

  

    

      

    

  




		

			The Secrets of Rhydian Hill


			A doctor in need of a new start.


			A woman running from a killer.


			A love story that could end in tragedy.


			When Dr. Gianna Walford finds her girlfriend in bed with another woman, she needs a new start and Cliffside, a small seaside town in Oregon, is just the place. Getting to know her patients on a personal level and making old fashioned house calls is a nice change from hospital bureaucracy. On one of those house calls, she meets the beautiful but mysterious Kiera. She’s kind and unassuming, but extremely guarded and private. Intrigued, and determined to help Kiera’s ailing neighbor, Gianna makes numerous visits, only to discover more than she bargained for.


			Jenny McAllister witnessed a murder, escaped a killer, and reinvented herself in Cliffside as Kiera Davenport. So when Gianna arrives and interests her, first with her good looks and compassion, and then her relentless curiosity, Jenny is more than unnerved. With a killer searching and willing to do anything to silence her, she can’t let anyone close or her real identity will be discovered.
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            Prologue








			Jenny awoke to a soft banging, echoing throughout the dimly lit bedroom. Confused, she turned over and skimmed the bed for Ken, but she found only cold sheets. She sat up and glanced around as the banging continued, rhythmic-like, like the polite knock of someone at the window. She swung her legs to the floor and padded across the cool pine to the window where she pulled back the sheer curtain to peer out into the moonlit night. Rain flecked the pane and she saw that one of the decorative shutters was loose and clamoring in the wind. She breathed a sigh of relief at having found the source of the noise, but then grew anxious again, wondering where Ken was. 


			She slipped into her robe and headed down the creaking staircase and searched, first the living room, then the kitchen, but Ken was nowhere to be found. She stood in the dark in the kitchen as distant voices came to her from outside. She looked through the window above the sink and saw movement out at the dock. The waves were thick and lugubrious in the blowing storm, rocking Ken’s boat back and forth. Two forms stood on the bow, struggling to balance themselves.


			“What the hell?” she whispered.


			It was after midnight. What was Ken doing out on the boat, and more importantly, who was he with? She tugged her robe tightly around her and stepped out the front door. The wind whipped sharp rain against her face as she descended the porch steps. The voices grew louder and sounded stressed, angry, but she could make out nothing more. She trotted through the wet grass to a nearby elm where she hid. Whatever was going on, it was obvious that Ken didn’t want her to know about it, so she was careful to remain unseen.


			That’s when Ken shouted. Startled, Jenny peeked around the tree and watched as he threw his hands in the air. He appeared frustrated and at a loss, like he’d given up trying to reason with his counterpart. The other man didn’t seem to appreciate the gesture. He stepped closer to Ken and raised his arm, aiming something directly at him. Ken said something, something rushed and panicked, but it was cut off quickly by the sharp crack and quick spark of gunfire. She jerked and covered her mouth to keep from screaming as she watched Ken stumble backward and fall overboard into the churning water. 


			The other man hurried to the edge of the bow to look down into the sea. He fired two more shots and then hopped off the boat and ran down the dock in the blowing wind and rain. She knelt, body pressed tightly to the tree, trying not to weep, and caught sight of his face as he ran past her. 


			No. It couldn’t be. Couldn’t possibly. 


			She almost called out to him, to rage at him for shooting Ken, but she refrained and waited until she heard him peel out of the gravel driveway before she stood and rushed to the sea where she tore off her robe and waded out into the cold water. She yelled for Ken as she swam, searching madly as she bobbed in the wake. Then she saw him. Floating near the dock. She called his name again and then lowered her head to swim as quickly as she could. When she reached him, she turned him over, saw he was unresponsive, and pulled him back to shore, just as she’d practiced all those years ago as a lifeguard. She prayed as she swam, hoping she could save him. Her heart pounded and she swallowed water twice before her feet touched ground. With all her strength, she dragged him onto shore and collapsed next to him. 


			“Please,” she said, breathless. She checked for a pulse, checked for signs of breathing. Nothing. She began CPR, doing her best not to pass out with fatigue. In the distance, she heard someone. Then another. She saw the swinging beams of flashlights coming from her neighbor’s house. She called out so they could find her and continued breathing into Ken’s mouth. But she knew it was hopeless. Ken was limp, lifeless, and losing far too much blood into the foamy water rushing around them. She rested her head on his chest and cried as she cradled him in her arms.


			Ken was gone.


			She’d seen who’d done it and couldn’t believe it.


			What was she going to do? 













