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            Chapter One

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Rose Webster flicked her wrist and struck a match against the dark brown strip on the side of the box. The flame flared, dimmed, then began its journey down the wooden stick, heading closer to Rose’s fingers. She held it against a small bundle of sage until it caught fire, smoldering and sending a small plume of smoke into the air. After giving it enough time to burn, she blew out the flame.

      Then she walked around her father’s den, waving the smoking sage in the air, clearing the room of negative energy, negative memories. No one had used the room much since he’d passed fifteen years ago, felled by a heart attack no one saw coming. His impressive oak desk dominated the room, with wall-to-wall bookshelves behind it and along the opposite wall. The bookshelves were empty now. The desk had been cleared out long ago, but painful memories remained. The most painful was discovering her father had another daughter. Rose had learned that shocking news recently. Some days, it felt like a lifetime ago. And sometimes it felt like yesterday.

      Rose and her brother, Kirk, had inherited their childhood home in Lake Amelia after their mother had passed a few weeks ago. Kirk lived in Florida and didn’t care whether Rose sold the house or lived in it. Rose wasn’t ready to decide. Her home and career as a photojournalist were in Philadelphia, although she couldn’t work right now because of injuries suffered during a recent assignment. If she stayed in Lake Amelia for much longer—maybe even picking up some freelance jobs when she could work again—she wanted to use more of the house, including the first-floor den.

      First, she had to make it her own.

      Sweeping the room with sage did more than clear any lingering negative energy. The earthy aroma invigorated Rose and sharpened her mind, helping her to focus on positive thoughts despite her fears that her injuries might not heal well enough to return to the demanding work of a news photographer. Once she’d covered every inch of the room with the healing fragrance, she left the sage bundle smoldering in the kitchen sink.

      She opened the cupboard underneath the sink, grabbed a rag and the Murphy Oil Soap, and returned to the den where she wiped down the bookcases on the wall opposite the desk. She crossed the room and knelt carefully without putting much weight on her right arm. As she wiped a lower shelf, her hand hit a bump. Actually, it felt more like a round button, cool to her touch. Not wood. Maybe brass? She pressed it and pulled her arm back when a section of the wall popped open.

      “What the heck?”

      Rose reached into the compartment, ran her fingers around the inside, and pulled out an envelope. The flap gaped open, revealing a wad of money. She gasped and fell back as if shoved.

      Rose stared at the cash, then pushed herself off the floor and dropped into the chair behind the desk. She turned the envelope over in her hands. It had no writing on the outside. When she flipped it upside down, hundred-dollar bills cascaded onto the desk, along with a folded piece of paper. Although eager to count the cash, Rose unfolded the note first. The person either had poor handwriting or had scribbled the message in a hurry.

      My investigation must be making someone nervous. It’s not just that someone ran my vehicle off the road the other day. Someone broke into my apartment. I’m pretty sure I’m onto something. They’ve tried to hurt me. I’m terrified. They know where I live and where I work. I need to disappear. I hope you’ll use this to continue the investigation.

      Rose’s father, Randall Webster, had been a successful attorney, an advocate for working-class people and the growing immigrant population in upstate New York. He didn’t take on domestic cases, divorces, family disputes, those sorts of things.

      What was this about? What was the money for? And why had Dad stashed it at home instead of in the safe in his office near Saratoga Springs? If the money was for a case her father had been working on, was it even legal for him to keep the money at home?

      What other secrets were you keeping, Dad?

      Ben Franklin stared back at Rose. A lot of Ben Franklins. Rose had never seen so many hundred-dollar bills. To be honest, she’d never even held one.

      She pushed the bills into a pile, then picked them up and counted as she laid each one back on the desk. When she reached five thousand dollars, she paused and took a deep breath. Was she halfway through the stack?

      At eight thousand dollars, she took another deep breath and slowly counted out the remaining bills until she laid down the very last one.

      “Holy crap, Dad, what were you doing with ten thousand dollars in cash?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          July 2010

        

      

    

    
      The late morning sun sparkled off the deep blue water of Lake George in the Adirondacks. Power boats towed skiers along the smooth surface until another boat roared by, creating sudden waves that challenged the skiers to remain upright. Jet skis raced one way, then circled around and flew off in another direction. Paddle wheel boats, filled with tourists leaning on the railings and soaking in the view, offered a calmer ride. And thousands of people on shore glanced at the activity on the lake while eating lunch or filling shopping bags with mementos.

