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The air was crisp and clean and smelled of freshly fallen snow that invaded my lungs as I breathed it in. Ah, much better. The drive would be good for me, and my sleep deprived brain sorely needed a wake-up call.

Winter had been long and dreary, and it was only the end of January. There were at least six more weeks until spring—not that I was counting. Days like this were normal in Upstate New York, but I had been tired of snow since Thanksgiving. My emotions were all over the place—I was irritable, moody, and restless. I tried to hide it from my husband, Greg, but wasn't always successful.

"Hang on, honey," he'd gently say to me. "Only a few more weeks left to go."

I shuffled my boots through the new inches of white stuff on the sidewalk, tempted to grab a shovel but knowing full well that Greg would bawl me out if I even so much as thought about cleaning snow in my present condition. Instead, I wrapped my wool coat closer around my cumbersome body and proceeded carefully toward my warm and cozy vehicle. The present of a car starter for Christmas had been a godsend.

With the kids in school, I needed to hit the pavement, so to speak. The question was, should I go to the office to answer phones in hopes of a new lead or drive around looking for houses for sale by owner?

A sharp kick from my stomach distracted me from my thoughts for a second. I smiled and placed my hands over my enormous belly. "Something tells me you are going to be quite a handful."

At the age of forty-four, this was to be my fourth child. The pregnancy hadn't been an easy one, and it had also been a total shock to both Greg and me, but we had gradually come to terms with it and were now looking forward to meeting our daughter soon.

I sighed and pushed the seat back further, since my stomach seemed to have grown again since yesterday. My cell rang from inside my purse, and after repositioning myself, I was able to dangle my hand down over the side of the console and grab it off the floor. At eight months pregnant, the car had finally run out of room for me. I placed the vehicle back in park and pressed the talk button on my phone. "Hey boss."

"How's little mama doing today?" the male voice on the other end asked. Jacques Forte was my dearest friend and the owner of Forte Realty, where I worked. He was another one of my blessings that I counted on a daily basis.

I laughed. "For the record, there's nothing little about me these days. Baby and I are going out for a drive to try to find some sales."

"I'll be at the office until pretty late tonight," Jacques said. "Stop by later if you get a chance."

Something in his tone was off. "Everything okay?"

"Just fine," he replied.

The weariness in his voice couldn't fool me though. "No new listings this week?" Jacques was a fantastic real estate broker and mentor to me. The winter had been especially horrible, and our area had been blanketed in at least a hundred inches of snow—so far. Most of New York State was in somewhat of a slump as far as home sales were concerned. Interest rates had risen, and many people were waiting until the spring to buy or put their houses on the market.

Still, I sensed that there was something else bothering Jacques. "So, everything is okay both business and personal wise?"

There was a moment's hesitation. "Look, love. You have enough to worry about without hearing my sob story."

"Hey," I said gently. "You're my best friend, and I only want to help. Is it Ed again?"

Jacques and Ed Kapinski had been married for almost two years. The manager of a local upscale restaurant, Ed was as devoted to his job as Jacques was to his real estate agency, meaning that both men were workaholics. Jacques didn't talk much about his personal life—even with me—but I knew they'd been having problems lately. Last week I had come into the office very early one morning after a sleepless night and found Jacques crashed on the couch in his office.

"We can talk about it later," Jacques said. "If you stop by the office, that is."

"I'll be there. First I want to drive around and see if I spot any FSBOs."

He coughed into the phone. "You need to be careful, darling. It just snowed, and the walkways are slippery. Let's face it, you aren't exactly your graceful self these days."

"I already know how big I am, thank you very much." Annoyance crept into my voice. "They've plowed the main road, and I've got my boots on. I'm only going for a drive, Mother. No ice skating, I promise."

He sighed. "Sarcasm becomes you, darling. Not. Oops, there's the office phone. See you soon."

