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MICHELLE ALVERE’S SIX-month plan didn’t seem nearly long enough now that it was almost over. She considered moving to France permanently. 

After Aunt Brigitte returned to her permanent residence in Lyon, Michelle had spent the next several months recuperating from the emotional implications of the surgery. So far away from home, Michelle was distracted from the way her sister, Hope, had taken Michelle for granted, crushed Michelle’s feelings, expected Michelle to understand. 

One thing Michelle had learned while she was away, there were limits to how much abuse she was willing to take.

She checked the clock on her computer. It was midnight in Chicago. 

Photos from Hope’s baby shower littered her Facebook page. Michelle should have hosted a baby shower, but Hope probably didn’t even realize Michelle was gone. Once Michelle’s donated eggs had implanted, Hope had turned her back—refused to speak to Michelle, even when complications from the procedure had sent Michelle into emergency surgery.

A new post from Hope appeared while she watched. “On the way to the hospital.” 

At midnight, Chicago time.

Hope was having the baby and Michelle could only watch from half a world away. Damn Facebook. In spite of the silent war Hope had waged, Michelle should be there. 

It was time to go home.

Michelle had checked flights a dozen times, but always stopped short of booking one. She hesitated once more. A few more days wouldn’t matter if Hope was at the hospital now. 

Michelle grabbed her purse and left the apartment. She needed fresh air.

The cool temperature held the promise of a beautiful day. Michelle raised her face to the sky and closed her eyes, allowing Aix-en-Provence to work its magic. Time and distance eased the hurt. 

En route to the square, Michelle stopped by the boulangerie where the baker greeted her with a fresh croissant. He pointed her to the strawberries at the market, newly arrived now that they were in season. Michelle thanked him and continued on. 

Vendors displayed fresh produce and handmade goods, along with herbs and freshly ground spices. 

Michelle stopped to fill a small bottle with sprigs of rosemary while she inhaled the exotic scents.

At the third booth, a vendor waved a plate of sliced strawberries under Michelle’s nose and fanned the fragrance. 

Men in black pants and long aprons emerged from the café at the edge of the square to set tables on the cobbled street. Strains from a violin-playing gypsy carried down the street before he disappeared on the road to Aix Cathedral.

A pregnant woman tested tomatoes at the next booth and Michelle was reminded of her sister once more.

The familiar sting made her grimace. Would it make a difference if Hope apologized? A moot point. It wasn’t in Hope’s nature to recognize that she wasn’t entitled to—or to appreciate—the things she’d been freely given. But Hope was her sister. Michelle should be with her.

Michelle had snaked through the majority of the stalls and was back at the main road.  If she wanted to travel back to the States, she’d have to make sure the next few days of work was completed ahead of time. With one last look around the square, Michelle headed back to the apartment. 

Time to confirm her reservations home, but she’d promised to text the Colonel before she booked her flight. She picked up her phone and sent the text, even if it was the middle of the night back home. 

Planning to book flight 490 to Chicago for Tuesday. Okay to go?

She set the phone down beside her computer and checked her email for new work. Her phone buzzed the response almost immediately. Michelle gazed at it, wondering why the Colonel was awake at o-dark-thirty.

Good to go, the text replied. 

Before Michelle could reply, her phone rang. “Bonjour,” Colonel Stratton greeted her.

“Bonjour,” she replied. 

“Well it’s about damn time, not that you aren’t entitled to some time away. Especially after your ordeal. Wish I could be there to meet you, but I’m at Fort Bragg. With that baby due soon, we’ll be seeing each other before too long.”

“I saw a Facebook post that she’d gone to the hospital. Have you spoken to Hope? Has she asked about me?” Michelle winced, not sure if she wanted to hear the answer.

“I’m sorry, Michelle. She hasn’t said anything to me. I still think what you girls need is a couple of hours locked in a room to sort this all out.”

“Don’t tell me,” Michelle said. “Tell her. I tried.”

