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Secrets and Lies

Redemption’s Edge Christian Suspense Series, Book 2

Expanded Anniversary Edition




A widow in hiding. A vengeful drug lord. And a teenage boy ready to come of age.

Carol Daniels is afraid to be found. Starting over in a new city to escape an anonymous threat, the single mother is desperate to protect her sixteen-year-old son. But a chilling phone call from a local crime boss reveals a menace she can’t outrun.

Terrified and out of options, she agrees to find her convict brother’s hidden fortune. Facing this crisis alone is overwhelming, but the one man she wants to trust has a past she can’t accept. With the clock ticking, will Carol break under pressure or survive to forge a stronger life with her son?

Romantic suspense meets Christian women’s fiction in this second book in Janet Sketchley’s Redemption’s Edge series. If you like independent heroines who love to bake, deejays and classic oldies, and a bit of high school drama, this one’s for you.








Dedication




To Russell, 

with love and gratitude.

You’re a major source of the music in my life.

Come to think of it, you introduced me to my first Billy Joel album,

Glass Houses, all those years ago.

And you make a fine pot of tea.








About this Expanded Anniversary Edition




Carol and Paul’s experiences in Toronto really started with an event in Calgary. This edition gives readers the full story, and I’ve taken the opportunity to streamline the prose.

Please note this book uses Canadian spellings. You’ll see words like colour, neighbour, licence, and travelling, and they’re not typos. You’ll also see some hyphenated words like mid-fifties and mid-size. And you’ll see Tim Hortons: a Canadian coffee chain, spelled without an apostrophe.








Prologue




“THOSE BROWNIES ARE for my movie night.” In the apartment’s galley-style kitchen, Carol Daniels stepped around her teenage son, Paul, and put away the cup she’d been drying.

He lifted another square of rich brown cake from the pan, balanced it on the stack already on his plate, and shot her a grin. “Jackie’s always on a diet. I’m reducing the temptation.”

“Right.” Carol flicked him with her tea towel and grabbed a dish from the drainer.

A knock at the door said her friend from downstairs had arrived. “Want to hang around and see what movie she brought?”

Paul curled a protective hand over his food. “And risk sharing?”

He headed for his bedroom as she went to answer the door. The dog jostled past her, tail wagging. “Hey, Chance, I can’t let her in if you’re in the way.”

She nudged the dog aside with her knee and spotted a white envelope on the carpet. Someone in the building must be doing another fundraiser. She picked it up, checked the peephole, and pulled open the door. “Don’t trip over the welcoming committee.”

While Jackie stooped to rub Chance’s ears, Carol slit the envelope with her finger and pulled out a sheet of paper.

Your brother thinks he’s safe in jail, but you and your son are easy targets. Especially the boy.

Tremors spread from her stomach. Rocked her whole body. She read the words again. And again. Studied the envelope. It bore her name in bold letters. “I⁠—did you see anyone out there?”

“No. Why?” Jackie straightened. One look at Carol, and she reached for the note. “What’s wrong?”

Carol held out the paper and wilted against the wall. Chance pressed his muzzle into her leg, whining softly.

Jackie took her arm and led her into the living room, then sat beside her on the couch. “You need to call the police.”

“Maybe.” Carol stood, stepped around the dog, and walked to the window. In the evening light, the traffic, pedestrians, and scraps of windblown litter on the street below looked the same as always.

What did she expect, a guy in a mask wearing a “villain” sign? Whoever he was, he’d left the note and was long gone. Another nut case.

Except this one sounded dangerous.

She turned to Jackie, speaking low so Paul wouldn’t hear. “What can the police do? Every time there’s something about Harry in the news, the crazies start calling. Even with our unlisted number. After the stunt that reporter pulled last week, they know where I live.”

The memory sparked a slow burn in her cheeks. She roamed the cramped living room, tidying what was already tidy, straightening already-straight pictures on the walls. Forget the new job she’d applied for and her hopes of a higher salary to ease life for her and Paul.

Jackie’s voice broke into her thoughts. “What about witness protection?”

“It’s only been harassment until now, and we’re not witnesses to anything. We’re just related to a dangerous offender.”

Carol darted into the kitchen and grabbed the pan of brownies. She carried them to the couch, plopped down beside her friend, and crammed the first one into her mouth whole. She forced herself to chew the second one slowly and concentrate on the taste, the texture.

Jackie waved off the food and drew her knees to her chest. “What are you going to do?”

The brownie went down in a lump that brought tears to Carol’s eyes. “We have to move. Paul’s all I have left.”

