

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


DESCRIPTION

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT

DEDICATION

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

CHAPTER SIXTY

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

CHAPTER SEVENTY

CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

EPILOGUE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ALSO, BY ROSEMARY WILLHIDE

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

END CREDITS


FATAL VOWS

Till Death Do Us Part

A Hope Ridge Thriller

ROSEMARY WILLHIDE

Two couples, so many secrets.

Jennifer Davis

My first wedding anniversary is coming up with my hot, handsome husband, Cory. Married life has been pure bliss, a dream come true.

We want the exact same thing—children. For me, becoming a mom is priority number one. 

With our lovely home in The Heights, and a new business set to open on Main Street in Hope Ridge, the pieces of our lives are falling into place.

As soon as I get pregnant, everything will be perfect.

Grace McFadden

My first wedding anniversary is coming up with my husband, Daniel, and I’ve never been more miserable.

Married life has been pure hell.

I don’t think we want the same things.

For me, moving to Hope Ridge has to be the fresh start I’ve been praying for since I said my vows.

Now, when I look toward the future with my husband, all I see is a nightmare.

PUBLISHER NOTE: A Small-Town Thriller containing adult language, violence, and sexual themes. 59,500 words. All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.

Reader Advisory: Fatal Vows contains adult themes and content. Readers of a delicate nature should proceed with caution.
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my favorite Dateline correspondent, Keith Morrison. For me, no one weaves a tale of deception quite like the king of true crime.

Dear Mister Morrison, this one is for you. He’ll know why… or will he? LOL!


CHAPTER ONE

New Year’s Eve

Grace McFadden

My gaze met Daniel’s soft brown eyes as he said his vows to me. He gave me a slight nod when he was done as a warm smile emerged.

I beamed and said, “I, Grace, take you, Daniel, to be my husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.”

“You first,” he replied with a chuckle.


CHAPTER TWO

The following December 26

Jennifer Davis

Wrapped in a brand-new Christmas cardigan, I stood at our beautiful bay window watching the comings and goings at the house across the street. Would we ever have new neighbors?

Cory, my husband, and I moved to a quaint area called The Heights in Hope Ridge, Pennsylvania in September. Our real estate agent, Catherine Myer, also had this property as well. Why wasn’t it selling? The grand home was the only empty house on this much-desired block.

When the sleek, black Mercedes I’d seen before pulled up, I was riveted. Was it the “he must be rich” couple? From what I could make out, the man was older. At least, I thought he was with his receding hairline and paunchy mid-section. He carried it well, since he was over six feet tall, but still, the auburn-haired woman seemed to be a real stunner, even though I hadn’t seen her up close.

“Hey, what’s the scoop, Miss Neighborhood Watch?” Cory said as he came down the stairs. “Catherine said at her Christmas party she’d have that house sold by the end of the year.”

“The ‘he must be rich’ couple is back. Oh, and I have eyes on Catherine. Looks like they’re headed inside.”

Cory came to me and snaked an arm around my waist. “Nice. I hope they’re cool.”

“I think you’re pretty cool, Cory Davis.”

He nuzzled my neck. “You’re the coolest, Mrs. Davis. There’s no question about that. Hey, what do you want to do on our anniversary?”

Cory and I got married on New Year’s Eve last year. The simple, elegant ceremony was private, and everything I ever dreamed about since I was twelve.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “Catherine said something about hosting a dinner at her place, but we could just do a little romantic type thing here.”

“Hmm… romantic or downright filthy. We don’t need to worry about getting on Santa’s naughty list anymore,” he teased.

I glanced up at him. “You’re so bad. Maybe we could start out romantic and segue into filthy. Honestly, I’m kind of bummed we’re not pregnant yet.”

“It’s not for lack of trying.”

“That’s true. I keep thinking it’s my fault. I hit the dreaded thirty-five this year. I guess that’s what I get for traveling the world and not settling down sooner.”

On the one hand, I was fortunate enough to have old, family money. On the other hand, being a jet setter came with a price. If only I had met Cory years ago. Something about his desire to start his own business and put down roots opened me up to a whole new life. His rock-hard abs, sparkling hazel eyes, and an ass like a peach didn’t hurt either.

“Age is just a number,” he said.

“Try telling that to my ovaries. Plus, I have four years on you, so… I feel like I robbed the cradle.”