“I know you did. Once the baby comes, I’d bet she’ll have a different perspective on all of this. You know how women can be, better than I do.”

Michelle laughed. “Yeah, I know how women can be.”

“You’ll send me your itinerary? And you’ll call me if you run into any trouble?” The Colonel asked.

“You know I will.”

“Then I’ll talk to you when you’re Stateside, huh?”

“Yes, Sir, Uncle Ted, Sir.”

He chuckled. “Safe travels, then. And I’ll assume you’ll handle communication with your sister? Let me know what you find out about the baby.”

Michelle sighed. “Will do.”

* * *
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KEITH SCHUMAKER SCRATCHED his belly and leaned over the kitchen table. The placemat beneath his laptop slid an inch when he wiggled the mouse to bring the screen to life. His email window contained another prod from Mack, his agent.

Keith crossed the tiled floor to the granite countertop and loaded the single cup coffee brewer. The clock on the machine read 10:12 a.m. He’d worked well into the night, until the pages had gone out of focus, had teased him until he was sure his eyes had the words permanently imprinted on them from staring at the screen for so long. The story was due in New York in three days, and combing through the changes was like chewing on glass. 

On the edge of the table, Keith’s cell phone buzzed. He reached for it and glanced at the display before he answered. “Hey, Mack.”

“You haven’t replied to my email.”

“I’m on a deadline. The deadline you imposed. If you would stop interrupting me, I might be able to finish.” 

“Did you get the information on the ghostwriter?” Mack asked. 

Keith huffed a sigh. “If you didn’t insist on me posting to my social media outlets every day, I wouldn’t need one. I think my fan base will survive a couple of days without hearing from me.”

“This could be your break-out novel,” Mack said. “EJ is salivating after reading the chapters I gave him. He’s dying to get this on the fast track. The more interaction you get with your fans, the better.”

Keith dropped into the chair and scanned his email. “Okay, okay. Yes, I got the information you sent on The Elf Writer.” He rolled his eyes. “There’s a blog post in my inbox now.”

“She’s pretty good, don’t you think? But let me know if it doesn’t work for you. You can always try someone else. I need you to focus on getting the novel done. Check it out and get back to work. No distractions.” Mack disconnected and Keith wandered back to the coffeemaker. With his hands at the base of his spine, he leaned back to stretch, then twisted to either side before he grabbed the steaming mug.

He dropped into the chair behind his computer. 

The Elf Writer. No worse than Ghostwriters R Us. Might as well get the social media stuff done so he could concentrate on the rewrites. He opened the email, cryptically signed “M.” How James Bond. 


“Proposed Facebook and Twitter post, ‘Long night of edits. The pixels in my eyes have the new novel permanently imprinted on them. #amwriting.’”


Like she’d read his mind. Keith raised his eyebrows. This Elf Writer was good, but he hated the one-post-covers-all approach. He wasn’t paying her to take the easy way out—he could have done that.

He opened the attached blog post. 

“Art Museum Tuesday.” He skimmed over what she’d written. Not bad. One less thing to think about, but knowing someone else had administrator access to his accounts, even if it was only temporary, made his palms sweat. 

Keith composed a quick reply to her email. “I approve the blog post. Please post to the other sites separately, different comments.” 

Mack had said he could use her day-to-day, and based on her slap-dash approach, today might be enough. 

Pages spit into a printer tray atop a buffet cabinet behind his back. Keith twisted to retrieve them and bent over the table to read. A knock on the door made him sit up straight once more.

“Now what?” He pushed away from the table and followed the flagstones that bisected the house to the front door. Through the leaded glass insets in the mahogany door, he saw the distorted outline of a woman. One hand on the doorknob, he checked his attire. Navy flannel pajama pants and a gray henley. Not exactly company-receiving clothes, but then again, he wasn’t expecting company. Keith drew a hand through his hair to tame it and yanked the door open.

A very short, very pregnant woman glared at him. “Where is she?” the woman demanded. She brushed back a strand of straw-colored hair that escaped from a pony tail.

