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“The firefighters arrived too late to save her.”

Amy Wagner’s stomach dropped to the floor, his words like a dagger to her heart. “What are you saying exactly, Dad?”

She could hear Paul’s slow intake of breath through the earpiece. “Sweetheart, Gina’s dead.”

“She can’t be dead.” Amy squeezed the telephone receiver, certain she had misunderstood. “I just talked to her last week.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, choking on the words.

Amy’s chest tightened, her lungs feeling as if they were being squeezed in a vise. She didn’t know what shocked her more, her little sister dying or her father openly crying for the first time in her forty years on earth.

Paul spoke again, his voice raspy. “Your mother and I will be planning a memorial service for her.”

“Together?”

“Yes.”

Amy’s jaw slipped open. The last time her parents had collaborated on a project, their shouting had caused her eardrums to ring for weeks afterward. Of course, her parents hadn’t seen each other in years, she reminded herself. Maybe they would surprise her.

“Naturally, Wendy is as devastated as I am,” Paul said.

Amy imagined her mother receiving this call, and her heart ached. “I want to help too.”

“That can be arranged. When do you expect to return home?”

“As soon as possible.” Wedging the phone receiver between her shoulder and chin, Amy pulled up a web browser to search for Seattle flights.

“There’s no rush. We can’t do anything for her now.”

She tore her eyes away from the computer monitor. “Still, I want to be there.”

“Isn’t it almost five o’clock in Houston?” Paul asked. “You hardly have enough time to drive home from work, pack, and make it to the airport unless you catch a red-eye.”

Checking the clock, she had to admit he brought up a good point. “Okay, but I’m taking the first flight out tomorrow.”

“Wendy’s plane lands at five p.m.”

“I’ll see if I can coordinate.” She knew her father wouldn’t volunteer to make an airport run specifically to pick up her mother.

“You’re welcome to stay in your old bedroom.”

“Thanks.” Amy could think of more comfortable accommodations than the bedroom she’d left behind twenty-two years ago, but none that would be cheaper.

“We can start planning the memorial service on Sunday. By then some of the shock should have worn off.” Paul sounded as though he were attempting to convince himself more than Amy. “At the moment, I have difficulty imagining life moving forward without your sister in this world. She was only thirty-two. She still had so much life left in her.”

Amy’s insides twisted. “I know, Dad.”

“I thought we’d hold the memorial service here, at my house.”

Amy’s hands stilled over the keyboard, an icy chill spreading throughout her limbs. “Is there even a . . .” She swallowed hard.

“A body?” her father supplied. “Yes, but my understanding is she suffered from severe burns. Authorities relied on dental records to identify her remains.”

The wave of nausea borne by this information spurred Amy to forget all about browsing for flights. She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed one palm hard against her forehead. “What caused the fire?”

“Gina’s stove. From the preliminary investigation, I gather she was frying something. She slipped, and the oil overturned. The grease ignited when it made contact with the flames from the gas burner.”

“Frying?” Something in Amy’s brain tingled. “Except for Lean Cuisine, Gina doesn’t cook.”

“That doesn’t mean she didn’t use her stove every now and then.”

Amy gripped the phone tighter. “Name the last time you saw Gina use a stove.”

Paul paused, then said, “Perhaps she grew tired of microwave dinners.”

Amy shook her head, her mind buzzing. “She still wouldn’t have eaten anything fried.” 

“How can you be certain?”

“Because her friend’s wedding is only two weeks away.”

“What does Sabrina’s wedding have to do with anything?”

“You know how Gina obsessed over her weight,” Amy said. “She would never risk gaining any right before she had to wear a bridesmaid dress in front of a roomful of people.”

“Then perhaps she was cooking to impress a gentleman caller.”

“A gentleman?” Amy thought of the photograph Gina had emailed her last month of her boyfriend-of-the-week. He’d had his arms flexed to better display his colorful tattoo sleeves, his nose ring gleaming from the camera flash.

“You know what I mean.”

“If Gina had a boyfriend, she would have said something when I spoke to her last Thursday.”

Although, she considered, Gina might have acquired a new companion since their last phone conversation. Gina’s boy du jour typically lasted just long enough for her to squeeze out every last drop of entertainment value from the relationship, which included recounting their various adventures to Amy.

If Gina had suddenly developed an interest in cooking, Amy suspected she would have heard about that before now too. Given how much Gina enjoyed amusing her with stories of her antics, she would have relished bringing up how she’d mistaken a tablespoon for a teaspoon or misidentified a key spice. And a newly cooking Gina would have undoubtedly experienced a smaller mishap prior to setting her entire kitchen on fire.