      Kelsey Jacobs and her friend, Millie Snyder, sat at a small table on the patio at the Western Inlet Inn on the lower west side of the lake, each drinking from a tall cool glass. Millie’s contained lemonade and Kelsey’s iced tea. Millie’s boyfriend Josh liked fishing at Lake George, so they’d taken a few days off from work downstate. While Josh fished, Millie shopped and spent some time with Kelsey catching up on their lives.

      A few drops of iced tea fell onto Kelsey’s lap when she raised her glass to her lips, making her question her choice of white linen slacks. Kelsey dipped her napkin in her water glass and dabbed the spot on her right thigh.

      “See that?” Kelsey laughed. “You can’t take me anywhere.” She focused on rubbing the iced tea stain, then looked up at Millie. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. You were telling me about your work.”

      Millie waved her hand. “There’s not much to tell. As an associate attorney with a few years of experience, I’m handed a wide variety of tasks, some interesting, some tedious—all of them have to be done immediately.” She laughed. “They brought me into a fascinating case the other day involving an adoption agency and . . . Well, I shouldn’t talk about it, but I’ll fill you in once it’s resolved. I work long hours, eat dinner at eight o’clock most days, then collapse on the couch.”

      “And you love it?”

      Millie’s smile lit up her face. “And I love it. How’s your work?”

      Kelsey opened her mouth to answer but stopped, distracted by a woman’s voice coming in bursts of Spanish from behind the privacy hedge separating the patio from the nearby guest rooms.

      Millie turned her head. “The woman sounds upset. Can you understand what she’s saying?”

      Kelsey nodded and put her finger to her lips. She leaned in and whispered, “The woman who’s so upset is telling the other person a story. My Spanish is a little rusty, but I’m getting the gist of it.” Kelsey gazed at the table as she repeated the conversation.

      “The woman blames the owner for her husband’s injury. He was climbing a stepladder while painting a two-story shed near the water when he fell. The man said the ladder was old and unstable. She said they couldn’t go to the emergency room because they didn’t have insurance. Her husband doesn’t have documentation.” Kelsey paused.

      “She says the owner sent her and her husband to a friend of his, a doctor who could take care of his broken wrist and injured lower back. Despite their fears, they went to see the doctor because her husband was in a lot of pain. They told the doctor they didn’t have much money. She says he told her, ‘No hay problema.’

      “Her husband didn’t work for a week. When he visited the doctor a few days ago, the doctor said, “Perhaps you have a daughter who could clean my office to settle your bill.” She didn’t want her daughter to work for the doctor, but they had to pay him somehow.” Kelsey paused again. “I can’t hear every word, but she’s saying something about what happened to another girl who lives in the same apartment complex.” Another pause. Then she nodded.“When the woman’s daughter came home late yesterday after cleaning the doctor’s office, she went straight to her room.”

      Kelsey and Millie looked toward the hedges. The woman who’d been speaking was sobbing.

      “She’s afraid for her daughter,” Kelsey said.

      A man standing near the patio bar apparently heard the woman sobbing. He wore a polo shirt with the inn’s name embroidered on it and had a walkie talkie clipped onto his belt. He glanced at Kelsey and Millie sipping their drinks as he rushed past them to the source of the voices.

      “Vuelvan al trabajo,” he commanded.

      Kelsey whispered, “He told them to get back to work.” The man walked and spoke with so much authority that Kelsey pegged him as a senior manager or member of the inn’s security.

      A woman hurried out from behind the hedge, wiped her eyes with a handkerchief, and scurried across the patio.

      “Should we go after her? See if we can help?” Kelsey asked. Before Millie could answer, a server walked over with two large plates and set their salads on the table. They picked up their forks and began eating, glancing around the patio, distracted by the conversation they’d overheard.

      “I’m not sure what we could do,” Millie said. They ate quietly, then returned to their conversation about work, old friends, and life’s daily challenges.

      “Tell me more about what you’re doing.”

      Kelsey nodded. “It’s a small firm, so I get to do a lot more than a paralegal would at a larger firm. We address issues important to the community, like helping immigrants find jobs and decent, affordable places to live. It’s one reason I’m so interested in the conversation we overheard. It sounds like some workers here are having a difficult time.”

