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CHAPTER ONE

MARTIN


LIEUTENANT MARTIN RICHARDSON PUSHED HIS COLD, half-eaten shrimp po-boy aside and kicked back in his leather chair, propping his bad leg up on his desk. He glanced at his cell phone for the umpteenth time. Still nothing from his little sister. His stomach burned with anger. If the asshole had harmed her before she could get to that woman lawyer’s office, he was a dead man.

Joe Morales, Martin’s ex-partner, arrived at the top of the stairs with a stocky man in tow. Joe seated the man next to a desk and glanced toward Martin’s office. Two other officers brushed past him, escorting two women toward the lineup room. A skinny kid of about fifteen, handcuffed to an old wooden desk chair, struggled to pull his hand free and uttered epithets at everyone who scooted by him. A sobbing woman perched in a chair on the other side of Joe’s desk. Earlier, she’d told Martin she wouldn’t talk to anyone but a female officer, so Martin had sent for Sergeant Loyola, who was taking her sweet time in getting there.

Joe stuck his head in the door. “Lieutenant, this guy’s house is across the street from the store on 39th. I think he saw the boys that killed the owner. You want to be in on the questioning? He’s pretty scared.”

“Thanks, Joe.” Martin rubbed his calf where a shotgun blast had damaged it when he’d been a rookie many years earlier. He appreciated Joe’s asking, though it wasn’t required for the Lieutenant to be at the interview. “Get him a cup of coffee. I’ve got a couple of calls to make, and then I’ll be in there.” He reached for the phone. He’d like to grab a bite to eat with Joe later and catch up on things. In the last two years, Martin had lost two partners: Joe, when Martin had made lieutenant, and Liz, when she’d dumped him and moved to California with her best friend.

His insides were hollow with dissatisfaction. He was finally making decent money. He was over his wife’s splitting on him. They should have never gotten married in the first place. The years he’d spent getting a college degree instead of working his way through the ranks had paid off. And now he didn’t like it. He missed the streets. He had no personal life. He was thirty-two. Childless. And didn’t even have prospects.

He did know a lot of women. The ones at Frank’s Gym often flirted with him. The trouble was—Martin’s sisters had said—he was too picky. He should have remarried within a year of Elizabeth’s taking a hike.

Martin finished his calls and pulled his leg down. He spun around in his chair. Maybe the summer heat was making him restless. He wanted a relationship. Remembering what his divorce therapist had said before he’d quit seeing him—that it would happen when it was right—he told himself to be patient. He sure was tired of waiting, though.

He didn’t think he was particularly picky. He wanted an educated woman. Divorced was okay, but no kids. He wanted his own. He wanted a woman who had the guts to stand up for herself without being aggressive. He wanted intelligent conversation. If she also wanted to walk on the beach and go to the theater, not just the movies, that would be okay, too, as long as she didn’t complain when he watched football.

Pulling himself up to his full six feet, Martin walked into the patrol room, feeling like an intruder. He hadn’t been talking to the murder witness five minutes when his baby sister, Ginny, topped the stairs.

He jerked his thumb toward his office and followed her with his eyes as she went in and closed the door. She’d been crying. Hell, every time he saw her lately she’d been crying. What was it this time?

“All right, Mr. Jackson,” Martin said, clapping the witness on the shoulder, “I guarantee you that if you can ID those two boys, we’ll keep them in detention. Okay?” He shook the man’s hand. “Talk to Detective Morales here. He can explain to you how the system works.”

Martin walked back into his office and closed the door behind him. Ginny sat in one of the chairs opposite his desk. She stared at her lap and thumbed through a stack of papers. Her long, straight blond hair had tangles on the left side, which he recognized was from twirling her hair around her forefinger like she had when she was little. Patting her on the head as if she were a puppy, he rounded his desk and perched on the edge, facing her.

“Why didn’t you call? I was worried.”

She looked up with red-rimmed eyes. “I’m sorry. I forgot to charge my phone again.”