“Four years is nothing. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I guess the couple checking out the house across the street got me thinking. I kind of made a snap judgement about them since he looks older than her. Is that what people think when they look at us?”

When his muscled arms cloaked around me, a sense of peace wafted over me. Even though I grew up with every financial advantage, this was what I craved. You couldn’t put a price on emotional security. Cory was my safe place.

“Listen,” Cory whispered, “the only thing people see when they look at us is what a lucky bastard I am.”

“You really think so?”

“Of course I do. Seriously, Jen, where is this coming from?”

“It’s coming from my period. I got it a little while ago. I’m sorry I disappointed you again.”

“There’s no way you could disappoint me. Look at it this way, we get another month of doing it like rabbits.”

A slight chuckle escaped. “That’s so romantic. How could I refuse?”

“You know what I mean. Think about all the good things that have happened to us during our first year of marriage. I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

“You do make a great point,” I replied.

“Ever since we took our vows, it’s been one adventure after another. I’m stoked to see what’s next.”

“In sickness and in health, to love and to cherish.”

“Till death do us part.”


CHAPTER THREE

Grace McFadden

“We’re definitely sold on Hope Ridge,” my husband, Daniel said to Catherine, our real estate agent. “I’m just not sure about this house.”

“What can I do to seal the deal for you?” Catherine asked. “You won’t find this much house for the price anywhere else in town.”

“That’s exactly my point,” Daniel replied. “It might be a little too much house.”

Catherine sauntered to the door that led to the huge, finished basement. “This sound proofed, lower level will be perfect when your kids have sleepovers. I wish I had one when my daughter was growing up. You are planning to have children, right?”

Daniel and I locked eyes, and he answered for us. “We’re not sure.” When his cell rang, he checked it. “Excuse me, ladies. It’s the call I’ve been waiting for. I’m going to slip out the back.”

After he stepped away, Catherine came toward me and studied me as if I were a puzzle with a missing piece. “Grace, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but are you okay?”

I let out a breath. “Oh… um… I’m on some new medication for… depression and… I guess I’m not myself.”

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry. Look, I’m probably overstepping, but maybe you need to talk to your doctor. I went through a divorce last year, and for the first time in my life, I started seeing a therapist. Doctor Anderson lives in the neighborhood. I call him Doctor Lance. Anyway, he prescribed me something and it made me gain weight, which made me more depressed, so I quit taking it and bought myself a Peloton bike. Not only did the weight come off, but the depression went away.”

“Oh, uh… I’m not much for cardio. I’m so tired all the time.”

Catherine cocked her head. “Hmm… okay. Well, what about the house? Do you like it? Daniel seems like he’s on the fence.”

For the first time, I took in a full view of the gorgeous entry way. Maybe it was too large for us, but I adored this neighborhood. It screamed cozy, mixed with affluence. I dreamed of living on a street like this my entire life.

Could moving here be a boost for my emotional state? After everything I’d been through, I needed something, a project, a chance to turn the page and start fresh.

The corners of my mouth upturned, and my brain fog lifted a little. “Honestly, Catherine, I… I love it.”

Her face lit up brighter than a Christmas tree. “Does Daniel know you feel that way?”

“Um… I don’t think so. Usually, I just go with the flow. Daniel normally makes all the major decisions.”

An odd expression emerged on her face. Did I say something I shouldn’t have?

“Well, maybe just this once, let him know how you feel. I mean, I look at you and think, Grace McFadden has it all. You’re young and beautiful. Why shouldn’t you have a spectacular home too?”

Was she laying it on a little thick? Yes. But she did have a point. I should have my dream house, and this was it.

With quick, long strides, Daniel joined us. “I have excellent news. That was Leigh Patterson. Remember the law firm I was hoping to join? She formally made an offer for me to come on board and I accepted.”

Catherine congratulated him before I had the chance. “Oh, that’s wonderful! I adore Leigh. She was my divorce attorney, or as I like to call her a miracle worker.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “I guess, we’re definitely moving to Hope Ridge.”

“That was the plan all along,” he replied. “Don’t you remember discussing it?”

The only thing I remembered was Daniel wanted to move and Hope Ridge was first on my list. I’d heard so much about this beautiful town but hadn’t been here before we went house hunting. This was our third visit to this property and my husband of nearly a year kept dragging his feet. On the first visit, he didn’t like the way the lower level smelled. On the second, he complained about the uneven, narrow flight of stairs at the backdoor. And before he took his phone call, he mentioned the house was too big.

