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CHAPTER ONE
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The kitchen door slammed, and my daughter’s urgent voice filtered through the air. “Mom! Where are you?”

“In the study, honey.” Trying to get some work done, I wanted to add. The ticking of the wall clock reminded me of the house I was supposed to show in one hour. It was a charming Colonial only five minutes away. Because of how the real estate market had blown up in the last couple of years and the buyer’s great interest, I felt confident that this would turn into a quick sale. 

Whoops. 

I was doing it again. After almost ten years I should have known that there was no sure thing in this business. Nothing had ever come easy for me as a real estate agent. 

My twenty-two-year-old daughter Darcy appeared in the doorway of my study, her eyes sparkling with excitement. She was a beautiful girl with dark hair and hazel eyes, much like my own. 

“Mom, you’ll never guess what happened!” 

“I can’t guess. You’ll have to tell me.” A lump came to my throat when I thought about her upcoming wedding in three short weeks, and what a lovely bride she was going to make. I blinked back tears before she could see them. Darcy and her fiancé, Ryan, had been engaged for two years, but the reality was finally starting to hit me. Darcy was the first one of my children to leave the nest, and I was having a hard time accepting it.

Darcy beamed and held up her phone. “I’ve finally found the one.”

“Found what?” Dear Lord, please don’t let her tell me that she’s changed her mind about her wedding dress or the dinner entrees again. We’d already been through this at least three times. I wanted my daughter to have the best, but our savings were sinking like quicksand.

She flashed me a triumphant smile. “The house that Ryan and I want to buy.” 

I reached for my reading glasses and studied the phone screen. For the past three months, I had been taking the happy couple to see houses they were interested in. Every time Darcy said she wanted to place an offer, she’d find another house that she liked better. Who would have thought that my daughter would end up being my most difficult client?

The house was a cute, starter ranch-style home. I recognized the area, and it was only about fifteen minutes away, which made me happy. I was getting a bit tired of my daughter leading me on wild goose chases and I tried to reason with her.

“Sweetheart, even if you place an offer today, you won’t close before the wedding.”

Darcy looked up from her phone. “But you said that it might be ready by the time we get back from our honeymoon. You said you’d take care of the closing while we’re away and that we didn’t have to be there.”

I almost wished that she’d stop listening to everything I said. “Yes, I did, but remember, there are no guarantees in the real estate business.” 

Darcy and Ryan were leaving for a two-week honeymoon in Greece the day after their wedding. My husband, Greg, and I had nothing near elaborate for our honeymoon. We’d spent a weekend at Cape Cod, but it had been the happiest time of my life. We’d struggled at the beginning of our marriage, and I was happy to see that history wouldn’t repeat itself with our eldest. Darcy was marrying money. Ryan was a doctor at a hospital in Albany, and his family was well-to-do.

“All right. When did you want to see it?” As I spoke, I typed the address into the Multiple Listing Service on my own computer and brought up a larger picture of the property and its listing. 

Darcy practically bounced up and down. “Ryan’s off tonight. Can we go then?” 

“Tonight? Grace has her final fitting for her flower girl dress. And the twins have a baseball game.” 

“Puh-leeze, Mom? This is the only night Ryan has off all week. The house has only been on the market for a few days, and I know it’s going to go fast.” 

She stared at me with such longing that I couldn’t bring myself to say no. “It depends on the time. Someone has to bring Seth and Stevie home from their baseball game.”

“I thought Dad was going,” Darcy said. 

The wall clock read three o’clock. The twins’ game started at four. School would officially be out next week, but until then I had to try and maintain my sanity. As all parents of school aged children knew, May and June were the most active calendar months of the year. There were sports events, class concerts, and other end of year ceremonies. With Darcy’s wedding added into the mix, I was ready for a vacation. 

“Your father has a late meeting today, and isn’t sure how long it will last.’ I handed Darcy back her phone. “If he can’t make the game, Mr. Jackson will bring them home with Todd. Grace’s fitting is at six. We’ll have to schedule a showing following mine or after seven o’clock. No one likes having their house shown around dinnertime.” 

“Can you at least call the listing agent?” Darcy pleaded. “I bet you probably know them. That means they’ll want to help us out. I mean, they want to make a sale, right?” 