He hated the whiny tone in her voice and swallowed back a harsh comment. “So what’d she say? Will she take your case?”

Ginny nodded. Mascara smears down her cheeks made her look like a clown in full makeup. “She’s going to file a protective order.”

“So what’s wrong? Isn’t that what we wanted?”

“Yes. I’m just afraid of what he’ll do when he gets served the papers. He’ll kill me. I know him.” She wiped her nose with her fingers.

He handed her his handkerchief. “He isn’t going to do that, Sis. I won’t let him. What do you have there?” He stared at the papers in her lap.

Ginny wiped her nose and eyes. Black smudges transferred to the handkerchief. “A copy of the contract and interview sheet Mrs. Armstrong had me fill out. She says we’re common law married because we lived together and told people we were married. We did talk about being married.” Tears coursed down her face again. “We have to get a divorce.”

“I thought these days if you were common law you could just split up and be divorced after awhile.”

“But I’m going to have a baby, and if I don’t get a divorce, it’ll be illegitimate. I don’t want my baby to be a bastard.” She burst into tears.

Outrage struck him like a wallop to the stomach. “A baby. Shit.” He jumped off the desk. “Didn’t you use protection?”

She raised her head, tears streaming. “I know it was stupid. He said it wouldn’t hurt just one time to do it without a condom.”

“And you’re just gullible enough to do anything that monster says, right? What have I told you from the very beginning?” He poked his finger at her face. “You shouldn’t have gotten involved with someone so much older than you. There was a reason he wasn’t already with somebody else.”

Ginny pushed his hand away. “All right, Martin. I said I knew it was stupid. What do you want?” She blew her nose again and glared at him.

“For you to get an abortion.”

Her eyes grew large and round. “No. Never. I can’t believe you would even suggest such a thing.”

“Aw, c’mon, Sis. If you have that baby, you won’t get rid of that creep for the rest of our lives. Do you want that?” His heel banged against his desk, making a deep metallic noise. “Do you want him beating you, stalking you, making you miserable forever? You’d better think about it. You can always have another kid when you settle down with someone decent.”

“No. I won’t murder my baby.” She cupped her stomach as if she were holding an infant. “You can ask me anything, but not that. I won’t kill my baby.”

How could he make her understand? Having lost their parents when Ginny was still a minor, he and their older sister, Mary, had raised her. He’d spent those years instilling in her all his values, teaching a naïve little girl how to reason things out. Her irrational behavior, her willfulness, her pigheadedness frustrated him. “Jesus H. Christ. Have you gone off the deep end? How much pregnant are you anyway? A week? A month? It’s not a baby, yet. It’s a ... a ... thing ... a mass of cells.”

“I don’t care what you say.” Ginny crossed her arms. “I will never murder my baby.”

“Stop saying that. What’s got into you, anyway?”

She stared at the floor.

He looked out the window at the patrol room. Everything out there appeared normal. It ought to be a madhouse, to complement what was going on in his office and in his gut. It was hard enough to think about that creep laying a hand on his baby sister, much less having sex with her, but to even think that he would be father to Martin’s niece or nephew. God. The poor kid would never have a chance. Sellers would make all of their lives miserable. There had to be a solution. He focused his attention on Ginny again. “Okay. Here’s what you can do. Give it up for adoption.”

Ginny shook her head, her hair flying. “How could I do that? Give up my own child to strangers? How could you ask me to do that?”

“You’re being hardheaded. You can’t just keep the baby. Can’t you see you have to sever all connections to the man?”

“You don’t understand. Alan’s mother abandoned him when he was a little baby. How could I do that to his son?”

“Easy. The kid would be better off with two parents who loved him and wanted him and didn’t beat on each other.”

“I never hit Alan.”

“I know that. It was just a ‘for instance.’ You know what I mean.”

She covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know what to do.”

“What did the lawyer say?”

“She made me a list of options.” Ginny pulled a sheet of paper from the stack and handed it to him.

