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Chapter 1
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THE MORNING the deceased came into my life I woke up with a start, the way I had when I was a kid. Lifting my head from the pillow, I squinted at pale June daylight leaking through the gap in the bedroom drapes. No doubt about it; I felt different. 

Eager. 

Ambitious. 

Nearly as happy as my former self: Ginger Struve Barnes, mother of two, DIY enthusiast, and wife of Robert Ripley Barnes, the esteemed, green-eyed, and wickedly funny head of Bryn Derwyn Academy. 

During the three years since my husband’s fatal accident on an icy stretch of I-95, the words “eager,” “ambitious,” and “happy” seldom described my mood. Yet lately I have felt physically lighter—never mind that the bathroom scale disagreed. I’ve also caught myself saying “Yes” more often than “No,” especially to invitations.

I've rejoined the world! I told Rip telepathically. How about that?

Go for it, babe, he replied, just as I knew he would. 

To break the silence, at times I said these things out loud. Never in public though, so what was the harm? 

I also talked to my dog. Soon after the accident, I discovered the muddy derelict digging for table scraps in the neighbor's compost pile. He wasn’t wearing a collar, so I dutifully posted signs and even advertised for his owner. No one called; I had myself a new pet.

Fideaux responded as any physically and emotionally starved animal would, but surprise, surprise. I did, too. I slept better touching the rangy mutt's curly gray fur. On my worst nights he licked away my tears. If I sighed, he sighed. Whenever I began to feel sorry for myself, he rested his chin on my foot and worried about me. 

“Up and at ’em,” I woke him with a nudge on that lovely morning. “We have things to do, people to see.” 

He lumbered off the bed and stretched before trotting toward the kitchen door.

I poured kibble and freshened Fideaux’s water before hustling back to get dressed. Since I’d be alone putting down peel-and-stick tiles at my newlywed daughter’s house, I chose my oldest green t-shirt, the one that said “Alaska or Bust.” And jeans, always jeans. I splashed my face, fluffed my short reddish hair.

"Ride in the car," I informed the dog the instant we finished breakfast. 

The newlyweds had purchased a promising fixer-upper in a cozy, treed settlement nine miles by turnpike from where I live. Rush-hour traffic clogged the exit, but when I broke free of the entrance to an industrial park, it was only another three minutes to my destination, a yellow, three-story Victorian close to Chelsea’s teaching job and Bobby’s train commute.

The house sat shoulder to shoulder with its neighbors but possessed a lengthy backyard. Due to some missing fence Fideaux needed to be leashed and supervised back there, a time-consuming chore I preferred to get out of the way before starting the kitchen floor. Unfortunately, the morning’s gray-white sky had lowered during my commute, and the air felt thick with drizzle.

While Fideaux dithered and sniffed, sniffed and dithered, I planned how to go about laying the floor tiles. Tidy up first, then make sure the old Formica was clean and sound. Snap a line to get a square start—for sure the old walls would be off; they always were...

Whump. 

I jumped. Fideaux growled. Then we both gravitated toward the sound. 

Someone had thrown a loaded garbage bag from the third floor of the somber gray Victorian to the left. It landed beyond a shallow cement patio and split, spewing clothes and bricks in a messy heap. 

Bricks? I hoped no child had taken such a chance.

I raised up on tiptoes for a better look over the shrubbery-lined fence. 

Yes, bricks. 

“Hey!” I shouted up to the wide-open window. 

No response. Just a gaping black rectangle, no screen, nothing and nobody visible beyond the opening.

Maybe the woman of the house had been cleaning out a closet, tossing her kids’ outgrown clothes, or purging her own unwanted dreck. Faced with carrying a loaded bag downstairs for disposal, I might have tried the three-story drop, too. Once anyway. If nobody was around. 

And nobody was supposed to be around. The house in question was the last on the block, Chelsea and Bobby were both at work, and I was here merely by chance. 

But bricks? 

