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      Is a secret the same as a lie?

      

      She slept with her sister’s husband, on the day of the funeral. No wonder she was in agony. She wants her family to forgive her, but can she forgive herself?

      

      Allie Denton fell in love with Lennon Holland the minute they met. He was her best friend. But he was also in love with her sister.

      

      When her sister dies in a car accident, Allie reaches out to Lennon for support and they end up in bed together. But afterward Lennon wants her to forget that it happened.

      

      How can she possibly forget something like that? The guilt. The lies. The shame. Besides, she knows he feels something for her although he won’t admit it. They both know it will never work anyway. The only thing to do is to find someone else. She encourages him to do the same.

      

      Then just when she thinks she’s met the right guy, Lennon finally opens up to her. It seems he has been harboring a few secrets as well. But is too late for them?

      [image: ]

      Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        LOVE, LIES AND AGONIZE – For Jennifer Esper.  I can’t thank you enough for allowing me to learn firsthand about pole dancing at your studio, Liege Barre and Pole Fitness Boutique.  Even though I was unable to climb a pole, you did it with such grace and ease.  I can only hope my readers will feel empowered by the female characters in my book.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Deputy Lennon Holland parked his patrol car outside of Allie’s Dance Studio.  In smaller print the sign painted on the glass window listed the many classes it had to offer.  Barre Classes, Pole Dancing and Aerial Silks, whatever the hell that was.  The studio was located in the center of the strip plaza on Main Street and was flanked by a hair salon, dress shop, children’s store and gift shop, just to name a few.

      From out front the music vibrated beneath his feet.  I’m Too Sexy engulfed his ear canals as he opened the glass door and went inside.  The lobby was empty and no one was manning the reception desk.  The large picture window to the right allowed a clear view of the women inside the big square workout room with the mirrored walls.  There were at least half a dozen females in class but there was only one who caught his eye.  Allie Denton, with her long runner’s legs wrapped around a metal pole, her body bent in half as she hung backward, her sandy dark blond ponytail sweeping the polished hardwood floor.

      Even though she was upside down, Allie met his eyes through the glass window but didn’t bother acknowledging him.  Then, with the grace of a ballerina she was upright and straddling the pole.  Some of the women were barefoot and others were wearing black dominatrix looking ankle boots with platforms and spike heels.  Ouch!

      “Squeeze those thighs, ladies!” she shouted above the music and Lennon got an instant boner seeing her dry hump that pole, while keeping time to the beat.  “Your man likes it when you do that.”

      The class roared with laughter.

      Jeezus!  He had to look away.  Taking a seat in one of the padded reception chairs, he flipped through a magazine that had pictures of scantily dressed women showing off their sculpted muscles and curves.  That wasn’t helping his situation.  He tossed it aside and picked one up that had a man with rock hard abs power lifting on the cover.  That was much better.

      He waited for the class to end, and after a few minutes the music stopped.  He heard clapping, laughing, giggling and then one by one the women filed out.

      “Hi, Lennon!” his eighth grade algebra teacher said with a wave.

      “Hello, Mrs. Monahan.”  The woman had to be in her fifties but she was in fantastic shape.  And those thighs!  Wow!  He felt the prickle of a blush creeping up his chest, neck and face.  It was hard to believe that he’d once considered her old and dowdy.  Never in a million years had he ever pictured her wrapped around a stripper pole, or whatever it was called.

      “Deputy Holland,” another woman said, and he tried to place her.  Oh yeah, Mrs. Stanton from the bakery.  She sure looked different without her clothes.  Not that she didn’t have clothes on now but not as many as she wore to work.  He sometimes stopped in to Yummy Bites for coffee and a pastry just to be nice and because the owner was smart enough to hire hot young chicks to serve the customers.  Not that he ever mentioned that to his sister Claire.  She would kill him if she knew he had coffee anywhere other than her diner.

      And speaking of Claire, there she stood, looking down at him.  This was certainly uncomfortable.  He didn’t want to think about his older sister dry humping a stripper pole.

      “Claire, what are you doing here?”

      “Trying to get in shape, brother dear.  What do you think I’m doing?”

      He could barely look her in the eye.  He fixated on her knees instead.  “Does Jordan know you’re doing . . . that?”