“Where is who?”

“You know very well who.” The woman pushed past him into the foyer, scanning the house.

“Excuse me?” Keith said, not quite sure what to make of the diminutive intruder.

“Where is my sister?”

“Who are you?”

“My calls are going straight to voicemail. Why isn’t she answering?”

Keith put a fist on his hip, then walked back to the kitchen to retrieve his cell phone. Whoever this whack job was, he wanted her out. Now.

The woman followed him. “Are you calling her?” she asked.

“I’m calling the police.”

She cradled her belly and leaned forward with a grimace. “Why are you calling the police?” Her voice was strained.

“I don’t remember inviting you in. It’s called trespassing.”

“How can I be trespassing? This is my sister’s house.”

“Not at the moment, it isn’t.”

“What do you mean, not at the moment?” She waved a hand toward the formal living room, at the brown leather sofa and the glass topped table in front of it. “This is her furniture.” Her eyes raked his attire before she waddled to the front of the house and started up the staircase.

“I’m renting it,” Keith called after her. “Furnished. Your sister isn’t here.”

The woman continued up the staircase, clutching at the banister and struggling for breath until she reached the top. She made a right turn to the master bedroom. Keith pivoted in the foyer, caught between calling the police to get this madwoman out of the house and wondering why, if she was really his landlord’s sister, she didn’t know that her sister hadn’t lived in the house for the past six months.

When the woman reappeared, she eased her way down the staircase, tears in her eyes. “What have you done with her?” She doubled over. Keith took her elbow to lead her into the living room and helped her onto the sofa.

“Maybe I should call you an ambulance,” he suggested.

“I’ve already been to the hospital. They sent me home last night. Braxton-Hicks,” she said.

“I don’t know anybody with that name,” he replied.

She pursed her lips. “False labor.”

Keith again held out his cell phone, prepared to dial 9-1-1.

“Who are you calling now?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Seems like the police are still my best option. They’ll know whether to put you in the maternity ward or the psych ward.”

She put a hand on his arm to stop him from completing the call. “I’m supposed to be resting, but I need my sister. She’s gone missing.”

Keith lowered his phone again. “How long has she been missing?”

The woman’s lower lip quivered. “Five months?”

Now he was sure she was lying. If his landlady was this woman’s sister, she wasn’t missing. His rent checks had been cashed regularly. “It’s time for you to go.” He opened the front door.

“No! Please. You have to help me. Call the police. I want to report a missing person.”

Keith took a deep breath, calling on every last ounce of patience. “Maybe you should start by telling me your name, and then you can tell me who it is you’re looking for.”

“I’m Hope Janssen, and I’m looking for my sister, Michelle Alvere.”

“Well, Hope Janssen, if you really believe she’s been missing for five months, you can explain to the police why you waited this long to report that fact.”

Hope winced as she rose to her feet once more, tears falling down her cheeks. “Can you please tell her I need her? Ask her to call me.”

He wondered at the wisdom of telling her about his rental agreement. “I’ve never actually met your sister. The lease was handled through a third party.”

A sob bubbled from Hope. “How could she do this to me?”
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[image: ]


ONCE HE’D TALKED THE pregnant woman out of the house, Keith worked uninterrupted until the sunlight pouring through the kitchen’s picture window faded to dusk. 

His eyes continued to burn. He’d completed most of the edits and printed them to read hard copy. Keith was discouraged by the number of errors he still found.

He rubbed his eyes and squinted in the darkening room to check the time. He was late for dinner. Again. His mother would be wondering where he was.

The hospice facility was walking distance from the house he’d rented, the chief motive for taking on a three-bedroom house in Dundee, Illinois. His landlady kept a neat place but he missed his simple, one-bedroom flat in New York. 