“Where will you go?”

“Somewhere we can lose ourselves.”








Chapter 1

Three months later




CAROL JOLTED UPRIGHT, eyes wide in the dark. She searched for familiar touchstones to pull her back to reality. The faint light outlining her bedroom curtains. The red digits on her clock radio, mocking her with the hours left until dawn. The two shadowed rectangles on her bureau⁠—Paul’s and Keith’s school photos.

Her hands ached. It took a conscious act of will to release her two-fisted grip on the sheets.

Paul.

The dream’s afterimages burned in her imagination. Her sixteen-year-old son, larger than life on a brightly-lit stage, arms raised to embrace the crowd’s cheers, electric guitar slung low across his hips. An oversized brown leather jacket hung open over his faded tee shirt and jeans.

She knew that jacket. Butter-soft Italian calfskin, steeped in beer and Old Spice, nicked and scraped here and there and with a cigarette burn inside the left cuff.

Skip’s jacket. Paul’s father’s.

In her dream, she’d stood beside her son but Paul only had eyes for his fans. An almost palpable energy radiated from his body⁠—the same power trip that took Skip whenever he performed. With the same cost to those who loved him.

The cheering swelled. Paul swung his guitar in a move that knocked Carol off the stage.

She’d awakened from a panicked sense of free-fall. Her heart slowed now, each beat heavy, sodden. Hopeless.

She pushed sweaty bangs off her forehead. Breathe. Slowly. Deeply. Dreams died in the waking.

The dog stood like a shadow at her bedside. He gave another low whine and licked her arm.

“I’m okay, Chance.”

She rolled over and buried her face in his shaggy fur. The scene played again in her mind. Shivering, she tightened her hold on the dog, anchoring in his comforting scent.

After a minute, she released him and slid out of bed, into floppy slippers and her old robe. She peered through a crack in the curtains. The street lay deserted.

In the short hallway, she pressed her fingertips against Paul’s door. Light snores reached her through the wood. Her firstborn⁠—the only one left to her since they’d lost his brother, Keith.

She fled for the kitchen, Chance at her heels. She flicked on the overhead light and turned on the radio to the all-night request show.

“Lookin’ Out My Back Door”? An unusual pick for the middle of the night, but the whimsical song tugged her lips into a smile.

At least the bright tempo swept away the final shards of her dream. She grabbed the kettle and added enough water for tea. She had not moved halfway across the country to fall apart. This was a fresh start for her and Paul. Safe, anonymous, positive.

Once she’d plugged in the kettle, she snagged the wall phone. Her call went through on the third try. Lucky this time, for a change.

“Welcome to All-Request Oldies. What would you like to hear tonight?” On the radio, the music kept playing.

“Hi, Joey. It’s Carol.” She stretched the phone cord to reach the counter and poured boiling water into a blue-flowered porcelain cup.

“Carol!” He always sounded glad she called. As if she were a friend he hadn’t heard from in years instead of a stranger who phoned once or twice a week. Part of the job, but he did it well. “What’re you up to at this hour of the morning?”

She dipped the teabag, turning the water amber-gold. The scent of peppermint teased her nostrils. “Making myself a cup of tea.” She kept her tone light. “Some nights I sleep better than others.”

“I held off on playing Billy Joel in case you phoned.”

She padded across the kitchen, careful not to spill her tea. “Am I that predictable?”

“Hey, I said ‘in case.’ One sec. Song’s over. Don’t go.” Click. The hiss of dead air meant he’d parked the call and unmuted his station mic.

She slid a chair out from the table. Half-listening to Joey on the radio giving the next lineup of songs, she sank onto the neatly taped vinyl and eased her feet up onto its mate.

Chance rested his muzzle on her leg.

When the Beatles started singing “Blackbird,” Joey’s rich baritone came back on the phone. “You still with me?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“You’ve got work to do.” The dream sounded silly now. Joey understood the usual ones of Paul in danger, but how could she explain why a band dream left her cold to the core, more... desolate? And shaken by aftershocks?

“I just bought us twelve minutes, so shoot.”

She touched the cup’s rim to her lips. Hot, but not painful. The spicy tea set her mouth tingling. “My son was playing in a band. Dressed like his father.”

“His father’s dead, isn’t he? Are you afraid it’s some kind of warning?”

“No—well, not about death this time. Maybe this is worse, because it’s more likely to come true.” The words froze her lips. “The boys never knew how big a rat Skip was. Paul built him into a musical legend.”