I was starting to think that my daughter had missed her calling as a saleswoman. “All right. Let me see what I can do. While I’m looking into it, could you please go upstairs and check on your sister? She’s too quiet, and you know what that means.”

Darcy squealed and hugged me. “Thanks, Mom.” She hurried out of the room, and a moment later I heard her sandals tapping the wooden stairs. “Gracie! I’m coming to get you!” 

Gracie’s delighted giggle filled the house. The sound always brought me joy. Even though they were sixteen years apart, my daughters were very close. Darcy adored her little sister, and Grace thought that the sun rose and set on her older sibling.

I studied the listing. The house had a wide, wrap around porch with an old-fashioned wooden swing. It was forty years old with one previous owner, which made me wonder if the person had passed away recently. I clicked through all the pictures, noting certain things that concerned me, but they weren’t too severe. The grass was overgrown, and the light blue aluminum siding needed a good pressure washing. It had a nice sized yard in back and was situated on half an acre. There was even the proverbial white picket fence.

The house was listed in excellent shape, but I knew the game. Sadly, some real estate agents could be less than truthful. When they took pictures of the homes, they always sought out the best angles for photos. Often, they purposefully left out items that needed repair, and a prospective buyer might not find out about it until they came for a showing. My boss, Jacques Forte, called it the realtor’s way of luring you into their web of deceit.

I liked the idea of Darcy and Ryan living close to us. Darcy had been away at school for the past four years and graduated last month with a degree in elementary education. She and Ryan had looked at homes closer to his work location, but hadn’t found anything there they liked. 

I checked for the listing agent’s information at the bottom of the page, and let out a groan. Somedays I had the worst luck. 

This home is proudly offered by Hudson Prime Properties. 

Hudson Prime Properties was owned by my nemesis, Tricia Hudson. It felt like every time I had a potential buyer interested in a home, Trish was involved. Her agency always ran neck in neck with my employer for sales. 

I opened the Contacts section of my phone and pressed a button. Seconds later, a familiar voice greeted me warmly.

“Yes, darling. How can I help you on this fine day?” 

“Darcy’s found the house of her dreams.” 

“Again?” Jacques chuckled on the other end. “That’s only—what? Like the fourth time this week?” 

Jacques Forte was one of my favorite people on this planet. In fact, he was next in line after my immediate family. We’d met about 10 years ago when I first entered the real estate market. At the time, we were both working for Hospitable Homes. After its demise, Jacques had decided to start his own agency, Forte Realty, and I’d come along for the ride. 

Jacques was kind and considerate of his clients and employees, but he was also no pushover. The qualities made him an exemplary real estate broker and a terrific friend. 

I rubbed the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “If she doesn’t sign a contract soon, I may have a heart attack.” 

“Relax, dear. Once the wedding is over with, everything will get back to normal.” 

“But that’s the trouble.” I rose from my desk and walked into the adjoining kitchen. “Darcy wants to be in the house when they get back from their honeymoon. At this rate, they’ll probably end up living with me.” 

Jacques made a tsk-tsk sound. “My, my. That certainly won’t do. You have enough of a brood to handle now. Please tell me this is one of my listings. That would mean a heftier sized commission for the agency, and you as well.” 

“No such luck. The listing belongs to Trish’s agency.” 

He snorted into the phone. “Ah, your favorite person. When’s your appointment? Where’s the house? Maybe I’m familiar with it.”

It was safe to say that Jacques had corned the real estate market. He’d had a listing or sale on almost every street in the Capital Region of Upstate New York. Jacques had been in the real estate market a lot longer than me, but that didn’t matter. I would never come close to his gold medal status. I’d heard him once brag to a client, “I’ve been in real estate since a very young age. I was practically out of diapers.” 

“Forty-four Crestview Terrace. I haven’t made an appointment yet.” 

Jacques’ fingers clicked against a keyboard. “Hmm. I think I know the house you’re taking about. I sold one across the street from it a few years ago.” He was silent for several seconds. “Here it is. Ah, yes. I sold forty-two Crestview Terrace five years ago to Alyssa and Max Danbury. Max passed away last year from a stroke. I went to the wake. Alyssa’s about your age. Max was even younger than her.”

“Wow, that’s awful.” 