Keith set his stride along the tree-lined street, grateful for the fresh air and exercise. Within fifteen minutes, he walked into the living room at the hospice, where his mother worked a puzzle with another inmate. Funny how he couldn’t stop thinking of the place as a prison. They all had a life sentence, or rather, an end-of-life sentence. It was homey as far as care facilities went. His mother even had her own furniture in her room.

“You’re late,” his mother said, a frail shadow of the woman who had once been so full of life. What had been thick chestnut hair was reduced to a few strands of white against her pale scalp. She rose from her chair, the once-athletic frame little more than bones beneath a bag of skin. She straightened her spine with noticeable effort and curled skeletal fingers around his arm. Keith covered her hand with his and managed a smile.

“Almost done with the new novel,” he said. “I’d be there still if it weren’t for the Elf Writer who stays up all night doing my social networking for me.”

“Elf writer?” His mother batted at the air. “It’s not polite to tease an old woman.”

“Who’s old?”

“You’d think I was to look at me,” she said.

Rose Schumaker was 59 years young. Too young to die. When she’d called to tell him about the cancer, Keith folded up his life in New York and moved back to Chicago to spend whatever time they had left together.

She guided him to the cafeteria-style kitchen where the staff sat around a table. Graham, the head chef, rose from his seat.

“We were wondering if you’d show up tonight,” Graham said.

“Yeah, I know. I’m late. I’ve been told.” He patted his mother’s hand again. “Sorry.”

“It so happens I saved you a hamburger. Just in case. Let me warm it up.”

Keith seated his mother in an open chair. “Don’t bother. I can do it. You guys are done for the night.” He glanced at the others. “And I know how to clean up after myself, too.”

Graham stepped in front of Keith. “You know you can’t do that. And we wouldn’t have stayed for just anyone. Go. Sit with your mom. She’s lucky to have someone who cares so much.”

“I’ll have my usual,” his mother told the chef before she turned back to Keith. “I suppose you were up all night working on your latest piece of crap?”

Keith laughed. “Piece of crap? I’ll have you know the last piece of crap sold 20,000 copies so far and is paying my rent.”

“Rent. Why don’t you buy a place already?”

The only home he’d known had been sold to rescue his sister from her mistakes. For now, he wanted to be close to his mother until . . . well until. Right now he didn’t need a permanent address. The rental house was working out fine. 

“Keith?”

Oh. She wanted an answer. “I’ll buy a place when I’m ready.”

“You used to tell me you needed to be close to your publisher. You should go back to New York.”

“We’ve talked about this, Mom. I can work anywhere. They’re sending me on another book-signing tour in a couple of weeks and then I’ll be out of your hair.” 

Graham set a plate with the hamburger and two spiced apple rings in front of Keith. “Enjoy.”

“Want a bite?” Keith slid the plate toward his mother, who popped the top off her can of “dinner,” a nutrition shake. 

She picked up his fork, sliced off a piece of one of the apple rings and took a bite. She coughed and took a swig of her shake to wash it down. “You’re going to have to eat the other by yourself,” she said.

“You know what they say. An apple a day.” He speared the remaining ring and placed it under the bun, on top of his hamburger.

“I don’t know where you learned to do that,” his mother said, still clearing her throat.

Keith smiled at her and took a bite of his burger. “Liar.”

She smiled, and for a moment, she was his mother again. Playful. Pretty. The smile faded and her eyes were hooded, the sparkle dimmed, but the roses in her sallow cheeks lingered.

He wolfed down his burger and followed it with a can of Coke. “How about a game of Scrabble?” he asked.

“I’m not much competition anymore.”

“I’m still catching up from all the times you beat me when I was a kid.” 

His mother smiled and rose from her seat, taking hold of his arm while she shuffled to her bedroom. She sat on the edge of her bed and pulled the overbed table in front of her. 

Keith set up the board, but before he picked out the tiles for his tray, his mother took his hand again. 

“You’re a good son, and I’m serious. You don’t have to come every day if you don’t want to.”