Her fingertip connected the chips in the faded tabletop. “I shouldn’t have called. I can’t even think of a song to request.”

“No worries. I know what you like by now. What kind of tea are you drinking?”

“Hmm? Oh, peppermint. It smells like freedom.”

“Freedom’s good. Tell you what, I’ll wait fifteen minutes or so and play something to send you better dreams.”

“Thanks, Joey. It’s been good to hear a friendly voice.”

“Trust me. You’ll make it. I’ll say a little prayer for you.”

Ever since the first night in Toronto, when she’d found his show after a nightmare-fractured sleep, Joey’d been saying things would work out. So far, he was right.

She’d barely hung up the phone when doubt kicked in. She’d said too much. Shouldn’t have mentioned Skip’s name or that he’d been a musician.

Joey only knew her as Carol. No last name. With the extra details, he could find out who she was.

Fear tiptoed along her spine. If word leaked that she’d moved to Toronto, and if the note-sending psycho from Calgary heard...

She glanced down at the dog, asleep on the floor. Worst-case, what if the guy came looking for them? With over six million people in the Greater Toronto Area, only blind luck would let him find them.

Even so, she shouldn’t have lowered her defences. From now on, she’d be more careful. She swallowed the last of her tea, rinsed her mug, and headed back to bed.

Warm but awake, she turned on her bedside radio and tried to drift away on the music.

Before long, Joey announced, “This next one’s for Carol. Sleep well.”

The haunting first notes of Billy Joel’s “Through the Long Night” washed the tension from her muscles, and she smiled in the darkness. Her coping mechanisms might be odd, but they were safer than prayer.








Chapter 2




TUESDAY EVENING, PAUL Daniels hummed a Clapton tune as he passed a soft cloth over the guitar’s glossy ebony-finished maple body. He polished them all with care, but this one he cherished⁠—a Gibson Les Paul Custom, ticketed at almost six thousand dollars. Someday, he’d own an instrument like this.

The door chime sounded as he moved along the line of instruments. He turned and flashed a grin at the chunky teen who entered. “Hey, Barry, how’s it going?”

His friend watched a black car pull away from the curb, then scruffed up his hair and untucked his shirt. “Better now. I’m glad Mom didn’t decide to sit in on my lesson again today.”

“After the performance you gave her last week? I’m surprised she let you come back.” Paul stowed his cleaning supplies in a cupboard under the counter.

“Mr. Morelli convinced her I do better on my own. He can turn on the charm when he wants to.” Barry rested his guitar case against his leg.

Paul shrugged. “He sure knows how to play the customers, but I’ve never seen that side of him in a lesson. Man, he can be fierce.”

“That’s because you’re a prodigy. He’s easier on me.” Barry’s eyebrows lifted, and his eyes narrowed the way they always did when he got an idea. “Morelli was so good with my mom, I’ll bet he could even handle yours if she finds out about your work-for-lessons deal.”

Ignoring the sudden catch in his breathing, Paul leaned his elbows on the counter. “It should be easier now that school’s started. Homework’s a great excuse.”

“As long as you get it done.”

“It’ll get done.”

Another student, Franca, emerged from the room at the rear of the store lugging a soft-sided guitar case, her face pale and pinched. As she passed the boys, she whispered to Barry, “Good luck. He’s in a mood.”

“You must be another prodigy. He knows there’s nothing better to get out of me by pushing.” Barry picked up his instrument and headed for the session room.

Alone in the storefront, Paul invented a few more chores for himself before taking his place behind the counter. He caught snatches of his friend’s playing.

Barry didn’t care about the music. Guitar was his latest way to spend his parents’ money. Mr. Morelli must sense it. He sure didn’t drive the boy as hard as he did Paul.

Franca was more like Paul. They knew what it meant to be taught by someone at Morelli’s level. Especially Paul, who’d come begging for handouts.

Paul’s hand strayed to his jeans pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He’d been carrying it around all week, not sure what to do about it but not able to throw it away.

The words his mother muttered under her breath, and the savage way she crushed the letter and flung it into the kitchen garbage, had made him retrieve it after she went to bed that night. Feeling like a spy, he’d even replaced it with another crumpled sheet.

He let it fall open on the counter. The jagged handwriting greeted him like a secret friend.

Dear Carol, I’m truly sorry for the pain and shame I’ve caused you. I’ve changed, and I’d like to make a new start. I’m not asking you to visit or even phone, but could we write or e-mail once in awhile?

It was signed simply, Harry.