			



    

            Chapter One








			“Dr. Walford?”


			Gianna Walford stopped in her tracks in the middle of the bustling emergency department and turned to face the new young nurse who stood looking pensive and intimidated. “Yes?”


			“Your patient is asking for you. The one in room four.”


			“Right. What’s your name again?”


			“Heidi.” She pivoted to walk away.


			“Wait. You said room four?”


			Heidi nodded.


			“The one with the perforated bowel?”


			“Yes, ma’am.”


			“I sent her up to surgery a half an hour ago.”


			Heidi appeared confused. “She was brought back down. She’s being transferred to—”


			Gianna didn’t allow Heidi to finish. “She was brought back down?”


			“Yes, ma’am. She’s being transferred to…” She studied her tablet, swiping her finger across the screen quickly. Gianna stepped up and took the tablet from her. She stared at the screen in anger and returned the device.


			“Dr. Malloy ordered this?”


			“Yes, ma’am.”


			Self-righteous bastard. It was no wonder. She’d had nothing but problems with the surgeon from day one and it seemed nothing had changed. 


			Gianna called out to the charge nurse, Elaine. “Page Dr. Malloy for me.”


			Elaine glanced up from her computer screen nestled in the circular nurses’ station. “He just went into surgery.”


			“What? Why in the hell is he not operating on my patient in four?”


			Gianna marched up to her and waited while Elaine searched through the information on the computer. After a few long seconds, Elaine had an answer. “Says here he wants her transferred back to the hospital that performed the original bowel surgery on her.”


			“That’s crazy,” Gianna breathed. “She’s got a perforated bowel and it can and needs to be fixed here.”


			“He examined her, said she’s stable enough for the transfer.”


			Gianna sighed, ran her hand through her hair, and walked away cursing beneath her breath. This was just like Malloy. Pushing certain patients onto others so he could do the surgeries he preferred. It wasn’t supposed to happen. There were regulations in place so it wouldn’t. Yet Malloy often found ways around them.


			She dodged an incoming gurney escorted by paramedics barking out vitals and approached treatment room four to pull back the curtain. Her patient, Donna Perry, was lying on her own hospital gurney, angled slightly to one side with her hand on her abdomen. Her face was ashen despite her fever. It was obvious she was still in pain.


			“Ms. Perry, what can I do for you?” Gianna stood at her bedside and quickly gave the machines monitoring her vitals a quick look-see. So far, all continued to be well, minus the elevated pulse.


			“How long will I have to wait for the transfer?”


			“They should be here soon.”


			“I’m in a lot of pain.”


			Sweat beaded near her hairline and she winced as another stab of pain caused her heart rate to spike yet again. 


			“We can help ease that for you.”


			Gianna walked back to the curtain, tugged it aside, and asked Heidi to join her in the room. Heidi, who still seemed intimidated, hurried in and reported on the last dose of pain medicine given as she swiped at her tablet. Gianna ordered a small dose of morphine and returned to Donna’s bedside.


			“Thank you,” Donna said, watching as Heidi injected the medication into her IV and left.


			“Thank you for your patience,” Gianna said.


			Her brow crinkled. “Doctor? Am I being transferred because I’m on Medicaid?”


			Gianna inhaled quickly but smiled, hoping to hide it. She cleared her throat and spoke. “No, of course not. That’s against the law.”


			“I just don’t understand then. You said I needed the surgery and that you could do it here, yet Dr. Malloy says different.”


			Gianna kept her face expressionless. Malloy didn’t want to do the surgery, why, because he obviously had a more lucrative or interesting one lined up. But she knew what he was no doubt telling everyone, so she went with that, wanting to comfort her patient.


			“He believes that the surgeon who just operated on you would be the one best to operate on you again.”


			“But why? When he could just do it here?”


			“Probably because your previous surgeon is more familiar with you and your case.”


			Donna’s gaze dropped from Gianna’s and drifted to the right. She appeared hopeless and solemn. Gianna reached for her hand.


			“Try not to think about all that now. Just try to rest. Your ride should be here soon, okay?”


			She nodded.


			Gianna gave her hand a gentle pat, offered her another smile, and left the room. She crossed quietly back to the nurses’ station when what she really wanted to do was to storm up to surgery and burst through the operating room doors, demanding to know just what the hell Dr. Malloy was thinking. But she couldn’t do that. He was in the middle of surgery. And besides, he’d just gaslight her like he did everyone. So she did what she could. She asked Elaine to call Regina down.


			If she couldn’t talk to Malloy, she’d go above him to the hospital administrator.


