled gratefully at my friend and followed Dr. Reynolds through the double emergency room doors. Greg was in one of the small curtained off areas. I had to fight back the tears when I saw him lying in bed. He looked helpless and frail and nothing like my strong, confident rock. A bandage was wrapped around his head and stained with blood. He looked worse now than when I had found him. Besides a black eye, there were several cuts and bruises all over his face. I slid into the chair next to the bed and reached for his hand.

      “Sweetheart?” I whispered. “Can you hear me?”

      Greg’s eyelids fluttered for a few seconds and then opened. He looked confused for a moment, then smiled when he recognized me. A flicker of pain crossed his face. “Hi, honey. The kids—are they okay?”

      “They’re all fine. Are you in much pain?”

      “Better now,” he murmured and closed his eyes. “Pain…it comes and goes.”

      “Can I get you anything?” I felt so helpless.

      He was silent for so long that I thought he had drifted off to sleep. Finally, he opened his eyes and looked at me. “Cin, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” I asked in amazement.

      Greg’s breathing was loud and distressed as he struggled to find the right words. “I should have listened to you. You were right all along. I didn’t want to believe—” He broke off, his voice faint.

      A lone tear rolled down his cheek. It was too much for me to bear. I reached over and kissed his swollen lips while trying to reassure him. “It’s all right, baby. Truly, it doesn’t matter anymore. I just want you to get well.”

      “Is she okay?” he asked anxiously. “Do you know where she is? Did she go to my mother’s?”

      “No,” I hesitated. “I have no idea where Annette is, and neither does your mom. No one’s seen her. Was she with you when—”

      Greg attempted to shake his head but ended up wincing in pain. “No. She was in the study. But she must have heard what was going on. It…it all happened so fast.”

      “Good evening.”

      I turned around to see Officer Brooks pull back the curtain and poke his head inside. “Could I have a word with Mr. York for a minute?”

      Dr. Reynolds frowned. “No more than a minute, Officer. The medication should put him to sleep soon, and he needs his rest. I’ll send the nurse in to check his vitals soon.”

      After a nod to me, Dr. Reynolds left the room. Officer Brooks approached the bed and smiled at Greg. “How are you feeling, sir?”

      “Like I hit a brick wall.” Greg tried to laugh but failed miserably. “Man, what—what a blow to my ego. I always thought I was in pretty good shape. When those two goons came at me, there was nothing I could do to defend myself.”

      Officer Brooks typed something into his tablet. “So, there were two men? Can you describe them?”

      Greg shut his eyes and paused. “Dark hair—both of them. One was wearing a black suit. They both were built like wrestlers. One of them held me down while the other one kept punching me.” He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. “I think I passed out before he was done.”

      I was starting to feel sick again.

      “You were unconscious when your wife found you?” Officer Brooks asked.

      “Is this necessary?” I wanted to know. “My husband shouldn’t have to relive the hell he went through.”

      “I understand how you feel,” Officer Brooks said. “But if we’re going to find these guys, I need some type of description. Were they there to see your sister, Mr. York?”

      My jaw dropped. “How did you know?”

      Greg shifted in the bed uncomfortably. “I don’t know what they wanted.”

      “He needs to know, Greg.” As far as I was concerned, his sister was on her own now. “Annette is in some type of trouble, Officer. Those guys were sent to our house to find her.”

      “Did they see her?” Officer Brooks wanted to know.

      “No.” A muscle ticked in Greg’s jaw. “I think she managed to slip out while they were there. One of them said something like, ‘Tell us where she is, and we’ll let you live.’ I told him to go to hell. That’s when he broke my nose.” He gave me a feeble smile. “Guess that was the wrong thing to say.”

      I grabbed his hand and kissed it tenderly.

      “So fast. It all happened so fast. They pretended they were selling something when I answered the door, then forced their way in.” A flicker of pain crossed Greg’s face as he remembered.

      “Sweetheart, it’s okay. You can tell us the rest later. You need to sleep.” As much as I wanted more details, it was obvious that he was tired and in pain. Officer Brooks could wait.

      Greg continued. “Annette must have heard them and took off. I tried to reach for my phone, but they got to me first. And as they say—the rest is history.” He licked his cracked, parched lips.

      I reached for a pitcher on the tray and poured him a glass of water. He drank it gratefully. “The guy who was holding me down began to kick me in the side. Over and over again. He kept laughing while he did it. Then he looked down at me and said, ‘This is from Gio.’ Whoever the hell that is.”

      My fears were confirmed. Had my visit to the strip club somehow contributed to making this happen? But how did Gio know who I was? No one had followed us, or at least I didn’t think so.

      Officer Brooks was watching me closely. Terror must have been written all over my face because he suddenly asked, “Do you know who Gio is, Mrs. York?”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “There’s something I need to tell both you and Greg. I went to Utica earlier today. I stopped in at Night Moves, the place where Annette used to work. Gio is Annette’s former boss. She—she was embezzling from him.”

      Greg looked stunned. “That can’t be true.”

      “Please stop defending her, Greg,” I said gently. “She almost got you killed, and does she even care? Where is she now?”

      “She didn’t mean it.” Greg’s voice had grown more subdued in the last couple of minutes. His eyelids started to droop, and it was apparent that the medication was working.

      “He needs to rest.” The questioning, although brief, had been exhausting for Greg. If my husband had been more alert, he would have argued that he could continue.

      “Let’s go out into the waiting room,” Officer Brooks suggested.

      I kissed Greg’s warm forehead. His breathing was stable, and as much as I wanted to stay with him, I realized that the doctor was right. He needed sleep more than anything. I pulled the sheet up over his chest and followed Officer Brooks back to the waiting room.

      Jacques had been texting on his phone but stood when we appeared. “How’s Greg doing?”

      “He’s sleeping,” I said. “The medication caught up with him in a hurry.” I introduced Officer Brooks to him. “How did you know those men came to see Annette?”

      “Mrs. York, given the circumstances under which Mac Tremont died, we had to check out every angle,” he explained. “Your sister-in-law is back in town for the first time in twenty years. We ran a check on her and found out she worked at Night Moves—first as an exotic dancer and then as a bookkeeper. The place has been in trouble with the law numerous times.”

      “Why weren’t they shut down?” I asked in amazement. “Gio—the man who owns the place—is dangerous. You must realize that after seeing what happened to my husband.”

      Officer Brooks cleared his throat. “We haven’t been able to prove anything. And we didn’t know about the embezzling part until we received an anonymous tip yesterday.”

      My heart began to race. Had Todd called the police and ratted Annette out?

      “From what we’ve been able to piece together,” Officer Brooks went on, “it sounds like Giovanni Lombardo was the one who tried to kill your sister-in-law the other night. Or he may have sent one of his cronies to commit the deed.”

      “That’s what I was thinking too. Tell me about the anonymous tip. Was it given by a man or a woman?”

      “It was a man’s voice,” Officer Brooks said. “He didn’t identify himself. Do you have any idea where your sister-in-law would have gone? Does she have friends in the area? What about her mother?”

      “No, she didn’t go there. My mother-in-law is on her way to the hospital as we speak. She and Annette don’t have the best relationship. Maybe Annette’s hiding out in a hotel and using a different name? She was staying in one when she first arrived in town.”

      Officer Brooks typed something into his tablet. “We’ve already thought of that and have begun to check them. Can you confirm the make and model of the car she was driving when she left?”

      “It was a Subaru, but I don’t remember the license plate. The color’s light blue.”

      He made another note and then tucked the tablet under his arm. “We’ll have a police car drive by your house a few times a day, as a precaution.”

      No, that wasn’t good enough for me. “Isn’t there any way you can place a policeman there around the clock? These people tried to kill my husband. The note said that they would be back. Who’s to say my children won’t be the next ones hurt?”

      “Or you,” Jacques offered.

      “I’m sorry.” Officer Brooks looked embarrassed. “The town simply can’t afford to maintain a police officer at your residence around the clock.”

      I couldn’t be hearing him right. “Gio may have mob connections. Doesn’t that make any difference?”

      “Although there’s reason to believe his establishment may be connected, we don’t have concrete proof yet,” Officer Brooks said. “An officer in that jurisdiction is headed to the club now to ask him about your husband’s attack. Don’t worry, we’ll handle everything.”

      “But what if they come back looking for Annette?” I asked. “You’ve told me that you can’t offer my family any real type of protection.”

      He blew out a breath. “Again, I’m sorry. I really hate that this is happening to you, Mrs. York. I need to ask you one more thing. Could you have said something during your visit to suggest to Mr. Lombardo your sister-in-law was here, in the Saratoga area? Did he know that you were related to her?”

      “She came up in the conversation. We told Gio that Jacques dated her in the past. It was the reason we said we were visiting, to try and find her.”

      Officer Brooks scratched the top of his head. “He might have decided to follow you home to see if you knew anything.”

      “No one followed us,” Jacques insisted. “I kept checking behind me the entire time.”

      “Well, it seems like quite a coincidence that Mr. Lombardo would happen to find your sister-in-law on the same day you visited his club,” Officer Brooks remarked. “Are you sure you didn’t say anything to make him suspicious?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. The truth of the situation finally hit me. With sick dread, I remembered how I’d paid for the drinks with my credit card. On the MasterCard, my name was printed in black, shiny letters. Cynthia Ann York.

      Oh. My. God. How in the world could I have done something so stupid?

      “Jacques.” My voice sounded strangled. “I paid for the drinks with my credit card. My credit card! If Gio saw the receipt, he would have recognized the last name.”

      There was no way to deny it. I had to face the facts here. Greg’s attack had been entirely my fault.
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      Jacques brought a hand to his mouth. “Oh, Lord. I didn’t think of that either, Cin.”

      “There you go,” Officer Brooks nodded grimly. “It appears that Mr. Lombardo wasted no time tracking your address and getting a couple of his—um, friends—to visit your home. It sounds like Annette must have seen them arrive and instantly took off in her car.” He paused. “Or she may have even left while your husband was being attacked.”

      What he said left me physically ill. I didn’t want to believe such a thing was true. Would Annette really have taken off to save her own skin while her brother was being brutally beaten because of her? She didn’t even call the police about the crime taking place because she was worried that they knew about her indiscretions.

      As I’d suspected from the beginning, Annette had her own agenda. No one mattered except for herself. Greg had been wrong about his sister while I’d been right, but the knowledge gave me no pleasure.

      “We’ll keep looking for her right away,” Officer Brooks offered.

      “She could be on her way to Canada by now,” I remarked. “What if you don’t find her?”

      “Try to think positive, Mrs. York.” Officer Brooks said. “I’ll check in with you tomorrow to see how your husband’s doing. By the way, the investigation is finished at your house. If you want to go home and clean up now, that’s fine. If photos are needed for your insurance company claim, I can get those to you.”

      He said goodbye to Jacques and then left the hospital. Weakly, I sat down in a chair. “I don’t believe this. What am I supposed to do, Jacques? My kids can’t stay there!”

      “And neither can you.” Jacques sat down next to me. “That’s why you’ll all be staying at my house.”

      I stared at him in amazement. “No, that’s too much trouble. We can’t put you out like that. I have no idea how long this will go on for and—”

      Jacques raised a hand in the air to silence me. “I’ve been thinking about it while you and Brooks were visiting Greg. Given the circumstances, there’s no way that I’d ever let you stay alone with the kids in case those guys come back. Ed agrees with me, so the matter is settled.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” A sob escaped from my lips as I reached out to hug my friend. “Except for thank you.”

      Jacques offered me a handkerchief which I accepted gratefully. “You don’t have to say anything. I know you’d do the same thing for me.”

      “But there’s so many of us. It seems like such an imposition.”

      “No imposition at all,” Jacques said cheerfully. “We’ll go back to your house, and I’ll help you clean up. Ed would come too, but he’s keeping an eye on Bolin. He’s got a cold and Ed doesn’t want to leave him, but I am at your disposal. If we can get everything done tonight, the kids won’t have to know what really happened to Greg. Maybe you could say the house was robbed.”

      I rose to my feet and hugged him again. “It will be nice to have company tonight. But I can’t stay at your house. The kids can, but I need to stay here and take care of the animals.”

      Jacques let out an exaggerated sigh. “Well, if you feel that way, then I have no choice but to stay there with you.”

      His offer touched me deeply. “Thank you, but that isn’t necessary.”

      “It is necessary,” he said. “And I don’t want to hear any further arguments about it.”

      “You’re amazing.”

      Jacques looked pleased with himself. “Yes, I have been told that before. Now, come on, darling. Text Darcy and tell her to take Miss Grace to my house. Ed’s expecting them there for dinner. This way, they don’t have to see the mess. After we finish cleaning up, you can pack an overnight bag for the kids and I can drop it off.”

      “You’re the boss.” I typed out a quick message to Darcy, letting her know Greg was okay and that she and Grace were to go to Ed’s. After the shopping expedition, she had taken Grace with her to visit a friend, waiting to hear from me when they could go home.

      Jacques leaned over my shoulder as I typed. “How did Darcy take the news when you told her?”

      I pressed Send and looked up. “Not well. I’m afraid it’s made her hate Annette all the more. She blames her for everything that’s happened. I’ve got to admit that I’m not crazy about Annette right now, either.”

      “Try to look on the bright side,” Jacques suggested. “At least you got rid of her. Not in the way you would have preferred, but I think it’s safe to say you won’t be seeing her again for a while.”