I didn’t bother answering his question because the excitement of his new job offer had him off on a new tangent.

“Catherine, I start my new job at the firm on January fifth. So, we’ll need to act fast and put in an offer. What else do you have to show us?”

She shot me a sideways glance. “Well, the houses we saw last weekend on Clayton Avenue and King Street have sold. Um… I could head back to my office and double-check my inventory again, but as of right now this might be your only option.”

“That’s a shame. I’m still not happy with those back steps. I wear a size thirteen shoe, and the steps are so narrow, I almost took a header. Could the seller get those fixed?”

Catherine cleared her throat. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. The house is as is, but we could probably knock five grand off the price. Of course, you might not be able to get the steps fixed until spring. Pennsylvania winters can be brutal.”

I could almost see my husband’s wheels turning. “Hmm… good point. Oh, I almost forgot. There was a cat trying to get in the house while I was out there talking to Leigh. I’m not an animal lover, so I wouldn’t be pleased if it got into the house.”

“Oh, that’s my cat, Ambrose,” Catherine replied. “He likes to roam the neighborhood when I’m not home. I just live down the street. In fact, I was thinking of throwing a little neighborhood dinner on New Year’s Eve if you would like to come.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Daniel said. “But I’m not sure that we’ll actually be neighbors.”

When my eyes met with Catherine’s, I decided to speak up about a big decision for the first time in our marriage. “Daniel, I love this house and the neighborhood. I think I could be happy here. We could look forward to a new beginning, together.”

“Really, Grace? You haven’t shown any interest in anything since… Well, Catherine, draw up the papers. Consider this house sold!”


CHAPTER FOUR

Jennifer

Just as I poured my second cup of coffee, our doorbell rang. I abandoned my caffeine to head to the door, praying it wasn’t another delivery gone wrong.

My husband, Cory, and I were opening a gym on Main Street on January second, called CJ’s Fitness. On December twenty-third one of our orders came to the house instead of the gym. What a mess!

Lucky for us Catherine’s boyfriend, Hank came to the rescue with his truck. Crisis adverted.

When I swung the door open, I was relieved to find Catherine on the porch. “Hi,” I said. “I was just thinking about you.”

“I never know if that’s good or bad,” she joked.

“It’s all good. Please come in, you must be freezing.”

“Only for a second,” she replied. “And then I have to scoot.”

Once she crossed the threshold, she asked, “Oh, is that coffee I smell?”

“Yes. Would you like some?”

“I don’t want to trouble you.”

“It wouldn’t be any trouble at all. Come on, follow me to the kitchen.”

As I led the way she asked, “How was your Christmas?”

“So great. It was not only our first married Christmas, but also our first one in the new house.”

She glanced around our large kitchen. “Wow! You’ve done a complete remodel. I love it.”

I fetched her coffee and set it down on the island. “Thanks. That’s right, you haven’t been in here since the walk-through in September.”

While Catherine was the social butterfly of our neighborhood, this was the first invite she accepted to come inside my house.

“Right,” she said. “I’ll have to make a point of begging for coffee more often. You’ve made this place your own. What a facelift. Almost better than mine.”

“What? No. You’re joking. Why would someone in their forties need a facelift?”

Her eyes sparkled. “You flatter me. Girl, I’m in my fifties, and once I divorced my husband, I wanted new everything, including a face.”

“It looks so natural, you would never know. I can’t believe you’re in your fifties. You have more energy and vibrance than I do at thirty-five.”

She sipped her coffee. “Thank you, but that wasn’t always the case. Divorcing Mick, my ex, was like losing one hundred and seventy ugly pounds. I didn’t realize until that chapter closed, he was weighing me down, but I’m sure you don’t have to worry about that with Cory. The way you two look at each other. You’re a match made in heaven.”

“I do feel pretty lucky. Once the gym is open, I think I’ll be less stressed. It’s been a nonstop labor of love since we moved.”

“Did anything else come to your house that was meant to go to CJ’s Fitness?”

“Nope. I don’t think we are waiting for any more shipments. Cory installed my beautiful floors for Yoga classes. He’s there right now doing some last-minute things. We’re actually ahead of schedule. Fingers crossed the new year’s resolution crowd will come support us.”

“Of course they will. You’re right next to Connie’s Craft Store. That’s a great location. So, do you guys have cycling classes too?”