			She checked in on another patient as she waited, inspecting the stitches her medical student had given, and when she emerged from behind the curtain a few minutes later, Regina was there and she didn’t look too pleased.


			“Dr. Walford, you rang?”


			Gianna led the way into a private glassed-off room and closed the door behind them. “Do you know about my patient, Ms. Perry? The bowel perforation? The one Dr. Malloy refused surgery on?”


			“I do.”


			“And you’re okay with that?”


			“She’ll be better off at County. Under the care of her original surgeon.”


			“Better off? She has a perforation, Regina. Obviously, her previous surgeon didn’t do something right. And we both know Malloy can fix it. Right here, right now.”


			“Dr. Malloy has made his decision.”


			Gianna laughed and crossed her arms over her chest. “And his decision stands? Regardless of what your attending thinks? Regina, she’s in a great deal of pain and who knows how long she’ll have to sit here and wait for that transfer to County? Not to mention how long she’ll have to wait at County before they take her into surgery.”


			“That’s up to County and it’s not our concern.”


			“No, our concern is to provide the best treatment possible for our patients right here, right now. Well, she’s still here. And she needs surgery, ASAP. For Christ’s sake, she could go into sepsis while she waits.”


			“You’re getting carried away, Doctor.”


			“Am I? Well, forgive me if I am, but I’m getting sick and tired of all this bullshit.”


			“Now you’re out of line.”


			“Why? Because I’m upset over the treatment, or lack thereof, of my patient?”


			“You always seem to be upset over something as of late, Doctor.”


			“Well, that should tell you something.”


			“Oh, it does.” Regina looked at her watch. “How much longer are you on shift?”


			“Two hours. Why?”


			“Why don’t you go home, Dr. Walford? Cool down and relax. I believe Dr. Melrose has the day off. Go do something with her. Get away from the ED for a while.”


			“You want me to go be with my girlfriend? That’s your solution to all this?”


			“Your patient has been examined and is stable, Dr. Walford. She’s awaiting transfer per Dr. Malloy’s assessment. There’s nothing left for you to concern yourself with. So, yes, I’m telling you to go on home for the day.”


			Gianna blinked at her in disbelief. “So this is where I stand?”


			“You’re overworked and overstressed. You need some time away. Why don’t you take some vacation time while you’re at it?”


			“Are you kidding me?”


			“No, Dr. Walford, I’m afraid I’m not. You’ve done nothing but complain as of late, about the way this hospital is run, and I don’t appreciate it. Because that’s my job, not yours.”


			“Yet, you’re telling me how to do my job. You’re telling me to ignore my patient in need and pass her off to another hospital. Please tell me it has nothing to do with her being on Medicaid.”


			“I’m not even going to respond to that.” She checked her watch again. “If that’s all, Dr. Walford, I have an appointment to get to.”


			Gianna inhaled sharply again and tried to control her rising temper. Regina took that as her cue to leave. 


			“Go on home, Doctor.” She walked out the door, leaving Gianna alone and fuming.
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        * * *


      


			The few tears Gianna shed over the situation at the hospital were frozen on her cheeks before she even arrived at her building. She didn’t bother wiping them away, nor did she bother slathering on another coat of Chapstick to her windblown lips. No, she wore the tears and her dry, cracking lips like a badge of honor. She’d lost this battle, and the handful before, but damn it, she would win the next. She was determined. 


			She nodded to the doorman as she entered the warm building and headed for the elevator. She still had Tiffany, and Tiffany would understand. She was a surgical fellow and she loathed Malloy just as much as she did. Maybe even more. She couldn’t wait to tell her about this latest fiasco.


			She exited the elevator on the seventh floor and walked quietly down the hall to the high-rise apartment she shared with Tiffany. It had a beautiful view of the Chicago skyline and she and Tiffany had decorated it together and really made it a welcoming home. God, she hoped the fireplace was going. She needed a glass of good wine to sip on as she sank into her favorite chair by the glowing fire.


			She unlocked the door and walked inside to toss her keys onto the counter. To her delight, the fireplace was lit, along with several accent lamps, giving the place a warm, cozy feel. She hummed along with the smooth jazz that was playing over the sound system as she crossed to an open bottle of wine near the sink. She gratefully poured herself a nice, full glass and kicked off her shoes to head down the hall to find Tiffany.


			She didn’t bother calling out, knowing the music would drown her voice. Tiffany was probably in her office, going over patient files or studying some new and advanced surgical technique. The hospital they worked at was the most innovative in Chicago, and Tiffany? She was one of the top surgeons and Gianna was damn proud of her.