I clicked off and placed the car in drive. It was probably best to take the highway and then travel further north into the Clifton Park and Saratoga areas. Besides being known for their popular horse racing season in the summer, Saratoga had some of the most refined and priciest homes in the state. I had looked on the Multiple Listing Service for expired listings this morning and found a handful in the area that had not been relisted yet. There was a chance they were now being offered as FSBOs—For Sale by Owners. Perhaps there was a seller out there waiting for a very pregnant real estate agent to descend upon them with an offer of representation they couldn't refuse.

Once the baby arrived it would be difficult for me to get out as often, so today seemed like a good time. Jacques had already assured me I could come back to work whenever I wanted and bring her with me. I had my own office to nurse her in private, but it would still take quite a bit of juggling.

I was so lost in my own thoughts that I drove right past the appropriately named Winter Road, where one of the expired listings was located. I realized my mistake too late and turned down the next street. My hopes to do a U-turn were dashed because of an oncoming car in the opposite direction and a truck following too closely behind me. I continued down the street called Rodgers Way and wondered if it somehow might connect to the next street.

As I continued down the road at a sedate twenty miles an hour, I noticed there were only a handful of houses on it. They were spread apart at quite a distance from each other, and the two mansions I noticed were older, perhaps from the nineteenth century.

The truck had turned off, and at the last second, I realized that Rodgers Way was a dead end. I pulled into the nearest driveway to turn my car around. Then I noticed a large home set back from the road at a considerable distance. The long, winding driveway had not been plowed and ended before a spectacular-looking Queen Anne Victorian mansion. I loved anything Victorian, and while the house was enough to give me pause, the generic-looking sign attached to the bottom of the mailbox nearly stopped my heart. Written in black felt-tip marker were four words that brought music to my ears: For Sale by Owner.

I put the car in all-wheel drive and started up the driveway's incline, my tires spinning slightly due to the snow that had accumulated. It was only a few inches, so I had little difficulty. While the long winding driveway helped to assure the mansion's privacy, it must have been a headache to clear in the winter, not to mention a small fortune. I stared in awe at the house, which was probably from the late nineteenth century. Carved stone ran around the bottom half of the mansion and veranda, with gray clapboard on the upper half that included two signature towers, one that I surmised was an attic.

Holy cow. Had I stumbled upon a hidden treasure or what?

As I grabbed my briefcase and wriggled myself out of the car, I took another look around. Upon closer inspection, the stone on the veranda was broken in several places and the clapboard needed a good pressure washing. For a brief second, I hesitated. Was there a chance the house would look better on the inside or worse? It was always a gamble. Oh, the heck with it. At this point, what did I have to lose?

I walked carefully up the steps to the veranda. The oak front door was chipped in several spots but had a lovely pane of Tiffany stained glass in the center. Despite the covered area, the veranda was slippery in a few spots. I rapped the brass knocker and waited. No answer. The owners were probably at work, so I took out one of my business cards and wedged it in the side of the door. They might call me. Then again, they might not. When I got home, I could check out the address on the MLS and see whom the house belonged to or even pop one of my flyers into the mail. At the present time, there was nothing else I could do.

As I lowered my right foot onto the top step, my left one slid forward. In a panic, I grabbed the rail with both hands, but my right foot slid out from underneath me, despite my rubber-soled boots. I landed with a thud on my backside at the edge of the veranda. Terrified for a moment, I continued to lay there. My first thought was for the baby's safety. I ran my hands over my stomach and, to my relief, felt a sharp kick. Still, I'd call my doctor to be on the safe side. I grabbed for the rail and struggled to raise myself when I felt a pair of hands on my shoulders. With a shriek, I tried to turn my head.

"Relax. Let me help you to your feet, ma'am." The man put his hands on my waist, and I stiffened, not sure who he might be. That was a pitfall of being a real estate agent. You never knew if a potential client might be lying in wait to harm you. Several of these horror stories had been featured on the news recently, and I had no desire to become the next victim.

