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      Sidney Taylor had said it once before, even if it was only to herself.

      Moving was such a pain in the ass.

      Even when it led to an ultimately better life — even when you knew that it would — the actual act of moving from one house to another sucked giant monkey balls. It was hard, strenuous work and it blowed.

      At least this time, it blowed for everyone except her.

      Not that she was something special or anything. It was just that Isaac had flat out refused to allow her to lift anything over ten pounds. In fact, her very sexy and overprotective husband had gone out of his way to enlist a group of strong and able-bodied men to assist in their moving day festivities.

      He had even enlisted her sister, Heather, to assist Sidney with the smaller stuff and basically keep an eye on her while the men did all the work.

      Sidney knew that she should see it for the caring and thoughtful gesture it was probably meant to be. After all, in her condition she couldn’t very well lift a loaded box of books or even knick-knacks and carry it in from the U-Hall truck. But something about it still annoyed her in an I-can-do-anything-you-can-do kind of way.

      She rubbed both hands down over her very swollen belly and sighed as she scanned the great room of their new house and watched as Ike, Adam, Emmett, and Pete carried pieces of their walnut-colored sectional sofa in through the front door and began to set it up in the living room area in front of the fireplace.

      If she was being honest, that gorgeous stone fireplace — with its light gray, tan, and soft pinkish-colored natural stones — was one of the features that had sold her on this place. Especially with the built-in shelving that surrounded it and the ornate mantle. It was stunning, and she could just imagine their family spending quality time together in this lovely room.

      “You decide which way you want this to go, darlin’?” Ike called out.

      Sidney’s attention was momentarily snagged by Oliver and Hudson carrying the huge matching ottoman through the door.

      “Sid?” Isaac repeated.

      She turned to see him watching her with an impatient grimace on his handsome face. She knew the thing must be heavy.

      “Yes. Just like that is perfect.”

      She still couldn’t believe that Ike had actually gotten his brother, Oliver, and their new neighbor at the old house — Hudson Jones — to help them today. Although she suspected that Hudson agreed so that he could score points with Bronwyn Nash. She had seen the tiny sparks of something heating up between those two at the last Family Game Night. She would bet money on it.

      They had gotten started early that morning, loading up the rented U-Hall box truck and Pete’s truck and Adam’s Mercedes SUV. Ike’s parents had come the night before to pick up Greer so that the toddler wouldn’t be underfoot and in harm’s way during the chaos. And Alfred Hitchcock had been safely delivered to the kitty boarding facility for the same reason.

      They worked for hours, with the men doing all the heavy-lifting, emptying out the old house and then carrying in the big furniture items at the new house and setting it all up again, under Sidney’s supervision and direction.

      Once they made sure the living room furniture was arranged to her liking, they moved on to the bedrooms, setting up beds and dressers and such. Including the bedroom furniture and two chairs from Irene Willis’ home.

      And they didn’t stop there.

      When all the big furniture items were set up in each room, then they started on the boxes — carrying them in, depositing them to the specific room, and unpacking them. They worked like dogs.

      Or pack mules.

      Or some other really hard-working animal that Sidney couldn’t think of right now.

      At lunchtime, she and Ike bought half a dozen pizzas to feed the hungry crew, and they all sat around stuffing their faces and relishing the breather.

      Sidney ate a couple of slices and then wandered off, up the stairs to check out the new nursery.

      She glanced around at their handiwork and smiled.

      Well, it was mostly Isaac’s handiwork since he would hardly let her do much more than supervise. But the new nursery was really coming together.

      Since they still had no idea if they were expecting twin boys or girls, they had chosen a neutral color scheme of sage green and pale lavender, paired with a nature theme.

      And they had gotten a decorating assist from Auntie Emily, who had graciously volunteered her artistic skills to hand paint one wall of the nursery with a cartoon-like mural of flowers and insects.

      The room was going to be sweet and charming once it was completed, and Sidney was eager to put the finishing touches on it — get the pictures hung, get the baby shower gifts put away.

