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      “My mother prides herself on her ability to marry well. All five times.”

      Cece Cavanaugh

      

      My day began the way it had all week, cutting fresh lilacs from the bushes surrounding our patio. Dark clouds in the distance rumbled a spring warning.

      My husband, Phillip, stepped out onto the textured pavement, wearing khakis and a white linen shirt, not his usual workday attire. “Cece,” he said.

      “You’re late for breakfast.” I dropped two fragrant sprigs into the vase I held in the crook of my arm.

      “Don’t start,” he said. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “Why aren’t you dressed for work?” I reached for another cluster of lilacs and stopped. He never took a day off unless it involved a tee time, and he wasn’t dressed for golf. “You’re not ill, are you?” I had a hair appointment with my daughter’s best friend Sarah, a library committee meeting, and a tennis lesson. My daily planner did not include nursing a sick, grumpy husband.

      “I’m fine.” He ran a hand through his sandy, silver-at-the temples hair. “We need to talk.” He crossed the patio in five strides, carrying his morning coffee and an attitude.

      When he began toying with the change in his pocket, a niggling thought crossed my mind. He had something on his mind, something that would spoil my day, and I aimed to cut him off.

      “The travel agent from Kingman delivered our tickets yesterday,” I said. “She suggested a bike tour in Chianti.”

      Phillip set his cup on the table and pulled out a chair, motioning for me to sit. “I have something I need to tell you.”

      I stopped clipping and glared at him. “Don’t you dare,” I said, ignoring the chair. “We’ve been planning this for a year. We’re going hiking, taking a cooking class, and don’t forget the winery tours. You’ll enjoy this trip.”

      “About the trip.” The look on his face mimicked constipation.

      “No excuses. We’re going.” I pointed the shears at him. “And when you finish breakfast, bring the luggage from the basement.”

      A muscle in Phillip’s jaw jumped. “My bags are packed.” The words came out in a rush.

      I stepped back, fear inching its way through my veins, carrying a burden straight to my heart. “You—you never pack yourself.” I stumbled over my words. “E-Esther always packs you.”

      As if on cue, our housekeeper stepped through the door, carrying a breakfast tray. Phillip waved her off. “Not now, Esther.”

      She mumbled under her breath and walked back into the house, leaving the door open a crack, her typical response when something went awry in the Cavanaugh household. Listen now, blab later.

      Phillip pulled a letter from his pocket and dropped it on the table. “I’m leaving.”

      “What? Why? Our flight isn’t until Sunday.” My stomach cartwheeled, end over end, over end. The bagel I’d eaten earlier joined the battle, threatening to make an appearance.

      Phillip’s gaze traveled to the table and back to me.

      I shifted the vase in my arm and smoothed open the letter.

      “It’s an itinerary? That’s not a Kingman Travel logo.”

      “I’m not going to Tuscany. I’m going to Rio.”

      “Rio today? Then Tuscany on Sunday?” I asked.

      Sadness clouded Phillip’s face, followed by the clench of his jaw. I’d witnessed his guarded look before. “No,” he said in a voice so quiet I strained to hear.

      An impossible thought materialized in my brain. I dropped the vase. I dropped the shears. I dropped my dignity. The clatter crowded my ears. “If you’re so set against going, I’ll cancel the trip.” I felt like I was struggling for traction on an icy slope. “Next year. The year after. We’ll figure it out.”

      “I’m going to Rio with someone else.”

      “What? Is this your idea of a sick joke?” Questions rushed from my mouth, and scenes of sultry women, husband-stealing women dressed in sexy-near-nothingness, clouded my vision. “Who?”

      “Willow.” Phillip glanced at his watch and headed for the door. “My flight leaves in four hours.”

      I choked off a laugh. The seriousness of his demeanor held me back. “Willow? That—that—that ‘I stick my finger down my throat to stay so skinny’ girl from your office? She’s what? Twenty? We have a daughter older than her.”

      “Willow’s none of your business.”

      “If you’re leaving with her, she is my business.” I followed and grabbed him around the waist, resting my head against his back. “Why are you doing this to me? To us? To our family?”

      “Don’t make this harder.” Unwrapping my arms from his midsection, he shrugged out of my embrace and went inside.

      I kicked off my rubber gardening clogs and trailed him, step for step, across the kitchen, past a slack-jawed Esther, and up the stairs to our bedroom. “What about the girls? This will devastate Michelle. Jessie will never forgive you.”