Paul sighed. “Amy, I know what you’re thinking, but you have to come to terms with this. Gina is gone. No amount of logic will change that.”

Amy pressed her hand against her desk. “But nothing makes sense. Did you verify the police pulled the right dental records?”

“Amy.”

She adjusted the telephone receiver. “I’m serious, Dad. Something doesn’t add up.”

Paul didn’t speak, no doubt plotting his best strategy to deter her current line of thinking.

“Have the police considered arson?” Amy asked.

“Amy.”

“Dad,” she said, mimicking his warning tone. “When I talked to Gina last Thursday, she kept yammering on about reaching her goal weight for this wedding, and how she no longer had to worry about ending up as the designated bridesmaid blimp.”

“Bridesmaid blimp?”

“The fat bridesmaid who makes the bride look ultra-skinny in comparison.”

“That’s what you girls talk about?” Paul sounded aghast. “What happened to weddings celebrating the commitment of marriage and spending your life with someone you love?”

Amy smiled at her father’s naïveté, opting not to point out that he should know better after his torturous divorce from her mother years ago. “Love certainly factors into the marriage, but it has no business in the wedding. The wedding centers around the bride looking good and inspiring jealousy in all her friends. And bridesmaids want to look just as good, so long as they don’t upstage the bride.”

“Huh.”

Amy paused, her heart growing heavy as she remembered the topic that had led to this discussion. “Gina wouldn’t have jeopardized not fitting into that dress this close to Sabrina’s wedding.”

“Look, sweetheart, I know you loved your sister and her death is a terrible blow, but you’re going to have to come to terms with it.”

“What do her friends say?”

“Her friends?” Paul seemed taken aback by the question.

“Have you talked to any of Gina’s friends yet?”

“No.”

Amy coiled the phone cord between her fingers. “Gina sounded pretty close to Sabrina and the other bridesmaids. Maybe they’ll have some insight into what happened.”

The line fell silent. Then her father said, “If it’s any consolation, the fire department will be conducting a full investigation. We should have all the details soon enough. Then you’ll have proof that this was purely a tragic accident.”

No matter what the official report said or how her father tried to convince her otherwise, Amy didn’t think she could accept any conclusion that pegged Gina as an overnight chef. If the fire department stuck with that theory, she would simply need to conduct her own investigation. And if the authorities found evidence of arson, she vowed to figure out who was responsible.

Either way, it looked as if she had some work ahead of her.

She sighed and resumed her hunt for a Saturday flight.
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“Hi, honey.”

“Hi, Mom.”

Amy slung her laptop case behind her in order to hug her mother, not caring that their mid-aisle display forced the other air travelers to step around them. She rested her cheek against Wendy’s soft shoulder and felt her arms sink into the flesh of her mother’s back, the embrace filling her with warmth and a twinge of sadness. She remembered when embracing Gina had felt like hugging a pillow too, before her sister reached her teenage years. Then one summer Amy had returned home for a visit only to discover that her portly kid sister had transitioned into a svelte high school beauty. Gina had religiously monitored her weight ever since.

There was no way Gina would risk packing on the pounds by frying foods right before her stint as bridesmaid.

Wendy removed herself from the hug and held Amy at arm’s length. “How are you holding up?”

“Okay. How about you?”

Wendy’s shoulders sagged and moisture leaked out the corners of her eyes. “Not very well, to tell you the truth. I just can’t believe my baby’s dead.”

Amy blinked back her own tears. “I know.”

A man glared at her on his way toward the security gate. Amy turned her back on him, grabbed her mother’s hand, and began walking through the airport.

Wendy wiped her face with her free hand, glancing around as they approached the escalator leading to baggage claim. “A lot of time has passed since I’ve visited Seattle.”

“I know.” Amy didn’t mention that she remembered her mother fleeing town permanently once her divorce from Paul became official. Since then, she only knew of one other time when her mother had returned, when Gina graduated from high school.

“How’s your father doing?”

Amy tensed. Although her parents tried to maintain civil pretenses, she knew they had little tolerance for each other. “He said you’re planning a memorial service together.”

Wendy squeezed Amy’s hand. “It seemed like the right thing to do. For Gina.”

Amy mustered up a watery smile. Maybe by tomorrow her parents would realize what a horrible idea it was for them to plan Gina’s service together.

Wendy sighed. “I must admit, I’m a touch nervous to revisit the house we all shared.”

“If it helps, I doubt anything will look familiar,” Amy said. “Dad only kept our old furniture after we left home.”

Wendy frowned. “That’s unfortunate. I was hoping her old bedroom still had some of her personality.”

