

    
        
          Key to Heart and Soul

        

        
        
          Beacon Pointe

        

        
        
          Judy Kentrus

        

        
          Published by Judy Kentrus, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      KEY TO HEART AND SOUL

    

    
      First edition. July 11, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Judy Kentrus.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8350710700

    

    
    
      Written by Judy Kentrus.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


 

​​Key 

to 

Heart and Soul

 

 

Ginger

Book 3

 

[image: img1.png]

 

By

 

Judy Kentrus

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key to Heart and Soul - Ginger

Key Series – Book 3

Copyright  August,  2023 by Judy Kentrus

 

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publishers, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Author:  Judy Kentrus

www.judykentrus.com

Publishers Note:  This e-book of fiction was written for your own personal enjoyment. Names, characters and places and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living, or dead is entirely coincidental. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording without the permission in writing from the publisher. 

Book Title:  Key to Heart and Soul 

Edited by:  Joyce Lamb Editing

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key to Heart and Soul

Ginger

 

[image: img2.png]

Chapter 1

 

The pounding throb in Nellie Rose’s head had her pressing the flats of her hands against her skull. The annoying feather she’d shoved into her rosebud-styled hair was tickling her chin. She yanked it free, wincing at the sting from pulling her own hair.

“What happened? One minute, I’m sitting at a table enjoying the gin in my teacup while Duke Ellington and his jazz band played his latest song, ‘West End Blues.’ Then these three big palookas started shooting lead into the ceiling and walls with their Tommy guns.” She really didn’t like guns, preferring to defend herself with knuckle-dusters and the occasional knife.

Her eyes widened when she saw the big hole in her hose. And one of her new T-strap pumps was missing! “Fiddlesticks! I spent a quarter on the hose and three dollars on the shoes. Half the fringe is gone from the bottom of my favorite flapper dress, too!” Had she gotten into a fight with the palookas? 

“Where the hell am I?” 

She looked around. A gas lantern on the corner of the building offered meager light in the narrow alley between the brick buildings. The smell of rotting cabbage surrounding her made her feel nauseated. 

Sitting here wondering where she was and how she’d gotten here wasn’t helping. She started to stand up, but a sixth sense told her she wasn’t alone. Lying beside her was a man dressed in dapper attire. Having seen a number of dead bodies in her job as a private detective, she didn’t scream. The quality of his clothes wasn’t what held her attention, though. The circle of blood on his white shirt and the knife sticking out of his chest were hair-raising. 

She definitely didn’t recognize him. Instinct had her putting a finger to the puffy cheek beneath his handlebar mustache. “You’re still warm.” 

Her eyes flared wide, seeing the red coating on her hands. Blood! “Did you try to attack me, and I defended myself?” She shook her head no. “Balderdash!” The carved handle of the knife wasn’t familiar.

“Don’t do it.”

But curiosity was an instinct she relied on. She brushed aside his jacket and slid a finger under the chain stretched across his waistcoat, coming up with a gold pocket watch. Running a finger over the back, she felt some sort of engraving, but there wasn’t enough light to read it. 

 The shrill of a police whistle nearby made her jump. 

“Time to get out of here!” 

She unclipped the watch from the chain and wrapped her bloodstained fingers around the timepiece. Rather than try to run with one shoe, she tossed her other shoe into the nearby pile of rotting garbage, startling two big rats eating dinner. Her ear-piercing scream bounced off the brick walls. She hated rats! When she got to the end of the alley, she stopped short, taking a few deep breaths. Her troubles had just multiplied. 

 “Nellie Rose, you’re a dead woman.”
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  Ginger’s favorite female detective from the 1920s had immediately pulled her into the story. She laughed out loud, not that anyone could hear her since she was alone in her office. “Nellie wasn’t shaken at the sight of a dead body, but the rats made her scream. She might be the one who stole the guy’s watch, but I’m the one who’s lost track of time. Damn Morgan Sparrow!”