“It is,” Jacques agreed. “If I’m not mistaken, the owner of forty-four Crestview Terrace is an elderly woman. I saw Alyssa about six months ago at Starbucks, and she mentioned helping her neighbor out whenever possible. Maybe the woman passed away. Hmm. It’s a nice house but needs a little work. Only nine days on the market. The asking price isn’t bad. Darcy’s smart to jump on it. What do you think is the big attraction for this one?” 

“The wrap around porch,” I said. “And the swing. There’s also a set of French doors that leads to the deck. Those are all boxes checked off on Darcy’s list.” 

“What about the kitchen?” Jacques wanted to know.

I smothered a laugh. “What about it? Darcy doesn’t care. She can’t cook.” 

“Her fiancé might feel differently,” Jacques pointed out.

“Ryan already knows that she doesn’t like to cook. He’s going to be working nights for a while, so it’s not an issue—yet.” 

“Has Darcy found a teaching job for the fall yet?” Jacques asked.

“She has a couple of interviews coming up. She needs to get something soon because after the honeymoon, it will be too late in the summer for her to find anything.” 

Jacques didn’t respond. 

“Hello?” I asked. “Are you still there?” 

He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I found the house on Hudson Prime Properties website. Here’s some good news. Trish isn’t the listing agent.” 

I raised the teacup in my hand. “You’re kidding. That’s the best news I’ve heard all week.” Something was finally going my way.

“Yes, your worst nightmare is not involved. This agent must be a newbie. I’ve never heard of her before. And I know everyone in the business,” Jacques boasted. “If she has any morals at all, she won’t last long in Trish’s group.”

“It would probably be easier if I tried to call her direct, since we’re hoping to see the house in the next hour. I know, it’s unlikely, but we’re going to try. Can you give me her name and number from the website so I can try calling her?” 

“Of course, darling.” Jacques recited the number for me. “Her name is Hillary. Hillary Ryder.” 

The teacup slipped out of my hand and crashed to the floor. I must have heard him wrong. “Say that again?” 

“Hillary Ryder. What’s wrong, Cin? Your sound upset.” 

My throat grew tight and speaking became difficult. “I know her.” 

“Uh oh. It sounds to me like you’d rather not know her. Come on now, give me all the dirt. Is she an old high school nemesis?” 

“No.” I bent down to pick up the pieces of the teacup, grateful I hadn’t used my good China.

Jacques considered this for a moment. “Is it someone you worked with before? Maybe a former colleague who stabbed you in the back?” 

There had been plenty of those in my life. “Not exactly.” 

“Well, what exactly? Who is she?” Jacques insisted. 

I swallowed hard. “My husband’s former fiancé.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“You never fail to surprise me,” Jacques remarked. “When I think that I know everything there possibly is about your life, you still manage to pull the rug out from underneath me. How come you never told me that Gregory was engaged before?” 

I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see me. “I never told you because I didn’t think it mattered.”

“Did you know him at the time?” Jacques asked. 

“No. It was a few years before we’d met. I guess they were high school sweethearts. To his credit, Greg never tried to hide it from me. He told me all about Hillary before we were married, but it’s not a subject he’s fond of.”

I’d respected Greg’s wishes and never brought up the topic again. A couple of years after we were married, I’d found a photo of Greg and Hillary during our move. It was a formal senior prom portrait stuffed in an envelope. I had to admit that they made a handsome couple—Greg with his light brown hair and blue eyes, and Hillary with golden curls cascading around her slim shoulders. When I’d brought it up, Greg finally told me why he disliked the topic. After that, he’d asked me to throw the picture away. 

“So, what happened? Why’d they break up?” Jacques asked. 

“The usual. He caught her cheating on him with his best friend.”

Jacques gasped. “Yowza. I can understand why he hates talking about it.” 

“Yes. I guess he never spoke to either one of them again.” On the bright side, Hillary’s loss had been my gain. 

“Would you like me to call her?” Jacques asked. 

It was a tempting offer, but I couldn’t accept. I was a grown woman, not a child. There was nothing for me to fear. My marriage with Greg was secure. Even though I wasn’t worried about Hillary sinking her claws into Greg, I still didn’t want to spend any time with the woman. 

“No, thanks. I’ll call her.”

