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        “You only live once, but if you do it right, once is enough.”

      

        

      
        Mae West
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      Amelia Crawford was a nervous wreck.

      I’d only had about fifteen minutes to do any research on her before this meeting, which she’d insisted on right away versus waiting for the normal 48-hour call back. She’d paid the retainer fee already, which was rare for even our wealthier clients. We typically screened all our prospects prior to meeting in person as a courtesy and if we could actually win each case. But the first thing the lawyers had me check was a client’s financial status. Obviously.

      Most of this meeting, thus far, was me getting her side of the story, a sense of who she is while trying to get enough context to frame our stance once this meeting was over, and to help my boss determine if he should take her on or not. And to stall long enough to get some info about her and the situation as we talked.

      Speaking of my boss… Bruce, who’d recently made junior partner at Gentry, Nathan & Averies, kept flicking his eyes toward me as he knew less than me but I continued to take down notes as he discussed the general, very basic process of a fairly open-and-shut DUI case. But she did hit someone while driving intoxicated though the injury was non-fatal. Otherwise, for a cut-and-dry DUI case, it’d usually go to a first-year associate lawyer but she’d insisted on Bruce.

      What would likely happen was that she’d plead guilty, Bruce would broker an acceptable deal,  Ms. Crawford would likely pay a fine, and have to do a lot of community service—but no jail time. Which was always a win for us. The iPad I had propped up was still collating information from various databases for Amelia Crawford as well as info on the victim and opposing council. But it’d still be another twenty to forty minutes for the results but this meeting would be over by then.

      “And that’s all you recall about the incident?” I asked, after summing up the details fifteen minutes later. I had a general concept of the full scope of what I needed to know for now but would need to dig deeper. I’d gotten a copy of the police and hospital reports easily enough, which I’d quickly skimmed while she’d relayed her side of the story, and it mostly checked out.

      “Uh, um…yeah,” she said, her voice thready. She cleared her throat. “That’s it.”

      I gave Ms. Crawford another fly-over inspection. Her dark brown skin was greasy-looking, like she hadn’t washed her face in a while. Her black eyes were bloodshot, and she was fidgety as hell. Her gaze kept wandering around the conference room and whenever a shadow passed across the glass doors, she jumped in her seat.

      Ms. Crawford was about 30 years old. Her accent was a flat, Midwestern so she probably wasn’t a native or had moved here when she’d been a teenager. I looked at my work iPad, but info was slowly trickling in.

      “Here, Ms. Crawford,” I said gently, pouring her some water from the carafe. I slid the glass towards her. “Have some water.”

      She glanced over at me with a deer-in-headlights look. She’d tried to look professional in ill-fitting black slacks and a softly pink but very wrinkled blouse that she was sweating through as though we had the heat cranked up instead of the A/C. Her dark brown hair was up in a ponytail but even sitting across from her, she had bigger problems than her DUI situation.

      “I…thanks,” she said, faltering on whatever she’d actually meant to say. She took a loud, slurpy gulp of water. “So, is that it? I’ve already paid for the retainer. I really want this firm to represent me. And I would like you two to be part of that.”

      I looked over at Bruce, and gave a shrug. My cue that it was likely a very winnable case. I was a cautious person by nature but Ms. Crawford would likely be easy-peasy. And fast, slam-dunk wins padded our numbers. Her finances were stable somehow. Probably a functional drunk whose good luck had finally caught up to her. But I didn’t make the big bucks like Bruce, so I always let him make the final decisions.

      “We’re still in the preliminary phase and need to do more work on our part. However, I think we’re at a great start,” Bruce said, getting up and smoothing out his tie. That was his tell for when he was pleased with the situation. “Maggie will have some follow-up questions. The phone number you listed is current, correct?”

      Ms. Crawford exhaled then nodded and stood up. She was a diminutive 5’4”. I felt like I towered over her even though I was only about three inches taller than her. She was painfully, rail thin, either from lack of eating or sleeping or other vices, and seemed so fragile to me just then. Even a bit haggard-looking, she looked young. Young and burnt out, tired and terrified.

      “I’m available via phone, email, or text,” she stated, her hands clutching the handle of her large purse, which I noted housed a laptop and a large sketch pad. “Thank you so much.”

      “Of course, I’ll be in touch soon,” Bruce said, giving her his business card with his contact info. He offered her a quick smile then cast me an even quicker one before he left through the private door behind us. I grabbed my work iPad as I got up and led her out through the client door and down the hallway towards the elevator.

      “I’ll take you to JoJo,” I said, who took care of the retaining agreement. But since we’d already taken the retainer money, it’d be a quick meet for JoJo, who’d go over how it’d all work in more detail versus the more slimmed-down version when we got calls. And sign some papers.

      “I really appreciate you taking my case, Ms. Hendrix,” she said, nervously wringing her fingers as we took the elevator two floors below where our finance department was located. “I’ve always heard great things about this firm, and that you’re really great at your job. You came highly recommended.”

      “That’s kind of you to say,” I said, then briefly touched her forearm and stopped her at JoJo’s door. “I know this is very scary right now, Amelia, but you’re in good hands. We’re going to do everything to get you the best deal. I can’t promise the outcome you want, but we’ll fight for you.”

      She smiled, eyes watering. “Thank you, I really appreciate that, Ms. Hendrix.”

      “Maggie,” I said. “We’ll be getting to know each other quite well since I’ll be your main contact and finessing all the details. And I’m not much for formalities.”

      “Then thank you, Maggie, truly,” she said, using a Kleenex from her purse to dab her eyes.

      “If I can say this one thing, Amelia…?” I ventured, gently as possible.

      “Yes, of course,” she said, looking up at me.

      I almost didn’t say because she seemed so wounded right now but she needed to know I was in her corner, and that meant being honest and truthful at every course of her case. “I say this with as much respect and honesty as I can—which is what you’ll always get from me—but you need to keep your drinking…in much better control from here on out. Because if you get into trouble while we’re litigating…”

      I let my words trail and watched her expression crumble a little. She wiped her eyes and nodded. “I know.” She sniffed. “I will. This whole…thing…is a wake-up call.” She looked up at me. “I know I have to fix it, somehow.” Her gaze was direct and sober. Purposeful. Earnest. “I knew you’d help me, Maggie. I knew you could help me.”

      “Bruce is the best,” I said, assuming she meant my boss but she looked me right in the eye, as though to convey something else but I had no idea what. “You can count on us both, Amelia. I’ll do whatever I can to help you and your case.”