Paul peeled a sheet of memo paper from the pad beside the cash register, “Morelli’s” in flowing black script across the top with the store contact information below. He chewed the end of his pen, one elbow flattening the letter. How to even begin? The man sure didn’t qualify for dear.

Uncle Harry, I guess you can write me at the address on this page.

The letter had been forwarded from their old address in Calgary. Paul would be in enough trouble for writing at all without revealing where they lived.

He glanced around the store. Man, he’d been angry when Mom told him they were moving⁠—all because of that jerk reporter. And she did the extreme makeover routine.

Lucky he hadn’t been in the paparazzi shots, or he’d be using a dye bottle himself.

But to have lessons with Mr. Morelli made the move worth it all.

He returned to his letter.

It must be lonely there, so if you want to write that’s fine. Mom doesn’t know I’m answering you. In case you haven’t heard, it’s just me and her now. Keith died a couple years ago from a drug overdose. I’m sixteen, and I play guitar. I’m going to be a musician like my dad.

Paul signed his name on the bottom of the sheet, folded both pages, and stuck them in his pocket. He’d grab an envelope from home. Harry had printed the prison’s mailing address beneath his name.

~~~

PATRICK STAIRS’ FINGERS drummed the steering wheel as he waited for traffic to unsnarl. These extracurricular deliveries always made him tense. Lately, the man he knew simply as “Lear” had been piling them on. And adding other duties.

He cranked up the satellite radio until the bass notes vibrated in his bones, but it didn’t loosen his cramped muscles.

The decision to work for the drug ring had been necessary at the time. He had no regrets. However, he no longer needed the extra funds.

Getting out was proving harder than getting in. Sour liquid oozed into his stomach. He popped an antacid.

Twenty minutes later, he eased the car into a parking space and wiped the damp from his palms. No point trying to find his calm centre. Three deep breaths, then he grabbed his briefcase and strode through the glass doors of the high-rise. In the mirror-finished elevator, he stared at the penthouse indicator and willed the cables to lift him faster.

The lawyer’s trophy secretary greeted him by name. Before he could sit, she spoke briefly into the phone and waved him through to the inner office.

He pulled the heavy wooden door shut behind him. It latched with a metallic snick that always shivered his spine. Like the safety on a gun⁠—but engaging or releasing?

Dropping into one of the twin burgundy leather chairs, Patrick slid the manila envelope across the wide teak desk. “The paperwork’s all here.”

The Honourable Z. C. Fontaine’s hand pounced like a hawk on a mouse. He slit one end and riffled through the papers for the plain white envelope, quick fingers revealing an eagerness that didn’t show on his face.

Patrick kept his own expression equally impassive. Mustn’t let the clientele glimpse his contempt. He might be considered unreliable, a threat.

As much as he wanted out of this farce, he wanted out alive.

When he reached the sidewalk, he sucked a lungful of air, wishing for an hour at the gym to clear his head. But no, his project waited. He slammed the car door and double-checked her photo on his phone. Carol Daniels. Pretty. Blond. With no idea Lear had her in his sights.

She’d know soon enough. Patrick pitied anyone who had to deal with the drug lord. Including himself.

He keyed the Sticky Fingers Café into his GPS and pulled into the tide of moving vehicles. One more duty to fit into the margins between his investment career and Lear’s deliveries.

When he braked for a red light, he tried to loosen his grip on the leather-wrapped wheel. Curse Lear and his string pulling. One day, the man would get what was coming. Patrick hoped he’d be there to see it.

The traffic lights turned green, and he gunned the engine. Objectively, this wasn’t a difficult assignment. Take occasional meals at the café where the woman worked, and feed information to Lear. He could feign interest for the time it took to gain her trust.

Success meant release from Lear’s clutches. Or so the drug lord had promised.

Acid sizzled in Patrick’s stomach. The only promises Lear kept were threats.








Chapter 3




JOEY HILL HOOKED his sunglasses into the open collar of his shirt as he stepped into Total Service Automotive. The windows filtered out more sun than they let pass, giving the garage a subterranean feel. The taste of oil hung in the air. It was cool in here, but he’d rather take the September heat in the open.

At the service counter, his friend Ron greeted him and ran a broad, grease-stained fingertip along the day’s work schedule. “Let’s see. Oil change, tire rotation, and the chance to meet a lady. That’s her over there.”