“You’ll have to visit her apartment for that.”

Wendy shuddered, dropping Amy’s hand to wrap her arms around herself. “Oh, honey, I couldn’t handle standing in the apartment where she died.”

Amy patted her mother’s forearm. “I understand.”

“It will be unnerving enough sleeping in her old bed.”

Amy stilled, a fresh horror dawning on her. “You’re staying in Gina’s childhood bedroom?”

“Paul and I thought it would be easier to plan the service together if I were close by.”

Amy tried not to let her skepticism show as she stepped on the escalator. In her estimation, her parents sharing a house again would only decrease their ability to pull off the memorial service. Unless their diplomacy skills had improved since she’d last seen them together, one would undoubtedly kill the other before the big event.

Wendy shuffled onto the escalator behind Amy. “Besides, this way I’ll be right down the hall if you want to talk.”

Amy looked up at her mother. “Are you sure you’re okay with being in the same house as Dad? That’s not exactly a comfortable situation for either of you.”

She didn’t mention that she wouldn’t find it comfortable either. If she had known she might be waking up to battle cries this week, she would have reserved a hotel room after all.

Wendy leaned against the handrail. “If we decide it’s not working out, I can always find somewhere else to stay.”

Amy knew that would never happen. Once Wendy settled in, her parents would both be too stubborn to admit they’d made a mistake. Instead, they’d tough out the situation merely to avoid acknowledging the error.

Amy peered past the passengers ahead, watching the escalator steps flattening below. She wondered how long it would take to get Gina’s affairs in order. For her parents’ sakes, she hoped the memorial service could be wrapped up within the week.

Amy gripped her laptop case to her chest. Of course, she had another motive for being in town. If she wanted to uncover the exact circumstances of that fire, a longer visit might be necessary.

As if reading her mind, Wendy asked, “How long will you be in Seattle?”

“Work gave me three days of bereavement leave, but they said I could use as much of my vacation time as I wanted.” 

“That was nice of them.”

Amy grunted in response. She could have mentioned that her employer had no choice, seeing as how they had to follow policy, but her mother appeared to want to focus on something positive.

“The point is that I’ll stay as long as I’m needed,” Amy said, watching her mother. “I told Dad I would help plan the memorial service too.”

Wendy pursed her lips. Amy knew she understood the underlying reason for her offer, namely that she could act as her parents’ referee. She also knew Wendy didn’t want to acknowledge that she and Paul might lack the self-control required to be civil to each other for more than ten minutes.

They stepped off the escalator and headed toward the baggage carousels. Amy pointed at the one lit up with her flight number. “I have to go that way.”

Wendy glanced around before gesturing in the opposite direction. “I’m over there.”

“I’ll find you.”

Wendy nodded and headed off.

When she reached her destination, Amy scanned the area for her father but was interrupted by a tourist elbowing his way to a premium spot near the baggage chute. He was too focused on shoveling french fries into his mouth to notice the nasty look she shot him.

Her eyes veered toward the greasy paper bag in his hand, and her thoughts turned back to Gina. Left on her own, Gina would sooner starve than fry a meal. That pointed to someone else’s involvement, which raised two key questions. Had Gina’s visitor been invited, or had he strong-armed his way inside? And where had this person disappeared to after the fire?

She sighed, knowing no amount of contemplation would answer either question. She’d just have to wait for the results of the investigation.

Her distracted thoughts almost caused her to miss her bag. Luckily, she managed to grab it before it started on another lazy revolution around the carousel.

She kept one roving eye on watch for her father as she race-walked toward Wendy. With any luck she would have a minute to talk to her mother in private. Unlike Paul, Wendy had the capability to appreciate the peculiarity of Gina indulging in a fried meal.

Wendy’s mouth quirked when Amy caught up to her. “At least one of us didn’t have to wait all night for their bags.”

“It shouldn’t be long now, Mom.” Amy glanced at the people surrounding them before dropping her voice. “Mom, what do you think about Gina dying in a grease fire?”

“Ironic.” Tears welled in Wendy’s eyes. “I thought Gina had given up fatty foods fifteen years ago, but I suppose even the best of us slip sometimes.”

“She didn’t slip. She wouldn’t have slipped so close to her friend’s wedding.”

“Amy!”

Amy spun around, smiling when she spotted her father approaching. She dropped the handle of her suitcase so she could give him a decent hug.

“How are you, sweetheart?” he asked, releasing her.

“The flight was fine,” she said, avoiding his question. Her father wouldn’t appreciate knowing the doubts she’d voiced yesterday had plagued her throughout the entire flight.