      The doors to the waiting room flew open, and Helen rushed in. She glanced around the area, her blue eyes frantic and wild. A look of genuine relief flooded her face when she spotted me. “Cindy! How is my son?”

      “He’s going to be okay, Helen.” This was the first time I had ever seen the woman looking out of sorts. Helen’s appearance was always polished, but today was an exception. Her short hair was a mess, the silk blouse she wore wrinkled, and her eyes swollen and red, as if she’d been crying. Pity tugged at my heart, and I reached out to touch her arm. She didn’t move away. “They gave him something for the pain, and he’s sleeping now.”

      “I want to see him,” she insisted.

      “Of course. I’ll take you back, but then Jacques and I are going to leave. The doctor said they’re moving him upstairs to a regular room soon. He prefers that Greg doesn’t have any overnight visitors, so I’m going home to clean up the mess before the kids see it.”

      She bit into her lower lip. “This is Annette’s fault, isn’t it? The men who did this—do they have her? Was she kidnapped?”

      I shook my head. “We think she’s okay. It sounds like she took off before the men could get to her.”

      Helen exhaled a long, shaky breath and sat down in my vacated chair. She gripped the sides of it with her hands and stared straight ahead. “I don’t know where Doug and I went wrong with that girl. All she ever gave us was heartbreak.”

      There wasn’t much I could say to that.

      My mother-in-law reached into her purse for a tissue and looked up at me. “All I ever wanted for her was to marry a nice man and hopefully give me grandchildren one day. But she never wanted children. She said that they would take up too much of her time. So instead, she made men her obsession, even as a teenager. It was—deplorable.”

      She paused for several seconds before continuing. “Over the years, Greg told me to forget about the past and give her another chance. We were even starting to have somewhat normal phone conversations a couple of times a year. Then, this had to happen.” A vein bulged in her forehead. “If the police find her, she is no longer welcome in my house. I want nothing to do with her again.”

      Whoa. I sucked in some air. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Yes, I do.” She rose to her feet and gazed into my eyes with an expression I hadn’t seen before. “I never thought I’d say this, Cindy, but—” Helen paused and stared down at the floor. “I wish my daughter had been more like you.”

      The words rendered me speechless, and for a second I was afraid that I might pass out from shock. After years of insulting my cooking, clothes, and career, I was ill prepared for a compliment from my mother-in-law.

      “How long will Greg be here?” Helen wanted to know.

      “Only a day or two,” I said. “The kids and I will be staying with Jacques and Ed until it’s safe to go back home.”

      Jacques spoke up. “Greg too, as soon as he’s well enough to leave the hospital.”

      Helen forced a smile to her lips. “It’s very generous of you to open your house to my family. Thank you.”

      It was a day for miracles. Helen never even bothered to address Jacques before.

      He merely shrugged in response. “Cindy is my dearest friend. To me she is family. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her.”

      “Yes, of course.” Helen’s eyes lit up. “Wait, I have an idea! What about letting the kids stay with me for a while?”

      “All four of them?” I couldn’t believe that she was offering. Yes, Helen adored her grandchildren, but she could barely manage the twins on her best day.

      “Well, Darcy is an adult. She could help me.” Helen was clearly pleased with her idea. “I’d love to have them, and it would make me feel that I was doing something to help Greg during this awful time—and you, too.”

      I was touched by her offer, but Helen’s place was half the size of Jacques, and I secretly suspected that the kids would quickly drive her insane. A compromise might work, though. “What if I send Grace and Darcy to stay with you for the night? They’ve gone to Ed’s for dinner, but I could send them over afterwards.”

      Helen’s face beamed. “That would be wonderful. I’d love some alone time with my granddaughters.” She glanced at her watch. “I plan to stay here with Greg for a little while then I’ll stop over at your house to pick up their things. This way, I’ll be waiting for them when they arrive.”

      “It’s very nice of you to offer, Helen.” For the first time ever, I felt sorry for my mother-in-law. Helen was disappointed in her daughter and the life that Annette had chosen for herself. I had no idea of everything she might have put her parents through over the years, but it was clear she had given them a great deal of heartache. Greg had never talked much about Annette in the past, and this was probably why. He had wanted to give her another chance to work things out with her family, while Helen had been skeptical. How sad that everything had managed to go so wrong.

      “I’m delighted to do it,” Helen said. “Now, will you take me to see my son?”

      Helen reached out a hand, willing me to take it. The gesture was small, but it represented so much in our relationship. As I stared back at Helen, there was something in her eyes I had never seen before. Acceptance. By no means did this suggest that our relationship was going to be free of thorns in the future, but after twenty-three years, we might finally be making some sort of progress.

      With a smile, I took her hand in mine and squeezed it. “I’d be happy to.”
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      “This has been a first for me,” Jacques declared. “I never thought I’d see the day when you and Helen from Hell would make peace.”

      I watched as Helen backed her car down the driveway and drove away. She’d come to get an overnight bag for Grace and Darcy and seemed excited about spending the night with them.

      With a sigh, I rubbed my eyes wearily and walked over to the mop pail that I’d abandoned when she’d arrived. “Yeah, well, miracles can happen. But I’m not getting my hopes up. I don’t think we’ll ever have a cozy mother and daughter type of relationship. We’re learning to tolerate each other though.”

      Jacques tied up a garbage bag which he’d filled with broken dishes and glasses. “Hey, it’s a step in the right direction.”

      “Definitely.” I tried to hold back a yawn as I scrubbed at the marks on the kitchen wall. I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d last before passing out for the night.

      “Any idea how much the damage might be?” Jacques wanted to know. “Can you put it on your homeowner’s insurance?”

      I squeezed out a sponge into the pail “No idea. I hate to file a claim because we had one last year for our well pump. And you know what that means. Once you have multiple claims, they start thinking about canceling your insurance.”

      “You’ve got a point there,” Jacques agreed.

      “The only thing I’m concerned about right now is Greg’s health, and my kids’ safety. While you were on the phone with Ed, Helen told me that she saw the doctor after we left. She asked him how long Greg might be out of work, and he said Greg should stay out for at least a couple of weeks. He’s got a short-term disability policy through his employer, which helps, but things are going to be tight financially for a while.”

      “Don’t worry, love.” Jacques put an arm around my shoulders. “If you need anything, just say the word. I’m happy to help. And Ed is too.”

      I blinked back a tear. “I’m so lucky to have you both.”

      “Likewise, my dear.”

      I turned back to the wall. Spots of blood decorated the wood trim along the bottom, which nearly brought me to tears again. No. I had to pull myself together. Greg was going to be fine, and the kids were all safe. With a deep breath, I scrubbed furiously at the spots until they faded. If only the rest of my problems disappeared so easily. “We’ll have to postpone the birthday party for at least a month.”

      “You can still have it,” Jacques said. “Maybe it would help to lift his spirits.”

      “No way. Greg’s too proud. He won’t want anyone to see his injuries. It’s bad enough that some of his coworkers will ask questions. I’ll have to call his boss tomorrow and tell him what happened. Hopefully he’ll keep it under wraps.”

      Jacques nodded in understanding. “It’s the male ego at work, my dear. I can relate. Remember the time we were held hostage in the house you had for sale? That maniac almost beat me to death before you arrived. I didn’t want anyone to know about it, either.”

      “Yes, I remember very well.” Too well, in fact. “You kept sending other agents in your place for showings and closings until the swelling went down.” Hey, I didn’t blame him. I’d probably have done the same thing in his position.

      The doorbell rang, startling us both. Rusty and Dobby, who had been sleeping on the sofa in the living room, began to bark and rushed for the door. My heart leapt into my throat. I dropped the sponge back into the water and slowly stole into the living room.

      Jacques held up a hand, motioning me to wait. He withdrew his revolver from his briefcase. “Let me have a look first and see who it is, Cin.”

      With bated breath, I waited as Jacques crept towards the front door. He moved the curtain slightly to one side and then lowered the gun to his waist. “It’s two women. Oh, wait. The younger one is Libby, Ed’s new waitress.”

      Relief swept over me. “I didn’t know he hired her. That’s great.”

      “Yes, she started last night. Bolin and I popped in for dinner and Ed introduced us.”

      “It must be Gretchen who’s with her.” I gestured at his gun and went to open the door. “Put that away. They’ll freak if they see it.”

      Jacques retreated to the kitchen to put the gun back in his briefcase while I opened the door. Both women smiled when they saw me. Libby was carrying a white bakery box in her hands. She was still in her new restaurant uniform and had an apron draped over her arm.

      “Hi, Mrs. York.” Her face lit up like the sun when she saw Jacques. “Hi, Mr. Forte. I just wanted to say thank you for helping me get the job at The Silver Platter. It’s such an awesome place to work! I made over two hundred dollars in tips!”

      “Wow, Libby, that’s great. I’m so glad I could help,” I said.

      She held out the box to me. “I brought a German chocolate cake for everyone. I don’t know if you’d had dessert yet, but it will keep till tomorrow.”

      “How sweet of you.” I hesitated about letting them inside, given the condition of the place, but it was clear they were expecting me to do so. “Come on in. Please excuse the mess.”

      Gretchen shut the door behind her, and they followed me in. Libby gasped when she saw the broken coffee table. “Did someone have an accident?”

      “Cindy, is everything all right?” Gretchen wanted to know.

      Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t reveal what had happened, but there was a chance Todd might have been involved. What if Gio hadn’t seen my name on the credit card slip after all? What if Gio had found Todd first and he told him where Annette had gone? He was still bitter about her cheating on him.

      “Libby, would you excuse your mother and me for a second?” I asked.

      She drew her eyebrows together. “What’s going on?”

      I went into the kitchen, and they followed me. Libby set the apron and bakery box down on the kitchen table. “Is this about my father, Mrs. York? Did he come here drunk and trash your house?”

      Gretchen laid a hand on her daughter’s arm. “Cindy, it’s all right. Libby knows all about her father’s drinking problem. The man can’t go an hour without having a beer. I only hope he didn’t come here in some kind of drunken rage and frighten you half to death.”

      Libby’s lower lip trembled. “Maybe if you’d take him back, he’d stop drinking, Mom. Dad needs someone to care about him. And I know that deep down you still love him.”

      Gretchen averted her eyes. “It’s not the time nor place to discuss this. Cindy has enough problems of her own. You need to realize that your father and I are never getting back together.”

      “He needs your help, not your judgement!” Libby said angrily. “He’s sorry for everything that happened. People make mistakes.”

      “Honey, it’s not that simple,” Gretchen sighed. “We’ve been apart far too long.”

      Libby’s nostrils flared. “If it wasn’t for that awful woman, you’d still be together.”

      Gretchen’s jaw dropped. “Libby! No matter what you might think of Annette, she’s part of Cindy’s family. Apologize, please.”

      Libby glanced over at me sheepishly. “I’m sorry, Mrs. York.”

      “Cindy, what is it that you wanted to say?” Gretchen asked. “Again, don’t feel like you need to protect Libby from the truth. She’s an adult.”

      Jacques came to stand at my side. “Do you want me to tell them, dear?”

      “No, it’s all right.” I decided to hurry up and get it over with. “Gretchen, Libby, Greg’s in the hospital. He was attacked, and—” My voice started to shake. “We have reason to believe it was done by the same person who tried to kill Annette.”

      “Oh my God.” Gretchen brought a hand to her mouth. “Is he all right?’

      “He will be. He was beaten severely in the face, and he’s got a couple of broken ribs.”

      Gretchen put her arms around me. “Oh, Cindy. I’m so sorry that this happened. I only hope that—” She didn’t finish the sentence.

      I dabbed at my eyes with a tissue. “You hope what?”

      “It’s—nothing. Nothing at all.” Gretchen’s gaze shifted over to Libby and then back to me. I got the message. She was afraid that Todd might have been responsible for Greg’s attack.

      Libby caught the look and understood as well. “You—you don’t think that Dad did this? There’s no way!”

      Gretchen didn’t answer her.

      “Mother!” Libby shrieked. “Please tell me that you don’t think Dad had anything to do with this. He would never hurt Mr. York.”

      Gretchen bit into her lower lip. “There’s a lot that you don’t know about your father, and I never wanted you to find out. Shortly after you were born, he started drinking, and then he became abusive towards me.”

      “You’re lying.” Libby shook her head vehemently. “That’s not true. He’s never laid a hand on me or Scott.”

      “No, he’s never hurt you or your brother,” Gretchen agreed. “I would have left him if he had. But I have no excuses. I should have left him anyway.”

      I was horrified by the revelation. “Gretchen, why didn’t you ever say something?”

      She lowered her eyes to the floor. “I don’t know. Maybe I was in denial. Or afraid that our friends would find out and talk about us behind our backs. It was so stupid of me.”

      “For God’s sake, Mom,” Libby spat. “Why don’t you tell Mrs. York the truth?”
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      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. I didn’t want to be in the middle of Libby and Gretchen’s argument but was curious to learn what Libby had meant. Was Gretchen hiding something?

      Gretchen narrowed her eyes at her daughter and spoke in a voice colder than an ice cube. “Don’t you ever talk to me like that,” she said. “Show some respect.”

      “Dad never hit you,” Libby insisted. “Grandma told me you were so angry when he took off with Annette that you called the police and said he’d beaten you up. Then she said you went to Utica and trashed Annette’s car because you were so angry at her for—”

      “Stop it!” Gretchen grabbed Libby and shook her by the shoulders. “None of that ever happened!”