      Isaac slipped his arms around her from behind, caressing her big round belly, and Sidney relaxed into him.

      “You have really gone and done it, darlin’. I don’t know how, but you’ve done it.”

      Sidney glanced up at him over her shoulder. “What are you accusing me of exactly?”

      “Of turning my entire world upside down.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, just look at us. We are standing in the middle of a nursery for our soon-to-be-born twins. And there’s a toddler who’ll be occupying another room just a few feet away. In a house that we just bought for our growing family.”

      Confusion and awe mixed in his voice, as though he were truly trying to figure out how this wondrous thing had occurred. Sidney couldn’t help the tiny giggle.

      “Before I met you, Sidney, I never expected to have this kind of life. A wife and children? A family of my very own? None of that was ever in the cards for me,” Ike said softly, staring down into her eyes.

      “Except that it was,” Sidney replied. She turned in his embrace and reached up to caress his stubble-lined cheek. “This life was always meant for you, baby. You simply didn’t know it at the time.”

      Isaac grinned at her. “I suppose maybe you’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right. I’m always right.”

      He chuckled and ran a hand over her belly. Then he leaned down close and said, “You two are very lucky to have such a wise mommy.”

      Sidney smiled at his sweet words, the pregnancy hormones causing a big emotional lump to lodge in her throat.

      Isaac raised up and looked around the room. Before the pizza arrived, he had just finished hanging one butterfly and one dragonfly mobile over the corner-style double crib that his parents had given them.

      “Now, where did you want me to hang these book cover prints?” he asked.

      “I didn’t mean for you to follow me back up here, baby. You can go finish your lunch.”

      “I am finished. I ate four pieces. Besides, I don’t want to sit and get too comfortable before all the work is done. That’ll only make it harder to get started again.”

      Sidney smiled at that explanation. It made a lot of sense. “Okay. In that case…” Her sentence trailed off as she considered his earlier question.

      She had decided to frame prints of the covers of a few of her favorite children’s books that matched the cute insect theme they had chosen. Ms. Spider’s Tea Party, The Very Hungry Caterpillar, The Grouchy Ladybug, and Leo the Lightning Bug.

      “Um, I think on the wall there.” She pointed to the wall catty-cornered to the mural. “Centered over the changing table.”

      Isaac carried the framed prints across the room. Then he looked at Sidney with a frown.

      “Can you tell me why we’re working so hard to get this room finished when you’ve already decided that you want to put the bassinet in our bedroom downstairs?”

      “Well, that’s only for the first few months,” Sidney answered. “I’m just anticipating that I’ll want to be as close to the babies as possible while we’re adjusting to our new normal. Bree actually suggested it, and she pointed me to an article she had read on the subject. Supposedly it’s a good practice for the first year, to reduce the chances of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome.”

      “A whole year, huh?”

      “Well, that was just a suggestion. But I thought it sounded like good advice.”

      “Uh huh,” Ike mumbled, hammering a small nail into the wall.

      “But eventually, they’ll be sleeping in here. Besides, the rest of the house is pretty much done⁠—”

      “Thanks to some help from the Bro Brigade downstairs,” Ike interjected. “The move wouldn’t have gone half as smooth without their added muscle and all the help painting.”

      It was true.

      Before moving in they had spent the week before painting several rooms, had a new shower installed in the spare bathroom across from Irene Willis’ bedroom, and erected a wood pergola over the back patio. Not to mention all of the prep work that had to happen over at Irene’s house before their move as well.

      They had helped Mrs. Willis box up her clothes, certain knick-knacks, and other belongings she wanted to bring along. Then they’d helped her to set up an estate sale for the majority of her furniture and other things before selling her house.

      It had been weeks of work getting ready for moving day.

      “You’re absolutely right. All the help has been such a blessing. We really need to do something special for each of them, baby.”

      “Don’t worry. I got it covered.” Ike grinned.