      Just then the door opened. “Ah, Ms. Crawford, Bruce said you were on your way down,” JoJo stated, pushing her glasses further up on the bridge of her nose. She raised her brows, brows that were greying, and colored over with a tint that didn’t match. “Pardon, did I interrupt?”

      “No,” Amelia stated, facing JoJo. “I was just thanking Maggie for showing me to your office.”

      JoJo gestured for Amelia to enter, who gave me a backward glance before disappearing inside.

      After the client was out of ear-shot, Jojo looked up at me. “All good, girlie?” she asked. She was even shorter than the client, and much rounder; but at 67, she followed her own rules.

      “I hope so. But hey, send me a DM if you notice anything…off,” I said in low tones, “okay?”

      She gave a wink. “Sure thing, suga,” she said, then stopped. “Oh—when you follow up with her later, can you ask her to send us a copy of her DL?”

      I frowned at her. “She didn’t have it with her?” I asked.

      JoJo shook her head and sighed. “I asked she bring it with her today but said she lost it and hasn’t gotten a new one yet.”

      “Ah, understood,” I said, making a mental note. “Thanks, JoJo. See ya later.”

      “Have a good weekend, Mags,” she returned, but looked down at her watch and sighed a little. It was almost 7 and Amelia was the last client, sending us all late.

      “You too,” I said, then gave a salute in farewell.

      As I headed back up to have a follow-up chat with Bruce, I now realized that Ms. Crawford’s nervousness was possibly partly due to withdrawal mixed with a low-lying, desperate need. It’s not unusual but it set off a quiet bell in the back of my head. Then again, I’d had many of those quiet bells go off and some that harkened to something important; but most of the time, I think it was a part of me that felt bad for certain, lost causes.

      Because truth be told, we’d all been brought down to our knees and had to figure out a way to stand again. This job reminded me of the cost of not finding your footing—and being brave enough to admit when you need help. And then asking for it.

      I took my time going back up to Bruce’s spacious, corner office. The life of a partner, even a junior one, had perks—and plenty of downsides as well.

      Darla, Bruce’s secretary, waved me in as soon as she spotted me. I knocked before I entered but Bruce was wearing his AirPods and clearly on the phone. From the rapid-fire way he was speaking, he was trying to convince someone of his point of view by not allowing them to offer theirs.

      Typical Bruce. I took a seat across his glass desk as he was concluding his discussion and I finally got my reports. Like Ms. Crawford’s background check.

      Waiting, I looked out through the huge, glass windows that had stunning views of the Charles River to the Northwest. And if I craned my neck, Fenway Park was practically in my face. I had to admit, in the early evening, the Boston skyline was quite breathtaking since the sky was getting dusky, the lights were starting to light up, and the sun was trekking towards the western horizon.

      “Well?” Bruce asked, done with his convo. He sat down in his ergonomic chair and leaned forward on his elbows. At fifty, he was the proverbial silver fox. His neatly trimmed, white-grey beard topped it off and why he’d sort of become the face of the firm.

      I shrugged.

      “I hate it when you do that,” he sighed. “It could really go either way depending on my day.”

      I wasn’t undecided but I was hesitant. “I need to do more digging but this will be a breeze for you. Why she wants to pay the high-level retainer beats me but she’s got the money to pay.”

      He frowned. “Yeah, that is odd,” he said then shook his head. “Anyway, JoJo just messaged me that she just took the first payment already. So this woman means business.”

      “Then you’d better do a great job defending her,” I noted, raising a brow.

      He laughed. “I’ll try,” he said dryly. “You get into that Pipes and Bettner case yet?”

      I shook my head. “Shanti has me investigating a couple of her cases,” I said, referring to one of the senior partners, Shanti Nathan. The other two were McCloud Gentry and Fefe Averies. “Check your calendar.”

      Bruce swore under his breath and glared at me. “I’m the one that hired you and now everyone is poaching on my top investigator.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry, boss, you’re my favorite. I got your back,” I said, getting up. “I’ll get the work done. I always do.”

      He gave me an appreciative but forlorn sigh. “You truly are one-of-a-kind. I would not have made partner without you, Mags,” he said, meaningful.

      “You would have, Bruce—probably a few years later,” I stated, winking at him. “I’ll take my work iPad home with me, and do some leg work from home on one Ms. Amelia Crawford and the other side as well.”

      “I owe you,” Bruce said, leaning back on his seat.

      “You do,” I agreed, good-naturedly. “Oh, one last thing. Remember, I’m the summer babysitter for my sister’s kids so I’ll be doing most of my work from home unless you really need me in the office.”

      Bruce rubbed his forehead, thinking hard. “Uh—remind me again?”

      “She’s presiding over some hush-hush, big Mob case. It’s also her first case as a federal judge,” I repeated. “It’s going to consume her life for the next several months and she’s still living in a hotel cuz the condo reno was put on hold due to the pandemic so I get the twins for three months so she doesn’t lose her mind.”

      He blinked at me. “Right…how could I forget your sister was just appointed by Biden three months ago and finally taking the last vacant spot? Hell, the whole city’s still talking about it.”

      I groaned. “Aja’s sick of the coverage.”

      “Actually, I remember reading the front-page Globe article on her last month,” Bruce returned. “The writer was definitely a fan of hers.”

      “Yeah…” I said.

      Then I winced. They’d done this whole op-ed and even included a picture of me with the twins behind her when she was sworn in. I just hated the picture of me looking like a frumpy old maid in a wrinkly suit. I’d barely made it to her swearing-in when I’d lost track of time doing research for Fefe.

      “I completely understand your situation,” Bruce went on. “Anywho. That’s totally fine. It worked well during the pandemic when the offices were closed all of last year so I got no problem with it at all.”

      “Awesome, thanks, boss. Really appreciate it. But, obviously, if you need me in the office, just let me know,” I said, relieved.

      “Sorry I forgot, Mags,” he said, leaning back.

      “No worries,” I said, smiling. “Your insane caseload might have a hand in your brain fog.”

      He made a face then shook his head. “Don’t remind me,” he said, groaning. “Mags, I’m just glad I dragged you back to Boston from Indiana to inject a sense of reality and sanity in my life.”

      “Ha,” I returned, scoffing. “You’re still taking credit?”

      Bruce had been working at a law firm in Notre Dame while he’d been a guest lecturer, and I’d interned at his firm. We’d struck a rapport since we were both from Boston and it’d panned out for the both of us.

