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			To Warren,
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			Chapter One

			It’s my fault.

			I’m the one who first brought up the idea, who championed it, who set the ball rolling, and who ultimately insisted on hiring her. My father was adamantly opposed to the idea, my mother ambivalent at best, my sister as indifferent as always. Only my husband, Harrison, thought it was a good idea, and only because he hoped it would take some of the strain off me.

			“You do too much,” he was always saying. Followed by “There are things you can control and things you can’t. You can’t be all things to all people. Concentrate on our family. Let the rest go.”

			He was right, of course. Except it wasn’t that easy to just let the rest go. And try as I might, I couldn’t help hearing the unstated corollary: If only you’d put half the effort and energy into our house…our children…our marriage, as you do into your parents…your sister…your career…

			Forget that it was precisely that career that not only covered our mortgage, but paid all the bills, thus allowing him the luxury of working full-time, and without any noticeable remuneration, on his latest novel.

			I say “latest,” although it’s been almost a decade since his first novel was published. To great acclaim, I might add. But still…If I sold only one house every ten years, I think I might be tempted to try my hand at something else.

			To this, Harrison would undoubtedly point out that writing is more a calling than a career, rather like the priesthood, and nothing at all like selling real estate in an overheated, overpriced market. This would likely be followed by “It’s not easy to create anything of value with two young children underfoot.”

			This last argument might hold more merit were it not for the fact that our son, Samuel, who is eight, is in school most of the day, and our daughter, Daphne, age three, is in daycare. True, Harrison is sometimes tasked with putting them to bed when I have an evening showing, or entertaining them when I have weekend appointments. Selling real estate isn’t exactly a nine-to-five profession. Rather like writing, I’m tempted to say.

			But, of course, I don’t, because it would likely lead to a confrontation. And I hate confrontations.

			“The male ego is a fragile thing,” my mother once told me. And she would know. She was married to my father—never the easiest of men—for almost fifty years.

			Not that my mother was any shrinking violet. She gave as good as she got, and their loud fights were legendary in their upscale neighborhood of Rosedale. Some of my earliest memories consist of lying in bed with my hands pressed tightly against my ears, in a vain effort to block out the angry accusations and furious denials flying up the stairs, threatening to burst through the door to the room I shared with my sister, who lay sleeping in the twin bed next to mine, as oblivious as always. Even now, when I can’t sleep, I hear their raised voices piercing the stillness of the night to shout in my ear.

			A therapist would no doubt explain that this would account for my aversion to confrontations. And the therapist would probably be right.

			If only the rest of what happened were so easy to explain.

			Of course, my mother’s voice had all but disappeared in recent years, lost to the unrelenting ravages of Parkinson’s disease. In response, my father, having lost his favorite sparring partner, had little choice but to mellow accordingly.

			Oh, he could still be difficult—the male ego is a fragile thing, after all—but he could also be solicitous and even tender on occasion. Eight years ago, he resigned his position as head of the real estate company he founded—yes, the same company for which I work—to devote himself full-time to my mother’s care.

			A noble idea, to be sure.

			But the man was in his late seventies, and while he remained healthy and enviably spry—not to mention still rakishly handsome—he was no longer a young man. And caring for a woman with advanced Parkinson’s is no easy chore at any age.

			Which is why I suggested hiring a live-in housekeeper.

			An idea that was promptly, and soundly, rejected. (“We’re quite capable of managing on our own, thank you very much!” he bellowed.)

			I tried enlisting my sister’s help. Tracy, four years my senior, had always been my parents’ favorite, a blond, blue-eyed goddess, standing six feet tall and weighing all of one hundred and twenty-five pounds. (For the record, my hair and eyes are matching shades of light brown, my height is a less impressive five feet, seven inches, and the last time I weighed a hundred and twenty-five pounds, I was twenty-one years old, some twenty years ago.)

			For as long as I can remember, one of the first things out of my father’s mouth whenever I visited was always “Have you put on a little weight?” (Again, for the record, my weight is fine. In fact, I’m considered slim by all my friends.)

			At any rate, Tracy declined to get involved, which could be another reason that she’d always been my parents’ favorite, despite the fact she rarely visited, and then only when she was short of cash.

			So, the idea of hiring live-in help was relegated to the proverbial back burner.

			Until the day my mother fell out of bed and my father was unable to lift her back up on his own. He tried phoning me but I was at a showing and had my phone turned off; Harrison was too preoccupied staring at the blank screen of his computer to pick up, and Tracy hovered over her caller ID for maybe half a second before deciding not to answer and returning her cellphone to her pocket. The result was that my mother lay on the cold hardwood floor for the better part of two hours, my father reluctant to summon an ambulance—“We’re quite capable of managing on our own! We don’t need strangers marching through our house, passing judgment on our belongings!”—before I finally checked my messages and rushed over.

			Which is when I put my foot down and insisted that my dad hire a housekeeper. They quite clearly could no longer “manage on their own.” And the cleaning lady they employed once a week—actually a succession of cleaning ladies, as no one was ever good enough to satisfy my dad for more than a few months—would no longer suffice. They needed someone who lived in, I argued, someone to assist in my mother’s care, as well as cook and keep the house clean. Money wasn’t an issue. God knows they had more than enough. It was a matter of their well-being.