The sole occupant in the waiting area was an attractive blonde, sitting with her back to the window and flipping through a Readers’ Digest.

Not what he’d expected. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Ron leaned nearer. “I hope you know what you’re doing. Remember what I said about relationships. Tangle up with a woman who isn’t a Christian, and she’s more likely to weaken your faith than you are to help her find any.”

Joey bounced his knuckles against the counter. “I told you, it’s not like that. She’s a regular caller to my radio show, and I wanted to meet her.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Then why did you tell me she made the appointment?”

Ron stretched out his palm for the car keys. “To thank you for the referral. Do yourself a favour, Joe. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“That’s my new motto for life.” Joey took a deep breath before he approached the cluster of chairs.

The blond woman frowned at the magazine and pushed up her dark-framed glasses as if taking a closer look.

“Excuse me… Carol?”

Her head jerked up. Cool blue eyes assessed him. “Do I know you?”

It was her voice, all right, but with a chill factor that didn’t do much for his confidence. “Joey Hill. From All-Request Oldies?”

“Joey!” The lines around her mouth softened, but as he stepped closer they firmed again.

He dropped into the chair across from her, leaning back to show non-threatening body language, and tried to find a trace of the Carol he knew in the perfect features and confident hairstyle. He’d imagined her to be a little older, pale with worry-lines. The packaging didn’t match what was inside.

After a minute, she smiled and lowered the magazine. “I thought you’d be different somehow.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot. I sound taller on radio. Sorry to disappoint you.”

“No! But you look normal.” Her fingertips tapped the magazine in her lap. “I didn’t mean that like it sounded. It’s⁠—you look as friendly as you are on the radio. I thought it was part of the show, that you’d be more formal and polished in real life.”

He tipped an eyebrow. “You mean handsome.”

“No, intimidating.”

“Well, no worries about that. I can’t even intimidate Ron, there, to give me a discount.”

Carol glanced at Ron as he walked past them from the service bays. “He offered me a discount today because you referred me. That always seems backward. Shouldn’t you reward the existing customer instead of the new one? Not that I’m complaining. And he was really good about fitting me into his Saturday schedule when I mentioned your name in the first place.”

“I’m glad.” Joey had arranged her discount to be added to his bill. Ron’s prices were too low for wiggle room, and Carol and her son didn’t sound like they had much extra money. Joey hadn’t liked the thought of her driving to work each day in a car that could drop a wheel or something.

He tapped his fingers lightly on the armrest. “I’m spoiled working nights. I usually come in on a weekday. So, is Toronto starting to feel like home yet?”

“Getting there. My son adjusted faster than I did. Between school and friends, he’s not around much.”

“It must be tough being a single mom. Do you have a dad or a brother to be a role model for him, even long-distance?”

She looked down, fingers curling the magazine in her lap. “No. Just me.”

“That’s rough. But it sounds like you’re doing everything you can.”

A metallic clang came from the shop. Joey settled deeper into his chair. It was good to sit and chat in person instead of talking on the phone in his lonely sound studio at the station.

Next to the music, his callers were the best part of the job. Most conversations kept to the surface. Sports scores, movies, and of course singers and songs.

But the faceless contact with a friendly voice let a handful of regulars open up to him. That’s when he felt they crossed the divide from acquaintances to friends, even if he wouldn’t recognize them on the sidewalk. That’s where he tried to make a difference through his words or with a listening ear.

He’d never felt this push to actually meet a radio friend before.

Now, he looked around the waiting area. At his shoes. His hands. At Carol. “So, here we are, able to talk for more than twelve minutes at a time, and we’re quiet. I guess the best conversations only happen in the middle of the night.”

She lifted one shoulder. As it came down, she seemed to draw into herself. “They haven’t all been so good.”

“Not the nightmares, no. But I’ve enjoyed our chats.”

She nodded, her focus fixed on a point off to the side. “It’s easier talking on the phone. Nobody can see you.”

“I think lots of people feel that way.”

Her brow drew into a slow furrow. The corners of her mouth pinched. “You set this up, didn’t you?”

