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My deepest thanks to my Beta readers, Orange
County Sheriff’s Investigator Gary Bale (retired), Deborah Golub
R.N., and Wendy Matchett.

I also want to recognize my fellow authors in
the Better Late Romance collection, Beth Black, Terry Black,
Michelle Knowlden, Michael H. Payne, and Kristy Tate. Better Late
Romances are stories set in the fictional town of Rancho Allegro,
California, featuring couples age fifty and up. They share some
locations and minor events, but are not interlinked.

When I began my first Better Late novel,
Really? At Your Age?, I had no idea it would develop into
the four-book Sisters, Lovers & Second Chances™ series, but I’m
thrilled that it did! Thanks for joining me.

Jacqueline Diamond
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THE SECRETS SHE LEARNS

 


 CHAPTER
ONE

 


 


Anni Leffler stalked along the sidewalk in
her quiet neighborhood of ranch-style houses, mumbling angrily to
herself. Luckily, at this after-dinner hour on a cool September
evening, most of the residents remained indoors, or they might have
questioned her sanity.

It wasn’t fair that Gavin Everly continued to
elude justice. Yet, according to the video she’d just watched on
the Heart of Rancho Allegro channel, not a single tip about
his whereabouts had panned out, despite a reward that had grown to
ten thousand dollars.

In the four years since he’d vanished while
under investigation for cheating the elderly of their savings, why
hadn’t the police in their Southern California community uncovered
so much as a trace of where he’d gone? No credit card use or bank
activity, no sign of his car, no credible sightings, no use of his
phone.

Why didn’t a giant hammer descend from the
skies and flatten the jerk, wherever he was enjoying his stolen
riches?

The harm he’d caused had begun decades
earlier, even before his preying-on-the-elderly binge. In high
school, Anni had been part of a close-knit group of four
girlfriends. They’d been driven apart, and deeply hurt, by this one
manipulative, glibly handsome man.

Although the others hadn’t known it, Gavin
had impregnated one friend—Sara—and refused to admit paternity back
in those days before DNA tests. Sara had fled their small town
after giving up her baby girl for adoption, and had only recently
returned.

Later, he’d proposed to Anni’s friend Kiri,
then slept with a bridesmaid right before the ceremony. After the
bride’s mother walked in on them, there’d been a humiliating public
scene, leaving Kiri with a shattered wedding and a permanent
mistrust of men.

Then that bridesmaid, Anni’s friend Eden, had
been foolish enough to marry her seducer. She’d endured a long,
emotionally abusive marriage before they split up.

Although Anni had never fallen for the creep,
her heart ached for his victims. Someone ought to hire a private
investigator. She wished it could be her, but she had little money
to spare from her nurse’s salary.

Twinges in her shins warned Anni that she was
overdoing what should have been a pleasant stroll. Better to slow
down and relax her muscles, and to divert her thoughts to something
pleasant.

Like the medical office where she assisted
one of several obstetricians and worked with a congenial staff.
Like this charming seaside village, with palm trees and jacarandas
lining the streets.

Then Anni rounded a corner and spotted the
one man—other than Gavin—she least wanted to encounter, striding in
her direction. Retired police detective Jonathan Trimbel, who’d
headed the investigation, had failed to arrest or, after Gavin’s
sudden disappearance, track down the slimy perp.

Four years hadn’t erased the memory of him
grilling Anni, demanding over and over whether her buddy Eden might
be helping her ex-husband hide his money. Waving a search warrant,
he’d dug through Eden’s house in search of clues to the stolen
money and Gavin’s location. Afterwards, Anni had spent two days
consoling her friend and helping clean the place top to bottom to
dispel her sense of violation.

Thank goodness Eden had been cleared of those
unfair suspicions. Or never charged with anything, at least.

Anni hadn’t realized Jonathan Trimbel lived
close enough to be taking an evening walk here. Reluctantly, she
registered that, even in retirement, he kept his body well toned,
and his easy gait and square shoulders seemed less tense than in
his days on the force. She supposed that, had she not been
subjected to his inquisition, she might have considered his
hawklike features attractive.

Anni sucked in a deep breath. Just walk on
past him. That arrogant man doesn’t deserve a greeting.

Then she noticed the dog.

The skinny beagle strained at the leash,
sniffing beneath a bush. With a command of “Heel!,” Trimbel gave
the strap a sharp tug.

