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      “Mommy, I don’t want to stay here. Can I go back home with you?”

      My heart melted into a giant puddle as I stared into my little girl’s blue eyes, so much like her father’s. Those eyes were always my undoing.

      I knelt on the floor and put my arms around her. “You’re going to have so much fun here, sweetheart. Besides, it’s only for a few hours. You’ll make friends and play with toys and go on the swing set outside.”

      Grace pressed her little face into my shoulder and began to cry. The lump in my throat grew larger with every sob until I thought it might choke me. It’s only a few hours each day, I reminded myself. She needs to have social interaction with other kids her own age. I’d already been through this before with my other children—Darcy, my eldest who was now twenty and in college, and Seth and Stevie, my thirteen-year-old twins. It had been easier with the twins because they had each other.

      But this time it was different. Grace was my baby, and I’d been home with her since she’d was born. Frankly I wasn’t sure who this was more difficult for, her or me.

      The nursery school’s room was sunny and pleasant, with toys ranging from dollhouses and Barbies to Hot Wheels and Spiderman. A row of wooden cubbies stood along one end of the room, with each child’s first name printed on it in colorful letters. The door at the rear of the room led to a fenced in playground with a jungle gym, swings, and slides of different shapes and sizes. I managed to coax Grace over to the window and pointed my finger at a huge sandbox, but she refused to look up.

      Yes, I was a bit out of practice. It had been nine years since I’d last gone through the separation syndrome. Grace was my last child, and that made it all the more difficult.

      “Mrs. York?” A smiling, blonde woman who looked young enough to be my own daughter held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Allison Temple. I’ll be Grace’s teacher.”

      I gave my eyes a quick swipe and took her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Allison.”

      “I want to go home,” Grace wailed and started to peel off her nametag that we’d found on the welcoming table.

      Allison knelt next to Grace and held out her hand, but Grace turned her face away. “Grace, we’re going to have free playtime then we’ll read a story and have a snack.” She looked over at me suddenly. “She doesn’t have allergies, right?”

      I shook my head. “None that we know of. I gave the medical forms to your assistant when we came in.”

      Allison nodded in approval and put a gentle hand on Grace’s arm. “Don’t you want to come with me and meet some of your new friends?”

      Grace stared up at the woman thoughtfully then stuck her thumb in her mouth. She hadn’t sucked her thumb in two years, but I figured she was looking for some extra security and this wasn’t the time to tell her, “only babies do that.” She took a step away from me, stared at Allison’s blonde curls, and then let out a shrieking howl that made everyone in the room look over at us. “No. I want to stay with my mommy.”

      My face warmed in embarrassment as I noticed other children pointing fingers in our direction. “She’s having a bit of separation anxiety,” I whispered to Allison, as if she’d never seen this before. “I’ve been a stay-at-home mom since Grace was born. She’s not used to being away from me.”

      “Of course,” Allison nodded sympathetically. “It’s okay if you want to go back home with your mommy, Grace. I’m just sorry about all the fun you’ll be missing.”

      Grace was busy studying a little girl with long brown curls whose nametag read Chloe. She was playing with a pink and white dollhouse and absorbed in moving furniture around. A redheaded girl next to her was preparing tea for two dolls at a Little Tykes table. Grace’s eyes were as round as the teacup saucers.

      Allison gave me a sly wink. “Of course, I was hoping that you’d be my assistant today and help me pass out the chocolate chip cookies I made for snack time.”

      Grace’s dark pigtails whipped back around in Allison’s direction. Grace was as addicted to chocolate chip cookies as I was to Starbucks’ caramel macchiatos. I had to give Allison credit. In less than five minutes she’d discovered Grace’s true passion in life.

      “Cookies?” Grace asked, sounding a bit like the Cookie Monster herself.

      Allison nodded. “That’s right. But if you don’t want to stay, I understand. I hope I can find someone else to help me.”

      “I like helping,” Grace said. She took hold of Allison’s outstretched hand and then looked up at me. “Bye, Mommy. Will you be okay without me?”

      No. I choked back a laugh and blinked hard, hoping she couldn’t see the tears that were ready to fall. “I’ll be fine, baby. Have fun, and I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Allison mouthed a good-bye to me as Grace began skipping happily besides her. It was a bittersweet moment for me since I’d been outgrown and no longer the center of Grace’s universe. There had been days I’d longed for all my kids to be in school, so I’d have some “me” time. A cup of tea and that book I’d been wanting to read for a year. An extra nap. Some shopping that wasn’t for groceries. None of it seemed important right now as I walked outside, basking in the warmth of the late summer day. Once I had settled myself behind the wheel of my car, I finally let the tears flow.

      A minute later, I wiped my eyes and blew out a long sigh. My pity party was over, and I had a sink full of dirty dishes and a mountain of laundry waiting for me at home. Maybe I should have taken Greg up on his offer to accompany us to school. He’d accurately predicted that the separation would be worse for me than our daughter. He was swamped with sales meetings today, and I’d assured him we’d be fine on our own. Right.

      I drove home, biting my lip to keep the tears at bay. The house seemed so quiet and empty without Grace. Our cat, Sweetie, opened one eye and glared at me from her perch on the back of the couch. She seemed to be asking where her favorite companion was. The dogs, Rusty and Dobby, whined piteously from the kitchen when they saw me. Rusty was a five-year-old cocker spaniel and Dobby, the newest addition to the family, a year-old Chihuahua. He’d been named by the twins for their favorite character in the Harry Potter series, a house elf.

      Dobby started yapping incessantly as I removed the baby gate in the kitchen. Both dogs ran out and almost knocked me down with their enthusiasm. They hovered around me, as if they knew someone had been excluded from our gathering.

      “I know, guys. I miss her too.” I put them both outside in our fenced yard as I fixed myself a cup of coffee and started stacking dirty dishes in the dishwasher. I let the dogs inside, and they settled in their beds while I continued with my daily chores around the house. I vacuumed, made the beds and cleaned the bathroom, then ran a load of laundry and then tried to decide what to make for dinner tonight. I glanced at my watch. Eleven o’clock. The day stretched endlessly before me.

      As I fixed myself another cup of coffee, my phone buzzed from the kitchen counter. I glanced down at the screen, wondering if Grace was crying and asking for me. The name that appeared put a smile on my face. “Hi, boss.”

      “Really,” a male voice snickered. “You deserted me four years ago, so I don’t know why you keep calling me that.”

