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      This book is dedicated to the plumbers of the world, who provide a service the rest us can’t do without. In particular, this book is dedicated to the women who have taken on this profession, like one of the main characters in this story, Harper Wickersham.

      

      Only after I finished this story did I learn that the busiest day of the year for plumbers in the U.S. is the day after Thanksgiving. Without giving away the plot, I’ll just say how pleased I was to learn this, as it does relate to part of the story.
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      “Do we really have to go to this dinner?” I asked my recently moved-in boyfriend, Chuck Dawson. The “dinner” in question was a Thanksgiving get-together my daughter, Valerie Kowalski, and her man, Jim Watkins, were hosting next door in her half of the duplex we shared.

      “I can’t believe you’re even asking that question, Ro,” Chuck replied.

      I’m Rowena Summerfield, my daughter’s partner for almost four years in Nailed It Home Renos. I’m also a former homicide cop grounded by a terrible car accident and a widow now in my late fifties. On occasion, I’m still called upon to investigate homicide cases as a consultant to my old employer, the Shasta Florida Police Department, working with my former partner, Hercules “Herc” Morgan. At those times, Jim Watkins—Captain James Watkins—is our boss.

      “Val may have gotten past her anger with Jim, but I need more time to forgive Herc and Jim,” I said.

      Not too long ago, Chuck and I agreed to help my friend and project superintendent, Ryder Tompkins, find a sister he’d only recently discovered existed. In the course of our search, we learned she was running from a crooked businessman in Atlanta who was out to kill her after she witnessed him murder her date. Eventually, he was caught and killed here in Shasta, but not until Ryder and I had been used as bait by both Jim and Herc to draw him to town. Although I realized I was never in danger—they would never let matters come to that—I resented being used.

      I knew all along I’d get over my hurt feelings eventually, but thus far, even though I’d spoken to both when necessary since then, we hadn’t actually reconciled.

      Although Val had also been upset with Jim for his part in using me as bait, enough to kick him out of her side of the duplex temporarily, Val and Jim were pretty much back to the same relationship they’d shared before Chuck and I set out on our journey. Now she wanted the rest of us to get past our issues as well and celebrate the holiday together.

      The man of my life, still a hunk in his middle years at six foot plus with his short, graying, sandy-brown hair, set aside the wine carrier he’d brought from his wine bar and studied me. “I know you, Ro. It isn’t like you to continue to harbor these hard feelings. There’s something else behind your not wanting to go.”

      Chuck had come to know me pretty well. “I’m not good at hiding my feelings, which I’d have to do. It’s Thanksgiving, the day we take time to be grateful for everything in our lives. I am grateful we found Ryder’s sister and that the two of them have hit it off so well. Both of us could’ve played along with the scheme to get the killer to reveal himself. But we weren’t given that chance. I was not the least bit grateful to have been left out of that decision.”

      Chuck placed his hands on my shoulders, his remarkable brown eyes gazing deep into mine. “I’m angry for both of you, but since I wasn’t even involved, I have more distance and perspective about how things worked out.” In all truth, I’d done the same thing to him that I was so upset about Jim and Herc doing to me. I’d left him out of that final scene. The difference was that I was a trained professional despite being retired. Chuck was a civilian and very special to me. I didn’t want to put him in danger. Some might describe that as a rationalization, but I didn’t see it that way, and fortunately, once I explained, Chuck understood.

      He checked the time. “We’ve got five minutes before we’ll officially be late. How can I help you get past your feelings, at least for today?”

      “I’m not trying to make a statement. I just don’t feel I can reach that deep within myself to make nice with anybody but you today.”

      He grabbed two potholders, removed the pan of dressing from the oven and placed it in a carrier. He’d brought it home from his restaurant, The Sandpiper, the night before. The aroma drew our tuxedo house cat, Jason, away from his resting spot, a window seat where he takes in the morning sun.

