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Prologue






“Hey, Risky. It’s
me.”

“Yeah, Bro?”

“Got the info
yet?”

His voice rasped into her
ear, and she jerked the phone away. She glanced down the corridor
and, seeing only a vacant hallway, closed the door of the tiny
office. “Not yet.”

“I need it
today.”

She paced from the desk to
the window and back again, already regretting this. “I—Are you sure
you want to go through with this? Think about who you’ll be dealing
with. You could get caught.”

“I won’t get caught. It’s
what Dad would want.”

“Where he is, he isn’t
going to know.”

“Don’t say
that!”

She clenched her teeth and
stared out the small window at an expanse of pavement. “Well, I
could get caught. You want me to lose my job?”

He cursed. “Once we get
what should’ve been Dad’s, you won’t ever have to work
again.”

She closed her eyes.
Numbers pressed into the back of her eyelids. Enormous, six-figure
numbers. Enough to pay off debts. Buy some property on the island.
Crossing her fingers, she nodded her head. She’d better not regret
this.

“All right.” Her feet
carried her to the computer, booted up and ready for her password.
“I’ll do it right now.” Before she changed her mind. “Got a
pen?”

“Yep.”

After a few clicks of the
keys, she found it. “Ready? Here it is.” She gripped the phone as
if to steel herself from what she was about to do. “Six four four
five Southwest Elliott Drive,” she whispered. “Seattle,
Washington.”


Chapter One






Howard McCreary wasn’t expecting
the doorbell to ring that damp June day in Seattle. He was looking
at the dwindling balances in his trust accounts while he waited for
a phone call from an LA agent he was considering. After a messy,
expensive firing of his former agent, Morton, he needed another gig
like his next breath.

It’s not easy being a has-been
rocker. When the gigs dry up, so does the money.

Another ring echoed, pulling him
from his brooding thoughts, and he swiveled his chair around.
“Dominic! Get the door.”

He stayed where he was, listening.
A faint click of the front door was followed by low murmurs. He
touched the groove behind his ear. Oops, he hadn’t put his hearing
aid in yet.

“Dad?” Dominic appeared at the
door, his long red hair screwed up in an irritating man bun.
“Someone’s here with a package for you.”

Howard hadn’t ordered anything.
The person could be a fan, here on a pretext. On the other hand,
nobody but Livy and DeeDee knew his new address. And he trusted his
daughters not to share it. “Well, get it and bring it
in.”

“He said you need to sign for
it.”

He sighed and rose. This better be
legitimate. He went to the front door, where a youngish man with a
full beard stood holding a clipboard. Green embroidery on his shirt
and matching cap looped out the words Emerald City Couriers. “Mr.
McCreary?”

A fan would never call him that. A
fan would address him by his stage name, Declan Decker.
“Yes?”

The delivery guy thrust out a
manila envelope. “A package here for you.”

After taking the envelope, Howard
skimmed over the packing slip. “Who’s it from?”

The man pointed a black-painted
fingernail. “Here’s the sender’s info.”

“There’s no name here.” Howard
looked up. “Just a box number.”

The guy shrugged. “Sorry, can’t
tell you. I just deliver stuff.”

Maybe it was a legal document that
needed his signature. He slid his finger under the flap and opened
it. Peering inside, he gave a whistle. Empty!

Not willing to give up, he dug to
the bottom, and his fingers brushed against something. He pulled it
out.

A photograph.

What? He lurched at the faded
image of his late wife. Luna had been dead for over twenty years.
Yet here she was in living color, in mid-laugh, her hair blowing. A
dark-haired man stood behind her, but his cheek rested on top of
Luna’s head, hiding his face. The man’s arms wrapped like an
octopus around her middle. Staking his claim.

No way for Howard to identify him.
Clever move.

In the background, GasWorks
Park.

On the photo’s flip side, a single
penned line mocked him. “Your wife was cheating on you.”