      He pulled a suitcase and an overnight bag from his closet, dropped them next to our bed, and disappeared into the bathroom. “Don’t be dramatic. Jessie’s grown, and Michelle will understand. Eventually.” The sadness in his voice betrayed the bravado of his words.

      Hoping to find he’d packed for me, I opened the Louis Vuitton overnight bag he’d given me last year for my forty-seventh birthday. Instead, it contained chargers for his cell and tablet, a belt, and his golf shoes. My heart sank. He really was leaving me.

      I jerked out the shoes and shoved them under my pillow.

      He returned, dropped his toiletries into my bag, and zipped it shut. “We’ll talk when I get back.”

      “Please don’t leave.” I reached for the bag, but he scooped it and the suitcase and left me standing at the foot of our bed.

      I plucked the shoes from under my pillow and charged after him. “That’s my luggage. Come back here with my Louis Vuitton.” I stood on the top step of our winding staircase, clutching the golf shoes. “Why are you doing this? Don’t go.”

      My husband hiked the strap of my overnight bag higher on his shoulder.

      “I’ll get the rest when I return.”

      Deep inside my brain, a spark ignited. “Wanna bet?” I launched a shoe, and it ricocheted off his shoulder.

      Midway down the stairs, he spun around. “Are you crazy?”

      His words snapped the synapses of my brain, sending a bolt of fiery anger straight to my heart. “Me? Am I crazy?” This time I aimed and sent the other shoe flying. It clipped his sturdy Cavanaugh chin, and blood spurted onto his shirt. “What do you think?”

      Phillip grabbed his chin and dashed to the door. “I’d have you arrested for assault if I didn’t think I’d miss my flight.”

      “Go ahead. I’ve got time.” I ran down the stairs in socked feet. When I hit the marble floor, my feet slid in opposite directions, and I crash-landed.

      “You need to get a grip on yourself.” He shook his head and hurried out the front door, dragging my luggage behind him.

      I picked myself up and followed, stopping on the porch when I saw his new golf clubs leaning against the wall. The custom set his mother bought for his birthday.

      Phillip dabbed at his chin and scurried down the sidewalk to his Porsche.

      “Hey, jerk face, don’t forget your clubs.” I pulled the driver out, slung it at his car, and followed with the pitching wedge.

      “You crazy lunatic, those clubs cost thirty grand. Stop it!” Phillip scrambled after his precious clubs, a perfect imitation of a crab crossing scorching sand. I continued flinging.

      I scored a direct hit with the nine iron. The sand wedge struck him on the ankle. I had let loose with the five iron when Angie Valenti, our neighbor who also happened to be a cop, rounded the side of our house. The club missed the side of her head and bounced off the garage door.

      “Jeez.” Angie jumped back. “You’re supposed to use those to hit a ball, not your best friend.”

      “Phillip!” I screamed. “The cops are here. You wanna have Angie arrest me?”

      By now, he had gathered all the clubs, including the one I’d almost beaned Angie with, and shoved them into the car. He stopped at the driver’s door. His cheeks were flushed, and sweat gathered at his hairline. Rage contorted his face.

      “You’re just like your”—he paused—“mother.” He spat the word like he’d taken a mouthful of spoiled milk.

      It was lucky for him I’d dropped the gardening shears on the patio. I darted after him, intent on bashing him in the mouth and making him sorry he’d uttered those horrifying words. Angie must have read my mind. Before I could reach him, she tackled me, pinning me to the ground.

      Phillip ducked into his car, gunned the engine, and sped off down the street, tires squealing.

      “Get off me!” I yelled, my face planted in my bluegrass lawn. Just because she was a cop didn’t mean she had to act like one. I arched my back and tried to buck her off. She held steady. All those years of cop training paid off.

      “I’ll let you up when you calm down.” She didn’t budge.

      I unearthed my face. “He said I was like my mother!”

      “Better yours than that witch he calls Mother,” Angie said, loosening her grip. “Hazel Cavanaugh makes your mom look like a saint.”

      “Ha!” I said. “That’ll be the day.” Hazel might have a high opinion of herself, but my mother held no opinion of herself. No self-worth at all. She had five husbands under her belt to prove it, not including the guy she was shacking with now. Angie relaxed, and I used the opportunity to squirm out from underneath her and scramble to my feet.

      She stood and smoothed a strand of burgundy hair that had escaped the bun knotted at the nape of her neck. “What happened?”

      I struggled to draw a breath. “I-I-I can’t do this. Not now.”

      Angie grabbed my arm, ushered me across the porch, past the empty golf bag, and into my living room. After she pushed me onto my sofa, she said, “Spill it, girlfriend.”