      Jacques Forte was more than my former boss at Forte Realty. He was my best friend, and I didn’t see enough of him or his partner, Ed Kapinski these days. They’d adopted Bolin, a young boy from China, who was the same age as my sons Seth and Stevie. Up until last year I’d babysat Bolin during summer vacations and after school, and the three boys had always gotten along famously. This year, they weren’t out of school until four o’clock, so Bolin was allowed to stay home by himself until Jacques or Ed arrived after from work. He was a responsible and polite kid. My two were a different story.

      “Sorry,” I laughed. “I thought you’d gotten past that.”

      “Never,” he said. “Okay, spill it. How’d everything go this morning?”

      “Fine.”

      Now it was Jacques’ turn to laugh. “Such a liar. Come on, Cin. The empty nest syndrome is hitting you hard today, isn’t it?”

      “Oh please. It’s only five hours a day. Besides, it’s going to help prepare Grace for all day Kindergarten next year.” Holy cow. How was I going to survive that?

      “Did you at least wait until Miss Grace was out of sight before you started bawling your eyes out?” Jacques asked.

      The man knew me well. We’d been best friends ever since I started working as a real estate agent for Hospitable Homes about eight years ago. After the agency had dissolved, partially due to the murder of one of our coworkers, Jacques opened his own firm and I’d gone along for the ride. He was one of the top three realtors in Northeastern New York, and my salary had increased dramatically after I’d started working for him. Jacques knew the everchanging market and treated both his employees and clients like gold. He was honest, fair, and bent over to accommodate everyone, but at the same time was no pushover.

      Shortly after Grace was born, I’d made the decision to leave the workforce. Part of the reason was the maternal pull and needing to be with my baby, but Jacques and Greg were the only people who knew there was more to it.

      I’d killed someone.

      It was an act that had been necessary to save both Jacques life and mine. I’d had no other choice, and no one faulted me for the decision I’d made, except myself. I knew with certainty that it would haunt me until the day I died.

      “Are you still there?” Jacques wanted to know. “Look, dear, believe it or not, you had a phone call at the office a short time ago.”

      My first thought was that it must be someone who’d hired me years ago and wanted my services again. That was always flattering. “Who was it?”

      “A woman named Pamela Hilton,” Jacques said. “Is she related to Kevin Hilton?”

      I put a hand to my mouth. “Oh my gosh. It’s been a couple of years since I’ve seen Pam. How did she sound?”

      “Stressed,” Jacques murmured. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

      “Sorry. Kevin is Pam’s husband,” I said. “Jeez, I’ve been meaning to get together with her. The last time I saw her was for a quick cup of coffee at Starbucks before she had to rush off. Her oldest son, Max, is a year older than Darcy, I believe, and⁠—”

      “I hate to interrupt this stroll down memory lane,” Jacques said kindly, “but I’m on my way out of the office. How do you know Pamela?”

      “We were college roommates for four years. We became instant friends when we met as freshmen.” I fell silent, thinking back to those days when life was so much simpler.

      Jacques broke into my thoughts. “Kevin Hilton is one of the best criminal attorneys in Upstate New York. He hardly ever loses a case. The man is a powerhouse in the courtroom.”

      I fixed myself another cup of coffee as I listened. “Kevin and Pam were high school sweethearts. He’d drive out to our campus almost every weekend to see her, or she’d take the bus to visit him. As soon as he finished law school, they got married. In fact, I was one of her bridesmaids. It was such a gorgeous wedding. They’ve always been so much in love.”

      “Guess again,” Jacques said dryly. “Pamela told me over the phone that they’ve started divorce proceedings.”

      I choked on a mouthful of coffee. “What? I don’t believe it.”

      “It’s true.” Jacques sounded a bit triumphant. He always loved finding out the latest gossip before me. “She asked if you were still doing real estate. She needs someone to sell her home.”

      “I never did tell her that I’d left the business. They just bought that house about five or six years ago, I believe.”

      Jacques gave an exaggerated cough. “It’s not any old house, darling. It belongs in the million-dollar club. The house is located in Brookside Manor.”

      Saratoga was a wealthy city in Upstate New York, located about half an hour’s drive from my own home. Brookside Manor was one of the most elite subdivisions in the area, with luxury homes that had been built about ten years earlier. Houses were selling there for a cool million, or more.

      Jacques rambled on; his voice filled with uncontained excitement. “There’s no such thing as an easy sale in this business, Cin. You of all people should know that. But this is about as close as you can get. Of course, the market has been on fire for the past year, and Brookside Manor is the crème de le crème of Saratoga. If Pamela and her husband ask for a fair price, which I think they will, the house will go quickly.”

      I smiled to myself. When I was an active agent, I would have done almost anything for a million-dollar sale. “Did Pam offer to list the house with you?”

      “If she did, what would you say?” he asked smoothly.

      His remark was puzzling. “I’d say congratulations, of course. No one deserves it more than you.”

      Jacques groaned. “Why do you always have to be so nice, Cin? Don’t you see? This is a sign. You’ve simply got to come back and work for me.”

      I sighed. “Jacques, we’ve been over this before⁠—”

      “Darling,” Jacques interrupted. “I’m a big believer in fate. Your little one is off to school today. You’re moping around the house, wondering what you’re going to do with yourself until she gets home. Why not make some money? You’ve got a daughter in college, and the twins will both be off in another four years. Do you know how expensive it is to have two kids in college at the same time?”

      “Greg and I have already talked about it,” I said. “We’ll manage.”

      Jacques was silent for a minute. “Be honest with me, darling. You loved working in real estate. I know that you miss it, and the interaction with people your own age. You were great with clients. Tell me why you won’t come back—oh, wait a second.” He paused. “I get it.”

      “Don’t go there, Jacques. Please.”

      “Cin,” Jacques said in a low voice. “It wasn’t your fault. If you hadn’t fired the gun, we both would be dead.”

      A sob rose in my throat. “You promised never to bring it up again.”

      “I know, dear.” His voice was gentle. “It seems like I’ve hit the nail on the head. You killed someone in self-defense. You can’t continue to punish yourself, darling. You belong back in the real estate world.”

      It had been four years, but I still couldn’t talk about that awful day. “Have you also forgotten that I have some kind of death hex on my head?” I asked. “Every time I tried to sell a house, there was a murder involved.”

      “That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Jacques remarked.