So this was the owner who mistreated that
pooch! Anni had seen him roaming the area, poking into trash cans
as if starving. Unfortunately, the little doggie had dodged her
attempts to corral it.

“Heel! Now!” Another yank on the leash.

Anni halted less than a dozen feet away. “You
don’t have to strangle the poor creature.”

Cold blue eyes raked her face. A quiver of
anxiety ran through her, disturbingly reminiscent of what she’d
felt when he interviewed her about Gavin’s disappearance. For
heaven’s sake, she had no reason to fear the man now.

“Is this your dog?” His rough-edged voice
grated on her nerves.

“Mine? Of course not. It’s obviously yours.”
A fact of which Anni suddenly realized she wasn’t at all
certain.

Heat flooded her cheeks. One might think
that, by the age of fifty, she’d have learned not to jump to
conclusions. That and her temper had landed her in plenty of
trouble. “He’s been wandering around like a lost soul, hungry and
neglected.”

“And you never thought to take him home?”
Somehow Trimbel had managed to flip this conversation and make Anni
the bad guy.

“He got away!” She swallowed her pique. “Am I
to understand that you rescued him?”

“That wasn’t my original intent. I just
planned to take him to the shelter.” He glanced at the beagle,
which was starting to dig under the bush. “Hey! Cut that out.”

“Dogs like to dig.” Anni wasn’t sure why she
said that. Her experience with dogs—one dog, singular, her former
husband’s mellow Irish setter—had resulted in heartache when Shawn
insisted on taking Bongo in their divorce. She’d never been able to
bring herself to adopt a pet since then.

“That’s the problem.” Impatiently, Jonathan
hauled the beagle onto the sidewalk. “At the shelter, they said his
name was Digger and he’d been adopted and returned several times
because he destroyed people’s yards and escaped. I figured I’d take
a shot at training him. Listen, if you want to talk, Mrs. Leffler,
we need to keep moving.”

He remembered her name? How humiliating,
since that removed the option of anonymity. “I suppose I can
exercise with you as well as by myself,” Anni said
ungraciously.

Darn it, she didn’t like being rude, but this
man brought out that side of her. Perhaps it was because she hadn’t
forgotten the callous way he’d treated her and especially Eden.

“I’m surprised you remember me,” she said as
they paced along the sidewalk. His longer legs forced both her and
the dog to match his speed.

“My memory’s crystal-clear,” Trimbel said.
“Also, your daughter just interviewed with me for a job.”

“She what?” Anni pictured her vibrant
daughter—hard to believe Libby was thirty—dark hair stuck behind
her ears as she fixed a smoothie in the blender this morning. Not a
word about interviewing for a job. “I mean, I thought you were
retired.” She’d read a small item about him in the local paper.

“That lasted less than a year. Doing nothing
drove me crazy.”

“What kind of business are you in?” Anni’s
daughter ran through professions the way some detectives ran
through suspects, without ever hitting the right one.

Buoyed by a theater arts degree, Libby had
honed her video skills and even racked up freeway miles to audition
for agents and parts. She’d learned the hard way that Hollywood,
about an hour’s drive from Rancho Allegro, didn’t welcome young
actresses with neither contacts nor credits.

Next, she’d assisted at her father’s
accounting office until she swore she’d die of boredom. Inspired by
her godmother Eden’s beauty-oriented video channel, she’d decided
to become a social media influencer, only to discover the field was
saturated. All of which explained why she was living with Anni and
existing on temp office jobs.

Trimbel finally got around to answering the
question. “I earned my P.I. license and opened my own office.”

She tried to ignore the pain—now a throb— in
her shins as they barreled onto the next block. Digger broke into a
trot. “My daughter doesn’t know squat about being a private
investigator.”

“She’s willing to do office work while
building up the supervised hours to qualify for her own P.I.
license,” he said. “Besides, judging by her portfolio, she has a
knack for disguises.”

“Wigs and makeup?” Anni guessed. That would
be thanks to Eden.

“And she’s personable,” he said. “People
might talk to her.”

Anni’s hackles smoothed at the compliment. “I
can see the benefit in that.”

The man angled an assessing look at her, no
doubt in response to the implied criticism of his
less-than-endearing personality. He let it go, however. “And she’s
familiar with my accounting software.”