1. Abortion.

2. Adoption with father’s consent.

3. Adoption without father’s consent. Perjury.

4. Don’t tell the father. Keep the baby.

5. Don’t tell the father. Give the baby to a relative to raise.

6. Divorce and name him as the father. Ask for child support.

7. Divorce and don’t mention the baby. Name the father on the birth certificate. Don’t tell the father.

8. No divorce. File a paternity suit a year after separation and after the baby is born. Ask for child support but no possession time for the father due to his violent history.

9. No divorce. After the baby is born, ask the father to sign a waiver of interest in the child and keep the child.

10. Divorce. List the baby as a child of the marriage. File a termination of parental rights suit and ask the father to sign an affidavit of relinquishment. Terminate his rights.

“There’re enough options here,” he said, handing the paper back.

“I know. She said she’d let me know if she thought of anything else.”

“What else could there be?”

Ginny shrugged. “But she’s going to file a divorce with the protective order. She said there’s a sixty-day waiting period in Texas, and we might as well start it running. If we decide not to go through with it, we can dismiss it later.”

“Is she putting the baby in?”

“Not right now. She wants me to think everything over. She said we could add the baby later if we wanted to.”

“What does she think you should do?”

Ginny hugged herself. “She wouldn’t say. She said it’s a personal decision between my doctor and me.”

Martin pulled Ginny into his arms. “And so it is, Sis.”
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CHAPTER TWO

DENA


“JUST WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE doing?”

Dena pulled the well-chewed stem of her thick glasses from between her teeth, feeling like a criminal as she faced her cousin, the senior partner in the firm. She had hoped to get away from the office before he found out.

Just as she started to reply, he said, “You’ve been retained on a wife-beating case?”

Dena stroked the indentations her glasses left on the bridge of her nose. Meredith and her big mouth. “Yes, Luke, I have, and the politically correct term is ‘family violence.’” She held her palm up and out to stop his rant. “Before you say anything else, let me explain.”

“I thought we agreed we wouldn’t practice domestic relations in this firm.”

She rested her clasped hands on top of the Texas Family Code. She’d been reviewing the updates on the CHAPTER on protective orders to see whether the legislature had made any significant changes. She stared at him, unable to respond as quickly as she wanted.

He towered over the front of her desk, his jowly face flushed. “It was my father’s agreement with your father, your father’s agreement with me, and I thought it was my agreement with you. It’s a long-standing tradition in this firm that we do not practice family law.”

Dena glanced inside her roller bag. From where he stood, Lucas couldn’t see the contents. She threw a pen on top of the Petition for Divorce, the Application for Protective Order, and the Ex Parte Protective Order, and zipped up the front pocket. First thing the next morning, she would file the suit at the courthouse. “You don’t understand, Lucas. This young woman’s husband is so violent that someone had to take the case immediately. She didn’t have time to go to anyone else.”

“What part of ‘We do not practice family law’ don’t you understand?”

Dena pressed her fingers to her lips to stop harsh words from spewing forth. She’d wanted to tell her cousin for a long time that family law was all she’d ever wanted to practice. Her compulsion didn’t make any sense. She couldn’t explain it. It was just the way she felt. All other areas of law seemed boring by comparison, except maybe criminal defense.

Okay, so she had gone to him on false pretenses. She had tacitly agreed not to take family law cases. She’d been sure she could get him to change his mind. Now it had been a year, and he hadn’t. She wanted to understand his rationale, look behind this unyielding position that it just ‘had always been that way.’

“What was I supposed to do, throw her out? I was the third attorney Ginny had gone to. No one else would take her case. She was desperate. It was late in the day ...”

“Did it occur to you there was a reason they wouldn’t take her case?”

“You don’t have to be sarcastic.”

“It seems I have to be a lot more than that with you, Dena Barlow Armstrong. Did you or did you not make an agreement with me when I said I’d take you into the family firm?”

“Did you have garlic for lunch, Lucas?”

He gritted his teeth. “Did you or didn’t you?”

