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To the man who showed me 

Yellowstone for the first time 

and has taken me back every year since. 

Thank you David.
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  Prologue


Yellowstone was everything Lilly expected it to be, especially the Lake Hotel. A stunning capsule of the 1920’s, its charming, canary yellow exterior exuded colonial finery. White trim and wraparound porches accentuated the gables and dormers, whispering of a time long past. 
The hotel looked over a serene lake with a smaller crowd than the bustling Old Faithful Inn, and Lilly preferred it this way. She couldn’t believe she’d never come before, it was an artist’s dream. How many breathtaking places had she missed because she never took the time to get out? 
The air was so clean and crisp it reminded her of fresh snow, even though it was hot outside. The late summer evening was perfect for kayaking on the lake and the water was as smooth as glass. All around her the mountains rose like sentinels, ready to keep her safe.
Mary said she shouldn’t go out on the lake alone, but she worried too much. This was exactly what Lilly needed.
Yellowstone Lake was the coldest mountain lake in the Western Hemisphere, not something anyone should swim in, but kayaking was fine. She was alone without another body in sight, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so isolated. Living in a city she could hardly imagine such luxury.  
Chills pricked the back of her neck as a breeze blew by, carrying her blue hair in front of her face. She slipped the elastic off her wrist and pulled it into a ponytail. 
The whirlwind of another art exhibition was nearly over, but this time she wasn’t ready to leave and go back to real life. For quite a while now she’d been wondering if this was all there was to life. She loved what she did, selling art she loved, and making money on it was a privilege, but she couldn’t help wondering if there wasn’t something more out there.  
Lilly had never seen the water so still. Usually there was at least a little wind, and sometimes it blew so hard it created white caps. A storm had taken two lives the week before. It made Lilly so uneasy she had avoided the water for a few days. Even now she wouldn’t be here if there were any clouds in the sky. Nature could be dangerous, but Lilly understood you had to take risks or miss out on moments like this. Her courage was rewarded with a beautiful sunset casting an orange glow across the pines of the western mountains, with nothing but the sound of a faint breeze and the distant hum of human activity at the Hotel. It was worth it. 
The breeze picked up and carried with it a sound that reminded her of a hive of bees, growing in intensity. As soon as she heard it, it died down again. She looked around and saw nothing, then wondered if she’d imagined it. It was probably time to start getting back. 
With one sweep of the paddle, she turned her kayak away from Dot Island in the distance to face the Lake Hotel. The motion twisted her stomach muscles, and she drew in a sharp breath. She must have moved funny and pulled a muscle or something.  
Paddling back, she had to breathe slowly, pushing through the pain that grew to include her entire midsection. 
She only got in half a dozen strokes before she dropped the paddle and pulled her knees in to her chest. It wasn’t easy in a kayak, and it didn’t alleviate any pain. 
Gulping for air, she tried again, forcing herself to sit up, until a scream escaped her throat and she wrapped her arms tight around her knees again. She clenched her teeth and pulled her lips tight. Until she lost consciousness. 
When her kayak washed ashore hours later, it was empty. 








  
  Chapter One


The smell of dog urine never left Cash’s car completely. Most of the time he didn’t notice, which was a problem in itself, but when he sat for long hours inside the old F150 with the windows rolled up, he caught a hint of it here and there. Stupid dog. 
He wasn’t a dog person but when his daughter, Bailey, begged him for one, it seemed like the perfect gift to entice her to visit his house more often than her mother’s. He’d regretted it instantly. 
Tossing aside the chips he no longer had an appetite for, he shifted his weight for the hundredth time on the cracked leather seats. They weren’t too old yet, just on their way. Like him. 
If his subject didn’t leave the motel soon, he might have to get out and stretch his legs. He wasn’t as young as he used to be and staking out a case got harder and harder the more years he had under his belt. His expanding belt. Sitting for long hours on a stakeout didn’t help his physique. He was still in pretty good shape, but if he didn’t watch himself that would change fast. 
He scanned the photos on his phone one more time. He might have enough. He’d gotten a good picture of his client’s husband, George, walking into the motel in his pressed suit. Then a better picture of the scantily clad woman—not his wife—that followed soon after. 
His watch told him they’d been inside nearly an hour, which meant if they didn’t emerge soon, George had paid the woman for two hours of her time and Cash would have to wait another hour to get back to the office. 