      “Hello? Should I refresh your memory? First, a coworker who stole my listing was murdered. And who did the police think was the culprit? Should I go on?”

      He sighed. “Please don’t.”

      “I’m a jinx.” My voice shook. “Sorry, it’s been an emotional day. Jacques, I can’t risk that happening again.”

      “You were simply unlucky, not a jinx,” Jacques assured me. “Things will be different this time, I promise.”

      I detected something off in his tone. “What is it that you’re not telling me?”

      “Well,” he hesitated. “I sort of told Pamela that you would be her listing agent.”

      “What?” I asked in disbelief. “Jacques, how could you do that before talking to me?”

      “Because Mrs. Hilton said that if you couldn’t take the listing, she’d have to call Tony Romano,” Jacques said. “And you know how I feel about that guy.”

      Yes, I knew. Jacques had several reasons to dislike the man. For the last three years, Anthony Romano and his agency, Romano Realty, had been Jacques’ biggest competitor. There were more than enough listings to go around for both of them, but Tony Romano wasn’t satisfied. He was dishonest, crude, and had made discriminatory remarks to Jacques at more than one social function. Jacques was a true professional and would do anything to help someone in need. He didn’t deserve that type of treatment from Tony. No one did.

      “Just this once, Cin,” Jacques pleaded. “Then you can go back to being a stay-at-home mommy. You’ve kept your license up to date, right? And your Multiple Listing dues and insurance?”

      “Yes, I’ve been paying them all along.” Perhaps deep down I’d been waiting for this call the last four years. I wasn’t sure.

      The silence between us stretched on for several seconds. “What do you say?” Jacques finally asked. “Will you do it? I’ll help in any way that I can.”

      I couldn’t tell Jacques no. He’d been a wonderful friend, and I hated to disappoint him. “All right,” I conceded. “But only this once.”

      Jacques let out a whoop of delight that almost punctured my ear drum. “Hallelujah! After the listing appointment, I’m taking you to lunch. Do you have time before you pick Princess Grace up at school? Or should we make a quick Starbucks run instead?”

      “Wait a second. I’m to meet with Pam now?”

      “Certainly,” Jacques began. “I might have said that we’d both be at her house at noon.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Jacques, I’m a little out of practice. And that gives me just twenty minutes before I have to leave. Besides, I don’t have all the up-to-date forms for Pam to sign. It will take me some time to find⁠—”

      “Don’t worry,” he assured me. “I’ll bring everything we need. You just need to bring one thing. You.”

      “You’ve certainly made this easy for me.”

      He chuckled. “What are friends for, darling?”
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      I ran up the stairs to change out of my jeans and T-shirt. I quickly picked a pair of black slacks out of the closet and a short-sleeved pink blouse. Satisfied with how I looked in the full-length mirror in the bathroom, I added a coat of mascara and removed my hair from the unkempt ponytail I’d fastened hours earlier. I let the dogs back out for a couple of minutes while I placed the clothes in the dryer. I filled their food dish and then fastened the baby gate in the kitchen. Five minutes later I was approaching the speed limit on the highway.

      Although I’d never been to Brook Manor before, I knew where it was located. The Hilton home surpassed my expectations. It was an elegant Colonial with a stone façade on about two acres. The grounds were a lush green and perfectly landscaped with several flower beds still perfect at this time of year. As I pulled into the marble driveway behind Jacques’ convertible, I noticed a gazebo off to the right.

      Jacques was leaning against the driver’s door, chatting amicably on his cell. He always looked the same—cool, polished, and professional. Jacques seldom dressed down, even when he was at home with his family. Today he wore a blue pinstriped suit, light blue Oxford, and a striped blue and white silk tie. His thick blond hair had started to recede at the temple the last few years, and he’d recently grown a well-trimmed goatee. I enjoyed teasing him that loss of hair went along with parenting.

      He studied me from behind his Gucci eyeglasses as I approached, nodding his head at the person on the other end who couldn’t see him. “Certainly, Mr. Dills. Yes, the closing is set for two o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Don’t forget to bring your checkbook.” He clicked off and gave me a peck on the cheek. “You look fabulous, darling. You were made for the real estate business. Just brilliant.”

      “All right, cut the flattery. How long have you been waiting?” I asked.

      Jacques checked his watch. “I’ve been here for about ten minutes. Pamela must have run out somewhere because no one answered the door when I knocked. She sounded so anxious on the phone, like there was no way this could wait until tomorrow. It’s kind of strange that she wouldn’t be here to greet us. Oh well. Let’s have a look at the grounds while we wait for her.”

      We walked around to the back of the house. A white iron fence ran around a hot tub and a fabulous inground swimming pool shaped like a lagoon. The stone patio held several comfortable-looking chaise lounges. There was also a firepit and a Tommy Bahama dining set. It looked like the perfect setup for a successful attorney and his family to entertain.

      “I still can’t believe they’re divorcing,” I said. “They always seemed like the perfect couple.”

      Jacques flashed me a winning smile. “Sort of like you and Gregory, eh? By the way, how is my favorite auto parts salesman?”

      I smiled. “He’s busy but doing well. No need to worry about us.” I couldn’t imagine life without Greg, nor would I want to.

      A blast of heavy metal music filled the air, followed by the squeal of tires in the driveway. Jacques cocked his head to the side to listen. “That must be your old roommate now.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Not unless she’s changed her taste in music. Pam was always more the Celine Dion type.”

      A young man in his early twenties was getting out of his Jeep. He was extremely attractive, with brown wavy hair, dark eyes, and a cleft in the center of his chin.

      The man slammed his driver’s door and then caught sight of us. With a confident smile, he waved. “Hi. Are you the real estate agents?”

      Jacques puffed out his chest slightly. “Jacques Forte, owner of Forte Realty. And this is my associate, Cindy York.”

      “It’s a pleasure. Max Hilton.” Max shook Jacques’ hand and then mine, while studying my face closely. “You went to school with my mom, right?”

      I’d met Pam’s sons’ years ago but knew they wouldn’t remember me. “Yes, we were college roommates. We had some fun times together.”

      It seemed like another lifetime ago that Pam and I had shared that tiny dorm room. We’d had all night cram sessions for exams, indulged in Ramen noodles cooked in our microwave, or attended the occasional keg party being held in another dorm room. I’d been a different person back then, timid and soft spoken but full of hope and anticipation for my future. I was confident that I’d somehow wind up making a splash in the marketing world. How life has a way of changing.