A knife pierced his gut, and he
dropped the photo. How could this be true? During their seven years
of marriage, he’d never once suspected, or even feared, that Luna
cheated on him.

A throat clearing drew his
attention to the open doorway, where the delivery guy waited,
watching him. He held out the clipboard. “Can I get your signature,
please?”

Howard signed, pushed the
clipboard practically into the man’s belly, said goodbye, and
slammed the door. Breathing hard, he bent and picked up the photo,
amazed by how much the accusation stung, even twenty-plus years
after the fact.

Who could’ve sent this? And why?
Nobody but his family knew his address. He rushed to the living
room window to spot a small white car disappearing down the street.
Then searched his phone for Emerald City Couriers. “When you needed
it delivered yesterday!” shouted the website. He dialed the
number.

“Hello,” he replied to the female
voice. “I need some information about a package that was just
delivered to me.”

“I’m happy to help you. What’s the
name of your business?”

“This isn’t a business. It was
delivered to my home and I need to know who sent it.”

“Oh.” Voices floated from the
background. “I see. Wasn’t there a name on the order?”

“No.” He rattled off his address.
“Can you check your records?”

“Let me check.” Muzak waltzed into
his ear for a minute. Then a click. “I’m not finding a request for
that address.”

“A young guy with a beard
delivered it. Thirty-five or so, I’d guess.” He gave a brief
description, including the black fingernail.

“That sounds like Julius. He’s
still out on deliveries, but I’ll ask him about it when he gets in.
Can you call back tomorrow?”

He paced to the fireplace, then
landed a swift kick on the bricks as though they were to blame. “I
already asked him. He didn’t know.”

“If it was a self-serve order, we
won’t have any record of it.”

Another kick, followed by a punch
to the defenseless armchair cushion. “Why is that?”

“Some clients come in and prepare
their own parcels. It’s ideal for simple orders and much cheaper if
we don’t have to pick it up.”

“Were there any walk-ins this
morning?”

“There were quite a few around
lunchtime. It’s been busy today, and with the manager on vacation,
we’re a little short-handed. Anyway, I suggest you call back
tomorrow. You never know, Julius might remember
something.”

With the fight drained out of him,
he plopped into the armchair. “Will do. Thank you for your
time.”