That was just plain creepy. 
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CHELSEA BARNES ALCOTT, she still wasn’t used to her new name, tuned out her boss's voice and scanned the other faculty members dotting the auditorium. Sprawled across two seats like a teenager, the soccer coach appeared to be asleep. The Spanish teacher was filing her nails; and up front a new hire paid rapt attention, unaware of the rest of her colleagues zoning out behind her. Unless the information strayed too far from her own subject, which happened to be music, last year Chelsea had been that woman.

A sudden silence riveted the room. Hands on his hips, the head of school glared at his audience.

"Back in fifteen, people," he ordered. 

So he'd noticed, Chelsea realized. Good for him. 

She got moving, quick before he changed his mind. But where to go? What to do? She was torn between running for the coffee table and stepping outside to phone her mother. All the text message said was, "Please call." 

Sighing with resignation, Chelsea headed for the door. After the morning's drizzle, the brightness of the quad came as a shock.

"Yes, Mom. Thanks, Mom. Go for it," she responded to Gin's detailed question. The new flooring should extend into the pantry at the top of the basement stairs. That would require more tile and a thick piece of plywood to bring the extra area up to level, but no problem. If Home Depot had had a bridal registry back when her parents married, Ginger Struve Barnes would have been on it. 

A glance at her watch. Enough time for coffee, unless...

"By the way, who lives on your left facing the street?" Gin inquired.

"Mrs. Zumstein," Chelsea answered cautiously. "She's about a hundred and two. Why do you ask?" 

"Just curious. You know me."

“You're not going to adopt my whole neighborhood, are you?" She loved her mother; but Mrs. Zumstein would be a mere cheese straw to Gin, and a skimpy one at that. Before the last tile was in place, Bryn Derwyn Academy’s Hostess Emeritas would make a meal of the entire neighborhood, and Chelsea and Bobby would end up feeling like newlyweds on reality TV. 

"Of course not!" Gin proclaimed.

Other faculty members who had opted for fresh air were easing their way back into the building, so Chelsea ended the call.

Yet her heebie-jeebies lingered, and she thought she knew why. In her haste to prevent Ms. Fix-it from adding Mrs. Zumstein to her collection of eccentric friends, she'd opened her mouth and put the idea in her mother's head. 

"Pink elephants," she muttered as she bypassed the coffee urn. "I'll never learn." 

***
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GRATEFUL FOR Chelsea’s go-ahead, I bought a four by eight-foot piece of five-eighths inch plywood, dragged it into the backyard, and settled it onto two overturned trash cans. By then sunshine had dried the grass, so I felt fairly confident I wouldn’t electrocute myself using an electric saw.

Coming from Mrs. Zumstein’s direction, the explosions—crack, pop...pop—occurred just after my first cut. 

I yelped. Then I carefully lowered the circular saw to the ground before I dropped it. A smell that could well have been gunpowder wafted over the fence.

What now? Bolt inside to call 9-1-1? The three pops had been followed by nothing. No thumps or wild shrieking, no rapid footsteps. Other than the noise and the smell, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. This was the suburbs, after all, not Philadelphia. You can live your whole life here without ever hearing a gun go off. 

I tiptoed over to the fence and crouched beneath the shrubbery.

After listening to silence for a few minutes, I gave up and returned to work. 

Yet my mind refused to leave the troubling incident alone. Who was this Zumstein woman, and what was she up to? Bricks in a bag were one thing, but the pops were another. Not quite loud enough to rattle a windowpane, they were about what you’d expect from a handgun muffled by something. 

The notion flashed me back to some experiences best forgotten, sudden deaths that skirted way too close to home. After several years of minding my own concerns, was I being sucked into yet another domestic intrigue? 

Preposterous! I hadn’t encountered a crime in ages and probably wasn’t encountering one now. Like a bored kid on a rainy day, my mischievous brain was probably toying with me. 

You're not going to adopt my whole neighborhood, are you?