“That’s my ex-husband’s influence.” Too late,
Anni wished she hadn’t mentioned her marital status, because it
hardly mattered any more. After twelve years as a single woman,
she’d mostly recovered from that unsatisfying union. “Are you going
to hire her?”

“Shouldn’t I?” he asked.

Anni wasn’t about to thwart her daughter’s
options. “It’s your decision.”

“No objections?”

“Libby’s her own person.” Since that might
send a mixed message, Anni added, “She’s smart, a fast learner and
self-motivated. Once she finds the right career, she’ll shine.”

“Glad to hear it.”

They covered another block as if competing in
the race walking Olympics. Exchanging sympathetic glances with
Digger, Anni decided to speak up, for the dog’s sake if not her
own. “Could you slow down, please?”

The detective broke stride. “Moving too fast
for you?”

“And for your pooch.”

The slow smile that warmed his face
transformed him into someone almost human. “Good thing we’re
home.”

With a jolt, Anni registered where they were.
“You live here?”

“You have a problem with that?”

Her lungs aching from the rapid walk, she
surveyed the house. Recently repainted cream with blue trim, the
single-story structure occupied a large corner lot.

From the driveway, a path fitted with
decorative pavers led around to a side gate. While touring the
property when it was for sale, Anni had noted that it led to a
secondary structure in back, advertised as a granny flat or, the
Realtor had pointed out, a home office.

From her kitchen window, she’d watched
prospective buyers come and go. Somehow she’d never spotted this
one, perhaps because the houses were situated at an angle.

“I live next door. Well, technically, around
the corner,” Anni explained.

His grin widened. “No wonder Libby said it
would be a short commute.”

Her jaw clenched at the awareness that, from
his office, Trimbel had a clear view over the not-very-tall fence
separating his property from her patio and garden. How
annoying.

On the other hand, she’d been praying for
Libby to choose a vocation. Considering that Trimbel had cited a
range of skills developed during her daughter’s odyssey through the
employment ranks, there existed a slight chance this might be
it.

“Just don’t let your dog tunnel into my yard.
I’m fond of my flowers.” Anni folded her arms. That felt awkward,
so she eased off the pose, and caught him watching her with
amusement.

“What?” she demanded.

“You have quite a temper,” he said.

“So I’ve been told.” She didn’t care to
comment further. “Good evening to you and Digger.”

“And to you, Mrs. Leffler.”

“Anni,” she corrected, since they were
neighbors.

“Call me Jon.”

“I will, if we run into each other again.”
Which, she supposed, was likely. “I mean, okay, sure. Good evening
to you and... Oh, I said that. Well, whatever.”

Flustered, Anni marched to her house. When
she glanced back, she saw those blue eyes watching her and that
lazy grin spreading across his face.

Darn it.
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TWO

 


 


The beagle was digging again.

Watching through the window behind his desk, Jon
scowled at the sight. He’d installed a reinforced fence around the
area next to this detached office, where a tree offered plenty of
shade. He’d set out water and dog toys.

No playing or loafing for this pooch. Digger
was clearly determined to escape, again.

According to the folks at the shelter,
energetic dogs required an outlet. Well, he’d committed to daily
walks, hadn’t he?

They might also dig from boredom or
loneliness. In his opinion, that was no excuse. If Jon turned up
holes whenever he got bored or lonely, by now he’d be halfway to
wherever was on the opposite side of the planet from
California.

Maybe he’d been right never to replace Lobo,
the mixed-breed who’d died of old age during Jon’s troubled
marriage. His ex hadn’t wanted another dog, and after she split six
years ago, he’d had to sell their house and move into a condo. Long
hours on the job and cramped space hadn’t offered the ideal
situation for a pet.

Neither did Jon’s P.I. work nor his temper.
Seems like, the older he became, the less tolerant he was of
nonsense.

He liked the detecting part of his
later-in-life career. Having to manage clients was another
story.

Hopefully, once he hired an assistant, he or
she could handle some of the load. The challenge was to pick
one.

Jon had presented each of the three top
candidates with a supposedly-but-not-really hypothetical situation.
A couple had hired him to locate their missing eighteen-year-old
son and establish contact. Since the guy was an adult with no
indication of foul play, they hadn’t involved the police.