      Alarmed, I stepped between the two of them. “Gretchen, you need to calm down.”

      Gretchen stared from me to her daughter and began to sob. “Oh, Libby. I didn’t mean it. Please forgive me.”

      Libby put a hand to her mouth and backed away from her mother. She turned on her heel and ran out of the house. Gretchen hurried out the front door, but Libby was too quick. Tires squealed in my driveway and a car could be heard zooming down the street. Gretchen stood at the front door, screaming after her. “Libby! I’m sorry, honey!”

      Jacques raised an eyebrow at me. “My word,” he whispered. “That family is full of surprises.”

      Gretchen’s shoulders wracked with sobs as she stared after her daughter. I went up behind her and placed my hand on her arm. “Would you like me to give you a lift home?”

      She blew her nose and nodded. “I’d appreciate that. Thanks, Cindy.”

      “My pleasure.” After all, the drive would only take a few minutes, and with the kids all elsewhere tonight, I had the time. That was when it hit me. For the first time in over twenty years, I would be spending the night without any members of my family present. No children or husband. Thank goodness for Jacques.

      “I’ll take both of you in my car,” Jacques offered. “And then I’ll come back to help you finish cleaning up, Cin.”

      I grabbed my purse and escorted Gretchen to his car. Jacques brought up the rear, after making sure that the house was locked up. He opened the back door of his convertible for Gretchen.

      She hesitated for a second and then got inside. “Cindy, will you sit with me? Please?”

      “Of course.” I climbed into the seat next to her and shut the door as Jacques started the engine. The sun had begun to sink low in the sky, but the temperature was still warm, so Jacques left the top down. Under normal circumstances, I would have enjoyed the warm breeze whipping across my face, but at the moment, my mind was too preoccupied to appreciate it.

      I knew the kids were fine and Greg was out of imminent danger, but that didn’t stop me from worrying. What would happen when Greg was released from the hospital and the kids came home? Plus, Libby’s outburst had greatly concerned me. I hated to think that the Fine family might be involved in Greg’s attack or Mac’s murder, but there was a definite possibility.

      Gretchen didn’t say anything until Jacques stopped for a red light. She took a deep breath and turned to face me. “I want you to know that what Libby said isn’t true, I swear. I never did any of those things to Annette or Todd.”

      “You don’t owe me any explanation,” I said gently.

      “I think I do,” Gretchen said. “Please believe me, Cindy. I never wanted to admit this to anyone, but my mother-in-law has been poisoning Libby and Scott’s minds for years. The woman has always been in denial about Todd and tried to turn my own kids against me. She said that the cheating and the drinking were only figments of my imagination. If I had known that she was telling my own children such horrible things sooner, I would have refused to let her see them.”

      Jacques glanced at me in the rearview mirror. The question in his eyes was clear, and uneasiness swept over me. His expression said that he didn’t believe what Gretchen said, and I had my doubts as well. It had been years since Gretchen and I were close, and she was no longer the same person. The divorce and pressures of being a single parent had undoubtedly changed her.

      “I don’t hold anything against you or Greg,” Gretchen went on. “And deep down, I’m trying very hard to forgive Annette. I pray to God every night about it. Hey, maybe she did me a favor. Todd’s still an alcoholic, so it couldn’t have been a bed of roses for her either, right? He probably beat her too. She was getting knocked around by that Gio too.”

      My heart stuttered at the mention of the man’s name. “Gio? I wasn’t aware you knew him.”

      Gretchen squirmed in her seat. “Oh, I don’t. Not really. Todd mentioned him a few times in passing when he came to see Libby. Maybe he wanted me to feel sorry for Annette, like that was ever going to happen.”

      Jacques pulled his convertible up in front of Gretchen’s apartment complex, and she wasted no time getting out of the car. “Thank you for the lift. I want to apologize to both of you for Libby’s outburst.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured her. “She only wants her parents to get back together. That’s normal.”

      Gretchen scrunched her face into a frown. “Maybe so, but it doesn’t excuse her behavior. Libby needs to face reality. I’ve never tried to play games with her about Todd. We’re not getting back together. Anyway, he’ll be in prison soon.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “Prison? For what?”

      She looked surprised by my comment. “Cindy, haven’t you figured it out yet? It was Todd who beat up Greg. Gio’s the one who sent him here.”

      “Are you sure of that?” Jacques asked.

      Gretchen nodded. “Todd’s worked for Gio on and off for the past few years. Mostly it was as a bouncer for some extra money. He must have told Gio that Annette came here. Gio sent him over—probably with one of his other goons to grab her, and Greg refused to tell them anything. My guess is that they kept beating him until he broke down. Or lost consciousness.”

      I felt physically ill. “Gretchen, please don’t.”

      She brought a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry but honestly? I’m surprised they didn’t kill him.”

      Gretchen gave us both a finger wave and went inside the building. My entire body went numb as I watched her. As much as I hated to admit it, Gretchen was probably right about what had happened. When it came to his family, no one was more loyal than my husband. Even if he had known where Annette was, he would have protected his sister until the end.

      Jacques opened the passenger side car door, and I slid into the seat across from him. “Are you okay, dear?”

      “Not sure.” I drew the seat belt across my lap. “It’s a little hard for me to wrap my head around this.”

      “That’s understandable.” Jacques revved the gas and zoomed out of the parking lot. I loved him dearly, and Jacques was about as close to perfection as possible, except for his driving skills. For the rest of the trip, I continued to grip the door handle tightly.

      “Now, Cin, I don’t want you to worry about anything,” he said. “We’re going back to your place and will finish cleaning up. And I’ll make a phone call for some takeout.”

      “I’m not very hungry.”

      He glanced sideways at me. “Darling, you have to keep up your strength. The York family would fall apart if its matriarch were to become ill. Please don’t argue with me. Now, what would you like?”

      “Surprise me.” Exhausted, I settled back in the seat. It had been a long day, and I was too mentally and physically worn out to argue with him.

      An hour later, we’d finally finished cleaning up the mess and our Chinese food had just been delivered when my cell rang. I glanced at the screen and saw an unknown number. My guard instantly went up as I pressed Accept Call. “Hello.”

      “Mrs. York, it’s Officer Brooks. I wanted to let you know that we’ve caught the two men who attacked your husband. They’re both behind bars, for now.”

      “Thank you, that’s wonderful news.” Relief flooded through me. “How did you find them so quickly?”

      “They were both at Mr. Lombardo’s club when the officers arrived,” Officer Brooks explained. “Your neighbor across the street was out getting the mail and gave us a great description of the car in your driveway plus the license plate. We spotted it immediately at the club.”

      God bless Mrs. White, the nosiest neighbor on my street and her photographic memory. If she’d only known that something awful was in the process of happening, then maybe Greg would have been spared so much pain.

      “The car belongs to an Alphonso Gemetto,” Officer Brooks continued. “When questioned further, both men confessed to the incident but said that your husband provoked the attack.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “What a bunch of crap. I hope they’re going to do a lot of time for this.”

      “I can’t say for sure yet,” Officer Brooks admitted. “They both have prior records, so that’s not going to help. If it goes to trial, your husband will be called upon to testify. Both men denied that they were hired to attack him, but background checks revealed that they had been employed for Mr. Lombardo as security for his club. My guess is that they got some kind of bonus when he needs someone beat up—or even killed. They probably had instructions to bring your sister-in-law back to Mr. Lombardo.”

      What kind of disgusting animals were these people? “Was one of them Todd Fine?”

      “No. Were you expecting him to be one of Gio’s employees?” Officer Brooks asked.

      “I know he’s done some work for him in the past, so I wasn’t sure. What did Gio have to say about this?”

      There was a long silence on the other end. “Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to locate Mr. Lombardo. Police visited the club and his house, but no one’s seen him. It’s possible he’s hiding out, or maybe he’s looking for your sister-in-law himself.”

      I clutched the phone tightly in my hands. “Do you think that he’s headed here?”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Officer Brooks admitted. “But Gio must have found out from his goons that Annette has moved on, so I don’t see why he’d come back. Regardless, we’ll still continue to patrol your neighborhood a few times tonight. My feeling is that you and your family are out of any imminent danger.”

      I wished I could share his optimism. “What did those creeps say about Mac’s death? Did they confess to killing him?”

      “That’s the strange part about this. Both men have airtight alibis for that night. It’s possible that Gio could have been the one to fire the shot.” Officer Brooks’ radio blasted in the background. “Sorry, Mrs. York, but I have to go. Have a good night and feel free to call me anytime if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, but—”

      He clicked off before I could utter another word. I stared across the table at Jacques, who had been watching me closely while he ate his sesame chicken. “They caught the guys who attacked Greg.”

      “That’s great.” Jacques wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” I rubbed at my arms in an attempt to stop the goosebumps. “But there’s something that doesn’t fit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I struggled to find the right words. “Even though it looks like he did it, I’m not convinced that Gio’s the one who killed Mac.”

      Jacques’ green eyes were as sharp and focused as a cat. “Then who did?”

      I shrugged. “No idea.”

      My phone buzzed again, startling me out of my thoughts. I glanced at the screen. Another unknown number. “For cripes sake,” I muttered. “What else could happen tonight. Hello?”

      “Cindy?” It was a woman, but her voice was faint and hard to hear. “I’m so sorry about everything that happened. Is Greg okay?”

      “Annette!” I screamed as Jacques’ fork went flying across the room. “Where are you?”

      She hesitated, “I—I can’t say. How’s Greg?”

      Anger and disbelief boiled over on the inside for me. “What the heck do you care? You took off when those goons got into my house. They almost killed your brother. And you did nothing to try to stop it.”

      Annette began to sob. “I didn’t know what to do. They would have killed me. Is he going to be okay? I tried his cell phone, but he didn’t answer.”

      Jacques came over and put an arm around my shoulders. My hands shook from rage, and I was having a difficult time maintaining self-control. “No, see, Greg wouldn’t answer. He’s in the hospital, Annette. He’s on pain meds to help him sleep. And don’t pretend to care because you don’t. All you’re concerned about is yourself.”

      A high-pitched wail sounded from the other end of the line. “Don’t say that. I love my brother. Please tell him I’m sorry.”

      “Why don’t you tell Greg yourself,” I suggested coolly. “Go to the hospital and tell him. The police have already caught the guys who attacked Greg, so there’s nothing for you to be afraid of. Right?”

      Annette was silent for several seconds. “Sorry, but I can’t do that, Cindy. I wish that I could, but it’s not possible.”

      “You stole money from Gio.” And you were sleeping with his son, to add insult to injury. “You came here because you had nowhere else to go. It’s your fault that Mac died.”

      “Gio will kill me if he finds me,” she cried.

      “What about Mac? He didn’t deserve to die at Gio’s hands.”

      She hiccupped back a sob. “But Gio wouldn’t have done it himself. He would have sent someone to do his dirty work for him. Besides, Gio couldn’t have known I was at Mac’s because then he would have come to your house first.”

      Holy cow. She was right. Would Gio really have been lying around in wait for Annette? No, he would have had his goons show up at our house much sooner. I was convinced that he didn’t know Annette’s location until Jacques and I turned up at the club.

      “Cindy, I have to go,” Annette sniffed.

      “Don’t you dare hang up,” I hissed into the phone. “Tell me who else wanted you dead. And I want the truth.”

      “But I am telling you the truth!” she insisted. “Do you think that I wanted my brother to get hurt? I know this is all my fault, but there’s nothing else I can do. Todd worked for Gio sometimes. He knew that I came back here, so he must have been the one to try and kill me.”

      Anger bubbled near the surface for me. “You originally said that Gretchen wanted you dead. Make up your mind!”

      “All right!” she shouted. “Todd was angry because he caught me with Gio’s son. I lied to you and Greg. I didn’t throw Todd out—he’s the one who threw me out.”

      “I already knew that,” I said.

      Annette started to cry again. “Todd threw my stuff right out into the street. I would have done the same thing, but he beat me to it. He deserved worse than he got. For the past few years, he’s treated me like garbage. He’s even smacked me around.”

      I was past caring about Annette’s welfare. “Get to the point.”

      “Todd might have gone to Gio for a loan,” Annette offered. “If he did, then Gio would have given him money if he knew where I was.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us that when you first got here?” I demanded.

      She sniffled loudly. “I have to go, Cindy. Tell Greg I’ll call him soon.”

      “Wait a minute!”

      A clicking noise could be heard on the other end. The dull sound of finality. In frustration, I slammed the cell down on the table.

      Jacques patted my shoulder. “I’m sorry, love.”

      Although I was glad to be rid of Annette, I knew that Greg’s reaction would be different. Despite the fact that she’d almost gotten him killed, it would break his heart that Annette had once again disappeared from his life.

      And this time, I suspected that it might be forever.

      “Well, there’s nothing more I can do,” I sighed. “Annette’s gone, and I doubt she’ll be back. I don’t think Gio will bother us again, so you’re free to go home. I’ll be okay by myself.”

      Jacques snorted. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re my dearest friend, and I’m not about to desert you in your hour of need.”

      I was touched by his offer. “That’s really nice of you, but—”

      “No buts, Cynthia. When are you going to learn to stop arguing with your boss?” He gave me a teasing smile. “Now, tell me, what exactly did Annette say? Did she know that those goons were beating Greg up?”