Chelsea's admonition firmly in place, I finished the cuts I had measured, then wrestled the awkward piece of plywood back inside to the pantry.

When I tried to drop it in place, the right side stuck twelve inches off the floor. 

“If at first you don't succeed," I muttered while I struggled to dislodge the heavy plywood. 

Outside, the stink that either was or wasn't gunpowder seemed even stronger than before. Had I missed more shots while I was inside?

I left the four by eight on my makeshift sawhorses and sneaked back for another look over the fence. 

Three wooden steps led directly from the kitchen to the cement patio the trash bag had so narrowly missed. Venturing as close as I dared, I noted the household objects littering the area below the door—an hibachi full of rusty water, a pot, a broken doll, a pair of moldy men’s shoes, a crooked lamp, a watering can, and a tangle of coat hangers. No sign of the dropped trash bag or its disturbing contents.

Falling bricks were one thing, but the sound of gunfire was another. 

"Hello!" I called over the fence. "Everybody all right in there?" If a large, scary villain appeared, at least I had a hammer and saw at my disposal and two sneakered feet ready to run.

I waited a moment then shouted louder. "Mrs. Zumstein! Are you alright?" 

No answer. Perhaps the old lady had been doing something that made sense only to her and preferred to be left alone. Or, like the squeaks and creaks of any house, maybe it took time to get used to the normal sounds of a neighborhood.

I listened for a few more minutes; but when nothing stirred, I returned to my project. 

Two more tries and I managed to make the plywood fit. A gap near the corner of the cellar steps had to be filled with a scrap of wood and some caulk, a miscalculation I might not have made had my focus been better; but when the tile was in place, the mistake wouldn't show.

An hour later the pantry area was ready to go. I opened a Diet Coke and, with my back to the refrigerator, slid my sweaty, dirty self to the floor. I had just taken the first cold sip when the trill of my cell phone made me jump.

"You're still coming, aren't you?" barked my best friend, Didi. 

"To what?" I asked, wiping up spilled soda with my shirt tail.

"Dinner, of course. I knew you'd forget."

"Did not," I fibbed. "I just lost track of time. What time is it anyway?"

"Four-thirty. You're supposed to be here at five."

"Can Fideaux come, too?"

A pause. "If he must."

"On my way," I fibbed again. Then I hung up and ran for the stairs.
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THE MILLERS faced each other across the bedroom, anger coloring their complexions.

"You cannot fix up a widow who isn’t ready to be fixed up,” Will insisted. Topping his narrow face and long nose was a full complement of straight, sandy hair that flopped onto his designer glasses during heated moments. “Do you really want your best friend to hate you?" 

“She won’t.”

“She might.”

A semi-retired psychologist, Will wrote essays about television and modern-day man with the hope of compiling his observations into a book. Two afternoons a week he still saw patients, but thanks to the foresight of his late friend, Rip Barnes, the rest of his time was devoted to his third—and final—wife. He didn't mind admitting it; Dolores “Didi” Martin Miller fascinated him no end. Even their verbal sparring was fun. 

Yet this time the unspoken five-minute limit had come and gone. He was right, dammit. Surely Didi would get that if he said it one more time. 

"She'll hate you."

“Will not." 

“Alright,” he said, raking his hair back in place. “Let’s look at this from the man’s perspective. Why would a single guy, of a certain age—and you admit Gin needs somebody of a certain age—why would an available guy like that waste his time meeting a woman who still isn’t over her husband?”

Didi huffed and whirled. Her warm blonde hair flared like a long skirt and fell against her flushed face. 

“Are you listening to yourself? Do you hear what you’re saying? Gin is adorable, I tell you. She’s cute.” 

Will privately added for her age. 

“She’s smart.” 

Smart-mouthed, if you’re being honest. 

“She’s handy with tools...”

“Now you’re talking,” he leaned toward his wife with puckered lips.