She still had a ton of things to do for Piano Rescue’s annual fundraising gala. Her committee was wonderful and supportive, but being a control freak, she preferred to hold the reins. Every year, she tried to make the fundraiser for the nonprofit organization more entertaining. This year’s unique theme had been right in front of her. A speakeasy, complete with costumes and music from the twenties and thirties. She’d left out the Tommy guns. Thank you, Nellie Rose.

She opened her spiral-bound notebook to her check-off list. 

For the entertainment, Manny Symonds, co-chairman of Piano Rescue, had arranged the musicale and promised the flapper-themed show would be spectacular. As members of the Footlight Theater Foundation, she and Manny had been granted permission to use the rotunda for the dinner and the theater for the show. 

For food and beverages, Heritage Winery owner Myles Bannister, whom Ginger and her sisters had recently found out was a long-lost cousin, was donating all of the wine. Four local restaurants were donating food and additional liquor. 

Ginger had handled publicity and social media herself. Ticket sales were up from previous years and would be available for the next two weeks. Many of the attendees had let her know they loved the idea of dressing up in livery from the speakeasy era. 

She closed the notebook, for now, and picked up the email she’d printed out earlier. A man wanted to donate his Steinway to Piano Rescue. Not just a piano, but a Steinway! His family-run music store had been in business since 1910, but the store was closing, and the building was being sold. He had to get rid of everything and had assured her the piano was in wonderful condition.

Ginger immediately got back to him and set up an appointment for Friday afternoon. Seeing this store would be like finding a pirate’s treasure! Hopefully, he’d let her look around to see if there were any items she could purchase for her shop, Music for the Heart and Soul. 

 She needed to share the great news with someone. On Wednesday afternoons, Temperance had a summer elective until five. Her daughter loved working with children and planned to teach music at a middle or high school level. She had an amazing singing voice but had never wanted to perform professionally. This summer, she was coaching the choir that would support the cast during the summer music program at the Footlight Theater. 

From school, Temperance would go directly to her waitressing job at Eighty Eights and work until closing. Ginger didn’t worry about Temperance getting out of work so late at night. Her best friend, Paige Dorsey, controlled the electronic sound system at the popular jazz bar, so they left work together most nights.​ 

  Ginger knew her sisters were too busy for a call right now. Irene was working at the Book and Brew and had a large baking order to fulfill. Matilda and Vinny were meeting with the architect to discuss their plans to build the Marshall Holcombe Museum.

 That left one person she could share her news with: Neil Dorsey. He’d let her know he’d be at the theater this afternoon, upgrading the system that controlled the sound and lights. Their new show, Hello, Dolly, would start in three weeks, immediately after the Piano Rescue gala. Ginger’s favorite show from the early 1900s had elaborate, authentic costumes. She'd pick the twenties and thirties if she could go back in time. Nellie Rose would be her best friend!

 She sent Neil a quick text. Have fabulous news about a piano donation. Are you still at the theater? Do you have a few minutes for me?

Her happy feeling faded at his response. Don’t have time now. Talk to you tomorrow.

 Ginger reread his message and frowned. That didn’t sound like him. Something was wrong. She called his cell, but he didn’t pick up. His personal message started with a snippet of Satchmo singing “What a Wonderful World,” followed by three words, “Leave a message.” 

While she was worried and disappointed, she’d share her news with him tomorrow. 

More importantly, she should be thinking about what she was facing this evening—going to their lawyers’ office with her sisters to get the birthday box left to her by her wonderful, eccentric grandmother. Knowing the challenges Matilda and Virginia had faced completing the birthday quests they’d been given, this wasn’t going to be a walk in the park for her. 

 “Oh well, back to my happy place. The 1920s and Nellie Rose.” 
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  Ginger parked in front of the lawyers’ office just off Main Street and braced her head against the headrest. Was she ready for this? No, but at least she’d be with her sisters. She, Irene, and Vinny didn’t share blood with Matilda, but no four girls could have been closer. 