      I shut my eyes, wondering how my life had taken such a horrendous turn. They say as you grow older, you become more like your mother. I had already seen her crow’s feet clawing at the corners of my eyes. Her voice often screeched out of my mouth when my youngest daughter, Michelle, stretched my nerves beyond their boundaries. Now, for the first time in my life, I had begged a man not to leave. Something I’d watched my mother do all too often. A rush of heat crept up my neck and spread across my cheeks.

      Phillip was right.

      The cushion next to me gave, and Angie’s arm slipped around my shoulders. That was all it took for the dam to break. Tears rushed down my face. I lifted one shoulder, then the other. “Rio de Janeiro.” My voice sounded far away but not as far away as Phillip. “With Willow.”

      “The giant beanpole from his office? Why?”

      I pulled away and frowned. “Do I have to draw a picture? He left me. For her. She’s young and pretty and doesn’t have hair sprouting from her chin.”

      Angie leaned back. She was a striking woman, especially in her police uniform. Her nose was a tad long and her eyes wide-set. She had dewy-pink skin, smooth and clear, with a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Most women our age—me, for instance—envied her complexion. Especially me, considering my face was blotchy and swollen from crying.

      I pulled up the hem of my shirt and wiped my face.

      “How tall is she?” Angie asked.

      “I don’t know. Tall. Stupid tall,” I said. “She’s like a freaking Amazon.” Angie disappeared into the bathroom and returned carrying a wad of tissue.

      “Bet she has feet the size of a barge.”

      “A cargo ship,” I said, taking the tissue. “An ocean-going cargo ship.”

      “She’s gotta be, what, a foot taller than Phillip and at least twenty-five years younger?” Angie never missed an opportunity to get in a good insult. She only tolerated Phillip because of our friendship.

      Bolstered by an idea, I drew myself up and wiped my face. “He’ll be back. This is a midlife crisis. Men have them all the time. Don’t they?” I sounded pathetic.

      “Gah! Don’t do that.”

      “I thought we had a good marriage. What did I do wrong?” Other than a cheating husband, I had a good life. Emphasis on had. We owned a beautiful home in Harris Arbor, the classy side of our small community in Wickford, Missouri.

      Sixteen years ago, when Michelle was born, I’d put my nursing career on hold and turned my attention to community projects, charitable organizations, and taking care of my family. As wife of the CEO of Cavanaugh Structure and Design, it was my job to make sure my husband had a home fit for entertaining.

      Angie ran her hands around the back of her head and tugged her bun. “Listen to yourself. He’s cheating on you. You did nothing to deserve this. Find yourself a good divorce lawyer and sue Phillip’s butt.”

      She thought my husband was selfish and domineering, and she constantly urged me to stand up for myself. Angie was like tree bark, rough. I didn’t know if it was because she dealt with criminals or because she hung out with cops, but she always said what she thought, straight to the heart of the issue with no possibility of misinterpretation.

      Dave, Angie’s husband, said her straightforwardness was what he loved most about her. He said he always knew where he stood, no questions. As a plastic surgeon, he had seen more boobs than Playtex and Maidenform combined. Half the women at our country club were his patients, and the other half would be, as soon as they spotted the first wrinkle or sag.

      I sniffed and rubbed my eyes with the tail of my shirt again.

      “Gross, use the tissue,” Angie said. “Girl, you need to grow a set of balls. It’s time Cece Cavanaugh stood up for herself.” She clamped her lips together to emphasize her point.

      I twisted a tissue in my hand and contemplated what she’d said. The more she talked, the more depressed I became.

      “You’ve got two legs. Use them and walk away. He’s controlled you long enough.”

      “What are you talking about?” I sniffled and blew my nose.

      “When’s the last time you made a decision?” Angie crossed her legs and swung a brogan-covered foot.

      “I planned our trip to Tuscany.”

      Angie wagged her pointer finger. “You might have planned it, but who suggested it?”

      “Hazel,” I said, hanging my head. Darn my mother-in-law. Sticking her nose where I didn’t want it.

      “So about your last decision?”

      When I didn’t answer, Angie plowed ahead. “You can’t remember because you don’t make them. He does. Phillip decides where Michelle goes to school, and who vetoed the sensible car and bought her a Mustang? He even chose the color of your Lexus. And the club? You wouldn’t be hanging out with those vultures if it weren’t for him.”

      Angie was right about the country club. I hated the fakey nice-nice, but it was the norm. Phillip expected it and so did Hazel. Lord knew we couldn’t go against Hazel.

      “I make decisions,” I said.