“William!” Didi scolded. “I’m making a point here.”

“What? What point? That Gin is a hot date?”

The deflation was instantaneous. “No. I guess not. But she could be if she wanted to.”

In honor of his wife’s loyalty to her dear friend, which was admirable of course, Will gentled himself down. “That’s just it, darling. Gin isn’t ready.”

“What if she’s never ready?” Didi seemed almost teary as she glanced up at her husband’s face.

“You look like a llama,” she remarked.

“Do llamas have horns?” he asked with a crooked grin.

***
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AT FIVE-FIFTEEN Didi opened the door of their large brick colonial and leaned forward to give her oldest friend a peck on the cheek. “Hello, Sweetie,” she said, stepping back to let Gin enter, which was when she noticed what her guest was wearing. 

“Whoa, there,” she exclaimed, raising her professionally manicured hand like a stop sign. “Been robbing the rag bag again?" 

“I was laying tile at Chelsea’s, so I showered there.” Raiding the closet of a daughter eight inches taller and two sizes thinner had been a challenge, but she'd found a stretchy, peach-colored sweater and a long, brown skirt that didn’t quite cover her paint-stained sneakers.

“Please,” Didi said with a wrinkled nose. “Don’t move.” She whirled off toward the stairs, leaving behind a pleasant herbal scent. 

She returned bearing a pair of brown ballet-style slippers and a braided leather belt. “Put these on,” she ordered. 

The slippers fit. “Does this mean I have to point my toes?” 

“The belt, too. We both know you have a waist.”

“Waist not, want not,” Gin quipped.

“You’re going to be annoying tonight, aren’t you?” 

Gin’s brow furrowed. “That depends. Who is this George person?” 

“George Donald Elliot.”

“No last name?”

Didi finally acknowledged the red flag waving in her face.

The woman she knew was far from shy. Whenever Rip’s school held an Open House, she was the first person to stick out her hand and say, “Hi, I’m Ginger Barnes. Welcome to Bryn Derwyn Academy.” That Gin presently exhibited signs of a sagging confidence worried Didi far more than any silly, nervous jokes.

She isn’t ready, Will had insisted, and Didi finally saw it his way. If she were to lose him in a car crash on that treacherous I-95, she couldn't imagine ever wanting to date again. 

Yet the principals were already here. She had to do something. 

A distant winter evening came to mind. Both Will and Rip had been out, so the two girlfriends settled in front of the walk-in fireplace with pizza and margaritas to celebrate a local magazine article about Gin solving a murder. Didi remarked that Gin should hang out a shingle. “Problems Solved,” the sign would read; “Problem Solver,” the title on her business card. Additional margaritas prolonged the discussion until Gin had been forced to stay overnight. 

“Just come in and meet him,” Didi urged with no show of sympathy. After all, her dinner wasn’t getting any younger.

The Miller's great room possessed a wall of windows overlooking an elaborate rock garden. Inside, the couple had bracketed a fireplace—large enough to roast an ox—with leather furniture, which in early June looked irrelevant and cold. Probably a second reason why the men stood by a bar in the far corner.

Didi gracefully waved a hand. “George, I’d like you to meet Ginger Barnes. Gin, this is George Donald Elliot." She swiftly added, "Will, please pour Gin's wine. I need George in the kitchen for a quick little minute.”

George grasped Gin’s outstretched fingers instead. His face ignited with such pleasant surprise that Didi couldn’t help congratulating herself. Gin was cute, if you liked short, cinnamon hair styled slightly on the wild side and flashing dark eyes. 

“Should I pick my favorite?” she addressed George, “or do you have one?”

His rapt expression dissolved. “Wha...? One what?” 

“Name.” 

“Oh? Oh! Yes. My friends call me George.”

“What do your enemies call you?”

“Ah, um, George.”

Didi crooked a finger to remind him he was wanted in the kitchen.

He dispensed with whatever he had planned to say and excused himself.