      “I will, every time,” he said. “You always make me look good.” He got a text just then. He scrubbed his face hard and looked at his laptop. “Jesus. The wife just reminded me it’s late. Get out of here. I mean it since you live in the boonies and this Friday night traffic is gonna suck cuz of the holidays.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, forgot all about that. See ya later then,” I said quickly.

      He gave a farewell wave. I checked my watch as I left his office to go to mine. It was well past 8PM and I lived in Hyde Park. Working in Back Bay was fun but Bruce was right: the commute was a pain. It was straight south of my office but a lot of turns. Then, yeah…the traffic. Since Covid was still a major part of everyone’s lives, masks were mandatory on all public transit systems and since the Commuter Rail was always packed, I’d rather drive my clunky, ancient Honda and it was just me and my germs in the car.

      By the time I arrived at my office a floor down, grabbed my laptop and notebooks then drove home and parked in my driveway since my garage was full of my dad’s crap, it’s almost nine. And I was starving since I’d skipped lunch today.

      When I got out of my car with my backpack and purse from my trunk, I noticed the house to my left had all the lights on. Sandy, a feisty grandmother, had lived there when I’d first moved in with my dad and sister years ago. We’d moved from St. Paul when I was in middle school and Aja was a sophomore in high school. After Dad had gotten a job offer and after Mom had died of breast cancer a couple years before, we’d moved. He’d wanted a fresh start for us.

      But soon, Aja had gone off to Yale as an undergrad then Harvard for law school. I’d gone to NYU, getting my undergrad in Business and Anthropology in three years, then got into law school in Indiana. After college, I got on with a large firm in Indy as an investigative paralegal until I moved back to Boston to help Aja with Dad and the twins.

      No sooner had I moved, it was clear that Dad needed to be placed at a specialized care facility. Luckily, we’d found one near Boston that specialized in Alzheimer’s. At the same time, Aja had still been fighting Rick for custody of the kids in a rather brutal and nasty divorce that had taken over two years to resolve.

      I stared at the house, memories flooding me. More so these past few months, especially after Sandy had died a year ago from Covid complications. One of her grandsons, Gabriel Remington, would stop by here and there while she was alive and I figured he must live close by or maybe in Boston. I’d seen him more lately but he never stayed at the house long and we’d never even spoken. We were always two ships passing in the night. Whenever I did see his Toyota truck or caught a glimpse of him, he was almost always with a woman.

      But this spring, he’d been at the house more often and from what I could tell, renovating. Currently, his dark green truck was parked out front, on the street, instead of in his drive for some reason.

      It was early July and the housing market was still shitty due to the pandemic. I wondered if he planned to sell the cute little house and hoped he did if he wasn’t going to ever live in it. It’d be nice to have a neighborly neighbor since my neighbor on the other side of me, Lindsey Fordam, was a rage-y, recently divorced mother of three. She drank too much and her kids were in high school or college, and rarely around since they lived with the dad north of Boston. She usually went into the city to spend time with them so she was rarely around as well.

      Through the side window of the living room, which had a sheet over it, I saw a man’s silhouette. Then suddenly, a woman’s figure emerged in front of him. It took me a minute but I realized they were having sex from the way they were moving. I couldn’t hear anything but I swear I could. I shook my head, mesmerized for a second but my rumbling stomach helped me crash land back into reality and I headed towards my front door.

      While Hyde Park was family and kid-friendly, there were more older people that lived on this particular street. So seeing my neighbor in this way was almost shocking. I looked around, wondering if I was the only person witnessing this. And it seemed I was. It was pitch dark and I could only hear the crickets and the distant sound of the city.

      Once inside, I locked the front door behind me, shucked my shoes off, and dropped off my stuff on the loveseat. Then I headed to the kitchen and grabbed a Sam Adam’s Summer Ale. I took a breath then got ready for bed, first taking a two-minute shower. By the time I’m wrapping my long hair in a towel, my cell was ringing. And ringing…and ringing.

      I missed the first attempt but got the second one on the first ring. “Hey,” I greeted, pulling on a robe and grabbed my beer.

      “Hey, sis,” Aja greeted back, sounding harassed. “Sorry to call so late.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, taking a swig of beer and headed downstairs. “I was up.”

      “Okay, good, I feel less guilty now,” she said, sighing. “So I’m gonna drop off the kids a little earlier than I thought. Is that good with you?”

      “Sure, you have a key, punt the kids through the front door. They know where the spare bedroom is,” I stated.

      Aja laughed. “Punt the kids in through the door,” she repeated. “I’ll be sure to remember that if Ali gives me attitude.”

      “Ah, she’s going through her teenaged years already?” I asked. “Thanks for the warning.”

      Aja made a noise in the back of her throat. “Ten going on sixteen. Fuck my life,” she grumbled. “Mostly, she’s constantly picking fights with Connor over the dumbest shit.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “I’ll straighten her out.”

      “That’d be great but I won’t expect her fixed by the end of the summer. And I’m probably exaggerating,” she said with a snort. “Thanks so much for basically keeping them for three months at your place. This Mob case is going to stress me out till it’s over.” She groaned. “We haven’t even started jury selection and I’m still juggling old cases while I transition into my new gig.”

      “No prob at all,” I reassured her. “My boss is totally okay with me working more remote if need be since I had to do it during the pandemic and had no issues. He knows I’m no slacker. Plus, the kids have summer activities so it’ll work out fine.”

      “All right, okay, but obviously if it gets crazy for you, tell me,” she said. Again. “And Dad…” She groaned again, but louder and more pained. “I’m not gonna be able to see him as often for a while.”

      “It’s not like he’ll remember, sis,” I reminded her. “I know you hate it when I say that but that’s Alzheimer’s for ya. And the care facility still has all their über-strict Covid rules in place so none of us will be able to see him much.”

      A long silence. “I know. But… You know.”

      I did. And she didn’t need the guilt. We hadn’t been able to see him in person for over a year, just via video, and only started visiting in a special room every other week with a glass divider when it seemed things were calming down. Then the Delta variant raged its ugly, vicious head and continued to ruin everyone’s lives.

      “I do. And don’t worry, we’ll visit Dad as often as we can and he’ll totally forget about us anyways even if he does happen to remember you,” I reminded her. Once more.

      Aja laughed. “You are wonderfully awful.”

      “I know,” I said brightly. “Aren’t I amazing?!”

      “You are. Thanks, Magsters, I really owe you,” she said, with feeling.