Social media and interviews with friends
indicated the young man resented his parents for being overly
controlling, and for insisting he either attend school or get a
job. The usual complaints of a spoiled overgrown child.

The case stirred uncomfortable memories of
Jon’s stepdaughter, Viv, who’d moved to Seattle with her mother and
coldly rejected his attempts to communicate. Two years ago, when he
reached out after his ex died of cancer, Viv had spewed insults
about all cops being evil, and hung up on him.

After allowing her time to grieve, he’d set
aside his anger and called again. Went to voicemail, never
returned.

So when Jon faced a big rent hike on his P.I.
office, he’d sold the condo, taken the unofficial “Viv fund” he’d
established with the goal of helping her in future, and bought this
house. The separate office in back had clinched the deal.

While operating out of his home address might
seem to pose security concerns, he rarely saw clients here. Most
preferred meeting in a neutral spot such as a restaurant or on
their own turf.

Arf! Outside the window, dirt went
flying. Arf! More dirt. Jon gritted his teeth. Until today,
there’d been a lawn out there.

Surely, once the dog encountered the
underground mesh, he would settle down. Beagles did not have the
tunneling skills of gophers, as far as he knew.

His thoughts returned to the matter of
choosing an assistant. Three had reached his final round, based on
their applications and a background check.

Candidate A, a former security guard in his
forties, had suggested telling the parents to let the boy mess up
on his own, now that he was an adult. Candidate B, a onetime
teacher’s aide in her late thirties, had taken the opposite tack,
saying the parents needed to apologize on social media and beg
their son’s forgiveness.

In other words, either ignore the kid or
grovel. Neither suggestion sat well with Jon.

As for Libby, she’d said, “Without family
support, he could be exploited, get sick, or end up homeless and on
drugs. Lay a guilt trip on his friends. Urge them to have him call
his folks and set up a meeting with a neutral party.”

“Like who? Not me,” Jon had said. “I’m no
social worker.”

“A minister. A friend. Whoever they choose.
If he’s willing to go home, he and his parents can negotiate ground
rules, and both sides sign a contract.” She’d studied him with
hazel eyes a lot like Anni’s, as if checking whether he had the
good sense to follow her recommendation.

Now, there was a woman with spirit—Anni, not
her daughter, although Libby appeared to have plenty as well. Since
his encounter with his attractive neighbor two days ago, Jon kept
remembering the determined twist of her mouth and her amusing gift
for tripping herself up. Pure entertainment, in his book.

Since then, she hadn’t appeared in her back
yard, not that he looked very often. Nor had she joined him on any
further walks.

Stop thinking about her, he told himself.

Taking Libby’s advice, Jon had re-contacted
the missing boy’s buddies, doubling down on his advice that friends
didn’t leave friends out in the cold. They’d blown him off,
although with less profanity than before. As for the parents,
they’d received his suggestion of mediation with all the enthusiasm
usually reserved for a flat tire.

Outside, Digger gave up on cratering the lawn
and began baying. From the house on the far side, a man yelled,
“Shut up your dog!”

The guy wasn’t wrong. Rude, maybe, but Jon
might have reacted the same way.

Well, ignoring the pooch wasn’t working.
Lonely, the shelter people had said. Or bored.

Rising, he grimaced at a twinge in his knees.
Fifty-two was too young to have arthritis, in his opinion.

After stretching, Jon grabbed an old towel he
kept handy and stepped outside. The smell of smoke, which he’d
noticed earlier, hit him full force.

He consulted his phone.

This morning, reports had indicated
firefighters were battling a small blaze in a canyon a few miles
off. According to the latest update, they’d nearly controlled
it.

Brush fires were an unfortunate fact of life
in this region. Although Jon lived in a supposedly safe zone, he
kept track as a precaution.

Digger raced toward him, whole body wagging.
“Glad to see me, boy?” Jon had read that dogs sometimes cried with
joy when reunited with their owners after a few hours, not that he
considered himself the owner. Yet.

When he opened the enclosure gate, the beagle
leaped up and attempted to lick his face. No tears, though.

“If you’re lonely, you can join me inside.”
Jon scratched behind the ears. “But I won’t let you run my
life.”

Digger feinted as if inviting him to a game
of chase.

“Down!”

The butt wriggled. Jon pointed to the ground
and repeated his command.