      “Oh. Okay. Well, I’m just happy to be mostly settled in with plenty of time to spare before these two arrive,” Sidney said, stroking both hands down over her belly. “I like the idea of having time to get used to our new digs before things get crazy.”

      Isaac snickered as he hung the last print on the wall.

      “Things are already crazy, darlin’. They have been from the moment we brought Greer home the night his parents were murdered. Suddenly we’re parents with two more kids on the way, a new house with a fat new mortgage, and an Alzheimer’s widow moving in with us. Trust me. Things couldn’t get much crazier at this point.”

      Sidney smiled at his assessment of their current situation, but she couldn’t refute any of it. Their lives had been sort of insane for a while now.

      But wasn’t everybody’s?

      “Well. What do you think?” Ike asked, stepping back and looking at the prints on the wall. “Are they straight?”

      Sidney stared at them and then slowly turned in a circle, taking it all in. She smiled and nodded. “I think it all looks great. I love the nature theme and the cute little bugs. I love the colors, and I love Emily’s mural. I think it’s the perfect place for our two nuggets to start their journeys.”

      Isaac grinned at her.

      “Oh!” Sidney grabbed her belly.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Ike was at her side in an instant.

      “I think they were just expressing their opinions,” Sidney said, grabbing Ike’s hands and placing them on her belly.

      When the babies kicked again his whole face lit up. “I guess they like the nursery too.”

      “Maybe that was their way of saying, ‘Thank you, Daddy.’”

      Isaac smiled and then leaned down and kissed her, slow and deep. He looked into her eyes. “That was my way of saying thank you, Sidney. For loving me and completely changing the course of my sad, sorry life for the better.”

      “Thank you for loving me back, baby. You have been a dream come true for me, Isaac. You say that I changed the course of your life, but you’ve done the exact same for me. I can’t imagine where I would be if I’d never met you. Actually, I take that back. Yes, I can imagine it. I would most likely be dead. Another casualty of domestic violence.”

      “Well, then let’s just say that we saved each other’s lives. How does that sound?” Isaac said.

      “That sounds accurate. You did save my life, baby. Several times as I recall.”

      “And you most definitely saved mine, darlin’. You save it every single day. And in another month, when these two finally arrive, you’ll be saving it all over again.”

      Sidney smiled and caressed her big baby bump again. “Five more weeks.”

      The thought caused ripples of excitement, joy, and fear to course through her system.

      “I still can’t believe it,” Isaac mumbled. “It’s going to be one heck of a holiday season around here this year. Mama’s already asked me if you’re still putting salsa on everything because she wants to know if she should provide a jar of it for you at Thanksgiving dinner next week.”

      Sidney laughed out loud. They were having dinner at his parents’ place this year.

      “You laugh, but I’m serious,” Ike teased. “Don’t be surprised when you see a bowl of the stuff sitting at your spot at the table.”

      “All right, you two are having way too much fun in here,” Adam said as he stepped through the nursery door. “Wow, this room really turned out great.”

      “Didn’t it?” Sidney agreed. “Emily did such an amazing job on the mural.”

      “On both murals,” Ike added.

      “Yes!” Sidney agreed. Her sister-in-law had also painted a mural on one wall of Greer’s new room. His was a jungle scene with all of the boy’s favorite animals — gorillas, pandas, giraffes, and dinosaurs.

      Adam pointed to the corner crib. It looked as if someone had simply pushed two cribs together in a corner to form a V, only it was all one unit. Dark brown wood and hand-carved.

      “What do you think about the corner twin crib that Mama and Daddy gave you, Sid?”

      “It’s so beautiful,” Sidney gushed. “I had never seen a crib like it before.”

      “I didn’t even know they still had this old thing,” Ike said. “I remember Oli and Em being in it when they were babies, but I just figured Mama and Dad got rid of it once they outgrew it. I had no idea it had been in storage all this time.”