      I smirked. “Weeelllll, I do need a new car…so…”

      Aja laughed, hard. “Not happening, that’ll never work!” she retorted loudly. “And on that note, I desperately need some sleep. See you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed tomorrow.”

      “See ya. Love you,” I said in farewell.

      “Love you more, sis,” Aja said, and we both hung up.

      I smiled at the endearment. Our mom would say that to our dad and to us. It was one of the few things Dad would remember about her these days. The one thing I’d learned from this pandemic was that we had to take the little victories, because some days…that’s all there was.
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      “Four A-M,” I groaned, hungover from only a couple hours of sleep. “In the morning, sis? You took a ‘little bit early’ a big time too far.”

      “You’ve said that five times already,” Aja said, after rolling in four large suitcases that she’d placed into my living room. “I know what time it is. And you’re wrong, it’s actually four-fifteen AM.”

      “I hate you right now,” I said, yawning. Hell, even my brain was yawning.

      “I hope that translates to something more positive once you’re conscious,” she stated, now digging into her purse then her monogrammed, leather briefcase that Dad had gifted her when she’d graduated from law school.

      “I’ve only had, like, two hours of sleep,” I croaked.

      I yawned big into the venti Starbucks coffee Aja had handed me as the kids, also sleepy, had shuffled into my house. They were still in their PJs. I ruffled their hair and prodded them up the stairs to the bunk bed in the spare room. They barely even greeted me as they padded up like zombies.

      “I did say I’d be by early last night—and you said ‘okay’,” she said, raising a brow. “Remember when you generously said to punt them inside?”

      “Yeah…” I mumbled into my coffee cup. “Vaguely.”

      Aja was in a chic, designer pant-suit number, and heels, and basically ready to conquer the galaxy. Her makeup accentuated her slight, almond-shaped eyes. But you would never think she was half Hmong with her perfectly oval face, light skin, and hazel eyes. There were a lot of Dad’s White, European genes in her, whereas I took more after our mother, a little darker, face a little rounder, solid, almond-shaped brown eyes. But we both got our dad’s height and slight, lean build.

      I looked at her, proud of her and knowing she’d sacrificed so much to get to where she was. So many little and big steps that got us both to this singular moment. Our world was shaped by Dad after Mom died.

      “Do not hesitate to call, text, or send messenger pigeons when you need to get a hold of me,” she was saying, texting rapidly on her phone.

      “You mean Jorge won’t screen your calls?” I joked, sipping delicious coffee.

      “Hahaha, very funny. And no,” she said, checking her phone. “I just got a lengthy message from my contractor that he’ll be starting up the reno as long as Covid cases remain stable in central Boston.”

      “Hallelujah, it’s only been over a year,” I complained.

      Aja’s super, duper swanky condo in Downtown had been in a state of construction since the beginning of the pandemic. It was shit timing since all construction was halted when things got really bad. She herself had been staying at a hotel near her office. And I knew her main reason for having the kids spend the summer here was that they had some semblance of a normal routine. Especially since she was swamped at work and Rick had canceled plans to have the kids spend most of it in London with him.

      Aja was still bitter about Rick canceling on the kids so last minute and she hadn’t planned on them being here. Hence, I came into the picture. But I don’t think the kids really cared. They had sounded genuinely happy to forego a European Vacation and spend the summer with me. Which of course, had made me feel like a million bucks.

      “How is your hair so damn bouncy this freaking early?” I groused, bleary-eyed.

      Aja grinned, smoothing out her shoulder-length, perfectly highlighted chestnut mane. “Drugs, duh,” she replied.

      I giggled, running a hand through my waist-length, wavy hair. Which was a tangled mess. “A bonafide district judge saying those two words is quite possibly the funniest thing I’ll ever hear.”

      She pulled a face. “That was off the record, by the way.”

      “You really have to be at work this early?” I asked as she pulled a manilla folder out of her briefcase and put it on the coffee table.

      She sighed, rubbing the spot between her eyes. “I have to meet with my new boss and a bunch of other VIP people at the courthouse who are watching my every move.”

      “I know saying you’re amazing and to not stress is pointless…” I said, smiling at her. “Buuuuutttt…you’re amazing, which goes without saying. And don’t stress, or you’ll get wrinkles. ”

      She smiled back and hugged me. She was taller than me by two inches and kissed the top of my head, which made her almost 6 feet tall in her high heels. “I appreciate that. You’ve always been my biggest, and loudest, cheerleader and it’s always meant a lot. And still does. Really.”

      I hugged her back. “Okay, okay…go away. I need sleep,” I said into her expensive suit jacket.

      Aja pulled back and pinched the end of my nose. Which made me sneeze. “Ugh, I hate it when you do that!” I said crossly, rubbing my whole nose and sniffling.

      “I know. It’s so hilarious though. I’m so glad I didn’t inherit that annoying trait from Mom,” Aja said, teasingly.

      I stuck my tongue out her. “Jerk.”

      “Thirty-eight and you still think that has any effect on other grown adults,” Aja mused. “Kinda sad.”

      “Shut. Up,” I said sweetly. “Better?”

      “Oh yeah, so much better,” she said dryly. She tugged at my hair. “What’s the plan for this weekend?”

      “Tomorrow—er, later today—is a Fourth of July block party on the street over. It’s all water-related activities since it’s supposed to be hot today,” I said, yawning big. “It’s an all day thing. Hopefully, Lisa shows up with her clan, but if not, there will be kids there for the twins to become friends with. And there’s loads to do in this area and surrounding ‘hoods so we’ll play it by ear until all their summer activities start up next week. Plus, I’m pretty sure I can snag some pre-mo seats from Bruce at Fenway this summer. He owes me.”

      “Of course you had a plan, love it!” Aja said. Then she shook her head and crossed her arms across her chest. She leaned her back against the door. “So. Baseball… FYI, Conner is suddenly in this strange, super shy phase and I have no idea why.” She paused. “And he didn’t want to sign up for baseball this year.”

      The kid breathed baseball and he was great at it, so that was kinda worrisome. I tried not to drop my jaw in utter shock but I had to think on what to say for a full twenty seconds.

      “Probably just hormones?” I suggested, after a while.

      Aja bit her lipsticked lower lip. “Maybe…?”

      “Maybe he’s upset about Rick canceling on them?” I posed.

      She sighed. “That’s my thinking but he said it’s not that.”