 Ginger had been eight years old when her father announced he’d found her and her sisters a new mother. One nanny after another had been serving as their substitute mother, and her father had brought dates home from time to time. But just like that, Sharon Holcombe stepped into their lives. Ginny’s first reaction had been that the lady had beautiful red hair. Would she make a suitable mother, though? ​

 Her father and his fiancée had eloped to Niagara Falls. When they’d returned, her father had announced he’d sold their house, and they were moving to Beacon Pointe, New Jersey. Sharon had a daughter, Matilda, and he’d said she was eager to meet her new sisters.

 Not knowing what to expect, Ginny had decided to wait to see what their future held. The first look at the big Victorian house had been overwhelming. She’d thought they were moving into a castle with a Rapunzel turret. She remembered holding hands with Irene and Virginia when they’d walked into the fancy vestibule. A red-haired little girl had walked in, holding an older lady’s hand. They’d both been smiling. That had made Ginger feel better.

 The young girl, who hadn’t been much older than Virginia, had given each girl a bracelet she’d made from colored beads. The center beads had spelled out their names, followed by the word sisters. At that moment, Ginger felt like she was home.

 Then the older lady, her new grandmother, had taken them into the dining room, where Ginger had once again been overwhelmed. The furniture had been big and old, but the table had been covered with a lace tablecloth and set with pink and green crystal plates. She’d never seen a silver tea service and pretty china cups. Tiered serving dishes had been filled with sandwiches, fancy iced cakes, and cookies. She’d liked this part of the castle.

 The castle had been so large they’d each had their own bedroom, though their rooms had all been connected. All the sisters could visit each other whenever they wanted. She’d liked that a whole lot. 

 Her father had inherited his family’s old money, so there’d never been financial issues. Her father and her stepmother had continued to travel, leaving the girls in the care of Grandma Margie, Peter the chef, and his wife, Tammy, who ran the house.

 Grandma Margie had eased their heartbreak and doubled up on the love she had for “her girls” when their parents were killed in a gondola accident. The oldest of the four girls, Matilda, had taken them under her wing, had wiped their tears, and assured them they were sisters. To strengthen the family unity, Margie had adopted them, though she’d let them keep their last name, Hennypenny. 

 Other than settling down with the man she’d hoped someday to call her husband, Ginger had lived a happy and fulfilling life. She was content, almost.

 The time on Ginger’s dash said five minutes to seven p.m. The front door was open, but there wasn’t anyone sitting at the receptionist’s desk. Having been here more times than she could count, she walked up the steps that led to their lawyers’ office in the restored Victorian home. 

 They weren’t about to have coffee and birthday cake at this meeting, but Ginger had known to wear something other than jeans. The capped sleeves on the light yellow dress were made of the softest material, perfect for hot summer months. Ginger also wore citrine earrings that Matilda had made. 

 She’d purchased the summer dress at Iris’s Designs, the new shop that occupied the caboose car attached to their railroad shops. The sisters had been reluctant to lease the space to just anyone, but Iris was a native of Beacon Pointe. She’d recently gotten engaged to her best friend, Leif Neilson, who’d also grown up in Beacon Pointe. A former county prosecutor, he’d recently joined Nancy Jean and Sean’s legal staff.

 Ginger was the last one to arrive. Her sisters and their lawyers were sitting at a long meeting table that fronted two walls of bookcases filled with legal tomes. The setting sun was visible in the bow window behind the antique mahogany desk. Nautical paintings from a number of local artists were displayed on the light blue walls.

 Matilda had plaited her gorgeous red hair into a long braid that lay over her shoulder. She chose to wear a long skirt accompanied by a salmon-colored sweater, which perfectly matched her multi-shaded blue and peach skirt. 

 Virginia’s straight light blond hair brushed the bottom of her chin. Since falling in love with Stuart Anderson, she’d embraced her feminine side and now wore a white sleeveless tunic paired with a necklace of red and blue beads. Ginger recognized Matilda’s handiwork in the jewelry. It was still hard to believe Tomboy Vinny had fallen victim to Cupid’s arrow. 