“You don’t believe in coincidence?”

“No.” The chill was back in her tone.

Heat tickled the back of Joey’s neck. He hoped he wasn’t blushing. “Ron thanked me for recommending him, so I asked him to book me in too.”

He’d thought of going to the café where she worked, but surprising her in her own territory could have felt like an invasion. Neutral ground was safer, if maybe not safe enough.

He spread his hands. “I wanted to meet you. No agenda, no expectations. And no song line-up to keep on top of.”

“And you didn’t think to ask?”

“Would you have agreed to meet a person you only knew through the radio?”

Her hands curled the magazine in her lap as if she’d like to take a swipe at him. “So, what⁠—”

The service bay door banged. Ron tromped toward them and dropped into the chair beside Carol’s. “Ms. Daniels, I’ve got good news and not-so-good news.”

Joey thought he heard a faint hiss of indrawn breath, but she revealed no other sign of stress.

Ron kept talking. “That knocking sound was nothing.” He opened his fist and held out a pair of scuffed-up dice. “Some joker put these inside your tire rim.”

She took the dice in her fingertips and frowned. “Skulls.”

“Yeah, little cartoon skulls instead of pips. Weird.”

Carol passed the dice to Joey. “I found a couple of these on the doorstep last week, around the same time the car started making such a racket.”

He bounced them gently in his palm. “If you stepped on one, you’d take a nasty tumble. Do you have a lot of stairs?”

Her gaze locked with his, eyes wide. “He couldn’t have found us. Wouldn’t have done that to the car. It’s a harmless prank.”

He? Joey’s heart stopped. “Are you in danger?”

“No. We’re good.” She turned to Ron. “You said there was bad news.”

“You’ve got a rear strut leaking. It doesn’t have to be done today, but I wouldn’t want you to drive too far before having them replaced.”

Carol’s face looked stiff as wax and about the same colour. “Them?”

“They have to be done in pairs, front or rear.”

Her tongue darted over her lips. “How much?”

Ron held out his clipboard and touched the work order near the bottom.

Carol scanned the paper. She seemed to shrink in on herself as if this new burden pulled her a little closer to breaking. Or as if she gathered resources to fight one more battle.

Her eyes glistened, and she blinked hard.

From the service area came the high-pitched, stuttering whine of a car’s lug nuts being torqued off. Ron waited, studying his feet. No doubt, he’d been through this before. Carol probably had too.

Joey’s battles had been different, but watching this one made him squirm. “Uh, Ron, Carol said you gave her a referral discount. If you do the work today, can it apply to that too?”

Carol watched him through lowered lids. Wondering if this was a con the two men had set up?

Ron’s frown said more along the lines of Do you have any idea how much this is going to cost you?

Joey drew in a slow breath. The overnight stint at City Classics paid the pits after what he’d earned in his prime-time slot in Vancouver. But he’d seen Carol’s reaction.

Holding Ron’s gaze, he confirmed with the barest dip of his chin.

Ron bounced his palm against the knee of his jeans. “If I can get the parts, I can maybe squeeze it in before we close. It just means nobody’s leaving early for their Saturday. Ms. Daniels, I can take you out to show you what I’m talking about. Like I said, it doesn’t have to be done today. And if you want a second opinion, go ahead. But it does have to be done.”

He unfolded from the seat and gestured for Carol to follow him into the service bays. “Stay close to me, and watch your step.”

Joey sat and listened to the vague shop noises. He’d come to meet a friend. Only a friend. Until he figured out how to do life as a man of faith, he didn’t dare complicate it with romance.

But he couldn’t kid himself. The protective surge he’d felt for Carol just now⁠—had felt when they talked before, for that matter⁠—was more than friendship.








Chapter 4


TUESDAY MORNING BEFORE work, a loud knock at the basement apartment’s front door interrupted Carol’s solitude. Fingers dripping suds, she spun from the breakfast dishes and grabbed the nearby hand towel.

The doorbell rang.

“How fast do you think I can move?” She snatched her glasses from the table, shoving them into place as she headed through the living room. They never used this entrance. The kitchen opened directly onto the small parking lot.

The frosted glass window in the upper part of the door showed a single silhouette. Shoulders stiff, she opened the deadbolt and pulled inward as far as the security chain allowed. She peered around the door.

A man in a brown suede jacket stood on the step. He gave her time to study him, then asked, “Carol Daniels?”

“Who wants to know?” She drew back into the room. No photo-op here.