      I frowned, stumped. “Well, I’ll get whatever is bothering him out of him, don’t you worry,” I said, winking at her. “And besides, Lisa is involved in most of the summer stuff you enrolled them in, which is at the Library. I suggested that on purpose, and she’s great with kids. Connor and Ali know some of her kids from last summer and I think some of their friends are also in the summer program so they’ll get to see their friends from school and make new ones.  It’ll all work out.”

      She smiled. “I hope so. But once again, the list of IOUs grows.”

      “Hey now, I never said I’d blab all his secrets to you; however, I get them,” I warned.

      She gave me that look. It’s the one our mom would give when she wouldn’t put up with not knowing what was up. “We’ll negotiate.”

      “Bah! We’ll see about that,” I retorted.

      Aja sighed and rolled her eyes then we gave each other another hug before I walked her out. Even this early, it was damn humid and hot already.

      Because the case was so high profile, she had a driver, Korey, who also acted as a bodyguard as needed. He was former special forces and it’d freaked me out at first when she’d said he was full-time for the foreseeable future, but I was also glad she had protection too. The car was a large, black SUV and parked across from the house. It looked like any vehicle in this area but, it could withstand everything but a bomb.

      “Remember to take breaks,” I ordered Aja as Korey got out of the driver’s seat and opened the back door.

      “I try but it never pans out,” she said. Just then, a green, Toyota truck pulled into the driveway next to mine.

      Aja stopped us and she looked over. “Someone bought Sandy’s house?” she asked.

      “No, it’s Gabriel Remington,” I said, watching him briefly. “Didn’t I mention he’s sorta comes by, on and off, since I moved here for good?”

      “You said ‘one of her grandkids’ and that’s it. Sandy’s got a gazillion grand and great-grandkids.” She paused. “Gabriel…he was the youngest of the Remington boys. The last time I saw him was when he was visiting Sandy a few years after he’d graduated from college. He looked good then but damn, he’s really filled out nicely,” she said, practically drooling.

      “Stop ogling him, please, it’s making me uncomfortable,” I teased.

      She gave me a dirty glare. “I wondered if they’d sell the house after Sandy died last year.”

      Gabriel had been a shy kid when I was in middle school but adorable. All grown up, he was…I had to admit, quite a looker. Not that I’d had a chance to look for long.

      “Yeah, he’s been here more often this year,” I told her.

      “How long has he been in Boston?” she asked. “And I can’t believe he never called me up if he’s been here for a while.”

      I blinked at her. “Uh. I dunno. We’ve never really spoken. Bad timing.”

      “The last time I spoke to Sandy, she said he was out east, in law enforcement,” Aja said, frowning.

      “Oh…really?” I asked, surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

      Sandy’d had some sort of respiratory illness for most of the time I’d been back in Boston. I realized that all my convos with her had always revolved around the past more than the present. She’d spoken about her kids and grandkids, but, Aja had correctly stated, she had a lot of grandkids. The boys had like 11 aunts/uncles and each of them had had like 5 kids or more so the Remingtons were a big brood.

      “Is he selling the place?” Aja continued.

      “No idea.”

      “Is he married or have kids?”

      “I don’t know ‘bout that, but he’s had various women over quite often,” I said, snickering. “I usually see them more often than him. He’s turned Sandy’s house into his personal love shack.”

      Aja gave me an exasperated look. “You’ve known him since we were teenagers and you’ve been neighbors…for what? A year or so, and that’s all you know?”

      “We’re strangers. Even back then. I rarely saw him when we were growing up, sis, and nothing has changed. I just see his truck. Honestly, I’m usually leaving as he’s arriving,” I defended. “Actually, whenever our paths did cross, and rather briefly, I tried to wave and say hi but he always gave a quick, non-smile and went on his grumpy way.”

      “He was the shiest one, remember? Painfully shy sometimes,” Aja said. “Tag, too, but not as bad as Gabe. Quiet, reflective, always observing types, those two.”

      “Well, I certainly hear him,” I said, making a face.

      “No, for real?” she asked, catching my drift.

      “That and lots of construction-like noises, especially on the weekends,” I added, seeing that he was still in the cab of his truck but it looked like he was digging into a bag or something.

      “Ah…a reno?” she asked, sounding curious again.

      I gave a shrug. “I assume so, but who knows. Like I said, we’ve never spoken,” I said. “But he could be a serial ax murderer for all I know. Which is why I haven’t gone over, I don’t want to be his next snack.”

      Aja whipped her head around, lips pursed. “That is not funny, especially not now when my kids are practically living here. And why do you always say that about people you don’t know, that they’re all serial killers?” she asked, a little exasperated. “I thought you grew out of that phase when you were in high school.”

      “I think one of those 60 Minutes specials about the Son of Sam and other serial killers traumatized me,” I told her, deadpan.

      “Mags, seriously?”

      I sucked my lips in then laughed out loud at her expression. “You are way too serious right now, sis.”

      Aja looked over as my neighbor, tall and built with dark brown hair, got out. His dark tie was loose around his neck and the first two buttons of his white shirt were undone. He looked exhausted as he put his suit jacket on then reached into the back of his truck to retrieve a leather briefcase. Then he glanced at us when he ran a hand through his thick head of hair.

      His startling light eyes darted between me and Aja then the driver then back to my sister. He probably recognized her from all the recent publicity swirling around her. Not only was she smart, she was beautiful. Being part Dutch, Scottish, and French on Dad’s side and Hmong on Mom’s side, she had a striking look that had, at times, been a distraction she loathed. And on top of that, she had a great personality.

      How her ex-husband could cheat on her still blew my mind. All that taught me was that you could have all the markers of perfection and success, but it wasn’t always enough or recognized.

      But the man said nothing at all but gave me a quick look, hesitated, then darted his eyes away. I was used to that by now and watched him turn around.

      “Like I said, so neighborly,” I said dryly.

      She laughed. “Definitely Gabe and not a serial killer,” she said. “That shyness is apparently still a part of him.”

      “You mean he’s unfriendly,” I corrected, looking back at her. “Still could be a serial killer.”

      She smiled. “Nope. Those eyes—he had the lightest eyes out of all the boys—and they were always the kindest.”

      I raised a brow was her. “Oh jeez, ‘the kindest eyes’? Don’t get all Hallmark on me,” I muttered. “It’s too early for cheesy comments like that.”

      She ignored me but tried to pinch my arm. “All them boys were lookers, that’s for sure. Gabe has definitely grown up into a big, muscular hottie. Take advantage of the scenery, sis.”

      “Aja!” I hissed, jaw dropping. “He’s like…way younger than you! He’s too young for me to say something like that!”

