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The events in Shades of Truth take place approximately twenty years before the events of Fractured Secrets. 



While this novella can be read as a standalone story, it also serves as a glimpse into the past of characters and events that will shape the future.  And, for those readers familiar with the novel, you may discover new layers hidden within its pages.








  
  Chapter 1

The front door to La Famiglia flew open. Bam! Kyle grinned as a small, red-haired blur dashed in, arms waving, curls bouncing about her shoulders.
“Uncle Kyle!”
“Maddie, I said no running in the restaurant,” an older, yet more frazzled, redhead shouted.
Kyle barely had time to brace himself before the child leaped into his lap. He caught her with practiced ease, laughing as she hugged him tight. 
“I give up,” the older woman said, tossing her hands up in surrender. “She’s not going to listen as long as you’re egging her on, Kyle.” 
“I thought your mom told you not to run,” Kyle said, trying to sound serious and stern and failing miserably at both. 
“I couldn’t help it, Uncle Kyle, really. I was so excited to see you.”
“Well, how am I supposed to argue with logic like that?” Kyle said over Maddie’s wild curls and was met with a frown. “Hi, Soph. I’d ask you how it’s going, but—” 
A pair of tiny arms wrapped themselves tightly around his neck, cutting off his words along with his breath. 
“It’s squeezin’ hug time, Uncle Kyle.”
“Maddie, honey. Easy,” he said, his voice raspy and wheezing, half-joking and half-not, as he tried to extricate her tiny arms from their vice grip around his neck. “You’re choking me.”
Maddie’s infectious giggles filled the empty barroom. Sophie’s deeper laughter soon joined in. Kyle grinned over at her. The tension around her mouth was gone now. Along with the furrowed crease between her strawberry-blonde brows. Finding ways to make the mother-daughter duo laugh was one of the highlights of his days.
“Guess what I’m doing tonight?” Maddie asked. 
Her blue eyes danced with excitement as she waited for him to respond; a carefree glee reserved only for the young and innocent, for a time before life’s pressures and responsibilities and loves and losses had a chance to whittle away that easy joy; piece by painful piece.
“You’re never gonna guess.”
“Hmm,” Kyle said. “Let me see. Could it be homework?”
“Nope.” She shook her head. Unruly curls brushed over his cheek, tickling the tip of his nose. “Try again, Uncle Kyle.”
“Well, let me think a moment.” Kyle glanced up at the rafters as if pondering the question and then back into the waiting blue eyes. “Our dishwasher called out sick.” He grinned. “I know. You’re here to wash the dishes.”
Maddie’s freckled nose crinkled up. Her strawberry-hued brows furrowed. Kyle bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing at the miniature mirror of Sophie.
“No, Uncle Kyle. You’re not a very good guesser.” 
“I give up.” He gave the tip of her nose a playful tweak. “Tell me, what are you doing tonight, Madison Mathieson?”
“I’m going to a sleepover!” Maddie exclaimed. She tossed her head back, raised her hands over her head, and arched her upper body backward in a single motion. 
“Whoa!” Kyle tightened his grip to keep from dropping her. “Careful. I might drop you if you do that again.”
“You won’t drop me,” she replied with a trusting confidence that warmed his heart. 
“Not on purpose, but I am getting pretty old.”
“You’re not old,” Maddie said through another round of giggles. “Daddy’s old.”
“Hey,” Jack’s deep voice cut in from the kitchen doorway. 
The smile fell from Sophie’s lips. Maddie’s body stiffened in Kyle’s arms.  He set Maddie down gently from his lap, masking the tension behind a fake smile.
“Out of the mouths of babes,” Kyle said lightly, hoping to diffuse the shifting energy invading the room.
“I may be older than Uncle Kyle, but I’m better looking.” Jack crossed the barroom to them. He grinned and tussled Maddie’s hair. “And I have goofy eyes.” He kneeled down in front of Maddie and crossed his eyes. “See?”
“You’re silly, Daddy.”
Maddie’s giggles filled the room. Kyle’s jaw relaxed at the sound of the carefree laughter.
“Kyle, aren’t you being a bit rude?” Jack said, wiping nonexistent dust from the knees of his pants. “I think my girls have distracted you from your work.”
“Huh?” Kyle arched a brow.
Jack jerked his head to the right. Kyle’s eyes followed the direction and landed on an attractive brunette seated at a table at the far end of the room watching them. Kyle smacked his forehead with his hand. Jack nodded. A smug grin spread across his lips.
“I’m so sorry,” he called out to the young woman, his voice louder than necessary for the five-foot distance between them. “I totally forgot about the interview. Got a bit carried away with my goddaughter.” 
He turned to Jack. “I didn’t even see her come in.”
“Because she came in through the kitchen,” Jack replied. 
Kyle peered down at Maddie. “Sorry, Maddie, but Uncle Kyle has to go talk to that nice lady over there. I’ll see you later, okay?” Maddie sucked in her bottom lip and nodded. “Have fun at your sleepover and don’t eat too much candy.” He winked. 
Her freckled face lit up. “I won’t.” 
“C’mon, Madison, leave Uncle Kyle alone,” Sophie said. “He has, um…” She turned her back to the table and rolled her eyes at Kyle. “He has important work to do.” 
She ushered Maddie away with a firm but gentle hand on her shoulder before Kyle could respond. 
“Sweetie, go sit in that empty booth in the corner and read your book.”  Sophie pointed across the room as she removed a seek-and-find book from her oversized pocketbook. “I need to talk to Daddy for a minute.”
“Okay, Mommy.” 
Kyle wanted to explain to Sophie the reason for the woman’s presence, even though there was nothing to explain. And it was none of Sophie’s business, even if there was. Deciding against providing an explanation, Kyle strolled over to the table and slid into the vacant chair across from the woman.
“Kyle Sinclair,” he said, extending his hand.
“Tina,” the woman replied, slipping her soft, but partially-tattooed hand into his. 
“Okay, Tina.” He withdrew his hand and picked up her application from the table. “Let’s see what we’ve got here… Blue Rose Gentlemen’s Club. Hmm. So, you were a bartender there?” 
“Nope,” Tina replied. He glanced up from the form. She flipped her long locks with the back of her hand and smiled seductively across the table at Kyle. “Exotic dancer.”
“Unbelievable,” Sophie muttered behind them.
Kyle clenched his jaw to keep from laughing.
“Jack, a word.” Sophie frowned at the back of Tina’s head as she walked past the table on her way to the far end of the room. “Over here, please.”
“Yes, dear,” Jack sighed in a pathetic woe-is-me tone. 
Tina chuckled and watched Jack stroll by through her long dark lashes. Her tongue ran over her glossy lips. Jack rewarded her with a quick wink. This time Kyle was the one who frowned. 
“Shall we get back to the interview?” Kyle asked. Not because he had any intention of hiring the woman, but because he wanted to get her out of his barroom and far away from Jack as fast as he could.