 


~~~

 


Worship band rehearsal only lasted
an hour, but Livy Lorenzo might as well have danced an Irish jig.
Pregnancy made even simple things like singing difficult. Even
while sitting on a stool. She sought DeeDee’s gaze, noting the
strained lines on her pregnant twin’s face. She rubbed DeeDee’s
shoulder, needing connection.

There was no one she’d rather go
through pregnancy and childbirth with than Deeds. She scooted
forward and nestled the mic into the stand, then looked up to see
Melodie Lansing heading her way.

Slinging her red Epiphone guitar
off her shoulder, Ravenna Chapel’s guitarist stepped around
bandleader Alan and planted herself in front of them. “Did you guys
see today’s column in StarSights?”

“That silly blog? No.” DeeDee Rush
massaged her bulging belly. “By the look in your eyes, it must be
juicy.”

“It was about your
dad.”

Dad again. The downside of having
a famous parent? People assumed she and Deeds wanted to talk about
him as much as they did. She scrunched her face and glanced at
DeeDee, who raised her brows. What was Melodie talking about? Dad
hadn’t been in the news in years.

Mel’s tone turned defensive. “When
you have a famous dad, you shouldn’t be surprised when his name
hits the tabloids.” She fisted her free hand on her hip and studied
first Livy, then DeeDee, her dark eyes aglow.

“Mel, I’m glad you waited until
practice ended.” Livy absently rubbed her own pregnant belly, not
the first time she and her twin subconsciously moved in sync with
each other. Mel couldn’t have known how she really felt about the
subject of Declan Decker. “What did it say about our
dad?”

“They called him a
has-been.” Melodie shifted the guitar to her left hand. “And hinted
at a secret love interest.”

Livy had to laugh. “People
can say what they like. He’ll always be Dad to us.”

Melodie flipped her wavy
hair behind her back. “But is it true?”

“The secret love
interest?” DeeDee shook her head, her platinum Katie Perry pixie
cut as gleaming as her husband Nick’s new Fender bass. “Not true.”
She grinned as doe-eyed as Katie Perry. “He enjoys his freedom. It
would take a special woman to make him give up his single
status.”

“In fact,” Livy added, “he
broke up with his latest girlfriend just before he moved up here.
She happens to be the widow of Nils Nelsson, his best friend. You
remember him?”

“Of course! Lead singer
for Free the Defendants.” Melodie raised her brows. “Why did they
break up?”

“After a year together,
they realized their feelings for each other would never blossom
into love. They’ll always be great friends, but nothing
more.”

“Ah.” Graceful as a
dancer, Melodie swiveled, then set the guitar carefully in its case
and snapped the decal-covered case closed. Straightening to her
full height, she jammed her hands in the pockets of her red
sweater. “I remember so well when your dad released his first
album—1991, right? I was only fifteen, but my friends and I all had
such crushes on him. It was Declan-Decker-mania in my middle
school, man. Posters, magazines, the whole nine.” She laughed and
nudged Livy’s leg with her red leather boot. “Bet you didn’t know
that, did you?”

Livy gripped the mic
stand, childhood memories flooding her mind as vivid as if they’d
happened yesterday. “Of course, we did. We were only five, but we
remember the screaming crowds outside our house all the time. It
drove our parents crazy.”

Melodie adjusted her
tortoiseshell glasses firmly on the bridge of her nose. “I was
probably one of them.”

Two feet away at the other
mic, DeeDee grinned. “So how would you like to meet
him?”

“Serious?” Melodie widened
her eyes. “The very idea makes me twitchy.”

Placing a calming hand on
Mel’s arm, Livy laughed. “No need to twitch. He doesn’t come across
as a rock star. Honestly, he’s just a regular guy.”

Her whole body seemed to
melt as Melodie sighed. “To be honest, it would be fabulous to meet
him. As long as it’s casual.”

DeeDee met Livy’s eyes as
if to say, Time to do some planning! “Would a Sunday morning
worship service be casual and low-pressure enough?”

“Probably.” Their friend
shrugged as if persuading herself that meeting Declan Decker were
no big deal. “Anyway, you should check out the article.”


Chapter Two

 


Howard’s heart rate
slowed, settling into its normal cadence as he opened his email.
Someone was playing a sick joke on him. Luna had never, would
never, cheat on him. Any more than he would’ve cheated on her. He
scanned his inbox, and the top one hit him between the
eyes.

 


From: #1fireantsfan78

Subject: Your wife Luna

 


Luna again? He wrestled
with himself for a moment, unsure if he should open it. Yet the
sender claimed to be the number one fan of his former band. Was
this connected to the photo or a mere coincidence?

So he opened
it.

 


Declan Decker, or should I call you
Howard Mccreary? I have two old vhs recordings of your wife Luna.
Ive attached a digital sample so you can see for yourself, and a
photo of the tapes. These recordings could fetch me thousands $$ in
the adult entertainmet market, but Im gonna give you first dibs. If
you want them you can have them for 250 grand apeice.

 


He’d seen painfully bad
writing in his life, but this was atrocious. Had this person even
graduated from high school? Morbid curiosity boiling over, Howard
clicked the link, then mentally kicked himself. Idiot. That
could’ve been a virus.

But no. Not a virus. He
would’ve taken the virus over this…this travesty. This mockery of
his late wife. His stomach churned as the one-minute segment
unfolded before his eyes. His beautiful wife, degrading herself in
a video she surely would never have wanted anyone to
see.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t
unsee what he’d just seen.

His fists clenched. This
could not get out. Luna—love of his life, mother of his
daughters—must be dying all over again.

Nostrils flaring, he
opened the attached photo. Sure enough, two bulky VHS tapes were