      She laughed.  “You’re pathetic.  Of course he knows.  Why do you think my husband is so happy all the time?”

      “Gross.  Get away from me.”

      Thankfully, she didn’t go into any detail.  She flung her sweaty towel at him and went out the door with a wave goodbye.

      “Lennon, are you thinking about signing up for a class?” one woman teased.

      “Afraid not, Barbara,” he said.  “You ladies would put me to shame.”

      More laughs and giggles out of them.  Everyone except from Allie who just rolled her eyes at him as she made her way around the reception desk.

      Eventually the women left and it was just the two of them now.  He got to his feet and went to stand closer to her.  She didn’t even bother looking up.  “Still crazy about me, I see.”

      “What do you want, Lennon?” she said in an agitated tone.

      He supposed he should get right to it.  “I got a call this morning from Mr. Larkin who said you ran over his garbage can again.”

      “You here to arrest me?”  She stuck her arms forward, her fists lined up side by side, tempting him to cuff her.

      And he was tempted all right.  She had a sassy mouth on her.  And an attitude that could cut right through a man’s sole.  “You know, your parents should have spanked you as a kid.”

      She tilted her head and gave him a seductive look.  “Is that why you’re here, Lennon?  Because you want to spank me?”  She thrust her hip out to the side, deliberately bumping it into his thigh.  “Go right ahead.”

      Taking a step back, Lennon sucked in a breath and tried not to stare at her curvy backside or the cleavage popping out of her low-cut form-fitted top that was no bigger than a bra.  It ended just below her breasts and left the smooth skin of her midriff exposed.  Nor did he stare at the long legs peeping out of those tiny stretchy shorts, or whatever they were called, that were recently wrapped around a pole.

      He noticed the tiny beads of moisture that dotted her forehead, neck and chest.  Her face was pink from her workout.  And those eyes of hers.  One blue and one green.  He’d never met anyone else who had two different colored eyes.  Not that you could tell from a distance.  But standing this close you certainly couldn’t miss them.

      Allie wasn’t beautiful in the true sense of the word.  Yes, she was pretty but she was more wholesome looking than beautiful.  Like the girl next door type.  Except she had a really hot body.  And it was no wonder, with all her talents.

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You were.”

      “But I’m not anymore.”  He looked around the room, in an attempt to cleanse his dirty thoughts, then glanced back at her.  “Look, you can’t keep treating your neighbor like that.  You share a driveway.  Try to be more respectful when backing out on trash day.”

      “Or what?  You’re going to spank me and then arrest me?”

      “Dammit, Allie!  What is your problem?”

      “My problem is that my landlord is a spineless prick!”

      Lennon tried not to look offended even though she was talking about him.  “I can evict you, you know.”

      “Bite me!”

      He blew out a frustrated breath, ran a hand through his hair.  He couldn’t take any more of her mouth.  Maybe he should spank her and then throw her in the slammer.  It would teach her a lesson.  But they both knew he would never do that.

      “Are you done?” she asked.  “Because I have some work to do.”

      He knew she was just saying that so he would leave.  “I came here as your friend.”

      “We’re not friends.”  She picked a dead leaf off a plant on the desk that looked like it might last another few days at the most.  Maybe if she placed the potted thing closer to the window it might have a screaming chance.  Then again, knowing her, probably not.

      “Okay.  As your landlord,” he said.

      “My landlord, who doesn’t do anything he promised?”

      She was right.  He’d promised to replace the rickety porch steps, install a new hot water tank so she could shower and do laundry on the same day without running out of hot water, and do a few other minor repairs.  But the truth was he didn’t trust himself to be around her, not in that tiny little house.  Not after what had happened the last time he’d stepped foot in there.  No sir.  Not going to happen.  He supposed he would have to hire someone to do the work, and that just sucked because it would probably cost a fortune.

      “I see you replaced Mr. Larkin’s hot water tank.  I saw the old one at the curb this morning.  That really pissed me off, Lennon.  Maybe that was why I couldn’t control the wheel of my car and I backed into his garbage can.”

      He was starting to think it was a really dumb idea to invest in those rental properties.  Amanda had warned him.  But he’d thought it would be fun.  Buy a couple fixer uppers, do some minor improvements, rent them out so the mortgages would be covered, and then sell them in a few years.  He figured he could make a tidy profit too.  But he was learning that no amount of money was worth the pain and suffering one of his tenants was causing him.  This one in particular, who was standing in front of him, hands on hips, nostrils flaring.