Before the kitchen door completely shut, Didi noticed Gin holding her thumb and forefinger three inches apart while Will began to pour. 

Outside, the resident apricot standard poodles, Fluffy and Muffy, yapped like maniacs at Fideaux in hopes of getting him to play. Didi pressed her forehead with a cool palm before addressing George.

“Do you have a problem?” she thought she asked pleasantly.

The man gawked at her, and the expression caused him to look like a bird of prey. “Have I done something wrong?” already? 

“No, no, no,” Didi answered as if she were perplexed. “Do you have some sort of problem you can ask Gin about? If you don’t, I might be able to supply you with one...” 

Even as she said it she wondered exactly what that could be. Gin’s household repairs were best characterized as a hobby, and anyway there was some debate about how capable she was. No, George needed a life-shattering dilemma worthy of the Problems Solved business she and Gin had toyed around with that night. 

She took a minute or two to explain. 

“So. If by chance you have a nephew who shoplifts or a daughter with an unfaithful husband to be followed, something like that, Gin is the perfect person to handle either. The rest is up to you,” she added weakly.

“I do have a selfish bastard for a son-in-law,” George offered.

“Perfect,” Didi exclaimed. “Let’s get back in there.” 
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AFTER WE finished the gazpacho—store bought, if I knew Didi—she encouraged George to talk about himself.

"I consult back to my old insurance firm," he reported, "mostly handling the needs of two local universities, long-time customers of mine.

“I also sell if an opportunity presents itself," he elaborated, "but I don’t go very far out of my way for that anymore.” 

“An opportunist,” I observed.

“I suppose that’s one way to put it.” He blinked uncomfortably as he served himself a dollop of mashed potatoes. "Also, I’ve been divorced for a year.” 

Alarm flashed through me as swiftly as heat lightening.

“Do you play golf?” Will asked into the silence. 

George answered no, then swiveled back toward me.

“Do you have family?” he inquired.

He didn’t want more succotash, so I set the bowl aside. “A newlywed daughter and a son in college.” 

“Your son—what’s his name?—where does he go?”

“Garret. University of Virginia.”

“Oh! Good school,” George exclaimed. 

“Guess what Garry asked me to send down right after he arrived.”

Didi guessed money. 

“Food?” George offered, forking a bite of roast pork into his mouth.

“Nope. Golf clubs and a tuxedo.”

“You’re kidding.” 

“Afraid not. I told him I needed to see some grades before the clubs got the okay. But it seems they still dress-up down there, so I sprung for a used tux from a rental shop."

“I suppose he’s home for summer?"

“Not yet. Somebody invited him to Cape Cod for a couple weeks.” 

“Making the most of his opportunities.” George teased. Payback for my cheeky “opportunist” remark. 

We all concentrated on our dinner for a bit. Then Didi stabbed the air with her index finger. “You know, Gin, George might have a problem for you to solve.”

George swallowed hard.

“Something about your son-in-law?” Didi hinted.

“Yes. Yes! He’s...he’s just...not nice.” 

George’s comfort zone was a tiny dot in his rearview mirror; but if he wanted me to become interested in him, this wasn’t such a bad approach. I rested my chin on my fist and leaned in a little. “Does he abuse your daughter?” 

“No. No! Nothing like that. At least I don’t think so.”

“Then what do you mean, not nice?”

“Not nice. He doesn’t help Susan with the baby. Doesn’t help her with anything that I can tell.” He set down his utensils. Contemplated his empty dinner plate. 

“Lots of people get marriage wrong the first couple of times.” Didi’s contribution, but she was on her second marriage, her husband on his third. “Right, dear?”

Her present spouse agreed, but that was clearly all he planned to say on the subject. 

“You think that’s all it is?” I pressed. “An unsuitable marriage?”

George fixed his hazel eyes on mine and admitted he didn’t know.

“None of our business, is it, really?”

“No, I suppose not," he concurred. 