Once I was standing on my own again, I stared up at the man, who was well over six feet tall. "Thank you. Are you the owner?"

"Yes, ma'am." He appeared to be in his sixties, with a shock of white hair and sallow-looking skin that made me wonder if he'd been ill recently. Despite the cold, he wore a short-sleeved black T-shirt, his lower arms covered by various tattoos.

"Percy Rodgers." He extended a hand for me to shake as his gaze fell upon my stomach. My coat had come unbuttoned during the fall, and my current condition was obvious to him as I watched his dark eyes widen in alarm. "Oh wow, I'm so sorry. Are you sure you're okay? I didn't realize you were expecting."

"That's all right, and yes, I'm fine. Cindy York with Forte Realty."

His eyes took on a hungry look at my words, and I nervously took an abrupt step backward. "Well, I should be going. You have my card."

Percy swallowed hard. "Hold on. You're a real estate agent? Gee, that's great. Would you like to come inside for a tour?"

This part of the job always gave me pause, and Percy's wolf-like eyes made me uneasy. After a few encounters with psychopathic killers in the past, I carried mace in my handbag. The incidents had left me guarded and feeling a tad vulnerable. "Uh, yes, I'd like that but need to answer this text from my office first."

He held the front door open for me. As I stepped into the foyer, I shot off a quick text to Jacques. I'm at 25 Rodgers Way checking on a new listing. If you don't hear from me in thirty minutes, call to make sure I'm okay. This was common practice for us, and Jacques was protective of all his employees but especially me these days. "Do you live here alone?"

Percy nodded as he took my coat and hung it inside the oak closet. "Yes. My grandmother left me the house in her will. She died last year, and I've been here for about three months now."

"I see." My first thought was why he would want to sell, but it seemed rude to ask outright. Money was the obvious reason, although I suspected it might be something else. The man did not look well. Percy's pallor was unhealthy, and his hands shook constantly. Maybe he was looking for a state with a warmer climate year-round.

"Would you like some coffee or tea, Mrs. York?" he asked.

"Please call me Cindy, and no thanks." I followed him into a spacious-sized great room. The mansion had hardwood floors throughout that were in desperate need of refinishing, but I could visualize how fabulous the place would look with them redone. A stone fireplace was on one side of the room, next to a window seat with colorful antique glass bottles displayed in a row. A large bay window looked out onto the front yard that was home to a row of evergreens, which nicely maintained the mansion's privacy from the road. High vaulted ceilings with large raised oak beams gave the open floor plan an even roomier feel. The formal dining room could be seen through the archway and another oak door that probably led to a kitchen. French doors on the other side of the great room looked out onto a backyard patio covered with at least a foot of snow.

Percy grinned sheepishly, having guessed my thoughts. "Yeah. I need to get someone out here to do some shoveling. Do you have a teenaged son who might be interested in the job? I'd pay him something for his time."

I laughed. "Well, I have a sixteen-year-old daughter but can assure you, that's one job she doesn't want. I'd be happy to ask around for you though."

Percy placed his hands on his narrow hips. "I do what I can but have emphysema. My doctor has strictly advised against any demanding physical labor. Can you believe I'm only 52? Most people think I'm 72."

My facial expressions were usually a dead giveaway, and hopefully that wasn't the case this time. "I'm sorry about your health." Percy's medical condition helped explain his sickly color.

Percy smiled and waved a hand dismissively. "Forget it. Let me show you around." He led the way to a kitchen filled with stainless-steel appliances. The floor was an expensive wood grain but also needed refinishing. While Percy filled a kettle from the sink, I noticed the large water stain in the ceiling above his head. This was a terrific house, but my brain was busy calculating the costs of potential repairs, and I didn't like the sum it was coming up with.

"There are five bedrooms and three bathrooms upstairs," he said. "Two of the bedrooms and one bathroom are on the third floor. The attic is on the fourth." He pointed to two separate doors that led off the kitchen. "There's a pantry through that door and a partial bath behind the other. All the bathrooms are done in marble. My grandmother loved the stone. I've been meaning to hire someone to refinish the floors but don't have enough money to spare right now and want to unload the house as soon as possible."