			Gianna stopped at the office and peeked inside. It was empty, Tiffany’s two oversized computer monitors in sleep mode. Perplexed, she continued down the hall and froze when she heard laughter. It was coming from the bedroom and it sounded like two women rather than one. She forced a swallow and took the last step to stand before the open double doors.


			The full wine glass fell from her hand and shattered on the floor as she focused on the two bodies locked in an erotic embrace amongst the tangled sheets on the bed.


			They turned at the noise of the glass breaking and a look of sheer horror contorted their faces. Tiffany immediately called out to Gianna and struggled to free herself from the bed.


			But Gianna simply lowered her head and walked away, knowing that her life, as she knew it, was over. 


			Chicago, it seemed, had nothing more to offer her.


			It was time to move on.


			











    

            Chapter Two








			“I don’t understand,” Jenny said. “I’ve told you all I know. Why aren’t you going after him? I saw him do it. He was there. He shot Ken.”


			“If you’re referring to Gary, we’ve spoken to him. He has an alibi,” Detective Ridley said.


			“So, what, you’re just going to believe him and pin this on me?” She was angry and terrified. She’d seen Gary, Ken’s brother, with her own eyes. He’d shot and killed Ken. How could he have an alibi? Her hands shook on the shining metal table nestled in the back corner of the interrogation room. She quickly moved her hands to her lap.


			“You were found with the deceased, covered in his blood. By your own admission, you’d had an argument with him that evening, and you were the one with the motive. You wanted that house and his fishing business.” He studied her closely and she could tell he was waiting to see her reaction to what he’d just said.


			Flustered, but too damn angry to be very concerned about it or what he thought, she let loose. “Are you serious? I love—loved Ken. Sure, we had our disagreements, but I would never—”


			“Disagreements over the business.”


			She blinked, caught off guard. “Yes, sometimes. He wasn’t very good with numbers, or money for that matter.”


			“That’s motive,” Detective Ridley said as he pointed a thick finger at her.


			“I was trying to help him, not harm him. Jesus.”


			Ridley leaned back in his chair and continued to study her with his dark, beady eyes. This was the third time they’d called her down to the station to question her and she now knew for certain that they considered her a serious suspect. The realization chilled her to her bones and her entire body began to shiver just like it had that night she’d pulled Ken from the water. She clenched her eyes as the memory washed through her, swashing her constitution like the sway of a storm-laden ship. It made her sick and she reached out to brace herself against the table.


			“You okay?” Ridley asked.


			“No. I’m not okay. You’re accusing me of murder.”


			He sighed. “I can’t yet prove it, but you should stick around town for now.”


			She bored a stare into him, ignoring his pockmarked cheeks and ruddy nose. “I can go then?”


			“For now.”


			She stood, slung her purse over her shoulder, and hardened her jaw as Ridley spoke again. “Like I said, don’t go far.”


			“Just do your damn job and look into Gary’s alibi again. Because it’s bullshit.” She turned on her heel and stormed out of the suffocating interrogation room. A few other detectives watched her as she hurried down the hall and out of the sterile building. She blinked in the harsh, winter sunlight and made her way across the parking lot to her car. She sat in her older model Honda Civic for a moment, trying to recuperate from the interview before she started the engine to head home.


			She couldn’t believe what was happening. First Ken had been killed and now the police actually thought she was responsible. How could that be? She’d never harm a fly, much less a human being. Ridley knew that. He’d questioned the people in town. They’d no doubt told him. She’d grown up in Sunset Cove, just off the coast of North Carolina, and everyone knew her, knew her late family. This was nuts. 


			She wiped at a tear as she started the vehicle and drove from the parking lot to head home. She kept the volume to the radio turned all the way down, preferring the silence to noise. She had a lot to mull over and noise of any kind would only disrupt that. 


			Two cars whizzed by as they swerved around her to pass. She let them go, keeping her speed at the proper limit, lost in her thoughts. It was raining again, speckling her windshield just enough for her to need the wipers. The sky was overcast and dreary, just like her mood. 


			She had to continue to pack once she arrived back at the house. Ken’s family had requested she leave the property pending the handling of his affairs. It was rude, insensitive, and unnecessary, but then again, his family had never been very kind to her. Nor did they believe her. They, like Detective Ridley, didn’t seem to believe in her innocence. And who knew what Gary had been telling them. 