			Reluctantly, my father gave in, and allowed me to start interviewing candidates. He gave strict instructions: her references had to be impeccable, and while she had to be strong enough to assist in getting my mother in and out of bed, she also had to be slim and attractive. If he had to endure the presence of an outsider living in his house, he insisted, then the least she could be was pleasant to look at.

			Enter Elyse Woodley.

			A young-looking sixty-two years old, tall, slender but with noticeably muscular upper arms, short blond hair, and an engaging smile that emphasized her equally engaging manner, she seemed almost too good to be true.

			And what is it they say about things that seem too good to be true?

			So maybe I should have been more suspicious. Or at least paid closer attention. Tracy claims the signs were there from the start, although she never voiced any such concerns at the time. She says that what happened had all the elements of a good mystery novel: the creaky old house, the aging invalid and the duplicitous housekeeper assigned to her care, the subtle clues, the red herrings, the dead body at the foot of the stairs.

			But I’m getting ahead of myself. The dead body comes later.

			And if there’s any mystery as to what transpired, it’s how I let it happen.

			In the end, I have only myself to blame.

			I’m the one who let her in.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“What do you know about Parkinson’s disease?”

			It was always the first question I asked. I wanted to make sure that whoever I hired knew exactly what they were signing up for.

			Elyse Woodley sat across from me in one of two matching ivory-colored tub chairs facing the lime-green velvet sofa in our rarely used living room to the left of the front door. She was wearing a yellow, short-sleeved blouse, navy cotton pants, and open-toed sandals. Small gold-and-pearl earrings peeked out from under the neat waves of her chin-length blond hair, the earrings and a plain gold watch the only jewelry she wore. I noticed the lack of a wedding ring and was grateful. One less complication, I remember thinking.

			I’d chosen the living room to conduct my interviews, not because it was the most formal of the downstairs rooms but because it was the least cluttered. All the other rooms—the small dining room with its perpetually smudged glass tabletop, the modern open-concept kitchen with its large granite-topped center island, the adjoining family room overlooking a vertical sliver of backyard—were overrun with my children’s toys. It was hard to take a step without tripping over a Super Mario figurine or stray piece of Lego. (And don’t get me started on the stubborn and seemingly indestructible globs of Play-Doh that clung to virtually every surface.)

			“I know that it’s a disorder of the nervous system that primarily affects bodily movement,” she replied. “That it gets progressively worse. And that there is no cure,” she added softly.

			I had to bite my tongue to keep from yelling “You’re hired!” right then and there. Most of the women I’d interviewed up to that point—six in total—had simply shaken their heads and uttered variations of “Not much.”

			“Do you think you could handle looking after someone in its late stages?”

			“I think so. My mother suffered from MS for years, and my last employer had cancer and was pretty much bedridden during the final year of his life, so I have a lot of experience dealing with degenerative diseases.” She produced a sympathetic smile. Dimples, like large commas, appeared at the sides of her mouth. “Plus, I’m a lot tougher than I look.”

			I explained my mother’s situation in greater, excruciating detail: that she’d been diagnosed approximately ten years earlier, her symptoms following along the normal, prescribed path, starting innocuously enough with the trembling of her baby fingers—what the doctors called “resting tremors”—followed by slowed movement and increasing muscle weakness leading to rigidity, and a change in her once-perfect posture that ultimately resulted in a frozen gait.

			My mother had been a dancer all her life, and now it seemed as if her feet were glued to the ground. She lunged instead of walked. What’s more, her handwriting had shrunk until it became so small as to be illegible, due to changes in those parts of the brain that affect motor skills, and made it difficult, if not impossible, to control the movement of her fingers and hands.

			She had difficulty sleeping, perspired excessively, and suffered from frequent bouts of constipation. “It’s a lot to deal with,” I was forced to admit, reluctant to leave anything out and risk her quitting when the extent of my mother’s illness became too obvious to ignore, “even though my father will insist on being her primary caregiver. So the job would probably involve more housekeeping and cooking,” I said hopefully, “and being around in case…”

			“…they need me,” Elyse said, finishing the sentence for me. “You might want to breathe,” she advised, dark eyes widening as the dimples returned to tease the sides of her lips.

			I realized I’d been holding my breath, and I laughed, although the sound that emerged was more of someone gasping for air. I pictured an old tree, gnarled and twisted in on itself, and wondered if that’s how she saw me. “Do you have any questions?” I asked, bracing myself for queries about salary and vacations, the first questions out of the mouths of all six previous applicants.

			“When would you like me to start?” she asked instead, then quickly, “Oh, my goodness. How presumptuous of me! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to assume. My son warns me about that all the time. He says I make assumptions…”

			“You have a son?”

			“Yes. Andrew. He’s about your age. Lives in California. Los Angeles. That’s where I’m from originally.”

			“How long have you lived in Toronto? If you don’t mind my asking…” I added, having read somewhere that would-be employers aren’t permitted to ask too many personal questions of prospective employees, although I wasn’t sure if that applied to this type of position. It seemed to me that if you were inviting someone to live in your home, you should be entitled to know at least some basic things about them.