      “Name one.”

      “Don’t be condescending. You make it sound like I’m a twit.”

      “I see it all the time in the battered women I deal with.”

      I pushed off the sofa and swung around to face her. “You’re comparing me to women who get beaten by their husbands? Phillip’s never raised a hand to me.”

      Angie pulled me back to the sofa. “Calm down. I know he doesn’t do you physical harm, but he’s abusive all the same. It’s called mental abuse. When you make a decision, he overrules it. For pity’s sake, he even tells you what perfume to wear and how to dress. I’ve kept my mouth shut all these years to keep peace. Now that you have the opportunity, take it. If Willow wants him, let her pick up his wet towels and dirty socks.”

      I interrupted her rant. “I don’t clean after him.”

      “Huh?”

      “I have a housekeeper.”

      “Oh, yeah. Whatever. He litters your brain with his mental refuse, and you let him. Tell the creep you’re through.”

      “It’s not that easy,” I said. “He waited until Michelle left for school. I’ll have to tell her and Jessie he’s gone.”

      “What’d you expect?”

      The phone interrupted my reply. “Now what?”

      “Let it go to voice mail.”

      “I can’t. It might be one of the girls. Or Phillip. Maybe he realizes he made a colossal mistake.” At the thought, I tore through the house and snatched the handset off his desk. Please let it be him. Please let it be him. Please let it be him.

      “Is Phillip there?” a male voice asked.

      “No. This is his . . .” The word caught on my tongue. “Wife. I’m his wife.”

      The man cleared his throat. “Cece, this is Keith Jenkins.”

      My pulse tapped a staccato beat against my temples. Phillip’s attorney. “He’s . . . he’s . . . he’s already filing for divorce?”

      “Divorce?” His voice hiked an octave. “Good grief, no.”

      “Oh.”

      Keith sighed. “Phillip’s avoided my calls all week. I need his approval on a payment plan for the mortgage company.”

      “Payment plan?” The grandmother of all hot flashes crept up my back, breathed fire on my neck, and roared full force up and over my scalp. Beads of perspiration sprouted across my forehead.

      Papers rustled on Keith’s end. “Your mortgage is in default.”

      “There must be a mistake.” After this morning, who knew what was going on? I leaned against the desk to brace myself.

      “Cece, there hasn’t been a payment in six months. You’ve got ninety days to get the mortgage current, or your house goes to foreclosure.”
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      “He promised he’d take care of me. Liar! He promised we’d grow old together. Liar! Liar! He promised he’d never cheat. Liar! Liar! Liar!”

      Cece Cavanaugh

      

      After dropping Michelle off at school and going home to change into dress clothes, I sat in my car in the parking lot of Bonafide CSC Inc., giving myself a pep talk to prepare for a job interview. My stomach roiled and lurched at the thought. Little waves churned into huge rolling whitecaps. If only someone would throw me a life preserver.

      Two weeks had passed since my cheating liar husband walked out the door dragging my Louis Vuitton behind him. He hadn’t made a mortgage payment in six months, and he’d cleaned out our joint bank accounts.

      I’d called his number a hundred times, followed by the bank, a lawyer—and all I got for my effort was a sore finger. The bank wanted money. The lawyer wanted money. Heck, even Michelle wanted money. Spring meant prom, and prom meant big bucks I didn’t have. I couldn’t afford a pedicure for myself, much less a prom dress for a sixteen-year-old. To make my Friday even more memorable, Esther quit when her paycheck bounced.

      Earlier in the week, I’d cashed in the savings bonds my grandfather had given me when my girls were born. If I created a budget and stuck to it, I could stretch the money for a couple of weeks, but it didn’t come close to what I needed for the mortgage. I teetered between selling an organ and pawning my grandmother’s silver. Kidney, anyone?

      I had scarfed down enough Chunky Monkey to freeze a rainforest and counted the days until foreclosure long enough. After rejecting Angie and Dave’s offer of a loan, I decided I was the only one who could alter my future. Angie suggested I look for a job and even offered daily suggestions in the form of classified ads circled and stuck to my front door.

      Career prospects for a forty-seven-year-old who hadn’t worked in sixteen years looked bleak. The thought of getting a job scared me to the point that I almost relented and called my mother-in-law. I came to my senses before I made that mistake. My life would have to get a lot worse before I invoked Hazel’s evil spirit.