			The whole family was in chaos over Ken’s death. They were already fighting amongst themselves over the house and boat and Ken hadn’t even been dead a week. It was sad. It was repulsive. And she wanted nothing to do with any of it. So how could Ridley possibly think she had a motive? She didn’t want that house. It was old, built in the 1930s and it needed major renovations. The only reason she’d agreed to stay there was because Ken loved it and wanted to do the work himself. He’d loved her and wanted her with him, so she’d moved in with the hopes of helping him. She was good with her hands and always had been and Ken appreciated that. He also loved how she was just as good, if not better, at shrimping than he was. She’d often go out on the boat with him to fish and haul in a good catch to go sell. She’d been doing that since she was a kid, alongside her father, who had also been a shrimp boat captain. The sea was like a second home to her.


			She let out a sigh as she once again thought of Ken. He’d only been gone a short while, but it felt like an eternity. The deep ache in her chest only seemed to be getting worse rather than better. Whoever said time healed all wounds evidently hadn’t lost someone to senseless murder. She wiped at a tear and sniffled, trying to control the sobs that threatened. She couldn’t believe she even had any more tears left to cry after all the sobbing she’d done. But here she was, crying all the same. Missing her boyfriend of five years. Five good years. Five years full of love and happiness. And all of it had been taken in a matter of seconds. By someone Ken had trusted, loved. His own brother. Gary.


			How could this be? It was a nightmare and she couldn’t seem to wake up.


			The whining wipers brought her back from her trance. The remaining traffic fell away around her, leaving her alone on the desolate country road leading back to the seaside house. The rainfall increased and she leaned forward to focus better. The road curved sharply again, and she braked to slow. She knew the old road like the back of her hand, which was why she drove so carefully on it. Many an accident had occurred there, taking lives and seriously injuring others.


			She gently pumped her brakes again, and she was just about to go into the thick of the curve when a truck came up out of nowhere and rammed her side, pushing her off the road. She shrieked and slammed on her brakes and tried to control the vehicle, but it was no use. The car skidded off the pavement and careened quickly through a grassy knoll, bumping and bouncing along the way. She shrieked again as a large tree loomed in front of her. She yanked the wheel at the last second, sending her and the car crashing into the tree at an angle. The impact was powerful and jolting. She was thrown against her seat belt as the door caved in on her. Her teeth gnashed and her eyes felt as though they’d rattled in her head. Then all movement ceased and the car hissed and clicked, sounds she could hardly discern from the buzzing in her ears. She opened her clenched eyes and saw smoke rising from the hood. She could smell the spilled and burning oil, the gasoline and the wet grass. She tried to call for help but her voice was weak. She turned to glance back at the road. The truck, the one that had rammed her, was idling. The driver watching. 


			She recognized the vehicle. Even in her injured state. It was Gary’s. And he was sitting behind the wheel, staring her down.


			A wave of pain overcame her and she winced and lowered her head to close her eyes once again. She heard the sound of a revving engine and squealing tires and when she turned to look again, the truck was gone.


			He tried to kill me.


			Gary tried to kill me.


			Panicked, in pain, and worried about the scent of gasoline, she unbuckled her seat belt and forced herself to crawl into the passenger seat. She cried out as she did so, a stabbing pain coming from her left knee. But fear kept her moving and she pushed out the passenger door and fell onto the wet grass. 


			She stared at the green blades topped with beads of rain for a long moment before she had the strength to shove herself to an awkward stand. Then, she limped to the road and waved down the next car to come along, knowing she had no choice now. She had to get the hell out of Sunset Cove.


			











    

            Chapter Three








			There, that ought to do it.


			Gary sped away and made a turn toward his home, thankful there still weren’t any cars around to see him.


			Serves that bitch right. Telling everyone who would listen that he killed Ken. Ha. Who was she kidding? No one would believe that. He and Ken, they were brothers, nearly attached at the hip. It sounded like the bullshit that it was.


			Still…he’d had to do something to shut her up. He couldn’t risk her continuing to run her damn mouth. People might get suspicious, she might wear them down. They might take a harder look at him and he couldn’t have that. No, he needed the police and everyone else to continue to see him as the grieving brother, someone to feel badly for, not someone who could possibly cause harm to another.


			You better go back and check on her. Be sure she’s really dead.


			He rubbed his stubbled jaw and answered the voice in his head. “Nah, she’ll die. All alone on that road and the way her engine was smoking with all that spilled gasoline. They’ll be lucky if they can even identify her remains.”


			He fumbled for a cigarette in his console and lit it to take a deep draw.


			He checked his rearview mirror for signs of a fire. He saw nothing but gloomy skies.