“Are you sure?” he pressed. “Should I go with you to the showing?”

“Hmm. If I didn’t know you so well, I’d say that you were only offering because to get a look at her.”

Jacques pretended to act insulted. “That’s the thanks I get for trying to do something nice.”

I barked out a laugh. “Darcy wants to see the place tonight, and I’m sure it’s too short notice for you. It may be for the seller as well.”

“Bummer. Yes, I’ll have to take a pass. It’s Bolin’s birthday and Ed and I are taking him out to dinner.”

Jacques and his husband Ed Kapinski had adopted a boy from China six years ago. They were wonderful parents, and it overjoyed me to see my best friend happy. 

“No worries. Go enjoy your dinner with your family. Tell Bolin I said Happy Birthday. Wow. I can’t believe he’s fifteen.”

“He’s the same age as the twins,” Jacques reminded me.

“Yeah, well, somedays I can’t believe they’re fifteen either.”

Jacques sighed. “Learners permits next year, then prom, and college. It’s all happening too fast, Cin.”

“Tell me about it. I can’t even think about my two driving.” A scary thought indeed.

“I feel guilty that I can’t be there to support you tonight,” Jacques said. “Let me call Hillary. After all, it is my agency. Besides, if she learns that you’re the buying agent ahead of time, she might suddenly become unavailable.”

“That’s ridiculous. She wants to make a sale, doesn’t she?” 

“Cynthia, my love. Whether Darcy buys it or not, that house won’t last another week. It’s a seller’s market, remember.” 

Jacques made a good point. “All right. Please ask her if we can see it now, or after six thirty. The listing doesn’t say anything about the seller’s agent having to be present, so hopefully Hillary won’t be there.”

“I’ll call you back and let you know the particulars.” Jacques clicked off.

Darcy came into the study carrying Grace on her back. Grace was shrieking with laughter. “Mommy! Are we going to bring my pretty dress home tonight?” she asked.

“Yes, honey.” Grace had already gone for two fittings of her flower girl dress and was impatient to have it in her closet. I had explained that it was only to be worn at her sister’s wedding, but had a sneaking suspicion Grace had other ideas.

“What did the agent say, Mom?” Darcy lowered her sister to the floor.

Before I could respond, my phone buzzed, and Jacques’ name flash across the screen. “Yes, boss?”

He sounded immensely pleased with himself. “It’s a go. I talked to Hillary herself. She said that the house is vacant, and you can go anytime you like.”

“Fabulous.” My phone beeped with a text, and I stared down at it. “Looks like the buyers for my showing today need to reschedule.” I gave Darcy a thumbs-up. “This means that we can go over to Crestview whenever we want. Let’s head over now. We have more than enough time to look at the place before Grace’s fitting.”

“Yes!” Darcy let out a squeal of delight and ran out of the study with Grace following. “Ryan’s not going in until six, so he can meet us there.”

“As I was saying before being rudely interrupted,” Jacques teased. “There’s a lockbox on the front door. The code is 0525.”

My jaw dropped. “You’re joking, right?”

“Why would I joke about something like that?” Jacques asked.

“Okay, maybe this is a weird coincidence, but I doubt it. That’s Greg’s birthdate.”

Jacques gave a dramatic gasp. “Whatever you do, darling, please don’t pull her hair out. At least, not until you’ve had the closing.”

***
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We arrived at Crestview Terrace a half an hour later. The ranch was charming. After a walk through, I concluded that only minor repairs such as a new coat of interior paint and carpeting in the bedrooms were necessary. The rest of the floors were hardwood and looked like they’d recently been refinished.

There were a few remaining pieces of furniture in the house. Darcy loved antiques and lovingly touched the high back, plush Victorian chairs. When her eyes fell upon an old mahogany cabinet in the corner, she squealed. “Oh, my gosh, there’s a secretary! It’s what I’ve always wanted!” 

The secretary at first glance looked like any other cabinet. It consisted of a base of wide drawers topped by a hinged desktop surface, which in turn was topped by a bookcase that was closed by a pair of glass doors. There was nothing inside the glass, but surely there had been some family photos or other trinkets displayed at one time. 

“Grandma has one like this,” Darcy said as we ran our fingers over the smooth wood. Her expression was dreamy. “I always think about people who first owned the antiques. Maybe it belonged to someone famous.”