He extended an open leather wallet. “Detective Rick Garraway of the city police. Here’s my badge. I’m with special investigations. That’s why I’m not in uniform.”

“Has something happened to my son?” Carol’s legs wobbled. She clutched the edge of the door.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Daniels. Nothing to do with your son, but I do need to talk to you.” He extended his badge.

After a minute, she took it. It looked real, but she’d heard of scams like this. Suspicion replaced her fear. “What’s this about?”

“May I come in, please?” He reached for his badge case.

“Wait while I call your office.”

The detective’s eyebrows lifted and he smiled. “Wise lady.”

Gripping the badge, Carol shut and bolted the door. She ran for the phone.

When she let him in a few minutes later, Detective Garraway gave an approving smile. “You keep that up, and I won’t worry so much.”

She locked up behind him, then led him to the kitchen. If she had to have a stranger in her home, a cop at that, it would be on her terms, in the space where she felt most in control.

The detective hung his coat on a free peg. “May I sit down?”

At her nod, he drew a chair out from the table and sat as if settling behind his desk at work. He motioned for her to join him. “Mrs. Daniels⁠—”

“Ms. My husband’s out of my life. What’s going on, Detective?”

Folding his hands on the tabletop, he leaned forward. “I’m here about your brother.”

Carol positioned her glasses more firmly on her face. “I don’t have a brother.”

Patience settled over the detective’s features. “I’m sure I’d say the same in your shoes. However, he’s made enemies who may disagree. Since they can’t get at him in prison, there’s reason to believe they may target you.”

His words hit like a tsunami. The threatening note in Calgary⁠—the one that sent her running for cover.

Carol bit her lip and drew a deep breath through her nose, trying to slow her thumping heart. “I’ve had threats before. Mostly you can tell it’s a crazy stage of grief. The victims’ families know I wasn’t involved.”

She should tell him about the note, the horrifying message that still haunted her. You and your son are easy targets. Especially the boy.

Except he’d have to follow up. Try to find the culprit. If the writer learned that Toronto police were investigating, he’d know where to search. She couldn’t risk him finding her⁠—and Paul⁠—first.

The detective steepled his fingers, palms apart, and stared down at his fingertips. “This is a little awkward. When your⁠—ah, when Harry Silver was taken back into custody last June, certain details were kept out of the news.

“He asked for you to be warned, but the order must have ended up on a desk somewhere. I found out this week that you weren’t contacted. On behalf of the law enforcement system, I apologize.”

Carol sat straighter. “Warned about what?”

Garraway tapped his fingertips together. “This is not to be repeated. Silver turned himself in. Claimed he had a change of heart. Didn’t even harm his hostage. The thing is, he confessed to a couple other crimes, including smuggling drugs.”

“The dirty⁠—” She couldn’t stop the words that seared the air, but a cop would have heard them all before.

“Yes, I suppose he is, ma’am.”

Heat rose in her neck. “You don’t understand, Detective. I lost a son to drugs. With all the terrible things Harry did, he was pushing drugs too?”

“I believe his sole connection was transportation. He claims he was coerced, under the threat of harm against yourself and your family.”

The detective leaned forward, forearms on the table. “The long and short of it is, Silver provided significant evidence against a major drug ring with branches throughout Canada. They cleaned up the one on the East Coast, and because one of the members got scared and started talking the gang didn’t find out that Silver talked first. I’m investigating the connections here in Toronto.”

He watched her, his eyes serious. “Ms. Daniels, until we haul this crew in, you and your son may be in danger. We’ve kept the lid on the rumours, but if these guys suspect Silver spilled on them, they’ll want revenge. They made threats against you before, ma’am, when the stakes were lower. Relocating, and I notice you’ve changed your appearance from the description on file, will help. But there’s no guarantee.”

Garraway slid a white card across the table. “If you see any sign of danger, day or night, call my cell.”

Carol fingered the card. This felt like a TV cop drama. A tiny corner of her heart was glad to see these creeps get what they deserved⁠—or at least a portion of it. There was no price high enough for the life of her son and all the others.

How deep had Harry been in? If he’d been part of Keith getting into drugs...

She wouldn’t go there. Not now. This new danger was enough.