Sinking to a crouch, Digger peered upward, as
if to ask, Okay, boss?

“Now I’m imagining voices.” And talking to
himself out loud.

Jon’s gaze swept his neighbor’s yard. No sign
of Anni, who must be at work. As for the grumpus on the other side,
Jon hadn’t made his acquaintance and wasn’t sure he wanted to.

At the entrance to the office, he wiped the
dog’s paws with the towel. The pooch got in a few licks to his chin
during the process.

Inside, Digger trotted through the former
granny flat, sniffing the front room and the bedroom, which held
files, evidence, and a locked equipment cabinet. Back at his
computer, with the dog flopped at his feet, Jon worked on a report
for a suspicious husband.

Sadly, those doubts had been verified with
observations of the wife zipping out for lunchtime activity with
her boss. Jon had captured shots of them embracing in a motel
doorway.

Not a fun part of the job. But divorce cases,
along with insurance cheats, were a P.I.’s bread and butter.

On the floor, Digger grumbled. When Jon
glanced down, the dog rolled over. Play with me! he seemed
to say.

“For Pete’s sake.” Jon’s jaw clenched. Then
it occurred to him that, this being Wednesday, he might kill two
birds with one click: entertain Digger—Lobo used to watch TV for
short spurts—and keep tabs on a suspect in the most frustrating
crime of his police career.

It bugged him that Gavin Everly got away with
ripping off the elderly and thumbing his nose at law enforcement.
While the scumbag’s disappearance might not be Jon’s case any more,
he stayed in touch with Detective Daryl Weiss, who’d been assigned
the still-open investigation. And, on his own, Jon kept alert for
clues to pass along to his former colleague.

He was almost certain the man’s ex-wife, a
snobbish model who’d regarded Jon as if longing to scrape him off
her expensive shoes, was hiding stolen funds, the guy’s location,
or both. And one of these days, she was sure to let something
slip.

Eden Everly’s videocast posted on Wednesdays.
While Jon had a hard time stomaching her blather about beauty and
health products, he kept an ear open for anything that felt even a
tiny bit off.

Nothing so far, but today might be
different.

On the Internet-enabled TV, he skimmed the
local news feed. The brush fire was history, with no structures
damaged and no injuries. Good.

He clicked on the bookmarked “Eden’s Beauty
Garden.” There she was in all her
you’d-never-guess-she-must-be-around-fifty glory, gleaming smile
pasted on her oval face, a mane of tawny hair styled to perfection.
Behind her, a poster featured a line of beauty products; a shelf
displayed faceless heads bearing wigs; and—this was new—a placard
on another shelf promoted a service that traced ancestry.

“Welcome to Eden’s Beauty Garden,” cooed
Gavin’s ex-wife. “Today, we’re doing something a little
different.”

Digger sat to attention. That harmonious
voice must tickle the dog’s fancy.

“Don’t we all wonder about our ancestors?”
Eden’s tight mouth, a blood-sucking shade of red, continued moving.
“Isn’t it amazing that we can now uncover ancient secrets with just
a dab of DNA at a cost of less than a visit to the hair salon?”
That didn’t mean much, considering what she probably spent at the
beauty shop.

Jon’s stomach rumbled. Definitely past his
mid-morning snack time. He reached into his desk drawer for a bag
of chips.

A sharp bark warned that he’d better share.
“Yeah, okay, pooch. Don’t get your hopes too high.”

He dropped a couple of chips. The first one
never hit the floor; the second vanished in a trice, whatever a
trice was.

“What I learned is fascinating.” On the
screen, Eden raised a shapely eyebrow for emphasis. “Can you
believe I have a dash of Neanderthal DNA? I’ve read that they were
highly creative and intuitive. Isn’t that intriguing?”

Neanderthals had been brutish and ugly,
according to the images Jon recalled. Not that he’d kept up with
whatever science studied them.

“Most of my ancestors came from northern and
central Europe.” The woman frowned, then eased off immediately as
if afraid of wrinkling her forehead. “Here’s the curious part. I
also have ancestry from southern Asia, the region that’s now India.
Isn’t that strange?”

She didn’t look it, Jon conceded. However,
considering how much makeup and presumably plastic surgery had
altered her appearance, who could tell?