			“I don’t mind at all,” she answered easily. “I came here nine years ago, soon after my mother died. I needed a holiday, so I bought a ticket on one of those train trips across Canada, and just fell in love with both the country and its people. One man in particular, if I’m being honest.” She raised a hand to her face to hide her blush. “I met this lovely man soon after arriving in Toronto, and three months later, we were married. Everything was perfect. Until it wasn’t.” She sighed, one of those giant exhales that involve one’s whole body. “We were watching TV one night—it’ll be four years this September—and Charlie said he was feeling a little dizzy, and next thing I knew…he was dead. A brain aneurysm, the doctors said.” She paused, her gaze following her words into the past, lingering. “So I was widowed a second time. My first husband, Andrew’s father,” she continued, unprompted, “he died as well. Massive heart attack when he was barely older than Andrew is now.”

			“I’m so sorry,” I began, not sure what else to say. What I was thinking was that, in some perverse way, they were lucky. Brain aneurysms and massive heart attacks seemed a preferable way to die than the slow, merciless progression of Parkinson’s disease.

			“Yes, well. Not much one can do except go on. We’d been living in an apartment near St. Clair and Yonge when Charlie died, and I started helping one of my elderly neighbors with her grocery shopping. Soon I was bringing over homemade cookies—I love to bake—and eventually her family hired me to prepare meals, look after the apartment, and keep her company. My son, of course, was horrified that his mother would stoop to doing such menial work. He’s a bit of a snob that way. But the truth is that I enjoy looking after people. I’m used to it. And I’m good at it. Besides, I didn’t want to move back to L.A. and be a burden to Andrew. He has his own life to live.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “To be completely honest…I’m not overly fond of his wife.”

			I suppressed a smile. “Do you have grandchildren?”

			“No.” She shook her head. An obvious sore point.

			As if on cue, the house erupted with the sound of loud squabbling from upstairs—“Mom, Daphne’s taking my things!” “Mommy, Sam’s being mean!”

			“Daphne,” I called back, “stop taking Sam’s things. Sam, stop being mean to your sister.”

			“She won’t give me back my Nintendo Switch!”

			“He said I could play with it.”

			“No, I didn’t! Give it back.”

			“Mommy, he’s being mean!”

			“What’s a Nintendo Switch?” Elyse asked.

			“Jodi, for God’s sake,” a male voice interrupted, his words hurtling down the stairs. “Can you do something, please? I’m trying to work.”

			“My husband,” I explained to Elyse. “He’s a writer.”

			“How lovely. Would I be familiar with any of his work?”

			I shrugged. “Possibly. He wrote a book called Comes the Dreamer.”

			“I don’t think I know it.”

			“Well, it was a while back.”

			“Mom!” Sam cried.

			“Mommy!” Daphne echoed.

			“Jodi!”

			“Okay, kids, that’s enough. Get down here. Now.” Within seconds, my children scrambled down the stairs and into view, Sam a skinny flagpole of a boy, Daphne a pudgy little bundle of energy, both with my somewhat unruly brown hair and their father’s inquisitive blue eyes.

			“Who are you?” Sam asked Elyse, eyeing her suspiciously.

			“This is Mrs. Woodley,” I said.

			“Elyse, please,” she corrected. “What beautiful children. Such a handsome young man,” she said to Sam. “And you,” she said, turning her attention to Daphne. “You’re just a little cupcake of cuteness, aren’t you?”

			Both children beamed.

			“When I grow up, I’m going to live in New York,” Sam announced, something he’d never mentioned before.

			“When I grow up,” Daphne followed, “I’m going to live in New York. I’m going to work in a crayon factory,” she added for good measure.

			I wasn’t sure whether to be amused or appalled. A crayon factory? I thought.

			“What a lovely idea,” Elyse said. “Then you could make your own crayons and color all day long.”

			Daphne nodded enthusiastically.

			“I’m hungry,” Sam said.

			Elyse promptly rose to her feet. For a second, I thought she was about to go into the kitchen and start preparing dinner. Instead she reached into her purse and brought out a lavender piece of paper. “My references,” she said, handing the paper over to me. “Why don’t you check them out and get back to me once you’ve finished your interviews. And, of course, if you have any further questions, feel free to call me anytime.”

			“But we haven’t even discussed salary or vacations,” I began, reluctant to let her leave.

			“I’m sure that what you have in mind will be more than fair,” she said, holding out her hand toward Sam. “So nice meeting you, Sam,” she said as he latched onto her fingers. “And you, Daphne. I hope to see you both again very soon. And I’m going to go right out and buy your husband’s book,” she said as we reached the front door.

			I watched her disappear down the tree-lined street, fighting the urge to run after her and tackle her into the nearest clump of spring flowers, tell her that the job was hers, that there was no need to check her references or interview anyone else, and that we would gladly pay her anything she asked, give her as many holidays as she desired.

			There had to be a catch, I remember thinking. Nobody was that perfect. But the unpleasant thought was quickly drowned out by my children’s voices.

			“I’m hungry,” Sam wailed behind me.

			“I’m a cupcake of cuteness,” his sister said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“What do you mean, you hired her?” my sister demanded. “Without consulting me? Without my even meeting her?”

			“I asked you to be present,” I reminded her.

			“And I told you, I had an exercise class that afternoon.”