 Sweet Irene, the youngest of all the sisters, had hair that was a blend of dark blond and natural reddish highlights. The center part framed her unspoiled beauty. 

 It wasn’t obvious, but the world around her was silent. At the age of ten, she experienced a severe bout of scarlet fever which resulted in her losing her ability to hear.  Margie Holcombe overruled the decision of the little girl's parents who had been in denial about seeking help for their child. 

 Irene read lips, used sign language, and also spoke. Normally, she’d be accompanied by Bell, her golden retriever, but since she would be with her sisters, Irene had left Bell at home. 

 She was an amazing individual, as well as a fantastic baker. Her delicious desserts and cookies were served at the Book and Brew, a popular breakfast and lunch spot in the shopping district of Beacon Pointe.

 Her own shop, Sweet Treats, was part of the Railroad Shops on the Hennypenny Estate. The stores were open only on weekends and around the holidays.

 Their lawyers sat at either end of the table. Nancy Jean and Sean Harrigan had been married for a couple of years. Theirs was a second-chance love since they’d fallen in love the first time in law school and were reunited twenty-five years later. Nancy Jean had soft blond hair and was always professionally dressed. This evening, she wore a white two-piece dress with navy accents. Sean had opted for a more casual look by removing his tie, though he still wore his steel-gray suit jacket.

 “And here she is, the birthday girl,” Matilda announced.

 “I’m here,” Ginger said with false bravado and sat beside Irene.

 Nancy Jean passed a yellow pad and pen to Irene. “If you can’t see what someone is saying, write it down, and we’ll clarify.”

 Ginger’s stomach muscles tightened, recognizing the yellow-tinged folder that Nancy had set on the table.  “That looks familiar.”

 “The doom and gloom at this table is palatable,” Sean said. “I believe I said the same thing when we met for Virginia’s birthday. Your grandmother would be hurt and disappointed to think that you looked upon her surprises with dread. Your lives have certainly changed since our first meeting.” He nodded at Matilda. “You’re now a happily married woman.” 

 Matilda held up her left hand and wiggled her fingers. “Yes, and I’ve never been happier in my life. The girls are giddy with being able to call Hudson, Daddy. My jewelry business has never been better, and I’m turning away B&B reservations.” 

 “Virginia,” Sean continued, “you’ve gotten your dream historic location to restore, and that sparkle on your ring finger speaks for itself.”

 “I never imagined my quest would be so rewarding,” Virginia said, “and I’m not just talking about finding love and happiness. We know more about our ancestors who helped form who we are now. We even located a new relative. The dig also revealed more about the lives of the people the mooncussers ended too soon. The Marshall Holcombe Museum will not only be about our relatives, but we’ll be able to share the lives of people long forgotten.”

 “I think it’s wonderful the Preservation Society and Historical Society are letting you and Stu Anderson get married in the beautiful little church, as well as hold the cocktail reception in the atrium of the Zimmerman Homestead,” Nancy Jean noted.

 “We’re pretty excited about that.” Vinny smiled. “Our crews have made the initial exterior renovations and are working on the weekends to get the church painted inside and out. We’re also close to restoring the power and water to the main house.”

 “Rather than a wedding cake, I’m making specially designed sugar cookies for their buffet reception.” Irene gave Virginia a soft smile. “I’m so excited Virginia has asked me to help plan her wedding. She’ll have the Victorian-themed wedding I’ve always dreamed of having.”

 “Irene, don’t give away all your own wedding plans,” Matilda said. “Save some for the day you get married.”

 The smile on her face dimmed. “That day passed long ago, and there aren’t very many men who want to marry a woman who can’t hear.”