“You and your antiques,” I laughed.

Darcy stared up at me. “Grandma said that she’s leaving the secretary to me in her will.” 

“She’s not going to die for a long time.” As the saying went, only the good died young. Helen York, my mother-in-law, was in her mid-seventies, but looked much younger. We had never seen eye to eye on anything, and probably never would. Helen hadn’t wanted Greg to marry me. She never came right out and said so, but the message had been loud and clear when she wore black to our wedding.

“I can’t wait to tell her all about it.” Darcy took her phone out and snapped a picture of the secretary. 

“Honey, I doubt that the furniture comes with the house, so don’t get your hopes up.” 

Darcy grabbed Ryan by the hand. “Honey let’s go look at the kitchen again. I’ve got some great decorating ideas. And I know the exact appliances that I want.” 

Ryan looked over at me for help, but he was on his own this time. They disappeared behind the swinging door, with Grace running after them. 

“Wait for me!” she shouted.

I made some notes about the home’s condition on my phone. When I finished, Darcy and Ryan came out of the kitchen. They were both smiling, and I knew what they had decided.

“Gracie, what are you doing in there?” I called out.

“Coming, Mommy!” Grace rushed into the room, holding tight to a Barbie she’d brought. The doll was wearing a suit and carrying a briefcase. Jacques and Ed had bought it for Grace’s last birthday. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember its name. Business Barbie, or something like that.

Grace looked up at me solemnly. “Barbie’s got a cold. She’s sick like you, Mommy.” 

My youngest never ceased to surprise me. “I’m not sick, sweetheart.” 

“Oh.” She looked confused. “But I heard you cough.” 

Grace had such a vivid imagination. “No baby. That wasn’t me. Where did you hear—"

Darcy interrupted, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “Mom, I adore the kitchen. It even has two lazy Susan’s! Oh my gosh, I love everything about this place.” She turned to Ryan expectantly. “Well? Should we, honey?” 

Ryan squeezed her hand. “Whatever makes you happy, babe.”

“We want it, Mom.” Darcy’s face shone like the sun. “This is the one.”

I almost fainted with relief. The good news was that the search had finally ended. The bad news was that I would have to talk to Hillary, but Darcy’s happiness was worth it.

“I’ll call the listing agent and tell her we want to put in an offer. Then, after Grace’s fitting, we’ll go back to our house and discuss a price.”

“Should we offer what they’re asking?” Ryan wanted to know. He was an attractive young man with a thick head of blond hair and intelligent blue eyes. Ryan had finished medical school last year and was now an emergency room doctor at a local hospital. Darcy had made a wonderful match, and Greg and I were elated to welcome him to our family. 

I hesitated. “I don’t usually offer the asking price, but it wouldn’t surprise me if someone else has already put in an offer.”

“But it’s only been on the market for about a week,” Ryan said.  

“That doesn’t matter. The market is on fire these days. Houses are selling the same day they list, and for over listing amounts.”

Darcy’s mouth formed a thin, hard line. “Mom, I don’t want to lose this house. What should we do?”

“Please offer the asking price, Mrs. York.” Ryan looked at his bride-to-be with adoration. “We can swing it.”

Darcy began to scream for joy while Grace put her hands over her ears. “You’re upsetting Barbie. She needs to sell a house, or her boss will fire her.” 

We all laughed as Darcy picked up her sister and spun her around. 

“May I join the party?” A woman’s high-pitched voice sounded from behind me. 

Startled, I whirled around. A curvy blonde in a tight, sky blue suit the same color as her eyes watched us with amusement. My chest constricted when I realized who it was. 

Hillary Ryder. 

Our gazes met, and I could tell that this was no coincidence. Hillary knew exactly who I was. She held out a slim hand with a perfect French manicure. “Hello, Cindy. I’m Hillary Ryder.”

I would have recognized this woman in a dark alley. She’d barely changed from the prom picture. “It’s nice to meet you,” I lied. 

She flashed me a perfect set of teeth that belonged in a Crest commercial. “I confess, I knew that you worked for Forte Realty. When Mr. Forte called and said that he had an agent who wanted to show the house, I had a hunch it might be you and decided to come and find out for myself. You see, I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time.”