      Max smiled. “I’ll bet. I’m in my final year at Skidmore.”

      “That’s great,” I exclaimed. “My daughter Darcy is in her third year at Florida State. She received a partial scholarship there.” She’d wanted a warm climate, and the scholarship had been a huge help, so Greg and I had agreed to let her go. I missed her every day, but we had to let her grow up sometime.

      “Good for her. I’ve got a friend who goes to Florida State.” He chuckled. “He’s lucky he didn’t flunk out of high school. I guess just about anyone can get in there. I’m a Physics major myself.”

      His remark sounded rude and snobbish, so I merely smiled in response. I was proud of my daughter. Darcy wanted to be a teacher, and Greg and I totally supported her career choice. I found myself wondering what Kevin and Pam were like now. They’d always been down to earth and casual. Had his career as a high-profile attorney changed both of them?

      “Is your mother home?” Jacques asked. “We had an appointment to see her.” He checked his watch again. “Fifteen minutes ago.”

      Max’s smile faded. “I thought she was here. Did you knock on the door?”

      “There was no answer,” I volunteered.

      “Hang on a second.” Max punched a code into a panel on the side of the garage door, which rose to reveal a shiny red Mercedes inside. A shadow passed across his face. “Excuse me. I’ll go in and check on her. Mom’s gotten into the habit of taking naps during the day. She doesn’t sleep well at night, so that might be why she didn’t hear you. I’ll let you both in the front soon.” He opened a door inside the garage and then closed it behind him with a certain finality, leaving us standing there.

      Jacques checked his watch. “A nap at this hour? It’s noon. Is she a vampire?”

      “Don’t be like that,” I scoffed. “Pam must be stressed out big-time with the divorce. That’s probably why she can’t sleep at night.”

      As much as I adored Jacques, I would have preferred to meet with Pam by myself today. I suspected that she might not be as forthcoming about her marital problems with Jacques here. Then again, she had volunteered the information to him that they were divorcing.

      Max opened the front door, a sheepish grin upon his face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be so rude. Please come in. Mom will be down in a minute. She hates for anyone to see her until she puts on her face.”

      “My word,” Jacques breathed as he looked around the foyer. “This is a stunning home.”

      The home was pristine, with high decorative ceilings and travertine flooring. Although I’d never been inside before, I’d once seen pictures of it in the local newspaper. Kevin had been interviewed here by the local paper when he’d once briefly considered running for mayor. I remembered seeing Pam next to him on the couch, holding his hand and beaming at him with pride. Had their relationship been on the outs even then?

      The reporter had included so many pictures of the house that I’d wondered at the time if she mistakenly thought the piece was meant for House Beautiful. According to the article, Mrs. Hilton kept a lovely home with no staff to help her. There were crystal chandeliers in every room and a wall of windows off of the dining room where one could view the deck and inground pool.

      The living room was done in all white. There was a white leather sectional, a matching loveseat, thick shag carpeting, and walls with expensive artwork hanging on them. To my left was a winding staircase, and beyond it I glimpsed a dining room with a maple buffet and table for ten people. Pam and Kevin must have hosted several dinner parties over the years.

      “Your mother certainly keeps everything in perfect condition.” I studied a beautiful pottery vase on the receiving table in the foyer. Pam had always had exquisite taste. My home didn’t even come close. Last night I’d found Rusty and Dobby with their heads underneath the couch cushions, duking it out over a Cheez-It the twins had dropped. Dobby had won.

      Max laughed. “Mom doesn’t clean. She has a housekeeper, Denise, who comes in every day.”

      I’d figured that the line in the newspaper article about Pam not having staff had to be a lie. She’d kept her part of our dorm in worse shape than mine.

      Max colored suddenly, as if embarrassed by his comment. See, Denise needed a job, so Mom tried to help her out. She was my grandmother’s best friend before she died.” He paused. “My brother and I aren’t exactly neat freaks. When we were younger, I bet we were the biggest slobs around.”

      His statement made me smile. “I can relate. I have thirteen-year-old twin boys. Does your mother work?”

      “Nope. She’s never worked.” Max pressed his lips together in a thin, hard line. “But she may have to now.”

      Jacques and I exchanged glances. “We’re sorry to hear that your parents are divorcing,” I said.

      “Yes, indeed,” Jacques chimed in.

      “Don’t be.” Max’s tone turned bitter. “All they’ve ever done is fight, for as long as I can remember. Unfortunately, my dad’s really screwing Mom over. He’s forcing her to sell the house even though she loves it. That’s her punishment because she asked for a divorce.”

      “Her punishment?” Jacques raised his eyebrows in alarm.

      A soft laugh sounded to my left. “That’s exactly right. My husband is determined to see me suffer.”

      I turned to see a tall, woman with long dark hair cascading over her shoulders standing on the staircase. For a moment, all I could do was stand there, watching her. She came forward and flung her arms around me.

      “Cindy. It’s so good to see you.”

      “Pam!” I kissed her porcelain cheek. “It’s been way too long. You look amazing.”

      Pam was still a beauty, with large dark eyes, pouty red lips and a gleaming smile. Her skin was stretched tightly around her eyes and forehead, making me think she’d either had Botox treatments or a facelift. Although her smile was genuine, there was an expression in those deep-set eyes of hers that appeared to be rooted in pain.

      She took my hands in hers. They were as cold as ice, and I nearly yelped from the contact. A powerful smell drifted through the air towards me. It surrounded Pam like a halo, and then I understood about her daytime naps. Had she been drinking this early in the day? When we were in college, Pam hadn’t even liked alcohol. She’d drink an occasional beer so that the others wouldn’t think she was uncool, but she’d never cared for it.

      “Please forgive my manners,” I said. “Jacques, this is Pam Hilton. Pam, this is my boss, Jacques Forte. I believe you two spoke on the phone earlier.”

      Jacques stretched his hand out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Hilton.”

      “Please call me Pam,” she insisted. “Why don’t we go outside and talk on the patio? It’s such a beautiful day. Goodness knows there won’t be many more this year. Winter will be here before we know it.” She turned to her son. “Max dear, will you ask Denise to bring us coffee out there?”

      “Sure.” Max started towards the kitchen then glanced at his mother worriedly. “Did you want me to join you, Mom?”

      She shook her head. “No, thank you, darling. I know that you have class. Drive safely.”