			“You have an exercise class every afternoon,” I pointed out, noting the black leggings and cropped white T-shirt bearing the Goodlife logo that she was wearing. Discomfort fluttered through my chest like a trapped butterfly. The last thing I wanted was an argument. I’d been feeling more optimistic, less stressed, than I had in weeks, and I’d invited Tracy for dinner—salmon, one of the few things she ate—to celebrate our good fortune in having secured Elyse’s services.

			Tracy tucked her long blond hair, blow-dried ramrod straight, behind one ear, then shook her head, so that her hair returned to the exact spot it had been initially. She adjusted the silver Tiffany heart around her neck and lifted one shapely leg to rest her bare foot on the purple suede of the sectional sofa in our family room. “Oh, God. What is this?” she asked, surgically straightened nose and Juvéderm-filled lips crinkling with disdain as she extricated a small mass of hot pink Play-Doh from her heel.

			“Sorry.” I peeled the offending blob from her fingers and pushed myself off the sofa, walking the several steps into our kitchen and throwing the offending Play-Doh into the garbage bin under the sink.

			“Could you get me a glass of water while you’re there?” Tracy asked. “Ew,” she said when I handed it to her. “It’s not very cold. You don’t have any bottled water in the fridge?”

			“Sorry.” Two apologies in less than one minute, I thought. Possibly a new record.

			She deposited the glass on the end table beside her without taking a sip. “So, tell me all about this Elyse Woodley.”

			“She’s perfect,” I said, reclaiming my seat on the other side of the sectional. Immediately, I felt a small plastic superhero dig into my side. “Patient, kind, lots of experience with the elderly and people with medical problems…”

			“You checked her references?”

			“Of course. They couldn’t have been more glowing.” I’d spoken to both the daughter of Elyse’s erstwhile neighbor and the son of the man who’d died from cancer, and both had been nothing short of rapturous in their praise. “Trust me. I interviewed a lot of women. She was far and away the best.”

			“So, how much is Wonder Woman costing us?” Tracy asked.

			“Dad’s paying for everything,” I reminded her.

			“Out of our inheritance.”

			“Tracy, for God’s sake!”

			“Oh, don’t be such a goody-goody. It’s true.”

			I had no desire to debate the issue, so I said nothing.

			Tracy shrugged. “You haven’t told me what Dad thinks of her.”

			My turn to shrug. “He hasn’t met her yet.”

			“You hired her without Dad’s approval? Are you kidding me?”

			“The offer is obviously conditional on both sides liking what they see. I’m meeting her at Mom and Dad’s tomorrow. One o’clock. You’re more than welcome to join us.”

			“Why do you always pick a time when I have something else on?” Tracy asked. “You could check with me first, you know.”

			“Maybe you could reschedule,” I suggested, ignoring the challenge in her voice.

			“Maybe.”

			“You haven’t visited them in a while,” I ventured, issuing an implied challenge of my own. “I’m sure Mom would be thrilled…”

			“You know I have a hard time seeing her this way.”

			“It’s not easy for anybody.”

			“You don’t understand. You’re better with these things than I am. I’m too sensitive…”

			“This isn’t about you,” I said, recognizing the futility of my words even as I spoke them. Everything was about Tracy. Oddly enough, it was part of her charm.

			Another shrug. Another “Maybe.”

			Once more I rose from my seat and headed for the kitchen, ostensibly to check on the salmon and vegetables I had marinating in the fridge, although there was no need to do so. But there was only so much I could take of my sister’s self-absorption without wanting to hurl something at her head, and the plastic superhero digging into my side was a little too convenient for comfort.

			“So, where is everyone?” Tracy asked, looking around, as if noticing for the first time that neither my husband nor my children were anywhere in sight. Which was likely the case. “It’s so quiet.”

			“Harrison is picking Daphne up at daycare. He took Sam with him.”

			“He’s a good dad,” she remarked.

			“Yes, he is.”

			“He does a lot with them.”

			“He’s their father,” I reminded her.

			“Still, not all fathers are so involved,” she said, perhaps thinking of our own father. “You’re lucky.”

			“Yes, I am.”

			“Harrison’s lucky, too. You’re a really good mom,” she added, catching me off guard. I was unused to compliments from my sister. From anyone in my family. We weren’t exactly a family given to expressing our more positive feelings, although we seemed to have no trouble highlighting the negative. I couldn’t remember the last time any one of us had said, “I love you.” Had we ever? I wondered. Was that the reason I made sure to tell my children every day how much I adored them, to make sure they never doubted their worth?

			“I like to think I’m a good mom,” I said, feeling guilty about my earlier unkind thoughts where Tracy was concerned. “I try.”

			“Will Harrison be teaching that creative writing course again this summer?”

			“Yes. He’s looking forward to it.”

			“Maybe I should sign up for it.”

			“What?”

			“Well, I’ve had an interesting life, and I have a good imagination. How hard can it be to write a novel?”

			There’s a little thing called discipline, I thought, but decided not to say. “I don’t think it’s as easy as you think,” I said instead.

			“You just don’t think I can do it.”

			“Not so,” I protested. “I think you’d be great at whatever you set your mind to.” It was true. The problem was that Tracy never set her mind to anything, at least not for any length of time. She was what Harrison called “a dabbler.” In the last few years alone, she’d spent a small fortune of our parents’ money on training to be a Pilates instructor, a yoga instructor, a teacher of modern dance, an instructor at the Arthur Murray dance studios, a bartender, a runway model, and a nutritionist, only to abandon each course before the first semester was complete. There’d also been lessons in bridge, tennis, and golf, none of which she subsequently pursued.