      “So, if that’s why you ran over his garbage can this morning, what was your excuse for doing it two weeks ago?”

      “You know what my excuse was but you never do anything about it.”

      “What do you want me to do, Allie?  Huh?” he said with an irritated sigh.  “Mr. Larkin’s dog is old.  He has a weak bladder and has to go out once or twice a night.”

      “I need my sleep,” she said tightly.  “Do you know what it’s like to be woken up at two o’clock every morning when that damn dog starts barking?  And then I just get back to sleep and he’s out again.  I swear he barks at the air.”

      “Old Mr. Larkin is really attached to that dog.  All they have is each other.  It wouldn’t hurt for you to be a little more understanding.”

      Another eye roll.  “And you still never did anything about the geese.”

      Jeezus!  Not the geese again.  “I checked with the county and Mr. Larkin is right.  The geese are grandfathered in.  They belonged to the prior owner and as long as that pond is back there the geese will stay.”

      “Did you ever have to clean up goose doo-doo?”  She didn’t wait for him to answer.  “No, you didn’t.  It’s nasty.  They pooped all over my sidewalk and porch.  It was like trying to dodge mines to get to my front door.  It was absolutely horrible!  And when I complained you didn’t even come by to help me clean it up.”

      “I’m sorry.  But I can’t ask the guy to move.  And even if I did the geese will stay.”

      “Oh, but you want to evict me.”

      “Well, at least Mr. Larkin pays his rent on time.”

      She dropped her arms to her sides, chewed at her bottom lip then lowered her eyes for a moment.  “Speaking of that, my rent is going to be late again this month.”

      “Dammit, Allie.  You still haven’t paid me for last month.”  She didn’t respond.  “What’s the problem this time?”

      “I loaned a friend some money and she hasn’t paid me back yet.”

      “Don’t tell me.  Let me guess.  Rachel Middleton,” he said with disgust.  “You realize she’s using you.”

      “Rachel is not using me.  We’ve been friends since high school.”

      “And every time she has a problem she comes running to you so you can bail her out.  Why is that?”

      “Rachel got dumped by her boyfriend a few months ago, and was feeling a little low,” she said with a shrug of one shoulder.  “She got carried away with her credit cards.”

      Lennon shook his head.  “What does that have to do with you?”

      “She needed some new shoes to lift her spirits,” she said with another shrug, still defending her friend.  “And a few other things.  She happened to get a little behind on her payments and I offered to help.”

      “New shoes?  That’s how women lift their spirits?  They buy new shoes?”  If only it could be that easy for him.

      “Yes.”

      Lennon made a tsk sound.  “She’s driving around in a brand new BMW and you’re driving that piece of shit out there,” he said, nodding toward the parking lot at the rusted yellow VW bug that was probably being held together with duct tape.  “Wise up.  Don’t let people use you.”

      “You mean the way I let you use me?”

      Lennon blinked then sighed.  Okay, he probably had that coming.

      “Really, Lennon, I have work to do.”

      He stood there for a moment longer, letting the silence and the tension build between them.  “Allie, are we ever going to talk about it?”

      “Nope.”

      He nodded then looked down at his feet, remembering those sexy legs of hers wrapped around his hips.  “Because, I hope you know that if I could undo that night, I would.”  He looked up from his feet just in time to see and feel her fist connect with his eye.  He staggered backward, tripped on his own two feet and fell hard on his ass.  “What the fuck!”

      She didn’t say anything but there was a bit of a gleam in her eye.  The blue one.

      He sat on the cool tile floor for a moment, wondering if he should arrest her for assaulting a deputy.  Then he thought about her family and what they might have to say about that.  Slowly he got to his feet and started for the door.  “I guess I’ll see you at your parents’ house tomorrow.”

      Allie didn’t answer as he walked outside and headed for his patrol car.  He climbed behind the wheel and slammed the door shut.  Well, that had certainly gone well.  “Fuck!”
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      Lennon stopped by his sister Starr’s house next, not to see her specifically.  Who he really wanted to see were the kids.  His niece Libby would turn four in another month or so and his nephew Ethan was born two weeks ago.  A handsome little dude and his godchild.  Not bothering to knock he used the key beneath the mat at the back door the way he normally did and let himself inside.