They had the same conversation every night. Keith took both of her hands in his. “I want to be here. Weren’t you there every time I was sick? Holding my hand? Playing Scrabble with me? Coloring pages in my coloring books?”

“You have your own life to live.”

“And I’m doing just that.” Keith kissed her cheek and focused on selecting his letters.

“I had a dream last night,” she said while she shuffled letters around her tray. “I dreamed I was in the south of France.”

Keith tensed. Was she going to tell him she’d dreamed her death again? “What were you doing there?”

“Hiding out.”

Keith looked up from his letters. “As in fugitive?”

His mother raised one bony shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m not sure. I didn’t want to be there, but I didn’t want to come home, either. There was something here that made me sad, and I didn’t want to face it.”

“You’ve never been afraid to face anything.” Keith’s letters were all consonants. Not a vowel among them.

“I wasn’t afraid.”

He didn’t want to talk about death. It stared them both in the face every day, and every night when he left, he wondered if his mother would be there the next day. So far, so good. She’d managed to cheat death far longer than they’d anticipated. 

Keith glanced up and found his mother watching him. “What?”

“You mean so much to me. I can’t begin to tell you how much. You don’t need to waste your time watching me die.”

“I’ll decide what’s a waste of my time.” And yet he couldn’t look into her faded gray eyes, didn’t want to see the resigned spirit inside. 

His mother reached across and curled her fingers around his hand, gave him a reassuring squeeze and then laid out a word on the Scrabble board. “E-E-R-I-E. All I’ve got is vowels. Quit hogging all the good letters.”

By nine o’clock, she was nodding off. Like every other night since he’d returned to Chicago, he put away the game, tucked her into bed and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“God willing.”

* * *
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MICHELLE MADE LAST minute preparations for the trip home, which had included a walk to the English book store. Until his agent hired her as his ghostwriter, Michelle had never read a Keith Schumaker novel. Even after he’d rented her house. While doing the research on her new client, she found she liked his first book, enough to buy another one for the plane ride home. 

A blog post was due to Keith this morning. His gimmick consisted of famous paintings, which often found their way into his novels to be stolen by art thieves. Michelle’s first instinct that he preferred Renaissance and Pre-Raphaelite had been borne out by his novels.

She opened her Facebook page, surprised to find a message from Hope. Evidently the silent treatment was over, and yet her phone hadn’t rung. “I hate Facebook,” she muttered.

“They sent me home from the hospital, false alarm. I stopped by your house, but some guy told me you weren’t there. Where are you? I guess you won’t be throwing me a baby shower?” 

No apology, no explanation, and now suddenly her sister was wondering when Michelle would throw her a shower. Wouldn’t Hope be surprised to learn Michelle had left the country? Then again, if Michelle told her, Hope would think it was a joke. 

Michelle’s fingers trembled over the keyboard with all the possible answers to her sister’s note. What they needed to say to each other needed to be said in person. No chance for misinterpretation. Hope would have to wait until Michelle got home.

The mouse hovered over Hope’s name while Michelle struggled with the decision to look at the pictures one more time. She’d have to be ready to face Hope. And Roger. Together. And their baby. Their baby. Michelle’s heart fluttered and she saw spots before her eyes. For a mad second, she imagined Hope giving the baby to Michelle. She’d bring it to Provence and raise it as her own. Her baby.

Hope and Michelle both had endometriosis, and now with one damaged ovary, Michelle’s chances to have a child of her own—a child other than the one her sister was about to give birth to—had dropped considerably.

Michelle shook her head. Their baby, she reminded herself.

She couldn’t look at Hope’s Facebook page. Not today. 
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THE EMAIL FROM THE fact checker brought a grunt of exasperation from Keith. He’d mentioned Tintoretto’s The Last Supper in the book he’d written three years ago, which meant he had to substitute another painting for it in this novel. Just when he thought he was done editing.

Time for a social network break—except he wasn’t supposed to post. Mack had locked Keith out of his Facebook account until the manuscript was delivered. He was supposed to concentrate on edits, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t see what his Elf Writer had posted on his behalf. Wasn’t he supposed to interact with his fans?