 The sadness and hurt Ginny felt for Irene were reflected in Matilda’s and Vinny’s faces. Ginger took Irene’s hand. “I promise you there’s a guy out there for you. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

 “What more could I ask for?” Irene gifted her sisters with a loving smile. “I have a beautiful family, my Bell, and so many friends. Now, Ginger, it’s your turn to start your quest for everlasting happiness.”

 “I know you’ve made an exception to meet a little earlier since Virginia already completed her quest,” Ginger said. “This will give me more time to complete mine. I don’t want to sound like a Debbie Downer, though, and lessen everyone’s expectations that everything will be hunky-dory when I’m finished. Those in this room are aware of the dark secrets that govern my life.” She shook her head. “Shit, when did I become so maudlin?”

 “I disagree,” Irene said. “Maybe part of the quest Grandma Margie has planned for you is to turn a key that will bring light into that darkness.”

 Ginger leaned closer and kissed Irene on the cheek. “The littlest sister at the table has the best insight. Did Grandma Margie send you a vision?”

 “No,” Irene said, shaking her head. “I told you I had a bit of the witchy sense.”

 “We should review Margie’s messages so far. Matilda, why don’t you go first?” Nancy Jean invited.

 Matilda pulled a piece of parchment from the side pocket of her skirt and read it out loud. 

 Happy birthday, Matilda. Life isn’t always kind, but you’re strong and will make the best of it. Happiness is within your reach. Hold on to it forever. This is a special key. Discover what it opens, and you’ll get the next clue. Love, your grandmother.

 Nancy Jean gave Matilda an understanding smile. “You’ve found happiness and love since you were last here.”

 Matilda lifted her left hand to admire the diamond wedding band. “Yes, but it didn’t come easy. I had to be strong and accept the horrors of my past before I found the love of a lifetime.”

 “Virginia, please read your message from your grandmother,” Nancy Jean invited.

 Happy birthday, my sweet Virginia. I know you hated being called by your real name, but you will always be Virginia to me. You were always the clever one to work with your hands. Be strong and succeed in a man’s world. You’ll need your feminine side to realize what you’re missing in your life. Have Matilda read the message I left her to share with you. Once you find what your key opens, you’ll understand what it means. Love, Margie.

 “This is the quest riddle I found in my box.” 

The key to the past isn’t always pleasant, but the mystery must be 

solved to prove one’s innocence. It must be shared with others.

Even if you can’t hold the answer in your hand, it can be right in front of you.

 The slow hand may not be yours, but your heart will recognize the 

 treasure of love it will hold. Good luck. Margie 

 “I had to find the key to open a diary to prove Robert Holcombe wasn’t a mooncusser who’d robbed and killed people. Of course, the slow hand belonged to Stu, my love. I found a second key in a bottle that I’m supposed to pass along to Ginger for her quest. From what little we learned, it has to do with a real treasure, supposedly connected to Captain Kidd, but no guarantees. The bottle is safely locked away in the old bank safe at the B&B. My brother-in-law has added extra security.”

 “It was stolen once, so we can’t have that happen again,” Matilda reminded them.

 “Okay, let’s get on with my birthday box.” Ginger’s voice totally lacked enthusiasm.

 Sean had the pleasure of placing the chest on the table and removing a smaller box that he set in front of Ginger. She went to open the white silky ribbons that secured the top but stopped. The box was longer than the ones her sisters had received. 

 “What are you waiting for?” Matilda asked.

 “This box is much bigger than the others.”

 “Maybe your treasure is larger,” Irene reasoned. “Go ahead. Open it.”

 Inside was the expected envelope that contained her grandmother’s message. To her shock and surprise, her key was far from ordinary. She held it up for everyone to see.

 “What am I supposed to do with a tuning fork? What does she expect me to do? Tune a piano?” 

 “You did say Margie had a sense of humor.” Sean chuckled. “Why don’t you open your birthday message?”

 Happy birthday, Ginger! I’m so proud of you! You continue to share your love of music in your shop, reminding those of the music from yesteryear. You were expecting to find a regular key, but this is the key to everything that you know and love. Your quest has two parts. The pen is mightier than the knife, which points to guilt. The story must be written. 