set on a wooden backdrop, probably a table. Me and Luna was scrawled on the
white labels.

After a glance over his
shoulder to make sure Dominic was nowhere in sight, he searched the
email for any identifying information. Nothing. He forced himself
to finish reading.

 


Tex me at this number or send an
email.

 


By now, his head burned as
if he sat under a heat lamp. He drummed his fingers on the table
and pondered his next move.

He poised his hands over
the keyboard. “Did you send that photo?” If typed words could snap,
these would’ve popped off the screen.

He waited five minutes for
a response, then tried again.

“Who are you,” he wrote,
“and how did you get this tape?” He hit send so hard it sent shock
waves up his arm.

The reply only increased
his confusion.

 


My freinds call me Bro.

 


“That tells me nothing,”
he wrote back. “I want to know your real name and how you knew Luna
before I agree to do business with you.”

More finger drumming.
Restless, he stood and paced the spare room of his rented house,
then checked the screen again.

 


Don’t matter who I am. You want the
tapes or not?

 


He pounded his fist on the
desk, jostling the laptop.

A muffled voice reached
him from the doorway. “Da…?”

“Yeah?” He squinted at his
son’s lips as they formed words.

“What’s going
on?”

“Nothing. Why do you ask?”
He moved his chair so Dom couldn’t see the screen.

“You were yelling and s…”
More mumbling.

“I was what?” Dom’s bad
teenage habit of talking under his breath made communication
difficult sometimes. And his own partial hearing loss didn’t
help.

“You were yelling and
swearing.”

“Sorry. It’s nothing. Just
the usual crap in my inbox. People are always asking for money.”
Howard emphasized his exasperation, and Dom nodded, blissfully
ignorant of the sorry state of his dad’s finances. And
emotions.

Once Dominic disappeared,
Howard replied to Bro. “Of course, I want the tapes. But how do I
know you don’t have ten more copies?”

He paced and clutched his
head in both hands, waiting for a reply.

 


You just need to trust me when I say I
just have two.

 


He shook his head. Trust
him? He had to be joking. “I’ll consider your offer,” Howard wrote,
“if you agree to reveal your identity to me.”

While he gave Bro time to
think about it, his brain hammered him with all the things that
could go wrong. Whatever Bro did, it would be in his own best
interests. Not Howard’s.

After ten minutes with no
reply, Howard hurried into the kitchen for a beer to calm him down.
Dom leaned his elbow on the counter as he munched a chocolate chip
cookie and frowned out the window. Howard grabbed a cold bottle of
Coors from the fridge and popped it open.

Dom mumbled
again.

“Enunciate, please.”
Howard emphasized each syllable with a tap of his finger. “You’re
having a conversation, not singing a rock song.”

Dom rolled his eyes. “It’s
always raining here.” His whine scraped Howard’s nerves.

“Look, I’m busy right now.
I need to…”

“When are we going back to
LA?” The raised voice needed no repetition.

“We’re not,” he snapped.
“Margo, my Realtor, is trying to sell our house. We’re staying
here.” Dom didn’t need to know his dad pinned his hopes on this
transaction netting him several hundred thousand, in hopes of
recouping some of what he lost in the settlement with Morton. But
if the house didn’t sell anytime soon, he was screwed. With
Southern California home sales slowing, but prices rising, he
wasn’t optimistic. And now he had Bro’s demands to deal with. The
half million he was asking for would pretty much clean out Howard’s
funds.

He started back to the
study to see if Bro replied, but stopped when Dom called out, “Mom
said I could live with her.”

Shoulders stiffening,
Howard turned. “We’ve already had this discussion, son. The court
awarded me custody. You know that.” His feet tapped. He needed to
get back to his computer, yet his son needed him. A swig of beer
eased his paternal concern fighting with his haste to settle things
with Bro. “Besides, aren’t you looking forward to being an uncle in
a couple months?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Dom
stuffed the last piece of cookie in his mouth.

Howard’s mouth watered.
“Where’d the cookies come from?”

Dom remembered his manners
long enough to swallow before speaking and to look at him. “Livy
and DeeDee brought ’em over last night. You were gone.”

“Really? If I’d known they
were going to drop by, I would’ve stayed home. So how are your
sisters?”

“Huge.” Grinning, Dom held
his hand in front. “Like, their bellies are this big.”

“So how can I even think
about moving back with my first grandbabies due to arrive?” Howard
kept his tone casual so Dom wouldn’t pick up on his agitation.
“Man, I want to see them grow up. Spoil them.” The anticipation of
being a first-time grandpa was the only bright spot left in his
life. “Look, Seattle is a nice place to live, with a great music
scene. You’ll get used to the rain,” he told his son, then grabbed
two cookies before hastening back to the computer.

Bro’s garbled message
waited.

 


You can have one tape for 250 grand.
Make sure the cash is in unmarked bills, if you prove to be a man
who can follow simple instrutions I’ll set up a second meeting for
the other one. Take it or leave it.

 


Howard dropped his head
into his hands and kneaded his scalp as if doing so would make his
decision clear. If he took the offer, he only had the man’s word
that his wife’s images would not end up on some sleazy website. If
he didn’t…well, the result was unthinkable. Embarrassment for his
daughters. Besmirching of the woman he loved. Degradation of her
memory.

Not acceptable.

He clenched, then relaxed
his fists a couple of times, swallowed beer, and poised his shaking
fingers over the keyboard. “And I have to have your word that none
of this will go public.”

Two long minutes
elapsed.

 


Deal. You have two days, meet me at
waterfront park Wenesday at midnight with the cash. Come alone or
the deal is off.

 