Paul’s gaze skirted to the side. “Wendy. Nice to see you made it to Seattle safely.”

Wendy pasted a strained smile on her face. “It’s good of you to meet us here, Paul.”

Paul wrapped one arm around Amy’s shoulder and pressed her closer. “Anything for my girl.”

Amy didn’t miss his exclusion of Wendy from his statement. Judging from Wendy’s frozen smile, her mother hadn’t missed it either.

Amy darted her father a warning look, practically dislocating her shoulder as she weaseled out of his grip. He dropped his arm, but her glare didn’t appear to register.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “The East Coast seems to be treating you well.”

Wendy’s eyes widened. “Why, thank you.” She patted her hair. “Boston has a lot to offer.”

Paul’s gaze locked on to Wendy’s ample middle. “I can tell.”

Wendy stiffened before folding her arms around her body. “I see you haven’t changed much since Gina’s graduation.”

Paul and Wendy fell silent but continued to glare at each other. The tension was so thick that Amy had trouble breathing. She bounced from foot to foot, wondering if she should step closer to her mother to eliminate any perceived alliance with Paul.

Amy groaned, silently willing the carousel to start moving. They’d only just reunited, and already she felt the burden of acting as the neutral party. She didn’t know how she would manage a week in their presence.

“I’m assuming you had enough sense to notify Gina’s friends of her death,” Wendy said to Paul.

“I called Sabrina. She volunteered to spread the word.”

“Who’s Sabrina?”

“Gina’s good friend.”

Amy coughed when she caught the smirk on her father’s face, deciding to insert herself into their conversation before he could needle Wendy over how he knew more about their youngest daughter’s friends than she did. “How did Sabrina take the news?”

Paul turned toward her. “The fire shocked her as much as it shocked us.”

Amy figured that meant he had kept their conversation as short as possible. She knew how uncomfortable he felt with displays of emotion, and he would have hated to linger on the phone with a stressed-out bride-to-be. From what Gina had told her, Sabrina’s upcoming nuptials had the woman turning into a bona fide basket case.

The crowd surged forward as the carousel started up. Amy helped Wendy collect her bags, and they all headed into the parking garage.

“You parked far enough away,” Wendy commented.

Paul didn’t bother to turn around. “The exercise won’t hurt.”

Amy would have smacked him if her arms weren’t burning from the effort to drag one of her mother’s suitcases through the garage. The bag pulled as though it contained a full set of free weights.

At least the crisp outside air made for a pleasant walk. Amy inhaled deeply, remembering why she had always loved October in Seattle.

They reached the car, a blue sedan Paul had bought just before Amy’s last visit four years ago. Taking note of the dents and scratches he’d accumulated since then, she smiled. Paul had hesitated to lend her the car when it had been brand-new, but she doubted he would be as protective of it now.

She slid into the passenger seat through tacit agreement with her mother. As Paul drove north, he glanced in the rearview mirror more often than he looked at the traffic ahead of them, almost as if he expected Wendy to attack him at some point. One peek at Wendy in the back seat and Amy had to admit she did look stiff enough to be concealing a weapon underneath her derrière.

Wendy cleared her throat, and Paul jerked in his seat as though she’d prodded him with a live wire.

“What’s going to happen with Gina’s research now?” Wendy asked.

Paul lifted one shoulder. “No clue. Between her apartment fire and her lab fire, the University’s Medical Research department head is overwhelmed by the recent setbacks.”

“Lab fire?” Amy whipped toward him, alarm bells ringing in her head. “Gina’s research lab was on fire?”

Paul darted her a look. “She didn’t tell you?”

“No.”

Wendy leaned between the seats. “This is news to me, too.”

“Her lab burned up the Friday night before last,” Paul said.

Goosebumps broke out on Amy’s arms. “Was it arson?”

“Gina didn’t say.”

Amy tapped one finger against her knee. “Who would want to set her lab on fire?”

“It might not have been arson, Amy.”

“So her entire lab spontaneously burst into flames?” Amy shook her head. “I don’t buy it.”

“Me neither,” Wendy piped in.

Paul’s knuckles turned white around the steering wheel. “The fire could have resulted from any number of things. Most likely, some animal-rights activist didn’t like her use of mice in experiments.”

Wendy scooted closer. “That would mean arson.”

“I used that as an example. An electrical shortage could just as easily have sparked the fire. I’m sure you could locate the details online, if you’re so inclined, but Gina and I didn’t discuss it.”

Wendy scoffed. “In other words, you have no idea what happened but felt compelled to guess because who would know better?”