  Doing the right thing isn’t always the right thing to do. The truth will wash away the dirge of darkness that’s been controlling your life. The key is to harmonize​. The resonance of the key isn’t that important, but you’ll need perfect pitch to achieve absolute harmony. The treasure is closer than you think. Love, Grandma Margie. 

 “And I thought my riddle didn’t make sense,” Vinny said. “Do you have any clue what she’s talking about?”

 Ginger tapped the tip of the tuning fork against the edge of the table. The key of A reverberated beautifully through the office. “The phrase is, ‘The pen is mightier than the sword.’ Grandma has me totally stumped.”

 Irene put the tip of her finger on one prong so she could feel the tuning fork’s vibration against her skin. “I couldn’t hear it, but I understand a little of Grandma Margie’s message. The tuning fork has two prongs, and it takes two people to harmonize. You’re one prong, and the other could be Neil.”

 “I can’t carry a tune to save my life, and Neil is my best friend.”

 “Maybe he’s meant to be more than just your best friend,” Virginia pointed out.

 “You all know why that can’t happen. No, there’s more here than just harmonizing. She’s subtly kicking me in the derriere for doing a good deed that’s coming back to bite me in the ass.”

 The heavy silence in the room was broken when Matilda stood up. “I hate to cut the evening short, but I told the girls I’d be home before they go to bed.” 

  Her sister’s kind hand settled on Ginger’s shoulder. “I know you want to solve your own problems, but remember you’ve got three sisters who are here if you need us.”

 “That is something I’ll never forget. We’re a family.”

 After sharing hugs and supportive smiles with her best friends before they left, Ginger returned to the table. This short break had been very much welcomed. Her nerves were shot as it was, but this next session… 

 She had to protect her daughter at all costs.

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 Ginger sipped the wine Sean had thoughtfully given her a few minutes ago. ​

 “We don’t usually serve wine to our clients, but I figured you’d need something to calm your nerves.”

 “Nancy, you’d better keep him.”

 She beamed a loving smile at her husband. “I lost him once, but our love never died. It grows stronger every day.”

 “I’ve never been that lucky.” An unopened manila folder sat close to Nancy’s hand. Ginger took a healthy sip of the chardonnay she recognized as being from the Heritage Winery. “Where to start?”

​  “I’ll tell you what I recall,” Nancy began. “Twenty-two years ago, I was just starting here in my first husband’s law office, and you came in, all in a panic. You were crying rather than the two-month-old baby cradled in your arms.”

 “Matilda came with me for moral support.” Ginger looked directly at Sean. “Have you read the file?”

 “Yes, and all I can say is that since moving to Beacon Pointe three years ago, my job has never been more interesting or exciting. You took a very big risk. I’m familiar with the baby’s father. Omari Abass is mega oil-rich and not one to be made to appear the fool. I was also surprised to learn the identity of Temperance’s mother. Camilla Ludovica was an amazing coloratura soprano and was renowned all around the world.”

 “She was also a good friend, so you understand what I’m dealing with. When I graduated from college with a degree in journalism, I approached Mason Trent and told him I wanted to be an investigative reporter. He recommended me to his media company’s New York office counterpart. Mason stressed that being a journalist isn’t as glamorous as it’s portrayed in action movies.  It could get very dangerous depending on how far I planned to go”

 “You obviously had stars in your eyes and went to New York,” Sean said.

 Ginger nodded. “I loved living in New York, and it gave me the opportunity to sign up for jazz, classical, and historical performance classes at Juilliard. I was given assignments all over the world that I enjoyed. The one that changed my life was an interview with Omari Abass and his wife, Camilla Ludovica.

 “My editor explained Omari wanted to ‘improve’ his image and invited the media to interview him at his compound. I told my editor that Camilla and I had shared classes at Juilliard in New York, so I got the assignment.”