~~~

THE DETECTIVE’S VISIT made Carol late for work. She hit the cafe kitchen at top speed. No time to process what Garraway had said, no time to decide what to do. She forced her full attention onto the recipes and read each step twice. Waiting tables later, she repeated each customer’s order aloud, wrote every detail on her pad. And made it through her shift with only minor mistakes.

Driving home, the same thing. Concentrate on traffic, on pedestrians. Don’t listen to the fear scratching at the edge of thought.

Inside the apartment, she double-locked the door and leaned her forehead against it. Blessedly cool.

The dog snuffled and whined at her side, and she held out a hand for his welcome-home nuzzle. “I know you’re hungry, Chance. Give me a minute.”

She pushed away from the door and scooped food into his dish. No point trying to eat a meal herself, the way her nerves were jumping.

For once, she was glad Paul wasn’t home yet. She had to think this through. Decide how to keep them both safe.

Garraway had said Harry’s enemies threatened Carol and her family in the past. It sounded like this latest threat targeted her. Not her son. Did they think Harry cared more about his sister than his nephew? Especially now that the nephew wasn’t a cute little kid?

Tension crept up her neck. Even if Paul wasn’t on their radar, she was. Hurting his mother would hurt him. If they killed her⁠—

A sob broke from her lips. She clamped them tight. She should have asked Garraway what kind of threats these goons made, but it didn’t matter. She had to stay strong, stay alive, to guide her son into responsible adulthood.

By the time Paul arrived at ten, she’d made her decision.

She placed a mug of hot chocolate and some cookies on the table for him and brought a cup of strong black tea for herself. “Sit a minute. We need to talk.”

“O-k-a-a-y.” He dropped his backpack beside the door and eased into the chair in front of the snacks. “Thanks for this. What’s up?”

Carol bit her lip. He’d fought the last move, but this was for his own good. “We have to find another place to live.”

His outstretched hand froze inches from the cookie plate. “Our landlords love us. What gives?”

She shifted her tea to one side, watching the cup instead of meeting his eyes. “The Johnstones have been really good to us. I haven’t told them yet. We have to leave Toronto.”

“You are so not doing this to me again.” Paul’s palms slapped the table, and he pushed to his feet. His chair slammed to the floor behind him.

In the living room, Chance barked. The dog bounded into the kitchen.

Paul strode to the door, picked up his backpack, and came to stand in the middle of the floor. “Look, I know what happened in Calgary wasn’t pretty. Jerk reporter, anyway, and you’re better off without him. But you dragged me away from my friends, my school⁠—no way am I doing that again with no reason.”

The dog nosed at Paul’s leg, then came to Carol’s side.

She wound her fingers into his soft fur and counted to ten. “I’m sorry about Calgary. You don’t know everything that went on. And there are reasons. If you’ll sit down, we can discuss it like adults.”

“Adults.” He picked up his chair, replaced it at the table, and stood behind it, fingertips white against the brown vinyl padding. “So why do you want to mess me around this time?”

Carol hugged both palms against her cup, holding the eye contact. “A little respect would be good here. It’s not all about you, you know.” Except it was. That’s why she had to do this. She sighed. “It’s more fallout from your convict uncle.”

Paul stood a minute, lips clamped tight. Then he dropped the pack and took a seat. He grabbed a cookie. “What now?”

“A detective came to the door this morning. To warn me Harry has enemies.”

“Well, duh.”

“Serious enemies. A drug ring. As if his own crimes weren’t enough. They can’t get at him in jail, so apparently we’re the next best choice.”

“He didn’t⁠—” Paul studied his cookie. He took a big bite.

“I don’t think he’s to blame for Keith getting into drugs. At least I don’t see how he could be. He wasn’t that close to us.” Carol shivered. “We can overcome people pointing and gossiping, judging us based on what he did. But we can’t protect ourselves from organized crime.”

She picked up her cup and held it to her lips like a shield, studying him over the rim. “I want to ask the detective to put is in witness protection.”

Paul went completely still except for a narrowing of his eyes. The dog left her side and rested his muzzle on Paul’s leg.

She waited. Couldn’t he see? They had no choice.

He gulped his drink. “Did this detective have specifics? Exactly what sort of danger we’re supposed to be in?”

“He didn’t say. I was too surprised to ask more questions, but he left his card. I can phone him tomorrow.”

“Sounds awfully vague to me. We’re not worth bothering over, and Uncle Harry isn’t either, for Pete’s sake. I vote we stay. Chance can be our guard dog. Won’t you, boy?”

Carol sat taller in her chair. “The detective thought it was worth bothering over. I don’t want to move again either. This is a good place to live. You’re in a good school, I like my job. We’re making friends. But I can’t risk anything happening to you, and if I died you’d be an orphan. You’d be moving anyway, because my will appoints Jackie as your legal guardian. You’d be living in Calgary.”

His exhale bordered on a groan. “Mom, nobody’s going to kill either of us. I’m not going to run if nobody’s chasing me.”

“You’ll run if I say so. And I do. I’m phoning Detective Garraway in the morning.”

“Do what you’ve gotta do. I’m not going with you.”

The air left her lungs. She should be angry. Should force him to obey. But the set of his jaw, the tilt of his head, said he’d hold firm. “Paul, I’m your mother.”

One corner of his mouth flickered. “I love you, Mom, but I’m not doing this again. You want to go, go. I’m staying.”

Under the table, Carol clenched her fists until the nails bit her palms. She would not cry. Or beg. “Where would you live? You think I’m overprotective. What would you do, ask to move in with the Johnstones? Cecilia gets on your nerves just living upstairs.”

“My friend Barry has a huge house, and he’s an only
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