
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A secret meant to be taken to the grave, should never be written or recorded.

	 

	 

	Like a thief in the night, Nadya Howard’s mother meets an untimely death, leaving her daughter’s life in shambles.

	Nadya’s good-for-nothing boyfriend turns on her and beats her within an inch of her life, only to lose his own. After she heals, she has one goal—to uncover the truth. Little does she know how much danger lurks around the corner...

	Detective Ryker Mitchell is the investigator on her case, but he becomes more than that. Can Nadya ever trust anyone again? There is no room left in her broken heart for love because betrayal hurts just too much...
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Nadya, I don’t understand why your mother would retire so early. She’s only forty-two,” Norman said in an irritated tone. He gulped down the remainder of his beer. He’d already polished off a bottle of whiskey and was quite drunk.

	Nadya looked up from her book and frowned, the tone of his voice grating on her nerves. “I don’t see that it’s any of your business. If Mom can afford to retire, that’s great. And for crying out loud, clean up that array of bottles and filthy ashtrays! It stinks in here, and me inhaling all that smoke is not good for the baby.”

	“I’ve never heard of nurses earning a salary big enough that they can afford the luxury of early retirement. I find it strange.”

	“Look, I don’t care if you find it strange or not, just mind your own business. End of subject.”

	“Well, if she’s got that much money, maybe she can help us out for a change,” he whined.

	“Why don’t your parents help out? Not that I’d want them to, mind you. We have to learn to fend for ourselves, just like everyone else. Matter of fact, why don’t you find a decent job?”

	She became more irritated by the second, tapping her fingers impatiently on the arm of the chair. She stared at the man she’d lived with for the past year, no longer seeing him through a pink haze as she had at the beginning of their relationship. He was lazy, his boyish face wearing a permanent petulant expression. The spoiled only child of rich parents, he’d never worked a day in his life and had been given everything he’d ever wanted. Until he left college. Then his father had demanded that Norman enter the shoe manufacturing business, start at ground level and work his way up. Norman refused to start at the bottom, and after a huge fight with his parents, he had left home.

	“Why did you have to go and get pregnant so soon? I still can’t believe you didn’t take better precautions. We had it good. You getting knocked up spoiled everything.”

	And that it did. Now, Nadya was stuck with a man she really didn’t love. But... he was the father of her unborn child. At least I’m not married to him...

	Then, as if he’d read her thoughts. “When are we going to get married? We should at least tie the knot before the baby comes.”

	“I don’t want to get married with a big belly. I’ve told you that a thousand times.” And she had, but it was only an excuse, it wasn’t the main reason. Other reasons she didn’t dare voice. Not yet. But perhaps she would never have to. Maybe he would change, finally grow up...

	He continued to whine. “You’ll have to quit work soon. Then how are we going to manage?”

	“As I suggested, it’s time you did your share. Find a job, Norm.”

	“Aw, honey, you know I’m not good at anything except being in charge. If my father would only—”

	“From what you’ve told me, your father worked his way to the top. He might be a millionaire, but at least he earned his success. I don’t think it’s fair of you to expect everything to be just handed to you now that you’re an adult.” Nadya picked up that day’s paper and threw it at him. “I suggest you start looking at the ads.” The baby kicked suddenly, reminding her of the precious life that grew beneath her heart. She placed a protective hand on her belly as if to shield her unborn child from the arguing.

	Wearily, she sank into her chair, pretending to watch TV, but still watched him from the corner of her eye. He crumpled the paper and threw it on the floor next to him, then ran his fingers through his blond hair. She could feel his blue-eyed stare, piercing her, willing her toward him.

	It was that gaze, that expression in his eyes that had attracted her to him in the first place. They could be magnetic, almost erotic, in the way he looked at her. His eyes were more turquoise than blue and strangely luminous. When he was horny, they practically glowed, and all he had to do was look at her, and she’d get turned on. Not this time, and not for quite a while. His magnetism didn’t work for her anymore.

	Now that the physical attraction was gone, so was what she had once thought to be true love.

	They’d met exactly a year ago in a small coffee shop. Nadya usually went there during her lunch break and was happy to find an empty table. The coffee shop was packed. Then Norm walked in and asked to share her table. His eyes had mesmerized her, and she’d found his boyish fair looks endearing. She fell hopelessly in love, or what she thought to be love. Within a month, he’d convinced her to allow him to move in with her. And those first months were great. He used to work in the beginning, odd jobs here and there, but at least he carried part of the load and contributed to expenses. Because she had an IUD, pregnancy never entered her mind. Until it happened. The doctor had told her that occasionally, an IUD could slip, but it was rare. She happened to be one of the rare cases.