  
  Chapter 2

“What?” Jack tossed his arms up as he stared down at Sophie. “Why are you here? And with Maddie no less?” 
She folded her arms over her chest and tilted her chin up defiantly, not in the mood to cower to Jack’s attitude. She’d seen him wink at the woman seated with Kyle. Sometimes she felt as if Jack thought she was stupid. Clueless to his actions. She noticed that a pretty face or a young woman's toned body caught his attention. 
Did it piss her off when he smiled at an attractive blonde with curves in places that Sophie never would or winked at a long-legged brunette? Definitely. But she wasn’t the jealous type, and understood that looking was not the same as doing. She trusted Jack. He’d never betray her. Of that she was certain. But I can make him suffer a bit for doing it in front of me.
Feminine laughter drifted over from the table where Kyle and Tina sat. Sophie tried to ignore it. Kyle’s deep, rich chuckles joined in. Her foot tapped as she glared up at Jack, despite her irritation having shifted from him to the occupants of the table behind her. 
A smile or a fake laugh and they’re drooling like fools. Why are men such idiots?
“Soph, I have work to do,” Jack said, his tone brimming with condensed anger. He adjusted the spotless, heavily starched, crisp white chef’s jacket and patted the embroidered letters emblazoned over his heart: Jack Mathieson, Executive Chef. “My fish delivery was two hours late. I am going to be elbows deep in octopus and calamari until opening.”
“Relax, Jack. I’ll let you get back to your fish in a minute.” 
Kyle and Tina's lowered voices distracted her. She paused. She did not want to eavesdrop, but found her body leaning a bit towards the couple behind her.  Unable to decipher even a single syllable, and with Jack’s hot breath washing over her, Sophie returned her attention to her husband.
“Maddie was excited about her sleepover. She wanted to tell you.” 
And Uncle Kyle, Sophie thought but knew better than to say aloud.
“She could have called me on the phone.”
“But she wanted to tell you in person, Jack.”
“This is a place of business, not a goddamn playground, Soph. I don’t have time for this.”
“For five minutes with your daughter? Give me a break.”
“Next time, she can share her news with me at home. Where it belongs.”
“At home? When?” Anger pulsed through Sophie’s veins. She threw her hands up. Kyle and Tina forgotten. “You’re asleep when Maddie leaves for school. Gone when she gets off the bus. Don’t get home until after she’s fast asleep. When is she supposed to tell you?” 
She poked her finger into Jack’s chest, the stiff fabric as immovable beneath her touch as her husband’s resolve. “When will you have time for her? For your family?”
“Hey, don’t bust my stones. I’m trying to make this place a success. For us. For our future.” His hand closed around hers mid-poke; his strong grip caused discomfort to her extended index finger. “Do you think I want to be here day and night?”  
Yes. Sophie pulled her hand from Jack’s and shook her head. 
“No.” She glanced back up. Searched his handsome face and the emotions swirling in his dark brown eyes. “I’m sorry. She was just so excited. I didn’t think.”
“I know, Soph.” His knuckles brushed softly across her cheek. The calloused flesh a rough contrast to the gentle gesture. “But a sleepover?”
“Her first sleepover, Jack. Things like this are a big deal for a little girl.”
“Well, she told me.” He dropped his hand from her cheek, the connection broken. “So, now can I get back to work?” 
“Of course, Jack,” Sophie said because that was the expected answer. “We’ll get out of your way.”
“You have the entire house to yourself tonight. Must be nice.” Jack grabbed her chin, tilted her head up, and brushed his lips across hers. “Enjoy it. You deserve it.” 
She gazed into eyes that declared the opposite of his words. 
“Mr. Sinclair, I’ll be waiting for your call. Goodbye, Mr. Mathieson.” Tina’s sultry voice pulled Sophie from the moment. 
“Call me Jack,” he called out, his lips still inches from Sophie’s. 
She stepped
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