      Chuck bent to pet him. “Don’t get excited, guy. This isn’t for you.” Then he turned back to me. “Did you listen to your last sentence? ‘Make nice with’ your ‘two friends’? Just be yourself. Don’t let Val down.”

      I made the decision I knew all along I’d make. “All right, I’ll go. But I’ll be honest about where I still stand.” And since that came out more petulant than I’d intended, I attempted to soften it with an offer. “You’ve got your hands full with the wine. I’ll take the stuffing.”

      He screwed up his lips, like he wanted to say more but thought better of it.

      Since it was a special occasion, we went to the front door of Val’s side of the duplex rather than the back door we usually used. She greeted us in a cocoa-brown midi dress and bib apron, her dark locks drawn back in her customary ponytail. “Happy Thanksgiving, folks!”

      “Same to you,” Chuck returned as he held the wine carrier out to her.

      “Ooh! You brought the good stuff. Let’s have some of that now. I’m ready to start celebrating.”

      “That was the idea,” Chuck returned.

      They went off to the kitchen to uncork the wine. That left me standing there alone holding the pan of stuffing, attempting to decide what to do next.

      “Happy Thanksgiving, Ro.” Jim, just as tall as Chuck, entered the room. With flecks of gray competing with his otherwise dark hair, no doubt earned from the pressure of being chief of police, he was every bit the welcoming host.

      I forced a smile. “The same to you, Jim.” I tried to keep my tone as friendly as I could muster.

      “Haven’t seen much of you lately. You’ve been missed.” He knew exactly why I’d kept my distance because I told him as much right after the case had been resolved. But he was attempting to take the high road.

      Moment of truth. “I’ve needed the space. In fact, I’m here today because it’s Thanksgiving and my daughter is going out of her way to make this day pleasant for all of us. I still need time to heal, but Chuck thought coming here might help that process along.” Not exactly what Chuck had said, but I was pretty sure that was what he had in mind.

      Jim nodded. “We’ll do what we can to make that happen. We’re happy you’re here.” Only then did he appear to notice I was still holding the pan. “Here, let me take that from you.”

      As a result, I stood there empty-handed, staring at a painting on the opposite wall, a seascape. That was new. And totally so not my daughter’s taste. Must be from Jim. She was more into horse pictures. Don’t ask me where that came from. She’d never ridden in her life.

      Val returned to the room, a glass of wine in her hand.

      “Is anyone else coming?” I asked.

      “Ryder and his sister are celebrating with his mother at the care facility, although she probably won’t recognize him. Her Alzheimer’s has progressed,” Val replied.

      “We knew it was inevitable but still hard to hear,” I said, keeping the small talk going even though it had taken on a more serious tone.

      Jim had returned to the room during that exchange with his own glass of wine. “Herc is also coming,” he said hesitantly.

      “By himself?” Normally, I would’ve known this, but I hadn’t spoken with Herc either since the night the killer was caught.

      “Uh, no. He’s bringing a guest. I think you’ve met her. Luann Cory? She’s the assistant fire chief.”

      So Herc had followed my advice and approached the woman he’d been dreaming about for weeks, although he kept denying any interest whenever I’d asked. All I’d suggested was to send her flowers thanking her for her assistance with a prior case. Somewhere along the way he’d gotten to know her enough to invite her to this dinner. Now I wished I wasn’t still upset with him because this was a big deal. Though there’d never been anything romantic between the two of us, at least on my part, Herc had been jealous of my growing relationship with Chuck until just recently. He still wasn’t keen on Chuck’s moving in, but he seemed to be accepting it.

      Maybe I could relent just enough to get all the details. The last I knew, he was building up his courage to send that thank-you note. Apparently he’d gotten well beyond that point.

      “Here you go,” Chuck said, returning with a glass of wine for me, doing his part to relieve me of having to talk to Jim. “Would you mind helping me a bit in the kitchen, Mom?” Val asked, sensing my unease.