			The same was true with the men in her life, a largely appalling cross-section of suitors who usually disappeared after one or two dates.

			“I wish I could be more like you,” she was saying, another unexpected compliment that underlined my lack of generosity. “But this whole regular job, marriage-and-kids thing isn’t for me. You’re so good at it. I’m just too creative, too much of a free spirit.”

			Now, this was the kind of backhanded compliment I was used to, the kind I’d grown up with. My father was a master at it. I smiled. I couldn’t fault my sister for learning from the best.

			The front door suddenly opened and Sam and Daphne burst through.

			“So much for quiet,” Tracy said as Harrison closed the door behind him and Sam and Daphne raced down the hall toward us.

			“Look who’s here,” I said as they flew into my arms. “Say hi to Auntie Tracy.”

			“Hi, Auntie Tracy,” Sam obliged.

			“Hi, Auntie Tracy,” echoed Daphne.

			“Hi, Auntie Tracy,” Harrison said, leaning against the wall.

			“How was school today?” I asked my son.

			“Good,” he replied.

			“And daycare?” I asked my daughter.

			“There was a slight problem,” Harrison said.

			“I don’t want to go back there anymore,” Daphne said.

			“What happened, cupcake?” I’d taken to calling her that ever since Elyse’s interview.

			“There’s this boy. Joshua. He calls me names.”

			“What kind of names does he call you?” By the look of consternation on her face, I doubted that “cupcake” was one of them.

			Daphne straightened her shoulders and puffed out her cheeks. “He calls me a fucker and a sucker,” she announced.

			I looked at Tracy; she looked at me. We both burst into great whoops of laughter.

			“Very nice, ladies,” Harrison admonished. “Very grown up.”

			“Will you come with me to daycare tomorrow and tell him not to call me a fucker and a sucker anymore?” Daphne asked, clearly emboldened by our reaction.

			“I think you can handle that all by yourself,” I told her when I could find my voice.

			“Just tell him to go fuck himself,” Tracy said.

			“Okay, kids,” Harrison said quickly. “Why don’t you go upstairs and watch TV in Mommy and Daddy’s room until dinner is ready.”

			“Yay!” they both shouted, disappearing up the stairs.

			“Really?” Harrison asked Tracy. “ ‘Tell him to go fuck himself’?”

			Tracy shrugged. “Come join us.” She patted the cushion beside her. “You might want to take the stick out of your ass before you sit down.”

			I had to bite down on my lower lip to stifle a budding but untimely smile. Too late. Harrison had seen it and I could tell that he was annoyed.

			“I think I’ll try to get some work in before dinner,” he said. “Maybe you could talk to the supervisor at daycare tomorrow, get this straightened out.”

			We watched him climb the stairs until he was out of sight. “Didn’t he used to be a lot more fun?” Tracy asked.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The large, three-level house at 223 Scarth Road had been built in 1932 and, from the outside, looked every one of its years. If I were describing it to prospective buyers, I’d advise them to try to look past the dark redbrick exterior and thick, old-fashioned windows that made the place look, in a word—my son’s word, actually—“spooky.” I’d assure them that the inside of the house was a different story altogether.

			And, for the most part, it was.

			My parents had remodeled the interior several times since purchasing the house almost half a century ago, installing copper plumbing and wiring, stripping the walls of their heavy brocade wallpaper in favor of a crisp white paint job throughout, repeatedly updating the kitchen and bathrooms to keep up with the latest trends, enlarging the closets, and even creating a home theater and fully equipped exercise room on the lower level, a level that opened onto a fully landscaped back garden with a large, free-form swimming pool.

			Yet, despite all the updates, the house has retained a curiously old-fashioned feel. Maybe it’s because of the enormous staircase with its ornate mahogany banister that sits in the middle of the huge center hall; maybe it’s the wide wooden ceiling beams and dark wainscoting of the cavernous living and dining rooms; maybe it’s the fact that there are just so many separate rooms, in contrast to the more open-concept layouts favored by today’s home buyers.

			Interestingly, despite its more than five thousand square feet, the house is one of the smaller homes on the street and, despite its slowly crumbling, “spooky” façade, would likely sell for a not-so-small fortune in this most desirous of locations within days of being listed.

			Except that my father had no interest in selling.

			I tried for years to persuade my parents to move to a condo, especially after my mother’s diagnosis. Or even a small bungalow, I suggested. Something without stairs. Something easier to manage. My father wouldn’t hear of it. This was their home, he insisted. They weren’t going anywhere.

			Now, of course, it was no longer an option. My mother would likely not survive a move.

			My father’s one concession was to install a small elevator to the right of the staircase. Initially, it saw a lot of action, but the last year had seen its usage sharply decline, my mother too crippled to venture out, too weak to sit in the garden for any length of time, too proud to enjoy being pushed through the streets of Rosedale in the wheelchair she despised.

			I saw Tracy sitting behind the wheel of her sporty red Audi at the end of the street as soon as I turned the corner onto Scarth Road. I pulled my decidedly un-sporty white SUV into our parents’ driveway and exited the car, walking down the street to where my sister was parked. “What are you doing all the way down here?” I asked, leaning toward her open window.