Dena put her glasses on and stared down at her desk. What would it take to change his mind? What was he afraid of? Did he think something terrible would happen if one of the two lawyers in the firm took family law cases? Or was he just afraid their firm would become known as a ‘domestic relations’ firm? Would that sully the Barlow name? She just didn’t get it.

“Did,” she answered, not looking up.

“And did you or did you not sign up a family law case today?”

“Today? Yes, Ginny Sellers gave me a check for five thousand dollars from her brother. A five thousand dollar retainer, Lucas.” Dena sure wasn’t going to mention the other cases she’d taken that apparently their legal secretary hadn’t told him about.

Lucas’ expression didn’t change. “Did you or didn’t you?”

“Did.” She had to restrain herself from rolling her eyes when answering him.

“So did you or did you not commit a breach of our agreement?”

Dena closed her laptop and slid it into the roller bag inside pocket. She zipped the bag and yanked up the handle in preparation for her departure before looking at him again. Why did he have to cross-examine her like she was a defendant on the witness stand? And why did she sit there and let him do it? She despised herself when she showed no more gumption than a larva.

Determination glinted in his eyes. He wouldn’t stop until he convinced himself she had knuckled under to him one more time. The silence of her office sucked in other noises like a vacuum cleaner. The phone rang. The central air-conditioning unit clicked on. And Meredith-the-Traitor tapped the keys on her computer. If Dena had hired her, she’d have fired her for squealing to Lucas. Why Meredith had chosen to tell on Dena this time, Dena didn’t know. Maybe family violence scared her.

“Did.”

“And did we, or did we not, after you first came aboard, after that first disastrous case you took, discuss what would happen if you breached our agreement again?”

He always went back to that first incident. Okay, so she had been too trusting. She gritted her teeth. “We did.” Ready to head for the door, Dena grabbed the handle of her rollerboard and waited for Lucas to stop blocking her exit. She wanted to avoid a major confrontation. She wasn’t really frightened that their business relationship might end. She just hadn’t put all her plans in motion yet. Though she had always loved Lucas like a big brother, she was sick of him bullying her. She would be leaving, but on her own terms. In the meantime, arguing with him was her least favorite activity, and one she made every effort to avoid.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?”

Dena bit back the smart retort that was on the tip of her tongue. “I’m leaving. Going home.” She studied Luke’s face, anticipating the reprimand. That was exactly what it was, a reprimand. She was sick to death of this.

“I don’t mean going home, and you know it.” He peered at her through half-glasses perched atop his wide, up-turned nose. “You can’t leave now. We have to talk about this. The minute I turn my back ...”

“It wasn’t the minute your back was turned, Lucas. You and I are partners. Partners. It’s not fair for you to dictate what kind of law I can practice.” Dena’s stomach churned. “I really have to go home now. The kids are waiting for me. We can discuss this another time.”

To her surprise, he crab-stepped toward his own office. “We’re going to have to discuss this further. If not today, then soon ... very soon.”

“We will.” But not yet. She just needed a little more time. She glanced past him into his office, thinking of saying something about the pigsty he worked in. That was something they sorely needed to discuss. She kept thinking he would straighten it up, but he never did. His office was cavernous, at least twice the size of hers. The stacks of files and papers sprouted upward like ancient stalagmites. Dena shook her head and made her exit. Soon none of that would matter anymore. “Goodnight, y’all.”

As she pulled the door shut, he called after her, “I’m not sure I want a partner who does domestic relations. Think about it.”

She laughed. If only he knew how much she had thought about it.
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CHAPTER THREE

ALAN SELLERS


ALAN SELLERS LAY ON HIS BED, exhausted. A sense of calm enveloped him as it always did when he awakened after he had lost his temper, an all’s-well-in-the-world feeling, until he focused on his surroundings, the trashed bedroom. He clenched his teeth. They ached, as they always did, the result of his constant anger.