      Escape beckoned. I followed her into the kitchen. “Sure. How can I help?”

      “How ‘bout whipping the cream for the pie? I’m afraid I’ll take it too far and make butter.”

      “No problem.” I made short work of placing the beaters into her hand mixer and finding a small bowl for the whipping cream.

      “I’m glad you decided to come today,” she said, joining me at the counter.

      “I didn’t make up my mind until just before we came.”

      “I kinda thought that might be the case. But I couldn’t let this day go by without attempting to get the most important people in my life together.”

      “Thanks for trying to mediate. I don’t like feeling like this, but that’s the way it is. For now, anyhow.”

      “That’s what I’ve tried to tell Jim once we were speaking to each other again. You and I are alike that way. It takes us a while to get past our feelings if we’ve been hurt. Look how long it’s taken me to get past being betrayed by my straying husband, Larry.”

      “You still haven’t, Val. You’ve just decided not being married to him works to your advantage now that Jim is in your life. I told Chuck and then Jim that I’ll be civil today. I respect the holiday. That’s all I can promise.”

      “Got it, Mom.” She leaned over and hugged me. “Drink up.”
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      By the time Herc and his date arrived, I’d finished my first glass of wine. It had improved my outlook considerably, especially since I could chat freely with Luann even though I was still reserved with Herc.

      “How long have you and Herc been seeing each other?” I asked. Perhaps a bit forward, but I wasn’t ready to ask Herc and I was curious.

      “Oh, we aren’t seeing each other, at least not like you mean,” she replied good-naturedly. “We were having coffee one day last week and the subject of Thanksgiving came up. My family lives out of town, so I’m usually on my own for the day. Herc asked if I’d like to enjoy a full turkey dinner for a change as his guest today. How could I refuse? Especially since he assured me I didn’t need to bring a thing, although I did bring flowers.”

      I was accustomed to seeing the woman in her firefighting gear. I hadn’t realized how tall she was. About five-eight. Not overweight but of sturdy build. She’d have to be to handle all that equipment. She wore her light brown hair short, just below her ears. That probably worked best with the helmet she had to wear.

      “We’re glad you could join us,” I said, meaning it.

      Chuck and Herc made themselves comfortable in front of the TV watching some football team play another football team. Jim joined them intermittently, when he wasn’t in the kitchen checking on the turkey. Luann and I helped Val finish up the rest of the meal. Inhaling the traditional scents of Thanksgiving plus working with my hands helped me relax further. By the time we settled at the dinner table—which Val and maybe even Jim had outdone themselves decorating—my mood had mellowed to the point where I could be fairly civil.

      Herc and Jim talked sports at first, such as who would win the game they’d been watching and their predictions for a national football champion. Luann complimented Val and Jim on the meal and the tablescape. Then Herc asked Val how our current projects were progressing.

      “We ran into a bit of a delay with the flooring for both the residential/commercial fashion boutique as well as the mini-mansion where we’ve been converting two rooms into studios for the in-house artists. Then the woman who is establishing the boutique decided she also wanted to design and fabricate her own line. Fortunately, Mom figured out how we could move the design part to a small area of the second floor along with the rest of the living quarters without any other major changes.”

      “That was actually easier than reuniting the two artist lovers whose latest tiff threatened to call off the whole project,” I said, relieved Coral Neely and Nate Bligh were once again talking to each other.

      Luann looked at me like she was just seeing me for the first time. “I didn’t realize home renovation involved so many more skills than simply choosing paint colors.”

      “Even paint colors can be a pain,” Val said, laughing. “I remember a time not so long ago when instead of ecru I ordered eggplant for one of our projects and the vendor refused to take the paint back. Mom really stressed over that one until she decided to make it a feature wall.”

      “If all now goes as planned, we’ll be done with both renos in the next week. In the meantime, we’re about to begin a new rehab this week. It’s an older two-story out by Lake Dahlia. The former owner, a banker in New York State, wanted to fix it up as a weekend or holiday getaway with the idea of eventually moving here when he retired, but after his recent divorce, he decided to put it on the market.”