~~~

 


Livy kicked her shoes off
on Nick and DeeDee’s porch as Nick unlocked the door and held it
for her. Inside the red house on Laurel Court, the familiar piney
scent and comfortable furnishings still reminded her of the six
years she and DeeDee had shared this home. Their last six years of
premarriage, prepregnancy, single-girl life.

Livy turned and smiled at
DeeDee, who tailed her, holding her husband’s hand. “I miss this
little cottage. Still, I’m impressed with how you and Nick have
transformed the place into your own romantic love nest.” She
glanced around at the deep purple throws and pillows dominating the
black leather sofa.

DeeDee, still skinny even
with a protruding belly, tossed her a grin. “Back atcha. Talk about
transformations. You sure put the charm back into Scott’s man
cave.”

“I tried.” Livy followed
her sister to their old favorite hangout, the sunroom, relishing
the balmy 70 degree evening. “After he removed all his ex-wife’s
décor, it looked awfully bland. But now with a few extra sofa
pillows and some pretty plants, I feel right at home.” She couldn’t
help a soft smile at how much she looked forward to returning home
to Scott and their own love nest.

Nick strode toward the
kitchen with a wave. “You two go do your sister thing. I’m going to
start the barbecue.”

“Thank you, Mr. Deeds.”
DeeDee blew him a kiss.

Livy sat on the wicker
loveseat beside DeeDee’s big tabby, Miss Piggy, sprawled out as
usual in a perfect crescent. She opened her iPad as DeeDee plopped
beside her, cradling her baby bump in one hand, stroking the cat’s
orange fur with the other. “Okay, I’m dying of curiosity. Let’s
take a look at what StarSights is saying now.”

“ ‘Good morning,
Seattle!’ ”
Livy read, flinging out a dramatic hand. “ ‘Greetings from the Emerald
City. Has-been local rocker Declan Decker moved back to town.
According to Decker’s Twitter feed, he’s loving his new semiretired
life back in his hometown and looking forward to spending more time
with his daughters and soon-to-arrive grandbabies. Was it really
him our source spotted at Pike Place? And who was the pretty young
brunette with him? A secret love interest? We’ll keep an eye on him
and let you in on what we find out!’ ”

“This is ridiculous.”
DeeDee snorted out a laugh, and Miss Piggy opened her
eyes.