      “It’s challenging coming to this country to work, even if you do it legally.” Millie sipped her drink. “What about Hal? Have you heard from him?”

      “No, thank goodness. He got the message.”

      “Ending a relationship can be difficult. I’m glad you don’t have to deal with him anymore.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      The two women returned to their meals. When they finished eating, Kelsey asked the server where the restroom was. She looked across the table.“Do you need to go?”

      Millie shook her head.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      The restroom was through a door off the patio and down a short hallway. When Kelsey walked into the ladies’ room, the housekeeper was wiping the mirror with a blue spray and a cloth. The woman’s eyes were red and swollen, the muscles around her jaw taut.

      “¿Le puedo ayudar?” Kelsey asked. “Can I help you? I overheard you on the patio.”

      “No, no,” the housekeeper said, her eyes as big as saucers. Her face turned bright red as she grabbed her throat and rubbed her chest. She dropped her cleaning supplies into the bucket and rushed out the door.

      Kelsey started to follow the woman but stopped. She didn’t want to push. When she returned to the table, she told Millie about her encounter.

      “I didn’t mean to scare her, but she couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” Millie said. “But I agree. Something’s going on here with the owner and the doctor and the workers.” Millie reached for her handbag and pushed back her chair. “I don’t have kids yet, but I know all mothers worry about their children, wanting to do everything they can to protect them from falling into an unsafe situation. That woman can’t help but worry something might happen to her daughter.”

      “Maybe something already has,” Kelsey said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      “The money was in the envelope with this note?” Maxi stared at Rose across the small oak table in front of the sliding glass door in the kitchen. She’d barely crossed the threshold when Rose pulled her into the kitchen to show her what she’d found. Maxi held the wad of bills in one hand and the note in the other. “You said there’s ten thousand dollars?”

      Rose nodded at her sister. Well, half sister since they had different mothers, but Rose had thought of her as her sister the moment she found out about her. Rose had discovered books and a photo in the attic after returning to her childhood home to care for her ailing mother. She’d learned the girl in the photo with dark skin and a tidy afro was Maxi Stover, and the woman was Maxi’s mom, a civil rights lawyer with the ACLU in Albany. The man in the photo was Maxi’s father. And Rose’s father. Rose and Maxi hadn’t had a chance to explore what their new relationship meant. They were going to talk about it tonight, but the note and Ben Franklins pushed that aside.

      “She’s scared,” Rose said, pointing to the note while picking up the bottle of red wine off the kitchen counter. She walked over to the dining room table and set the wine down. This was Rose’s favorite part of the house. Her parents had taken down the wall between the kitchen and dining room after Rose had left for college. They’d created an open space, with the kitchen at one end, a large comfortable couch in front of the fireplace at the other end, and the dining room table in the middle.

      “What makes you think it’s a woman?”

      “Instinct.” Rose shrugged. “She mentions someone ran her off the road and that her apartment was broken into. Plus, the tone and her handwriting.”

      “She—or he—said they thought someone tried to run them off the road,” Maxi said. “It wouldn’t be the first time someone claimed that happened. I’ve heard that story more than once after finding a car in the ditch.”

      As a deputy sheriff in Washington County, Maxi had plenty of stories to tell. If only she would. Rose sometimes tried to learn what cases Maxi was working on, but Maxi rarely shared any stories and never any that would interest a journalist.

      “What should we do with the money?” Rose asked. “Should we look for the woman?”

      “With what information?” Maxi asked.

      Rose jerked her head back. Her eyes widened, then almost disappeared in her frown. “By searching for clues, the way most investigations start.” Was she underestimating how difficult it could be to find the letter writer and why her father had stashed money in a hidden compartment at home?

      “What’s your goal? Do you want to return the money? Do you want to find out if something happened to the woman?”

      Rose’s mind raced. She could ask Brandt Statler, the lawyer her father had brought into the firm, intending to have Brandt buy out the practice when Randall retired. Except a heart attack stole those years from her father, and Brandt had assumed the practice sooner than intended. Brandt might remember something or recognize the woman’s handwriting.

      Rose couldn’t just toss the letter and keep the money. That didn’t feel right.