      “Hey, it’s me,” he called from the kitchen.

      “In here,” Starr answered.  “I’m talking to Claire on the phone.”

      Lennon came around the corner and into the living room, catching a glimpse of the back of his sister’s auburn head.  A squishing suction-type sound grabbed his attention.  What the hell was that?  There was no sign of the kids or Sam, his brother-in-law.

      Just then Starr whipped around to face him and Lennon screamed.  She was holding her cell to her ear and there was a weird contraption attached to her boobs.  The clear plastic covers did nothing to conceal her giant nipples that looked like cow udders.  “Holy shit!”  He shielded his eyes from the ghastly sight.

      “Gotta go, Claire.  I guess Lennon’s never seen a nipple before.  He looks like he might faint.”

      “That’s not funny,” he said, still hiding his eyes behind his hands.  “A little warning next time might be nice.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “What are you doing?” he said.

      “I’m pumping.  Breast milk is the best thing for the baby.  And since I’m having surgery soon I want to pump and freeze as much of my own milk as possible.”

      Since their grandmother and aunt had both died of breast cancer, his sisters had undergone genetic testing.  Claire walked away unscathed, but Starr wasn’t so lucky.  She needed to have her breasts and ovaries removed or risk getting cancer.

      “Okay,” he said, his eyes still covered as he hovered near the wall.  “Where are the kids anyway?”

      “Ethan is napping upstairs in his crib.  And Sam took Libby to a movie.  The baby has been sucking up all the attention around here so he thought it would be nice to spend a little time alone with his daughter.”

      “Oh.”

      “Will you stop hiding?  They’re just breasts and nipples.”

      “Yeah, my sister’s breasts and nipples.  And I don’t need or want to see them.  Can I go up and take a peek at Ethan?”

      “Sure.  You’re his godfather.  Go on up.”

      Without looking at Starr, he crept up the stairs and into his godson’s room.  His sister and brother-in-law had decorated it with dinosaurs in assorted colors.  Blue, orange, green and yellow T-rexes, Stegosauruses and Troodons.  They were all pretty cool.

      Lennon bent over the crib.  The little guy was sleeping soundly.  So peaceful.  So tiny.  He’d only weighed a little over six pounds when he was born.  Hardly more than Claire’s yappy little dog Theo.  He reached inside the crib, touched Ethan’s forehead and smiled.  Then he tiptoed out of the room.

      “Is it safe to come down?”

      “Yes,” Starr answered.  “All done.”

      Lennon bounced down the steps and went back to the living room to join her.  He flopped into a chair.

      “What happened to your eye?” she asked.

      Of course Starr would notice.  “Some big dude was resisting arrest this morning.  She . . . I mean he . . . caught me off guard.”

      “Wow.  Do you want me to clean it for you so you don’t end up with an infection?”

      His sister was a doctor.  General Practitioner.  Always worried about germs and infections.  “I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, I hope you showed him who was boss.”

      “Of course,” he lied.  “But he was really big.  Six-eight, three hundred pounds maybe.”  He hated lying but it certainly sounded better than admitting he’d been knocked on his ass by a five-feet-five-inch female who only weighed one-hundred-twenty pounds at most.

      “Who was he?  Anyone I might know?”

      “No.  I don’t think he was even from around here.  Hey, are you hungry?” he asked, deliberately changing the subject.  “I can make us something for lunch.  I don’t have to be at work until two.”

      “But I assumed you were working days.  I thought you said that guy was resisting arrest this morning.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Claire said she saw you at Allie Denton’s dance studio.  What were you doing there?”

      “I . . . uh . . . stopped there to . . . warn her to watch out for that guy.”

      “So he was at the plaza.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, what did he do to get arrested?”

      “You know, you ask a lot of questions, Starr.  Don’t you understand privacy laws?  You know I can’t discuss that stuff with you.  You’re a doctor so you should understand.”

      “Well, I think it works a little differently in medicine, Lennon.  Besides, you’ve never been secretive before.”  Her face brightened.  “It’s someone I know, isn’t it?”

      “No, Starr, it’s not.  Are you hungry or what?”