His ex-wife texted him a reminder to pick up Bailey from school at three-thirty. She never trusted him with anything. 
Stale chips weren’t the best meal, and he could stand to pick up a chicken sandwich. As he considered whether he’d have time in the second hour to grab a bite, the motel door opened. 
Cash sat up in his seat. Neither of his targets noticed the white truck already sitting in the parking lot when they’d arrived. Even if they did, his windows were tinted enough to keep him hidden.  
George scanned the area, like he had when he’d first arrived, but he looked only for familiar cars, or ones that had possibly followed him. Cash’s truck was as nondescript, white F-150 as it could get. He chose to drive the most popular truck to be as invisible as possible. Never too old, or new.  
Certain they’d remained undetected, the sneaking pair emerged from the room, smiling like children who’d just gotten away with stealing a cookie. It had taken Cash two weeks of tailing George off and on to learn his favorite spots and typical times without being noticed. All he’d done today was wait at the right place, at the right time, to get the pictures he needed. Another case wrapped up. 
He snapped pictures as fast as he could move his finger. First catching their smiles and laughter, then the look of disgust on the woman’s face when George turned away. He was middle-aged, older than Cash by a decade, and he hadn’t done anything to keep himself in shape. Without much money to speak of, he wasn’t likely to secure a mistress, which left him with only this option for cheating on his wife. 
He played the part of the gentleman though, opening her car door and waving as she drove off. Then he did something Cash didn’t expect. Instead of quickly hurrying to his own car, he stared at her retreating vehicle for a long time. As she disappeared down the street, George’s shoulders fell and the same look of disgust Cash caught on the prostitute’s face now clouded George’s face. He loathed himself as much as she did. 
George stood motionless long enough to make Cash worry and he stopped taking pictures. Job requirements or no, he knew despair when he saw it and gave the man some space.
Head drooping, George returned to his car—an old, gray Toyota—and sank into the driver’s seat. He kept his car clean, and according to his wife, took care of all his husbandly duties. She said he was very attentive at home. She’d only hired Cash at the urging of a neighbor, and only to prove the neighbor wrong. She wasn’t going to like what Cash found. They never did.
Instead of starting the car, George dropped his head into his hands. 
It was easy to hate the liars and cheats he chased down every day as a PI, but sometimes people like George broke down the walls of justice and made him feel pity instead. He’d seen so many guys like George he couldn’t remember them all. Addicts who’d started on porn, running head-first down a path to losing everything, and they deserved no sympathy. But sometimes they deserved pity. 
Cash couldn’t leave as long as George sat motionless in his car, and he was eager to get out of the parking lot he’d already sat in for hours.
“Come on, man. Your life is over, you might as well start driving.”
As if George heard, he turned the ignition and started the engine. All Cash had to do was wait for the Toyota to disappear and he could leave too. But the image of George’s head sunk in his hands wouldn’t dissipate. Even without a photo, that visual would last forever. 
Despite firing up the engine, George didn’t put the car in gear and Cash let out a groan. 
“Give it up already.”
Again, as if he heard, George dropped the car into reverse and backed up. His face still drooped with self-hatred. 
“You idiot,” Cash said, as he pulled out behind him. “I don’t have time to follow you.”
He should leave him. Leave him to the mess he’d made and let him clean it up himself. Leave him so he could pick up Bailey from school on time. But Cash knew how to read others well enough to know George was in trouble. Not with his wife, but with himself. And Cash was the only one who’d seen him.
George pulled out onto the main highway—the only highway—in the small city of Tooele, with Cash on his heels. He was too wrapped up in his depression to notice anyone following him now. He passed the few stoplights in town and kept driving past the city limits onto open road surrounded by desert brush and jackrabbits. Like he could drive out of his life and disappear forever. In the two weeks Cash had followed him, George had never left the city in this direction. There was nothing this way besides railroad tracks and a few tiny towns. 
They wound around low hills, watching a train curve alongside them, then disappear behind a bend. 
“Where are we going, George?”
Ten minutes outside town they reached Stockton—population nothing—and Cash nodded at the one policeman waiting in a speed trap behind overgrown weeds in the old church parking lot. George should have been pulled over for going too slow, but the officer must have been more interested in ticketing vehicles going too fast. At least the policeman was on duty if needed. Cash had a feeling he’d be making a call soon. 