      “For starters, you should tell Kirk.” Maxi placed the note on the table and steepled her fingers under her chin. “Since the money was found in your parents’ home—now yours and Kirk’s home—you should let him know before you do anything else.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Good. Can we eat now? I worked nine hours straight today with very little lunch and I’m starving.”

      Rose had made a simple dinner, perfect for the summer: a tossed salad with shredded carrots, roasted beets, shaved parmesan, walnuts, and chicken. Rose’s Aunt Tess, owner of the Main Street Diner in Lake Amelia, had been giving Rose recipes, knowing she wasn’t much of a cook and encouraging her with easy meals. Rose hoped the salad would be enough for Maxi. Her sister had a hearty appetite.

      Rose pulled the salad out of the refrigerator and set it on the dining room table. She returned to the kitchen for a loaf of ciabatta and a bottle of extra virgin olive oil. Maxi walked over and sat at the table while Rose sliced the bread and poured some EVOO into small bowl.

      “So, busy day?” Rose asked as she and Maxi filled their plates.

      Maxi grunted. “Everybody on the road is in a hurry, as if Lake George will be gone if they don’t get there faster than the family in the car in front of them.” Maxi stabbed some lettuce and stuffed it into her mouth. “People think we pull drivers over for speeding so we can collect the fines and pump up the county’s bank account,” she said after a moment of chewing. “They don’t realize how much we’re trying to slow them down before they slam their vehicle into a fire hydrant, which a young man did today in Hudson Falls.”

      Maxi ate vigorously while Rose nibbled on salad and sipped her wine. Maxi wiped her mouth with her napkin. “This is delicious. Thanks for dinner, and for letting me whine. What else did you do today besides uncover more secrets?”

      “I really could be done with secrets,” Rose said, chewing a piece of grilled chicken she’d gotten at the grocery store. “I packed some of Mom’s clothes into a couple of trash bags. I went through her things in the downstairs closet. There’s so much stuff. I don’t know whether to give it to the church or the Salvation Army.”

      “It’s only been a few weeks. There’s no hurry.”

      “I know, but I don’t have much else to keep me busy. It’s difficult to look at Mom’s toiletries in the downstairs bathroom without crying, so I tossed them in the trash. And then I went across the hall and saw her stuff on the dresser in the bedroom. She had several old bottles of perfume even though she hadn’t used perfume in years. She told me she couldn’t bear to throw them out because of the memories they contained. Of Dad.” Rose swallowed the lump in her throat. “Of Christmases. Mother’s Days. Then I sat on the bed and sobbed.” Tears filled Rose’s eyes.

      Rose couldn’t ignore the pull to stay in the lakeside community where she’d grown up and had such wonderful memories, but her professional life and friends were back in Philadelphia. Exciting breaking-news assignments happened far less often in small-town Lake Amelia than in the fast-paced Philadelphia area. Of course, one of those exciting assignments was the reason her right arm was in a cast and the muscles in her right shoulder still ached if she raised it too far.

      “Where’d you go?”

      Rose looked up from her plate. “Sorry. Just thinking about cleaning Dad’s old office today and taking care of Mom’s stuff. And wondering how long I’ll be here.”

      “And?”

      “I don’t have a clue yet,” Rose admitted. “I have some legal matters to wrap up and my surgeon hasn’t cleared me for work, but I miss my home, my friends . . . ”

      “But?” Maxi pushed her plate toward the center of the table and picked up her wine.

      “But life threw me a major curve when I discovered you’re my sister. I want to get to know you. Find out if you want to stay in my life.” Rose dropped her hands to her lap. This was a conversation she and Maxi needed to have, but now that they were, Rose was afraid Maxi wanted much more space than Rose did.

      Maxi sipped her wine and cleared her throat. She set the glass on the table and leaned on her forearms. “Rose, I liked you as a friend. I’ll like you as my sister. But we’re different kinds of people⁠—”

      “Because I’m straight and you’re gay,” Rose blurted.

      “No, because I’m in law enforcement and you’re a nosy photojournalist.”

      Rose stared at her and pinched her lips together.