      “Lake Dahlia?” Luann said. “It’s not one of those homes destroyed by fire in the last few years? I was there for a couple of those cases.”

      “There were more than two?” I asked, cringing because my due diligence efforts before accepting this project hadn’t gone far enough to learn about these fires.

      “Three in total. I was away at training during the third.” She took a sip of wine before adding one more thing. “Actually, there was a fourth. Neighbors discovered and doused it before it got very far along.”

      “That’s strange,” Val said. “When I drove around the area a few weeks ago, I didn’t notice any structures that had been damaged by fire.”

      “It’s a prime residential area, as you’re probably aware,” Luann replied. “Buyers swooped in to purchase the ravaged properties at a lower price and were busy rehabbing them before we had a chance to perform more than a cursory review.”

      “Weren’t you able to get stop work orders so you could finish your investigations?” I asked. Three and almost four fires in a relatively small section of town seemed suspicious to me.

      “Tried, but the powers that be had other plans for me. When you’re short-staffed, you have to be flexible.”

      And take orders, even though you might not agree. But Luann seemed to be dismissing these incidents, so I filed them away in my head. For now.

      “Our property showed no sign of fire damage during my walk-throughs,” I said.

      “Just a lot of old furniture and furnishings that had to go before we could begin demo. With the owner’s blessing, we donated some to local charities and destroyed the rest,” Val added.

      Herc had been hanging back from this discussion, probably because he resented the time I spent in my new career, but with the extent of Luann’s interest, he must’ve felt he had to say something. “Sounds like a fun project.”

      Fun? He had no idea how many problems an older two-story with a full attic presented. But I’d vowed to make nice today, so I held my tongue.

      Val didn’t. “Fun? Not when we have to remove or work around the building materials and procedures of yesteryear and bring them up to today’s standards.”

      “So fire officials like me can be assured they’re safe,” Luann said, only half joking. Clearly, she was trying to fit in with the rest of us. “What’s the current status of the project?”

      “Demo’s done,” Val replied. “More than we bargained for. Took an extra two days. I’ve decided we no longer take on any houses more than fifty years old. It’s too much trouble removing old wiring and plumbing and aging building materials. They all have their modern-day limitations, but they’re still durable and resistant to removal. Our crew had to wear special gloves, which were bulkier and thus harder to manipulate.”

      “The crew’s off for the rest of the week, but next week we begin the modernization, starting with the plumbing. Electrical to follow,” I said.

      “Would it be okay if I stopped by to observe?” Luann asked. “Not inspect. I’d just like to get a better view of the innards of a rehabbed residence for future reference.”

      “We’d love that,” I replied, surprised. “We always keep an extra hard hat on-site if you don’t have your own. We’re located at 1459 Sunburst Lane.”

      Luann placed the knife and fork with which she’d been cutting her turkey back on her plate. “Sunburst Lane? It’s not the old Mehaffy place, is it?”

      “Uh, yes,” Val answered. “How do you know about it?”

      “I, uh, forget I mentioned it.”

      My curiosity shot up. “Oh, no, no going back. Tell us about this place. I thought Val and I had thoroughly scoured the abstract and deed. Nothing strange appeared to stick out.”

      Luann studied her folded hands.

      “Luann, what aren’t you telling us?” Val asked, her curiosity level as high as mine.

      Herc’s guest took another sip of wine before replying. “Let me caution you that what I tell you is not based on fact or any specific cases I’ve handled. But over the years since I moved to Shasta, I’ve heard stories, more like snippets of rumors, that the Mehaffy house has a history. Strange occurrences have supposedly taken place there at different times over the years.”

      Val leaned in, her eyes growing wide. “Strange occurrences? You mean like … ghosts?”