      “Yeah, neither did I until Dad told me he was restoring it for you guys,” Adam explained. “For weeks he’s been working on it to have it ready in time for the baby shower. He sanded it down and put a fresh coat of finish on it. Mom bought new mattresses and bolsters for it.”

      He turned and smiled at them. “In case you haven’t caught on yet, they’re very excited about all the new babies.”

      Sidney and Isaac both laughed.

      “They ought to be,” Ike said. “In the span of two short years they’ve gotten three new grand-babies just out of you and me. In five more weeks that total will be five.”

      “Yeah, and just wait until Emily and her G-man start,” Adam chimed in. “Mama will be so giddy she won’t know what to do with herself.”

      “Thanks for not including me in that,” Oliver said as he sauntered into the room, glancing around.

      “Oh, just you wait,” Ike said, grinning at him. “Your time is coming, party boy.”

      “The hell it is,” Oliver replied. “I don’t want a mortgage or a spouse and kids like the rest of you suckers.”

      Adam frowned like he’d just been insulted. He looked at Oliver and said, “And what exactly do you want, baby brother?”

      “Freedom,” Oliver said without missing a beat. “Freedom to come and go as I please. Freedom to do whomever I please. Freedom to spend my money how I please.”

      “I think he protests too much,” Sidney teased, smiling at her youngest brother-in-law.

      “I agree,” Adam sent a disparaging glance Oliver’s way.

      Oliver smirked at them. “We’ll see.”

      “I kind of understand his reluctance,” Ike said, shocking the air from Sidney’s lungs.

      “What?” She could hear the disbelief in her own voice.

      “Well, I mean… As happy as I am about the twins coming, I am also totally terrified about it,” Ike explained. “Like what the heck do I know about being someone’s dad?”

      Sidney shook her head because she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Why don’t you ask Greer that question, huh? Because I think that little boy would say you know a whole lot more than you think you do, baby.”

      “Yeah, but he was nearly three years old when we got him,” Ike countered. “He was already a fully formed little personality who knew how to use a potty. This time it’ll be brand spanking new. And let’s face it, there’s a lot of ways I could screw this up. And there will be two of them!”

      Adam laughed.

      Oliver looked overwhelmed just thinking about it.

      “We’ll figure it out together, baby. And we have a Lamaze class starting in a couple of days. They’ll teach us some stuff too.”

      “Can they teach me to change a diaper?” Ike asked with a completely straight face. “Cause I think that’s something I’m really gonna need to know.”
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      When their pizza lunch break was over, all the men got back to work tending to the small details like unpacking more boxes and putting the contents where Sidney directed.

      Pete Vega was in the middle of unloading a particularly heavy box of books onto one of the built in bookshelves that surrounded the stone fireplace in the great room when his cellphone rang. He paused what he was doing and pulled it from his pocket, noting that it was dispatch.

      “Detective Vega,” he huffed out.

      “Good afternoon, Detective. Lt. Hayes instructed me to call you. There are two dead bodies in a black Toyota parked downtown that need your presence. Officer on the scene says it looks like it might be a mother and son.”

      Pete grimaced and glanced around. Technically, he had been on duty all morning long. But Lt. Hayes had signed off on him spending the day doing as much to help Ike and Sidney move as he could. So he supposed it must be a busy day at the station for Hayes to call on him.

      “Okay. Text me the location where I need to be. Thanks.”

      “What did we catch?” Ike asked as Pete put away his phone.

      “Two bodies in a parked car downtown. Black Toyota. Looks like it might be a mother and son.”

      Pete watched a shadow drift across Ike’s face. “How old?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Pete said with a shake of his head. “I’ll text you after I go view the scene.”

      Ike glanced around at the barely controlled chaos going on around them, and Pete knew what his partner was thinking. He squashed the grin that threatened to spread over his lips as he watched Ike’s mind work.

      “Go on, baby,” Sidney said, tossing Ike a knowing smile. “I’ll be fine here with all this help.”

      She obviously understood what Ike was thinking too.

      A soft pink blush spread over Ike’s cheeks as he stared at his wife. Now that was something Pete didn’t see often.