      “Kidding, Rose. I’m kidding. See, you don’t know me at all yet. I do like you, and it’s a lot to take in that I have a sibling. Two, counting Kirk.” Maxi’s eyes softened as she glanced into the distance. “My life is complicated enough, trying to fit in where some people don’t think I belong. You haven’t spent a lot of time in Washington County lately, but it’s one of the most conservative counties in the state. And I’m not. Far from it. I’m working hard to make friends at work and in the communities I cover. That takes time and energy. I want to get to know you better, for sure, but I need to go slower.”

      Rose smiled and nodded. “I know it seems like I’m on the express train while you’re on the local, but the most important thing is I want to have you in my life. I mean, we have the same father. We’re both career women. We have a similar sense of right and wrong.”

      “Probably a little better than Mr. Randall had.”

      “Dad.”

      “Not Dad to me. You’re all set to have me call him Dad. He’s still Mr. Randall, no matter what the photos show. Or what my mother said. I still didn’t have a father growing up. Never will. That was a great . . . sadness for me.” There was a catch in Maxi’s voice as she looked down at her hands, opened and closed them a few times. “Most girls my age had loving, attentive fathers who took them for ice cream or to the skating rink or to the matinee on the weekend. I wanted that. Until my mother begged me to stop asking because I would never know my father. She was right.”

      “But you can know him now. Through me. Through Kirk.”

      “When I’m ready, Rose. On my schedule, not yours.”
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      Haunted by the fear in the housekeeper’s voice, Kelsey drove to the Western Inlet Inn the next day. Millie and Josh had checked out that morning and were headed back home. Kelsey planned to find the housekeeper and offer to help her. She could wander the property and, if anyone asked, tell them she was checking out the space for an upcoming family gathering.

      The lake was visible between the two and three-story buildings with dark brown siding that sat on a sloping hill. White pines provided a canopy of shade for some. People more interested in creating tan lines could stretch out on the chaise lounges scattered at the edge of the beach where they could enjoy the expansive view of New York State’s fourth largest—and cleanest—lake. The beach at the Western Inlet Inn was just wide enough for two people to walk side by side without one of them getting wet feet. July was excellent for swimming. Actually late July and the first half of August were almost the only time for swimming in the mountain lakes. The water had finally warmed up, but it wouldn’t stay warm for long.

      All the buildings and signage were in shades of brown with green accents, using the colors of the surrounding mountains as the theme. The exception was the umbrellas at the patio tables and beside the pool, which were bright blue with narrow white stripes. The entire property was rustic, but if you looked beyond the fresh coat of paint that was applied every May, the place barely lived up to its four-star reviews.

      Kelsey made her way to the patio where she’d met Millie the day before. She passed the building and the main office, then turned left and settled into a chair at one of the small patio tables. A server came over and set a coaster on the table.

      “Welcome. What may I get for you?”

      “Just an iced tea, thank you.”

      The young man returned with her drink and asked if she wanted something to eat.

      “Maybe later,” she said. “I’ll enjoy the view for now.”

      She sipped her tea, thinking about the housekeeper from the day before, but after almost half an hour, Kelsey hadn’t seen her or many other staff. She declined lunch, left some money on the table, and wandered toward the pool and beach. She worked her way to the guest buildings. Glancing around and seeing no one, Kelsey stepped inside.

      The hallway was long and narrow, the light low, the smell musty. There wasn’t any housekeeping staff on the floor, but there might be a dogleg at the end of the hallway with more rooms around the corner.

      The stairs were on her left. Kelsey opened the door and climbed to the second floor. She still didn’t see any staff and wondered if housekeepers were working in the other building. How many housekeepers did the inn employ? There had to be more than a hundred rooms in the two buildings. Cleaning them must require several housekeepers.

      Kelsey let the door close behind her and went up the last flight of stairs. This building, Lakeside Two, had three floors. Lakeside One had two. It would be difficult to walk down each hallway and explore every floor without raising suspicions.

      She stopped. Cameras. Did the inn have cameras in the hallways to monitor guests’ comings and goings, to make sure no intruders entered the building? She took the last step to the third floor, a little out of breath, and eased the door open. She looked up over the stairwell doorway. No cameras. That was good. She was clear to approach the housekeeping cart halfway down the hall. Kelsey moved forward cautiously, not wanting to intimidate the staff, especially if it was the same woman from yesterday.

