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      I paused in front of the beautiful colonial house and took it in.

      In every sense of the word, the house and gardens looked idyllic, with brightly coloured tulips and daises in window boxes, perfectly trimmed hedges, and an even more flawlessly cut lawn.

      But something didn’t feel right.

      Because all this was a façade and directly contradicted what awaited me inside.

      It could have been the Halloween decorations out in the middle of July or the fact the street was eerily quiet. No nosy neighbours. No barking dogs. No sounds of children playing.

      Nothing.

      Silence was deafening.

      It couldn’t be the fact that there was a severed hand sticking out of a freshly dug grave to the left of the path I stood on.

      No, it had to be because there was no sign of a child ever living at the home.

      From scanning the police report and newspapers, nine-year-old Holly Lucinda had supposedly vanished from her home, this home, in the middle of the day, leaving no traces behind.

      That’s what they said.

      I knew better.

      Something didn’t add up here.

      It was time to investigate.
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      darcie

      I rolled over and hit warm flesh.

      Dane’s hairy chest moved slowly, showing he was still deep in slumber. But then he let out a loud snore. I giggled and poked him in the ribs. He groaned and threw his arm over my waist.

      “Hey!” he complained, nestling his nose into the crook of my neck and pulling me closer.

      “You were snoring, babe. Are you okay? You never snore. Well, you never used to.”

      “Yeah. Just tired, that’s all. Let me sleep,” he said, but it came out muffled because he still had his mouth on my neck, and now he was tracing little kisses along the curve under my chin.

      My phone dinged.

      I groaned and rolled away from Dane, reaching for my phone on the nightstand, but he tugged me back to him.

      “Hey, if you do that, I’ll never get a start on those cold case files Bobby sent me.”

      His hands roamed the thin material of my cotton summer pajamas. These were my favourites: a Dexter-themed set Dane had brought me for Christmas last year.

      “They can wait. They’re called cold cases for a reason. They’re cold.” He rolled me over so my back was against the mattress, and he was on top. He kissed me passionately on the lips, slipping a tongue in.

      I groaned and gave in.

      But my phone had other ideas.

      “Ugh, you don’t play fair. I really need to check this.”

      I pecked him on the lips and slipped out of his arms to grab my phone.

      There were two texts from Stacey.

      Ash and I are throwing a second birthday party for AJ next weekend in the city. We need you guys there!

      That was the first text. The second had me smirking.

      Yes, you can have ONE weekend off from murder files and books.

      I sighed and lay back down, relieved that it wasn’t urgent but annoyed Stace had timed her text repeatedly to interrupt Dane and me. She seemed to have a sixth sense for when we were having sex or making out. She also knew me too well.

      “Who texted you? Was it Stacey?” asked Dane, kissing my earlobe, soliciting a moan, and causing my tummy to flip.

      He knew my weaknesses. All of them.

      And my secrets.

      Some of them.

      “Yep. She and Ash are throwing a birthday party for AJ next weekend in the city. We’re invited.”

      He stops kissing, his trail of fiery, passionate kisses turning me on with each touch of his lips.

      “Next weekend? Damn. It’s a training camp for the students. We’re going camping and hiking in Adirondack.”

      “Oh. Do you have to go? I mean, you’re only the assistant coach.”

      “Yes. It’s an important team-building exercise for everyone. It is a chance for everyone to build important leadership, team, and survival skills so they can better work as a team. I need to go.”

      I pouted, pushing out my lower lip and making puppy dog eyes at him. Dane chuckled and kissed me full on the mouth, biting and sucking my lip. He had a love-hate relationship with my puppy dog look.

      “Aww. We’ll all miss you, Uncle Dane.”

      “I know. But I got him a present, don’t worry.” He jumped out of bed. He was wearing an old ratty pair of boxers, and they had a large hole in the ass so that I could see not only his ass but his testicles.

      I wolf-whistled. He shot me a mock annoyed look and stuck his finger up at me.

      “Stop it. You know I love these jocks. They’re my lucky jocks.”

      “Babe, they’re holier than Jesus. You can see everything.”