His stomach grumbled for the chicken sandwich he never got as they turned left off the main highway, leading to the canyon. More scrub brush and stunted trees starting to lose their color as summer faded.   
Slowly they wound their way through the few houses that dotted the roadside. People who either grew up in the middle of nowhere and liked it, or those who wanted to get away from civilization. People like George. 
Without warning, the Toyota swerved off the road, parking alongside a cliff. Cash checked his watch. Bailey would be out of school in fifteen minutes. 
He continued past George, not wanting to make himself known yet. He pulled off on the other side of the cliff where George couldn’t see him. From the front seat of his car he watched the dejected man slowly climb the side of the hill. It took a long time—he obviously didn’t hike on a regular basis. 
When he reached the top, he stepped close to the edge and looked over. It was probably thirty feet to the bottom, far enough to do major damage. But it wasn’t straight down. Rock outcroppings and shelves broke the drop, ready to break a few bones on the way down. He might survive the fall, which could be just as bad. 
Instead of texting his ex-wife like he should, telling her to pick up Bailey because he would be late, he texted the Tooele County Police Chief who could contact that lone cop at the edge of town. He’d have to stay until the cop showed up, but it shouldn’t take long. Bailey would be fine waiting for a minute. He hated the thought of not being there for her, but he didn’t think he could live with himself if he left George alone now.  
He slipped out of his truck, following George up the hill to the edge of the cliff. It took him half the time it took George. 
“Don’t get near, I’ll jump,” George said, when Cash made it to the top. He was still out of breath from either his climb or anxiety. Probably both. 
“You won’t find me getting close to that edge.” Cash stopped to prove his words. 
“I mean it.” George looked back at Cash with wild eyes.
“I do too.”
“Don’t try to save me. I’m not worth saving.”
If George had said these words immediately after walking out of the motel with a prostitute, Cash would have agreed with him. But when he put himself on a ledge like this, perspectives changed.
“Not worth saving?” One thing Cash had learned in his years as a PI was how to talk to people. George expected Cash to argue with him, tell him his life was worth something, and he’d prepared for that argument, but Cash surprised him with a question, not a statement.  
“If you knew the things I’ve done,” George said in a shaky voice. 
Cash knew, but of course he wouldn’t admit it.
“I don’t know why…” George squeezed the bridge of his nose. 
“Why what?” 
“I do bad things. Things that hurt people.”
“And hurting yourself will make it better?”
George turned back to get a better look at Cash. Though he’d seen him walking up the cliff, he hadn’t taken much note of him. Now he studied the PI with curiosity, taking in his hard lines and dark hair. “Who are you?”
“Just a passerby. Wondering who would be standing at the top of a cliff.”
George didn’t believe him. “You’re not going to be a hero here, so just leave.”
“Yeah, I have to go pick up my daughter.” He said it like they were having drinks in a bar, not standing on the edge of death. 
George looked more confused before narrowing his eyes. “Just leave me alone, this is none of your business.”
Cash put his hands up in surrender and the motion must have scared George. He flinched backward and flung his arms out like a chicken trying to fly. His feet slipped on the edge. If Cash hadn’t reached out to grab him, he might have fallen. 
George flew into a rant, accusing Cash of trying to kill him, but he was saved from having to respond as a cop car sped around the corner. 
“How did the cops...?” Understanding dawned in George’s eyes and he turned a murderous stare on Cash. 
Cash let go and stepped back, certain the moment of danger had passed. The policeman turned on his lights and parked his car perpendicular to the road, blocking anyone else from coming up the canyon. George’s face went white. It was relatively easy to make plans to jump off a cliff, but much harder to face the reality of the consequences, and the appearance of the police seemed to shake George out of his stupor. 
Cash waited for the officer to make it to the top before leaving George to his care. He should have stayed to brief the officer, but he was already late to pick up his daughter. 
George never thanked him before he left. 






  
  Chapter Two


Rose Springs Elementary waited fifteen minutes after school ended to call parents that didn’t show up. Cash was seventeen minutes late—well within what he thought was a reasonable amount of time, but his ex-wife, Ellen, would never agree with him. 
The school secretary handed him the phone when he arrived, informing him Ellen wanted to speak with  him. He mumbled some excuse about calling her later, but the look the secretary gave him made him take it. He wanted the school to be on his side, not give him the worst-father-in-the world trophy, so he complied. 