      Bonafide sat in the end spot of a strip mall in the Three Pines Center. Havil Law occupied the storefront next door. Kim Anderson had exited the lawyer’s office. I raised my hand to wave, but her manner stopped me. Normally dressed to perfection, she wore faded exercise clothes, and her long, black hair was pulled into a messy ponytail. Her red, blotchy face did nothing to hide her distress. She scanned the parking lot once and then looked again.

      Kim and my oldest daughter, Jessie, had been friends since grade school. Not wanting to embarrass her, I sank in my seat, hoping she wouldn’t see me.

      She climbed into her car and sat for a couple of minutes, then collapsed against the steering wheel, sobbing. Kim had no family other than an absentee, alcoholic father.

      Maternal compassion surged through me. Maybe something had happened to her father. I couldn’t stand to watch her suffer. With minutes to spare before my interview, I did what I did best. My kids likened it to interfering. I thought it more like intervening, helping, mothering. Sharing the wisdom of my years.

      Whatever.

      I traipsed over to Kim’s car and let myself in the passenger side. She jumped when I pulled the door open. When she saw it was me, fresh tears streamed down her cheeks. She wiped her eyes to no avail.

      I pulled her into a hug, as best I could with a console between us, and let her sob on my shoulder, my smartly-dressed-for-an-interview shoulder. When she sniffled, I thought about the condition of my jacket and released her at once. I dug around in my purse and found a tissue. For her, not me. Though, these days it didn’t take much to set me to blubbering.

      “Now,” I said, using my mother voice, the one that made Michelle’s eyes roll to the back of her teenage head. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know where to begin.”

      “Try the lawyer’s office.” I nodded at the building.

      Straightening, she wiped her eyes with more force. “I filed for divorce.”

      She could have pulled a baseball bat from under her seat and smacked me in the head, and I wouldn’t have been more surprised. I knew Kim and Brian had a rocky relationship. But divorce? Though, I’d been a bit naïve in the marriage department. Who was I to second-guess someone else’s situation? Brian had always been a prankster and a flirt, and not long ago, the school administration placed him on probation for an incident involving another teacher. The whole incident was hush-hush. Even Jessie didn’t know the entire story.

      “I thought you were seeing a counselor.” Jessie told me weeks ago things were strained. I’d hoped counseling would help them through the tough times.

      “After I scheduled the appointment, Brian refused to go. He said we couldn’t afford it.”

      The clock in the Lutheran Church bell tower across the street chimed. It was eleven. I didn’t feel right leaving her, but I needed this job.

      “Honey, I’ve got an appointment I’m going to be late for. How about you come by the house later? I’ll make iced tea, and we can sit outside and talk.” I glanced at Bonafide and saw the blinds move apart.

      “Thanks, I’m okay.” She jammed her keys in the ignition. “I’ve decided. I want Brian out of my life. Jessie and Sarah are taking me for a girls’ weekend. They’re trying to cheer me up. Tomorrow is my three-year anniversary. Brian and I had a celebration planned at this new bed-and-breakfast, Harmony Inn. It’s already paid for, so Jessie, Sarah, and I will use it. They are picking me up at four. We’re going to party all weekend, and I’ll officially bury my marriage.”

      I sighed, recognizing the wall she’d built to hide her pain. The juxtaposition of staying at a place called Harmony Inn for a weekend to bury a marriage did not escape me. If it worked for her, I might have to book a room or an entire floor. “If you need anything, anything at all, you call me.” She’d be in excellent hands this weekend. Sarah, now my hairdresser, had moved to Wickfield at the beginning of their sophomore year of high school, and she’d fit right in. They’d all been the best of friends since.

      Kim nodded.

      Not wanting to leave, I hesitated.

      “Go,” she said. “I’m fine.”

      I had no sooner let myself out and watched Kim drive away than Brian pulled out from behind a trash dumpster. He inched his SUV from the hiding spot and followed in the same direction Kim had gone.

      I didn’t think it was a coincidence seeing Brian in the same parking lot on the same day his wife went to see a lawyer. I grabbed my phone and tapped Kim’s number.

      My call went straight to voice mail. I was torn between getting in my car and going after her or going on the interview. Since I had to have this job, I called my daughter.

      “Jess, it’s Mom,” I whispered.

      “I know, Mom. Your number shows on my phone.” She sounded harried. Working in an emergency room did that to a nurse.

      I went back and got in my car for privacy. “I saw Kim coming out of an attorney’s office.”

      “I can’t talk now. I’m heading out to lunch,” Jessie said, turning on her bored-daughter mode.

      “Listen to me. Brian was following her,” I said.

      “He what?” Jessie asked, anxiety creeping into her tone.