      Luann sat back, biting her lips. “I didn’t use that word. I, uh, don’t believe in ghosts. And I’ve never taken much stock in hearsay, but I thought you should know what you’re getting into. There’s probably nothing to it, but once you start mentioning the address to others around town or especially referring to your project as the old Mehaffy place, you may receive unexpected reactions.”

      “Ghosts, you say?” Chuck asked, his attention momentarily turning from sports talk.

      “She didn’t say,” I replied. “She merely said our latest project appears to have a bit of a local reputation.”

      Now Jim got involved. “What kind of reputation, Luann?”

      She raised her hands in protest. “Forget I said anything, all of you. I reacted to the address Rowena mentioned when I should’ve kept still.”

      “Ah, Luann, everyone loves a ghost story,” Herc said. “Can’t you tell us anything more? If only enough to give Ro and Val a start to their historical probe.”

      Her gaze checked out the other five diners. All of us had stopped eating and were staring at her. She sighed. “There apparently was more than one unexplained death in that house over the years. Later residents supposedly heard sounds coming from the attic and inside the walls. Now that you’ve disemboweled the house, so to speak, the sounds may stop. Or …”

      “Or whoever or whatever produced such sounds may not appreciate losing their former hiding places,” Jim said.

      “Doo doo, doo doo,” Chuck sang, finding humor in this discussion.

      “Guys, I really didn’t mean to turn our pleasant dinner conversation to the subject of the supernatural,” Luann said.

      Actually, I was delighted we’d veered off in this direction. I’d been hoping we could avoid the customary Thanksgiving topic of what we were grateful for. I wasn’t sure how I’d handle that this year. “I’m glad you alerted us to those stories, Luann. It won’t hurt for us to check into them. Not that I believe the house is haunted, but I want to be prepared should any of our crews get spooked.”

      “Haunted? Spooked? I just mentioned strange occurrences,” Luann replied. “But like they say, forewarned is forearmed. A trip to the library or state historical society might be in order.”

      “Good idea,” I replied, appreciative of her suggestion.

      “Enough of this ghost business. I got us off the topic of the day, the reason why we’re celebrating. Even though I’m not the host, why don’t we talk about what we’re thankful for instead?”

      The other four diners all shot subtle glances my direction. Luann had no idea what dangerous territory she’d wandered into.

      “I’ll start,” she said. “If that’s okay?”

      Val regained her aplomb. “Thank you. I guess we shouldn’t forget why we’re all sitting here sharing this meal. Thank you for going first.”

      Luann folded her hands and settled back in her chair. “I’m thankful that despite the fires that broke out in and around Shasta this past year, there were no fatalities, and I hope that trend continues into this next year.”

      “Thank you, Luann,” Jim said. “I hadn’t realized that was the case, but we have you and the rest of the Shasta Fire Department to thank for that.”

      “We have a good team, but we can’t take all the credit. We just got lucky.”

      “Whatever the reason, thank you for sharing,” Chuck said.

      Now that Luann had said her piece, no one else spoke. The rest of us had suddenly become quite interested in our meal. Finally, Val took the lead. “I’m thankful Nailed It Home Renos has continued to grow. This past year, we expanded beyond renovating on spec. We rehabbed The Sandpiper for Chuck and built a new addition as his wine bar. We also accepted the clients we told you about earlier. I’m also thankful to have partnered up with one of the best interior designers in the area, my mom.”

      Tears came to my eyes on that one, but before I could reciprocate the compliment, Jim had his say. “I’m thankful that you’re in my life, Valerie. You brighten every day and make me excited about coming home each night.”

      Val sighed. “Oh, Jim. That’s so sweet.”

      “Yeah, Jim. Sweet,” Chuck said. “Thanks for setting the bar way high for the rest of us.” He must’ve realized what he’d said, because he quickly attempted to correct himself. “That is, thanks, Jim, for reminding me how much better my life has been since meeting Rowena. Never a dull moment with you, my dear. Our recent trip around the country searching for Ryder’s sister was the most fun I’ve had in ages.”