Ginny had left him. He had been home for lunch a while before he realized it. She hadn’t made the bed before she left the apartment. He had required her to always make the bed. The breakfast dishes weren’t washed either, the bacon grease smell already stinking up the kitchen.

At first, he thought she had simply gone to work in a hurry, that she was either pretty pissed off or else was playing games. Maybe she thought she would come home at the end of the day and something would have changed.

He had driven over to the longshoremen’s hall to see about work. Told her he would run some errands. Told her to call him later. Told her he would be home at lunchtime. After coming home and seeing the stinky breakfast dishes and the bed, he thought she was rebelling because of his discipline of her the night before. A little bit later, when he’d been taking a piss, he saw her make-up kit was gone from the bathroom shelf along with her toothbrush and hairbrush. His face grew hot. He zipped up his pants and ran to the closet. Most of her clothes were gone. Bitch. His eyes darted around the bedroom. Her dresser drawers stood gaping like big hollow mouths. Pretty much everything that was hers was gone from the top of the dresser.

He found no note. Most of the others had at least left a note. Not all of them, not what’s-her-name ... Patsy. But that had been years earlier, and the details blurred in his memory. They all could have been more understanding if they’d tried. Trouble was, they didn’t bother trying. All women were the same. They all left in the end.

He’d had hopes for Ginny Richardson. She was younger than the other girls. He’d thought if he got one before her ideas were solidly formed, before she had strong beliefs as to what she was supposed to do, he could train her to be the kind of girl he wanted. He had tried that before with limited success, taught one girl what made him angry, what set him off, what she was supposed to do, and how not to push his buttons and make him mad. He’d thought if Ginny understood, if she did what she was told, things would work out.

Women had different ideas from when he was growing up. They wanted more independence. More say-so in how things went. He wasn’t sure, but that’s what he thought. He had been rolling that around in his mind like a tiny rubber ball, going over it and over it.

He could be loving. He had shown all of them he could make them feel like queen of the world. It was not just the sex, though he knew he could make them feel stuff they’d never felt with anyone else, but also when they’d go out with him. When they walked somewhere, he always made sure to be on the street side and let them take his arm. When they went to dinner, he’d open the doors, pull out their chairs, order for them, be attentive, and always pay. At clubs, he would order their drinks and never leave them alone. He’d only go to the men’s room when they’d go to the ladies’, and then he’d hurry so they wouldn’t be alone when they came out. He’d dance with them whenever they got that I-want-to-dance look on their faces, not waiting for a hint.

Once they moved in with him, he paid the bills and gave them an allowance. He would take them shopping and give advice on what they should wear, including shoes and jewelry. He was generous, giving back what he could from their salaries to be sure they didn’t feel like they didn’t get enough spending money.

But, in spite of everything, there was one thing he had learned: women always leave.

His father had warned him. One of his oldest memories was a statement by his father. Never trust a woman. Women never stick around. Sellers had grown up an only child. A motherless child. Your mother left you. Your mother didn’t love you. Your mother abandoned you. She had to be punished. After she got her punishment, your mother died.


Sellers dragged himself off the bed and went back into the kitchen where he plucked a longneck out of the fridge. After twisting off the cap, he went to the window overlooking the street.  Hospital shift workers were walking to their cars. The long pull he took from the bottle felt good going down his gullet.

When he was little, Sellers had believed everything his father told him. At the daycare, though, he saw other kid’s mothers come pick them up. He thought those kids must not have fathers. Maybe the kids whose mothers picked them up lived someplace without the fathers. When he had asked his father about that, his father told him not to contradict and belted him across the room. After that, Sellers had kept such thoughts to himself.

In middle school, Sellers once got up the courage to have a girlfriend. It hadn’t lasted long. She had broken up with him when he told her she couldn’t talk to other boys. He had only meant for her to be his alone. She hadn’t understood why he wanted things that way.

He didn’t try girls for a while after that. He watched them. He studied them. He saw how other boys acted with them. He tried to figure out the things girls liked, and the things girls didn’t like. He didn’t have anyone to talk to about it, so he just watched and listened to other guys.