	They’d argued violently when she told him, and he demanded she have an abortion. She refused. After that day, things steadily went downhill. She had no idea why a man of almost thirty could act so like an overgrown child, except to blame it on his upbringing. She was an only child, too. But there was a difference—her mother had taught her responsibility and to be thrifty.

	The chair creaked as he stood, then walked toward her. He stopped behind her chair, his hands on her shoulders, massaging, kneading... She tensed because she knew where it would lead, where he wanted it to lead. Because sex was his way of mending an argument.

	When his fingers pushed her long black hair aside and stroked her neck, then wandered down to her breasts, she stiffened. “I’m tired, Norm. I think I’ll go to bed.”

	“You’re always tired lately. We haven’t had sex in like, forever... Come on, honey, don’t be like that,” he wheedled, squeezing her breasts.

	“I have to get up for work in the morning. Unlike some people,” she snapped as she wriggled from under his hands and got up from the chair. “Goodnight.”

	“I’ll be along shortly. I’m going to have another beer.”

	She nodded and headed for the bedroom, knowing full well after her rejection he’d stay up late watching TV, and he’d continue to drink.

	The bedroom was a mess, as always. Norm never lifted a finger to clean up after himself. Methodically, she picked up his clothing scattered all over the floor and dumped them in the laundry basket. Her own clothes joined them, and she stood naked, gazing down at her belly. Her navel protruded, and she felt bloated. Three months to go, and I’m already the size of an elephant.

	Walking to the dressing table, she examined her body for a moment. Her breasts were quite a bit bigger now—much to Norm’s delight. It was the only thing about her pregnancy that he liked. So far, she’d not developed stretch marks. According to the women she met in the waiting room of the obstetrician’s office, she was lucky. But the marks could yet develop toward the end of her pregnancy. She was just over thirty weeks. Two months to go.

	Normally, she was petite, only standing five foot two on her bare feet. The face that gazed back at her from the mirror looked bloated as if she was retaining fluid. The doctor had told her she wasn’t, these were just the signs of pregnancy, and she looked as beautiful as ever. Beautiful? She gazed at her reflection. The only thing she was always proud of was her hair. Long, black, and quite wavy, it had often been the envy of her friends. She brushed it vigorously, then braided it. Her lips were a little too full, her mouth too wide, her sable eyes too large for her small face, and her nose too tilted.

	Abruptly, she turned away from the mirror and walked to her side of the bed. After pulling a nightie over her head, she crawled under the covers and turned off the nightlight. Trying desperately to put any thoughts of Norm and his behavior out of her mind, she attempted to concentrate on more pleasant things. Like after the baby was born, the things she and her mother planned to do together with the baby...

	 

	Nadya turned over restlessly, annoyed at the noise Norm was making. She frowned, wondering what he was hammering. Opening one eye, she looked at the alarm clock. It was almost eight a.m. and time for her to get up and get ready for work. Now that she was in the latter part of her pregnancy, she worked the nine to five shift. Switching on the light on the nightstand, she knew with a glance that Norm had not slept in the bed that night.

	The banging continued. Annoyed, she got out of bed and hurried to the living room. Norm was fast asleep, snoring softly. Suddenly, she realized that it wasn’t Norm who hammered. Someone was banging on the door of her apartment. Quickly, she rushed to the door and peeked through the peephole.

	Two policemen stood outside her door. One lifted his hand to bang on the door again, so she called out to them. “Yes, can I help you?”

	“Nadya Howard?”

	“Yes.”

	One of the cops held up his badge. “Can we come in? We need to talk to you.”

	She opened the door a crack. “I’m sorry, I’m not dressed yet. If you could wait a moment?” She hurried to the bedroom to fetch her robe and struggled into it as fast as she could while rushing back to the door.

	After she let the officers in, her first thought was that Norm had done something wrong, or they were serving a summons for a far overdue unpaid speeding ticket. But they would only send one officer for that, not two. And when had he driven last? She hadn’t renewed the insurance on her car. Her place of work was within walking distance, and she needed to save money for after the baby was born.

	Warily, she led the policemen into the living room, ashamed of the disarray. The two men hardly glanced at the snoring man on the couch, the collection of scattered empty beer bottles and an empty whiskey bottle, or the two overflowing ashtrays on the coffee table and the floor.