      Max opened his mouth as if to say something then shut it without a word. When he noticed me staring, he forced a smile to his lips. “It was nice to meet you both.”

      “Likewise,” Jacques said cordially.

      We followed Pam outside to the stone patio, where we seated ourselves around a blue teakwood table with matching chairs. The water from the pool glittered in the sparkling sunlight and looked inviting. It was the second week of September, and people in the area were already starting to close their pools for the upcoming season.

      Jacques must have guessed my thoughts. “Are you still using the pool?” he asked.

      “Not me,” Pam admitted. “I’ve never been much of a swimmer, but Kevin loves it. He was on the swim team in college, and he’s kept up his membership at the Country Club so that he can use their pool during winter months." Her nostrils flared. “He’s insisted that we keep ours open until the end of September and even has some of his associates coming over for a pool party tomorrow night! Can you believe it?”

      “I hope it’s heated,” I joked, hoping to lighten the mood.

      “Oh yes. Of course.” Pam shielded her eyes from the sunlight and glanced up at the second story balcony. “The only thing I like about it is the view from our—I mean, my bedroom. You can see the entire pool from there. When the sun is shining like today, it looks like a shimmering piece of heaven.”

      There was a catch in her voice, and Jacques glanced at me worriedly. He was a sympathetic realtor and listener, but it always made him uncomfortable when clients cried. I didn’t do well with it either.

      “That will make a great selling point to note in the listing.” Jacques typed something into his phone.

      An elderly woman with short salt-and-pepper hair appeared, holding a tray with a silver coffee pot, cups, and a small plate of cookies. She set the tray in front of Pam. “Will there be anything else, Pam?”

      “No, thank you, Denise.”

      Denise nodded, glanced curiously at both Jacques and me, then departed without another word.

      I waited until she was out of earshot before taking up the conversation again. “Jacques told me about your divorce. I’m so sorry. Are you and Kevin still living here together?”

      Pam poured coffee into china cups. “We’re both technically still living here, if that’s what you mean. Kevin comes home for an occasional change of clothing or a meal, but he spends most nights at his girlfriend’s place.”

      This was worse than I thought. “He’s been cheating on you?”

      She handed Jacques the cream and sugar. “Only for the past three years. Funny, isn’t it? Everyone always thought I made the perfect marriage. Well, they were wrong. As soon as I started gaining weight and wrinkles, Kevin started looking for greener pastures.” Her voice trembled. “And he found some.”

      “Oh, Pam.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      Pam sipped her coffee and stared into space. “She’s his secretary, of course. But isn’t that the way it always happens? I literally caught them in the act one night at his office. On his desk.”

      Ew. Way too much information for me.

      “He played me for a fool,” Pam sniffed. “As soon as I caught them, I asked him for a divorce. I thought Kevin would plead for a second chance, but no, it was the opportunity he was looking for. All I wanted in return was the house. Nate turns eighteen next year, so custody of the kids wasn’t an issue.”

      “It sounds like you were being fair,” Jacques remarked.

      Pam’s mouth hardened. “I thought so, but Kevin refused. He insists that we split any profit equally. And he feels that he’s being generous by doing so. After all, what have I done to contribute to his business? All I did was raise two children and keep a nice home.”

      Ouch. I tried to help her see the bright side. “Once the house sells, at least that will be enough money for you to start your life over elsewhere.”

      She stared down at the floor. “You’d think so, but the house isn’t free and clear. Kevin put a second mortgage on it a few years ago. He told me that a client was trying to sue his firm and he needed to have some money put aside.” Pam shook her head ruefully. “I was so stupid. For all I know, that was a lie, and he went and bought his trampy girlfriend a Lamborghini. I trusted him. Besides, I still have Nate to think about. Once the house sells, we’ll get a little apartment somewhere nearby until he finishes school and goes off to college.”

      “Don’t you have some money of your own put aside?” I asked.

      Pam shook her head. “Kevin pays me an allowance. I’ve never worked. He wouldn’t allow it. He said my job was to stay home and take care of the kids. I raised money for charities. I did everything a dutiful wife should. I’ve got about five thousand dollars in my bank account. That’s all.”

      What an awful situation to be put in, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be privy to it. Warning signs flashed in my head. “Pam, are you sure that Kevin won’t mind me being the listing agent? He knows we’re friends. I would understand if you had to pick someone else.”

      Jacques gave me a sharp kick under the table. Sure, I might understand, but that didn’t mean he would.

      Pam didn’t notice. “It’s fine,” she said. “I already told him that if I agreed to his terms, I wanted you to handle the sale. He didn’t seem to care as long as he can get top value for the house, and it sells within thirty days.”

      Jacques’ mouth fell open in amazement. “Thirty days? Pamela, it’s a gorgeous house and all, but nothing is a sure thing, especially in this business.”

      “I know that.” Pam bit into her lower lip. “I love this house. And I don’t want to sell it at any price. It’s the only real home I’ve ever known. We’ve had such happy times here, especially me and my sons.”

      “Is there any way that Kevin would let you buy him out?” Jacques asked.

      Pam barked out a laugh. “No way, period.”

      “How are your sons handling all of this? The divorce, and the home sale?” Max had seemed fine, but I’d only spoken to him for a minute.

      Pam dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “They’re okay. Mostly, they’re concerned for me. Max lives at the dorm, and Nate’s in his final year of high school then he’ll be off to college as well. All their father cares about are himself and Katie.”

      "Katie’s his girlfriend?” I asked softly.

      Pam snickered. “More like his tramp, you mean. Katie Whitcomb’s worked for Kevin for five years, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve been carrying on from the beginning. Did I mention that she’s only a couple of years older than Max?”

      Yikes. This was worse than I’d thought.

      To my surprise, Pam chuckled. “Kevin is afraid that the divorce might bring his firm some unwanted publicity, so I’m secretly hoping that it takes a long time for the house to sell. Let him suffer.”

      Jacques raised his eyebrows at me. I knew that Pam was not the same person anymore. She’d become bitter, angry, and appeared to have a drinking problem. The warning signs in my head flashed brighter.

      Pam seemed to realize that she’d said too much. “Enough about me. How’s your family, Cindy? I hope you did better in the marriage department than I did.”

      “You were at my wedding,” I reminded her.

      She snickered. “Yes, I know. Back then, everyone pretended to be happy. These days people don’t have to pretend anymore. Please tell me that you’re happy, not putting on a charade like I’ve done for the last twenty years.”