			Go back.


			“It’s too late now. Someone might see.”


			She’s not dead. You saw her moving.


			“She was trapped in that car. She’s not going anywhere.”


			She’ll tell them it was you who ran her off the road.


			“So what? Who’s going to believe her? No one. That’s who. They haven’t believed her so far, so what’s changed?”


			He sucked harder on his cigarette. None of this would even be happening if Ken had just loaned him that money. Goddamned Kenny. So selfish. Even to his dying breath. Never willing to lift a finger to help him. No siree, Bob. Not a finger.


			And why? Ken had everything. He had the house. The one that had been in the family for generations. He had his shrimping business. And he had Jenny.


			Jenny.


			The goddamned woman of Gary’s dreams. Who Ken just happened to get to first. Had Gary gotten to her, asked her out first, he’d be the one with her. Not Ken. Fucking Kenny. That little runt bastard of a brother. He had everything. Always had. He’d been favored by everyone from the word go. Kenny this and Kenny that. Oh, look at what Kenny can do. Isn’t he something? Say, Gary, why can’t you do that? Why can’t you be more like Kenny? Be more like your brother? You know, they say that younger brothers are supposed to take after their older brothers, but in your case it’s different. You should look up to Kenny, even if he is your younger brother.


			“Fuck that.”


			He pulled the cigarette away and blew smoke out the side of his mouth. He took care of that problem once and for all. Now there’d be no more comparisons. No more should haves and could have beens. Ken was gone. And he was finally free.


			If only he had Jenny. If only she hadn’t seen what he’d did to Ken.


			Damn it.


			Now, she’d become a liability. One he couldn’t let live.


			It hurt him terribly to have to off her, but it was her or him and he chose himself. After all, she’d rejected him, time and time again. So it was her own fault really. She’d chosen Ken, even when Gary had made his true feelings known and offered to give her the world if she’d just run away with him. But she’d said no. That she’d loved Ken. And that he was an awful brother for even suggesting such a thing.


			He smirked. Maybe so. But then again, Ken had everything and he had nothing. He was only looking out for himself. Trying to get just a little of what Ken had in life. One couldn’t blame him for that.


			He sped up despite the rainfall. He needed to get home quickly and finish establishing some sort of alibi. The groceries he’d purchased on the other side of town were next to him on the floorboard and he’d made sure the cashier had noticed him when he checked out. Now all he had to do was get home, unload, and start cooking dinner. The cops would stop by, no doubt. Just as soon as the accident was reported. But he’d be well settled by then. The house would smell like a freshly made meal and the game would be on and he’d be casually enjoying a beer as he took it in. And they’d hopefully buy this alibi just like they’d done the last. Easy peasy.


			He wondered as he eventually slowed to turn into his drive, how long it would take before someone came across the accident. Would Jenny be dead by then? Or would she hang on, barely conscious? Would she tell them it had been him? Or had she even seen him at all? If she had, would she even remember?


			Either way, he should be in the clear. And if she wasn’t dead, if she somehow survived, she’d better take it as a warning to keep her mouth shut.


			“Otherwise, I’ll have to try again. And this time, I’ll make sure she dies.”


			











    

            Chapter Four








			“Welcome home!” Lauren said as she tugged Gianna inside to envelop her in a tight hug. Gianna, completely helpless to escape, merely smiled and enjoyed the embrace as Lauren’s kids joined in with their loud but warm welcomes. The youngest, Haley, was even holding a homemade sign that said “Welcome Home, Auntie GiGi.”


			“Thanks, guys,” Gianna said as she drew away from the hug. “This is all so unexpected.”


			“We wanted to surprise you,” the oldest, Avery, said. 


			“And we made you a poster,” Haley added.


			“Yeah, and we hung balloons,” Jaden, the middle child, said. He brought her a bright blue one and smiled proudly.


			“Gosh, thanks, bud. Thank you all. I’ve never felt so welcome.” Not since her last visit anyway. Lauren and the kids always made her visits a big deal, but she pretended to be surprised each and every time. It tickled the kids to no end.


			Lauren pulled her farther inside. “Come in, come in. Doug’s still at work, but we’ve already got dinner ready for you.”


			Gianna stumbled along after her as Jaden and Avery dragged her luggage across the living room and down the long hallway. 


			“They don’t have to do that,” Gianna said, staring after them. They’d never taken her luggage for her before. They’d been too small last time she was there to even try. 


			“It’s okay,” Haley said. “Mama says it’s called manners.”