“I sent you a reminder text!” Ellen yelled so loudly on the other end of the line that the secretary across the desk from him could hear. Not to mention Bailey standing right beside him. 
He could have driven faster to arrive on time, but he never broke the speed limit. He didn’t break rules. Trying to explain his reasons for being late wouldn’t appease Ellen, it would only make her more angry. Two years of marriage made him painfully aware of that. The only thing to do was let her get it out and get away as fast as he could. 
Bailey hadn’t been worried about him not showing up. She knew she was his priority. If he was late, there was a good reason, and he’d get her as soon as he could. When he told her he’d had an emergency come up at work, she’d smiled and hugged him without anger or impatience. She was an old soul in a tiny body. 
He’d taken a deep breath when he hugged her, smelling her fine, light hair. It was a smell she shared with nothing else, but it reminded him of the ocean. Like home. 
“I knew you would come soon.”
If only her conviction could have held the secretary off for two more minutes. He would never hear the end of this. 
The secretary behind the front desk judged him with as haughty a stare as she could manage, Bailey waited quietly with a concerned look on her face. She hadn’t been upset until she overheard her parents arguing again. It broke Cash’s heart to see her sweet, blue eyes distressed. 
When Ellen ran out of steam, he ended the call, gave the phone back to the receptionist, and hurried Bailey outside to his truck. 
She squealed as he swooped her in a circle before playfully dumping her on the seat. “Again!” 
He snatched her out of the truck, swung her in a circle and threw her inside, landing her perfectly on the passenger seat.
“Again!”
“We don’t have time if we want to get chicken nuggets.” 
“Chicken nuggets? Yes!” She threw her arms in the air. “Chicken nuggets. Chicken nuggets.” She continued chanting as he made his way around to the driver’s seat. 
Ellen and her new husband Michael did not believe in eating out at fast food restaurants, or eating meat. They served Bailey only organic vegan meals and lectured her constantly on the merits of both. Bailey could recite facts about the food supply like no other first grader, but it didn’t change her hankering for a good chicken nugget. 
And Cash was finally going to get his chicken sandwich. 
As he started the car he noticed a text from his boss, but he didn’t open it. He wouldn’t until he dropped off Bailey.
On the way to the restaurant, Bailey talked non-stop about her day at school. She told him about the boy who wouldn’t leave her alone on the playground and Cash replied he’d have to come teach the boy a lesson. Bailey laughed, but Cash wasn’t really joking. 
After thoroughly enjoying their fried, unhealthy chicken, he played with her on the play place until she laughed so hard she lost her breath. It was the only joyful sound in his life.
“Wanna take a ride up the canyon?” Cash wanted to see if everything was over and if it ended well. If they came close and saw flashing lights, he would turn back before Bailey could see anything.
“What’s a canyon?” 
Though Ellen and Michael were into fitness, they didn’t do the outdoors. They preferred gyms. 
“A ribbon of road that winds through mountains.”
“Like in my hair?” 
Bailey was up for anything her dad suggested. He knew the kind of trust she had in him and that trust was more valuable to him than anything. 
The drive was long enough to enjoy without being too long to endure. Cash thought Bailey would be out of words after all their time together, but she wasn’t. She had more to tell him about art projects, P.E., and her teacher. First grade was still new to Bailey. The school year had only started a few weeks before. 
Cash listened to all of it without interrupting and without zoning out. Before he knew it, they were back at the cliff. The sun was setting but there was still plenty of light to see, and they were the only ones on the scene. 
No body at the bottom, no emergency personnel. 
His heart constricted as he parked. Not until now, now that he knew George was safe, did the full weight of what might have happened hit him. He wasn’t qualified to talk a man off a ledge, but he’d done it, and it could have been much worse. He let out a sharp breath and closed his eyes. He’d have to push it away until he was alone tonight when he could deal with it. 
“Let’s go to the top.” Hiking would help him work through the nervous energy coursing through his veins and Bailey would love it. 
She scrambled to the top like it was a playground, singing a song she had learned in school all the way. Her limbs glided along the dirt and rocks, not completely steady, but sure nonetheless. Cash followed, watching her closely. 
At the top she gasped. The last of the sun clung to the top of the low hills in the distance and a light smattering of clouds took on a deep, orange hue. 
He picked her up and placed her on top of his shoulders. “You’re on top the world right now, baby.”