      “Get real, Mags,” she said, shrugging nonchalantly. “Facts are facts. I wonder how the other boys have aged.”

      Probably as good as Gabriel.

      Aja shook her head. “You, an investigative paralegal with all your resources, never looked him up?” she asked.

      “Never crossed my mind, to be honest,” I said, shrugging.

      “If he’s a serial killer, you wouldn’t bother to make sure?” she teased.

      I pulled a face. “Shut up already,” I grumbled, knowing she had a point.

      She laughed.

      Remington entered the front of his house but gave a backward glance at us, his eyes drifting to me for a beat before he went inside. He was always in a suit/tie whenever I saw him but if he was in law enforcement, he wasn’t low level since I’d never seen him in a patrol uniform. I’d never bothered to look further since he had shown zero interest in getting reacquainted and I was busy with my life and taking care of my Dad. Since he always kept his distance from me, I wasn’t sure if he was indeed shy or grumpy or just didn’t have any interest in getting to know me as well.

      “Forget about him,” I yawned then prodded her into the car. “Cuz you’re probably late for some very important date.”

      She threw an arm around me one last time and gave me a hard hug into her side before letting go. In her heels, I felt short. “Call me if you need anything, and I really mean that, Magsters,” she commanded, giving me that look again. “I also left a folder with info that you might need. Including their medical info.” She moaned. “Maybe I should hermetically seal them for three months? What if they get sick? Or make you sick? Or other people sick?”

      “Don’t fret, I mean it. I got it all handled. I’m fully vaccinated and even if I get it, I’ll survive so I’ll deal,” I said as Aja slid into the back. “Call me if you need to vent.”

      She sighed then grinned, flashing teeth. Her perfectly straight, pearly whites had cost Dad a small fortune growing up but what a killer smile. “I might actually take you up on that. You’ve been warned.”

      I stepped back so Korey could close the door. “Keep her safe, Korey, or else,” I said, wagging my finger at him.

      Korey smiled. “You’re terrifying, so I will, believe me.”

      We both laughed.

      “Safe travels,” I said, waving, “I hope traffic’s not a bitch.”

      He smiled and nodded back. “Me too,” he said, sighing, and got in.

      I watched the car move quietly down the quiet street with just me and the loud, chirping bugs. A second later, I checked my watch and sipped on my coffee, trudging back inside. I was wide awake now and decided to do some work before the kids woke up.

      A couple of hours later, I made myself some fried rice and steamed veggies after changing into black shorts and a loose, linen tank top. Then I checked on the twins, both snoring peacefully and drooling into their pillowcases. The adorable pictures I took would make for amazing blackmail material in the probable near future.

      As the sun rose a couple hours later, I’d done my full, comprehensive review of one Ms. Amelia Crawford and had emailed Bruce my findings. He’d emailed back a few minutes ago, elated at my preliminary report.

      At a little bit past 9AM, I woke up with a start and realized I’d fallen asleep. I’d had the strangest dream, something from when I was in high school, but it was vague and I couldn’t remember it. I stretched, my topknot flopping over onto my face. I tugged the scrunchie off and massaged my scalp.

      The sun was out but I was tired. I yawned, groggy and disoriented and stretched to wake up a little more. I sat up in my seat, pushed the laptop off my stomach, slid my notebooks away, and looked around. I rubbed the sleep away from my eyes but it just made me sleepier. When I stood up, I felt stiff and knew I’d slept weirdly. As I made my way up the stairs, I stretched again, all the way down to my toes and fingertips. I found Ali half off the bottom bunk, still snoring.

      But the top bunk that Connor always claimed, was empty and messy. I froze, staring at the empty bed for a full 60 seconds. Don’t panic, I told myself. He’s somewhere around here. He had to be. I looked in the bathroom, then all the other rooms up on the second floor, and then the first floor again.

      “Connor?” I shouted, once I’m back in my living room, and panicking. I repeated his name as I raced out the front door and looked around and then raced back in and went out the back door. The medium-sized yard was fenced and there’s a she-shed in the far corner, which I checked but no naughty nephew inside. I shouted his name again. “CONNER!” I paused, heart thumping in my chest.

      Nothing.

      “Connor!” I screamed.

      Nothing…again.

      “Fuck,” I said, running my hands through my hair. First day, and I lose one of the kids. Aja was going to murder me. “Connor!”

      “Aunt Maggie! Aunt Maggie!”

      I whipped around to my left and saw two boards on my fence wiggle and a little boy’s head emerge.

      “I’m right here!”

      Connor. I was so relieved, then annoyed. I put my hands on my hips. “You are in big trouble, young man!” I shouted, walking towards him. “I thought a serial killer kidnapped you, cut you up into tiny parts, and put you in their freezer for dinner later.”

      “Huh? Why would a serial killer eat me?” he asked, wiggling the rest of him through the two slots.

      “My point is that I didn’t know where you were and it scared the shit out of me,” I shouted. I tried to calm down by taking deep breathes since he was alive and well. But goddamn it.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to freak you out,” Connor said, all apologies and got stuck briefly.

      I internally sighed at the crappy job Dad had done on building the fence. It’d taken him five years to complete and he’d forgotten to nail down several boards, which was beyond my comprehension. When I’d moved permanently into the house, I thought I’d fixed them all, but clearly not.

      Once he was through, I checked him out to make sure he was actually okay. He was lucky he was still lanky. If he took after his jock-head father, he’d have a growth spurt in no time and be big enough to play pro baseball by the time he was a freshman in high school.

      There were wood chips and dust on his brown cargo shorts and red Sox t-shirt but otherwise unharmed. I hugged him, hard, and he hugged me back, giving another muffled ‘sorry’. Then I realized he’d been in Sandy’s yard.

      “You cannot just go into strangers’ yards, Connor,” I scolded crossly, releasing him.

      He swiped his sweaty forehead and gave me a sheepish look. “Gabe said I could watch him work the wood,” Connor said. “And he’s a cop so I figured it was okay.”

      That was a lot to unpack. “Wh-what? Watch…what?”

      “I’m just doing some carpentry,” a voice called out. I looked up over Connor’s head and met my neighbor’s eyes. He pointed to the back window where the kids’ room was. “Must have seen me from up there.”

      “Go in the house, Connor,” I said, looking at my nephew, who was to my chin. “Now.”

      His shoulders slumped. “Aww, c’mon, Aunt Maggie⁠—”

      “And what did I just say?” I said back, annoyed all over again.