      Those tears just wouldn’t go away. I knew this sharing what we were thankful for stuff was a bad idea. Everyone was taking it seriously, laying bare some of their deepest feelings. I wasn’t ready to do that.

      I should’ve jumped in and said my part immediately so I could’ve kept things light and humorous. Now? Now I couldn’t get by with that approach.

      Herc still had to take his turn. No way would he go deep. That wasn’t him. C’mon, Herc. Make a joke of all this.

      “Guess I’m up,” he said. “I don’t usually do well sharing my feelings, but you’ve all made it difficult for me not to. So, here goes. I’m thankful the gods were on my side this past year, because a couple of times I came up against a killer who didn’t want to get caught and, with Ro’s help, I managed to survive as well as collar them. So, thank you, Ro, for being there for me and keeping me alive.”

      The tears rolled down my cheeks. Couldn’t stop them. How could he do that to me, be so sincere?

      Val shoved a paper napkin in my hand, and I dabbed away.

      I continued to wipe my face even after I’d staved off the tears. I was stalling, trying to think what I’d say. I had to be sincere without being sincere. Val. And Chuck. I could respond to their comments honestly. Right. That’s what I’d do.

      “Sorry about the waterworks. I wasn’t expecting such, uh, heartfelt declarations today. But since that’s the pattern you’ve set, I’ll respond in kind. I had a great partner in my former life as homicide investigator, so I was both surprised and thrilled that my own daughter and I could partner up and actually enjoy our time together. Plus do a bang-up job at it.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” she replied.

      “And Chuck, thank you for not letting me continue to put you off these last months. I’ve come to rely on you more than I ever thought I needed. I’m grateful for your presence in my life.”

      There, I followed the leader. That should do it.

      But they continued to sit there expectantly, like I hadn’t finished. I could deal with that. I just had to stare back at them, smile and act like I was done. Because I was, wasn’t I?

      “And recently, after Chuck and I had found Ryder’s sister and brought her to Shasta, you, Jim and Herc, knew the danger wasn’t yet over and drew the killer out. Your actions secured her freedom from fear and saw justice served at the same time. I’m, uh, grateful for your bravery and cool law enforcement minds for saving her life, Ryder’s and mine.”

      I finished. Had I said all that? I certainly hadn’t planned to.

      I focused on my sweet potatoes, although there was no way I could eat right now. I wasn’t ready to glance at my fellow diners yet.

      Though the clock only ticked a few times, it seemed like hours before anyone responded. Val came to my rescue first. “Thanks, Mom. Perfect way to close out our statements of thankfulness.”

      “I’m honored by your words, Rowena,” Chuck said, his tone reverent. “You know I feel the same way about you. And more so.”

      Everyone else at the table had dimmed in the glow of our growing mutual feelings as we smiled at each other.

      But Herc and Jim didn’t remain quiet. “You don’t know how much your words mean to me, Rowena,” Jim said. “I’m glad we can move on from that difficult time.”

      “I’ll add my two cents,” Herc said. “As much as I valued you as a partner, Ro, I value our friendship more. Like the captain said, I’m glad we can move on.”

      Val must have sensed my inability to reply in this intense moment of reconciliation, because she put a bow on it. “Thank you all for sharing a little of yourselves as part of your giving thanks.” She paused for effect. “Now, time for the real purpose of this get-together. Who wants pumpkin pie?”
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      The following day, Val and I showed up at the Mehaffy house ready to proceed with the renovation now that the place had been cleared of its belongings and demolition of the interior walls completed. It had been months since we’d tackled a residential structure this large, although Chuck’s restaurant reno and new build of his wine bar had been equally if not more challenging.

      The plumber wouldn’t arrive to start the rough-in until Monday. Generally, he’d do his thing before the HVAC and electrical crews appeared, so they wouldn’t get in each other’s way, but since these subs were used to working with each other, he’d only be on his own for a day or two before the others joined him.