      “I am happy.” It was the truth. Greg was a devoted husband and father, and I honestly didn’t know what I would do without him. We loved and trusted one another. No one had a perfect marriage, but we came close. Greg would turn fifty next year, and I wasn’t far behind him. Like a fine wine, he only improved with age. But this didn’t seem the time to get into all of Greg’s good points. “I’ve been very lucky,” I simply added.

      Pam smiled and squeezed my hand. “I’m glad to hear that true love still exists.”

      Jacques cleared his throat. “I brought along a contract with me, but since the house isn’t in your name alone, Pamela, you husband will have to sign as well.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” a deep voice said.

      Jacques and I turned to see a man standing on the other side of the fence. He opened the gate and walked towards us. He was tall and dressed in a well-tailored black suit. Despite the receding hairline and a bit of softening around the middle, Kevin Hilton hadn’t changed much. His face was tan from the summer’s sun and his eyes dark as coffee beans without a hint of cream.

      He reached forward to take my hand and pressed it against his lips. “Cindy. It’s been way too long.”

      Startled by the gesture, I pulled my hand away and a sharp object pierced my finger. “Ouch!”

      Kevin grimaced and waved his pinky finger in the air. “Sorry. I’ve got to have the jeweler do something about this ring. The edge catches on everything. Your finger’s not bleeding, is it?”

      “No, it’s fine.” I stared down at the offending ring. I’d never seen anything like it before. It was a beautiful gold and onyx band surrounded by several diamonds and appeared to be vintage. “It’s nice to see you again, Kevin.”

      “You look fantastic, Cindy. You haven’t aged a bit.” Kevin narrowed his eyes at Pam and then held out his left hand to Jacques, which I noticed bore no wedding ring. “This is your associate, I presume?”

      “Jacques Forte of Forte Realty.” Jacques smiled cordially as he extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise. Thanks for coming out to look at the house.” Kevin turned to me. “As Pamela has probably already mentioned, we’d like the house listed as soon as possible. The sooner we can live separate lives, the better.”

      The look Pam gave her husband surprised me. I’d expected one of heated anger or bitterness, but the love she’d had for him on her wedding day was still there. She noticed me staring and blinked rapidly. My heart filled with pity for her. I tried to think of something to say to steer away from this awkward moment. Anything.

      I cleared my throat noisily. “Jacques, would you like to go through the house and take pictures, or shall I do it?”

      Jacques rose from the table, looking grateful for a chance to escape the drama. “I’ll take the pictures for the virtual tour, Cin. Why don’t you gather the rest of the details from Kevin and Pam.” He turned to her. “Would that be okay? This way, we can get the house up on the Multiple Listing Service today, and the sign man out here first thing tomorrow morning.”

      MLS stood for Multiple Listing Service, and it was where agents viewed and entered information about homes that were for sale.

      “Sounds good to me,” Kevin agreed. “And this is a great day to take the pictures since our housekeeper’s here today.” He chuckled. “Tomorrow, the place will be back to normal. Empty liquor bottles all over the floor and⁠—”

      Pam jumped to her feet, almost knocking the table over in the progress. “How dare you say such a thing! I’ve always kept this house clean!”

      Kevin suppressed a yawn. “Come on, Pammy. Why don’t you tell these folks the truth? You’re so drunk most days you can barely get out of bed in time for dinner.”

      Pam clenched her fists at her sides. “I won’t stay here and listen to this. You aren’t the same person I married. Haven’t you hurt me enough?” She burst into tears and hurried to the patio door. On the way, her left leg connected with one of the chaise lounges. With a scream, she stumbled and fell onto the concrete. Jacques and I both rushed over to help her up while Kevin remained motionless.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Pam blinked back tears as she brushed her slacks off. “Yes, I’m fine. I—I sprained my ankle last week, and I guess it hasn’t healed yet.”

      “Sprained ankle?” Kevin jeered. “Boy, that’s rich. Maybe it would help if you didn’t start drinking at nine in the morning.”

      A sob rose in Pam’s throat. “Cindy, if you’ll excuse me, Kevin will give you all the information you need. I have some things to do upstairs. I trust that I’ll be seeing you again soon. And Mr. Forte, it was a pleasure to meet you.” She closed the sliding door behind her without another word.

      Kevin poured himself a cup of coffee at the table and casually punched numbers into his iPhone. “Some performance, huh?” he said, without looking up.

      “Excuse me?” Jacques asked.

      Kevin rolled his eyes at the sky. “My soon-to-be ex-wife. She should have been an actress. It’s hard to believe she used to be a knockout, eh, Cindy?” He shook his head ruefully. “That’s what booze will do to you.”

      Jacques and I were speechless, but Kevin wasn’t waiting for an answer. He stretched back in the chair and put the phone to his ear. “Bruce? Yes, Kevin Hilton here. Fine, thanks. Have you heard any updates on Jill Thornton’s trial yet? Sure, I’ll hold.” He rose and walked away from the table then seemed to remember that we were still there. “Sorry, guys. I’ll only be a minute.”

      Jacques shook his head in disgust as Kevin circled the pool while talking on his phone. “That man is revolting.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Listen, Jacques, I don’t know about this.”

      Jacques placed a hand on my arm. “Cin, I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but my instincts tell me this house will sell quickly. I know it’s an uncomfortable situation, but you always have to separate your true feelings from the job. Remember, it’s only a sale.”

      I sighed heavily. Greg and I could use the money, there was no doubt about that. Still, I wasn’t sure. Seeing Pam again had not evoked the fond memories of our friendship. She was a former shell of herself and had turned to alcohol to drink her troubles away. Plus, Kevin’s treatment of her had left a bitter taste in my mouth. But Pam was counting on me, and I didn’t want to disappoint her. She’d had enough of that in her lifetime.

      “We might as well go through with it,” I said. “I can’t stand watching Kevin treat Pam like garbage, but hopefully this is the last we’ll see of him.”
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      “Mom, have you seen my history book?” Seth yelled.

      “It was on the couch last night,” I called out. “Stevie, get down here this instant. The bus is due any second!”

      It was a typical morning at my house, with the twins running late and causing their usual chaos as they tried to locate homework and clothes for the school day. Rusty and Dobby were begging at the table, and Grace was busy feeding them Cheerios while Greg tried to hide behind his newspaper.