Amy tuned out as her parents started bickering. She wondered why Gina hadn’t told her about the lab fire. Gina tended not to discuss her work, preferring to keep their interactions lighthearted, but Amy would have thought an incident as significant as a raging laboratory fire would warrant an exception.

Of course, she hadn’t spoken to her sister since last Thursday, the day before the fire. Perhaps Gina had planned to bring up her lab’s destruction during their next call. Amy hoped so, not wanting to believe she and Gina remained too distant for such a serious event to slip by unmentioned.

Amy was so deep in thought she didn’t realize they’d arrived at her father’s house until he’d already parked in the driveway. She fumbled with her seat belt and scrambled to catch up to her parents, who had started grappling over the luggage in the trunk.

“That’s fragile,” Wendy said, tugging on Amy’s laptop case. 

Paul yanked on his end of the strap. “You don’t think I can handle fragile?”

“I’ll take that.” Amy wrapped her arms around the case and hugged it to her chest. Thank goodness she’d never birthed a baby for them to wrestle over.

Paul jammed his hands into his pockets. “I could have carried that.”

Amy pointed to the heavy bag of her mother’s that she’d lugged through the airport earlier. “You take that.” She moved her finger to Wendy’s other suitcase. “And, Mom, you take that one.”

Amy grabbed her own suitcase and started toward the house. Wendy followed much more slowly, her eyes darting across the driveway as if her ex-husband might have buried booby traps in honor of her arrival. Meanwhile, Paul hadn’t moved, perhaps envisioning a bomb detonating as soon as he picked up Wendy’s suitcase.

No, Amy definitely did not see them pulling off this memorial service together.

“You know, Mom,” she said as they approached the front door, “you can hire an organization to plan Gina’s service.”

Wendy huffed. “And expect strangers to pay proper tribute to my daughter?”

“They’d consult you over what kind of music and food she would have liked. They’d just handle all the details.”

“If they need to consult me, I might as well do everything myself.”

“Well, you could hire a caterer at least.”

Wendy glared at her. “Amy, your father and I are perfectly capable of planning this together.”

Amy recognized her mother’s stubborn chin tilt and end-of-conversation tone of voice. “It was just a suggestion.”

She tried not to fidget as they waited for Paul to catch up. As soon as he unlocked the front door, Wendy barreled over the threshold. Paul stayed close to her heels. Amy could only figure he expected Wendy to try to swipe something she’d lost in the divorce settlement.

Amy followed them inside and dumped her luggage in the living room, too tired to haul everything upstairs. Besides, she knew her parents would insist on chatting for a while.

But as they all sat down, Amy realized she had nothing new to report. Her parents would hardly care that work had sprung for new computers. Mentioning something so inconsequential would only spur her father to complain about her chosen career. And her mother would be more interested to know why she hadn’t snagged a nice man yet so she could push out a few babies before her eggs dried up.

Amy fingered the edge of the couch, letting her gaze wander around the living room before the questioning began. When her eyes landed on a sparkly red phone case sitting on the coffee table, she sat up with a start. “What’s that?”

Paul looked where she pointed. “Gina’s cell phone. The officials recovered it from her apartment.”

Amy reached over and grabbed the phone. She felt a buzz of energy as she turned it around in her hands. “Can I borrow it?”

“What do you want her phone for?” Paul asked.

“No reason.” She certainly couldn’t admit she wanted to browse through its history in search of clues about what had happened Thursday night.

Paul’s face hardened. “Amy, you’re not going off half-cocked, trying to read something into Gina’s death that isn’t there, are you?”

She tilted her chin up. Sometimes she had to remind herself that as a woman of forty rather than fifteen, she no longer needed her father’s approval to do what she wanted. “I’m just making sure we have the full picture.”

Wendy frowned. “The full picture?” 

Amy twisted around, grateful for the chance to ignore her father’s disapproving look. “I have some doubts as to whether Gina really set that fire herself.”

“It wasn’t set,” Paul argued. “It started accidentally.”

“I don’t buy that Gina was frying her dinner Thursday night, Dad. She gave up fried foods years ago.”

Wendy straightened. “That’s true, Paul. Gina doesn’t fry.”

Paul’s hands balled into fists. “I can think of many reasons why she might have fried her meal that night, not the least of which is that she wanted to treat herself.”

“She’s not going to treat herself two weeks before she has to squeeze into a bridesmaid dress,” Amy countered.

Wendy flashed Paul a smile, clearly savoring the opportunity to join alliances with Amy. “Precisely.”

Paul crossed his arms. “You ladies obviously don’t want to listen to reason. Why don’t we wait to see the results of the investigation?”