“Since neither of my parents is alive, I
can’t ask them about that, and I don’t have any other close
relatives,” Eden went on. “What a mystery! Still, I encourage you
to have your DNA tested. Who knows what delicious secrets you’ll
discover?”

Lots of people—Jon, for example—doubted his
genetic history would reveal anything that wasn’t obvious. Dad had
been a cop, an obsessive worker who died of a heart attack, the
result of too much stress, smoking, and unhealthy eating.

Nor was his DNA likely to shed light on why
his sister Frannie had run through a series of sleaze ball
boyfriends, gotten hooked on drugs, and died at age twenty-five.
While Jon’s marriage had fallen into the dysfunctional relationship
category, he avoided drugs and heavy drinking.

As for his mother, she was healthy except for
osteoporosis and borderline diabetes. Both were common ailments at
the assisted living center where she resided.

The phone buzzed. Jon paused the video.
“Trimbel Investigations.”

“He called!” It was the runaway’s mom. “He’s
scared and hungry and willing to negotiate coming home.”

“That’s good news.”

“I’m just grateful that he’s safe. Thank
you!” In contrast to the irritation with which she and her husband
had greeted Jon’s suggestion that they consider mediation, she was
practically weeping from joy. “You more than earned your
retainer.”

“Glad I could help,” he said.

Her praise was rarer than it should be. In
the two years he’d been in private business, Jon had encountered
anger, dull acceptance of bad news, demands for a partial refund,
and even one empty threat. Only occasional gratitude.

Credit for this particular success went to
Libby.

After finishing the conversation with the
client, Jon pressed Libby’s number. She received the news that she
was hired with professional composure, thanked him, and rang off.
She immediately called back to ask, breathlessly, when she should
start. Tomorrow? Yes, that was fine. She thanked him again.

And phoned once more to ask what time.

Just like her mother, excitable but
determined. Not necessarily a bad thing.

He emailed the other two candidates that the
position had been filled, and thanked them for their interest. No
sense creating ill will by ghosting applicants.

Digger was snoozing. Pleased that Eden’s
otherwise useless presentation had bored his dog to sleep, Jon
returned to work on his report.

He’d nearly finished when his cell dragged
him from his work. It was Daryl Weiss. Not a social matter, Jon
gathered when he heard the urgency in his former colleague’s
voice.

“Figured you’d appreciate a head’s up before
you hear it on the news,” Daryl said. “That fire in the canyon
cleared away a lot of brush. Turned up something interesting.”

“Yeah?” Jon got a strange feeling. “Hit
me.”

“We found Gavin Everly’s car.”
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THREE

 


 


It was the little things that brightened
Anni’s days, such as watching a woman’s face light up when the
doctor confirmed that she’d achieved a long-sought pregnancy. Or
hearing a patient enthuse about her child starting the school year
with a caring teacher.

Also, she took pleasure in watching the
flirtation between her reserved friend, Dr. Kiri Patton, a
pediatrician whose office lay one floor lower in their medical
building, and obstetrician Alec Alexander. A former schoolmate of
theirs, he’d returned to Rancho Allegro and joined Anni’s office
six months earlier.

Dark-haired and petite, Kiri had an intense
personality that showed in every flash of her eyes. She would long
ago have married and lived happily ever after, in Anni’s opinion,
had she chosen a man more like the easygoing Alec rather
than—shudder—Gavin Everly, who’d betrayed her on their wedding
day.

Today, most of the staff was eating in the
break room rather than dispersing to a restaurant or to the
hospital cafeteria down the street. Although they didn’t all sit at
the same table, Anni loved being part of what she considered her
extended family.

At the table where Alec and Kiri were seated,
he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. She acknowledged him only with
the occasional warm glance, while chatting with her brother, Dr.
Nate Patton, the obstetrician whom Anni assisted.

The doctors’ conversation, easily overheard
in the small room, swirled around another tablemate, an
obstetrician newly returned from maternity leave. Cody Matchett and
her husband, an attorney, had had a twin boy and girl via surrogate
six months earlier.

The young nanny they’d hired to care for the
babies sounded enthusiastic but inexperienced. “I’m glad my
stepdaughter lives next door and can keep an eye on her.” Despite
touches of gray in her short brown hair, Cody looked at least a
decade younger than her age of fifty-two. “Not that I’m worried.
Viv was a preschool aide in Seattle and came highly
recommended.”