I stared at my salad. 

“I do have a client I can’t find.” A weak effort, but an effort nonetheless.

“Why do you need to reach him? Or her?” I asked just to be polite. 

“I...ah...thought I’d...no reason. I just couldn’t find him when I tried.”

“Don’t call me/I’ll call you sort of thing?”

“Er...uh...yes, I guess so.” Then suddenly the sun came out. “Susan’s getting a part-time job. How would you like to babysit?”

“Me?” I glanced from George, to Didi, to Will, and back.

George nodded vigorously. “Three half days a week. They just moved here from Jacksonville and don’t know many people. I said I’d ask around.”

The prospect horrified me, but to be honest I had just enough income to keep me and mine housed and fed and dressed as long as I didn’t become a world traveler or go in for collecting, well, anything. I had plenty of skills, but very few of them were marketable, and anyway I’d been spoiled by the freedom from employment Rip’s job afforded me. However, putting Garry through college was proving to be a bigger drain on the budget than I’d anticipated. A tuxedo, for God’s sake. What next? Lab fees and underwear? 

“One kid? Two? Four? Eight?” I inquired.

“One boy about eighteen months.” 

Resigning myself, I admitted, “I guess I could be interested.”

George slapped the table hard enough to rattle my wine glass. “Way to seize an opportunity.” 

I grumbled something grouchy.

“Sorry, didn’t catch that.” 

“Thanks,” I said loud enough to be heard.

I would soon learn that my first instinct was the hands-down winner.
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“IT WAS A FIX-UP!” I said aloud, largely to underscore my own amazement. “What do you think of that?” 

Bound to happen, babe.

After I finished wiping off my borrowed mascara, I slipped into one of Rip’s old t-shirts and a pair of his knit boxers. Fideaux was already asleep on his former master’s pillow. I plumped up mine then wriggled under the covers.

Still savoring my evening out, I replayed some of George Whatizname’s lame attempts at conversation. Benign, most of it. Almost sadly ordinary. Yet his gut reaction to his son-in-law had secured my attention, albeit not in a good way. 

Then he’d gone and asked me to babysit his grandson.

Me. Babysit!

It might be fun.

More and more Rip was sounding like a Monday morning quarterback. However, he had a point. He always did.

I pulled the sheet over my shoulder and turned onto my side.

Precisely eight hours later I sat up and stretched, eager as always to do something. Anything. Even babysit, if it came to that. 

By seven-thirty I’d dressed in work clothes, packed a lunch, and driven Fideaux to the nearby woods for his daily exercise. Although it was still early, a Jeep I didn’t recognize took up half the shallow parking strip on the eastern border of the park. A little disappointing, but chances were good we wouldn’t cross paths with the owner and his or her dog—or dogs—in the two-hundred acre forest. Nothing against people in general; I just find nature more restorative when I have it to myself.

Twenty yards in I released Fideaux and we set off at our usual speeds—me, a steady stride, he in his preferred lag-behind/run-ahead pattern. With little breeze to disturb the morning haze, the woods could have been a calendar photograph. Tall oaks, maples, and beeches blotted out most of the sun and discouraged undergrowth, so the eye-level view was mostly tree trunks and the litter of last year’s leaves. Designated paths led uphill or down, following either the contour of the land or a shallow creek lined with multi-colored pebbles. Squirrels, chipmunks and deer lived here, also a Great Horned Owl, much to the dismay of the chipmunks. None of the above were in sight this morning, however, and the stillness reminded me of a Hollywood soundstage.

While Fideaux was off sniffing an interesting hole in the ground, I draped his short green leash around my neck. It occurred to me that I shouldn’t be so accommodating to a potential attacker, but although Rip’s death had made me more cautious in some respects, it had made me lax in others. 