He heard girls talk to each other when they didn’t know he listened. He’d be at his locker or in the cafeteria at the next table or at a school dance. He thought he had it all figured out, only he never told his father.

The other thing he’d been afraid to tell his father, when his father had been alive, was that he’d looked for his mother. A long time ago, he went down to Houston City Hall and asked them how you found out about a dead person. They gave him an address in Austin where he could write for a death certificate. He had written, but no one with his mother’s name had a death certificate, at least not in Texas.

He’d always wondered whether his father had lied to him. His father had always taken the belt to him when he was little if he asked about his mother. He couldn’t ask him how she died. Inside, deep inside himself, Sellers wondered whether his father had hit his mother. Maybe he had even killed his mother. Or maybe his father wasn’t really his father. Maybe he had stolen Alan when he was little and just made up the story of his mother. But he knew his mother’s name. At least, he supposed the name he’d heard when he was little had been his mother’s.

After he grew up and got his own place, he contacted the Bureau of Vital Statistics in all the states surrounding Texas. None of them had anyone who died who had the same name as his mother.

Now, just a few days ago, he got a copy of his birth certificate. He wanted to be sure his mother’s name was right, to be sure his father hadn’t changed anything on the copy he had of his birth certificate. The name had been correct except there was a middle name that wasn’t on his copy. It had to be the name his mother was born with, her maiden name.

This new idea was one reason he was sorry Ginny had run out on him because she acted like she was happy he was looking for his mother. Anyhow, he’d gone online and requested a death certificate for his mother in her birth name. And, instead of waiting this time, he had also contacted those other states. He felt like he was getting close to what had really happened to her.

And now, Ginny’s leaving was a setback. He’d had high hopes for them. He’d thought he could put what he’d done to his father out of his mind, like what happened to his last girlfriend—what’s her name—and start new with Ginny, and maybe when he found out what happened to his mother, he could settle down and start his own family.

He played the what-if game with himself. What if his mother was not really dead? What if he could find his mother? What if she was nice, and everything was his father’s fault? What if she wanted to be with him? What if she loved him?

Or, what if she was dead? What if everything his father had said was true? What if she had been a horrible person and abandoned him and hated him and his father? How would he feel?

What if he found her alive, and she was sickening, a crack whore or somebody like that?

And, what if he had a sister or brother somewhere? If he did and he found them, would they tell him about his mother? Would they like him?

Ginny had helped him search, and now she had left him. Well, he’d get over it. He’d always gotten over it. One more woman leaving him wasn’t going to kill him, which couldn’t necessarily be said for them.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DENA


WHEN DENA PUSHED OPEN THE FIRE door and stepped outside, a gust of hot, humid air enveloped her. The sizzling sidewalk penetrated the soles of her shoes as she walked two blocks down Postoffice Street to the parking garage. Summers in Galveston were best spent at the beach or in a pool, but she wasn’t in a position to go to either.

She drove down Seawall Boulevard, glancing occasionally at the breaker line where the sun sparkled on the water. The scene was typical for Galveston Island. Darkness wouldn’t descend for another couple of hours. Desperate surfers tried to catch the last good waves of the day. Children built sandcastles and splashed in the water. Adults waded out and played in the breakers.

From Twenty-first Street to the West End, rollerskaters, skateboarders, and bicyclists dominated the seawall. West of Sixty-first Street, runners and walkers took over. The thirty-plus mile island almost burst with people. As nice as it was to see visitors enjoying themselves, her favorite times of the year were late fall and early spring. While there were still tourists trying to catch a few rays of sunshine, there were occasional spots of isolation where an islander could enjoy herself and remember the reasons for living on the Gulf coast.

She turned off the boulevard and pulled into the subdivision where she lived with her family. Two of the neighbors mowed their lawns. Another’s automatic sprinkler system had come on and some laughing little children, fully clothed, ran in circles through it, soaked to the skin.