	The taller of the two men introduced himself and his partner. “I’m Officer McLaughlin, and this is Officer Brown. Mrs. Howard, would you care to sit down? We have some upsetting news for you.”

	Her flesh puckered, and chills ran down her spine. “It’s Miss. News? About what? Who?” She hardly dared imagine what it could be.

	“Your mother’s name is Sarah Howard?”

	“Yes, but what—”

	Officer McLaughlin interrupted, “I’m afraid your mother was involved in a tragic car accident.”

	“An accident? On her way home from work? How? Is she badly hurt? I have to get dressed and go to her!” She started for the bedroom, but the officer stopped her.

	“Miss Howard, your mother didn’t make it. I’m sorry. She died on the way to the hospital. We found your name and address in her wallet as contact person in case of emergency.”

	Nadya sank into a chair, stunned, and stared at the two men. “Dead? My mother? I don’t believe it. I just talked to her yesterday, and...” her voice trailed off, the dreadful news still not sinking in.

	“I’m sorry. The fog is dense this morning, and there was a pileup on the highway.”

	“Impossible. My mother has driven that highway in all kinds of weather since I was very small. She knows it like the back of her hand.”

	“Miss Howard, I’m sorry. The accident wasn’t your mother’s fault. A large truck...” he stopped as she stumbled unsteadily to her feet. “Would you like us to call someone for you?”

	“Call someone? No. I wouldn’t know who to call. We don’t have any family,” she said softly, the news not penetrating, not wanting to register in her mind. She thought of Theresa, her best friend, but that wouldn’t be a good idea. Norm hated Theresa. She’d never found out why, but it had caused a separation between them. The minister? No... she hadn’t been to church since Norm moved in with her.

	“You shouldn’t be alone right now.” The officer gave a wry smile as he looked at the snoring man.

	“My boyfriend will wake up soon. I’ll be okay,” Nadya droned in a voice she hardly recognized as her own. She didn’t really care if Norm woke or not. The booze could scarcely have worn off yet, which was evident by the deep sleep he was in.

	“Your father perhaps?”

	“He died before I was born. My mother is a widow. Was a...” she almost choked on the was.

	The officers finally left. Like a robot, she prepared the coffeepot and waited for it to start perking. She felt numb, dead inside. It was still too unbelievable. Her mother had been so excited about her retirement in three months and looking forward to spending a lot of time with her grandchild. Sarah had turned one of the spare rooms in her little house into a nursery because she’d already offered to babysit so Nadya could go back to work. Nadya hadn’t wondered about her mother’s early retirement. She presumed her mother had invested well. And now, all their plans had been blown to hell in a single moment.

	Like an automaton, she walked to the bedroom and took off her robe. “I have to get ready for work,” she told the reflection in the mirror. “Work? What am I thinking of? My mother just died, and I want to go to work?”

	With trembling fingers, she undid the long braid, grabbed the brush, and began vigorously brushing her hair. Her gaze fell on the picture on the dressing table of her and her mother. She was four when it was taken, and her mother had treated her by taking her to the fair. Sarah’s laughing face gazed back at her, her blue eyes filled with love for the little girl she hugged tightly against her. The contrast between mother and daughter stood out vividly in that picture. Her mother so fair, and Nadya so dark, with sable eyes, caramel skin, her coloring inherited from her Latin American father.

	At the thought of her father, she swung around and looked at his picture on the wall. The photo she’d treasured all her life. Antonio Howard had died before she was born—killed in action. He looked so handsome in his uniform. His lips and dark eyes were smiling down at her as if comforting her now in her hour of need. The brush dropped silently to the floor, and she crumpled onto the bed. Her tears finally broke free, the pain in her heart unbearable. Now she was all alone in the world. The one person in her life she loved and trusted most, was gone forever.

	“What the hell are you doing?”

	She had no idea how long she’d cried or what time it was. Neither did she care. Norm’s snappy tone grated on her nerves. “Leave me alone,” she sobbed.

	“Why are you bawling like that? Hell, you woke me up. Shouldn’t you be getting ready for work? For God’s sake, you’re not even dressed yet.”

	With a swipe of her hand, she wiped the tears off her cheeks and stood to face him. “Mom’s dead.”

	“What?”

	“You heard me.”

	“You’re nuts. You only talked to her yesterday.”

	“You didn’t hear the cops banging on the door. They left not long ago. She was in a car accident.”

	“You’re fucking serious.”

	“Yes.”

	“Now what?”

	“What do you mean, now what?” She almost screamed the words.