“You have?” I tried to pretend I didn’t know who she was. “Have we worked together on another sale before?”

Hillary gave a deep, throaty laugh. “No, I’m new to the business. I’m talking about Greg. Didn’t he ever tell you about us?”

I tapped my fingers against my forehead. “Oh, that’s right. He did mention you—once. Many years ago. Isn’t it a small world?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Darcy and Ryan watching us with puzzled expressions. Grace ran over and hugged me around the waist. She stared at Hillary like she was some type of alien. “Mommy, can we go home now?”

Hillary stooped down in front of Grace and reached for her hand. “Oh, my goodness, aren’t you adorable!” she cooed. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Grace Melissa York,” Grace said in her most grown-up voice. 

“This little angel belongs to you?” Hillary asked me. “Oh, of course she does. I can see Greg in her.” She chucked Grace under the chin, and I noticed a gold band on her third finger. “And to think that you could have been mine.”

Grace tightened her grip around my waist, and I swung her up in my arms. “Tell Mrs. Ryder that it’s nice to meet her.” 

“Hello. It’s nice to meet you.” Grace continued to eye her with suspicion.

“This is my eldest daughter Darcy and her fiancé Ryan.”

Hillary moved across the room and shook both of their hands. “Ah, so you’re the ones who looking for a house. What do you think of the place?”

“I love it,” Darcy said before I could stop her. 

“They may be interested in making an offer,” I explained.

Hillary’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “That’s wonderful! I’m so glad I was able to get here in time to meet you. It’s been such a crazy day. This is the eighth showing for today.” 

Darcy’s smile faded. “It is? Are there any other offers?”

I cringed at the words, because I knew Hillary’s type well. Even if there hadn’t been any interest in the house, she would lie and say there was in order to jack up the price. 

Hillary held up two fingers. “I’m on my way back to the office now to look them over.”

“You mean to meet with the seller,” I corrected.

She shook her head sadly. “No, I’m afraid that’s not possible. You see, the owner, Edith Livingston, died a few weeks ago. She was living in a nursing home when she passed.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Eh.” Hillary gave a careless shrug. “These things happen. She was old, so it’s to be expected.”

Wow. Sympathize much? “Um, who will make the decision about the offers if the owner is deceased?” I asked. 

Hillary ignored my question and studied her phone’s screen. “Oh, my. It looks like a third offer is coming in soon.”

“Mother!” Darcy’s face was panic stricken. 

“Guys, why don’t you take Grace out to my car and wait for me there,” I suggested. “Don’t worry, everything will be fine.”

Darcy started to say something else, then thought better of it. She and Ryan took Grace by the hand and went outside. Darcy was a smart woman, but she didn’t understand how ruthless and dishonest some real estate agents could be. It was like any other business. I plastered on my best fake smile, but it wasn’t enough to match Hillary’s.

Hillary watched them leave, a sly grin on her face. “What beautiful children. So, you and Greg have two girls. There’s quite an age difference between them.” She lowered her voice. “You can tell me. Did you have problems?” 

I blinked. “Problems?” 

“Yes. You know, with conceiving.”

My face began to warm like an oven. Where did this woman get her nerve? “No. We also have fifteen-year-old twin boys. There have never been any problems in that department.” As if this was any of her business. “What about you?”

“No children. I was married once, but it didn’t work out.” 

I made a point of staring at her wedding ring, but Hillary didn’t seem to notice. 

She heaved a wistful sigh. “It was so silly of me to break my engagement with Greg. I truly regret it.”

“That’s not what Greg told me,” I remarked. “He said that he broke it off after he found you with another man.”

Hillary brushed my comment aside. “Greg is looking wonderful. Why, he hasn’t aged a day since we were together.”

“Oh, really?” I smiled and tried to pretend her comment didn’t bother me. “When did you see Greg?” 

“Oh dear.” Hillary brought a hand to her mouth and chuckled. “I guess the cat’s out of the bag. We had lunch together earlier today.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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If Hillary wanted to make me jealous, she was going about it the wrong way. Maybe she did see Greg today, but I doubted they went to lunch. Greg had been in Syracuse all day for a sales meeting with his company and told me he’d return late tonight.

“That’s nice.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Did you have lunch in Greg’s office?”