      “I’m starving.  Ethan is sucking up all my calories.”

      “Yeah, let’s not talk about sucking and stuff like that.  Okay?  After what I saw you doing I may never recover.”

      Starr followed him into the kitchen and watched with interest as he surveyed her fridge.

      “Looks like we have our choice between scrambled eggs or an omelet.”

      She scrunched her face.  “I like when Sam makes the eggs.  We like to eat them naked in the center of our bed.”

      Lennon slammed the refrigerator door shut.  “Too much information.  Why can’t I have normal sisters?  First I see Claire coming out of that stripper pole class, and then I have this horrible image of you attached to that damn machine that I may never get out of my mind.  I think I lost my appetite.  I’m going to run down to the diner and have Jordan whip up something for me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.  Oh, how is Allie, by the way?”

      “She’s . . . okay.”  She hates my guts, but other than that.  “I mean, not that we talked much.  But . . .”

      “I still have the name of that grief counselor if you want to pass it along to her.”  Her face lit up.  “You know, since she’s Amanda’s sister, you two should go together.  It might help.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Well, what about Allie?”

      “She’s fine too,” he insisted.

      “Lennon, it’s okay to grieve or cry once in a while.”  She rubbed a hand over his arm.  “There’s no shame in it.  It doesn’t make you any less of a man.  I mean, your wife died six months ago.  And you’ve been so brave and strong.  But maybe it’s time to face those demons, get everything out in the open.  You barely ever talk about Amanda.”

      Lennon stared at his sister.  “I’ve already faced the demons.  I just want to get on with my life.  Okay?”

      “Okay, sure.  That’s good.  I think.”

      “I have to go.  Give Libby a kiss for me when she gets back.”

      As Lennon drove to the Red Ridge Diner he thought about what Starr had said.  Grief counseling.  Was she crazy?  There was no way he could go to something like that.  Open up and talk about his feelings?  No sir.  And especially not with Amanda’s sister.

      He and Allie didn’t have that type of relationship.  They weren’t friends or even friendly.  Although they used to be.  But that all came to a halt the minute they’d slept together.  The same day they’d buried her sister.  His wife.
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      When Allie arrived at her parents’ home the next day, her brother’s black mustang and Lennon’s Harley were already parked out front of the stately brick house where she, Amanda and her brother Anthony had been raised.  Hearing a roll of thunder she glanced up at the cloudy sky.  Wasn’t it supposed to rain later?  She looked at the motorcycle once again, wondering if it would rust in the rain.  Well, that was Lennon’s problem, not hers.

      She went in through the kitchen, the screen door slapping shut behind her with a loud bang.  “Hi, Mom.  Daddy.”  She ignored Lennon, who was nursing a beer, same as her father.  Something smelled good.  Her mother had always been a good cook, unlike Allie.  She baked—cookies, cakes and such—nut that was about it.  Most of her dinners consisted of sandwiches or take-out.

      Valerie Denton spun around to face her.  “Alice, where have you been?  I hope the roast isn’t overcooked.  You were supposed to be here half an hour ago.”  Her mother was the only one who ever called her Alice.  And Allie hated it.

      “Sorry.  I was waiting for my water to heat up so I could shower.  I should have known better than to throw a load of laundry in beforehand.”  She glared at Lennon who frowned then looked away.  Instead of the uniform he’d worn yesterday, today he was dressed in a black Pearl Jam t-shirt and snug fitting jeans.  He was tall and lean, about six-two or three maybe, with rock hard abs and biceps to match.  He wore his dark auburn hair long on top.  Hair that was thick, wavy and soft as silk.  He had that unshaved look going on lately—not quite a beard—that made him look not only hot but dark and dangerous as well.  Too bad he was such a jerk.  The black eye she’d given him added to the dark and dangerous look as well.  “Nice shiner,” she said to him, feeling a little smug.

      “Oh, Alice,” her mother exclaimed.  “Lennon was just telling us about the man who attacked him while resisting arrest.  I guess he was as big as a gorilla.”

      “I’m sure he’s exaggerating,” Allie said with an eye roll and Lennon didn’t bother to defend himself.