“How long do we have to wait for that?” Wendy asked.

Paul threw his hands up. “How would I know?”

Wendy planted her feet flat on the floor. “Didn’t you ask the fire people how long they planned to stall an investigation into your own daughter’s death?”

Amy leapt off the sofa, too tired to mediate any more arguments. “I’m going to bed. It’s been a long day, and I’m still on Houston time.”

“Your old bedroom is set up for you, sweetheart.” Paul’s voice had softened, but his expression hadn’t. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Amy slipped the iPhone into her jeans pocket, freeing both hands to tackle her suitcase. As she dragged it upstairs, she darted a glance at her parents. They continued to glare at each other from opposite sides of the living room. She wouldn’t be surprised if she found them still sitting like that when she woke up in the morning, both of them too stubborn for their own health.

Amy shook her head, wondering if they would ever change. She prayed they would all survive the countdown to Gina’s memorial service, before someone else in the family became a casualty of that kitchen fire.
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Amy slept fitfully, haunted by dreams of Gina standing just out of reach. She woke up Sunday morning bathed in sweat. She didn’t move for a long time, trying to get her bearings.

When her heart rate had slowed, she rolled her head across the pillow. Her eyes landed on Gina’s cell phone, the sight sending a spear of pain through her chest. She had been too tired to look through it yesterday, but now she itched to find out what it could tell her.

She dragged herself into a sitting position and plucked the iPhone off her nightstand. Gina had never kept her password a secret, always using a series of numbers that matched how GINA would be input into a telephone number pad. Now, punching her sister’s name into the glittery phone caused a dull ache in Amy’s heart.

She skipped past several outgoing calls made on Friday, figuring her father had used the phone to notify a few of Gina’s contacts of her passing. On the night of her death Gina had fielded two incoming calls, one from Sabrina and one from another girl named Trisha.

Sabrina had been the topic of a couple recent conversations between the sisters. Gina relished describing her friend’s increasing hysteria as her wedding date neared, laughing over the tiny details capable of sending Sabrina into a fit of pique. From what she’d heard, Amy wouldn’t be surprised if reminding the bride-to-be of Gina’s fate and the resulting hole in her wedding party sent the girl into a full-blown breakdown.

That left Trisha. Amy didn’t know the extent of the women’s relationship, but the frequency of Trisha’s name in the iPhone’s call history suggested they’d shared a tight bond.

Amy punched the phone number into her own cell and dialed.

“Hello?”

“Hi, is this Trisha?” Amy asked.

“Who’s speaking?”

“This is Amy Wagner, Gina Wagner’s sister.”

“Oh my gosh!” Trisha’s voice cracked as if she might cry. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard Friday. I’m so terribly sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. It’s—”

The sound of Trisha blowing her nose cut her off. Her obvious distress caused a lump to develop in Amy’s own throat.

Trisha sniffled. “Is there anything I can do for you? Anything at all?”

“Actually, yes.” Amy adjusted her grip on the phone. “You showed up in Gina’s call history, and I was hoping you could shed some light on what happened in her kitchen Thursday night.”

“Oh, I wasn’t there if that’s what you’re after.”

“I just thought maybe she said something to you that night, like what she planned to eat for dinner.”

The line fell silent. After a moment, Amy pulled the phone away from her ear to verify the call hadn’t dropped.

“Dinner?” Trisha finally said.

“Yes. That’s how the fire started, you know. I guess Gina was cooking, and the oil caught on fire.”

Trisha gasped. “Oh, that’s just terrible!”

“Did she say anything to you about what she was making?”

“No, we only talked about Sabrina’s wedding.”

“Oh, you know Sabrina?”

“I’m her maid of honor. Our next bridal meeting is today at three if you want to join us.”

“Oh.” The invitation almost startled Amy into dropping the phone. “That’s very kind, but I should pass. I don’t know you all.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Trisha said, as though strangers crashed bridal events all the time. “You can amuse us with stories of Gina when she was younger. It will be therapeutic, almost like having her there with us.”

Amy thought about the eight-year age difference that had spurred her to avoid her little sister when they were younger. With Amy leaving for college before Gina even reached her tenth birthday, she doubted her ability to conjure up many warm childhood memories for the group’s benefit.

“Please, it will do us good,” Trisha went on. “Otherwise, this bridal meeting has the makings of turning into a sobfest. Nobody wants that.”

Amy wasn’t sure how she felt about accepting responsibility for salvaging a stranger’s bridal meeting, but she couldn’t ignore this opportunity to talk about the fire with the women closest to Gina. “I suppose I can go.”

“Oh, that’s fantastic! Let me give you my address.”