      A horn sounded from outside, and flashing red lights reflected off of the kitchen window. “Guys!” I shouted. “The bus is here. Move it!”

      Seth rushed into the kitchen, his light brown hair sticking up at all ends, with his history book tucked safely under one arm. He grabbed his backpack from a chair and bolted out the kitchen door. “Later!” he yelled.

      Greg looked up from the paper. “Stevie! The bus isn’t going to wait forever!”

      “Rusty wants to go to school too, Daddy.” Grace giggled as the dog licked her hand, hoping for more Cheerios.

      Greg kissed the top of her head. “The school’s got enough trouble with your brothers there, pumpkin.”

      “This stupid thing won’t fit in my backpack,” Stevie grumbled as he came into the kitchen holding his backpack in one hand and a boy doll in the other. “Can’t I just dump it in the garbage?”

      “Only if you want a failing grade,” I reminded him. “Your health teacher said that you have to take care of the baby for an entire week,” I said.

      “I feel stupid,” Stevie complained.

      Greg set his coffee mug down on the table. “What’s the big deal? Your other classmates have them too, Stevie.”

      Stevie rolled his eyes in dramatic fashion. “Come on, Dad. I told you that I want to be called Steve. Stevie sounds like I’m a five-year-old dork.”

      “Dork, dork!” Grace bounced up and down in her chair.

      “You’re such a baby,” Stevie told her as he grabbed a piece of toast from the table. “A baby dork. Bye!” He ran out the door.

      Grace looked at her father. “Am I a dork, Daddy?”

      He tweaked her nose. “Nope. You’re Daddy’s princess.”

      “Sweetheart, run upstairs and brush your teeth. And get your bookbag. We have to leave for school soon.” I sat down at the table next to Greg with my second cup of coffee.

      “Okay!” Grace ran out of the room with the dogs at her heels.

      Greg pushed back a curl behind my ear and leaned over for a kiss. “Darcy texted me a little while ago.”

      “Is everything okay?” Even though Darcy had been living away from home for more than two years, I still worried about her, and knew that I probably always would. Her grades had slipped last year, and I was afraid that she might be spending too much time partying on the sunny beaches of Florida.

      “She’s fine.” Greg opened his briefcase and added a manila folder to the contents. “She wanted to know if I could send her money a little earlier this month, that’s all.”

      “What? She shouldn’t be through it already. What does that girl do with it?” We paid for her meals, incidentals, and her books, but last semester she’d asked for more money every month.

      Greg shook his head at me. “Darcy needs to get a job on campus. I thought she was going to get one last semester?”

      “She said she couldn’t find anything.” And Darcy had said the same thing the semester before. Her grades had to come first, but I wondered how truthful she’d been about the job situation. Even over the summer, she’d claimed she couldn’t find one and said she was too depressed over her breakup with Ryan. It had been wonderful to have her home and also convenient. Darcy had babysat for Grace several times without complaint.

      “Not to excuse her behavior,” I said, “but Darcy’s been different since she broke it off with Ryan.”

      Greg narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, I know. The one guy she dated that I actually liked, and then she has to send him packing. Ryan’s starting medical school next year, for crying out loud. The kid’s got a great future ahead of him. He’ll be making the big bucks someday.”

      “I don’t think she cared about the money Don’t you remember last winter when she came home? She said he was always too busy with his studies to see her. Maybe that’s the reason behind their breakup,” I said thoughtfully. “Darcy needs to learn patience and that life isn’t always going to be a bed of roses.”

      “The money should be important to her.” Greg’s mouth set in a stubborn, hard line. “It’s hard for kids to find a good job right out of college these days. There’s so much competition. I don’t want our kids to struggle like we did.”

      I placed my arms around his neck. “Oh, it wasn’t so bad.”

      Greg ran his fingers through my hair. “Yeah, right. A two-room apartment and a baby that never stopped crying. Plus, the heat didn’t work half the time.”

      “From what I recall, we made our own heat,” I teased.

      His eyes twinkled at me. “We still do a pretty good job.”

      I forgot about Darcy, Pam, and everything else when Greg kissed me. For over twenty years my husband had been my rock, and he’d never let me down. And unlike Pam and Kevin’s situation, I knew that he never would.

      Greg released me when Grace ran into the kitchen with her pink Barbie backpack. “I’ll transfer the money to her account as soon as I get to the office.” He picked Grace up in his strong arms and tickled her. “They grow up too fast.”

      “You’re telling me.” I watched them with a smile, thinking back to the day I’d found out that I was expecting Grace. She’d been a surprise pregnancy when I was forty-four, and at the time I’d had no idea of how we would raise another child at this stage of our lives. But when I’d seen her face for the first time, the surprise and worry had turned into the blessed gift of a lifetime.

      Greg bussed her cheek and then leaned over to give me another kiss. “Good-bye, beautiful ladies. Have a good day.”

      “Bye, Daddy!” Grace waved happily at him as he shut the kitchen door. Five minutes later I was fastening Grace into her booster car seat when my cell buzzed. I pulled the phone out of my pants pocket and studied the screen. The number was local but unfamiliar, and I was about to let it go to voicemail when I remembered the message might be related to Pam’s house. The listing had gone live last night, so the house and me were both on the market, so to speak. I pressed Accept Call. “Cindy York.”

      “Why hello, Cindy York,” A squeaky, feminine voice shrilled in my ear. “Guess who this is?”

      My lips pursed together in distaste. I didn’t have to guess. That particular voice would stay locked in my memory forever. “Hello, Trish. What can I do for you?”

      Tricia Hudson was the proverbial thorn in my real estate career. Like Jacques and Tony Romano, she was one of the top realtors in Upstate New York. She had also opened her own brokerage firm in the past year, Hudson Prime Properties. What rotten luck that she’d be the first agent to call about seeing Pam’s house.

      “I hear that congratulations are in order. Welcome home. After all, we’re one big happy family, regardless of who we work for, right?”

      She was piling it on a bit thick, even for her. Trish had never liked me, and the feeling was mutual. She was as phony as the pretend Rolex she wore and further aggravated me when she added, “Maybe this time you’ll actually sell something, huh?”

      My stomach twisted. Who did she think she was kidding? “Trish, I’m a little busy at the moment. Is there a point to this call?”

      “Of course.” Her voice turned sweeter than buttercream frosting. “I have a client who wants to see your listing at 24 Brook Manor tonight,” she said gleefully.