      “Glad you’re here, honey,” Mike Denton said, and came over to kiss Allie’s cheek.  Her dad was ever so handsome with his Tom Hanks good looks.  He always went out of his way to make her feel welcome and special.  He never compared her to Amanda the way her mother always did, making her feel as though she would never measure up.  Since the funeral it was ten times worse.

      “I brought chocolate chip cookies,” Allie announced and set the plastic covered plate on the counter of the newly remodeled kitchen.  She sort of liked the old kitchen better than all these white cabinets, marble countertops and stainless steel appliances.  But her dad thought the change would be good for them.  How getting a new kitchen could help them deal with losing a daughter she had no idea, but she was not about to argue.

      Her mother shot her a scolding look then bent over to take the roast out of the oven.  “Alice, you know that whatever passes your lips will end up on your hips.”

      Valerie Denton weighed the same now as the day of her wedding and was proud of it.  Maybe it was because she never indulged in sweets.  She liked to brag that people always mistook her for Meg Ryan.

      Amanda had been the same way.  Never had an ounce of fat on her.  But not Allie.  She’d been a little pudgy in junior high.  As a teen and an adult she’d had to work hard to keep her figure, thus the reason she’d found an interest in fitness and dance.  Although her workouts were worth it if she could eat dessert on a regular basis without feeling guilty.

      “They look good, Allie,” Lennon said, reaching under the plastic wrap and snatching a cookie.  He’d always liked her chocolate chip cookies as well as anything else she baked.  Is that why she’d brought them?  No.  Her brother and father liked them too.

      “Where’s Grams?” she asked.  Grandma Denton usually joined them for family dinners which normally took place every other Sunday.

      “She wasn’t feeling well,” her father said.  “Still has a bit of a head cold, decided to stay home at the last minute.  But your mother promised to make her a plate.  Said you wouldn’t mind dropping it off to her later.”

      Allie nodded.  Of course she didn’t mind.  She and her grandmother had always been close.  Allie would do anything for her.  Grams never judged or criticized her.  She was proud of her granddaughter for having the balls to open her own business.  And yes, her grandmother had actually used the word balls.

      “And Anthony?” she asked.

      “Watching golf,” her father said.  He poked his head out of the kitchen and into the hall.  “Anthony?  Your sister is here and it’s time to eat.”

      They each grabbed a dish or platter and carried it to the dining room.  Her parents sat at opposite ends of the table.  Lennon and Anthony sat beside one another.  And Allie sat next to the vacant chair that had once been Amanda’s spot.

      Dinners at the Denton house used to be fun.  Lots of teasing and laughing.  But since Amanda’s death, it had become a struggle for everyone.  Mostly they would talk about mundane things that no one really cared about until her mother would start nosing into Allie’s personal life.  Frankly, she didn’t know why her mother bothered cooking for them.  Because before dinner was over Valerie would find fault with Allie, and manage to put Amanda on a pedestal.  Oftentimes she would cry afterward and apologize.  And Allie would forgive her even though everything that came out of her mother’s mouth was basically true even if it had been hurtful.

      Valerie would go on and on about how easy it had been for Amanda to attract male attention.  Maybe if Allie added a few highlights to her dishwater blond hair it might help her to find someone special.  Maybe if she got a real job and worked around some men instead of surrounding herself with females in those ridiculous dance classes she taught.  Or maybe if she smiled more she wouldn’t intimidate men.  Or if she learned how to dress more appropriately—meaning conservatively.  Or if she didn’t talk with a potty mouth.  The list seemed to grow each week.

      “My pole classes are doing well,” Allie said to break the ice and because she’d caught her mother eyeing the empty seat numerous times and dabbing at her watery eyes.  Allie swallowed back her own tears, refusing to give in to them.  Crying wasn’t going to bring back her sister.  She knew that from experience.  She’d cried for practically three months straight after Amanda died.

      “Honestly, Alice, I still can’t believe you would lower yourself to do such a thing.  Men can’t possibly find that attractive.  In fact, they probably think it’s rather slutty.  Why can’t you teach yoga or something?  Tell her, Lennon.”

      Lennon, who had been about to pop a bite of roast beef into his mouth, held his fork still then lowered it to his plate.  His gaze bounced about the table.  “Uh, well.  You know I was surprised to see my sister Claire at Allie’s pole class yesterday.”

      Allie wondered if that was Lennon’s way of standing up for her.