After a moment of silent reflection, she reverted back to her chanting. “Top of the world! Top of the world!” This new habit might drive him crazy at some point, but at the moment, it only made him smile. 
Now if he ever came back here, he would think of this time with Bailey, not the time he spent with George. It was a trick he’d learned long ago, helping him in his line of work. If he wanted to forget something, he could replace it with a better memory. 
He let her call out her chants until she asked him to put her down and they descended the side of the cliff as the last of the light disappeared. 
Near the bottom, she let her feet run down the steep slope and they couldn’t keep up with her body. Her feet tangled themselves together and she fell on her hands and knees. 
“You okay?” He was behind her before she had the chance to react.
She scrunched her face trying not to cry. 
“Let me see.”
She let go of the knee she was holding to reveal a scratch with a tiny amount of blood. 
Cash scooped her up in his arms again, pretending to be a doctor. He bandaged her knee while speaking to her in his most professional voice. She giggled the whole time. 
The clock on the dash mocked him when they got buckled back into the truck—he would be late getting Bailey back to her mom’s house. And he’d have to sit through another rant. It didn’t bother him what Ellen thought of him anymore, but he wished she would keep it to herself, and not let their daughter hear. 
Bailey fell asleep on the way back and when they arrived Cash cradled her in his arms, letting her pretend to stay asleep as he walked up to the massive, two-story home. It featured gabled windows and a wreath on the front door, changing every month alongside the seasonal porch decor. Late summer blooms and what Cash called “Dr. Seuss trees” poked up from raised beds, bordering a lush, green lawn with defined edges. Ellen told everyone who would listen, and anyone who didn’t, that most of the plants in their garden came from Europe.
Cash felt like hurling every time he came, but at least his princess lived in a castle. 
The front door opened before he made it up the steps, backlighting the stiff posture of Bailey’s mother.  Even this late at night she wore full makeup—enough to compete with a Kardashian. Her plumped lips leveled into a tight line. 
“I told you to have her back by 8:00. Now she is going to be tired for school and she won’t be able to learn to the best of her ability.” She folded her arms and pouted. 
“Today is my day with Bailey, and I’m her parent too.” He said it as quietly as he could manage. As if the low tone would keep the sound from reaching Bailey’s ears. “I can make the decision to let her stay up a little later.”
“Michael has to get up early and he can’t rest until Bailey is in bed.”
Michael was not part of the custody agreement, but any further argument would only distress Bailey more. “Can I take her to her room?” 
Bailey had tensed in his arms during the conversation between her parents, but she continued to fake sleep. She wanted him to take her to her room.
Ellen blocked Cash from entering the house, showing no sign of relenting. “I’ll take her.”
Cash hoped to get Bailey in bed before Ellen could see the band aid on her knee. Ellen wouldn’t approve of him taking her hiking. “I don’t want to wake her. I can slip her in bed and be out the door before I have the chance to stain your house.”
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. We both know she’s not sleeping.”
Ellen pulled Bailey’s waist toward herself but had to stop when she encountered resistance. Cash gave Ellen a smug smile as their daughter clung to his neck. 
“Enough of this, Bailey. No more games.”
Bailey groaned and whined. “I want Dad to—”
She didn’t get the chance to finish before Ellen gasped. “What is this?”
The moment Bailey turned to complain to her mother, Ellen saw the dirt smudges all over her shins, and the bandage on her knee. 
“What have you done with our daughter?” Ellen shook with rage as she forced Bailey from Cash’s arms. “She would have been better off with us tonight, but you refuse to listen to me. You’re going to kill our daughter and if I have to get a protection order from the court to save her, I will.”
“It’s a little scratch,” Cash said through gritted teeth. He didn’t want to get into it with her right now, not with Bailey between them.
“What will you say when it’s worse? Huh? She gets injured and you just keep taking her back for more harm? One day, you’ll wish you’d listened to me.”
He was about to tell her what he thought of her helicopter parenting skills, when he noticed tears streaming down Bailey’s cheeks. He may have different ideas about how to raise a girl to be strong enough to handle the world, but saving Bailey the distress of being in the middle of her parent’s argument was more important at the moment. Ellen either didn’t notice, or didn’t care, as she continued to lecture him. 
Bailey often ended up in tears after she went out with him, and though he felt that blame rested with Ellen, he was a part of it. Sometimes he couldn’t help but think her life would be easier without him. Many women came and went in his life, but they had the choice to leave whenever they grew tired of him. Poor Bailey was stuck with him no matter how much pain he caused. 