      “You heard me.” I told her what I’d seen. “I tried to call, but she doesn’t have her phone on. He wouldn’t hurt her, would he?”

      “He’s been acting odd, but no, he wouldn’t,” Jessie said. “She’s probably headed home. I’ll call her neighbors and have them watch for her.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me about Kim and Brian?”

      “With all you’re going through, I figured you had enough worries.”

      I blew out a breath and leaned back in my seat. “Are you kidding?”

      “Look, I gotta go. I’ll tell you all about it later,” she said. “Sarah and I are spending the weekend with her.”

      I heard exasperation in her tone, and the line went dead. She hung up on me.

      Brat!
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        * * *

      

      Before going in for my interview, I checked my makeup in the rearview mirror and fluffed my hair. I gasped when I noticed more than a little gray sprinkled among my blonde hairs. I had missed my appointment the morning Phillip walked out on me. Now, with my situation, there was no chance of getting my hair done unless I could talk Sarah into giving me a freebie.

      Inside, away from the glaring sun, I stopped to give my vision time to adjust. I blinked once or twice. My eyes settled on a woman sitting behind a desk. The plastic nameplate read Nancy—Secretary.

      She wasn’t what I’d pictured as a secretary. I expected a plain-Jane sort. Nondescript in an unobtrusive way. Boring, yet efficient. Nancy—Secretary had plump, pouty lips, high cheekbones, and the nose of a veteran hockey player, lumpy and bumpy in all the wrong places. The absence of wrinkles around her eyes and mouth made me jealous. Not even one laugh line.

      Frizzed-out hair, the color and texture of a withered sea sponge, framed her face. I guessed her age to be about thirty-five, maybe older if she’d been pumped and plumped. The pièce de résistance, her fuchsia tank top with a plunging neckline left nothing to the imagination.

      “Are you the Cavanaugh lady?” Her grating voice slung the words at me like a mop splashing dirty water across the floor.

      I shrank into myself and nodded, hoping I was interviewing for her job, and she would be long gone before I started work, if I got hired.

      “You’re late.” Nancy opened a folder and pushed a pile of papers at me. “Fill out this, this, and this.”

      I reached for a pen, an apology almost making its way out of my mouth, when I heard a loud crack, like a rifle. I jumped. Nancy didn’t flinch. The noise came from her. Her jaws worked overtime on a massive wad of gum.

      A bubble escaped her lips and grew to the size of an orange. I watched in horror while the pink goo expanded. Another explosion appeared imminent, but she sucked the bubble in and blew another.

      God have mercy. If we have to be stuck in an office together, I’ll find a place to stick her gum.

      While I worked on the forms, a little round man appeared through the doorway behind Nancy’s desk. When he stepped into the room, I swiveled my head and did a double take. The theme song from The Alfred Hitchcock Hour popped into my head. I stifled a laugh and almost choked.

      “Scary, ain’t it?” Nancy paused and burst another bubble. “Mr. Fletcher always creeps people out. But it’s cool. He don’t have to buy a Halloween costume.” She erupted into giggles, followed by a fit of snorting.

      Hitchcock’s double cleared his throat. “Enough, Nancy. Don’t you have filing?”

      Nancy sank back in her chair and stuck out her lip in a pout.

      “I assume you’re Cecelia Cavanaugh,” Fletcher said to me.

      “Yes.” I offered my hand. He didn’t accept. His eyes focused on Nancy’s rear after she left her desk and stood in front of a row of filing cabinets. A stuffed black raven was perched atop the one closest to the window. Beady eyes glared across the room, forcing me to rethink my employment choice. Yeesh. I retracted my hand and used it to smooth my skirt. “I go by Cece.”

      He shifted his scrutiny to me. “Cece it is. I’m Bruce Fletcher.”

      Starting at my sensible navy pumps, his gaze traveled up the skirt of my suit and landed on my chest. He paused, remaining fixed on my less-than-endowed boobs. I stayed in shape playing tennis and working out at the gym, but never in my life had a man ogled me that way.

      He reminded me of one of those bug-eyed cartoon characters, and I wasn’t flattered. The contents of my stomach swayed from nerves. His creepiness only added to my anxiety. I made a mental note to buy pepper spray—a case of pepper spray—on my way home. Perhaps the lecher was harmless, but I would not take a chance.

      Cece Cavanaugh, what have you gotten yourself into?

      I coughed to get his attention. He sputtered and met my stare. After handing him my résumé and the papers I’d filled out for Nancy, I followed him to his office. He motioned for me to sit in one of the two walnut captain’s chairs.