      “She knew.” My blood boiled whenever I thought of my sister-in-law. I’d always known Annette was selfish, but this was too much to take. “There is no way two siblings could be more different. Greg would have given her the shirt off his back if she asked. It doesn’t matter that twenty years have passed since he’s seen her.”

      “Don’t dwell on it, dear,” Jacques said. “It won’t do you any good.”

      A sob broke from between my lips. “But Annette left, Jacques. She took off, knowing that her own brother might die because of something she had done. I’ll never be able to get past that.”

      Jacque’s voice was tinged with regret. “I’m sorry, Cin. It’s a slap in the face, that’s for sure. But remember the old saying. ‘You can choose your friends, but you sure can’t choose your relatives.”

      “Yeah, that’s the truth.” I smiled gratefully at him. “If I’d had a sibling, I would have wanted him to be just like you.”

      Jacques lifted his nose in the air proudly. “Likewise, dear.”

      “And you’re welcome to sleep in the twins’ room.”

      “The couch is fine with me,” Jacques said. “This way, I can keep one eye on the front door all night, along with my trusty friend the revolver.”

      I shivered, remembering the time I’d had to use Jacques’ revolver and it had resulted in someone’s death. It was a nightmare I never wanted to relive.

      Jacques must have guessed what I was thinking because he patted me gently on the arm. “Relax, love. I won’t let that ever happen to you again.”
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      For the most part, I slept well that night. My family was safe, and Jacques was downstairs guarding the front door with his trusty revolver. Even with the knowledge that my best friend was here, plus the dogs, and Sweetie stretched across the bottom of my bed, the house still felt empty and lonely. I missed my family.

      At seven thirty, I was awakened by a heavy pressure on my chest, making it difficult for me to breathe. For a moment I panicked then opened my eyes. Sweetie was purring and sniffing at my face. Yes, it was past feeding time at the zoo. Groaning, I picked the cat up and placed her next to me. “Jeez, girl. I do need to breathe.”

      Sweetie let out a plaintive meow and jumped off the bed. She stood next to the door, waiting impatiently for me to follow her down the stairs. Eager to oblige, I grabbed my robe at the bottom of the bed and wrapped it around me. “All right, your highness. I’m coming.”

      The delicious aroma of caffeine wafted up the stairs to greet me, and my pace picked up. Jacques was at the stove, whisking something in a bowl. He looked startled when he saw me. “Oh, shoot. I was going to bring you breakfast in bed.”

      I grabbed the dry cat food from the cabinet under the sink and poured some into Sweetie’s empty bowl. “That’s a lovely offer, but the last time I had breakfast in bed was—jeez. Before I had kids, maybe? Or perhaps never?”

      He clucked his tongue in disapproval. “I’m going to have to talk to Gregory about that when he gets home. Ed brings me breakfast every Sunday.”

      “You’ve trained him right,” I teased and grabbed a mug from the cupboard. I poured some coffee into it and took a long sip. “Oh my gosh! This isn’t our usual kind.” I took another delicious sip. “This is—wow!”

      He gave me a satisfied smile. “I had some Kona coffee in my briefcase. We have it on special occasions. Ed orders it for us from Hawaii.”

      I took another sip and then added some cream and sugar. “What a treat. It’s so smooth and rich. I could get spoiled by this kind of treatment.”

      Jacques flipped a pancake in the air with such smug confidence that Julia Child would have been proud. “Someone has to spoil you once in a while, dear. Now, sit down and get ready to eat. By the way, these are known as Jacques’ flap Jacques, instead of flapjacks. Get it? Bolin came up with the name. He said it’s the one thing I can manage to cook without burning. That child flatters my ego. Say, who are you calling?”

      “The hospital. I want to see how Greg is this morning.” I held up a finger as my call was answered on the other end. “Yes, hello. Can you put me through to Room 2122, please?”

      Jacques’ expression was grim. “Isn’t it a little early, dear?”

      “He might still be sleeping, but I need to know how he is.” The phone rang twice, and there was silence for a few seconds as someone fumbled with theirs on the other end. Finally, Greg’s faint voice came on the line. “Hello.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes when I heard him. “Good morning, sunshine. Did I wake you?”

      “Hi, sweetheart,” he whispered. “No, the nurse was in here a little while ago, so I was already awake.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “The old man’s hanging in there.” His voice sounded stronger, and for that I was grateful. “Feels like I ran into a brick wall, but other than that, I’m okay. The nurse said I should be able to go home by tomorrow.”

      A surge of joy ran through me. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all week.”

      “How are the kids?” Greg asked.

      “Everyone’s fine.”

      Greg was silent on the other end. “Do they—uh, did you tell them what happened?”

      “Darcy knows,” I said. “Grace thinks that you had an accident. She’s making you a get-well card.”

      “I’ll look forward to that.”

      “The twins stayed overnight at Zach’s,” I said. “I haven’t seen them since they left for school yesterday morning.”

      Greg cleared his throat. “Let Seth and Stevie think that I had an accident. I don’t want them to know what really happened.”

      My heart broke for him. I knew that Greg always wanted his children to see him as a source of strength, someone they could count on. Not only had he been the victim of a savage beating, but he was worried that if the kids found out—especially the boys—they wouldn’t see him in the same light. “Sweetheart, it’s nothing to be embarrassed about. No one is invincible.”

      “It doesn’t exactly make me feel proud,” he admitted. “Cin, if I can’t defend myself against a couple of thugs, how would I ever manage to protect my family in the same situation? What would have happened if the kids had been home at the time?”

      I shuddered. “You would have done what was needed to keep them safe. I have no doubt about that.”

      He paused. “So, you’re saying that I would have done the same as you.”

      “Meaning?” I asked, confused.

      “I’m talking about the time when your life and Jacques’ was in danger, and you were forced to use a gun.”

      His comment surprised me. This was the first time that Greg had ever brought up the subject, because he knew how much it upset me. He must have been analyzing the entire situation while lying in his lonely hospital bed. “Listen. I know you, remember? My husband is no coward, and he’d do whatever it takes to save his family.” My voice caught. “Even if it meant losing his own life in the process.”

      “That’s because my family means everything to me,” he said softly. “I love you, Cin.”

      A tear dripped off my chin. “I love you, too.” As much as I hated to bring up the subject of his sister, I had to let him know. “Annette called last night. She’s fine.”

      “Where is she?” Greg asked.

      “She didn’t say,” I said. “Sweetheart, she wanted you to know how sorry she was about what happened.”

      Greg fell silent on the other end.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Another pause. “She’s not coming back this time, Cin.”

      “You don’t know that for certain.” But I suspected the same thing.

      Greg changed the subject. “I don’t want you or the kids staying at the house until we know for sure that everyone is out of danger.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. Jacques and Ed have invited us to stay with them for as long as necessary.” The change of subject confirmed my theory that it hurt too much for Greg to talk about his sister. He’d been forced into realizing that his sister had an agenda. And her name was on the top of the list.

      “Do they know what they’re getting themselves into?” Greg asked. “I mean, there’s six of us. And we’re not exactly a quiet group.”

      Jacques placed a plate of pancakes in front of me. My stomach growled in anticipation, reminding me how I’d only managed to eat one egg roll last night. This morning was a different story. I poured maple syrup liberally all over the cakes and dug in. “Jacques said it’s fine. I don’t think they’ll take no for an answer.”

      “No is not in our vocabulary,” Jacques called out as he sat down next to me with his plate.

      “We’re pretty lucky, Cin,” Greg said gruffly. “We have great friends.”

      “Yes, we do have great friends.” I winked at Jacques. “Look, I’ll be over this afternoon to see you. I’d say this morning, but I have a showing, and the buyer is pretty interested.” A sudden thought occurred to me. “Unless Jacques would be willing to take it for me.”

      Jacques took a sip from his mug. “I wish I could, Cin, but I have a showing myself at ten o’clock and a closing at noon. Let me see if someone else in the office can do it.”

      “No, you’ve already done enough,” I said. “I’ll call Natalie and see if she’s available.” Of course, this meant that if Natalie ended up selling the house, I’d have to give her a percentage of my commission.

      “Hang on a second,” Greg interrupted. “I don’t want to disrupt your entire day, babe. Remember, I’m not going anywhere until tomorrow. Besides, I’m still sleepy. I’ll probably nap until you end up getting here.”

      “A nap at eight in the morning?” I teased.

      He yawned. “Yeah, another sign of old age, I guess. Remember, I’ll be fifty in a few days.”

      “I remember.” His comment reminded me that I needed to call everyone who had been invited to the party and let them know that it was off—at least for now. I hoped to reschedule it in a few weeks, but at the moment, there were more important things to worry about.

      “I’m half a century old,” Greg chuckled. “Next thing you know, I’ll be creaking and groaning like our back door.”

      “Oh right. The same one I’ve been asking you to fix for the last year.”

      He laughed, and the sound was music to my ears. “Well, at least I’ve got a gorgeous wife to look after me in my old age.”

      “I’m not that far behind you,” I reminded him. “My turn will come next year.”

      “Don’t worry, my love,” Greg said. “You look a lot younger than me. No one would ever suspect that you’re half a century old.”

      The comment made me smile. He knew how much I’d secretly been dreading the milestone birthday, but no longer. The incident with Greg had made me realize how insignificant things like that were.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “It truly doesn’t matter anymore. I’m thankful for the chance to grow old—with you.”
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      Jacques left shortly after breakfast, and I went upstairs to take a shower and dress. When I finished, it was nine fifteen. My showing wasn’t until ten, so I had a few minutes to kill. I went into the study and wasted no time in removing all the lingering remnants of Annette. She’d left dishes and coffee cups all over my desk, some with food still stuck on them. There were also several dirty towels on the rug and couch. She couldn’t even be bothered to throw them in the hamper I’d provided for her. I snatched the towels up and dumped them into the washing machine. Time to look on the bright side, I told myself. No more Annette meant that our lives could return to normal.

      My cell buzzed from my jacket pocket. It was a local number, but I couldn’t place the owner. Maybe it was a client. “Hello,” I said cautiously.

      “Cindy, it’s Gretchen. Do you have a minute to talk?”

      I glanced at my watch. “A few. What’s up?”

      Her voice began to shake. “I should have told you this last night, but I was afraid.”

      My ears pricked up. “Does this have to do with Greg’s attack?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Her reply was slow in coming. “Oh, God, Cindy. I’ll have to go to the police, and I’m scared. What if he comes after me next?”

      I had an idea where this was going. “Gretchen, please tell me what’s wrong. Do you think that Todd tried to kill Annette?”

      She burst into tears. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes. And it’s all my fault.”

      The woman wasn’t making any sense. “I don’t understand.”

      Gretchen sniffed loudly. “No one knows this, but I bought a gun a few months ago for protection. Libby mentioned it to her father, and he called me up a couple of weeks ago, all bent out of shape about it. I mean, give me a break. It’s not like Libby and Scott are five years old and they’re going to play with it. They know better. And now…the gun is missing.”

      A light bulb clicked on in my head. “Is there any way Todd could have taken it?”

      She didn’t hesitate with her response. “Yes. When I found out that the gun was missing the other day, I went to Libby and asked her if she’d seen it. I practically had to force it out of her, and we both ended up crying. Libby confessed that her father had stopped by to see her last week, one day while I was at work. He asked where I kept the gun, and she told him it was always in my nightstand, next to my bed.”

      “Okay, this is important. Did Libby actually see him take it?” I asked.

      There was a slight hesitation on the other end. “No,” Gretchen finally admitted. “But while they were talking, she got a phone call about a job she’d applied for and went into her bedroom to take it. Todd would have had plenty of time to remove the gun before she came out.”

      I didn’t know what to think. Somehow, we needed to find out if the bullet that came from Gretchen’s gun could have killed Mac. “What type of gun is it?”

      “A Glock,” she said. “Cindy, I’m so confused. There was a time when I never would have believed Todd was capable of murder. Now, I’m not so sure. He’s no longer the man I once knew. Please help me.”

      “You have to go to the police about this,” I said gently.

      She began to cry. “How can I? Todd will know that Libby saw him, and he’ll hate her for it.  And she’ll hate me.”

      I couldn’t believe that Gretchen was worried about Todd’s reaction at a time like this. “You don’t have a choice. They’ll need to get a search warrant and check Todd’s apartment for the gun. I don’t know how long something like that takes, and every moment is crucial. Once the police find your gun, they’ll run tests and be able to tell if the bullet that killed Mac came from your gun.”

      Gretchen blew a long, despondent breath into the phone. “I don’t know.”

      “Todd may have killed an innocent man,” I said. “Could you live with that on your conscience for the rest of your life?”

      “No, I can’t,” she said sadly. “Will you go to the police station with me?”

      There was always a chance Gretchen would change her mind, but I felt certain she’d go through it if I was with her. I wanted this nightmare to be over for me and my family, and for Mac’s family to have justice. “Of course. I’ll pick you up.”

      “Thanks, but I need to take care of something first,” Gretchen said. “Can you be here in a half an hour?”

      I glanced at my watch. I hated to cancel the showing, but this had to take precedence. “All right.”

      “Thank you,” she said gratefully. “Cindy, I hope that I’m wrong.”

      “You’re doing the right thing.” I said goodbye to her and clicked off. I didn’t want the killer to be Todd either, but it made sense. If Gretchen’s hunch turned out to be correct, she and her kids would finally be free of Todd for good.