      Ike Taylor blushing.

      “What?” Ike said to her. “No. I’m not going anywhere. I took the day off so that I could be here for this move. Pete’s a big boy and a great detective. He knows how to start an investigation without me.” Ike shot a look Pete’s way with a smug grin.

      Pete couldn’t stop his answering grin. He rolled his eyes and deliberately scratched the bridge of his nose with his middle finger, covertly flipping his partner off.

      Both Ike and Sidney laughed at his gesture.

      “Hey, thanks for all the help today, man,” Ike said on a more serious note. “Text me about the new case when you get a chance.”

      Pete nodded. “You got it. Sid,” he turned to Sidney and took her hand. “Congratulations on the new house, chica.” He kissed her on the cheek.

      “Thank you so much for all your help, Pete. We really appreciate it,” she said as she hugged him.

      Pete said his goodbyes to all of his fellow house movers and then left. He drove straight to the location that dispatch texted to him, which turned out to be the parking lot of a once thriving strip mall that now sat mostly abandoned. It was on what Pete would call the outskirts of the downtown area. There were still two businesses in the strip mall, down at the other end of the complex, but Pete drove to the other end where a myriad of activity was taking place.

      He got out of his truck and spotted the Medical Examiner’s vehicle parked near a marked police cruiser. Officer Hugh Donnelly was standing near the back of the black Toyota in question.

      As Pete got near the car he reached out and placed his hand flat against the hood of it. It was something he’d seen Ike do many times at a crime scene. A way to help determine the state of the engine, and in turn, the timeline. The hood of this car was still slightly warm, indicating that the crime — whatever it was — had only happened fairly recently.

      Pete pulled a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and shoved his hands into them. “What have we got?” he asked Officer Donnelly.

      Donnelly ran a hand over his red, buzz-styled hair and sighed. “Looks like a mother and son. I’m guessing the kid can’t be too much older than five.”

      His expression was as grim as his tone, and Pete nodded. He got it. Violent crimes involving young kids were always the hardest.

      Pete liked Donnelly. The man had once detained his nephew — now his adopted son, Mateo — when the kid had been caught in a stolen car, joyriding with the young car thieves. Pete had appreciated the respectful way Donnelly had handled that situation.

      “Any witnesses?” Pete asked.

      “Not that I’ve found,” Donnelly answered. “I sent my partner down to the open businesses at the other end of the strip mall, but no one there claimed to have heard or seen anything.”

      “What about cameras?”

      Donnelly smirked at him. “In this ancient parking lot? Again, maybe down that way by the stores that are still in the mall, but not down here at this end.”

      Pete stepped closer to the car and leaned into the open rear passenger side door to have a look.

      An almost violent wave of nausea rocked him.

      The scene inside that car was tragic.

      There was blood everywhere. The kid had been shot squarely in the chest, among other places, and he was slumped over in the back seat.

      Pete glanced up and saw Dr. Hiroshi Sato at the driver’s side door examining the woman.

      Their eyes met and locked for a second, and Hiroshi’s face held the same sad expression that Donnelly’s had. Pete shook his head.

      He glanced over the headrest and spotted a purse sitting in the front passenger seat, so he moved from the back passenger door and picked it up.

      He always hated going through a female victim’s purse. There was something so personal about the items a woman chose to keep in her purse, and Pete always felt like he was violating her privacy somehow.

      He pulled out her wallet and located her driver’s license.

      “Her name is Madeline Bowen,” he said to no one in particular.

      “I’ve noted multiple GSWs on both victims,” Hiroshi responded. “But I’ll be able to tell you more when I get them back to my lab.”

      Pete nodded.

      “Where’s Ike?” Hiroshi asked.

      “It’s moving day.” It was Pete’s only response.

      “Oh, that’s right. Well, I’ll let you know when I have something.”

      “Thanks, man. I’m very interested in a time of death, okay? I can’t believe this happened in broad daylight and we’ve got no witnesses and no cameras anywhere.”