      His desk and credenza looked expensive—teak or mahogany with brass drawer pulls. A leather blotter covered most of the surface. Expensive was good. It meant he could afford to pay me unless he’d spent all his money on office décor. He settled in his chair, a high-back leather job trimmed in brass tacks, and scanned my work history. Very lawyer-like. I couldn’t suppress my grin. Perry Mason meets Alfred Hitchcock.

      In less than a minute, he slapped the desk. “You’re hired.”

      “I am? But . . .” I paused, elated at the prospect of getting a job from the first ad I answered. Then my hogwash meter zoomed from green to red with nary a thought to yellow. I never dreamed he’d hire me on the spot. Was this a bad thing or a good thing? “You didn’t interview me. I don’t even know what I’ll be doing.” Or how much you’ll pay me.

      He hadn’t told me the hours or anything about Bonafide CSC. Maybe I didn’t want the stupid job, not with a creepy boss like him. Who was I kidding? Short of prostitution or selling drugs, I would do almost anything to pay my bills. Well, not anything, especially not anything with him.

      “If it makes you feel better, I can ask a few questions.” He ran a chubby hand over his balding head, stopping to scratch a mole underneath his scant comb-over. “You dependable?”

      “Yes.” I leaned back in my chair, daring to relax.

      “Got a good work ethic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” he said. “I’m looking for a dependable person with a good work ethic to clean.”

      I stared at my Boysenberry Bliss nails.

      “Cleaning? Like dusting and vacuuming?” My manicure already showed signs of old age—chipped polish and little voids near my cuticles where the nails had grown out. I could have used a fill, but I needed a steady paycheck. A large paycheck. The stack of bills on my desk wasn’t shrinking.

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s what we do,” he said. “No job too gruesome.”

      Gruesome? Great. Last week I had a housekeeper; now I’m contemplating being one. Darn you, Phillip.

      “Mr. Fletcher.” I scooted forward, ready to vault from his office. “This may not be for me. I expected filing or answering phones.” I stood and grabbed my purse.

      “For most of the jobs, you can name your price.”

      A quiver of excitement rumbled up my once spineless spine. Maybe I could save my house. Before Michelle was born, I worked as a nurse and dealt with all kinds of messes. If it meant paying my mortgage, I could do it. I had checked into resuming my nursing career, but the training to get me caught up would take too long. I needed work now. Since my prospects didn’t look promising, what choice did I have?

      Desperation always outmaneuvered good sense.

      “You can refuse any job you don’t want,” Fletcher added.

      This sounded more and more like work I could handle, especially if I called the money shots. And the upside, if there was an upside, was that I wouldn’t be stuck in an office seated next to Nancy. That alone made me happier than a kid at recess.

      “If you turn down too many, you’re outta here.”

      “Well . . .” I looked at my feet, hoping to see them moving to the door. They didn’t.

      “Give it a try. The pay’s good. If it doesn’t work, walk away. No strings.”

      What did I have to lose? My dignity had left with my husband. “No hard feelings?”

      “None,” he said. “We work on a contract basis around here. You’re your own boss. I provide the jobs and bill the clients. I need someone willing to work.” He came around to my side of the desk. “You want to work, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” What I wanted to say was, No. I don’t want to work. I want my life back. I want my husband back. I want all the cheating and lying to have been a bad dream.

      He grinned. “You ready for a workout this afternoon?”

      I sucked in my breath and prayed he meant a job. Before I could answer, he reached inside his jacket and extracted a paper.

      I exhaled.

      “The Bargain Hut. They’ve got a real mess.” He snorted and handed me the assignment. “Here’s the address. The owner wants you there ASAP. Wear something you don’t mind getting dirty. I don’t reimburse for ruined clothing.”

      I scanned the information. It didn’t tell me anything except the address and contact name, Clyde Johnson.

      “Bargain Hut?” I searched my memory and came up blank.

      “Yeah, over on South Main, across the railroad tracks, behind the auto parts store.”

      Oh, that Bargain Hut. Not exactly a side of town I frequented. “What do I need?” I asked.

      “Standard stuff. Mop, rags, paper towels, disinfectant, and trash bags. Lots of trash bags. Clyde will provide the rest. If you buy anything, save your receipts. Main thing is you’ll get dirty.” He eyed me like a bulldog in a meat market. If he licked his lips, I’d be out of here, money or not.

      Chicken flesh dotted my arms. Apropos, considering I was a big wuss. On my way home, I’d stop for pepper spray and maybe a restraining order. Was it too late to call my mother-in-law for a handout? No, I’d rather die a wicked, painful death.