			Gianna laughed and looked to Lauren. “You’ve done well.”


			“I try.”


			Lauren insisted she sit at the table as they entered the kitchen and she called for Avery and Jaden. The duo returned from the hallway and began helping her set the table, while Haley put down her sign and climbed up into her booster seat to grab a sippy cup full of what appeared to be juice. She gulped loudly and then let out a satisfied sigh along with a grin.


			She was adorable. 


			They all were. 


			Such a wonderful family. And it was so good to see them. It had been two years now. Two years too long since she’d been home.


			“We made chicken,” Jaden said as he carried a serving dish over to the table. “Mom said you like it.”


			“I do. And I especially like your mom’s chicken.”


			“Yeah, she makes the best,” Avery said.


			“I like steak!” Haley announced.


			“Me too,” Gianna said with a wink. “We’ll have to have that another night.”


			Haley nodded and drank more juice.


			Lauren carried over the last two dishes of food and settled down next to the kids. “So, how does it feel to be back in Flagstaff?”


			“Good. Really good.”


			“You don’t like Chicago anymore?” Avery asked.


			“I do. It’s just time for a change.”


			“Does this mean your going to stay in Flag?” Jaden asked, a hopeful look on his young face. 


			“’Fraid not, Jay.”


			“Where will you go?” Haley asked.


			“I’m going to Oregon. To a small coastal town called Cliffside. I’m going to be the doctor there.”


			“Neat!” Jaden said. “You’ll be next to the ocean.”


			“Sure will.”


			“Can I come visit? And learn to surf?” he asked.


			“I’m not sure you can surf where I’ll be, bud. The shore is rather rocky and it’s cold and foggy a lot of the time.”


			“Oh.”


			“But you can absolutely come to see me. Anytime.”


			He perked up and looked to Lauren. “Can we, Mom? Please?”


			“Let’s give Aunt GiGi time to get settled first and then we’ll see. Okay?”


			He nodded and dug into his chicken and noodles.


			“Why don’t you want to stay here, with us?” Haley asked, pushing out her lower lip as tears filled her eyes.


			Gianna’s heart lurched. “Oh, sweetie.”


			“Aunt GiGi wants to see a new place where she can explore and see new things,” Lauren said.


			“But she’ll be lonesome,” Haley said.


			Lauren looked to Gianna. Gianna lightly gripped Haley’s tiny hand. “I will never be lonesome, sweetie. Know why? Because I have you all and you’re just a phone call away.”


			“We can FaceTime?” she asked.


			“Sure can.”


			“All the time?”


			“When Aunt GiGi’s not working we can,” Lauren said. 


			“Yay!” Haley raised her fork in the air.


			Lauren pointed at her chicken, which she’d cut up for her. “Eat your dinner, Hales. Before it gets cold.”


			Gianna took a bite of her own food and complimented the chef. But Lauren insisted that the kids had helped, and Avery and Jaden nodded in agreement. Gianna was impressed and offered to cook dinner for them the following night.


			“Can we have steak?” Haley asked after slurping up a noodle.


			“Yes,” Gianna said with a laugh.


			“Right on,” Jaden said as he forked a bite.


			“I thought we’d go up to Snow Bowl tomorrow,” Lauren said after swallowing a bite to sip her soda. “Let the kids ride the inner tubes.”


			“I want to try out my new snowboard,” Avery said.


			“Me too,” Jaden added.


			“They got snowboards last Christmas and they didn’t quite get the hang of riding them last season,” Lauren said.


			“We did alright,” Jaden countered.


			“You did. But you need more practice.”


			“So, let us ride tomorrow.”


			Lauren sighed. “What about Haley? And Aunt Gigi? She’s our guest. We want her to have fun too. And if we’re all split up, it won’t be as much fun.”


			Gianna saw the look of disappointment on the kids’ faces. “Let ’em snowboard. You and I can stay with Haley. Besides, I’d love to see the kids try out their boards.”


			“Please, Mom?” Avery said.


			Lauren set down her fork. “Oh, alright.”


			“Yes!” Jaden said.


			“But only for a couple of hours. Then we inner tube with Haley.”


			They nodded, pleased they’d succeeded in winning her over.


			Gianna glanced around the table as they all quieted down to eat. The kids were thriving, Lauren seemed healthy and happy, and the house was warm and cozy. She couldn’t be happier herself and she was glad she’d come home for a visit before heading off to the coast. She’d had the option of moving on to Cliffside early, to rent another place until her home was ready, but she’d wanted to see everyone here and she’d needed some feelings of nostalgia after the mess she’d left behind in Chicago.