      Valerie gasped in surprise.  “Claire is taking the class?”  Without waiting for confirmation, she added, “Claire is such a lovely person.  Lennon, I certainly didn’t mean to offend you by suggesting she was a slut.”

      No, but it certainly didn’t bother you to offend your own daughter.

      “Allie, if you’d like me to stop in at your studio to add a few pointers, just say the word,” Anthony said, grinning and waggling his brows.  “I’m sure your clients would appreciate learning how to climb a pole from a professional.”

      “I am a professional.  I have several certifications that qualify me to teach.  And trust me, firemen do not use the poles in the same way we do.  Pole dancing is a type of erotic dance and a form of art.  We do it to challenge ourselves and to create empowerment.  We’re not rushing off to save lives.”

      “I really don’t think this is suitable dinner conversation,” Valerie said, butting in.  She picked up a serving bowl and handed it to Anthony.  “More potatoes, anyone?”

      “I’ll take some more,” Mike said.  “Great dinner, Val.  As usual.”

      “Thank you.”  Then her mother leveled her daughter with a look and Allie braced herself for what was about to come.  “So, Alice, when was the last time you were on a date?”

      Allie didn’t bother to meet her mother’s eyes as she stabbed a bite of asparagus.  “Not too long ago.”  The same lie she always told.

      “The reason I asked is because my friend Maggie, you remember Maggie Ashton, don’t you?”  And Allie nodded.  “Anyway, her son Arthur just finished his PhD and is interested in meeting a nice girl.  Now that he isn’t studying every night he has time to finally settle down.”

      “Arthur Ashton with the buck teeth?” she said, and heard both Anthony and Lennon snicker.  “Wasn’t he studying physics or something equally boring?”

      “Really, Alice.  It’s no wonder you don’t have a boyfriend.  You’re so picky.”

      “Actually, Mom, I sort of met someone,” she continued with the lie.  “A really nice guy.”

      “Oh, honey, that’s wonderful.  What does he do?”

      Of course that would be the first question out of her mouth.  Not, is he decent?  Does he treat you right?  Does he like children?

      “He’s a . . . he’s an environmental engineer.”  She hoped her parents didn’t quiz her about her made-up boyfriend’s occupation as she had no idea what an environmental engineer actually did.  But it sounded smart and so she was sure they would approve.  In spite of what her mother thought, Allie was not picky.  It was her family that hadn’t approved of the personal trainer she had dated last year even though she and Max had a lot in common.  Or the used car salesman the year before, the one who had given her the sweet deal on her VW bug.  They’d refused to even speak to the dog walker she’d dated at the end of last year, who had told them he was still finding himself.  Even though he was really funny and a good guy.  I mean, he loved animals.  What was wrong with that?  Okay, so he turned out to be a loser.  But at least she’d given him a chance.

      “Oh, that’s certainly . . . interesting.”  Her mother seemed pleased.  “And different.  Not a doctor.  Or a dentist like your dad, but at least it’s a respectable career.  When can we meet him?”

      “It’s a little too soon to bring him home to meet the family.  I’ll let you know when things get serious.”  She went back to eating, casting a glance at Lennon who was staring at her.  What was his problem?

      “You know your mother and I were talking about going to the cabin over Labor Day weekend,” her father said.  “The way we used to when . . .”  He swallowed noticeably hard.

      When Amanda was alive, Allie silently finished for her father.  They hadn’t been to the cabin at the lake all season.  And here it was August already.

      “Anyway, we thought it might be good for us all to go.”

      Anthony bit at the inside of his cheek.  “I sort of made plans already, Dad.  In fact I just booked a flight to Vegas for a bachelor party.  I had no idea you’d want to go to the cabin this year.”

      “Oh,” Valerie said, her disappointment clearly evident.

      “But I guess I could cancel if . . .”

      “Nonsense, Anthony.  Go to your bachelor party.  Just promise me you’ll stay away from those hookers.  I hear they run rampant in Vegas.”  She turned her gaze to Allie.  “You’re not going to let me down, are you, Alice?”

      “No.  Of course not, Mom.”  Although she was equally surprised her mother would want to spend time at the cabin.  Memories of Amanda were bound to resurface.  They’d been going to there over Labor Day as far back as she could remember.