“Working with preschoolers is different than
caring for infants,” Kiri noted. “Bring her along on their next
checkup. I’ll set aside extra time to discuss child development
with her.”

“Fantastic,” Cody said.

“That’s a great idea,” Alec’s deep voice
responded. A specialist in high-risk pregnancies, he had an
empathetic nature, Anni had observed.

Kiri acknowledged his comment with a quick
smile. Was she healing at last? It had been nearly thirty years
since the humiliating scene at her wedding.

Anni’s dearest wish was that her friends
could untangle their messy pasts and find happiness. Well, one of
her dearest wishes, along with hoping that her daughter would
settle into a rewarding career.

“What do you think of Eden Everly’s idea
about getting our DNA tested?” Anni’s tablemate, nurse Tamara
Tibbs, drew her attention with the question. They’d staked out a
spot close to the window, with a view of a small park, marigolds
and daisies glowing in the sunshine.

“What idea?” Anni asked.

“On her latest video. She has a new sponsor,
a company that traces people’s ancestry through their DNA,” said
her fellow nurse.

“You watch her show as soon as it posts? I
haven’t seen it yet.” According to the video channel’s regular
schedule, it had only become available today.

“During my break,” Tamara said. “Don’t
you?”

“No.” However, Anni had stayed closer to Eden
than to any of their other high school pals. “I did hear about her
new DNA sponsor. As my daughter’s godmother, Eden encouraged Libby
to try it. I’ll be curious to see the results. Are you going to do
it?”

“From what I gather, not many Black people
are into DNA testing.” Tamara, a slender, dark-skinned woman who
could have been a model in her younger years, tilted her head as
she considered the matter. “I doubt we’d stumble across any
relatives. Still, Thor might enjoy it, out of scientific
curiosity.” Her son planned to become a doctor. “How about
you?”

“I’ll let Libby check it out for both of us.”
Anni didn’t expect clambering around on their family tree to yield
any tasty fruit in the form of loving relatives, in view of her
parents’ self-involved natures.

Her dad, who now resided at an assisted
living center, had always preferred her older sister. Since
Lorena’s death, he’d grown even more withdrawn from Anni.

Her mom, a prominent volunteer in the
community, had died a decade ago. Despite being a homemaker, she’d
spared little emotional energy for either of her daughters.

“This is incredible.” Dr. Nate Patton’s
statement, although addressed to his tablemates, cut across the
room. “There’s a news alert about that brush fire. They’ve
discovered Gavin Everly’s missing car.” Obviously, he’d been
checking the news feed on his phone.

Anni could hardly breathe. She was grateful
when someone else asked for specifics.

“With the heavy brush burned off,
firefighters spotted a car at the bottom of a cliff,” Nate said.
“It’s too hot for them to get close, but the license plate is
visible.”

Kiri asked the question that was also foremost on
Anni’s mind. “Is his body inside?”

“That’s all they’ve released.” Her brother
laid his hand atop hers. “Are you okay?”

Kiri sucked in a couple of breaths. “I
shouldn’t let it get to me. I’m not even sure whether I wish the
jerk was dead. Just that... I hope they recoup the money he stole
so they can reimburse his victims.”

Anni wondered if Jon Trimbel had more
information. Since he was retired, he wouldn’t be part of the
investigation. Still, she was willing to bet he kept in contact
with his old associates.

His keen eyes and strong features stood out
in her mind, like a sculpture carved into the rock of a mountain.
Someone solid. Someone intimidating and hard, yet nevertheless
powerfully appealing.

What on earth am I thinking? She
clamped a lid on her thoughts.

“A lot of people would be happier if this
ugly business was laid to rest,” Alec said.

Her expression stern, Kiri got to her feet.
“I’d better head downstairs.”

Nate rose as well. “I’ll walk you to the
elevator. Oh, we shouldn’t leave a mess.” Some discarded cups and
napkins littered the table.

“Don’t bother. I’ll get it.” Cody rose to
clean up, joined by Alec. When the brother and sister had left, she
said, “It’s a bit startling how, living in a small town, how so
many of us are interconnected. It seems like Gavin hurt practically
everybody we went to school with, one way or another. Except maybe
you, Alec.”

“Don’t count on that.” Her fellow doctor
tossed a juice box into the trash with more force than necessary.
“I had a crush on Kiri, but Gavin
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