“I know, right?” Laughter
bubbled out of Livy. “I don’t see any photos to prove
it.”

“A secret love interest.”
DeeDee’s chuckles tickled her neck. “How dramatic.”

“How cliché.” Livy copied
the link and opened a new browser. “I’m sending this to him. He’ll
laugh so hard.”

“Good.” After patting the
awakened cat, DeeDee pulled her onto her lap. “And we can tell him
about Mel.”

With a chipper trill,
Livy’s phone rang. “Dad?”

“What is this BS?” He
barked his words the way he used to do when they got into
trouble.

She swiveled to DeeDee.
Not the response they’d expected. She put him on speaker. “It’s
just a gossip column that tracks local celebrities.”

“Rock stars, for
instance,” DeeDee cut in. “Like you. Sometimes they’ll target the
Seahawks or one of the Mariners. Or Amazon bigwigs.”

“Not that we ever read
this piece-of-trash column.” Livy tossed her hair behind her
shoulders. “A friend of ours tipped us off. Hilarious, isn’t
it?”

Why was Dad acting so
strange? This wasn’t the worst thing anyone had ever written about
him. Not even close.

Silence vibrated before
Dad broke it. “Someone is making stuff up. There’s no secret woman
in my life.”

“Well, we know that, Dad.
We just thought you’d be amused.”

“Do you hear me
laughing?”

As Livy flinched at the
uncharacteristically harsh reply, DeeDee leaned in, her fingers
tap-tapping the cat’s fuzzy back. “Dad, you’ve been a target for
the tabloids since the nineties. You should be used to
this.”

“Didn’t mean to snap at
you, kiddos,” he said. “But I’m sick of people poking their noses
into my business. And it’s only getting worse.”

Livy pursed her lips.
“Getting worse? What do you mean?”

“Forget I said that,” he
ground out. “I’m not in the best of moods today.”

“Um, Dad?” DeeDee kneaded
her scalp. “Is everything okay?”

Long silence. “Look, I
need to go. I’ll call you later, okay?”

He clicked off, and Livy
eyed her twin. “We forgot to invite him to church to meet
Melodie.”

“Melodie can wait.
Something’s going on with Dad. Something he evidently doesn’t plan
to tell us.”


Chapter Three

 


“It’s a beautiful day at
Emerald City Couriers,” chirped the ridiculously upbeat female
voice.

“Hello. This is Howard
McCreary again, calling about a delivery to my house
yesterday.”

“Hello, Mr. McCreary. How
can I help you?”

“Is Julius
available?”

“No, he’s out on
deliveries. Can I take a message?”

“What time do you expect
him back?”

“Anytime after four.
Depends on how long his deliveries take. Can he call you
back?”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll
catch him later.”

In person.