			Tiffany was still calling her and sending her long texts, begging her to come back, apologizing, saying the affair was nothing, blaming their busy schedules and the fact that they didn’t have enough time together. It was all excuses and she wasn’t buying it. She’d known the woman she’d caught Tiffany with. Her name was Katherine, and she was one of the hospital’s major donors and someone she’d considered to be a friend. The betrayal had been nearly catastrophic, and she couldn’t have escaped quickly enough. So coming back home had been an easy decision. It was safe, familiar, a place where she could quietly lick her wounds until it was time to move on to Oregon. Not to mention the fact that she would be surrounded by loved ones. 


			Yes, she’d made the right decision. She was back with her people, where she was wanted and loved. That included her folks, whom she also planned on visiting, as well as her other best friend, Jake.


			“Hey, why don’t we invite Jake up to the slopes tomorrow too?” Gianna asked.


			The kids glanced over at Lauren, appearing alarmed.


			“What?” Gianna asked.


			“Well, it was supposed to be a surprise. But I might as well tell you. Jake’s working for the ski patrol up at Snow Bowl now. So, he’ll be there.”


			“That’s great.”


			“Tell her the best part, Mom,” Jaden said.


			“He’s actually the head of ski patrol. In charge of it all.”


			“Really? Good for him.”


			“He’s still doing his paramedic work at the fire department too, in his off time and during offseason. But for now, he’s commanding the ski patrol.”


			Gianna sipped her soda. “I’m so happy for him.” Growing up, she and Lauren and Jake had been avid skiers and Jake had always talked of working for the ski patrol. He’d just never gotten around to it once he was hired on at the fire department. She was glad that he’d finally taken the time to do what he needed to make his dream a reality.


			“I can’t wait to see him,” Gianna said. “It’s been too long.”


			They finished dinner over more conversation about going up to Snow Bowl. Haley was excited to try out her new inner tube and she was more than eager to ride down the hill by herself for the first time. Lauren, of course, told her she would also have to wear her new helmet, which Haley pouted about until Lauren told her she’d bought her a pink one. That seemed to seal the deal.


			After dinner, Gianna insisted the kids go play while she helped Lauren clean up. Lauren seemed glad to have some quiet time with her, but it was Gianna who spoke first as she dried a plate and put it away.


			“You’re looking really good,” she said. “I’m assuming things are going well?”


			Lauren smiled wistfully but kept washing the dishes. “Mm-hm.”


			“Wait. What does that mean?” 


			“Nothing.”


			“Lauren, I’ve known you almost my entire life. I know when something’s off.”


			“Nothing’s off.” But then she sighed and slumped her shoulders. When she turned to look at Gianna, her face was one of deep concern. “GiGi, I’m pregnant.”


			Gianna almost dropped the wet bowl in her hand. “What?”


			“I found out day before yesterday.”


			“You’re—sure?”


			She nodded. “Went to the doctor and everything.”


			Gianna studied her. “Congratulations?”


			Lauren snorted. “Thanks.”


			“So…this is bad news, then?”


			“It’s just not a good time. It’s—unexpected and well, we’re barely making it as it is. I was even planning on going back to work.”


			“What does Doug say?”


			“I haven’t told him yet.”


			Gianna set the now dry bowl aside. “Come here.” She hugged her for a long moment and kissed her cheek as she drew away. “It’s going to be okay. You hear?”


			But Lauren only wiped away tears, obviously unconvinced.


			Gianna took her damp hands in her own. “You know I’m here for you, right?”


			“Yes.”


			“That means you can ask me for help, Lauren. Especially if you’re struggling financially.”


			“I can’t do that.”


			“Why not?”


			“It doesn’t feel right.”


			“Lauren, how many times have you helped me with things over the years? Including now. Giving me a safe place to land after my breakup. I owe you, girl. So, please, let me help.”


			“I don’t think Doug will allow it.”


			“Let me talk to him.”


			“He’ll only be embarrassed.” She shook her head. “Let me do it. I need to give him the news about the baby anyway.”


			“You sure?”


			“Yes.”


			Gianna embraced her again. “It really is going to be okay.”


			“I hope so.”


			“It will.”


			Gianna closed her eyes as she held her. She felt the gentle shake of her body as the tears overwhelmed her, and she hoped that she was right and that things would be okay. But deep down she wondered, how could she promise something she couldn’t even reassure herself of?


			There was only one thing that was certain for the both of them.


			Time would do the telling.
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