Amy grabbed her plane ticket and jotted Trisha’s information on the back. As they exchanged goodbyes, she wondered what she had gotten herself into. Hijacking a bridal meeting to discuss her little sister’s death struck her as somewhat uncouth, but, with Paul resisting any theory more sinister than a broken diet, she didn’t see any way around it.

She thought again of Gina’s laboratory fire, wondering what details she could dig up online. Knowing a little more about it might give her a better idea of what kind of questions to ask Gina’s friends.

She made it downstairs in time to witness her parents arguing over whether bagels tasted better with cream cheese or butter.

“Cream cheese might work on an onion bagel, but not on chocolate chip,” Paul said.

Wendy lifted her hands. “Who eats chocolate chip bagels?”

“People. The store had a whole tray on display.”

Wendy glared at him from across the dining room table, but her face softened when she caught sight of Amy. “Morning, honey. Did you sleep well?”

“Well enough.” She wasn’t about to worry her mother with the truth.

Wendy patted the chair next to her. “Sit down and eat. We have bagels and cream cheese.”

“And butter,” Paul added.

Sitting through breakfast with her parents was the last thing Amy wanted to do. She’d had enough exposure to them last night. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. I just came down to get my laptop.”

Wendy scanned Amy up and down. “You’re not on a diet, are you? You look fine.”

Amy inched away from the table. “I’m just not hungry.”

“Well, sit down anyway,” Wendy said, almost desperately. “Your father and I have started to plan Gina’s memorial service. We could use your input.”

Realizing she had no choice, Amy perched next to her mother. Then she plucked a bagel from the pile, figuring she might as well eat while she was being held hostage.

Paul slid the butter container toward her while Wendy relocated the tub of cream cheese. They both leaned forward, fixing Amy under their gazes.

Intent on remaining neutral, Amy picked a corner off of the bagel and popped it into her mouth dry.

Paul settled back in his seat. “Your mother claims Gina would have wanted orchids for the service. I say roses are not only more appropriate but classier. What do you think?”

Amy stared at him, the bagel growing heavy on her tongue. If her parents couldn’t agree on something as simple as what flowers to order, she couldn’t fathom how they hoped to pull off the event.

“Roses are so unoriginal,” Wendy said. “Orchids are beautiful and unique, just like my Gina.” She elbowed Amy in the side. “Tell him.”

Amy swallowed hard. “Why can’t we get both?”

Their brows furrowed as if a compromise had never occurred to them. But after a moment Paul nodded. “Sounds fair.”

Amy jumped up. “Well, glad I could help.”

Wendy grabbed her pajama sleeve. “You’re not leaving yet, are you? You haven’t even finished your bagel.” She nudged the cream cheese closer. “Here.”

“I’ll finish eating upstairs.”

Wendy let go of her sleeve to set her hand on her hip. “Why are you in such a rush? We hardly got to talk to you last night.”

Amy shifted the bagel in her hands. “I want to look up the details of Gina’s lab fire.”

Paul’s head snapped up. “Why do you want to dredge that up?”

Amy felt her defenses rising. “It might relate to what happened to Gina.”

Paul smacked one palm against his forehead, leaving a smudge of butter near his hairline. “For Pete’s sake, not this again.”

Amy stomped into the living room and snatched her laptop case off the floor, her hands shaking. But as upset as she was by Paul’s continued protests, she paused when she returned to the dining room. She didn’t want to storm off in anger so soon after their reunion. “This is just something I need to look into, okay?” she told him.

Paul folded his arms across his chest. “You always did have a knack for focusing on the wrong things. Remember when you were a kid and insisted on playing that damn piano when you were supposed to be memorizing your multiplication tables? I bet you still can’t tell me what seven times eight is.”

Amy bristled, squeezing the laptop case for support. “Thankfully, I never go anywhere without my calculator app.”

“I love my calculator app,” Wendy chimed in.

Paul glowered at Wendy. “Calculators are a crutch. They’re a tool for people who can’t perform simple math problems in their heads.”

Amy threw one of her arms into the air. “Guilty as charged.”

Paul scrutinized her, prompting her stomach to lurch. She hoped he wasn’t on the verge of outlining Gina’s long list of academic talents and, consequently, Amy’s own deficiencies. Between Gina’s career as a biomedical researcher and Amy’s as an administrative assistant, Gina had been the one daughter who hadn’t disappointed him.

Amy decided to change the subject before he could remind her of that. “Dad, I need to borrow your car later.”

“What for?”

“I’m meeting with some of Gina’s friends.” Amy held her breath, hoping he wouldn’t ask for details.