 


~~~

 


He found Emerald City
Couriers in an old distressed-brick building located,
coincidentally, a few blocks from his former home, the little
rental he and Luna had called their own before he signed his first
record deal and moved to a mansion on Lake Washington. Visions of
the twins as little girls in matching pajamas, practicing ballet
steps, brought a smile to his face. Beyond the roofline of elderly
brick offices, the Space Needle soared into a clear cerulean sky.
Three cracked cement steps brought him to the door he sought.
Emerald City Couriers, proclaimed the gold-plated letters on the
beveled glass door.

After a glance at the time
on his phone—4:36—he flung open the door, accompanied by a chime,
and breathed in the odor of old mold and fresh paper. A few people
mingled about, none of whom looked like Julius. The main counter
had a new layer of shiny Formica, but nobody anywhere near
it.

He might as well sit and
play games on his phone like a millennial while he
waited.

“May I help you?” The
sweet voice belonged to a heavyset young woman peering at him from
behind the counter.

“No.” He shook his head.
“Just waiting for someone.”

One brow rising, she gave
him a quizzical look as though such a thing just wasn’t done around
here. “Well, just let me know if you need anything.”

“Will do.” Blocking out
the constant sounds of commercial activity, he turned back to his
phone. Twenty minutes of Pac-Man Doodle brought the eighties
flooding back…memories of a bittersweet era. The decade he’d met
Luna, had twin daughters, found fame and fortune.

He was deep into the
memories when the front door chimed and Julius breezed in, his
light brown beard splayed over his chest.

Howard stood. “Hey.
Julius?”

The other man visibly
jolted. “Hey. Don’t I know you?”

“Yes, you delivered a
package to me yesterday.” Howard thrust his hands in his pocket,
fingers jostling keys. “I need to know who sent it.”

Julius tipped his head.
Was that a flash of irritation in his narrowed eyes? But his
professional mask stayed intact. “The West Seattle
address?”

Howard nodded.

“I don’t have that
information, sorry.”

“Don’t you even remember
what the person looked like?”

The guy’s feet turned
toward the counter like he couldn’t wait to get away. Over his
shoulder, he said, “It was a woman.”

A woman? “What’d she look
like?”

“Nothing special. Old,
blonde. It was a cash order, so I didn’t really pay attention.” He
stopped at a doorway labeled Employees Only, saluted, then
disappeared.

Howard drove home, racking
his brain for any older blonde women he might know. He wasn’t sure
what Julius had meant by “old.” Such a relative term. Julius might
consider Howard himself old.

So, a blonde woman of any
age over fifty. Someone who must have known Luna. Someone who
possibly also knew Bro.

In other words, a
crapshoot.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


Howard fingered his jacket
where the paper bag filled with 250 grand in cold, hard bills
lodged beneath his armpit. He glanced around Waterfront Park,
careful to zero in on the area between the fountain and the
Aquarium. Descending a short set of stairs, he checked the time on
his phone—11:53 p.m. Nobody dared hang around here this time of
night except the homeless, evidenced by the dark lumps of blankets
and scattered debris.

For the hundredth time, he
reread the text he’d received today with instructions—no,
demands—for tonight’s exchange. He needed to get every detail
right. The ominous words flashed like a beacon into the night.
Earlier today, Bro had actually called him. “If you involve the
cops,” he had told Howard, “and I get arrested, I have someone on
standby prepared to release the other tape.” Despite the electronic
distortion of the voice, the threatening tone came through loud and
clear.

He had to do this. For
Luna. For his daughters. How embarrassing for them if they ever
learned such a tape of their mother existed. He’d had many years’
practice shaking off the press’s attempts to publicly humiliate
him. But he drew the line firmly in front of his family.

Twenty yards before him,
the black waters of Elliott Bay whispered, and somewhere, a siren
wailed. He tensed, and the hair on his arms prickled. It would be
just his luck if any cops roamed this place.

The silence deepened as
the siren faded. Movement to his left made Howard turn his head.
Two bums shuffled along the wooden platform, heads and shoulders
drooped. Their voices reached him, but he couldn’t decipher their
conversation.

Midnight. And here came a
black-clad figure hurrying toward him, the face hidden in the
shadow of a hoodie. No way to tell his age, race, or other
distinguishing traits. Tall. Long arms. Like Slenderman. A brisk,
no-nonsense stride. Not an aimless shuffle like the homeless folks,
or furtive glances like a drug deal going down. No, this person had
business here.

His walk was springy, like