Keith clicked on the shortcut, expecting to see more drivel about burning eyeballs or another generic “pain of editing” comment. Instead, he found a painting. The Wedding at Cana by Paolo Caliari, also known to the art world as Paolo Veronese. It was the perfect substitution for the one in his manuscript.

While he replaced the references in his manuscript, the realization came to him. Yesterday was Art Museum Tuesday on his blog. He didn’t post paintings on his Facebook page. Had Miss “One-Stop-Fits-All” decided to take the easy way out and cover all his social media with artwork?

Curiosity overcame industry. Keith found the blog offering for today in his email. It was an essay on the shift from Renaissance to Pre-Raphaelite with an image of the Lady of Shalotte to accompany it. He might have selected Rosebuds as the photo. Either way, John William Waterhouse was one of his favorites. The post was startlingly like something he would have written, and it was different from his Facebook post. 

Keith sent her his okay to post, then checked his Twitter account. His ghostwriter had provided a link promoting an art exhibit in New York. The posts were different, he had to grant her that, but they were all wrong. 

Edits forgotten, Keith reached for his cell phone and dialed Mack.

“Does this mean you’re done?” Mack asked. “I assume you got the message from the fact checker.”

“I’ll be done by tomorrow. Lock her out of my social networking. I’ll buy the blog posts, but I don’t want that ghostwriter posting on Facebook or Twitter or anywhere else you might be insisting I have a presence. Give me back administrative control. Lock her out, Mack.”

“Something wrong with the posts?” Mack asked. “They looked okay to me.”

“I’m not about to start promoting every art exhibit across the country.”

“Quit wasting my time and finish your edits. A couple of random posts aren’t going to make a difference.”

Keith ran a hand through his hair. “It’s not something I’d post. You want me to interact with my fan base, they’re going to know it isn’t the real me.”

“So tell her to include a disclaimer. ‘Posting on behalf of Keith while he finishes edits.’ People will accept that you have an assistant. Stop checking social media. You have a deadline to meet.” 

“Okay, okay.” Keith ended the call. 

She’d done a good job with the blog post. And replacing The Last Supper with another religious theme was a flash of brilliance. It made editing easier, but he hated reading someone else’s words with his name on them.

Keith typed another email to his ghostwriter asking her to add the disclaimer Mack had suggested. He sent the message and pushed away from the computer. One more day and he’d be done—and she’d be gone.

Keith shook his head. The mysterious “M” the Elf Writer was probably married, twenty years older than he was, with crooked teeth and a hooked nose. A smile curled his lips. Better to think of his ghostwriter as a gorgon than an elf.

* * *
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MICHELLE COMPOSED THREE more blog posts for Keith, the art-thief novelist, and scheduled additional Facebook and Twitter posts. If he decided he didn’t like them, his agent would take her off the account and the scheduled posts wouldn’t go through. 

The literary agency she contracted with was the same one that represented him. Michelle’s agency point person and friend, Nancy Kern, had told her about Keith’s housing needs when Michelle mentioned the trip to France. If not for Keith Schumaker, Michelle probably wouldn’t have accepted Aunt Brigitte’s invitation. She hadn’t expected to get his ghostwriting, too.

Michelle composed three days’ worth of posts for the rest of her clients, enough to cover her travel time. Pending the outcome of her weekly phone check-in, she would be free to go off the grid, say goodbye to Aunt Brigitte and make a stop in Paris to walk through the museums before she went home.

The five-minute warning for her teleconference popped up on Michelle’s computer. She reached for her phone and dialed Nancy. 

“You got a hot date tonight or something?” Nancy asked. “You’re five minutes early. That never happens.”

“I wanted to ask you about Keith. I know we did a six-month lease with an option, but do you know if he’s found a place yet?” 

“I’d have to check with Mack. Why?” 