      Val and I inspected the pipes now that they were no longer hidden behind the walls. Val ran a gloved hand over one line. Bits of rust fell off as she did. “They’ll probably all have to be replaced due to their age. I just hope we’ll be able to use the existing track throughout the house for the new pipes. At least some of it. Problem is, they did things differently back then. Took shortcuts. Shortcuts we can’t afford to take with our modern-day standards.”

      “Using the old track would certainly reduce the cost,” I said, ever mindful of the bottom line, although Val was the expert in home construction.

      She sighed. “The more I know about this setup, the more challenges I can see. Problems that weren’t evident when we were debating whether to take on this project.”

      “Perhaps we were too enchanted by the idea of bringing this old treasure back to life. Now that the walls are bare, reality hits.”

      She pivoted away from the wall and snorted. “Drop the pretense, Mom. We both know you’re as excited as I am at the prospect of bringing this old girl back to life.”

      “More like giving her a new life,” I said, noticing the finial on the newel post cap hanging at an angle, not straight up. A chill ran through me as it came off in my hand when I touched it. “Like this.” I showed it to her. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      She bent to examine it. “It is, but it will be even more beautiful once it’s anchored on top of that newel post again.”

      “One more item we need to fix.” I popped it in my canvas bag, not daring to leave it around until it was time to work on the staircase.

      “Speaking of which, you didn’t give much credence to what Luann Cory said about the house being haunted, did you?”

      Although she attempted to keep her question low-key, I could tell by the way she studied me for my response that she must believe it in part.

      “I, uh, hadn’t given that conversation much thought since yesterday. I guess I didn’t dismiss the possibility of the place being haunted, but until we run smack dab into a ghost, I don’t plan to handle this project differently.”

      She blew out a breath, squaring her shoulders as she did. “Good! I’m glad you feel that way too. We’ve had enough dead people to deal with lately, what with all the murders you’ve been solving.”

      I made a mental note to follow through on Luann’s suggestion that we check out Mehaffy House ghost rumors at the library. Whenever I could work it in. Life always got super crazy as we began a new project.

      “You guys beat me here,” a male voice said from behind us.

      I didn’t quite jump, but my body went on alert. However, after two seconds of readjustment, I realized it was only Ryder here to join in the inspection, although I hadn’t known he was coming. “Early bird and all that,” I replied.

      “I would’ve told you Mom and I were coming over this morning, but I thought you and Melinda were still in Atlanta,” Val told him.

      “She didn’t leave that much behind in her old apartment,” he said. “But since she left town in such a hurry, she wanted to return and make things right with a few folks.”

      I had a pretty good idea who he was talking about, since Chuck and I had probably spoken with those folks not long ago when we’d gone to Atlanta to find Melinda and tell her she had a brother, well, half brother, she never knew existed. Her former building manager had tried to stave off two goons who had come looking for her and had been sent to the hospital as a result. After they’d forced him to let them into her apartment, he’d had her place rekeyed as one of his parting shots before he quit. Her dry cleaner had tipped us off to the fact she was in danger when he revealed she’d left a bloodstained cocktail dress with him for cleaning.

      “How was she? Going back to all those memories?” I asked.

      “Quiet at first. Almost shy about showing me around her old stomping grounds. But she warmed up when she introduced me, her brother, to those we met.” I’d never seen him wear such a broad smile. “By the time we were headed home, she was in much better spirits. I think it was a good idea for her to say goodbye to her old life. Thank you for suggesting it.”

      “It needed to be done. Now she can move on, look ahead to her new life, whatever she wants that to be.”

      “Any idea what that will be?” Val asked.

      “She mentioned writing,” Ryder answered. “I’m encouraging her to take some courses at the community college, but she’s been dragging her feet about them.”

      “Scared?” I asked.

      “Probably, although she’s come up with every excuse she could
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