Just past the first turn, a German Shorthaired bounced toward us. Not quite keeping pace was a man with receding blonde curls and black-rimmed glasses. He seemed older, but not old. Probably still a full-time member of the workforce, judging by the hour he’d chosen to walk his dog. I noted pursed, baby-like lips and drooping shoulders when The Hunter, as I dubbed him, stopped to admire Fideaux.

“What breed?" 

“American," I answered, as usual.

"American?"

"Melting pot..." 

"Got it. You come here often?” That old chestnut. 

“Once in a while. When I have time.” So what if the man had been dressed by Nordstroms and owned a not-inexpensive hunting dog; we were alone in the middle of a very large woods. I wasn’t about to give him my schedule.

“I just moved here from New York.” He smiled as he glanced around. “Beautiful place you’ve got here.” 

“Yes,” I agreed. So slick.

Much to my dismay, the smile was now aimed at me. 

A silence developed, and I noticed those pink lips twitch. At my expense.

Was I suddenly giving out “single” signals? And why did my cheeks feel so hot? 

The dogs had finally completed their get-acquainted circle, so I waved Fideaux on ahead. “Have a good day,” I told The Hunter over my shoulder. 

“Until we meet again...”

Yeah, right.

When both man and dog were out of sight, I said it out loud. “Been there. Done that.”

Fideaux appeared to be relieved. 

***
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BY ELEVEN A.M. I’d begun to see phantoms in the gray, faux-fieldstone tiles the way you see whales and pumpkin heads in the clouds. The majority of the kids’ kitchen floor was done; only the tedious edges where every tile required its own paper pattern remained. Using the waxed paper peeled off the last square, I traced the needed shape onto the next piece. Then I cut the soft vinyl with scissors and hoped for the best. All while my bored brain screamed like a caged monkey.

The day was sunny but moderate, so I opened a side window and the door to the outside. The screened door would keep Fideaux in.

Now, along with the expected sounds of trash trucks, birdcalls, and distant traffic came the strident, I-need-mommy wail of a young baby. I shut my eyes and let the precious memories flow.

I was reliving the first day we brought Chelsea home when the real-life crying escalated. Next came a thump, and the distressing wails abruptly stopped. 

My skin went clammy. I didn’t like any of the scenarios my imagination conjured up, and the frontrunner I really didn’t like. 

Did I dare invent some pretext to find out if the baby was safe? It was the Mrs. Zumstein dilemma all over again, and Chapter #476 in the Mother-in-Law’s Manual warned against calling the cops unless I was absolutely one hundred percent certain a crime had been committed in Chelsea and Bobby’s neighborhood. If I happened to be wrong, the newlyweds would be forced to live fifteen feet from the family I’d alienated for however long they owned their respective houses. For that I would not be forgiven—not by my daughter or her husband. Not by myself, either.

I gritted my teeth and peeled wax paper off another tile.

***
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MOTHERHOOD WAS NOT at all what Cissie Voight had imagined. As advertised, she adored her daughter Caroline more than anything else in the world. If anything, that portion of the hype had fallen short of reality. Her daughter’s little baby hands, the perfect blonde eyelashes, even the brief gas-induced smiles (hints of the real deal yet to come)—everything about the child warmed Cissie’s heart. Sometimes she worried that she loved her baby too much.

What she didn’t care for was everything else. Nothing was easy anymore. Not grocery shopping, cooking dinner, or watching a sitcom. Not even making love with her husband. 

As she paired little socks on the coffee table, the baby in her musical swing, she reflected on the couples' counseling session she and Ronald had attended at her church. Five young married couples sat in a circle while the minister coaxed uncomfortable confessions from the men, mostly in response to their wives’ complaints. Clearly, every couple was messed up; but it didn't take long to realize she and Ronald were messed up the worst. Compromise, the minister emphasized over and over again, usually while looking straight at Ronald.

As if that was ever going to happen with him.

Talk, talk, and more pointless talk, and then a siren went off half a block away. Everybody in the room jumped, but one man actually vaulted over the back of his chair and ran. The next second
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