      I put the dogs outside in their pen for a few minutes so they could do their business, then came back inside to call Officer Brooks. His voicemail clicked on after two rings, so I left a quick message. “Hi, Officer Brooks, it’s Cindy York. I was hoping you might be available to meet with me and Gretchen Fine at the station shortly. We may have some information that could lead to Mac Tremont’s killer. If you’re not there, we’ll see someone else. Thanks.”

      When I was done, I tried to phone my out-of-town client to see if we could reschedule the showing for later today, but there was no answer. Shoot. I called Jacques, who picked up on the first ring. “Yes dear.”

      “Sorry to interrupt your showing, but I have a bit of a situation here.” I told him about my call with Gretchen. “I hate to stand my clients up, but if I don’t take Gretchen to the police station now, she could have a change of heart. Or deny everything later.”

      I heard Jacques talking to someone in the background. “Yes, of course. I can put together an offer this afternoon.” He came back on the line. “All right. Where’s the showing and what’s your client’s name?”

      “Twenty-four Lancaster Drive. Pat and Brenda Peters are from Buffalo. They’re driving in today to specifically see this house.”

      He paused to consider. “Okay, Lancaster Drive is only five minutes away from here, so it’s doable. My clients are leaving now. This showing went quicker than I thought. Tell you what. I’ll shoot over to meet the Peters, but I hope they won’t linger in the house for too long. I can’t afford to be late for my closing at noon.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, I owe you one.”

      “Just add it on to the list,” Jacques said teasingly. “I’m glad you called. I left my briefcase at your house. Can you believe it?”

      “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “Tell me about it,” he groused. “I’m blaming a sleepless night on my terrible memory. It’s easier than saying I’m just getting old.”

      Guilt settled over me. “The sleepless night would be my fault. Sorry.” I pinned the phone between my ear and shoulder and went outside to grab the dogs. They both galloped into the house behind me, barking and wagging their tails happily. As soon as they reached the kitchen, Rusty and Dobby decided that it was play time and began chasing each other around the table. I went to move a chair out of the way and noticed there was a pink piece of cloth on it which had been hidden from my view by the tablecloth. Libby’s apron. She’d left in such a hurry yesterday that she’d forgotten it. I placed it next to my purse for the ride to Gretchen’s.

      “No worries, love,” Jacques said. “Anyway, can you drop it off at the office? Leave it with Natalie. I’ll let her know you’re coming. This way, I can run in and grab it on my way to the bank.”

      “Yes, no problem. I’ll pick Gretchen up and then drop it by before heading to the police station.”

      “Sounds good. Let me know how everything goes. By the way, I just talked to Ed. Darcy left her wallet there last night. She told him that she’d just dropped Grace off at nursery school and has got some errands to run. She’ll pick Grace and the twins up after school and drop them off with Bolin. Ed’s off work today, so he’ll be home all day. And he’s planning a magnificent dinner for everyone, so don’t even utter the word takeout in front of him.”

      I could barely hear him over the dogs barking. “Sounds good.”

      “What are those creatures doing?” Jacques wanted to know. “If you bring them over tonight, I expect they’ll be on their best behavior.”

      I rolled my eyes at the ceiling. “Don’t count on it. Anyway, I plan to be there by the time Darcy gets back with the twins so I can sit everyone down and tell them what’s happened with Greg. It’ll be some varied version of the truth. I feel terrible lying to them, but Greg doesn’t want them to know the truth.”

      “There are times when we have to spare those we love from the truth,” Jacques said gently.

      “Yes, that’s true. All right, I’d better run. Talk to you later.”

      I clicked off and turned around to see Rusty and Dobby fighting over a stuffed panda bear that belonged to Grace. At that moment, Sweetie casually sauntered into the room. When she saw the dogs, she panicked and leapt onto the table, out of Rusty’s reach. She began hissing while Rusty barked in reply. As I tried to drag Rusty away from the table, he broke free of my grip and caused me to hit the floor. Rusty jumped onto the table, which fell onto its side with a thud.

      Sweetie let out a yowl and went flying into the air. She landed on all fours and ran out of the room with Rusty following closely at her heels. Dobby chased after him, yapping at the top of his lungs as if worried he’d been forgotten. With a grunt, I slowly rose to my feet. Everything had fallen out of my purse, and my cup of coffee was spilled all over the floor. Miraculously, the table was still in one piece.

      Cursing under my breath, I managed to put the table back in an upright position and picked up the placemats and my napkin holder. The tablecloth had wound itself around another piece of cloth. To my dismay, Libby’s pink apron had brown coffee stains all over it. Crap.

      I laid paper towels on the floor and took the apron to the washing machine. I didn’t have time to run a load now but would treat it with spot cleaner and check the pockets before placing inside the washer. There was a crumpled-up pile of bills, mostly tens and fives. Libby’s tips. There was also a stick of gum and half a pack of cigarettes. That was a surprise. I didn’t know Libby smoked. Darcy had gone through a smoking phase in high school, but it had been more to impress others, and ended quickly. It wasn’t my place to say anything to Libby. Like Darcy, Libby was an adult, and what she did was none of my business.

      As I reached into the pockets again, my phone buzzed. I tossed the apron on the table and picked up my cell. Darcy. “Hi, sweetheart.”

      “Hey, Mom. How’s Dad?”

      “He’s doing much better today. I’ll be stopping by to see him in a couple of hours.”

      She blew out a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad. Gracie keeps asking me questions, and I don’t know what to tell her.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry to put you through that.” I picked up the broken pieces of the coffee cup. “Dad doesn’t want her, Seth, or Stevie to know the truth.”

      “I won’t say anything to them,” Darcy promised. “Mom, I know we’re going to be staying with Uncle Jacques and Uncle Ed for a while, but is it okay if I still go out with my friends?”

      “It should be fine, but I’d prefer you don’t go anywhere by yourself at night. The police told me they caught the two men who attacked your father. I think we’re out of danger, but I want everyone to play it safe for a while. Are you seeing Ryan tonight?”

      She sighed. “I wish. He’s working all week, including Saturday. No, I’m going to the shooting range with Libby after I bring the twins home from school.”

      “Shooting range? What on earth for?”

      “Why else?” Darcy laughed. “To shoot at targets. Libby goes there all the time. She says it’s good practice for when she becomes a policewoman.”

      My eyes came to rest on Jacques’ briefcase. I crossed the room to open it and saw his revolver was still inside. A chill crept down my spine, and I quickly shut it. I hated having a gun in my house and had no intention of ever handling one again. “All right, well, be careful.”

      “Gotta go,” Darcy said. “I’m interviewing a disc jockey for the wedding in about fifteen minutes. He’s meeting me at Starbucks.”

      “Hey, I thought I was going to be in on that decision.”

      Darcy sounded confused. “But I thought you didn’t want to meet him, since you and Dad were upset because we weren’t getting a band. If you have time, you’re welcome—”

      “It’s fine. I’m late to pick up someone anyway. Besides, it’s your wedding and no one else’s.” I had to keep reminding myself of that fact. “See you this afternoon.”

      The doorbell rang as soon as I clicked off. Good grief. A shot of irritation ran through me. I was already late to pick up Gretchen, and at this rate, I’d never get to the hospital to see Greg.

      Dobby and Rusty ran downstairs and began to bark again as I made my way to the front door. I shooed them away and glanced through the peephole. Libby was standing on the front porch. I unlocked the door, and Dobby made a mad dash for her. “Dobby, no!”

      Libby laughed as the little dog tried to climb her legs. She bent down to pat him, and Dobby licked her face. “Hi, Dobby, you little cutie pie. Hello, Mrs. York.”

      “Sorry about that, Libby. He always thinks everyone comes here to see him.”

      Libby straightened up and smiled. “Aw, I love him. Did I leave my apron here yesterday?”

      My face warmed in embarrassment. “Yes, you did. Um, I had a little accident and spilled some coffee on it. I’m so sorry. I’ll clean it for you.”

      She waved a hand dismissively in the air. “That’s all right. I’ll have Mom clean it. She still does all the rest of my laundry, so I wouldn’t want her to feel cheated.”

      “Spoken like a true smart aleck,” I teased.

      Libby laughed. “Can I come in and grab the apron? I left some of my tips in there, and I kind of need the money.”

      “Oh, of course!” I moved out of the way to allow Libby to enter. She followed me into the kitchen, and I pointed at the table. “There’s everything I found in the pockets.”

      “Thanks.” A deep flush came into Libby’s cheeks as she picked up the cigarettes and crumpled bills and stuffed them into her purse. “Um—I only smoke once in a while. When I’m stressed, you know?”

      I went to the washer to grab the apron. “You don’t owe me any explanation. I’m not your mother.”

      “Yeah, well, all the same.” Libby hesitated. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to my mother. She’ll go ballistic if she finds out I’m smoking. My grandmother died of lung cancer.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Besides, Gretchen had bigger problems to contend with right now. We all did, for that matter. “Darcy said that you two are going to the shooting range this afternoon.”

      She nodded eagerly. “Yes, it’s good practice for me. Darcy’s never been there before. She can’t even fire a gun. I love the idea of protecting the community from bad people.” Libby’s eyes shone. “Do you think that you could kill someone if you knew they were a bad person?”

      An ice-cold chill crept down my spine. This was about the worst thing she could have ever asked me. Once again, my mind flashed back to that awful day. Jacques and I were alone in a house that I was selling—with a murderer. I had discovered their dirty little secret, and now we would have to pay. “Sometimes you don’t have a choice.”

      “Did you say something, Mrs. York?”

      Startled, I turned around with the apron in my hands, not realizing that I had spoken out loud. A piece of plastic flew out of the pocket and landed on the floor in front of me. I reached down to pick it up. For a moment, I didn’t understand what I was looking at.

      The plastic was scarlet red in color, with silver glitter over it. A fingernail tip. A deja vu sensation gnawed at my brain. I’d seen this same nail before, but where?

      Then it hit me. The night that Mac had been murdered. It was lying on the sidewalk, and I’d assumed it was Annette’s.

      I had been wrong.

      Nausea stirred in the pit of my stomach. My gaze shifted to Libby’s slender hands, specifically her fingers as I placed the apron in her hands. Her nails were nearly bitten down to the skin.

      Libby noticed my stare and smiled. “I need to get my nails done.” Her voice sounded apologetic. “Mom says it’s such a waste of money because I’m either losing them or I bite them off within a couple of days. I guess it’s like smoking, you know? A real bad habit.”

      The blood roared in my ears. “You’ve been under a lot of stress,” I managed to say.

      She giggled. “Oh, well. No one’s perfect, right?”

      “That’s very true.” Things were starting to click into place inside my head.

      Libby’s smile faltered. “Are you all right, Mrs. York?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not, Libby.”

      She pulled out a chair for me. “Why don’t you sit down for a bit. I’m sure you’re still upset about Mr. York.”

      Libby touched my arm, and I jumped as if an electric shock had gone through my body. Confused, she took a step back. “What’s wrong?”

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” My voice cracked.

      Libby’s body froze. For several seconds, she said nothing. Her eyes darkened and she watched me with a blank expression. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mrs. York.”

      “You were there that night,” I whispered. “When Mr. Tremont died. You’re the one who shot him.”

      She began to shake her head back and forth. “No! I would never do something like that. Didn’t my mother tell you? Dad took her gun. He’s the one who killed that poor man.”

      My heart sank as I stared into her innocent looking face. If only there was some type of miraculous explanation.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” Libby asked.

      “No,” I said honestly, “but I wish that I did.”

      Libby gave an exaggerated sigh. She reached into her purse and drew out a revolver, pointing it at my head. “That’s too bad. I really hoped you would.”
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      In shock, I continued to stare at Libby, praying this was all a bad dream. I’d known this young woman since she was a baby. Libby was one of Darcy’s closest friends. She’d slept over at my house dozens of times. I’d taken her to volleyball and cheerleading practice and shown her and Darcy how to make cookies. Libby always had a positive attitude and loved doing things to help others. She and Darcy had even volunteered at an animal shelter as part of a high school project. Libby had a heart of gold.

      Libby was also a murderer.

      Her eyes darted back and forth between me and the front door. “I’m sorry, Mrs. York. I didn’t want you to find out.”

      “You killed an innocent man,” I managed to choke out.

      Libby gripped the gun tightly between her hands. “I didn’t mean to kill him, honest. It was an accident. I thought he was Annette. She’s the one that I wanted to die, not him!”

      There was a gun pointed at my head, but all I could think about was how devastated Darcy would be when she found out about her friend. My gaze traveled around the room. I could try to make a run for the front door, but what would stop Libby from killing me? Sure, she’d known me for years, and had even jokingly referred to me as her second mom, but that made no difference. Libby had already killed once. What would stop her from doing it again?

      She narrowed her eyes at me, guessing my thoughts. “I don’t want to hurt you, Mrs. York. You’ve always been good to me. Please don’t make me hurt you.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “Libby—”

      “It’s all my mother’s fault!” she cried. “If she’d gotten back together with my father, none of this would have ever happened. Then, when Dad threw Annette out, I thought I’d finally have a chance to get my family back.” Her voice broke. “I know that my parents still love each other.”

      “Sometimes love isn’t enough,” I said. “They’ve been divorced for a long time, Libby. Your father was unfaithful—”

      “Shut up!” she screamed. “You don’t know anything about them. You stopped being friends with my mom a long time ago. She still loves him, I know that she does! They belong together.”