      “I know, but they’re for your eyes only, so I’m keeping them, okay?” He went to the closet and brought a little gift bag with the number two on it.

      “Can you take a video or something of when AJ opens it?”

      “Of course. That’s so sweet. I’m sure he’ll love it. I’ll bring home some cake for you.”

      He pecked me on the mouth once more and then slipped off his holey boxer shorts before walking to the bathroom completely naked.

      He had the sexiest ass I’d ever seen (not that I had seen a lot of guy’s asses), and it was all mine.

      As Dane got ready to head to work as an assistant coach for the boys’ and girls’ college football teams, I got ready to head into my office to start my work.

      Bobby had recently sent me a stack of cold case files he had found in storage at the Summervale police station. Since they didn’t have time to go over them, with the permission of Sheriff Richards, Bobby’s father, they asked if I could look at them.

      I, of course, was happy to oblige.

      With my new private investigation business up and running, I received about ten emails a week from people asking me if I could help them find their missing loved ones or follow their spouse because they suspected they were cheating. Or my personal favourite: following up leads to alleged victims of serial killers.
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      stacey

      “No, no, no! It’s all wrong!” I shrieked into the phone. This wasn’t the first, and wouldn’t be the last time I called this stupid, incompetent party planner. “I said I wanted beige and sky-blue, not royal blue! Sky!”

      I heard something drop in the background. I had probably scared her assistant shitless, but I didn’t care. I wish someone knew how to do their fucking job.

      “I… I’m sorry Mrs Striker. Let me just go over Tulula’s brief again. She’s just on a call, so I can’t interrupt…” said her young and clearly incompetent assistant.

      “Sure. I don’t really have time, but okay…” I sighed, gritting my teeth. I swept my hand over my face and then studied my nails. I needed to make an appointment at the beauty salon this week. I didn’t have time to do another person’s job whom I was paying a hell of a lot of money to do. Tulula White was meant to be one of the best party planners on the Upper East Side. Many members of my fellow Upper East Side daycare mommy group highly recommended her. I mean, how hard was it to plan a toddler’s birthday party?

      Since getting an apartment in the city on the Upper East Side, I had slowly but surely shuffled my way into society. With Ashton’s debut solo album now gold and at the top of the charts, he planned a worldwide tour for the summer. So, he was either always in the studio, at rehearsals, or doing press.

      Now that AJ was turning two, and with Lily Rose at three months old, I worked three days at home at my counselling company, up from none during the almost ten months of maternity leave I’d had with AJ. I hadn’t had as long with Lily Rose because not working drove me insane. At least I had the Daycare Society Moms.

      That’s what I called them.

      Oh, God. Darcie was going to kill me or possibly disown me when she discovered I had become one of the people I said I would never be: a latte or green juice-sipping, activewear-donning, Upper East-sider mom. I mean, Darce and I used to sit at the beach or the local café and watch this strange breed of women all the time and mock them!

      Most of these moms worked part-time from home or didn’t work while their husbands, fiancés or boyfriends brought home the bacon.

      I was also a WAG now—a wife of a rockstar. I think that gave me serious street cred with the Daycare Society. They usually didn’t allow outsiders in.

      Tulula White’s assistant came back to the phone. “I am so sorry, Mrs Striker, but the sky-blue balloons have run out with our supplier. We can still get everything else on your list: the napkins, plates, and the custom-built Pinata. Oh, and I’m sorry, we cannot order your cake with Leo’s Bakery in time. I do have a list of other bakeries we recommend, though…”

      “What? What do you mean they’ve run out of the balloons? And the cake… the cake is the most important part!” I shrieked.

      My phone dinged. A text from Darcie. I let out a frustrated breath and practised some of the breathing exercises I did with my clients to try and stay calm. Those had also come in handy during labour.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll have all the other things you CAN get. I’ll arrange a cake and sky-blue balloons myself.” I promptly hung up without a goodbye and opened Darcie’s text.

      I’m almost there

      Yes! I grabbed my purse and keys and promptly ran out of the apartment while texting her back. I needed my best friend if I had to clean up this mess with the party supplies.
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