Older mansions always fascinated me. "I'm guessing from the looks of the home that it was built in the late 1800s?"

Percy placed the kettle on the gas stove. "You certainly know your houses, Cindy. My great-great-grandfather built this house for his bride in 1894. When they both died, the house was passed down to their son, and then it ended up with my grandmother." He sat down at the small table and gestured for me to join him. A tattoo on his wrist of a watch without hands caused a stirring of familiarity within me. There was some type of symbolism attached to it, but for the life of me I couldn't remember what. 

"You do realize the house would fetch a much better price if the work was done, especially given today's market," I said. "What condition are the bedrooms in upstairs?"

Percy scratched his head thoughtfully. "Well, they need painting and the floors are a mess, but other than that the house is structurally sound. Very good bones." He looked at me, hope registering in his eyes. "I've been trying to advertise the place but don't have a clue as to what I'm doing. Would you be interested in taking the listing?"

My heart leapt at his words. If I could sell this house, it would be mean an enormous commission. I tried not to let the prospect of sudden cash cloud my brain and think about this in a rational manner instead. "Yes, I'd be interested. What do you have it advertised for?"

The kettle whistled, and Percy grabbed a mug from one of the white cabinets overhead with glass panes. "To be honest, I was hoping for about a million and a half. That's what I've told the few people who have called."

As quickly as my heart had leapt, it now sank to the bottom of my stomach. "I'm going to be honest with you, Percy. There's no way you're going to get that much money for this house in the condition it's in. I would suggest setting the asking price a few hundred grand lower."

He knit his brows together. "But shouldn't you price it higher because people are always going to offer lower anyway?"

"No." That was one of the first rules we'd learned in Real Estate 101. "That doesn't work. You should always price it as close as possible to what the real value is. Now, I haven't seen the entire house yet, and I'd have to run some comps first, but—"

Percy stirred his tea. "What are comps?"

"Comparables. Homes similar to yours that have sold in the area recently."

He looked disappointed. "I understand but really need to unload the house as soon as possible. Whatever you suggest is fine by me. What percentage of commission do you take?"

I must have heard him wrong. Owners always finagled over the starting price with me. "Generally, it's seven percent, but since this is what we deem to be a 'fine home,' I'll do it for six percent." A very healthy commission indeed for Forte Realty and me. Despite the crappy market, Jacques always had a prominent client or two who was looking for a mansion, and Saratoga was a very desirable area. It was still convenient but far enough away from the main roads to be considered country.

Percy drew a long breath. "Fine. Do you happen to have a listing agreement with you?"

For a moment I thought I must have been dreaming. Listings of this size didn't waltz into my life every day and not this easily. "Let me grab one from my briefcase." My fingers shook as I set it on the white Hillsdale kitchen table and drew out a standard contract. I stopped to fill in his name, address, and the amount we had agreed upon.

"There are some other forms I need for you to sign as well. The property disclosure and a few that are self-explanatory. For now, I can at least get the ball rolling tonight. I'll set up the listing online and call you with any questions I might have. Is the house listed on Zillow?" Zillow was a popular site for FSBO homes. If already there, it would be easier for me to copy a lot of the information from the site instead of asking Percy ten thousand questions.

"Yes, it is."

After we had both signed the forms and discussed other details, I jotted down a cell phone number for Percy then closed my briefcase with a click of satisfaction. As I grabbed my car keys out of my purse, I noticed that there was a voicemail displayed on my screen, probably from Jacques. Shoot. I had forgotten to take my phone off silent, and he might be worried about me. Without listening to the message, I dashed off a quick text. Everything okay. See you at the office in about thirty minutes. There was barely enough time to stop in and see him before heading home. My nine-year-old twins would be arriving from school in less than two hours.