She parked in the garage, but before she could get out of her car, Paul, her six-year-old son, started jumping up and down outside the driver’s side window. He wore denim shorts, tennis shoes, and a Houston Rockets tee shirt with a large orange stain down the center. “Mommy. Mommy.” When she got out, he flung himself at her.

Dena swept Paul into her arms. She gave him a big hug and kissed him in the wrinkles of his neck. Her nose told her it was Kool-Aid on his shirt. She’d have to get it off him in a hurry and into a pail to soak. “How’s my great big Paul?” She nuzzled his ear, kissing and biting it as he giggled.

“I had a really, really good day, Mommy. Juliet says you’re home early. Why are you home early?”

Dena set him down on the floor. She retrieved her purse and roller bag and walked with him into the house. “Mommy was tired of working today. Is it okay with you if Mommy comes home before dark sometimes?”

“I like you to come home early, Mommy.” Paul grinned at her. “Can we go out to eat?”

She tousled his hair and stroked the soft line of his little cheek. Except for his eyes, which were the same hazel as hers, Paul was the spitting image of his father. “Let me deliberate on that for a few moments.” She smiled at her son, a swell of pride and joy in her chest. She knew it was silly, but often when she looked at her kids she realized what a miracle children were and felt pleased she’d been gifted with them.

“What’s that mean?” Paul’s large eyes gazed at her.

“It means I’ll have to ask Daddy.”

“Daddy not home yet,” the little boy said.

“Daddy is not home yet,” she corrected him.

“Noooo.” He shook his head.

“Where’s your sister?”

“In the bathtub. Want me to tell her and Juliet you’re home? Want me to get ’em?”

“Let me change my clothes and then I’ll find them,” she said, leading him by the hand. “What did you do today?”

“Juliet helped me read stories after camp.” He pulled away and ran down the hall.

She felt a pang. She should have been there reading the story, not the au pair, but she and Zack had always agreed she would work outside the home. The almighty dollar. Zack loved it more than he did her, and she knew it.

To be fair, after her father had died, Zack had given her a choice. She could stay home with the kids if she would put her inheritance in both their names and deposit a lot of it to their joint account so they could increase their level of living. Some choice. If something ever happened to their relationship, there’d be a presumption that the money was community property. She’d be left with only half of it—if the court gave her that much. Thanks, but no thanks. She’d finally agreed to name him trustee in the event something happened to her. The children would be the beneficiaries.

Now, over four years later, she was glad she hadn’t given her inheritance to their community estate. She didn’t know what it was—whether he was having an affair or just wanted to move on—but something was up with Zack. She didn’t really care because she was ready to move on, herself. She only hoped he hadn’t figured that out yet. Their relationship had deteriorated to the point where she was making plans to get out of it, just like the law practice with Lucas. She had a plan, but she wasn’t ready to go forward just yet. Soon, but not just yet.

Before going to find Melissa and the au pair, Dena stopped in the bedroom and slipped off her shoes. The soft, cool carpet under her bare feet felt heavenly after the hot pavement. The bed looked so inviting. If she could lie down for just a few minutes ... But Super Mom, as Zack sometimes called her and not always in a pleasant tone of voice, didn’t get to rest when she arrived home. Super Mom had to be there to take over where the au pair left off. Over the years she’d tried to talk Zack into helping, but the responsibility always fell back on her. And while she had been attending law school, it had been no different. And, of course, she had still been expected to contribute the same amount of money to the household budget as she had before she quit teaching. Lucky for her, three years of that contribution hadn’t made any real dent in what her father had left her.

“Hello, Mrs. Armstrong.”

She turned at hearing the accented voice. The au pair held five-year-old Melissa wrapped in a fluffy, white bath towel. “Hello, Juliet.” Dena took Melissa from her. “Hi, Sweetie.” Dena breathed in the aroma of baby shampoo. Melissa’s auburn locks, the same color as Dena’s, had been toweled into tightly wound curls.

“Hi, Mommy. I took a bath.” Melissa hugged her mother around the neck.