      “They haven’t been sitting here long, I can tell you that much,” Hiroshi offered. “Rigor mortis hasn’t even set in yet. Granted, it is chilly out here. But not enough to retard the onset of rigor.”

      Pete nodded. “And the hood of the car is still slightly warm so that corroborates your findings.” Pete turned to Officer Donnelly. “Who called this in, Hugh? Do we know?”

      “That would be me, Detective,” Donnelly replied. “This strip mall is on our usual beat. I saw the car sitting here, away from everything else and noticed a person sitting inside. So I drove over and saw her slumped over the steering wheel. At first my partner and I figured she was drunk and sleeping it off. It wasn’t until we got out of the cruiser and approached the vehicle that we realized she was deceased.”

      Pete let out a heavy sigh and nodded. It wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it did help explain the lack of a witness.

      “All right. I’m going to go find a next of kin.” Pete pointed a finger at the Medical Examiner. “Hiroshi, hit me up me when you know anything.”

      “Will do.”

      To Donnelly he said, “Get a CSU out here.”

      “Call’s already been made, Detective. They’re just backed up.”

      “Well stick with this scene until they get here, all right?”

      “You got it, Detective.”

      “Thanks, Donnelly.”

      Pete got back into his truck and drove to the police station. Once at his desk, he got on the computer and looked up a next of kin for Madeline Bowen. He started by combing through her social media platforms. It didn’t take him long to find that their victim was married to a man named Dave Bowen, and their murdered little boy was named Chad. He was six years old.

      Pete located an address and jotted it down. Then he also found an address for Dave’s place of employment. Armed with that information, Pete left the building to go notify Madeline Bowen’s next of kin.

      It wasn’t something he enjoyed doing. In fact, if asked, he would say this was easily his least favorite part of the job.

      He started at Dave Bowen’s office building, figuring that’s where he would most likely find the man in the middle of a work day. Pete walked into the office building downtown and was pointed in the direction of an office at the end of the hall.

      When he peeked in, Dave Bowen was on the phone, and from his side of the conversation Pete surmised that they sold insurance in this office building. He stood in the open doorway and waited for the man to hang up. When Bowen glanced up at him, Pete raised his detective’s shield, and the man frowned.

      Bowen rushed his caller off the phone, and then waved Pete into the office.

      “Dave Bowen?” Pete asked.

      “Yes, that’s me. What is this about, Officer?” he asked, getting to his feet.

      “I’m Detective Pete Vega, and I’m afraid it’s about your wife, Madeline, and your son, Chad, sir.”

      “What about them?” the man asked, coming around the desk.

      “There’s been a shooting. I’m very sorry to tell you that they’ve both been killed.”

      It sounded so harsh in his head.

      So cruel.

      But that was something else he had learned from working with Ike. It was always best to simply spit the information out. People needed to hear it plainly. If you tried to ease your way into it or to sugar coat it, you gave them false hope. Which in turn only made it harder on both of you.

      Spitting it out in a straightforward, but compassionate way was best.

      “What? No!”

      Pete stood by and watched as Dave Bowen crumbled and fell apart right before his eyes. Pete practically had to pick the distraught man up off the floor. Once he got him to the chair in front of his desk, Pete gave him a moment to compose himself.

      “I don’t understand,” Bowen said through his tears. “You said there was a shooting. I don’t… was it at Chad’s school?”

      “No, sir. Nothing like that. The shooting took place downtown. We don’t have any leads yet.”

      “I don’t understand. Who would want to shoot my family?”

      “That’s what I’m investigating, sir,” Pete replied. “I know this is difficult, Mr. Bowen, and I’m so very sorry for your loss. But can you think of anyone who might have wanted to harm your wife?”

      “No! No, of course not. Everyone loves Maddy. She’s an amazing wife and mother and friend. Who would do this?”

      The man was devastated, and Pete knew that he would be no help at all in his current distraught state.