Michelle took a deep breath. “I’m coming back stateside. Would be nice to sleep in my own bed.”

“What about your sister?”

“Well, that’s the thing. She went to the hospital with a false alarm. Baby’s due in two weeks. I want to be there.”

Nancy clucked. “Have you talked to her, then?”

Michelle chose to avoid the question. “What do you have for me this week?” 

Nancy rattled off the information. “Circulation info on Noelle’s new book, new reviews in the pipe for Cheryl. You’ll get it all via email.” She paused. “When are you traveling home?”

“My flight is day after tomorrow. Can you find out about Keith? If he can’t leave, I’ll make other arrangements.”

“Are you still thinking about selling the house?”

Was she? Michelle gazed out her apartment window at the cobbled French streets, the iron balconies on the building across the way. “He doesn’t want to buy it, does he? And in case I haven’t already told you a hundred times, I’m grateful to you guys for acting as intermediaries on the lease.” 

“Right place, right time. You needed a tenant, he needed a place to stay.” 

“Does he realize I’m the one doing his ghostwriting?”

“I don’t know. Why?” Nancy asked.

“He wasn’t too happy with my social media posts. I think my signature line only references the company, not me, personally.”

“So don’t tell him.” Nancy tapped something on her desk, her pen, if old habits remained true. “Michelle, we’ve known each other a long time. I’m going to say something I have no business saying, but I think you know I only have your best interests at heart.”

“C’mon, Nancy. I don’t want a lecture today.”

“Hear me out. Your sister. The baby. I thought you might find some yummy Frenchman over there who would take your mind off it, to start a new chapter of your life. You’ve spent so much of your life taking care of her, and then after what she did to you . . .” Nancy let out an audible breath. “Michelle, you need to take care of yourself. Didn’t your aunt say you could stay in Provence a while longer? Cut the apron strings. You’ve done more than any woman should for your sister. I’m glad you want to come home, but I’m worried about what she’ll do to you.” She paused again. “Find a man, Have a baby of your own . . .”

Tears welled in Michelle’s eyes. There had been a yummy Frenchman. A lost weekend to forget about everything else with no strings attached, but it hadn’t changed anything. Her health issues made conception a game of Russian Roulette.  “I’m fine, Nancy. Don’t worry about me. I share DNA with that baby. I want to meet my . . .” Michelle took a deep breath “. . . niece.” 

“Yeah, I get it. Is your Colonel flying over to accompany you home?”

Michelle laughed. “No. He’s at Fort Bragg.”

“I still don’t get that whole deal. He seems so overprotective of you.”

“I guess he figures since my dad isn’t around anymore, someone has to keep us safe.” Michelle shrugged. “I don’t mind, really. It’s nice to know someone’s looking out for me.”
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Chapter 4
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SENT. KEITH WATCHED his email fly off into Cyberland. 

He interleaved his fingers and pulled back, cracking his knuckles. Another book done. Keith still had butterflies. Was it good enough? Would the reviews be favorable?

He pushed away from the kitchen table, late for lunch, but he could last until dinner. That way he wouldn’t have to worry about dishes. His mother would be surprised to see him this early. For the first time this week, he wouldn’t be late to dinner.

Keith whistled as he walked down the boulevard. The spring afternoon was bright and sunny, the scent of lilacs and magnolia blossoms heavy in the air. He walked into the hospice and greeted the orderlies with a smile. A nurse walked around the visitor desk.

“Mr. Schumaker?”

She was cute, with straight dark hair tied up in a bun. She had a dimple in her left cheek when she smiled. Now that he was done with the book, he could do with some female company, but if he meant to ask her out, he had to remember her name. Keith glanced at her name tag. “Hi, Carol. How’s my mother today?”

She took hold of his arm and directed him to the vacant dining area. “She’s had a bad day. She asked me to tell you to come back tomorrow.”

The smile slipped from his face and Keith’s heart skipped a beat. “Will there be a tomorrow?” he asked. 

“You never know.” 

“Then
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