"I'll have the sign man out here tomorrow or the day after at the latest." We walked toward the foyer together and I had a strong, sudden desire to skip gleefully.

"Are you sure you won't join me for a cup of tea before you leave?" he asked. "I'd enjoy the company."

"Thanks, but I need to get back to the office."

"Well, I'm very glad that you came by, Cindy. It gets pretty lonely out here, especially on dreary winter days like today." Percy gestured at my stomach. "How many children does this make for you?"

I grinned. "This is my fourth."

He seemed visibly impressed. "That's wonderful. You're very lucky. I always wanted children, but sadly, it didn't work out."

Percy was a nice man, and I felt sorry for him, but something about him waved a red flag of alarm. Maybe I was being overly cautious. "Don't you have any family?"

Percy shook his head with apparent regret. "A sister and brother, but we don't talk much. My wife died many years ago." He stared out the colored front door pane as I studied his profile—the dark listless eyes, sunken cheeks, thin pale lips, and white whiskers surrounding them. "I need to get away from here. Even though I grew up in New York, I've never been fond of the state or its weather." He looked at the winter wonderland in his front yard. "I hate snow. It's so sterile, lifeless." His voice was hollow. "I don't belong here."

A chill settled between my shoulder blades, and for a moment, I wondered if I should go through with the listing since my gut seemed to be telling me not to. How foolish. I was only representing a client. There was no reason to get personally involved with him. The man wanted to sell his house, and I was providing the service. Why did I always have to be so suspicious of everyone?

"I promise to do everything I can to sell your house as soon as possible."

Percy flashed me a grateful smile. "Thank you for coming by, Cindy. Can I help you to your car?"

I shook my head. "I'm fine. It was nice to meet you, Percy. I'll call later when the house is up on the Multiple Listing Service."

I turned the car around in the driveway and glanced in my rearview mirror. Percy was still standing in the doorway, waving at me. I grinned to myself. Jacques was going to be thrilled when he found out. He needed the listing for the agency almost as much as I did. I pressed the hands-free on my steering wheel and instructed it to call Jacques. He answered on the second ring. "Hey, boss."

"Thank God," he murmured. "Are you still at that house on Rodgers Way?"

"No, I just left. Didn't you get my text? I said everything was fine."

Jacques let out an audible sigh of relief. "For a moment I was worried that maybe you had gone ahead and signed a contract to list the place."

My blood turned to ice at the words. Had my premonition been right? "Actually, I did sign a contract with the owner. His name is Percy Rodgers."

There was dead silence on the other end for at least ten seconds. "Please tell me that you're joking," Jacques finally said in a hoarse voice.

"Okay, you're really scaring me now." I slid the car to a stop before a red light that had changed at the last second. "Tell me what's going on. What's wrong with that house?"

"There's nothing wrong with the house," Jacques said. "Apparently you never read the newspaper, my dear."

Impatient, I bit into my lower lip. "For God's sake, tell me what's going on."

"Percy Rodgers got out of jail a few months ago," Jacques said. "After he served twenty years for killing his wife. You just agreed to represent a killer, Cin."
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"Okay." Jacques leaned forward over the mahogany desk, his sharp green cat-like eyes peering out at me from underneath Prada bifocals. "Let's not fly off the handle here. We'll simply talk about this in a calm and rational manner."

I struggled not to roll my eyes. Jacques was good-natured, excellent at his job, a great boss, and a devoted friend. We had met about five years ago when we'd both been employed by Hospitable Homes, my first job as a licensed real estate agent. The manager had hated me and done everything in her power to make my life miserable. To make matters worse, a co-worker who had been stealing my listings was later murdered and I found myself at the top of the suspect list. Had it not been for Jacques, I might not have survived in the business for very long.

Jacques' office, like him, was stylish and modern. Expensive silver-framed artwork lined the white walls, and a built-in mahogany bookcase ran along one side, filled with every type of real estate literature one could possibly imagine. An exercise bike dominated the other side, and in between was a pristine white leather couch with matching armchairs on each side, strategically placed in front of a gas fireplace.