      “Is there anyone that I can call for you, Mr. Bowen. A family member perhaps?”

      “No, thank you. I can do it.”

      Reluctantly, Pete left him to it. He spent several more minutes at the office building questioning Dave Bowen’s coworkers about the man’s whereabouts that day. From his boss, his secretary, and more than a few coworkers, Pete got the same story again and again. Dave Bowen came in at his regular time that morning and had been there ever since. Several had even seen him eating his lunch at his desk, so as far as alibis went, his was rock solid.

      Pete left the office building and went back to the station to start pulling apart the Bowen’s lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The insistent ding of Isaac’s alarm jarred Sidney awake the next morning. She rolled onto her side as much as her large protruding belly would allow and stretched an arm around his middle. When he had shut off the alarm he turned over and curled his long body around hers.

      “I’m so tired,” Sidney whispered.

      “You and me both, darlin’. And I’m sore in muscles that I didn’t even know I had.”

      “I bet you are. You did a lot of strenuous work yesterday.”

      “Yes, I did. And none of it would have gotten done if I hadn’t had so much help.”

      “Our tribe really came through for us with this move,” Sidney mumbled.

      “Yes, they did,” Ike agreed before he kissed her lips. “I need to get up and get moving so I’m not late.” He sat up and then leaned down to her belly, caressing it. “Good morning, Twinkies. You two be kind to your mama today and remember that daddy loves you.”

      Sidney watched him deliver two sweet kisses to her belly, and her heart swelled up like a balloon.

      “Twinkies?” she asked, unable to stop smiling. “That’s awfully cute. Where did that come from?”

      “I read it in one of those parenting multiples magazines you brought home. Silly little article on what to call your twins.”

      “Silly?”

      “Not silly, insignificant,” Ike explained. “Silly, cute. It gave a whole list of cutesy words that parents of twins are using these days. Twinkies, twinkles, twinklers, twin-berries, twin-jets. You didn’t read it?”

      Sidney giggled at him. “I must have missed that one. But I like them. Twinkles. Twinkies. Cute.”

      Ike smiled and kissed her again. “You’re cute.” He got up and headed to their new en suite bathroom to start his day.

      Sidney got up slowly, taking her time to get a feel for their new bedroom. It was strange not having to worry about getting Greer up for the day since he had spent the night with Ike’s parents, Brock and Audrey, so that he wouldn’t be underfoot or in the way during the move.

      “Leisurely morning,” she mumbled to herself.

      She pulled on a robe and then ventured out into the undiscovered country that was their new home. In the hallway that led from their bedroom out to the rest of the house, she stopped and opened the door to the new laundry room and stepped inside.

      “Good morning, Alfred Hitchcock,” she said softly.

      Isaac had picked up their beloved cat after their move in was complete the day before. The large ball of cream and brown point fluff poked his head out of the plushy cube he was hiding in and looked up at her.

      “Meooow!”

      Sidney smiled at the protest. “I know. Moving to a new house is very stressful. But we put you in here with all of your things to help make you more comfortable during your first few hours here. And we all stayed out, letting you have this room all to yourself.”

      “Meow!”

      The cat’s tone was still snotty, but at least he wasn’t yelling at her anymore.

      “Well, all of the furniture is moved in now, and most of the boxes are all unpacked and things are put away. So I’m going to leave this door open so that you can come out and explore our new digs, okay?”

      “Meow.”

      “Your cat tree is by the big windows in the family room, overlooking the front yard. You’ll find a brand new, second litter box upstairs in the hallway. And your usual one will stay here in this room, okay?” Sidney smiled at the cat once more and then left the room, leaving the door wide open so that the cat could come out if he chose.

      In the kitchen, she set about making breakfast for all of them, happy that she had taken two full days off to facilitate their move. Two days that butted up against her usual day off, making it three. She had done it because she anticipated having more box unpacking to do. But her thoughtful husband had taken care of that by getting all of their muscle to do that for her yesterday.

      That made her smile.