      Connor bowed his head and dramatically stomped back into the house. I eyed the man suspiciously then turned around. Even if I sort of knew of him from our younger years, it didn’t mean I knew him at all since I’d had little contact with him in the past or recently or currently.

      I also didn’t know what to say so I started to head back inside when he stopped me.

      “Hey, can I say something to you?” he shouted.

      I turned a quarter way. He was leaning an arm on top of the fence. He was tall if he made the tall fence seem short. His right arm was covered in ink. Made you wonder what else was inked and where and what.

      “Please?”

      I put my hands on my hips. “What?”

      “I didn’t mean to cause any issues,” he stated, black brows furrowed and, maybe apologetic? I couldn’t tell. It was bright and he was also squinting so it made him appear somewhat angry. “He was just curious about the table I was refinishing.”

      “Right,” I said, turning away.

      “Wait—Magnolia.”

      That stopped me dead in my tracks. No one called me Magnolia, not even Aja. It threw me off my guard. Suddenly, I was irritated at him and I knew it was irrational.

      “I know we haven’t formally…said hi or whatever, and that’s on me,” he said. “I’ve just had a lot going on… I’m Gabe Remington. Do you even remember me?”

      When I’d moved back, I hadn’t expected to see him or any of his brothers even though they were all close to Sandy. So when I had started seeing him, more and more over the last year or so, and realized which Remington boy it was, I hadn’t expected anything. When he’d been standoffish, or shy, or whatever whenever I tried to be friendly, I’d written him off. Not that he was shy with other women, just me. He probably thought I was an old, boring lady.

      “Look, I’m sorry, Maggie.” He paused. “I should have made him go back, or at least had the courtesy to let you know he was over here, but it all kinda happened fast.”

      Despite myself, I regarded him for a moment. “Are you really a cop?” I asked, recalling Aja had said he’d been in law enforcement back East. And what Connor had just said now about Gabe being a cop.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’m a detective but I specialize in Robbery/Homicide, Boston PD, Downtown. You can call the A-One station to confirm.”

      That did sound legit. I knew a lot of cops, firefighters, EMTs, civil service employees, and all sorts of government types—not that my contact with the police, in general, or specifically, was deep-level. I knew a few detectives, patrol officers, and forensics techs, but I’d never come across him all this time living in Boston. Then again, in a big city, it wasn’t shocking our paths had never crossed professionally. Or personally. Just wasn’t meant to be. After all, he’d never crossed paths with my sister either.

      “Then next time, just tell him to stay in his own yard or you’ll arrest him,” I returned and went back inside.

      Connor was by the door and scurried back when I locked it. “What’s the big deal, Aunt Mags?” he whined. “He was cool.”

      I gave him a look, crossing my arms across my chest. “He’s a stranger. I don’t even know him, Connor.”

      “But he’s a cop,” Connor argued, as though that resolved everything. “Doesn’t that mean it’s okay to talk to him even if he is a stranger?” He paused. “Kinda?”

      Whatever shyness my sister had witnessed with Connor, I sure as hell wasn’t seeing it now. “No. He’s still a stranger, Connor, no matter what,” I said gently, nudging him into the kitchen. “Cop or no, you don’t just go over to other people’s⁠—”

      A knock and the doorbell sounded from the front of the house and we both went still.

      “Stay here,” I said, using my index finger to keep him in the kitchen. “Make some breakfast for all of us.”

      He made a face. “I hate cooking.”

      “Too bad. You’ll be doing a lot of it while you’re staying with me,” I warned. “Keep it simple, that’s all I’m asking.”

      He made another face but complied, but not without mumbling something under his breath.

      Once at the front door, I peered through the peephole. Sure enough, it was my neighbor. He knocked again and then looked right in the peephole.

      I hated it when people did that. I finally opened the door but kept the screen door in place. In one hand, he had a cardboard box with a stamp of a local, popular bakery in the neighborhood.

      “Peace offering?” he asked, shaking the box. “It’s fresh, just got it half an hour ago.” He paused when I just stared at him and the box, and leaned his right shoulder against the doorframe. “Look, I’ll just leave the box with you. Do what you want with it, and I apologize for alarming you. I really am a cop and here to protect and serve and all that. I’ve never been called a creep so…I got that going for me.”

      I craned my neck up at him, because he was tall. At least six-four. He had construction boots on, and was dusty from head to toe. His tanned skin also had a layer of wood dust but I hadn’t heard any machine. His semi-wavy, short, dark hair was unruly. He had an angular, oval face but with a strong jaw and a few days’ worth of scruff. Light, light blue, or grey, or light blue-grey eyes watched me patiently.

      The direct way he looked at me was a bit unnerving. But Aja was right, he did have kind eyes.

      “I don’t bite,” he said softly.

      I blinked and I knew I’d been staring. His eyes may be kind but the way he said those words and the way he was looking at me just now…well, right then and there, I got the sense he wanted to bite me.

      For some reason, that made me shiver. And oddly, a little too intrigued.
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      “Donuts!” a girlie voice shouted, and made me jump in my skin. But it broke whatever odd moment between me and Gabe. I was grateful, but now I felt like I was having a heart attack.

      “Ali!” I said, loudly, “you scared the shit out of me.”

      She giggled. “You said s-h-i-t.”

      I’d said it twice in the span of 5-10 minutes and it was barely 9AM. I looked over at my niece. She was still in her PJs and raced toward me. “You can’t spell banana but you can spell that word?”

      Ali grinned. But her and my shrieks brought out Connor into the living room as well.

      “I love donuts!” he said, grinning. “I made coffee, Aunt Mags, we can eat it outside on the patio! Come on, come in, Gabe!” He was waving for the detective to come in and he raced back into the kitchen.

      Ali wedged herself in front of me. “Come in,” she said, unlocking the screen door and then also raced into the kitchen.

      Jesus Christ but these kids were going to be the death of me. I was gonna have to teach them the ‘beware of strangers’ survival skills I was taught as a kid. But Remington was smart and didn’t make any sudden moves.

      I eyed the man suspiciously and re-locked the screen door. “There’s a door into the backyard,” I said, pointing around the house.

      “I remember,” he said, lips twitching.

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “I’ll unlock it. Maybe.”

      He was fighting back a smile. “Understood,” he said, nodding. I shut the front door in his face and locked it with emphasis.

      My level of immaturity was surprising even to me but I felt a little bit on the defense. I retrieved my empty bottle of beer from last night, along with my phone and laptop from my couch, and headed towards the back of the house. When I came into the kitchen, neither kids were in there.