      I reminded myself to breathe as Libby pressed the gun against the side of my head. “When Annette showed up here, I knew she was going to get in the way. She was going to convince my father to take her back. So, I did what I had to do to save my family.” Libby’s shoulders wracked with sobs. “If she had died instead of that man, everything would have worked out for the best.”

      The blood in my veins turned to ice. How had no one known about the contempt this young woman had been carrying around for years? “Let’s sit down and talk for a while, okay? I have a good friend who’s a psychiatrist. He can help.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, right. Do you think I’m stupid? You’re going to call the cops on me. I’m sorry, Mrs. York, but I can’t let you tell anyone what I did. And I feel awful that man died. I read his obituary online and lots of people said that he was a nice man. But I don’t want to go to prison.”

      “I don’t want to see that happen either,” I said. “You’ve always been like a daughter to me, and a sister to Darcy.”

      Libby blinked back tears, and the gun started to shake. “It’s too bad I can’t be in her wedding now.”

      “Maybe we can work something out,” I lied. How had I never known that Libby was unstable? She’d managed to hide it well. Or was she simply pushed to the brink by Annette’s actions? Libby had killed someone, and that fact couldn’t be disputed, but I felt that my sister-in-law was partially to blame. If she hadn’t come back here, none of this would have ever happened and Mac would still be alive.

      “Libby, I want to help you.” I took a step towards her.

      She clicked the barrel on the gun. “Please don’t make me use this, Mrs. York.”

      My eyes fell upon Jacques’ briefcase sitting on the kitchen counter. It was only a few feet away. I didn’t have enough time to open it and remove the gun. Plus, I wasn’t sure that I could ever point a gun at someone again.

      A scratching sound was heard outside, and a key turned in the lock. Libby whirled around and pointed her gun towards the front door.

      “Mom?” Darcy called.

      There was no time to waste. I leapt forward and tried to wrestle the gun from Libby’s hands, hoping the surprise arrival of Darcy would distract her. Libby’s reflexes were quicker than I’d anticipated. She let out a blood curdling yell and brought the gun down on my head. Bang! The gun discharged, and I fell to the floor.

      “Mom!” Darcy screamed.

      A searing pain shot through my head. I tried to stand but the room began to spin several times, forcing me back to my knees. No. I couldn’t lose consciousness. What if Libby hurt Darcy? “I’m all right,” I whispered. The room tipped upside down, and I fell back against the kitchen table.

      “Stay where you are, Darcy!” Libby shouted.

      Darcy immediately backed up against the kitchen counter. “Mom?” Her voice quivered.

      “Do what she says, Darcy.”

      A creaking sound above drew my attention. The pendant light fixture over the kitchen was swaying back and forth, thanks to the bullet that had become lodged inside it.

      “Libby, what are you doing?” Darcy asked. “Is that Uncle Jacques’ gun?”

      I closed my eyes in frustration. Somehow, I had to relay to my daughter that Jacques’ gun was on the kitchen counter, less than a foot away from her. It was our only chance to get out of this alive.

      Libby kept the gun pointed at Darcy. “This is my mother’s gun. Why did you have to come home now, of all times?”

      “My meeting at Starbucks got canceled at the last minute.” Darcy stared from her friend to me, and a look of horror spread across her face. “No,” she whispered. “It can’t be true.”

      Libby said nothing.

      “Tell me you didn’t kill that man.” Tears ran down Darcy’s face.

      “I didn’t have a choice.” Libby’s face looked as if it had been carved out of stone. “Do you know how much I hate her? No, you couldn’t. I tried never to bring up her name because she’s your aunt. She’s part of your family, and I know how important family is to you.”

      “She’s not important to me. You are. Put the gun down,” Darcy said anxiously.

      Libby acted as if she hadn’t heard her. “I was always jealous of your family. I wanted one just like yours. But that couldn’t happen because Annette stole my father away. She’s the reason my mother had to struggle for years. I didn’t want things to end like this, but there’s no other way.”

      My body froze as Libby’s remark sunk in. She planned to kill us both.

      “Even Scott,” Libby went on. “He never understood how I felt. He kept telling me to let it go, forget all about Dad, and move on. He said that the hatred was going to destroy me one day.”

      Libby’s day of reckoning had arrived.

      A tear ran down Darcy’s cheek. “You should have told me how you felt. It didn’t matter that she was my aunt. Cripes, I don’t have a relationship with her. Because of your hatred, an innocent man died. How can you live with yourself?”

      “I said I didn’t want to hurt him.” Libby gritted her teeth. “I only wanted Annette to get what was coming to her. When I found out she was back in town, I started following her around. I followed her to his house that night. When she stepped in front of the sink, I fired the gun, and she went down. It was all so perfect.” She let out a long, ragged breath. “Until I found out later that she wasn’t dead.”

      “You told me on the phone last night that your father must have been the one to kill Mr. Tremont. You’d let him go to prison for a crime you committed?” Disbelief filled Darcy’s tone. “I thought you loved him.”

      “I do love him!” Libby burst out angrily. “But if he hadn’t cheated on my mother, none of this would have happened. I’d still have my family together.”

      “You’re not the person I thought you were,” Darcy said sadly.

      Libby swiped a hand under her eyes, leaving streaks of mascara behind. She clicked the barrel on the gun. “Sorry to disappoint you, but we don’t all have your perfect life. Parents who love each other. A gorgeous fiancé who’s going to make great money as a doctor. My biggest worry isn’t whether I should serve chicken or prime rib at my wedding.”

      Darcy’s face turned as red as a tomato. “My life isn’t perfect either, Libby. No one’s life is. But I don’t go around blaming other people and killing them. That’s not the answer.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Libby snorted. “God, you never could face reality. I don’t have time for you to analyze the situation. Someone else is bound to show up, and I’ve got to get out of here. I need to tie you both up.”

      “What?” Darcy gasped.

      “It’s the only way.” Libby’s hands and voice shook. “You told me last night that nobody’s staying here besides your mom. So, no one will look for you guys until it’s time to pick your sister up from school. That will give me enough time to get out of the state. I’ll have to go start over somewhere else. I should have been more prepared.”

      The room started to spin again when I tried to stand. Dizziness overwhelmed me and I fell back on the floor.

      “Stay still, Mrs. York,” Libby said in a threatening tone. She motioned with the gun at her apron. “Darcy, cut those ties off and wrap them around your mother’s wrists. Then I’ll tie you up.”

      Darcy lifted her chin in the air defiantly. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll try to take the gun away from you?”

      “Oh, please,” Libby laughed. “You told me that you never even fired a gun before. I’m a way better shot than you. Don’t do anything stupid. Don’t make me hurt you—or your mother, who’s so sick right now she can barely move.”

      Darcy’s eyes were round with terror. She looked helplessly at me, not knowing what to do.

      “It’s all right, sweetheart.” Bile rose in the back of my throat. “Do what Libby says.” And maybe we’ll get out of this alive.

      Darcy opened one of the kitchen drawers and started rooting through it. Libby moved to her side and waved the gun in her face. “Whoa. What are you doing?”

      “I’m doing what you asked me to,” Darcy said. “I’m looking for a knife to cut the ties off.”

      “No, no,” Libby snickered. “God, you really must think I’m dumb. There has to be a pair of scissors around here.”

      Darcy straightened up and looked over at me. “Mom?”

      “There’s a pair in Dad’s briefcase.” I nodded towards Jacques’ briefcase. Would she catch on? Darcy must know it wasn’t her fathers. They weren’t even the same color. Was the side with Jacques’ engraved initials facing us or the other way? I tried to squint, but my vision was still blurry.

      A flicker of understanding crossed through Darcy’s hazel eyes, and she almost smiled. Darcy understood what I’d been trying to convey. My stomach twisted in fear as I watched her open the briefcase. God knows, I didn’t want to put my daughter in this position. I didn’t want her to kill Libby and carry the emotional scars from the incident around for the rest of her life, like I had been forced to do. I would never wish that on anyone, especially my own flesh and blood.

      I clutched the table leg and managed to get to my feet. Libby glanced at me in surprise. “I thought I told you to stay put.”

      “I’ll tie Darcy up,” I suggested. “Then you can tie me up, Libby.”

      “No, Mom.” Darcy’s voice was defiant. “I’ll do it.”

      There was nothing more I could do. If I tried to move towards Darcy, Libby might fire the gun, killing one or both of us. My concern was strictly for my daughter, not myself. I wanted to think that Libby wouldn’t harm her best friend, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Darcy swallowed nervously as she unfastened the clips on the briefcase. It was pure torture to watch as she slowly lifted the lid and reached inside. No, I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t let Darcy fire the gun. Daring not to breathe, I reached for the chair in front of me and gripped it between my hands. As I lifted it in the air, Libby turned her head. A panicked look came into her eyes, but her reflexes were still quick. With all my strength, I threw the chair as hard as I could.

      “Mom, look out!” I heard Darcy scream.

      Libby pointed the gun at me and fired.
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      By some miracle, the bullet from Libby’s gun missed me and connected with the seat of the chair I threw at her. The bullet ricocheted off the surface while the chair hit Libby in the shoulder, knocking her to the floor.

      Libby’s gun flew out of her hands, and we both dove for it at the same time. I reached it first. Screaming at the top of her lungs, Libby grabbed me by the hair and pulled with extreme force. The pain was excruciating, but I refused to loosen my grip. If I managed to survive this day, I was going to have one mother of a headache for the rest of my life.

      “Let her go, Libby, or I’ll shoot!” Darcy shouted.

      Libby and I both stared up at her. Darcy was holding Jacques’ revolver awkwardly in her slim hands. She pointed it at Libby while I held my breath.

      “You won’t use it,” Libby sneered.

      Darcy lifted her chin in the air. “Do you really want to find out?”

      Reluctantly, Libby released her hold on me, and with Darcy’s help, I stumbled to my feet. I held out my hand to Darcy for the gun. Her hands shook violently. “Come on, sweetie. Let me have it.”

      Darcy placed the gun in my left hand and promptly burst into tears. I kissed her on the cheek. “Go call 9-1-1 and tell them to hurry.”

      She nodded and picked up my cell phone from the counter. Libby sat motionless on the floor, watching me through narrowed, slitted eyes. I put Jacques’ gun back in the briefcase and kept Libby’s gun positioned in front of my body. Darcy’s voice could be heard speaking to the operator from the living room. To her credit, she sounded calmer and more reserved than a few minutes earlier. Libby and I engaged in a stare down, waiting to see who would blink first.

      The doorbell rang, and we both jumped. “Darcy!” I shouted. “See who it is. Don’t open the door until you know who’s out there.” I couldn’t take a chance of turning my back on Libby for even a split second. If Gretchen or Todd happened to be at the door, that could also change the outcome of this situation in a hurry.

      As if thinking the same thing, Libby rose and began to walk towards me.

      “Sit back down,” I ordered.

      “You won’t use that on me,” she taunted. “You don’t have the guts.”

      My throat tightened and sweat pooled on my forehead. I couldn’t speak. Libby took another step closer. I waved the gun. “I told you to sit back down.”

      Libby snickered. “Come on. You don’t even know how to use it.”

      “Don’t underestimate her, young lady.”

      Startled by the familiar voice, I glanced towards the archway. Jacques was standing there with Darcy. He quickly moved forward and took the gun from his briefcase, then pointed it at her.

      Libby’s smile faded. She sank to her knees and began to weep, covering her face with her hands.

      Darcy licked her lips in nervous anticipation. “Mom, do we—I mean, do we need to tie her up?” she asked.

      “I don’t think it’s necessary,” I said. “Three against one are odds she can’t beat.”

      “I’m sorry.” Libby sobbed into her hands. “I never meant to hurt anyone.”

      “Except for Annette,” Jacques finished.

      Libby glanced up from her hands and glowered at him but said nothing. She didn’t fool me. Libby wasn’t sorry for what she’d done, only that she’d gotten caught.

      Sirens wailed in the distance. Jacques put an arm around Darcy’s shoulders. “Why don’t you go outside and tell the officers what’s going on, dear. Your mother and I will stay here and watch her.”

      Darcy and Libby locked gazes for several seconds. Darcy’s expression was pure misery, while Libby feigned indifference. My heart ached for my daughter. She’d lost a lifetime friend, someone that she dearly loved. Darcy had been forced to learn one of life’s toughest lessons at a young age. Some people were not who we thought they were.

      “Goodbye, Libby,” she said in a tight voice. “I hope you get some help.”

      Libby turned her head and pretended not to hear. A tear dripped off Darcy’s chin. The sight of it filled me with misery. Life wasn’t fair at times.

      Darcy gave her friend one last long look and turned away. She went out the front door, closing it softly behind her.
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      Detective Brooks leaned across the desk to shake hands with me and Jacques’. “I want to thank you both for coming in to give statements,” he said. “We appreciate everything you both have done to catch Mac Tremont’s killer.”

      Jacques cleared his throat. “No offense, Officer, but maybe if someone had taken Cindy’s claim more seriously, she and her daughter wouldn’t have been put in danger.”

      “We did take it seriously.” Detective Brooks frowned. “That was never the issue. We simply didn’t have the resources to keep someone at her house twenty-four hours a day. It’s a small department, remember. And we thought the danger was over for Cindy’s family since Annette had already taken off.”