I sat in one of the padded chairs stationed in front of his desk. These were generally used for clients or, in my situation, an employee who might need a bit of a tongue lashing.

"Is this why Percy had the house for sale by owner?" I asked. "Because no one would represent him?"

Jacques smoothed his striped blue and white silk tie that went well with his immaculately pressed navy suit. "The guy has had it on the market ever since he got out of prison. Guess Mr. Rodgers needs a new neighborhood to play in." He ran a hand through his thick mass of blond hair. "Seriously, Cin, how could you not have known?"

My face grew warm. "Sorry. I've been a little too busy to read the paper lately. Besides, he doesn't have to disclose jail to potential buyers."

"No, but most people in the area already know. Didn't you think it was odd that no one else had offered to sell it for the guy?" Jacques asked. "Sure, the place needs work, but it's one of those historical homes that people always fall in love with. Wasn't there anything that warned you?"

"Well, I do remember that he had a weird tattoo on his wrist. A watch without hands. I've seen that somewhere before—"

Jacques pressed his lips together tightly. "You're not very versed in prison lingo, are you?"

"And you are, Mr. Ralph Lauren?" I scoffed.

He ignored my remark. "A watch without hands signifies a long sentence in jail. Didn't you think it was strange that he accepted the first agent who happened to drop by? Especially when almost every agent in this state is hungry for a deal given the dismal market?"

Jacques was doing a great job at getting under my skin. "No, not really. Maybe I thought things were finally starting to go my way."

Jacques face softened. "I'm sorry, darling. No one deserves a fat paycheck more than you. But I'd rather not see you get sliced up like his former wife."

Yikes. "I don't know the whole story." Actually, I knew nothing of Percy Rodgers' personal history. "What exactly happened?"

Jacques laced his fingers together and placed them behind his head as he leaned back in the chair. "It's quite simple, really. He suspected his wife was fooling around on him. You know the deal. She was beautiful and young but penniless, while his family had money. They were only married a few years before Percy began to get suspicious that there was someone else and even hired a private detective to follow her around."

I leaned forward in my chair—well, as much as it was possible. "Go on."

"One day, Vanessa Rodgers was supposed to go shopping with her sister-in-law. The woman showed up at Vanessa and Percy's house and found Vanessa bleeding to death on the kitchen floor. Percy was supposedly out on an errand but had no alibi. The private investigator even swore under oath in court that Percy had called his wife a lying, cheating bitch. Plus, his fingerprints were all over the murder weapon. The jury found Percy guilty and sentenced him to twenty-five years to life. He was released early on good behavior. It was all over the papers when he got out of prison."

"Well, obviously his grandmother didn't believe he killed his wife," I retorted. "She left her house to him."

Jacques fiddled with a crystal paperweight on his desk. "From what I've heard, his grandmother, Stella Rodgers, was quite eccentric and suffered from dementia. She was first diagnosed shortly after he went to prison and grew gradually worse over the years. I don't know when her will was made, but maybe she was forced to leave the mansion to him."

"What are you saying? That Percy held a gun to his grandmother's head and demanded she give him the house?"

Jacques narrowed his eyes. "Don't joke about this stuff. I did a little checking with an estate attorney I know while you were on your way back here. He's familiar with the Rodgers' situation, although he couldn't tell me much. It seems that the grandmother's will has not gone through probate yet. In most instances this means there are probably some relatives still contesting a portion of it."

I shifted in my seat. The baby was kicking up a storm, and my lower back was killing me as a result. "Does that mean that he's not allowed to list it? My contract could be voided without an issue, right?"

Jacques shook his head. "No, it's his to do with as he pleases." His eyes were full of sympathy. "Cin, this is your listing, and you can certainly do as you please, but you're also one of my employees, not to mention my dearest friend. