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Chapter One

 


Who ever said the fastest way to a man’s heart is through his
stomach, obviously never thought about going through his
chest.

Amelia
Saint couldn’t remember where she’d heard the phrase before, but it
echoed her mood as another piece of carrot rolled to the edge of
the counter and disappeared over the side. If this kept up, she
might as well just chuck the whole dinner on the floor.

She
threw the serrated knife on the counter, wincing as it clanged
against the ceramic tile. She picked up her glass of Chardonnay as
she ran the tip of her finger over the impact area, hoping her rash
impulse didn’t leave a permanent chip in the stone. With everything
going on this weekend, the last thing she needed was the hassle of
retiling the surface.

She
turned from the cutting board and leaned against the island
counter, swirling the pale liquid around in the glass. Tonight’s
dinner had to be special. For the first time in weeks, Henry would
be dining with the family. His overtime had created a noticeable
absence, but hopefully, now that the client was happy, things would
return to normal.

She
faced the counter, still swirling the Chardonnay, allowing it to
graze the rim before taking a sip. She missed him, missed them
being a family, especially now that the boys were teenagers. Kids
grew up so fast. Why couldn’t they just stay babies? She set the
glass off to the side and reached for the partially dissected
carrot when the phone rang.

Amelia
glanced quickly at the clock. Henry should have been home by now.
She set the carrot down and walked to the wall phone.

“Hello.”

“Hey, it’s me.” Amelia’s heart jumped into her throat at the
sound of Henry’s voice. “Looks like I’m not going to be home for
supper.”

“Are you serious?” Amelia’s eyes narrowed as her grip on the
receiver tightened. “I thought you said Faunt was giving you the
night off.”

“He wants to talk to me about something, and then I’ll be
home.”

Her
shoulders drooped. “Well, I guess you don’t have much of a choice
then, do you?”

The
faint sound of chatter came through the receiver, as well as a
female voice telling Henry to hurry. It was soft and sultry and
sent a shiver through her.

Without
thinking, she asked, “What’s going on?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Hurry for what?”

There
was a long pause on the other end. “It’s nothing. Faunt’s taking us
out for a few drinks with the client. You know, a schmoozing sort
of thing. Don’t worry about it.”

Don’t worry about it? A surge of
anger overtook her and she clenched her teeth, trying to keep calm.
“Fine, but try not to be too late.”

Henry’s
end disconnected before she had a chance to say goodbye.

She
slammed the receiver down and walked back to the counter. Her
anticipation for the evening, as well as her appetite, was gone.
She picked up the serrated knife, but tossed it back down on the
cutting board. She didn’t feel like preparing this
anymore.

Amelia
reached for the neck of the wine bottle and filled her glass to the
rim. She moved from the counter, leaning back against it and caught
a glimpse of herself in the kitchen window. Her ghostly image
silhouetted against outside objects only enhanced the lines on her
face, as hints of grey peeked through her auburn hair. She reached
up and traced one limp curl with her free hand, examining the other
wisps of faded red that framed her face. Growing old and graceful
was not going well.

The
sudden banter of her teenage children brought a frustrated smile to
her lips. Their muffled argument grew louder as they walked past
the kitchen window. Even though Chad was a few years older than the
twins, they bickered constantly. Lately, even more so.

The trio
tumbled into the mud room, dropping their book bags on the nearest
convenient place on the linoleum floor. The three roughhoused their
way into the kitchen before splitting up and heading off in
different directions.

“How was your day at school?” Amelia asked, resuming her place
at the cutting board. “Did you have fun?”

One of
the twins, Liam, shot her a sarcastic look as he headed for the
couch in the attached family room. “It’s school,” he said, falling
onto the couch. “Who has fun at school?” Out of the three, her
small-boned features were most apparent on him. His oval face held
signs of the child he once was, with the shaggy mess of blonde hair
suggesting otherwise.

“Well, I just thought something fun might have happened today,
that’s all.”

Morgan
walked past her and toward the pantry. Even though he was Liam’s
twin, it always amazed her how different they looked. She could see
parts of her and Henry in the other boys, but Morgan, with his sad
eyes and muscular appearance, had a look uniquely his
own.

“What’s for supper?” Morgan asked, opening the
cupboards.

“Food,” Liam called out from the couch.

Morgan
turned, his face scrunched up in disgust. “Shut up!”

For a
split second, Amelia saw the family resemblance.

“Stop it, both of you,” she said. “I don’t understand why you
have to fight all the time. Can’t you just be nice to each
other?”

Chad
walked past her and opened the door to the fridge. His jet-black
hair hung down over his face, partially hiding his
features.

“This isn’t the eighties, Mom,” he said, scanning the shelves.
“Life isn’t one big Breakfast Club.”

She bit
her bottom lip and reminded herself this was only a
phase.

Amelia
picked up the knife with one hand and a carrot with the other and
began slicing. “Did you get all the invites out to your friends?”
She hoped a change of topic would lighten his mood. “The party is
only a few days away now. I want to make sure I have enough food
for everyone.”

Chad
grabbed a can of pop and let the fridge door slam shut. “I tossed
’em out.”

Amelia
stopped slicing. “Why?”

“Because they’re stupid.”

“So, how am I supposed to know who’s coming to this
thing?”

He
mimicked Liam’s sarcastic look. “You’ll know when they get
here.”

“How many people did you invite?”

“Enough.” Chad left the kitchen without saying another
word.

Amelia
put her knife down and hurried out of the kitchen, catching up to
Chad at the foot of the staircase. “You know, this party was your
idea. You’re the one who wanted to have a few friends
over.”

Chad
whipped around, tilting his head down so his gaze met Amelia’s. His
green eyes narrowed into slits. “Yeah, for a good time, not some
high-priced social event of the year.”

Amelia
sighed. “Look, I know you’re upset that your father invited some
people from work, but these are important people, and he needs to
be on their good side if he’s going to make partner.”

The
beginnings of a sneer formed on his lips. “Not good
enough.”

Amelia
knew Chad wasn’t a fool. Henry sometimes put his ambitions before
family, and it was always the boys who suffered. “What do you want
me to say?” she said, defeated. “If I tell you he’s doing this for
the family, you won’t believe me and if I agree with you that he’s
doing it for himself, you’ll fly off about how it’s always him
first, and to hell with everyone else.”

His
sneer became more prominent. “Isn’t it?”

She knew
that tone, and she was tired of arguing. “He’s going to make it up
to you, trust me.” Amelia paused, waiting for some kind of
reaction. “Can’t you play along, just for one night?”

Chad’s
glare deepened, so much so that it caused Amelia to take a step
back. She felt a tightness build in the pit of her stomach, as
small hairs on the back of her neck tingled. He’d never looked at
her with this much animosity before.

“Play along?” He straightened his stance. “How about I ask you
that when he starts paying attention to other women.” He turned and
stomped up the stairs. “Maybe then you’ll know how I
feel.”

Amelia
flinched as a door on the second floor slammed shut. Memories of
the sultry female voice echoed through her mind.

“Way to go, Mom,” Morgan said, walking past her and up the
stairs.

“You watch your mouth, young man!”

“Whatever.”

Amelia
turned and walked back into the kitchen. She felt like crying, and
would if she thought it would do any good. A few tears blurred her
vision, but she brushed them away as she stepped in front of her
cutting board and began slashing away. The vegetables never had a
chance.

 



***

 


Amelia
sat on a chair at the head of the table in the kitchen nook,
rubbing a polished index finger back and forth across her top lip,
gazing out the picture window in front of her. Chad’s words ran
through her mind over and over. As upset as he was, this was the
first time he’d said anything so hurtful.

“Mom, are you all right?”

Liam’s
soft voice drew her attention back. She folded her hands on the
table and smiled. “Yes, I’m fine. Why?”

“Well, you were sorta spaced out there for a while.”

“I’m sorry.” Amelia shuffled her chair closer to the table. “I
guess my mind wandered.” She pulled the geography textbook toward
her. “Now where were we?”

Liam
fiddled with his pencil. “I’m doing math.”

Amelia
frowned. “I thought we were on geography?”

“I’m doing geography,” Morgan said, peering out from under his
overgrown bangs. He held out his hand, motioning with his fingers
for Amelia to give him the book.


Embarrassed, she handed back the text. “Sorry. I guess I’m
more preoccupied than I thought.”

“That’s all right,” Liam said. “You’re an adult so you’re
allowed.”

“Well, I’m focused now, so what do you two need help
with?”

“I’m fine,” Morgan said, flipping through the pages.

Liam
moved his math notebook closer to him. “Me too.”

Amelia
exhaled deeply and stood. Soon they would outgrow her as well, and
the idea of her and Henry rambling around the house alone, was too
depressing a thought to entertain at the moment. She walked over to
the sink and picked up her wine glass. Maybe now, she could finally
convince Henry to spend some time up at the cabin.

A
stabbing pain shot through the front of her head. Amelia braced
herself against the counter with one hand as she squeezed her eyes
shut. Her hold on the wine glass weakened and slowly it slipped
from her grasp and smashed into the sink.

“Mom?” Liam’s voice was a distant echo in her ears. “Are you
all right?”

She
rubbed her temple in a circular motion. A flash of lightning shone
through her eyelids and she opened her eyes.

“Whoa!” Morgan said as he and his brother jumped up from their
seats.

The pain
subsided enough for her to focus. Both boys knelt on the bench of
the nook, their faces almost plastered to the glass
window.

“What’s going on?”

Morgan
smiled. “That is so cool!”

She
glanced out the window over the sink. A strong breeze churned up a
few dried leaves along the edges of the driveway and scattered them
around the yard. Muffled sounds of patio furniture scraped along
the ground just beyond her view as the sun faded, throwing a grey
blanket over the landscape. A loud thud from the back door jolted
Amelia from the window, and sent both boys to the mud room at the
far end of the kitchen. Morgan pulled on the door’s metal handle,
and it blew open throwing him back. Several pieces of broken
pottery tumbled inside, their soil contents spilled onto the
floor.

“Look what you did,” she said. “Why did you open the
door?”

Her
anger turned to shock as wind chimes hanging from the wooden
archway on the back porch, tinged and spun frantically on the
delicate filaments that supported them. Amelia whispered a string
of swear words as she watched chaos unfold in her backyard. Small
whirlwinds danced around the gardens, twisting ornamental trees and
shrubs almost to the breaking point. Colourful leaves were stripped
from their branches, and off in the distance the formation of
threatening clouds billowed up over Calgary’s downtown core. Their
dark grey plumes gave an ominous look to the skyline and sent a
shiver up her spine.

Two
wicker patio chairs were picked up by the wind and thrown down the
cobblestone driveway. Amelia darted out into the maelstrom and
sprinted after them, apprehending them just before the front
walkway.


Everything went calm.

Amelia
scanned the neighbourhood looking for further destruction from the
small whirlwinds, but the lawns and gardens of her Belvedere Road
neighbours were pristine as ever. Grabbing the chairs by the
backrest, she dragged them back up the driveway, giving a quick
glance to her neighbour, who was washing the hull of his
sailboat.

“Never fails, does it, Bud?” she asked, pulling the chairs
toward the waist-high hedge that separated the properties. “Every
time you go to wash something, it always rains.”

The
balding middle-aged man stopped in mid-wipe and frowned at her.
“What are you talking about?”

Amelia
tried to keep from staring at the bulge of flab that poked out from
under his Hawaiian shirt. “There’s a storm coming. Look at the
clouds.”

Bud
crinkled his nose before turning his attention toward the sky, then
snapped his head back around. “Are you trying to be funny, Amelia?
There isn’t any storm coming. There’s not a cloud in the
sky.”

Amelia
frowned as she turned her attention skyward again, ready to argue
that his lack of fashion sense was messing with his mind, only to
have the sunlight return, its warmth and light washed over her. Off
in the distance, there was no sign of the pending storm. The dark
clouds and gusts of cool wind were gone. Amelia stood by the
bushes, stunned.

Bud
loosened his grip on the nozzle and lowered the hose. “Are you all
right, Amelia?”

Amelia
looked up the driveway toward the two-car garage nestled just
behind their house. The boys stared back at her looking just as
confused. “I don’t know. I could have sworn there was a storm
coming. The wind blew these chairs down the driveway and almost
took out my wind chimes.” She absent-mindedly rubbed the top of her
head, tracing her part with her fingers. “Didn’t you see
it?”

“Sorry, I didn’t see anything. I didn’t even notice you, until
you said something.”

Bud’s
look of empathy didn’t stop her from feeling like a fool. She was
sure there had been clouds heading toward them. Another chill ran
through her, but she brushed it off and began hauling the chairs up
to the garage. She made a mental note to watch the news tonight. A
fast moving storm system would definitely make the news.

Amelia
placed the chairs back on the stone terrace and looked over the
railing into the backyard. Disheartened, she could only shake her
head in disbelief. Only she would end up with property damage
caused by a freak windstorm. She rubbed her temple again and headed
toward the bevelled glass doors on the terrace. This was too much.
She needed a hot soak and another glass of wine.

Liam’s
excited voice penetrated her thoughts. “Dad’s home!”

Amelia
smoothed back a few strands of hair as Henry’s red Porsche pulled
into the vacant spot in the garage. She hustled the boys inside and
crouched down to pick up the broken pottery. Footsteps on the
cobblestone came toward her as she gathered up a few of the larger
pieces.

“What happened?” Henry asked.

Amelia
glanced over her shoulder at him. His designer suit cut perfectly
to his form. “Windstorm blew them over.”

He
walked past her, stepping over the dirt. “Windstorm?”

Amelia
frowned. “Didn’t you see it?”

“See what? What are you talking about?”

She
stood with the broken pieces in her hand. She couldn’t have been
seeing things. The boys saw it too. Baffled, Amelia followed him
into the house.

“So, how did your schmoozing go?” she asked, dropping the
broken pottery in the garbage.

“Faunt’s nephew drinks too much.” Henry walked through the
kitchen, grabbed a fork off the counter and picked at the remains
of a roast on the stove.

“That’s never a good thing.”

Even at
this age, Amelia still thought he was handsome. His complexion
reminded her of clay; pallid and smooth, not a wrinkle to be seen
apart from the small crow’s feet that appeared with the movement of
his mouth. His goatee and moustache were neatly trimmed on his
square jaw, and, other than a loose strand of black hair that
flopped down in a curl from his forehead, nothing else about his
appearance looked out of place. Yet Amelia felt something was
wrong.

“You’re telling me, but the little puss-fucker had to work up
the courage somehow.”

“The courage for what?”

Henry
moved away from the stove. The muscles in his jaw clenched and
relaxed a few times. “To tell me he’s taking the partnership at
Faunt and Associates.” Henry turned from the stove and headed for
the doorway to the front foyer. “I’ve had a really shitty day. If
you need me, I’ll be in the shower.”

A sense
of dread washed over her. She went over to the kitchen nook and
placed her hands on the back of the chair. The twins were back at
their homework, but she knew they were only pretending. They had
heard the whole thing.

She
clasped a hand over her mouth to hide her trembling lip. Henry had
sacrificed too much time vying for this promotion, and she wasn’t
sure if he was up to the task of starting back at square one, or
more precisely, if she was. His loyalty to the firm was strong, but
she wasn’t sure if her marriage could last another round of
ass-kissing.

The
ceiling above began to creak and moan. Amelia frowned, and followed
the muffled noise across the ceiling with her eyes.

Annoyed
with Henry’s revelation, she lashed out, “Who’s doing that? Is that
Chad?”

“Yeah,” Liam replied, looking up at the ceiling. “He’s been
pacing a lot lately.”

“What do you mean ‘a lot’?”

Liam
shrugged his shoulders as he returned to his notebook. “Almost
every night.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah,” Morgan said, keeping his eyes on his books. “But never
this early. Usually he does it late at night.”

A small
ache tugged at Amelia’s heart, tempering her anger. She glanced at
the ceiling. “How long does it go on for?”

“Not long, maybe an hour or so,” Liam said.

Amelia
was stunned. “An hour or so? Liam, are you sure? That’s an awful
long time.”

“I don’t know,” the teen whined. “Maybe an hour, I guess. I
always fall asleep.”

She
marched toward the front hall. “You two keep working. I’ll be right
back.”

Amelia’s
face grew hot with shame. Had she been so absorbed with Henry and
his work that she’d overlooked Chad’s odd behaviour? Was she that
blind?

The wind
howled outside the front doors as she headed toward the staircase.
Outside, the ornamental trees on the front lawn bent with each gust
of wind. Was another freak storm about to wreak havoc?

With
each step up the staircase her remorse grew, along with her
curiosity. At the landing, she heard the sound of running water
behind the Victorian wainscoting. Henry was in the shower, but it
was the shuffling noises from the last door to her left that kept
her attention. The wind outside grew stronger as she walked along
the carpet in the centre of the hall, blowing hard against the set
of French glass doors that led outside to the top balcony. She
thought about checking to make sure the wind wasn’t damaging
anything, and chastised herself for taking her mind off the real
problem.

Amelia
peeked in through a small gap in the doorway outside one of the
bedrooms. Inside, Chad sat on his bed facing away from the door,
head in hands, running his fingers through his shaggy hair.
Eighteen was a hard age. No longer a child and barely and adult,
and to Amelia, way too young to be going to university in the fall.
Her heart ached as he stood and paced back and forth, shaking and
wringing out his hands and exhaling deeply.

She
knocked. “Chad? Can I come in?”

He
jerked around and headed for the door. He moved faster than she
anticipated, and she was startled by his sudden appearance in the
doorway. He didn’t say anything, just stared down at her, a blank
look on his face. His eyes were black pools with any hint of colour
absorbed by the orbs of his pupils. Dread consumed her and her
heart raced as she felt the full weight of his glare. Then he
turned and walked away, allowing the door to drift open.

Amelia
braced herself against the doorframe, feeling lightheaded and
drained.

“Is everything all right?” she asked, and stepped cautiously
into his room. The dim lighting made it hard to focus, and the
shadows on the walls seemed to stretch out to touch her.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” he asked, flopping himself down on the
bed.

She took
a few steps closer. “I was in the kitchen and could hear you
pacing. I thought maybe there was something wrong.”

He
looked over his shoulder at her. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“There has to be some reason you’re wearing a hole in the floor
in your room. Is it about these extra classes your taking? You
know, you don’t have to take them all at once. I’m sure the
university would—”

“There’s nothing wrong, all right?” Chad got up from the bed
and stood in front of his bedroom window.

She went
to his side, gently placing her hand on his shoulder. “No, it’s not
all right.”

Chad
shook her hand off and faced her. His eyes were still pools of
black, darker than anything she’d ever seen, and she was unable to
look away. Amelia felt her forehead throb as the light around her
began to dim. Her stomach heaved slightly, and she forced herself
to take a few steps back.

Chad
closed his eyes and slowly opened them again. “I’m telling you.
There is nothing wrong.” His tone was intimidating.

Amelia
took a few more steps back. She’d never seen him in such a dark
mood and wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. A tingling sensation
shot up her spine as the small hairs on the back of her neck stood
on end, and she could barely contain a sudden urge to flee from the
room.

“Fine,” she said, turning quickly toward the door. “But if you
want to talk, you know where I am.”

She was
inches away from the entrance when he called to her. “Mom, wait.
I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you like that.”

Amelia
took a deep breath, steadying herself before turning back around.
His mood felt lighter and the shadows stayed confined, but she
couldn’t shake her fear, and she certainly didn’t want it to show.
“That’s all right. I shouldn’t have pushed you.” She moved toward
him. “If you say nothing is wrong, then nothing is wrong. I’ll take
your word for it, but you have to understand; I’m your mother. I’m
only trying to help.”

He
smiled. “I know. You’re just doing your mom-thing. I get
it.”

She
walked to his bed, sat down, and then patted the spot next to
her.

“Yeah,” he said, taking her invitation, “maybe there is
something going on.” He lifted his head and smiled at her. “But you
need to let me figure out how to deal with it on my own
first.”

“I know.” She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “Old
habits are hard to break.” She held him at arm’s length, brushing a
few strands of wayward hair out of his eyes. “You are so much like
your father, and I know you’ll grow into a strong man, just like
him.” Amelia stood and headed toward the door. “Just do me a
favour?”

“Sure, what?”

“When you figure out what’s wrong, let me know. Maybe I can use
it for future reference with your brothers.”

His
smile washed away her guilt. “No problem. You’ll be the
first.”

She
walked back into the hall and closed the door. She felt lighter,
but her maternal instincts wouldn’t allow her to let go of her
worry. Not just yet. Chad was right; whatever was causing him to
wear down his carpet was something he had to figure out for
himself. He was an adult now, and she would have to reign in the
familiar twinge of motherhood that gnawed at her conscience. At
least she still had the other two for a while longer.

“Dammit!”

Henry’s
agitated voice quickly dampened her mood. He was in their bedroom
now, out of the shower, and apparently still not happy.

She
heard the touch-tone of his cell phone, and the long input of
numbers. Her curiosity was piqued. That many digits couldn’t be a
local call. She stepped to the other side of the hall, bracing
herself up against the doorframe, her right ear just inches from
the wood-stained door. Amelia knew she shouldn’t listen in, but
this could be a rare look into his work, and she wouldn’t mind
knowing a bit more. Especially if it involved that sultry voice she
heard earlier.

“Yeah, Lyla, it’s me.” Henry sounded apprehensive. “I can’t
wait until Friday to see you again. I have to see you right away.
Call me when you get this message.”

Amelia
was taken aback. She knew the names of all the women Henry worked
with. This one was new. Then the thought tugged at her; what was he
doing meeting up with her on Friday?

She
smoothed back a few stray hairs before grabbing a hold of the
doorknob. Henry stood near the picture window that overlooked the
side yard, a towel wrapped around his lower half. He still held the
phone in his hand and didn’t flinch as she entered the
room.

She
walked over to their bathroom and began straightening things up.
“Calling someone?”

“Yeah, just Ben from work,” he replied, his voice calm. “I was
reminding him to bring the Matterson files with him on
Friday.”

Amelia’s
heart skipped. She knew Ben well enough to know his secretary’s
name wasn’t Lyla. “What’s happening Friday?”

“What are you talking about?” he asked. “You know what Friday
is.”

She
hesitated for a moment. “I know it’s our son’s
birthday.”

“Yeah, that, but it’s also that big corporate meeting.” He was
standing right behind her now. The faint musky scent from his soap
gently hung in the air around her. It was times like this she found
him irresistible.

Yet she
frowned. “Meeting?”

“Don’t tell me you forgot,” he said. “I told you about this
weeks ago. George Matterson’s company is being sued by some
lowlife, and our firm is representing him. We’re having a big
meeting this weekend to put our case together.”

Amelia’s
mind was blank.

Henry
sighed. “How could you forget?” He was more shocked than angry as
he placed his brush down on the counter, and used his fingers to
continue grooming. “You chewed me out for two hours when I told
you, remember? Kept going on about how I put work ahead of family,
and how I’m never home anymore for special occasions.” He stopped
fussing with his hair and put his hands on his hips. “You made me
call Ben back and tell him that I’d meet him in the hotel bar
instead of the train station, so I could be here to celebrate
Chad’s birthday.”

Her brow
softened as the full memory of their argument floated back into her
mind, and she smiled, remembering her victory. “Oh yeah, that’s
right.”

“It’s the reason I invited Jespersen and the others to Chad’s
party.”

“I wish you weren’t going.” She turned around and faced him,
playing with a few strands of his black hair that fell out of
place. She put her arms around his waist, and leaned her head
against his chest. Maybe this Lyla person had something to do with
his case. After all, there was so much about his job she didn’t
know.

“I know,” he said, and wrapped his arms tightly around her
shoulders. “But this is my job, and considering I’m screwed for
that partnership, I have to do this.”

“But the whole weekend?”

He broke
off the embrace and walked back out into their bedroom. “Actually,
I may need to stay a few days longer than I originally
thought.”

“How much longer?”

“I don’t know.” He walked into their shared closet. “Probably
as long as they need me.”

Amelia
strolled to the bed. “As long as this helps you, I don’t mind,” she
said, sitting on the edge. “But I don’t like the way they treat
you. You were promised that partnership. Faunt guaranteed it.
Sometimes I wonder if you should find another firm to work
for.”

“Are you kidding?” Amelia jumped at his harsh tone as he
stormed out of the closet. “Faunt Legal is the best law office in
the country. I’ve put all my energy into building a career with
these people, and you want me to walk away?”