He’d never admit it, but he sometimes wondered if Ellen was right. There was a reason he was alone, and maybe Bailey would be better off without him. Michael and Ellen’s family was soon to be a fantastic foursome with a new baby on the way. If Cash stepped out, it would make the picture perfect. 
But he could never leave Bailey. If she chose to leave him when she grew up, he wouldn’t blame her, but until that day he would put up with Ellen’s crazy insults, and Bailey would have to put up with him. 
Without waiting for Ellen to finish berating him, he planted a kiss on Bailey’s cheek, turned on his heel, and stomped off some of the dried mud stuck to his shoes. 
Ellen’s voice raised an octave, making him smile. He hoped the neighbors could hear. 
Back in his truck, he finally checked the text from his boss. He’d been hired for a new job—a murder investigation. 
In reality it wouldn’t be a murder investigation. Government officials took care of those. The only time someone called their office was when the police ruled a death an accident or suicide and some poor family member didn’t want to accept it. They would call in with crazy stories and coincidences and think they had a case. Murder investigations for him were more about dealing with the emotions of a distraught family member.  
As annoying as it could sometimes be, he could use the distraction. A reminder his life wasn’t all that bad. 






  
  Chapter Three


Investigative Services, located right on Main Street in Tooele, didn’t look fancy in the least. Hidden in an old strip mall with a gym on one side and a photography studio on the other, it was easy to miss. 
Over the years, their office space had been a coffee shop, which was so successful it had to move to a bigger location, an eclectic home decor outlet which lasted less than a year, and an empty space for squatters. The marquee reading “Tina’s Treasures” had been taken down, but the mark it left behind was still visible, as if the ghost of the shop still existed. Cash’s boss, Victor, didn’t want to waste money on a new sign so the only markings to identify their location were vinyl stickers on the door. 
With the lack of marketing, they should have no business, but word about their services got around quickly and they never had a lack of cases. 
Cash beat Victor to work, which was usual, but he was surprised to see Scott already at the office. Scott showed up as little as possible, yet somehow made the most noise. 
Scott was waiting behind the glass front door for Cash to walk in, blocking his entrance. “Boss said a new job came in.”
He carried extra weight in his stomach, covering it only with a white t-shirt. As always, he covered his head with the only hat he ever wore. A ball cap that read, “Women want me, the minds of fish are unknowable.” His unique smell—body odor barely masked by cheap body spray— assaulted Cash’s senses every time they met.
“I heard.” Cash tried to step around him, but Scott blocked the path. 
“Said it’s a big one.”
They had not gotten along since the day Victor hired Scott. Cash felt like the office lost a certain level of professionalism with him around. How anyone could trust the idiot with their problems was lost on Cash, but he’d been astonished when more business came in. People liked his bounty hunter persona. 
That was why Victor was the boss. He could run cases and run a business. Something Cash could never do. 
“Yep,” Cash said. “I better get to work.” He tried to side step Scott again. It was best if they interacted as little as possible. 
“You think you’re gonna get it, don’t you?” 
Cash let out a breath. Victor already told him the case was his, but he didn’t want to get into it with Scott. Let Victor tell him. “I’m sure we’ll decide whatever is best for the client.”
Scott folded his arms and puffed out his chest. Instead of making him look intimidating, it only made him look ridiculous. 
Cash was saved the trouble of responding when the door opened again to reveal Victor. 
He took one look at Scott and said, “Already fighting over the new job?”
Victor had a way of appearing when you lest expected—a skill left over from his years of experience on a special ops team. He was the opposite of Scott in nearly every way, sporting a professional gray suit that complemented his dark skin, and no ball cap. 
“Cash thinks because he’s been here longer he gets dibs on whatever cases he wants.” Scott had to make sure he spoke first like a child calling dibs for shotgun. 
At least Cash didn’t have to defend himself, the situation was painfully obvious. 
“We’ve discussed this Scott,” Victor said in a deep, resonating voice. Negotiations had been his specialty on the force and it was hard to argue with him. 
“You said—”
Victor cut him off before he could get far. “The client specifically requested Cash.”
Professional stoicism warred with the inner-child inside of Cash that wanted to stick out his tongue and say, “Take that.”
He remained silent.