“No. We wanted to offer something different. The front half of the gym is personal training with Cory. They have weights, the battling ropes, um… those big tires. It’s almost like a boot camp, but tailor-made for the client. And in the back, I’m going to be teaching Yoga. It’s super Zen. My studio has its own entrance and parking, so we won’t interrupt Cory’s intense training sessions. I’m calling it, business in the front and party in the back.”

“I love it,” Catherine said. “I’ll have to try a class with you. I have a Peloton bike, but I’d like to start adding in something else.”

“This would be perfect. The next couple of days leading up to the grand opening we’re going to be there to do tours and hopefully sign people up. I’m super excited and a little nervous. This year is coming to a close and it’s been a whirlwind.”

Catherine smacked her hand on the island. “Oh! You just reminded me of the entire reason I stopped by. I wanted to officially invite you and Cory over for dinner on New Year’s Eve. Just a few couples from the neighborhood.”

“Uh… what time?” I replied with a little hesitation.

“Well, I hope I don’t sound like an old fart, but is six too early for you young, hip kids?”

“That could work. But… um… New Year’s Eve is also our anniversary, so…”

“Say no more. You’ll want to celebrate on your own. If you can’t make it, I’ll understand. I wanted to try to return this neighborhood back to its social heyday, but maybe I shouldn’t.”

“I think you should. It’s not that we wouldn’t want to come. We had a great time at your Christmas party. I just want to check with Cory and see if he’s up for it. He’s been doing the heavy lifting for the gym.”

She nodded. “I see what you’re saying. I only invited the Youngs and the McFaddens and you two.”

“Have I met them?”

“No. The Youngs couldn’t make it to the Christmas party. They had other plans. I think you’d like them. They live in the huge house across the street from me. Sweet couple, around your age. Piper and Trey look like they stepped off the pages of an L.L. Bean catalogue.”

“People used to tell me I looked like that too. I always thought it meant I was ordinary.”

“No, not you. You’re the last person I would call ordinary.”

Catherine was being kind. I knew my shoulder-length, mousy blonde hair was dull, and my fine features weren’t eye-catching. I suppose blending in and flying under the radar was my way of coping with my past.

“Thanks for saying that. I guess I’m more comfortable in a Yoga studio than at a party. What about the McFaddens? Where in the neighborhood do they live?”

Catherine rolled her eyes. “Oh, gosh. What is wrong with me today? I can’t believe I forgot to tell you. I buried the lead. They’ll be living across the street from you. The husband dragged his feet for months and now it’s all a big rush. Daniel is a lawyer and looks quite a bit older than his wife, Grace. You may have seen them yesterday. Black Mercedes. Anyway, they’ll be moving in as soon as we can close on the house. Once it was decided, Daniel practically tried to steal the keys right out of my hands. I should get going. Text me later and let me know if you can make it.”

The “he must be rich” couple was moving in, and I was intrigued.

“Catherine, count us in. We’ll be there. We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


CHAPTER FIVE

Grace

How am I only twenty-nine when I feel so elderly? Is it my new meds?

Two months ago, Daniel and I suffered an unspeakable tragedy. I couldn’t talk about it, and neither could my husband. Every day was like standing on the edge of a dark well and steeling myself not to fall into the abyss.

“Hey, honey,” Daniel said as he emerged from the bathroom. “Are you ready? We don’t want to be late for Catherine’s dinner party.”

“I’m not sure I’m up to it.”

“Well… you don’t want to stay here, right?”

As fast as Catherine had rushed our contract, we hadn’t moved into our new home in The Heights yet. We were stuck in a cozy, but cramped Airbnb on Main Street in Hope Ridge.

“I’m worried I’ll embarrass you in front of our soon-to-be new neighbors,” I replied.

He came to me and kissed my forehead. “Grace, you could never.”

I peeked up at him. “Could we have dinner at one of the lovely restaurants on Main Street?”

“Before I accepted Catherine’s invitation, I called every place in town. They’re all booked up. Did you take your meds?”

“Yes, this morning.”

“What about your evening pills?”

“I don’t want to,” I mumbled.

Daniel sighed. “How are we going to know if this adjustment works if you don’t take them as prescribed?”

“I guess you’re right.”

Daniel was always right. He was so sure of himself. His opinions, likes, and dislikes were facts to him. Everything was black and white. His indecision on the house in The Heights surprised me. I was even more shocked when I was able to persuade him to pull the cord and sign the contract.