			“You weren’t here yet, and I didn’t want to get trapped in the driveway, in case I want to leave early,” she explained, swinging long, bare legs out of the car. She was wearing a short pale pink sundress and matching flats, her long hair pulled into a low ponytail.

			“You look nice,” I told her, hoping she might offer up something in return, but whatever she thought of the beige skirt and flower-print blouse I was wearing, she kept to herself. “Why didn’t you go inside?”

			She rolled her eyes, as if this was answer enough. “So, where’s Mary Poppins?”

			I checked my watch. “She should be here any minute.”

			“Not a good sign, if she’s late.”

			“She still has ten minutes.”

			Another roll of her eyes as Tracy reached inside her purse for her mirrored pink sunglasses.

			“Those are cute,” I said as she pushed them over the bridge of her nose. “New?”

			“Tom Ford. They cost a fortune.”

			I wouldn’t expect anything less, I thought, but didn’t say. “I guess we should probably head in,” I said instead.

			“Do we have to?” she whined.

			“Well, we can’t very well stand in the middle of the sidewalk until Elyse gets here.”

			“Why can’t we?”

			“Because,” I started, then stopped, deciding there was no point in trying to come up with a suitable response. Instead, I turned and started walking back toward the house, leaving Tracy no choice but to follow me.

			“Wait.”

			“What?”

			“What if Dad hates her?”

			“Then we’ll find somebody else.”

			“You’ll find somebody else,” Tracy corrected. “I’m not going through this again.”

			Just what exactly have you gone through? I asked silently, another thought I kept to myself.

			Tracy followed me down the street and up the concrete path to my parents’ front porch. “Wait,” she said again, stopping on the bottom of three stairs. “I need a minute.”

			I was losing patience, about to say something I would probably regret, when the door opened.

			Elyse Woodley stood, smiling, on the other side. She was wearing white pants and a lilac-colored T-shirt, the outfit highlighting her slim figure and well-toned arms. “Well, hello there, you two,” she said, her smile stretching toward her ears. “We were wondering what you were doing out here. Come in. Come in.”

			Come in, come in, said the spider to the fly, I think now.

			At the time, of course, I was thinking no such thing.

			And by the time it occurred to me, it was too late.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“You’re late,” my father said, entering the large center hall from the back of the house as Tracy closed the front door. He was dressed in black cotton pants and a blue golf shirt, his ample gray hair freshly washed and neatly combed off his forehead.

			“Actually, they’re right on time,” Elyse said, her voice so warm and welcoming that it would have been hard for anyone, even my father, to take offense. “I was early,” she confided. “I took the bus and I wasn’t sure how long that would take, so I gave myself more than enough time. You must be Tracy.”

			“That I am,” my sister acknowledged. “Nice to meet you. Jodi has been singing your praises.”

			“And your father has been singing yours. He’s very proud. Of both of you,” Elyse added quickly.

			“Is that so?” Tracy raised one beautifully sculpted eyebrow. “How are you doing, Daddy?”

			“Very well, thank you,” he told her. “Is that a new dress?”

			“Victoria Beckham,” she said, naming the former Spice Girl who had become one of the world’s top fashion designers, and doing a little twirl in place.

			I didn’t even want to think how much that dress had cost, although how Tracy spent her money was her business, not mine, I reminded myself. I had no right to be judgmental.

			Except, of course, it wasn’t her money. My father covered all her credit card purchases and living expenses. And while I tried not to let that upset me, regularly telling myself that I was in the fortunate position of not having to ask him for money, it still rankled. “Hi, Dad,” I said. “You’re looking quite dapper.” Once again, a return compliment failed to materialize. “How’s Mom today?”

			“Same as yesterday and the day before that.”

			“She seemed in good spirits,” Elyse said.

			“You’ve seen her?”

			“Your father gave me a tour of the house and he introduced us. Such a beautiful woman, despite everything. Shall we go into the kitchen and chat?” she asked. “I brought over some brownies I made this morning, and I’ve got a kettle on for some tea.”

			“Sounds lovely,” I said. I glanced back at Tracy. The glance said, Could she be any more fabulous?

			We followed my father and Elyse into the all-white gourmet kitchen overlooking the backyard. The garden was in full bloom, with tiers of flowers and blossoming bushes in vibrant shades of coral, red, and pink.

			“Oh, good. You’ve opened the pool,” Tracy said, plopping into one of four wicker chairs at the round table in front of the huge floor-to-ceiling window. “Maybe I’ll come for a swim on Saturday.”

			“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll bring the kids.”

			“How are those beautiful children?” Elyse asked before my sister could object.

			“They’re terrific, thank you.”

			My father looked me up and down, his eyes narrowing. “Have you put on a little weight?” he said.

			I forced a laugh. “No, Dad. Same as always.” Same as yesterday. And the day before that. “Here, Elyse,” I offered as she was about to pour the boiling water into a china teapot. “Let me help you with that.”

			“Absolutely not. You sit down. Everything is ready. We’ll just let the tea steep for a few minutes.”

			I glanced at the plate in the middle of the table, feeling my mouth water. “The brownies look wonderful.”

			“Let’s hope they’re as good as they look,” Elyse said. “That’s a beautiful blouse,” she told me. “I love a bold print.”