      She knocked on the door frame and peeked into the room. The housekeeper making the bed glanced up, and when she saw Kelsey, her face went white. She shook her head. 

      Kelsey stepped into the room. “I overheard you speaking to someone while I was having lunch on the patio yesterday. Remember, I saw you in the ladies’ room?”

      The housekeeper froze.

      “Something’s wrong and I want to help. I think someone may be mistreating you and your family. I work for a lawyer. We can protect you.”

      The woman shook her head. “You no can help. Please go. Leave me alone.”

      “Sofia?”

      The housekeeper’s head snapped toward the voice in the hallway, and her body tensed, eyes widened.

      “Please go. Ahora,” she whispered.

      As Kelsey hurried out of the guest room, she almost bumped into the man she’d seen ordering the women back to work the other day. She read his nametag. Juan. Security. Kelsey backed up against the hallway wall.

      “What are you doing here?” He crossed his arms and stared at Kelsey with deep black eyes, then a flicker of recognition. “You were here yesterday.”

      “I had lunch with a friend who was staying here. I came back to look over the property.” She worked up a smile. “It’s a beautiful space. My family is coming to visit in a couple of months, and we might have people stay here.”

      “You don’t need to talk with a housekeeper to do that. You shouldn’t disturb the staff while they are working. They have much to do.”

      The security guard took Kelsey’s elbow and walked her down the hall to the elevator. She tensed at his touch and tried to block the memory of Hal’s firm grasp when he’d yank her arm and scream at her for doing something like not screwing the top back on the peanut butter jar.

      She didn’t move until the elevator door opened. The man motioned for her to get in, then stepped in after her. He stood closer than necessary and pressed the button to the lobby. Kelsey watched the numbers over the door change from three to two to one. The security guard stared at her, and he asked if she wanted a staff member to show her around the property.

      “It’s fine,” Kelsey said. “I’ve seen enough.”

      “Yes, I believe you have.” He walked her to her car and watched her drive away.

      Kelsey’s fingers started cramping on the steering wheel, but she was too afraid to loosen her grip. Her throat closed as she thought of the security guard’s steely glare, a look he might use to keep his staff in line. His eyes had bulged with anger the same way Hal’s did when he came looking for a fight. And Kelsey was never fast enough to get out of his way.

      A little south of Six Flags, she stopped at Panera for a dark roast iced coffee and a scone. Her nerves didn’t need the caffeine, but her brain did. She shivered, dropped the scone onto the napkin, and took a long sip of coffee through the straw. Hard as she tried, she couldn’t clear her mind of the security guard’s threatening look.

      “Yes, I believe you have seen enough,” he’d repeated as he stood next to her vehicle. “If you’re smart, you won’t come here again.” He’d held her door while she got in and then closed it with such force, the vehicle rocked from side to side.

      Kelsey didn’t know what the man was hiding, but he’d made it clear she was not welcome there. Which only made her eager to go back as soon as she could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Maxi helped Rose clean up but declined her offer of coffee.

      “I’m sorry I can’t stay longer. I’m bushed. You know, this is just the beginning of our conversations, right? Keep that in mind. Thanks for dinner. It was delicious. I’m going to go home, spend a little time in the yard with the dogs, then hit the sack.”

      Rose walked Maxi to her car. The sun was already dropping behind the mountains, casting shadows over the stately pine trees lining the street and squeezing the lingering light from the woods. The air was still humid from the sunny August afternoon. On many summer days, it was too hot and humid to walk Gladys more than once in the morning. Her little body could overheat, and the sidewalks could burn the pads of her paws. Rose would try to keep the dog on the cooler grass beside the concrete sidewalk, but of course Gladys pulled on the leash and walked wherever she pleased. On the way back into the house, Rose decided it had cooled down enough for Gladys.

      She leashed up the ten-pound bundle of energy dancing around her feet. When her mother’s life was slipping away, Rose had become Gladys’s caretaker too. Although she never had a dog of her own, some of Rose’s friends did, and she preferred their larger dogs who tolerated longer walks and hikes in the woods. Gladys was a sidewalk strutter, not a hiker. But she was a warm bundle of love. Her ability to sense Rose’s moods, especially her sadness, surprised Rose. When Rose’s grief brought her to tears, Gladys would often jump up on her lap and climb into her arms, trying to lick the tears away. Rose wasn’t used to that kind of unconditional love, and she’d learned to appreciate it.