As Daniel brought me my pill and some water, I stared at my new, gorgeous boots that I had no desire to wear.

“Here you go, my Grace,” he said as he handed me a glass of water and my medication.

After I swallowed it, he clasped my chin with his large hand. “Open. I need to see for myself.”

I did as he asked. “See,” I replied. “I promised you I’d never try to quit cold turkey again. It’s just these pills make me feel worse than the last ones.”

Without saying a word, he put my new boots on my feet, stood me up, handed me my coat, and we left our cozy, temporary housing.

After he helped me in the car and made his way to the driver’s side, I had a split second alone which provided an opportunity. I pretended to cough and snuck that awful pill out of my mouth, tucking it into my pocket. It was in my best interest that Daniel never found out the truth about the pills or anything else I’d done.


CHAPTER SIX

Jennifer

“Happy Anniversary,” Catherine exclaimed at her front door. “Come on in. You must be freezing.”

“Thanks,” I said as Cory and I crossed the threshold. “We decided to walk over from our house.”

“I thought it would be invigorating,” Cory added. “Turns out, it was just damn cold.”

Catherine took our coats and led the way. “You poor kids. Hank can drive you home.”

Cory threw an arm around my shoulder to warm me. “That’s okay. It’s only a block. Hey, what smells so good?”

“Oh, that’s Beef Wellington,” Catherine replied. “I hired a chef and a server for tonight, so I wasn’t busy in the kitchen. Come meet some of your neighbors. The Youngs are here. Everyone, this is Cory and Jennifer Davis from down the street. They live across from the large house that’s closing next week. I finally unloaded it. Cheers to me!”

What did she mean by—unloaded? The home was grand and from what I heard a real steal.

Trey and Piper Young came as advertised. L.L. Bean perfection. They were one of those couples that were so attractive they almost looked like they could be siblings. Their straight, white teeth gleamed as we exchanged greetings and their shiny chestnut brown hair seemed fresh from the salon.

“Allow me to introduce you to my mother,” Trey said as he moved to the side, revealing an impeccably dressed older woman. “This is Miranda Young. Mother, these are the Davises, Cory and Jennifer.”

Cory extended his hand. “Don’t get up.”

“I wasn’t going to,” the silver-haired matron said with a sly smile.

“Nice to meet you,” I replied.

“You as well, dear. Trey, darling, I’m afraid my martini glass is empty. I hope Catherine isn’t paying that waiter too much. He’s not Johnny on the spot, is he?”

Trey grabbed her glass. “Right away, Mother.”

Hank intervened, “Let me take care of that. You’re a guest. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

As Hank made his way to the bar, I chuckled to myself. Hank was a man’s man, big, tough, and burly. Watching him step lively to keep Miranda Young happy tickled my funny bone.

“Dinner should be ready any minute,” Catherine said. “As soon as Daniel and Grace get here, we’ll eat. I guess they’re running late. Jennifer, how would you and Cory like a nice glass of cabernet while we wait.”

“That sounds wonderful,” I replied.

An uncomfortable silence filled the air while Catherine and Hank fetched our drinks.

Cory cleared his throat. “Uh… so… um… how long have you and Piper lived in The Heights?”

“We moved shortly after Thanksgiving last year,” Trey replied. “I guess we just missed all the excitement on our block.”

“Excitement?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

Catherine was quick to interrupt Trey and hand us our wine. “Oh, there’s never a dull moment in Hope Ridge. Did I tell you that Cory and Jennifer are opening a gym on Main Street?”

“No, that’s wonderful,” Piper said. “Where on Main Street? I have a small art gallery a few doors down from the bookstore, Turn the Page.”

I sipped my wine. “It’s next to Connie’s Craft store. We’re calling it CJ’s Fitness.”

“I love that,” Piper replied with a warm smile. “I’ll definitely have to check it out.”

“Cory and I will make a point of coming to your gallery,” I said. “We’ve been so busy opening the gym we haven’t had a chance to get to know many other business owners on Main Street.”

“Except for Jake Murphy,” Cory added. “He’s not a business owner, but he’s in charge of project Main Street.”

Trey clicked his tongue. “Oh, yes. That fellow. He’s always planning different events to draw traffic to the businesses. Good guy. It has helped my wife’s pet project stay afloat.”