      Ike was always so attentive and concerned with her comfort and wellbeing, but he had been especially so during her pregnancy.

      “What can I help you with, Sidney?”

      Sidney turned to see Mrs. Willis enter the kitchen wearing one of her dressing gowns.

      “Good morning, Irene. I didn’t expect you to be up this early.”

      “Oh, I’ve always been an early riser,” Irene replied. “Early to bed, early to rise. Lyle grew up on a farm, so he was raised that way. And our entire marriage he never deviated from it. I would get up early and cook breakfast for him each day. Hard habit to break I suppose.”

      “Well, in that case, you can get those biscuits into the oven while I start the coffee and tea.”

      “Coming right up.”

      By the time Ike came out all dressed for work, they had a spread of scrambled eggs, bacon, biscuits and jam on the kitchen island for breakfast.

      “Well now, this looks like a feast,” Ike grinned at them and pulled a stool out for Sidney, helping her up into it.

      “I figured you needed a hearty breakfast after all of your hard work yesterday. Especially since all we had for dinner last night was left over pizza. I’ll be making a grocery order later today.”

      “Well, make sure you have them deliver it. I don’t want you picking it up and carrying in all those heavy bags on your own.” Ike said, both his voice and his eyes telling her that he meant business.

      “Yes, sir, Sgt. Taylor.” She grinned at him.

      “I’m serious, Sid. They have a tendency to overload those grocery bags. You have the groceries delivered and make sure they carry the bags to the kitchen.”

      “I will. I promise, Mr. Overprotective.”

      He sighed and dug into his breakfast.

      “I’ll make sure the delivery guy brings the bags to the kitchen, Isaac,” Irene offered.

      “Thank you, Irene.”

      “So when is BG due back today?” Irene asked, taking a sip of her coffee.

      “My mama said she would drop him off sometime this morning,” Ike said around a mouthful of eggs. “I imagine that’ll be sometime after she’s fed him breakfast.”

      “How does he seem to be doing since he started seeing the child psychologist?” Irene asked.

      It was something they had been doing for a few weeks now. Something that Dr. Newman from the Police Department had suggested after Ike went to him for advice on how to handle Greer’s recent nightmares. Nightmares that had turned out to be the child’s reoccurring dreams of the night his parents were murdered.

      “He’s actually been doing really well.” Sidney picked up her cup of herbal tea for a sip. “Dr. Roper says that he’s very responsive during their sessions. She showed us some of the drawings he’s done as part of their therapy.”

      “What does he draw?”

      “Well, because he’s only three, the drawings are more like a bunch of scribbles. But she says the way he draws his family portrait is encouraging.”

      “How so?” Irene asked.

      “Well, for starters,” Ike jumped in, “the four of us are holding hands.” He pulled his cellphone from his pocket and cued up a pic he had taken of the drawing in question at their last appointment with Dr. Roper. He handed the phone to Irene.

      “According to Greer, this is you, Sidney, him, and me.” Ike pointed out the different scribbled figures in the drawing.

      “Dr. Roper said the fact that he drew us all holding hands, and that he placed himself in between Ike and me means that he does feel safe and cared for in his new family unit,” Sidney explained.

      “I think I hear a but in there somewhere,” Irene said, handing Ike back his phone.

      “But… you see these two figures over here in red?” Ike said, pointing them out for her.

      “You mean the flowers?”

      “Those aren’t flowers,” Sidney said. “According to Greer, that’s his other mommy and daddy.”

      “What?” Irene sounded alarmed.

      Sidney nodded as Ike put his phone away. “Yeah. Dr. Roper told us that she asked him why they were standing so far away from the rest of us and he said because they were taken away by the bad man.”

      “Oh, Lord,” Irene mumbled, shaking her head.

      “Over all though, she did say that this drawing indicates that Greer is attempting to deal with his loss in a healthy way,” Isaac said. “His young mind is trying to put things in the appropriate boxes and build new connections to the family structure that he has now.”

      “Well, how
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