      Rose walked with purpose and energy to burn while Gladys pranced. They went out the side door, down the driveway, took a right on Cedar, then another right on Pine and headed for Main Street. Gladys paused at every mailbox post, fire hydrant, or street sign along the way and left her mark. They walked up one side of Main Street, then headed down the other. Rose’s thoughts swirled: the death of her mother, discovering her sister, and her childhood home now belonging to her and Kirk. And Maxi.

      Her mother’s will, with instructions spelled out by Randall, gave Maxi one third of the family’s assets, including partial ownership in the house. Maxi had objected. Said she wasn’t owed anything by a man who didn’t acknowledge her as his daughter while he lived and wanted nothing from him now. The lawyers were still figuring it out. On the surface, Rose seemed to juggle everything fine, but she had a lot of processing to do and walls of her own to break down. Years as a photojournalist had strengthened her defenses to protect herself and keep her emotions in check. Mostly when she needed to. Sometimes when she couldn’t help it.

      Tonight, Rose’s defenses were not strong enough to handle all the people enjoying the evening as it cooled. As she and Gladys looped back along Main Street, the crowds grew bigger and louder. Families with energetic children passed older couples holding hands. Nearly everyone licked an ice cream cone or dipped a plastic spoon into a sundae. Rose considered heading over to the Lake Amelia Creamery, but the last thing she wanted was to be around people, especially impatient and squirming children. A block later, Rose turned away from Main Street and the lake, eager to get home.

      She had so many questions and too few answers. How long should she stay in Lake Amelia? How long could she stay on the sidelines before her freelance contacts gave her assignments to other photojournalists? After the rally in Philadelphia, when she could barely breathe or hold a cup of coffee, Rose worried her career was over. Would she regain enough strength to chase after reluctant newsmakers with a gear bag over her left shoulder and her camera held steady in her right hand taking photos? Or had she done that for the last time?

      Over the years Rose had seen older photographers and videographers at events, their bodies slow to react when a newsmaker took off running, or the way they struggled to bend down for a better angle. She’d sympathized. It was difficult to quit doing what you loved when you’d been doing it for so long, even when your body demanded you find something else. But, for Rose, what else was there? Sitting in a newsroom, monitoring images coming in over the feeds to help decide which ones to use? Sure, people hung up their cameras and sat behind a computer to stay in the news business, but you could tell by the slouch of their shoulders or lack of sparkle in their eyes how much it pained them.

      Gladys tugged on the leash, and as soon as Rose unlocked the front door, the dog ran into the kitchen and lapped from her bowl of water. Then she ran down the hall and disappeared into her mother’s bedroom. When Rose walked in, Gladys was pawing the bed, a low rumble of sadness coming from her belly. Rose’s eyes filled with tears. She picked up Gladys and lay beside her on the bed, pulling the pooch close. Gladys licked the tears falling down Rose’s face onto her mother’s favorite powder blue bedspread.

      “I miss her too, Gladys. I miss her too.”

      Rose always pushed Gladys out of her mind when she thought about returning to Philly. Her life there did not include taking care of a dog, especially when an assignment could send Rose anywhere from Washington to New York City at a moment’s notice. What would she do with the little dog if she went back to Philly? Give her up? As if Rose could look Gladys in the eyes and hand her off to a stranger. Rose teared up again at that thought.

      Gladys. Maxi. Lake Amelia. The house that was becoming a home. Add a mysterious stash of money hidden in Dad’s den. Was Rose wrong to want to find out who wrote the note and why they gave her father ten thousand dollars? If she didn’t solve this mystery, who would?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          July 2010

        

      

    

    
      Kelsey showered, dried off, then looked through her closet. She focused on getting ready, but her thoughts never drifted far from the man at the Western Inlet Inn and the way he’d glared at her. She didn’t know anything about the inn or the owners, but she was determined to find out. Had the health department cited the inn for any violations? Had any workers filed complaints? She shot that second idea down almost immediately. Immigrant workers rarely complained about their employers. Most were grateful for the work and wouldn’t risk causing problems. They might complain to one another, but none of them would ask the authorities to intervene. Still, Kelsey would do a thorough search and find out what she could.
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