Scott narrowed his eyes at Cash as if he could see the inner-workings of his mind. At a glance from Victor, he gave up and disappeared into his cubicle. 
The office was small, barely enough room to partition off three spaces for them to work, with a reception desk in front—that no one manned. It was mostly there for looks. Victor kept saying they’d hire a secretary, but he never did. Instead he’d hired Scott. 
They had what they needed to get the job done, but not much else. One bathroom, no kitchen, all the paint and flooring was what had been left over from Tina’s Treasures. White and gray. It worked. 
“A return client?” Cash asked after Scott’s huffing subsided. He didn’t get return clients as often as Scott did, not because he didn’t do a good job, but because the type of clients he attracted didn’t usually have recurring needs from a PI. Scott’s clients tended to find trouble around every corner. 
“Not a returning client,” Victor said. “Someone you know—a woman by the name of Mary…” He paused, searching his mind for her last name.
Mary was a common name. Lots of women were named Mary. It couldn’t be that Mary. 
Victor snapped his fingers as the name came to him. “Hensley,” 
Though he knew the name Victor would speak, the sound of it clenched his stomach. His brain worked overtime to keep the past buried in a dark corner of his mind, where it belonged. The effort immediately brought on a migraine. 
“I don’t know a Mary Hensley.”
Cash had never lied to Victor. For one reason, he’d never needed to, and for another, it was pointless. Victor knew him too well and had too much experience for anything to slip by him. 
“Is that right?” He raised an eyebrow.
“I don’t know why I said that.” He rubbed his forehead in circles as if it would help.
“Do you need to lay down?” Victor asked. 
There was nowhere to lay down. 
“I’m not taking the job,” Cash said. “I need to go home.”
He never took time off unless he needed to do something for Bailey, and Victor didn’t argue with him. Cash wished he wouldn’t bring it up again, but he knew he’d have to discuss it sooner or later. Later was better.  
Somehow he made it home without getting into an accident, his vision blacking out in patches as the migraine came on in full force, and passed out after taking a pill.

      ***Cash never dreamed, but this time he woke up with his head full of memories. 
He’d lived with Mary when he was seventeen. As his step-grandmother she was his only relation, so she took him in because no one else would. They hardly knew each other and she was too old to handle a moody teenage boy. 
They’d both been too deep in grief to deal with a new living situation. How could a woman who’d lost her only child and a boy who’d lost his mother handle anything besides the darkness inside themselves? 
Running away was best for them both. She never looked at him because he reminded her of his mother, the woman she blamed for killing her son. He saved her from having to pawn him off somehow, and he saved himself from having to live with the woman who gave birth to the man who killed his mother. 
They hadn’t spoken to each other since the day he left. He didn’t tell her he was leaving, and she didn’t look for him. Why would she be hiring him now? 
He needed something to distract himself long enough to let his mind work through the information and come up with a way to handle it. 
A few texts later he was on his way to Mrs. Southwick, George’s wife. 
Mr. and Mrs. Southwick lived in a moderate house in a moderate suburb, with a well-kept yard and a clean house. The perfect example of middle-class. It was the American dream, but not enough of the American dream to keep men like George happy.  
By now Cash knew George’s schedule well enough to know he wouldn’t be home, and Mrs. Southwick would. 
She greeted him at the door with a nervous smile, her plump figure dressed in nice black pants and a floral blouse. “Mr. McClure, I wasn’t expecting you.”
He caught the scent of meat slowly roasting in the oven. Cash hadn’t eaten all day and his stomach growled. George had no appreciation for what he was throwing away. “Sorry to show up unannounced. I was in the area and had some news to share.”
Her face fell. She knew exactly what he was going to say. She’d known before she hired him how this would end, despite her assurances of everything being fine. Deep down she’d always known, no matter how hard she tried to be blind to it. 
She recovered her smile quickly. “Have a seat. Would you like a drink?”
He wouldn’t drag out her misery and make her wait another moment, even to get him a drink. “No, thank you.”
He sat on the edge of the couch while she took a wingback chair. Its twin sat empty. The chairs had been set up to hold a happy couple growing old together, but one would always be empty.
“I followed your husband for a couple weeks and found him at a hotel with another woman.” There was no way to say that nicely or to ease the pain. Better to get it out and done with so everyone could deal with it and move on.
“I don’t understand.” 
She wasn’t going to make him spell it out was she?