	“Well, we’ll have to find another babysitter to mind the kid while you go to work, and that will fucking cost—”

	“My God! My mother has just died, and all you can think about is money! Get the hell out of here! You’re a selfish bastard. You never think about anyone but yourself!” she shouted.

	“One has to be practical. I’m sorry your mother is dead, but life goes on, sweetheart.”

	“Don’t sweetheart me. Just leave me alone with my grief!”

	“Okay. Give me some money, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

	Nadya’s hands shook as she took her wallet out of her purse. She threw some bills at him, and through a haze of tears, caught his satisfied smile as he left the room. She should have known she’d get no sympathy from him or support.

	She took the picture off the dressing table and gazed at it. “My God, Mom, you were too young to leave this world. What happened? Did you fall asleep at the wheel? You know how I hated you working those night shifts. After I moved out, it wasn’t necessary anymore. I know you did it so you’d be there for me during the day and evening when I was young, but I grew up. And now you’ve paid the price, and you’ve left us all alone.”

	The baby kicked and moved, but she hardly felt it as she sank to the floor, the picture clutched against her chest. “So young... so young...” she whispered and sobbed softly, the slamming of the front door grating on her shattered heart and soul.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Nadya’s last straw snapped as they drove away from the cemetery.

	“Now we can move into your mother’s house and live free of rent,” Norm said. “That will make life easier. I hope she left you plenty.”

	“Norm, shut your heartless mouth. I’m sick and tired of your constant harping about money. I don’t really care if Mom was as poor as a church rat. Right now, all that matters is that she’s gone, and I don’t have a soul in this world!” she blustered.

	Her heart felt like lead, the grief still tearing at her, and his insensitivity was making her more frustrated. He’d hardly been home the last few days and had not been there for her when she had to identify her mother’s body. She shuddered for a moment as her mother’s shattered face swam before her eyes.

	Sarah had catapulted through the windshield, slicing her face to ribbons, then landed on the pavement. The impact had crushed her skull. Seeing her mother’s pretty face so deformed that it was almost unrecognizable had caused Nadya to faint for the first time in her life. Nausea churned her stomach as she relived those moments. She came to, and a nurse had helped her stand, but the sheet was drawn over her mother’s face. She screamed then as she clutched the sheet. Her inability to see her mother once more as she had been, unable to say goodbye, to hear her sweet voice one more time, sliced at her heart.

	Now it was Norm’s harping voice from far away, invading her grief, her memories.

	She swallowed as tears ran silently down her cheeks, her nasal passage and chest constricted from the pain she felt deep within. “Norm, enough already!” she managed to get out, trying to stop the droning voice next to her. But it was as if he had plugs in his ears.

	“Have you called the lawyer? That’s presuming your mother had one.”

	She fought for a moment to pull herself together, to shut out the memories of that awful day. “Shut the hell up, Norm. That’s the last thing on my mind right now. I can’t believe your harsh remarks. How would you feel if you’d just buried your parents?”

	“I wish. You know how I feel about my folks. But knowing them, they’ve probably left everything to charity just to spite me.”

	And it would serve you right.

	Her appointment with the lawyer was that afternoon, but she hadn’t told Norm. His greed was grating on her nerves, and his remarks were unbelievably callous. More and more, she realized the relationship had come to an end, and she needed to finish it. But right now, she had enough to deal with.

	“When are you going back to work?”

	“Next week. You don’t have to worry. I have money put aside.”

	“Will this time off affect your maternity leave?”

	“No. And who cares anyway? Maternity leave is unpaid.”

	“Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll drop you off. I want to go out for a while and then I’ll take the rental car back. I need to unwind. Funerals are depressing.”

	Tell me about it, and you make them even more depressing. She was glad he’d be gone for the rest of the afternoon. “Okay. Will you be home for dinner?”

	“Maybe. I’ll phone you. And call that lawyer. I’d like to know what the will says.”

	She decided she should tell him. “I’m going to the lawyer shortly.”

	“I’ll go with you.”

	“No. I want to do this alone.”

	“Fine. Get a copy of it so I can read it.” He pulled up in front of their building.

	Nadya got out of the car and walking carefully so not to slip on the snow, she hurried to the front doors.

	Once in the apartment, she methodically tidied up, glad to be alone with her grief. In an hour, she’d meet with Mr. Johnson, the lawyer, to discuss the terms of the will. He’d already told her it was straightforward. Sarah had left everything to her only child. But he also mentioned an appointment her mother had made that she wouldn’t be able to keep now—an appointment to sign a codicil to the will. Nadya wondered about the additions. She suspected it had something to do
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