 “That’s the first I’m hearing about this,” Nancy Jean said. “But then again, you were so rattled back then, it was amazing you remembered your own name.”

 “When I got there, everything seemed fine. The compound was jaw-dropping. I was wined and dined, given tours of the town, where he pointed out a new school and a hospital he’d built. But I noticed something off in Camilla’s eyes. She was never allowed to be alone with me, but we arranged to meet secretly a few times. She admitted that she’d made a huge mistake when she married him. She hadn’t known he already had five wives. A year after their marriage, she became pregnant. When I met her, she was already three months along. One of her handmaidens told her that a female baby would be sold. Omari only wanted boys to carry on his name.”

 “What a heartless bastard,” Nancy Jean said.

 “She couldn’t take the chance that something like that would happen to her baby and asked me to help her. Of course, I said yes.”

 That night twenty-two years ago came alive in Ginger’s head. She took a few more sips of wine and finished what was in her glass. Sean refilled her glass halfway.

 “Thanks. Camilla kept in touch via emails from her personal assistant, so I knew she was close to having the baby. About a month before the birth, the emails stopped. I sent a message, but it came back as undeliverable. The email address no longer existed. I debated contacting Omari’s secretary, but decided not to.”

 “That was a smart thing to do,” Sean agreed. “He’s not one to cross.”

 “Two months later, I got a phone call from Camilla’s assistant. They’d found a way to escape the compound and made their way into the United States, where Camilla gave birth to Temperance. Unfortunately, Camilla passed away, and she had named me to be the baby’s legal guardian.” Ginger nodded toward the folder. “You should have all the paperwork from the lawyer I met in upstate New York. When I got to this little town in the Catskills, Temperance was in a bassinet, sound asleep, being tended to by the lawyer’s assistant. He let me know Camilla had been cremated, and her ashes were sent to a cousin in Iowa. All I had to do was sign the papers that officially made me Temperance’s legal guardian, and that was it.”

 “I commend you for establishing a scholarship in Camilla’s name at Juilliard,” Sean said. “As a lawyer specializing in financial banking and estate, Nancy turned the portfolio over to me. The foundation to support the scholarship is doing quite well.”

 Ginger shrugged. “She’d made money performing, and I thought it was the right thing to do, keeping her name separate from that bastard.”

 Tears were rolling down Ginger’s cheeks, and Nancy Jean grabbed tissues from a box covered in seashells that she kept on her desk. She dabbed at the wetness on her own cheeks while passing one to Ginger.

 Sean finished the rest of his wine and topped off both his wife’s and Ginger’s glasses. “If you want, I’ll call Kaitlyn when this is over, and she’ll drive us all home,” he teased, trying to lighten the mood.

 “Thankfully, Matilda had sent me to the Catskills with an infant carrier and a diaper bag filled with everything Temperance and I would need. I didn’t know the first thing about caring for a baby, but I quickly learned.”

 “That’s when you showed up here in a panic, only three days later, saying you needed to start the paperwork on adoption. I remember facing a dilemma about how we would make that happen. It worked in our favor when Omari Abass announced he’d officially divorced Camilla via his country’s laws and vowed that the child she was carrying wasn’t his.” 

 “We know why he made the official statement,” Sean said. “He didn’t want to lose face, feeling an opera singer had made him look like a fool.”

 “We used his official statement against him,” Nancy Jean said triumphantly. Only a glistening of tears lingered in her eyes. “Since the mother was dead, and there was no father to contest the adoption, we were able to get the paperwork through for you to officially adopt Temperance.” 

 “What has you in a panic now, twenty-two years later?” Sean asked.

 “The past few months, I’ve been getting calls from an international number. But I don’t pick up. They didn’t leave a message until the other day.” She didn’t have to retrieve the message to share it with them since she’d listened to it enough times to remember it by heart. ​“‘You’ve obviously been ignoring my calls. Did you think you could get away with it? Doing the right thing doesn’t always mean it’s the right thing to do. This has gone on long enough. She deserves to know who her father is. You’ll be contacted again.’” She took a deep breath before adding, “The man didn’t say who he was.”