      I rolled my eyes. “Trish, this isn’t the stone age anymore. You can set up your own showing on Forte Realty’s website, remember.”

      Once upon a time, Trish had mown me over like an unwelcome bunch of weeds on her meticulous lawn. After a few years in the business, I’d discovered the hard way that I wasn’t going to get anywhere without a backbone. I’d also learned that the older I got, the freer I became with my speech.

      “Well, really. I’m not an idiot,” she spat into the phone. “It happens that I have another commitment and can’t show the house to them. I figured that you wouldn’t mind doing so.”

      If it were any other real estate agent, I would have said yes. “Perhaps you need to get your priorities straight, Trish.”

      She huffed into the phone. “My priorities are straight, Cindy dear. I’m having a root canal late this afternoon, and I probably won’t be in any condition to talk. The Meyers are from out of town, and this is their only chance to see the place. They are very interested in the home.”

      As her voice shrilled through the phone, I thought it was a shame that Trish wasn’t having a laryngectomy. “What time?”

      “Five o’clock,” she said.

      My brain clicked with a reminder. “Wait a second. Mr. Hilton is having a party for some of his coworkers tonight. They’ll be using the pool, so I don’t think it will be possible.”

      “The Meyers are especially interested in seeing the pool.” Tricia rambled on, as if she hadn’t heard me. Their son and daughter are both on the swim team at school and⁠—”

      I gritted my teeth in annoyance. “Trish, perhaps you didn’t hear me. We’ll have to schedule it for another day. Or maybe earlier this afternoon?” Shoot. That wouldn’t work either. I’d need a babysitter for Grace if it were after one o’clock. The twins couldn’t be trusted to watch her. They couldn’t be trusted to watch themselves.

      “There’s no other day available,” Tricia insisted. “You’ll simply have to figure out something.”

      “What do you want me to do? Wave a magic wand? I can’t ask the owner to cancel his own party.”

      “Mommy!” Grace was wriggling impatiently in her seat. “I wanna go to school!”

      I fastened my seat belt, switched the call to my hands free, and backed out of the driveway. “We’re going, baby, don’t worry. Look, Trish, I’ll call the Hiltons and see if it’s doable, but that’s all I can promise.”

      “Well, you’d better make sure it’s doable. The Meyers did not come all this way to⁠—"

      Annoyed, I clicked off while she was still chatting away in my ear. Yes, I’d missed real estate and the joy that went along with finding a client the perfect home, but agents like Trish brought back unpleasant memories for me. One time she’d been first in line to accuse me of murdering a coworker. That was when I had begun to toughen up. Life was too short to be used as a doormat.

      Once Grace was settled in her room and I’d received my kiss good-bye, I returned to the car and dialed Pam’s number. She picked up on the third ring, sounding groggy and disoriented. “Lo?”

      “Pam? It’s Cindy. Did I wake you?”

      A crash similar to broken glass sounded in the background. “Pam? Hello? Are you okay?”

      “Bottle fell,” Pam murmured. “What day is it? Never mind, I remember. It’s Sunday. I think.”

      “Wednesday,” I corrected.

      Her laugh was bitter and hollow. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been told to stay in my room. Isn’t that nice? Kevin’s treating me like a prisoner in my own home.”

      It wasn’t even ten o’clock in the morning and Pam sounded like she’d been on an all-night drinking binge. “The reason I’m calling is to tell you that there are some people who’d like to see the house at five o’clock tonight. I’m sorry for the short notice, but today is the only day that they can make it.”

      To my surprise, Pam started to laugh. “Why are you asking me? My opinion no longer matters. Check with his royal highness and don’t forget to tell the new owners that I come with the house, okay?”

      Yikes. This showing was shaping up to be a disaster. If the potential buyers caught sight of Pam in her current state, they might run for the hills. “Would you like me to come over? My daughter is in preschool, and we could have a nice visit for a few hours and have drink some coffee.” Lots of black coffee to help sober her up.

      “No,” she sighed. “I’m all right. I just need a nap.”

      “Is Kevin home? I want to make sure the showing doesn’t interfere with his party. Unless you’d prefer to tell him.”

      Pam began to cough—a sharp, hacking noise that sounded like nails on a chalkboard.  “He isn’t here. Try his cell phone. He never goes anywhere without it.” She laughed in between coughing fits. “When he dies, which will hopefully be soon, they’ll bury it with him.”

      A chill ran down my spine. “Pam? Are you sure that you’re okay?”

      Pam mumbled something that I couldn’t decipher, and then I heard a sharp click.

      “Pam? Hello?” I was already talking to dead air, so I started the engine and drove home. As soon as I unlocked the door, I went through my notes and punched Kevin’s cell number into my phone.

      He picked up instantly, his voice as crisp and cool as an autumn day in New York. “Kevin Hilton.”

      “Hi, Kevin, it’s Cindy York.” I took a deep breath and decided to start with the good news. “We have our first showing scheduled.”

      “Excellent,” he exclaimed. “This was sooner than I’d hoped for.”

      Now for the bad news. “Yes, there’s many agents that scour the new listings on the MLS daily. As soon as they see one that fits their clients’ criteria, they call. Unfortunately, the couple would like to see it at five o’clock this afternoon. Pam mentioned yesterday that you were having a small get-together tonight, and I’m worried it will interfere.”

      “Nonsense. That time will be fine. The party doesn’t start until seven. Pam will stay upstairs in her room. It’s best that she’s not around.” Kevin paused. “Actually, it’s probably best if she’s not there at all. Maybe Denise can take her shopping. I’ll make sure I’m the only one home when you arrive.”

      Oh boy. “I know this is inconvenient, but it would be better if no one is at the house during the showing. This way the buyers won’t feel inhibited or rushed.”

      Kevin was silent for several seconds. “Oh, gotcha. All right, I’ll take a ride over to—” He stopped in mid-sentence. “Never mind. I’ll walk around the block if necessary. If you can try to get them out of there by five thirty it would be much appreciated.”

      Jeez, did he want to sell this house or not? “I’ll do my best, but like I said, I don’t want to rush them⁠—”

      Once again, the line went dead. Jeez, what was with this family? Grace had more patience than the Hiltons did.

      A piteous whining noise sounded from behind me. Rusty was standing in the doorway of the pantry with a box of Mallomars in his mouth.

      I took the box from him and stroked his head. “What a
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