			“It’s bold, all right,” Tracy muttered as I took the seat opposite hers.

			“You don’t like it?” I asked.

			“Well, bold prints aren’t exactly my style, but it’s very…you.”

			I nodded, deciding it was as close to a compliment as I was likely to get.

			“Please, everyone. Help yourself to a brownie.” Elyse began pouring the tea into the china cups already laid out.

			“No brownie for me, thank you,” Tracy said.

			“Tracy is very health-conscious,” our father explained as I reached for the biggest one.

			“I’m lucky,” Tracy said. “I’ve never had much of a sweet tooth.”

			“Unlike Jodi,” our father added, shaking his head. “Audrey and I found her in the pantry one afternoon, having eaten her way through an entire box of chocolate chip cookies.”

			“I was five at the time,” I reminded him.

			Elyse laughed. “Sounds just like me. I could honestly eat nothing but desserts all day.”

			“And yet you manage to stay so slim,” my father remarked.

			“Good metabolism.” Elyse shrugged. “And the luck of the draw. Well?” she asked, looking from me to my father. “What’s the verdict?”

			“Delicious,” my father and I said together.

			At last, I thought. Something we agree on.

			“I’m so glad. There’s milk and sugar for the tea.” Elyse’s long, elegant fingers motioned toward the middle of the table.

			“Neither for me,” Tracy said as I helped myself to both.

			“So,” Elyse began. “I’m sure you have questions. Who wants to go first?”

			We spent the next half hour discussing my father’s requirements and concerns. But it was just for show, really. We all knew it was a done deal. The invisible contract had been signed the minute Elyse waltzed through the front door twenty minutes early, carrying a plate of homemade brownies. Even before Tracy and I arrived, she’d managed to disarm our father with her effortless charm and trim physique.

			Although being my father, he wasn’t about to let her know that.

			“Would you mind letting us talk everything over?” he asked as she was clearing the kitchen table. “Jodi will get back to you this evening.”

			“Sounds perfectly reasonable,” Elyse replied. If she was at all put off by the request, it didn’t show. “It was a real pleasure meeting you both,” she said to Tracy and my father as she was leaving. “And please say goodbye to Mrs. Dundas for me.”

			We watched her walk down the front path. Once again, it took all my self-restraint to keep from running after her and tackling her to the ground.

			“Are you kidding me?” I asked my father as he was shutting the front door. “What’s there to talk about? She’s phenomenal!” I looked to Tracy for confirmation.

			Tracy shrugged. “It’s up to Dad.”

			“You don’t think she’s perfect?” I pressed.

			“She seems nice enough,” Tracy conceded. “But it’s not what I think that counts.”

			Our father smiled. “You can call Mrs. Woodley this evening. Tell her we talked it over and we’re willing to give it a go.”

			“I don’t understand why you didn’t just tell her that before she left.”

			“Because it’s never a good idea to let the help get the upper hand,” he said, winking at Tracy, as if it was something I would never understand.

			“Okay. Fine. Whatever,” I said, silently bristling at his condescending use of the word “help,” and thinking we’d be lucky if Elyse stuck around a week before running for the hills.

			“I should get going,” Tracy said.

			“Aren’t you going to say hi to Mom?”

			“Of course I’m going to say hi to Mom,” Tracy said, although the daggers shooting from her eyes indicated she’d had no such intention.

			I followed her up the wide staircase. The top floor had four bedrooms, two at the front of the house and two at the back, each with its own en suite bathroom. When we were little, my sister and I had shared the larger room overlooking the street, our father using the room across the hall as his home office.

			“Maybe she’s asleep,” Tracy said as we approached the huge master bedroom overlooking the back garden. “We don’t want to disturb her,” she added, trying to disguise the hope in her voice as concern.

			The door was open and I peeked inside. A king-size four-poster bed sat against one white wall, our mother wan and minuscule inside its voluminous sheets. Her failing body was propped up by three well-stuffed pillows at her back and three more supporting each arm. Two years ago, after her condition made it impossible for her and my father to continue sharing a bed, he’d moved into the smaller bedroom across the hall.

			“Hi, Mom,” I said, approaching the bed and running my hand over her thinning gray hair, hair that was once thick and dark, hair she used to be so proud of, took such pains with.

			She twisted her head slowly in my direction. “Hello, dear,” she said, her eyes searching the room. “Is that Tracy?”

			“Yes, Mom. It’s me,” Tracy said from the doorway. “How are you feeling today?”

			“Better, now that you’re here. Come closer. Let me see you.” One arm jerked out to grab at Tracy’s hand. “What a beautiful dress.”

			“It’s Victoria Beckham,” Tracy said, forgoing the accompanying twirl. “So, what did you think of Elyse Woodley?”

			“She seems very nice,” our mother whispered, pushing each word out with difficulty, the frozen expression on her face revealing nothing.

			“We interviewed a lot of women,” Tracy went on. “She was far and away the best.”

			“You’re a sweet thing to go to so much trouble.”

			If Tracy had any qualms about stealing credit for my work, she did a good job hiding it. She hung around a few more minutes, then excused herself. “I’ll come see you this weekend,” she said, giving our mother a quick peck on her forehead.