“Does Temperance not know you’re not her birth mother?” Sean clarified.

 “She does know. I never could have done that to Camilla. Temperance has an amazing voice that she was blessed with from her mother. I understand the mechanics of music, but can’t sing to save my life. She was about five years old when I explained to her that her birth mother got sick. God ensured she had a beautiful, loving home, so I became her mother. She thought about it and said it was okay because I was the best mother. When she was a little older, Temperance and I put together a virtual scrapbook of Camilla’s singing career.”

 “Temperance never asked about her father?” Sean asked.

 “She did once, but I said he also passed away.”

 “Now Abass has had a change of heart and has decided he wants his daughter.” Sean picked up the file. “I’m going to go through this paperwork with a fine-tooth comb.”

 “Are you saying I might have made a mistake, Sean Harrigan?” Nancy Jean asked.

 His rebuttal was in the form of a warm kiss. “Cool your lawyer thrusters, Mrs. Harrigan. I know you didn’t make any mistakes, but I want to review the paperwork from the lawyer who set up the guardianship. Since they didn’t do this twenty-two years ago, I think we should have a DNA test performed. Who knows? Maybe that bastard isn’t actually Temperance’s father.”

 “See why I love my husband?” Nancy Jean said with an endearing smile.

 “Are you saying there’s a possibility that Camilla had an affair, and the baby really isn’t Omari’s?”

 “Yes. That’s why we’re going to cross all the t’s and dot the i’s.”

 “I can’t keep something like this from Temperance, especially why we want to run her DNA.”

 “Tell her the truth,” Sean said. “Omari divorced Camilla and publicly announced the child she carried wasn’t his. A DNA test would confirm whether he is her father.”

 “Don’t kill the messenger, but suppose he is?” Nancy Jean pointed out.

 Ginger let out a long sigh. “We’ll worry about that if and when the time comes.” 
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 Ginger’s head was clear enough to drive home, even though she’d enjoyed two small glasses of wine. She felt better knowing her wonderful lawyers would look out for her daughter. How long should she wait to tell Temperance what was going on? Suppose the bastard got her daughter’s cell number and reached out to her directly? Delaying telling her wasn’t an option. 

 Explaining this latest calamity wasn’t the only thing she was worried about. That damn letter from her grandmother was mind-boggling. Margie the trickster. Ginny glanced at the box on the passenger’s seat. A damn tuning fork in the key of A. Was there a “key” person in her life whose first or last name started with the letter A? Irene’s suggestion did make a lot of sense. You needed two people to harmonize, but Neil couldn’t be the one. The dark-dirge scenario in the riddle was of her own making. The key she needed to use to get out of it was an unknown. 

 Doing a good deed wasn’t always the right thing to do. Had she done something else that had been a mistake? The racing throb in her head announced that her headache was back in full force.

 She noticed three familiar cars when she parked in the drive in front of the garage. Her daughter’s, Paige Dorsey’s, and Kaitlyn Griffin. They were either having a girls’ night or were studying. Temperance had set up one of the extra bedrooms to serve as their hangout and study room. From the volume of the music coming from the house, tonight was a hangout night.

 On her way home, she’d decided to hide in her office and work on stuff for the gala, but maybe she’d join them for a few minutes. Paige and Kaitlyn were aware that Temperance was adopted. Discussing this latest dilemma with her friends wouldn’t be a bad idea. Kaitlyn was a police officer and would agree wholeheartedly about having a DNA test.

 Tina Turner was belting out the words rolling on the river when Ginger walked into the house and went directly upstairs. The hangout room was at the end of the hall. The carpet runner muffled her footsteps, but they wouldn’t have heard her over the loud music anyway. 

 The empty bottles strewn across the coffee table in front of the couch had held wine or iced tea. Bowls of Doritos and cheese doodles were
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