      “Before you leave, have Nancy show you how we do things. When you complete an assignment, turn in your invoice containing your hours and expenses noted. She’ll cut your check.” He leaned his plump body against the doorframe, pulled in his ample gut, and hiked his pants. “Saves me postage, plus there’s no squabbling over when you get paid.” He ran his tongue over his front teeth like he was searching for a stray tidbit.

      That did it. He could eyeball Nancy all he wanted. This old gal was through. I sprinted across the office to the front door.

      “This job may run in the neighborhood of six hundred dollars,” Fletcher said to my back.

      My feet stopped moving. My shoulders slumped. My hand stilled on the door handle.

      Jackpot!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cecelia doesn’t deserve my son. When Phillip met her, she and her trashy mother lived in a car. A Ford Pinto of all things. What was my son thinking?”

      Hazel Cavanaugh

      
      Sleep eluded me as I tossed and turned in my king-size bed. Twice I reached across the distance and touched the cool sheet instead of the warmth of my husband. When I pulled his pillow to me, his lingering scent brought forth a new surge of tears.

      Around four thirty, my hot flashes commenced with a vengeance. I slid to Phillip’s side of the bed and languished in the coolness until the sheets were soaked in perspiration. In a fit of frustration, I gave up and trudged to the bathroom. Every muscle in my body ached. Despite exercising regularly, I’d found dormant muscles. My skin still tingled from the shower I’d taken last night in an effort to remove the stench from my Bargain Hut ordeal. When Fletcher said the place was a mess, he wasn’t being facetious. In fact, a vandal had literally messed on almost every surface in the Bargain Hut’s unisex bathroom.

      I had debated all the way home whether to tell Michelle about the job, especially since one of the clerks recognized me as Michelle’s mom. I prayed the girl would keep her mouth shut and decided to keep my secret. Telling Michelle that her dad had left would be hard enough. She didn’t need me whining about finances or upsetting her about our sudden decline in social status. The longer she didn’t know, the longer I could keep it from Hazel.

      When I emerged from the bathroom, my phone chirped to life. I pulled my robe around me and answered.

      “Hello?”

      “You didn’t clear your assignment.”

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      “You’re supposed to clear your assignments before you get more.”

      Ah, Nancy. I’d recognize her nasally whine anywhere. “I can stop by—”

      “You got forty-five minutes. I don’t usually work on Saturday. Since you didn’t do the paperwork yesterday, I gotta be here today, and you gotta pick up a key for the new job. You got two days to get it done.”

      “What’s the assignment?” Even Nancy’s sour attitude didn’t dim my elation at scoring another job.

      “Forty-three minutes,” Nancy exhaled into the phone. “Then I’m outta here whether or not you show.”

      “What. Kind. Of. Job?”

      “Cleaning. A. Vandalized. House,” Nancy said, mimicking my tone. “You want the key, you got forty-two minutes.”

      “Nancy—”

      With the burst of a bubble and the sound of the phone crashing into its cradle, she was gone.

      “Wait.”

      A horrendous headache hammered my brain. It took a great deal of effort and several aspirins for me to dress in yoga pants and a light pullover, tug my hair into a ponytail, and stumble downstairs.

      I was writing a note to Michelle when she shuffled into the kitchen.

      “Where’re you going this early?” she asked, trying to stifle a yawn.

      “Errands,” I replied. “Grocery store, cleaners, gas station, post office.”

      She narrowed her gray eyes. Eyes that reminded me so much of Phillip. My heart tightened in my chest.

      “You look like you’re going to the dump.” Her blonde hair, still tangled from sleep, fell across her shoulders and spilled down the front of her tank top. At no more than five feet, she had Phillip’s build. Short and stocky. My girls were absolute opposites. Jessie had my green eyes and blonde hair. She had a lean runner’s body and was taller than me. Fitness and losing weight came second nature to Jessie. But unlike her sister, Michelle counted every calorie and worked out like a fiend to keep the pounds from creeping up.

      I switched the subject to Michelle. A tried-and-true tactic when dealing with teenage girls, even if I knew what the answer should be. She was grounded, after all. “What’s on your agenda today?”

      Her face brightened. “Gran and I are going shopping. She’s taking me into the city to look for prom dresses, and we’re having lunch at the new bistro on Lehigh Street.” She continued to outline her day with her precious grandmother.

      Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Of course, Hazel and American Express to the rescue. I sighed. Perhaps I was a tad jealous of Hazel’s affection. She had never shown me the slightest bit of warmth
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