“I have these pictures.” He pulled out his phone to show her. “I can send you copies, if you’d like.” He always offered, but advised the spouse to turn them down if they said yes. Keeping physical proof around like that only served to mutilate a heart more. 
Mrs. Southwick, swiped through the pictures then handed him his phone without commenting on them. 
“I’m truly sorry,” Cash said. 
Still no reply. 
“I’ll have my office send you an invoice. If you need anything at all, please contact us.” Cash stood to leave, eager to get away. 
“I’ll pay your fee, but this proves nothing.” 
He stopped on his way to the door. “Huh?”
“George has professional meetings with people all over the world. He’s an important businessman, you know.” 
He worked for an online retailer, selling household items. He might sell to people all over the world, but he didn’t have to meet with them.
“In a motel room?”
Her conviction waned for a fraction of a second, but she pulled it back. “It must be where the woman was staying and he came to pick her up for lunch.”
As the excuses unfolded in her mind, they grew in conviction. “It makes sense she wouldn’t have a car if she’s from out of town. He’s such a gentleman he would never leave her stranded.” Relief settled on her features. “How else would he take a colleague from out of town to lunch?”
Cash moved to the empty wingback chair next to her. Maybe she hadn’t heard him clearly before. 
“George arrived at the hotel first. The woman showed up after he did. In her own car.”
“Did you get a picture of her car?”
Cash blinked. 
“She was probably out for a walk after a long plane ride.”
Cash let out a breath and rubbed his lips together. Clients could be so stubborn sometimes. “Mrs. Southwick, your husband is cheating on you, and I know it’s not the best news, but ignoring it won’t make it go away.”
“Thank you, Mr. McClure.” She stood to open the door for him. “I appreciate your work even if you misunderstood the situation.”
With nothing else to say, Cash stood slowly and stepped outside. “At least tell me you’ll approach him about it.”
“Are you married?” she asked. 
Cash shook his head. He wasn’t going to tell her he was divorced. 
“It’s hard to explain the trust in a marriage like the one I have to George. Especially to someone who isn’t married. But I thank you for your concern.”
Before Cash could say anything else she closed the door, leaving him alone on the porch.






  
  Chapter Four


The irony of what Cash had lectured Mrs. Southwick about was not lost on him. He didn’t want to face Mary as much as she didn’t want to face her husband. But he wasn’t married to Mary, he wasn’t even really related to her. Leaving her in the past would hurt no one, and meeting her again would help neither of them. There were plenty of PI’s in the world, she didn’t need him. 
The only problem was convincing Victor. He didn’t turn down jobs, especially from people he felt needed the help. 
Cash beat him into work the next morning, unlocking the office and turning on the lights. He’d become so used to the musty smell of the old building he hardly noticed it. 
His desk was clean with only a few framed pictures of Bailey, unlike Scott’s which had piles of papers of little to no importance. 
He’d worked everything out in his head and repeated his arguments to himself over and over as he worked. Scott was willing to take the job and he was the kind of man Mary would like. Cash didn’t really know that for sure as he knew very little of her, but it seemed like it would be true. At least he felt like he could convince Victor, as long as he could hide his tells. Victor knew him so well he could easily pick up any lies. It had never been a problem in the past as he’d never had to lie. The trick was to tell mostly the truth and when the lie had to come in, give it with conviction, without selling it too hard. 
The first step was getting Scott on his side. 
“I apologize for what happened yesterday,” Cash said when Scott came in. 
He wore his same hat, what looked to be the same shirt but might be a duplicate, and a flannel shirt with cut-off sleeves. Like he was doing everything in his power to look just like Larry the Cable Guy. 
Whatever he portrayed on the outside, he was nothing like what Cash thought when he first met him. Scott’s bravado and persona was an act to hide his lack of self-confidence. 
He narrowed his eyes at Cash, unwilling to forgive easily. 
Not everyone had obvious tells when they lied, but Scott did. He sniffed when he wasn’t telling the truth, as if lies somehow made his nose run. It wasn’t just the lies Cash could read. Whenever Scott felt threatened he puffed out his chest and whenever he lacked confidence, he sneered. More than anything, Cash felt bad for him. Always hiding who he was because he didn’t think he had the freedom to express himself. 
Cash had nothing to apologize for from the day before, Scott had been the one to embarrass himself, but it was a good way to start a conversation. 
“Oh look,” Scott
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