      Jacques drummed his fingers on the desk. “But that seedy character Gio could still show up again.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Officer Brooks assured him. “He was arrested in New Jersey this morning on an incident totally unrelated. It seems Mr. Lombardo tried to put a hit on someone who owed him money, and that’s how we managed to nail him. He won’t be bothering you or your sister-in-law again. If you know how to reach her, it’s probably safe for her to come back home.”

      “This is great news,” I said, “but I doubt we’ll see Annette again. She’s moved on.”

      Detective Brooks wrote something down on a pad of paper in front of him. “Once your sister-in-law is located, she’ll still have to face charges. We have proof that she tampered with the books while employed at Night Moves.”

      “Well, I hope you find her.” I had my doubts, though. “Annette is only interested in saving her own skin. She may even be out of the country by now.”

      “Cin, you don’t know for sure,” Jacques remarked.

      “Trust me, I do.” If we did see Annette again, it probably wouldn’t be for another twenty years, and I could care less. I was done with her. After she had walked away and left Greg to fend for himself, that had been the final straw for me.

      “What’s going to happen to Libby?” Jacques asked.

      Detective Brooks shrugged. “I imagine she’ll stand trial for the murder of Mac Tremont. She’s made a full confession. If convicted, she could be looking at twenty-five years or maybe even more in prison.”

      When Libby got out of prison—if she got out—she’d be close to my own age. Because of her hatred for Annette, she’d managed to throw her life away. It was a sobering thought. “Do—do her parents know yet?”

      “Yes, Libby called them. They contacted a lawyer for her and are most likely on their way to the station.” He shook his head with regret. “Libby will have a long time to think about what she’s done.”

      “It’s so awful.” I kept seeing Libby at different stages throughout her life—kindergarten graduation with Darcy, sleepovers at my house, even the senior prom. Libby and her date had come to my house and posed for pictures along with Darcy and Ryan. I would have given anything to have changed the outcome for her.

      “I’m truly sorry.” Detective Brooks’ voice was sympathetic. He rose from behind his desk to open the door for us. “Thank you again for your help.”

      Jacques and I walked out to the hallway and headed for the door, not saying anything. I sucked in a sharp breath when I spotted a couple standing by the reception counter and nudged Jacques. It was none other than Gretchen and Todd.

      Todd was the first one to recognize me. “You,” he muttered. “If you hadn’t stuck your nose into everyone else’s business, my daughter would have been fine.”

      Gretchen put a hand on his shoulder. “This isn’t Cindy’s fault, Todd.” Her eyes were swollen and red from crying. “We’re the ones to blame.”

      I wanted to say something to her, but the words refused to come. It was an awkward moment for all of us. I finally found my voice when a door to a nearby room opened. A tall man in a charcoal-colored suit motioned at Gretchen and Todd. “Mr. and Mrs. Fine? You can see Libby now. She’s in here with her attorney.”

      Todd put an arm around Gretchen’s shoulders as the two of them made their way past us. The detective opened the door wider, and I glimpsed Libby inside, sitting at a table with a distinguished gray-haired man. She happened to glance up at that moment, and our eyes met. The intense hatred on her face caused my stomach to twist in pain. Her gaze remained pinned on me until the detective shut the door.

      Jacques patted my hand. “Are you coming back to the house with me, dear? Ed said he’s been cooking up a storm for all of us tonight.”

      I shook my head. “I need to see Greg first and tell him what’s happened.”

      He nodded soberly as we walked outside. “Would you like me to go with you?”

      “No, that’s okay. You go home and relax. I’ll join everyone later and then let the kids know about Greg’s accident.”

      Jacques’ expression was mournful. “I really hate this, Cin. She seemed like such a nice kid. I never would have suspected she was capable of doing such a thing.”

      “You and I have learned the hard way that almost anyone is capable of murder,” I reminded him. “Fortunately, most people never do more than think about it.”

      “Thank goodness for small favors.” Jacques opened the door to my car, but instead of getting inside, I turned and hugged him tightly around the neck for several seconds.

      “To what do I owe this honor?” he teased.

      “I wanted to thank you for not being perfect.”

      He stepped back and looked as if I had mortally wounded him. “Jeez, Cin, you sure know how to hurt a guy. What did we say about the male ego?”

      I laughed. “I’m talking about how you forgot your briefcase at my house, with the gun inside. It must have been fate because you never forget anything.”

      “That’s true enough,” he admitted. “Then again, I was a bit distracted this morning because I was worried about you.”

      “There’s no need to worry about me.” I kissed his cheek. “We’re a team, remember?”

      He laughed. “That’s right. Holmes and Watson, back in business again.”

      “As long as my sidekick is around, I’ll always be okay.”
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      “What the heck is going on, Cin?” Greg shot me a baffled look when he saw the yard. “I thought we decided not to throw Darcy and Ryan an engagement party. I mean, what’s the point? They’ve already been engaged for almost a year.”

      “It was Darcy’s idea,” I explained. “And you know how your daughter is when she decides that she wants something.”

      Greg mumbled something under his breath that sounded like a curse word. He’d been forced to park his car three houses down the street since our driveway and the surrounding area was already packed with vehicles. He stared at the front lawn again and shook his head in disbelief. Multi-colored balloons had been tied to trees and a huge banner that read Congratulations was attached to the vinyl siding on the front of our house.

      “For God’s sake,” he muttered. “We’re spending enough on this wedding. It’s simply more money we don’t need to waste.”

      “Oh, lighten up a little,” I teased.

      He rolled his eyes at me and got out of the car. The bruises on his handsome face had faded over the last few weeks, and there was nothing to indicate he had been brutally attacked, except for a small scar on his forehead the size of a dime.

      “You spoil her,” Greg pointed out. “And I can’t believe that you didn’t tell me about this sooner. I was supposed to play golf with Mel today. I mean, look at the sky! It’s a perfect day.”

      “A great day for a party too.” I climbed out of the car and gazed upwards, shielding my eyes against the bright sun. The warmth felt good on my face. Even though it was the first week of July, the day was a mild seventy degrees and anything but humid. “I’m sorry about your golf game, sweetie.”

      Greg lifted the trunk and removed two bags of groceries before shutting the lid. “It’s fine. I mean, the guy is only my boss. Who needs a promotion, right?”

      “Let me take one of those,” I said as he fumbled with the key to the front door.

      “For the love of God,” Greg muttered as he pushed it open. “With all the people here today, you’d think that someone could have bothered to—”

      “Surprise!” Everyone yelled.

      Greg was so startled that he dropped the bag of groceries. Fortunately, the eggs weren’t in that bag. He quickly regained his composure and stared out at the smiling familiar faces which crowded our living room and kitchen. “Cin, what is this?”

      “Happy fiftieth birthday, Daddy!” Darcy worked her way through the crowd, followed by Grace and the twins. She kissed her father on the cheek.

      Greg’s face broke into a delighted grin as he lifted Grace and hugged her against him. She responded by wrapping her little arms around his neck and giggled. “The party was supposed to be like a million days ago, Daddy. But we had to post phone it because you hurt yourself while painting.”

      “That’s postpone it, dummy,” Stevie said as everyone laughed.

      “Oh, I see.” Greg’s face reddened, and he hugged Grace tightly against him. “Wow, you guys totally had me fooled. Mom said it was an engagement party for you and Ryan.”

      Darcy tossed back her long dark hair and laughed. “Jeez, I’d never expect you to go to all that extra expense for us! You and Mom are already paying enough money for the wedding.”

      “And it had better be a good one,” a male voice teased.

      Greg stared at the man who had spoken. “Mel! It’s great to see you here. I’m so glad Cindy invited you.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Mel said.

      Darcy placed her hand in Ryan’s. “Come on, everyone. The food and drinks are out back.” She smiled at me. “Uncle Ed is grilling burgers and hot dogs while Uncle Jacques is playing bartender. He’s also taking car keys in case anyone has too much to drink.”

      “This I have to see,” I laughed.

      Greg waited for the crowd to disperse and then set Grace down, who hurried into the kitchen after her sister. He turned and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. “You’re amazing, did you know that? This had to be a lot of work, especially keeping the secret from me.”

      “We had to keep it quiet for a long time,” I told him. “But you’re well worth it.”

      Music began to stream through the stereo speakers from outside. Greg’s smile faded, and he brought my hand to his lips. “Cin, I’m sorry about everything that happened. I won’t ever let anything come between us again. Or anyone.”

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I only wish things could have turned out differently.”

      Greg kissed me again, but when he drew back, the pain in his eyes was still fresh and raw and tore at my heart. He knew, as well as I did, that Annette was never coming back here again.
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      The sun was sinking into the clouds when the birthday cake was served a few hours later. Everyone had gathered around on the deck out back to watch Greg open his gifts. I was amazed at the generosity of our friends and Greg’s coworkers. There were several gift cards to restaurants and Amazon, in addition to a large amount of cash. Greg seemed embarrassed but appreciative. “Honestly, you shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble,” he kept saying.

      “You only turn fifty once,” Jacques reminded him as he held up a glass of champagne in salute. “Here’s to the man of the hour!”

      Everyone clapped and toasted Greg. Grace was currently sitting on his lap while he opened the last of his presents. Darcy and Ryan took turns handing the packages to her, and she then passed them on to her father. Grace had been pleased by the extra attention, but as the gifts disappeared, her smile began to fade.

      Greg noticed it too. “What’s wrong, pumpkin?” He tweaked her nose as she handed him another package.

      Grace shook her head and sighed. “No one brought you any Barbies, Daddy.”

      Everyone laughed out loud.

      “The gifts are for Dad, and not you, dork,” Seth said good naturedly as he stuffed a forkful of cake into his mouth.

      Grace looked indignant. “But Daddy likes playing Barbies with me. Isn’t that right, Daddy?”

      Greg chuckled as he opened a long, oddly shaped package. An expression of pure delight spread across his face as a new golf putter was revealed.

      “Wow, cool!” Seth and Stevie said in unison.

      Greg glanced at the card attached and stared over at his boss. “Thanks, Mel. This is great.”

      “You’ll get a lot of use out of it,” Mel remarked, “starting on Monday. Meet me at the Country Club at one o’clock. We’ll have lunch first. There’s something very important I’d like to discuss with you.”

      Greg’s eyes widened with excitement, and he gave me a knowing wink. I suspected he might finally be getting the raise and promotion that he so well deserved. “Looking forward to it, Mel,” he said.

      “Open this one, Daddy.” Grace grabbed a flat package from Darcy’s hands.

      “Careful, Grace, it’s heavy,” Darcy warned. She let her sister place it in front of Greg on the table. “This one came in the mail a couple of weeks ago.”

      Greg examined the package wrapped in silver paper and looked over at me. “All right, so how did you guys manage to avoid my seeing all the packages when they came in the mail?”

      “I opened a Post Office box,” I explained. “The address was included on the invitations, letting everyone know that they could send cards, gifts or any well wishes there.”

      “Pretty sneaky,” Greg observed as he tore off the paper with Grace’s help. There was a brown box inside that when opened revealed a beautiful eight by ten mahogany picture frame with gold trim. Everyone oohed and aahed, but Greg’s smile disappeared when he noticed the photo for the first time. His face turned a ghostly white.

      “Is that you when you were a little boy, Daddy?” Grace asked.

      Greg nodded but remained speechless. A lump came to my throat. Greg was about eight years old in the picture and wearing a light blue short set. Sitting on his lap was a blonde girl of about three. The breath caught in my throat.

      Everyone let out a huge “Aw” when Greg held up the picture for them to see.

      “Who’s the little girl?” Grace asked with interest. “She looks like me.”

      “That’s your Aunt Annette.” Greg’s voice was dull. He stared up at Darcy expectantly. “Was there a—” He didn’t finish the sentence.

      “There was no return address, Dad,” Darcy said quietly.

      I’d seen pictures of Greg and Annette before as children, but never this one in particular. Greg looked like the twins in this photo, while Annette’s beaming smile was identical to Grace’s.

      Helen caught my eye from across the table. She bit into her lower lip then turned and hurried back inside the house. I got up from the table to follow her, but Darcy held up a hand to stop me.

      “I’ve got this, Mom,” she said. She slipped inside the house after her grandmother.

      Greg took one last long look at the picture and then passed it over to me. “Cin, why don’t you put this away for me in an extra safe place, please.”

      He didn’t say exactly what he wanted me to do with the picture, but I knew. Greg didn’t want me to throw it away, but he also didn’t want to be reminded of his sister and what she had done every day. The pain was too fresh for him. Maybe it always would be.

      I gave him a peck on the lips and went inside with the picture frame. Everyone was still laughing and talking around Greg as he opened his last present. I walked through the kitchen and past the living room, where Darcy was sitting on the couch with Helen. She had her arm around her grandmother and was speaking softly to her.

      “You’re such a comfort to me, dear,” I heard Helen sigh.

      My heart warmed at the sight of them. There was a time when Darcy had been a spoiled, self-centered teenager, but she’d grown up a great deal in the last couple of years. The experience with Libby would always hurt her, but I was thankful she hadn’t been forced into making a decision that could have changed her life forever—like I had.

      I went upstairs to my bedroom. Sweetie was stretched out across the bottom of my bed, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. I reached into the bottom drawer of my nightstand and lifted up some socks and underwear, placing the photo underneath them. After one last look, I shut the drawer firmly.

      “Well, that sounded final,” a voice said from behind me.

      Jacques was standing in the doorway, with two paper cups in his hands. He held one out to me. “Champagne, dear?”