a young person’s, not like someone old enough to have had a fling
with Luna.

When Howard spotted the
dark scarf wrapped around the bottom of the person’s face, his
heart rate quickened. It was time.

Without a word, the man
held out a photo, their prearranged identifier. Howard took the
photo, equally silent, and shone his phone on it. He flinched at
the smiling image of Luna in her sunflower bikini, on a beach
somewhere, posing on one leg. He remembered that bikini. He slipped
the photo in his jacket pocket while pulling out the money bag with
his other hand. “The tape?” He held out his palm.

Bro produced an old VHS
video and let Howard shine his phone on it. Me and Luna was scrawled on the
label. He opened the bag and showed Bro the cash.

The tape and the money
changed hands. And just like that, it was over. Bro hadn’t said a
word for the entire minute. He’d hid his face so successfully,
Howard would never be able to identify him in a lineup. It would be
futile to ask Bro any more questions about his identity or his
connection to Luna.

After Bro turned to leave,
Howard let him have the five-minute window he’d insisted on. He
listened to the distant voices of the homeless, to the music of the
fountain while he clutched the tape in the possessive way he would
clutch anything for which he’d paid 250 grand.

How was he going to come
up with another 250 grand in a week when he and Bro would meet
again for Part Two of the transaction? Especially if his house
didn’t sell.

Only one of his accounts
had enough to cover the second payment. But he couldn’t touch it.
Yet if he didn’t, Bro might put the other tape out there. And the
backlash from his fans, much less his daughters, would be worse
than losing 250 grand.

His feet jostled in time
with his careening thoughts. He needed to get home and see just how
despicable this tape really was. Weariness washed over
him.

Suddenly, he longed for
his comfortable bed. He longed to close his eyes and escape
reality, if only for a few hours.


Chapter Five

 


Livy’s shoulders relaxed,
and she breathed in the calm aura of the maternity clinic. The
designers of Evergreen Birthing Center had hit upon a sensory
combination that surely never failed to soothe anxious
mothers-to-be. Kudos to Melodie for recommending this place. Soft
mint-green walls, photos of smiling mothers and babes. All of it
overlaid with a subtle lavender scent. She and DeeDee approached
the young receptionist whose blue hair matched the
counter.

“You’re early today,” said
Melodie’s friend, Crissy Collins. Even after ten years on the West
Coast, her Brooklyn accent turned it into You’re oily today. “I have your prenatal tea. Enough for two
weeks.”

“Great.” Livy took two
twenties from her purse and handed them to Crissy.

DeeDee did the same.
“How’s your tea business doing? Got many customers yet?”

“Not yet. Just you two and
a few other preggie ladies. And Mel, of course. It’s been tough
getting customers. Most people turn me down.”

Maybe because her tea cost
twice as much as store-bought tea.

“If you know anyone who
might be interested, tell them about this.” Crissy lifted two small
boxes adorned with sketches of women sitting among paisley and
flowers. Expectance-T, said the label. “I wish I’d known about this
stuff when I was carrying Amanda.” She handed one box to Livy and
one to DeeDee. “Here you are. Enjoy.”

Despite the tea’s price,
Livy and DeeDee were happy to help the young family. According to
Melodie, Crissy and her husband, Drew, an entry-level accountant,
struggled financially to support themselves and their little girl.
No secret how tough it was for many young families in Seattle to
make ends meet, even on two incomes, with rising rents and property
values a constant reality. The two of them had never had to
struggle the way so many young couples did, and they knew the Lord
wanted them to help simply because they could.

DeeDee thanked Crissy and
stowed the tea in her purse. “Is Dani ready for us?”

“Yes, she’s in the Blue
Room. Livy, you’re first.”

You’re foist, you’re
foist ran through Livy’s mind as she made
her way back. She enjoyed Crissy’s East Coast accent almost as much
as she enjoyed her husband’s Texas one.

The midwife, Dani, was
peering at her laptop when Livy walked in. She brushed a lock of
short black hair from her forehead. “How’s Mom today?”

“Not too bad considering I
look like a hippo.”

Dani chuckled. “You look
beautiful. How have you been feeling overall?”

“The tiredness is getting
better. DeeDee and I did as you suggested and stopped teaching at
our dance school. We hired a couple of friends to teach, and we
just pop in to keep an eye on the place.”

“Tell me again what the
name is?”

“Saffire School of Dance.”
Sidestepping the rolling stool she’d nearly kicked, Livy dug
through her purse for a business card.























































cover.jpg