Pet Project? If someone called my passion that, I’d put them in a yoga corpse pose. Since it seemed to breeze by Piper, I changed the subject.

“So, Trey, what do you do?” I asked.

He beamed with pride or arrogance, I couldn’t be sure which. “I’m Vice President of a national, organic food chain. I started in sales and worked my way up the ladder. These days I mostly work from home except for our quarterly meetings and the occasional business trip.”

“Right on,” Cory replied. “It sounds like the best of both worlds.”

When the bell rang, Catherine said, “Oh that must be Daniel and Grace. Hank, show everyone to the table and I’ll get the door.”

While Hank ushered us to the dining room, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Why was I so curious about this couple? The mystery was about to be solved.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Grace

“Our apologies for being late,” Daniel said as we came inside Catherine’s grand home. “It took a little longer to get down Main Street than we thought.”

In addition to me dragging my feet about coming, we hit every red light on our way to The Heights.

“Oh, no worries at all,” Catherine replied as she gestured to follow her down the hall. “I hope you don’t mind that we’re sitting down to dinner straight away. The chef is so temperamental about his timing.”

“As he should be,” Daniel remarked. “Again, we’re sorry for our tardiness.”

My insides churned as we stood in the entryway of her dining room. A silver-haired woman glared at me, and my fight-or-flight instinct kicked in. This was a bad idea. I wasn’t ready to make small talk with strangers.

After a friendly-faced older man took our coats, Catherine presented us to our dinner companions.

“Everyone these are your new neighbors, Daniel and Grace McFadden.”

The smiles and warm greetings from Catherine’s other guests took my nerves from a hundred down to an eighty-five, as she seated us next to a couple across from the older, scowling woman. Catherine went around the table and told us everyone’s names, but they left my brain the second she said them.

While Daniel engaged in casual pleasantries, a male server with a trembling hand filled our water glasses.

When some splashed onto the tablecloth, he said, “I’m so sorry, Miss.”

“No need to apologize,” I replied. “It’s only water.”

A look of relief swept over his face. “Can I get you something else? A glass of wine?”

Daniel answered for me. “She’ll stick with water, and I’ll have a vodka soda.”

He nodded and took off with his water pitcher. Meanwhile, I found myself staring at the lady’s glass of red wine sitting next to me.

“Catherine has excellent taste in wine,” she said. “I’d definitely recommend it.”

“Oh… that’s … okay,” I stammered. “I’m not a big drinker.”

She nodded. “Same, but it’s New Year’s Eve, and it’s also our anniversary. We’ve been married a year.”

“Really? We got married a year ago too… so… happy anniversary to you and um…”

She helped me. “Cory. My husband’s name is Cory and I’m Jennifer. I’m so excited you’re moving to Hope Ridge.”

I exhaled. “Thanks. I hope we like it here.”

Jennifer’s kindness made me more relaxed. Was it possible I belonged at this table? Everyone else seemed so confident and accomplished. Jennifer and Cory were about to open a gym, and the way the couple next to the older woman spoke about their careers during the salad course, not to mention how well-traveled they all were, was intimidating. Could I hold my own? I didn’t want to embarrass my husband. We’d been through enough already.

As our nervous server cleared our salad plates, Catherine said to him, “Marty, please bring the cheese course with the champagne.”

Jennifer raised her almost empty glass of red. “We do have a lot to celebrate. Grace and I just realized, the four of us have the same anniversary. Can you believe Cory and I, and Grace and Daniel got married exactly one year ago today? What are the chances?”

“I always said the world was a hell of a lot smaller than we realize,” Catherine replied. “We’ll definitely have to toast to your wedded bliss. Now that I think about it, Hank and I had our first date a year ago tonight.”

He chuckled. “Yes, ma’am we did. Best year of my life.”

The silver-haired woman sucked down what was left of her martini. “You are making me miss my Harry. We had a wonderful marriage, but he died way too young. His heart was poorly.”

“Mother,” the man sitting next to her said as he reached for her hand, “I miss Dad too, but you have Piper and me. You’re not alone.”

“Miranda, just think of everything we have to look forward to,” Piper added with a wink.

Miranda’s expression shifted in a pleasant way. “Well, that’s true.”

Marty, the server appeared with a wobbly tray of champagne. God bless! This poor middle-aged man was not in his element.

Hank intervened, “Marty, you can put the tray on the table. I’ll take it from here while you grab
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