      “Thanks.” I took a small sip from the cup. “I’m sad for Greg and how things turned out, but honestly? I don’t miss her.”

      “That’s understandable,” Jacques remarked. “All she did was cause trouble for everyone.”

      I leaned against the door jamb. “I got a card in the mail from Gretchen the other day.”

      “Do tell.” Jacques’ green eyes grew round and resembled jewels. “Did she try and blame you for what happened to Libby?’

      “Just the opposite,” I said. “She apologized for what Libby did to me and Darcy. Then she said something that made me very sad. Gretchen blames herself for the way Libby turned out. She said she knew Libby had always harbored a secret hope deep down that her parents would get back together one day. Gretchen said it was wrong of her to let Libby hold on to the dream. She felt that if she had nipped it in the bud, Libby might not have raised her expectations and maybe the shooting would have never happened.”

      “She shouldn’t blame herself,” Jacques observed. “Libby is a grown woman. She knew what she was doing. And now she has to pay the price for it.”

      “It wasn’t Greg’s fault either,” I remarked.

      Jacques looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m talking about Annette. Greg spent so many years blaming himself for the way she turned out, but it wasn’t his fault. And it’s not Helen’s fault, either. These things happen sometimes, and there’s not a darn thing you can do about it.”

      “True,” Jacques said. “Or there could be a simpler explanation, my dear Holmes.”

      “Oh yeah? And what’s that, Watson?”

      He raised his cup in the air and tapped it against mine. “It’s all elementary, my dear.”
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      Can I help you?”

      The words were delivered by a woman who appeared to be in her early forties, close to my own age. She was seated behind an oak receptionist desk, and in the middle of her lunch. From the remainders, it looked like a cheeseburger and fries, both surrounded with ketchup.

      I swallowed nervously and smiled. “Hi, I’m Cindy York. I have an appointment with Donna Cushman about a real estate agent position.”

      “I’m Donna.” She dipped a French fry in ketchup and stuck it into her mouth. Her close-set blue eyes scanned me up and down without comment, but a frown formed on her thin, chapped lips.

      “It’s very nice to meet you.” I extended my hand for her to shake, but she was too busy popping another French fry into her mouth. I nervously adjusted the dark blue blazer I’d worn with black slacks. The blazer was a bit small on my frame, but it was the only professional looking jacket that I owned. It had been seven years since I’d last interviewed for a job—long before my twins had even been thought of. After I’d received the phone call from Donna at Hospitable Homes this morning, there had been no time for clothes shopping. I’d still been in my bathrobe when she’d called, and in the middle of trying to fix a clogged sink.  One of my little guys had dropped his Matchbox car down it, thinking it was a car wash.

      Donna glanced over at the wall clock ticking away. It read five minutes after one. She tapped a red acrylic fingernail on the desktop. “You’re late. If you get this position, you’ll need to be on time. No excuses. Potential clients don’t like to be kept waiting when they want to see a house. It could mean the difference between a large commission or getting fired.”

      Yikes. “Yes, I understand. May I sit down?”

      Donna shrugged and gestured at the two plush blue chairs in front of the desk. Although I was fairly certain she had the resume I’d dropped off earlier this the week, I placed another one in front of her. She reached forward and grabbed it, her fingers leaving a nice large grease spot under my name. She appeared not to notice, or care.

      I took a moment to study the woman. Her premature gray hair cascaded around her shoulders in a thick, unkempt curtain. Her nose was flat, she wore no makeup and absently picked at something between her teeth. Emily Post would have been horrified.

      “It says here that you graduated from Sweet Success Real Estate School two weeks ago,” Donna smiled. “That’s my alma mater, too.”

      “How long have you been a real estate agent?” I asked with interest.

      Donna pursed her lips together. “I’m not an agent. I’m a real estate broker. I started Hospitable Homes five years ago. We are the third most successful real estate agency in all of Upstate New York.” She stuck her nose proudly in the air. “And that, you can be sure, is thanks to my superior customer skills.”

      If her customer skills were anything like her etiquette, I had my doubts. “You must be very proud.”

      “Of course.” Donna read through the rest of my resume in about five seconds. “Hmm. Let’s see, so you’ve been a stay-at-home mother for the last six years. Boring, boring. Blah, blah. Before that, you held entry-level positions in customer service. Oh, wait, here’s something. You once worked as a receptionist? That will come in handy. Every one of my agents takes one afternoon a week to field calls. My current receptionist is out on maternity leave. How many kids do you have?”

      “Three,” I said, with a note of pride in my voice. “Five-year-old twin boys and a twelve-year-old daughter. Do you have any children?”

      Donna shuddered. “Good Lord, no. Wiping snotty noses is not for me. I enjoy my freedom way too much to ever be tied down. Kids suck the life and money out of you.”

      She took another bite of her burger. Ketchup dribbled out of the corners of her mouth, making her resemble Dracula’s wife. I’d known this woman for less than five minutes but had already realized that Donna and I would never be friends. She struck me as too self-absorbed and impatient. Sure, kids required a lot of time and effort, but it was a badge of honor that I wore proudly. Did I even want to work for this woman? I reminded myself that we all had to start somewhere.

      Donna wiped her mouth on a napkin and glanced at my resume again. “It says here that you scored in the top ten percent of the class on the real estate exam.” She leaned back in the chair. “Tell me what’s the most important thing a realtor should know?”

      “Location, location, location,” I said without hesitation.

      She made a tsk-tsk sound. “Try again. Money, money, money. The better the location, the more money you’ll make. And as far as I’m concerned, that’s what it’s all about in this office. Money.”

      I blinked, not sure that I’d heard her right. This went against everything I had been taught at real estate school. As an agent, I had promised to always be true to my clients. “I’d like to think that there’s some integrity involved.”

      Donna tipped her head back and laughed. “Oh, honey, you have a lot to learn. But you know what? I’m in a generous mood today, so I’m going to give you a try.” She reached into the desk drawer and pulled out a piece of paper, which she then pushed across the desk to me. “This is our standard contract. Sign at the bottom and welcome aboard.”

      I studied the one-page document carefully. It basically said that I was now employed as a real estate agent for Hospitable Homes. Monthly office fees were a hundred dollars. Business cards, MLS or multiple listing fees, and insurance costs were all to be paid by me. Commission was the standard seven percent, which I received a portion of after the agency and other realtors, if any—had gotten their shares. “Um—”

      Donna slid a key at me. “This goes to the front door. Do not—and I repeat—do not ever leave here without locking the door behind you.”

      “The office fees are kind of high.” I hadn’t worked in years, and money was tight in our household. My husband, Greg, was employed as an automotive salesman and had been due a raise for a long time. Even if I made a sale this week, it would be at least two or three months before I saw a paycheck, depending on the closing date.

      Donna rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Fine. You can pay me half today, and the other half next week.”

      It wasn’t much of an improvement since I’d still be broke next week, but I decided not to argue any further. With a sigh, I drew out my checkbook, made the document payable to Hospitable Homes for fifty dollars, and handed it over to Donna.

      As Donna reached eagerly for my check, the desk phone office buzzed. “Hang on a second.” She picked up the receiver. “It’s a great day at Hospitable Homes. This is Donna speaking. How may I assist you?”

      Good grief. Her phoniness was so disgustingly thick and sweet that I could have cut it with a butter knife.

      “Yeah, Tina.” As Donna listened, her eyebrows rose several inches. “They want to see it now? Oh, give me a break. I don’t have anyone available to show the place.” She paused to listen, and I could hear the murmur of Tina’s voice from across the desk. “Yeah, I know it’s Jacques’ listing, but he’s in the middle of a closing. Can’t you put them off—”

      Donna stopped talking and listened. Tina’s voice sounded like a warbled version of Charlie Brown’s teacher in the holiday TV specials. “Yeah, okay. Fine. I’ll be there.” She slammed the receiver down, clearly irritated.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      She folded my check and placed it in her purse. “Not really. That was customer service. A client’s waiting outside our listing at 40 Park Place and wants to see it. Now. Jeez. People can be so annoying.”

      I hoped that she was joking.

      “No one else from the agency is available, so I’ll have to show it.” She let out a sigh the size of the Hudson River. “And I have a nail appointment in ten minutes. They get so testy when I call and cancel at the last minute.”

      “That’s definitely a bummer.” My tone was sarcastic. Good grief. Did this woman want to make a sale or what?

      Donna glanced over at me and smiled. “How would you like to show your first home today?”

      “Really?” I was equally delighted and terrified. “Right now?”

      “Sure.” Donna tossed her garbage into a nearby trash can. “There’s no time like the present, right?”

      I waited for further explanation while she typed something into the desktop computer at a furious pace. The printer on the nearby stand began to hum. Donna stood and retrieved the paper from the machine while I watched. She towered over me, and I figured she had to be at least six feet tall.

      Donna handed me the paper. “Here’s a copy of the listing. The man who wants to see it is named Charlie Atkins. Have you got any mace with you?”

      “Excuse me?” I gasped.

      She opened a desk drawer and handed me a small can. “Drop it back off when you buy your own bottle. I always recommend that my agents carry some in order to protect themselves while showing a house. There’s a lot of freaks out there. The code for the lockbox is 1225.”

      I hastily pulled out a pen and scribbled on the listing paper she’d handed me. “You said that the code was 1225?”

      “That’s right. Jacques, who has the listing, just loves Christmas,” Donna gushed. She picked up her purse. “Call customer service if you have any further questions.”

      “That’s it?” I asked in amazement. “What if he wants to buy it?”

      She laughed out loud. “I think you’d be breaking some kind of record if you sold the first showing of your life. But, hey, miracles can happen.”

      Wow. Way to boost my self-confidence.

      “If you sell the house today, you will get two and a half percent commission as the buyer’s agent. Make sure that this Atkins guy isn’t working with another agent before you get too involved. And if he doesn’t have an agent, try to get him to sign with you! Call Jacques if you have any questions. He’s the listing agent and would show the house himself, except he’s at a closing.” Donna flashed me a triumphant smile. “Jacques is the best agent I’ve ever had. He’s the proverbial goose who’s always laying a golden egg.”

      I kept writing. Jacques = golden egg.

      Donna moved towards the front door, dangling her car keys. “Um, hello? You’re holding me up here.”

      “Sorry.” I grabbed the key and stuffed it into my purse along with the mace and listing. My heart was beating at a furious pace. I glanced nervously at the wall clock while Donna watched. “Do you think that I’ll be finished by three o’clock? My kids get home from school then.”

      “Oh sure.” Donna tapped her fingers against her mouth to conceal a yawn. “Just tell this Atkins guy to show you the money. Remember, that’s what it’s all about.”
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        * * *

      

      The house at 40 Park Place was a white Colonial with vinyl siding in desperate need of a pressure wash. The lawn was overgrown, and the driveway cracked in several places. I patted myself on the back. Good eye for detail, Cin. Now, let’s go sell a house today.

      I looked around for a vehicle with a man sitting inside, but there was none to be found. From Donna’s phone call, it sounded like the prospective buyer was already out front. The For Sale sign on the lawn held a photo of Jacques Forte, or Donna’s golden goose as I now referred to him. He was smiling broadly, with a thick head of blond hair and green eyes gleaming behind a set of designer eyeglasses. He was a nice enough looking guy, but probably another money-grubbing agent like Donna.

      My nerves began to tingle as I climbed the front steps. I punched the code into the lockbox attached to the porch rail and tried to lift the front plate, but it wouldn’t budge. It took a couple of more tries before the front of the lockbox fell off, revealing the key inside. I laughed out loud. The entire experience felt a bit like I was acting in a Nancy Drew mystery.

      The interior of the house was warm and stuffy with its air stagnant. I stopped to open a couple of windows in the living room. The temperature outside was above average for New York at this time of year—mid eighties in early May.

      The kitchen was adjacent to the living room and consisted of a small, round walnut-finished table, two chairs, and white appliances which all looked to be relatively new. That was a plus. On the blue granite countertop was a stack of Jacques’ business cards with more copies of the MLS listing next to it. The house had three bedrooms and one bathroom, situated on half an acre. I peered out the window over the sink. The small fenced-in backyard contained a birdbath, gas grill, two lawn chairs, and a tool shed.

      A staircase in the hallway led to the second floor. I climbed the steps and went to check out the bedrooms. When Mr. Atkins showed up, I would need to act like I knew my way around here. Sure, it wasn’t my listing, but for a little while I could pretend it was. With any luck, I’d have my own in a few days or so.

      Since I’d always liked working with the public, the real estate field had appealed to me for a long time. When Greg had received an unexpected Christmas bonus from his employer, he’d given part of it to me and told me to sign up for the real estate school I’d been wanting to attend. The best thing I’d ever done in my life was to marry that man fifteen years ago.

      The third bedroom was being used as a study. There was a wood fireplace, oak desk, and a complete wall of books. Many of them looked to be vintage. As I ran my fingers up and down the leather bindings, I was reminded of how I missed reading for pleasure but sadly there was never time for it in my current schedule.

      My hand hovered above a mint edition of Hamlet when I heard the front door slam. It must be my potential client. Eagerly, I turned away from the bookcase and hurried down the stairs, ready to show my first house. When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I stopped abruptly at the sight before me.

      A man was standing in the hallway holding a shiny revolver in his hand, which was pointed directly at me.

      Coming in October 2023!

      Preorder here!
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