      “Jesus,” I muttered, alarmed again, but then I looked through the kitchen window and saw them at the patio table, setting plates and someone had put out the coffee carafe on a cutting board. There was a jug of milk and OJ and glasses on a serving tray. Good grief, kids could be efficient when they wanted something real bad. Or sugary food was involved.

      “Where’d he go?” Connor asked, face falling when I stepped out, the back door slamming behind me.

      He was probably hoping he didn’t have to help make breakfast.

      “Fence door,” I answered, setting my stuff down. “He’s waiting there.”

      Both kids raced each other and a few minutes later, there was Mr. Cop and the kids excited for some reason. I was a little offended. I’m their blood and kin and zero excitement when they showed up at my doorstep but a complete stranger appears in the picture with donuts and he’s suddenly Santa Clause.

      Before I sat down, I put the empty beer bottle in the recycle bin by the back door. Then I took a seat facing the yard and opened up my laptop to look up Detective Gabriel Remington. But like most PD websites, there were no headshots or bios so I had to do a general search and looked up news/images on Google and then on Facebook.

      Remington was, to my surprise, easy to find, in bits and pieces of course. He was a transfer from NYC less than two years ago. It didn’t say why other than that he had family in Boston but grew up in Dallas, Texas as an athletic phenom, and hinted at family ties bringing him to Boston. That last bit I knew well enough. So he’d only been living in Boston for at least a year, if not a little bit longer, which explained why I’d seen him around more often.

      He’d received some commendations and recognition for solving some fairly serious crimes and on the police’s official Facebook page where he was featured, more than a few flirty comments. There was a Facebook page with his name but no info. It was limited view with a profile photo of the Boston Red Sox logo and that’s it.

      Well, at least he was who he said he was. But I still didn’t know him even if I’d known his grandmother for ages and sort of knew the Remington boys growing up during the summers. That meant nada though. I’d learned the hard way of what it meant to know someone and not at all when it came to the important aspects of another human being.

      Ali crawled into my lap and I exited out of the web browser and pulled up a kid-friendly game site I knew she loved to play on. It worked like a charm. She got engrossed in that completely. Meanwhile, Connor and my suddenly friendly neighbor talked about sports and the Sox’s chances this year.

      Connor may have opted out of playing baseball but he clearly still loved talking about it. Baseball was the one thing that he and his father usually bonded over as Rick was an avid sports fan himself. And Connor loved playing. Or used to. Whatever turned him off was a complete mystery. One I aimed to solve.

      Oddly, Connor’s baseball situation made me think about Ms. Crawford and her reasons to start drinking when all evidence pointed to her not being an alcoholic until four or so months ago. Before, she was a social drinker by all accounts via her social media pages. However, I’d yet to conduct any phone interviews, which I would be doing later tonight or tomorrow; but, most likely, I’d do first thing Monday morning while I burrowed through more information on the client and opposition. Our PIs would work on first contact interviews of her family and friends as well as other databases they had access to that I didn’t.

      I checked the clock on my phone. It was almost 10AM. “Okay, so, hurry up, kids. Eat up!”

      “We on a schedule, Aunt Mags?” Connor asked, already biting around a huge, chocolate-covered bear claw.

      “Yes, actually,” I said but had to smile as he got frosting all over his face. “The block party is later today.”

      “Oh,” he said, his mouth full.

      With his black hair and light brown eyes, tall, athletic build, he resembled Rick more than Aja, but then if you looked closer, you’d see his pale skin, the slight almond tilt to his eyes, and the shape of his face that was all my mother. Having a White father had diluted much of his Asian features that Aja and I had inherited more robustly. I was glad he looked more like our family than Rick’s.

      Ali, despite being Connor’s fraternal twin, was an exact 50/50 of her parents. Her long dark, auburn hair was Rick all the way and her pale skin was all Aja, but everything else was a perfect mix. One second, this angle, she was totally Rick’s daughter. Then in a flash, all you saw was Aja in miniature form. She also wasn’t as tall as her twin. At least not yet.

      Ali took a moment to grab a glazed doughnut and munched messily as she continued her game. I grabbed the coffee carafe and poured myself some coffee.

      “You want some coffee, Gabe?” Connor asked, getting up and held out a mug for me to fill.

      I sighed but filled it and Connor all but served it to the detective like he was the mayor.

      “So…Maggie—is that okay if I call you Maggie?” Gabe asked, so polite. “That’s what us boys called you growing up.”

      Connor looked at me expectantly.

      I internally sighed. “Sure.”

      Then Connor’s brows hunched low and he frowned. “You lied, Aunt Maggie!” he bellowed.

      Gabe and I both looked over at Connor with raised brows. “What do you mean?” I asked, confused. “And don’t yell at me like that.”

      “Ope, sorry. But Gabe just said he knew you growing up,” he said, a bit triumphantly. “So he’s not a stranger!”

      I sighed. Nuance was lost on ten-year-olds. “Not exactly,” I said.

      His lips puckered in defiance but he kept his silence.

      “First of all, I moved here when I was a teenager and Gabe’s younger than me,” I explained. “And he and his brothers were only here during the summers, and not every summer either. I was gone at camps or doing my thing and didn’t always see them other than in passing. And when I moved here to help Pops, Sandy was still alive and I rarely or never saw Gabe if he came over.”

      “That is all true,” Gabe confirmed. “So, in a way, as adults—yes, we are, technically, strangers.”

      “Have you always lived here?” Ali asked, making a mess of her donut.

      “Nope, grew up in Dallas. Then moved to New York for college, then moved here when my Gran got sick last year,” he explained. “When she died, she left the house to me and my brothers but since I’m the only one living in Boston, I got to take it over.”

      “So you’ve lived in Boston this whole time?” Connor asked, perplexed. “And never met my aunt?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and I could see his cheeks get a little pink. Interesting. “Well, uh, I lived in Back Bay, near where I work for the first year or so, and only came on the weekends or on holidays or special occasions or if Gran needed me. A lot of the times, your aunt wasn’t here when I was.”

      “And you never talked to my aunt? All this time?” Ali asked, equally confused. “She’s been here for like a while.”

      He exhaled, and gave me a sidelong ‘save me’ glance. I remained very quiet, and just smiled at him. Getting the third-degree interrogation from two kids was hard, and I was amused by this entire exchange as I was not the target of it. For now.

      “Well…actually, your aunt moved here three years ago but her first year,” he was saying, “she was only here part-time to help out with your Pops. She only permanently moved in about two years
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