His eyes
were black, peering at her in disgust. Another wave of fear wash
over her as the room grew dark. She’d never seen him so angry
before, and she felt the familiar urge to leave.
Quickly.

Shaken,
she swallowed a few times before speaking. “I’m just saying, it
doesn’t seem like Faunt respects you. To promise you something like
that, then take it away and give it to his nephew, doesn’t sound
very—”

“Well thank you, but I don’t want your opinion.” He walked back
into the closet, and the air in the room lightened. “That
partnership is mine and no little puss-fucker of a nephew is going
to stand in my way.” He strolled out wearing casual clothing.
Amelia felt her stomach twist into knots as he walked over and
kissed her gently on the forehead. “Now stop worrying. Let me take
care of it.”

She
stood and hurried toward the door, trying to keep her anxiety from
showing. “If you’re sure about this,” she said, taking a quick
glance back before walking into the hall.

“Don’t worry,” he smiled. “Come Monday everything will be the
way it’s supposed to be.”

Amelia
stepped out into the hall, struggling to keep her anxiety under
control. She leaned up against the far wall and took a deep breath,
holding it for several seconds before releasing.

Something really wasn’t right.

 



Chapter Two

 


The sound of rock music assaulted Amelia’s
senses early the next morning, as her alarm clock spewed the
raunchy on-air personalities of the local radio station. A loud
belch from the speaker made her smile as she got out of bed and
headed toward the bathroom. Henry was already gone. A hint of his
aftershave still hung in the air, mixed with the musky smell of his
shower gel. Images of him draped in only a towel floated through
her mind. As did his obvious lie.

All through breakfast, it gnawed at
her. She
burnt the twin's toast, wondering about this woman being brought in
for the big meeting. Why didn’t Henry tell her? She ignored their
grumble about the burnt food as tightness grew in her throat. Maybe
there was something going on that Henry didn’t want her to know
about.

She drove into the subdivision
just north of Calgary, to the small bookstore where she worked.
Amelia tried again to push the weird events from her mind, hoping
to lose herself in the dimly lit aisles of new and used books, but
the store was quieter than usual, and categorizing new arrivals on
how to save your relationship brought her mind back to
Henry’s lie.

How did he know her? How did he
meet her? Amelia found herself entertaining the thought that her
husband could have a whole other life. Did he meet her in some lurid bar or
other hangout? He’d been pretty wild back in their college
days: prone to spontaneous behaviour. A trait she found attractive
right from the beginning. Amelia shook her head. All this guessing
was putting thoughts into her head. Henry might have been a lot of
things, but a cheater wasn't one of them.

The tinny sound of the gold doorbell
alerted her to a new customer. She smoothed back any strands of
misplaced hair and stepped out into an open area of the bookstore.
A young man cautiously walked through the entrance. His appearance
took Amelia by surprise. Vagrant was not a fashion style in this
area. He must be from the city. Amelia frowned. Why would he be
here? The big chain stores in the city had a wider array of stock
than she did.

She kept a close eye on him as he walked
through the store. “Can I help you?”

His head turned in her direction and his
eyes gave her a quick once-over. “Do you have any books on
paranormal occurrences?” he asked, taking a few steps toward
her.

The backlighting from a nearby
window shadowed his face and kept Amelia from getting a good look
at his features. “No, I don’t think
so.” She squinted, trying to get a better look. “But we do have a
wide selection of classic ghost stories.”

The young man changed direction
and walked up to the counter. Away from the sunlight, he looked a
few years older than Chad, with the same shaggy haircut. The few
days’ growth of facial hair was the same colour as on his head. “I
don’t want stories,” he said. His eyes focused
directly into hers when he spoke. His lip curling into a slight
sneer. “I was looking for documentation of the real thing. Not
make-believe.”

“This is a small, privately owned
store, sir.” Amelia hurried toward the counter. “I
don’t think you’re
going to find what you’re looking for here.
Sorry.”

“What about the occult? Have any
books on that?”

Amelia stood her ground. “No. We
don’t.”

His brow furrowed. “But you
haven’t looked. How do you know if you
haven’t looked?”

“I work here. I know what we have and what we
don’t.” She paused, trying to keep her calm. “Like I
said, this is a small store, and our inventory is just as small.
Might I suggest you visit one of the big chain stores? They might
have what you’re looking for.”