			“I can stay awhile,” I offered, scooting up on the bed beside her.

			I like to think I saw her smile.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			“She actually said that we interviewed a lot of women,” I grumbled to my husband that night at dinner. “She hasn’t done a damn thing.”

			“And you’re surprised because . . ?”

			“And then she tells my mother that she’ll come see her this weekend,” I continued, ignoring Harrison’s question, which I assumed was rhetorical, “when the only reason she’s going over there is to use the pool.”

			“I want to go swimming,” Sam interrupted.

			“Me, too,” Daphne shouted. “I want to go swimming.”

			“And you will. Saturday,” I told them, knowing I was doing this as much to annoy Tracy, whose tolerance for children—even mine—was limited at best, as for the kids. I felt instantly guilty about my pettiness. “Care to join us?” I asked Harrison.

			“I’ll pass, thank you,” he said. “My course starts in five weeks and I’ve got lots of work to do to get ready. I really appreciate you taking the kids on Saturday. It’ll be a big help.”

			“Speaking of your course,” I began. “Did I tell you that Tracy is thinking of signing up for it?”

			“What?” Nothing can adequately describe the look of horror on my husband’s face.

			“I believe her exact words were ‘How hard can it be to write a novel?’ ”

			“Shit.”

			Sam gasped. “Daddy said a bad word.”

			“Shit,” Daphne said.

			“Shit, shit, shit,” Sam repeated, laughing.

			“Okay, kids. That’s enough,” Harrison snapped. “Please,” he said to me. “You can’t let that happen.”

			“I don’t see what I can do about it.”

			“She’s your sister.”

			“My older sister, who doesn’t take too kindly to my suggestions,” I reminded him. “The more I say ‘black,’ the more she’ll say ‘white.’ The more I advise against it, the more she’ll think it’s a great idea.”

			“Shit,” he said again.

			“Shit,” Sam repeated.

			“Shit, shit, shit,” Daphne said.

			“Kids, I said enough!”

			“You said it,” Sam told him.

			“Yes,” Harrison admitted. “And I shouldn’t have. Sorry,” he apologized, forcing a smile onto his handsome face. “Sorry,” he said again, this time to me. And then, to no one in particular, “Sorry.”

			

			—

			“Sorry,” he said, yet again, this time in bed, gently removing my hand from his naked torso. “I just don’t think it’s going to work tonight.”

			“Are you okay?” I tried not to sound too disappointed. It had been over a week since we’d made love, and I’d been hoping tonight would be different. I’d even put on Harrison’s favorite red lace teddy and matching high heels.

			I thought of my father’s earlier observation, and wondered if I might actually have gained a few pounds. Although my clothes still fit the way they always had, I told myself, trying not to take Harrison’s rejection personally. He was just tired and preoccupied, the way he always got when he was preparing for the course he taught each summer. I knew it bothered him that he was teaching what he no longer seemed capable of producing himself.

			“I’m fine,” he acknowledged. “Just…I don’t know…”

			“Preoccupied?”

			“I guess. Thinking about your sister taking my course threw me for a bit of a loop.”

			“Relax. She probably won’t follow through.”

			“I’ll call the registrar tomorrow. Hopefully my class is already full.”

			I nodded, swinging my legs out of bed and kicking off my high heels before snuggling back in beside him. Harrison had been teaching a creative writing course at the University of Toronto for the past four years, part of its continuing education summer program for adults. Among the seven-week courses being offered were classes in writing poetry, screenplays, memoirs, nonfiction, and novels, both literary and popular. The total number of students permitted in each class was twelve, and the program was extremely popular, so there was a good chance it was too late for Tracy to enroll. I certainly hoped so, or this “preoccupation” could last all summer.

			“At least the housekeeper situation is taken care of,” Harrison offered.

			“Yes,” I agreed. “She’s starting Monday.”

			“That’s great. Now you can stop running over there every two seconds and spend more time at home…”

			“I spend lots of time at home.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“Just that you do too much, and that now that the housekeeper situation has been resolved, you can relax a bit,” he concluded, giving me a quick peck on the tip of my nose before flipping onto his right side.

			I lay there, still in my red teddy, staring at his bare back, listening to the soft sound of his breathing as he drifted off to sleep, the touch of his lips lingering on my skin.

			

			—

			We no sooner arrived in my parents’ backyard than my cellphone rang. I glanced toward my sister, sunning herself in her bright orange bikini on a chaise longue beside the pool, knowing she would have ignored it. Unfortunately, I wasn’t built that way.

			“It’s Linda Francis,” the voice said as soon as I answered. “I hope this isn’t going to prove too much of an inconvenience, but I was hoping we could change our appointment from tomorrow to today.”

			“Today?” I repeated as my children raced toward the pool.

			“As soon as possible, actually. We’ve just been invited to a friend’s cottage for a few days, and my husband wants to leave this afternoon.”

			My sister glared her displeasure as Sam jumped into the deep end of the pool, sending a torrent of water toward her. “For God’s sake, Sam,” she cried out. “Watch it!”

			“Watch what?” he asked.

			“Mommy,” Daphne urged. “Come swim with me.”

			“Can I call you right back, Mrs. Francis?” I asked. “Let me see what I can do.”

			“See what you can do about what?” Tracy asked, eyes narrowing.

			“It’s this new
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