“You’re home early,” Juliet said.

“Yes, for a change. I had a bit of an argument with my cousin. You know how he can be sometimes. Has Zack called?” Zack didn’t like her sharing their personal life with Juliet, but Dena didn’t care. Juliet was more like a younger sister than an employee.

“No one has called today,” Juliet said. “Do you want me to prepare dinner tonight?”

“I don’t think so, Juliet. I think we’ll take the children out to eat since Zack has only one more night in town. Thanks for offering though.” She didn’t add that she’d be relieved for him to be gone for a few days. Juliet already knew that. “By the way, how are summer classes going?”

“Fine, Mrs. Armstrong. It is harder for me to sit in the classroom in the summer, though. I would prefer to be at the beach since it stays light so late.” She shrugged one shoulder. “You would like me to dress Melissa before I leave?”

“Please,” Dena said. She snuggled Melissa for a moment. “Mommy will be in to get you in just a minute.” She sent her back to Juliet.

“Okay, Mommy,” Melissa said. “See you in just a minute.”

Juliet seemed wistful, but the girl had always been one to share her problems when she was ready so Dena would wait until that time came, if it did. She closed her bedroom door so she could change clothes.

Shedding her jacket and skirt, she hung them up on wooden hangers. They could go for pizza or hamburgers if Zack wasn’t in one of his moods and insisting on a big dinner. He was more moody than not, lately. She hated it because it made it harder for her to be pleasant around him. Often she just wanted to yell at him to get out, that she was tired of putting up with him and whatever his issues were. Any intimacy between them had disappeared a long time ago. What had happened to the affectionate and funny and comforting man she’d married?

After slipping on a pair of jeans, a yellow cotton sweater, and a pair of sandals, she heard whispers and giggles coming through the door. She jerked it open.

“Boo.” Paul jumped at her, laughing, the roses in his cheeks blooming. Melissa, her red-brown curls bouncing around her face, clapped her hands and shrieked.

“Oh, I didn’t hear you out there,” Dena said. “You startled me, Paul.”

“Did I really, Mommy?” Paul giggled. “Really, really?”

“Oh yes.” She bent down and touched the end of her son’s nose. “You scared me. You were so quiet I didn’t know you were there.” She wrapped an arm around each child, hugging them.

“Have you decided yet?” Paul pulled back and peered into her face. “Can we go out to eat?”

“I told you we’d have to ask Daddy. When he gets home, we’ll ask him if we can go for pizza, okay? He should be here any minute.”

“Oh, boy,” Paul yelled, jumping up and down. “I’m gonna go watch for him out the window.”

“No, you go wash your hands and face and put on a clean shirt. Give that Kool-Aid one to Juliet to wash. I’ll go watch out the window.” She picked up Melissa. Paul ran down the hall to the children’s bathroom. “You’re getting heavy, my girl. Pretty soon Mommy won’t be able to pick you up any more.”

“Pretty soon I’ll be all grown up,” Melissa said.

A car pulled into the driveway, and its engine cut off. She carried Melissa into the den where they peeked through the mini-blinds. They watched as Zack’s lean frame unfolded from the white Lexus SUV he’d insisted he had to have. His light brown hair glistened in the evening sun. He glanced around the neighborhood and waved to some neighbors. He gave the impression of being in a good mood, though Dena could tell by the way he held his head and the bend of his shoulders that all was not as it appeared.

She sighed and released Melissa to run greet her father. This would be their last night together for more than a week. She couldn’t wait for him to be gone, for the tension in the house to leave with him. Dropping the mini-blinds, she walked to the kitchen door leading to the garage. When he came inside, the garage door groaned in the background as it closed.

OEBPS/OEBPS/UNAWARE_Ch_Header_KNIFE.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A SSNTESEREFEN U SEE S NS @O L






OEBPS/OEBPS/UNAWARE_title_page.jpg
A SUSPENSLE NOVLL

UNAWARL

SUSAN P. BAKER

L

Refugio Press