She burst into peals of laughter. “Oh, of course not. People would have talked. You know how gossip spreads. No, we went to that cute little diner next door. It was so good to talk about old times with him.”

My dislike of the woman grew stronger every minute I spent with her. “Let’s get back to the house, shall we? How many offers do you really have on the table?”

Hillary lifted her chin in the air. “Like I said, there are two other offers with a third one pending. You’re the last ones to see the house. I’m not allowing any more showings after tonight.” She studied her manicure. “I’m way too busy.”

“You never answered my earlier question. Who will decide which offer to accept? Is it you?” Lord, I hoped not. Darcy and Ryan didn’t stand a chance if that happened.

“Edith’s niece Ava is the executor of her will,” Hillary explained. “But she’s got a lot on her plate and gave me instructions to pick the best people available to take over her beloved aunt’s home.”

This translated into whoever offered the most money. I wanted to scream in frustration. I doubted that Hillary had two other offers, but there was no way to know for certain. 

At that moment, I remembered what Jacques had said about Edith’s neighbor being a former client of his. He’d mentioned she helped to look after the house. It was a long shot but if I could get in touch with her, she might be able to shed some light on the situation. 

I forced myself to give her a cordial nod as I picked up my briefcase. “Now, I don’t want to take up any more of your time. We have some more houses to see tonight. We may be in touch.”

The cool, superior look faded from Hillary’s face and was replaced with an expression of alarm. “But I heard your daughter say that she wanted this house.”

I tried to imitate Hillary’s low, throaty laugh. “Oh, of course. But she says that about every house she sees. You know how kids are. They’re so impatient these days. To be honest, we’ve got two more showings tonight and five for tomorrow. I want to make sure they find the house of their dreams.” 

Hillary placed her hands on her slim hips. “You’re wasting my time.”

“That’s part of the job. You said you’re new to the real estate world, right? Nothing is a sure thing until you get to the closing table.” If Hillary wanted a serious career in this business, she had a lot to learn. 

I took a step closer to her. “And I’m not about to see my daughter taken advantage of. Do we understand each other?”

She didn’t answer. We stood there for a minute, staring each other down, until I broke the silence. “It was lovely to meet you. I’ll be sure to tell Greg that you said hi.”

With that, I turned on my heel and walked towards the front door. As I turned the knob, Hillary rushed over and stopped me. 

“Cindy, let’s not be so hasty!” she cooed. “Why don’t you send over your best offer to me tonight, and I’ll see how it measures up against the other ones.”

The ball had moved to my court. “Hmm, I don’t know. Maybe we should wait until we see the rest of the houses tomorrow.” 

“Come on. What do you have to lose?” Dollar signs shone in Hillary’s eyes. “I promise to give your offer every consideration.”

I heaved a long sigh, as if this was a major inconvenience. “Tell you what. Why don’t you give me your email address, just in case. When we get home, I’ll ask Darcy and Ryan what they want to do.”

Relief broke out across her face. “Fabulous. I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”

I gave her a small finger wave and shut the door behind me. Grace was sitting with Darcy in Ryan’s car. Darcy started to get out when she saw me, but I held up my hand and walked over to them. 

“Well?” Darcy said eagerly. 

“We’re all set. Follow me back to the house. But, first, I need to talk to Uncle Jacques.”

***
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An hour later, I was in my study putting together an offer for Hillary when Jacques called. “What’s up? Sorry to take so long to get back to you.”

“No worries. I hope I didn’t interrupt your dinner.”

“It’s fine,” Jacques assured me. “Bolin decided that he wanted takeout, so we stayed in for the night. Ed was happy, because he gets tired of going to restaurants.”

“That’s because he goes to one every day,” I joked. Ed had recently become part owner of the Silver Platter, a trendy Albany restaurant. He had been the manager for years, and when the current owners decided to sell, he’d jumped at the opportunity.

“I called Alyssa, my former client.” Jacques’ tone escalated with excitement. “She’s the one who’s been taking care of things at Mrs. Livingston’s house since she went into the nursing home. What that means is she looks in on the place every now and then. Mail still gets delivered occasionally, and she still collects it for Mrs. Livingston’s niece. She even went so far as to take the elderly woman’s cat into her own home.”
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