He didn’t. “Fine. You may use the car whenever I’m not at work.”

She exhaled. “Thanks, Dad.” Then she fled upstairs before her parents could reel her into another argument.

Back in her old bedroom, she sat down in the desk chair and ran her hands along the L-shaped desk, feeling the familiar nicks beneath her fingertips. How many god-awful homework assignments had she slaved on in this very spot? She couldn’t even begin to count.

Or, more accurately, she thought with a snort, she couldn’t count that high without her calculator.

Amy booted up her laptop and scanned through the articles Google suggested for the University of Seattle lab fire. She clicked on one published by the campus paper. According to the write-up, someone had broken into the lab last Friday, knocked loose equipment and paperwork onto the floor, then poured enough gasoline over everything to engulf the entire room in flames. Several animal-rights groups were named as suspects, but the authorities hadn’t been able to pin responsibility on any one individual or organization.

The article included a quote from a Dr. Trent Steinbeck, noting him as the lead researcher of the project affected by the fire. “Despite this temporary setback, we remain committed to our research and will do everything possible to ensure our work isn’t negatively impacted in the long run. Procer Foundation has stressed their support to help us expedite the restoration of our facilities.”

Amy read over the words, wondering if Dr. Steinbeck’s assertions had inspired the persons involved to step up their attacks. If they couldn’t curtail the use of animals in research by burning down the University’s laboratories, maybe they’d fare better by killing off the researchers themselves.

The thought made Amy’s blood boil. She jumped out of her chair and grabbed Gina’s iPhone. Sure enough, a Trent appeared in the contact list. She punched the number into her own phone and initiated the call.

After four rings, voicemail picked up. She left a message then checked the time. Sabrina’s bridal event started in four hours. That gave her four hours to unpack, shower, and keep her parents from killing each other before dinner. 

Even if Gina’s friends didn’t have any insights into the fires, they’d at least get her out of the house for a while. After sharing a bagel with them this morning, Amy didn’t know how many more meals she could take in her parents’ company.
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Trisha was hosting Sabrina’s bridal meeting at her apartment in Lynnwood, located fifteen miles north of Seattle. Amy had forgotten how congested Seattle traffic could be, finally arriving half an hour late.

“I’m so glad you came.” Trisha shook Amy’s hand. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

Amy tried not to stare too long at Trisha’s nails. She had painted each one a different shade and affixed tiny gemstones to the tips of her ring fingernails. “I’m eager to meet Gina’s friends.”

She had already decided not to announce her real reason for coming until she familiarized herself with the group. She didn’t need Trisha regretting her invitation before Amy even entered the apartment.

Trisha motioned her inside. “The others are already here.”

Amy followed Trisha into the dining room, where three women ranging from late twenties to early thirties sat around a table taken over by tiny scraps of paper. Between their toned arms and lean midriffs, Amy could understand why Gina had felt so much pressure to stay thin. Her friends could easily moonlight as fashion models. Even Amy, who had grown to accept her body, couldn’t help feeling like an overweight spinster in their company.

Trisha nodded toward the table. “We’re working on the place cards.”

“How many are there?” The task didn’t strike her as insignificant.

“Sabrina expects over three hundred guests.”

“I thought handwritten cards would make for a nice memento,” one of the women said. She held up one of the scraps. “What do you think?”

“It’s very pretty,” Amy replied. In truth, she’d bet any sane guest would chuck the item in the garbage as soon as the event ended.

“That’s Sabrina,” Trisha said, “the bride.”

Sabrina offered a little wave.

“Next to her is Courtney, and across from them is Ophelia.”

“Lia, for short,” Ophelia said with a small smile, her straight blond hair fanning across her shoulders.

Trisha spread her arms toward Amy the way a television host would showcase a new car up for grabs. “This is Amy, Gina’s sister.”

The bridesmaids murmured their hellos. Before Amy could return the greeting, Sabrina clapped her hands and said, “Okay, back to work.”

Trisha turned her back on the group and leaned close to Amy. “Sabrina doesn’t like anything keeping us from our assignments.” She rolled her eyes before spinning back around, a fresh smile plastered into place.

“If you’re hungry, we have snacks.” Courtney jutted her chin in the direction of the open kitchen, evidently not daring to use her hands for something other than calligraphy.

“Yes, snacks.” Trisha seized Amy’s elbow and led her to the kitchen counter, where someone had laid out crackers, vegetable sticks, and cheeses.

Amy plucked a few crackers and cheese squares off the tray to be polite. “Thank you.”

Lia eyed her selection over the counter. “God, that looks good.”

“Do you want me to make you a
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