The young man walked away. Amelia
relaxed her stance but wasn’t completely relieved until she heard
the familiar metallic tinkling. She watched him through the
storefront windows as he crossed the street and entered a coffee
shop. She was accustomed to strange requests, but they were never
confrontational.

Amelia picked up a magazine from
the counter and realized her preoccupation with Henry was gone. For
what it was worth, the stranger’s
distraction forced her to focus on something else, and she found
herself grateful for the short, albeit odd, interaction.

With Henry’s lie
no longer monopolizing her thoughts, Amelia went back to work,
stocking inventory and categorizing the new periodicals. It was
several hours later when her boss arrived, carrying two large
coffees from the shop across the street.

Amelia wanted to be Leslie
Carmichael. Strong, independent, and more confident than Amelia
could ever hope to be. They’d been
friends since college, and Amelia was positive Leslie was meant to
be tall, blonde, and beautiful, no matter what her age.

“So,” Leslie said, handing the
coffees to Amelia as she walked past. “Have you figured out who
this Lyla woman is yet?”

Amelia took a sip from one cup
and put the other on the counter. She forgot she’d told her about
her eavesdropping. “Why do you
think
I’d be doing that?”

Leslie walked into a back room,
re-emerging a few moments later minus her jacket. “We’ve been
friends long enough for me to know how you think, Amelia Saint.”
Leslie reached for Amelia’s hand. A hint of expensive perfume drifted along
with her. “You’ve been wandering around here, racking your brain,
trying to figure out who this person is.” Her smile was warm and
sympathetic. “And I don’t blame you.
I’d be doing the exact same thing if I were in your
shoes.”

Amelia slumped forward. “I
don’t get it. Why would he lie to me about a phone
call? I’m not the jealous type. If this Lyla
person is from his office, why doesn’t he say so instead of lying
and saying it was someone else?”

Leslie crossed her arms. “It can
only mean one thing. He’s cheating on you.”

Amelia was stunned. “I
don’t buy that. If there was something . . .”she
stammered, feeling a bit embarrassed as she searched for the right
word, “wrong with our marriage, I think I would know it.”

“Don’t be
too sure. My sister didn’t know her husband was cheating on her
until he walked out the door.”

Amelia shook her head.
“I know Henry. There’s no way he would cheat on
me. It‘s just not like him.”

Leslie walked behind the
counter. “The wives are always the last to
know.” She
stopped and put her hands on her hips. “I can give you the name of
my sister’s divorce lawyer if you want. By the time
he’s finished with Henry, that bastard will wish
he’d kept his dick in his pants.”

Amelia tried to smile, but Chad’s
hurtful comments from the night before drifted back to her. Did he
know something she didn’t?

“He’s not cheating.” She took a sip of her coffee, not completely
convinced by her own words. “There has to be another reason why
he’s keeping this from me.”

“Well, whatever it is, it can’t be good.” Leslie looked up from
the cash register. It’s pretty slow today. Take the rest of the day
off.”

“Are you sure?”

“Go home, take a hot bath and relax. If you say Henry isn’t
cheating, then you have nothing to worry about. Right?”

“I do have a few things I want to pick up for Chad’s
birthday.”

Leslie
motioned to the storefront. “Go. I can handle things
here.”

Driving to the store, Amelia’s
thoughts were occupied with divorce lawyers and
Henry’s alleged cheating. Leslie was sour on men even on
a good day, and she never liked Henry. Not even when they were in
college. Amelia giggled to herself as she pulled into the store
parking lot. This whole thing must have solidified her hatred for
the man.

The parking lot was relatively empty,
and she found a spot close to the entrance. The sun finally decided
to peek out from between the clouds, bringing ample warmth with a
touch of humidity. The seasonal weather would go a long way in
replenishing the ornamental trees that were injured in the freak
windstorm.

Amelia walked into the store,
swiping the arm of a passerby with her purse. “Oh,
I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed at her clumsiness.
It took her a moment to realize it was the young man from the
bookstore.

“That’s all
right, no harm done,” he said, and his face lit up. “Hey,
you’re the lady from the bookstore.”

It was nice to see he wasn’t
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