      “What about you, Lennon?” Valerie asked.  “You went with us last year and had such a good time.”

      Lennon nodded politely and smiled.  “Sure, Val.  I’d love to come.”  And Allie glared at him.  That meant it would be just the four of them.  Mom, Dad, Lennon and her.  No way.

      “Mom, maybe we should skip it this year,” she suggested.  “We could do it another weekend when Anthony can join us.”  And maybe when Lennon can’t.

      “I thought you loved going to the cabin,” her mother said, eyeing her suspiciously.  “Spending time with the family.”

      “I do.”  She thought of a way to say it so as not to upset her mother.  “But maybe we all need a little more time before going back.”

      Valerie shook her head fiercely.  “No!  I won’t hear of it.  It’s like everyone wants me to erase Amanda from my mind and I can’t.  I won’t.  She’s my daughter and she’ll always be with us.”

      Allie reached for her mother’s hand and squeezed it tightly.  “Of course.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to imply anything like that.  I just hate seeing you so upset.”  She swallowed back the lump in her throat.

      Her mother dropped her hand from Allie’s, picked up her napkin and blotted her tears.  “I feel so relaxed and happy when we go to the cabin.  It’s where your sister was conceived.”

      Here it comes.  Allie forced a smile as her mother talked about the past.  She’d heard this story a hundred times.

      “ . . . and then once she was born, and we realized we didn’t get a boy like we had assumed we would, it took us hours to choose just the right name.  Amanda was perfect for her.  It means loveable.  And loveable she was.  Such tiny little fingers and toes.  Labor that only lasted two hours tops.  Who couldn’t love her?”

      Allie was named after her sturdy and tough as nails great grandmother Whitaker.  Alice.  And it had taken twenty-seven hours of painful labor before she entered the world, according to her mother.

      It was her father who had nicknamed her Allie and she’d been ever so grateful.  Alice did not mean loveable or pretty or even desirable.  It meant noble and truthful.  Hardly fitting for the youngest Denton child, although she would never admit it.  Her mother would probably disown her if she knew her youngest daughter had slept with Amanda’s husband.  Even Anthony’s name had a cool meaning.  Praiseworthy.  Pretty cool for the eldest child in the family who had wasted only six hours of Valerie’s precious time during labor before showing his face.

      But “noble” and “truthful?”  Gag me.

      Allie stood and started stacking plates.  She carried them to the kitchen, rinsed and arranged them in the dishwasher.

      Valerie came up behind her and began rearranging everything.  “Let me do that.  You never put them in the right way.  I swear you took lessons from your father.”

      Allie pretended not to be offended.  She went to a cupboard and got out some plastic containers for the leftovers.  She started making a plate for Grandma Denton.

      “Get out of the kitchen, Alice, and let me do that.”  Lightning flashed in the distance and could be seen from the window above the sink.  “The storm is approaching fast.  You should warn Lennon to move his motorcycle into the garage.”

      “Sure, Mom.”  Allie walked back to the dining room where Lennon, her brother and her father were discussing what kind of season the Wildcats would have this year.  “Storm is coming, Lennon.  Mom says to move your Harley to the garage.”  There.  Wasn’t that polite?  Other than the shiner remark those were the first words she’d said to him since arriving and yet if anyone had noticed, they hadn’t said anything.  Of course it had been that same way at the last family dinner and the ones before that.  Were they all dense?  Couldn’t they tell something had changed between Lennon and her since the funeral?

      “You know, I need to take off,” Anthony said, pushing out of his chair.  “I have a date later.”

      Allie smiled.  “Anyone we know?” she teased.

      “No,” he said quickly and headed for the kitchen.  Her brother was quite handsome with dark blond hair and bright blue eyes.  No one ever said his hair was dishwater blond.  Then again, maybe that wasn’t the right term to use for a guy’s hair color.

      “I’m going out on the patio to watch the storm,” Allie announced.  “Mom doesn’t seem to want my help in the kitchen.  Big surprise there.”

      “I’ll give her a hand,” her dad said.

      Lennon stood.  “I’m going to go move my bike.”

      Allie slid the glass door open and went out to the covered patio.  The wind kicked up, fluttering her hair about.  She fished an elastic band from her jeans pocket and smoothed her hair back into
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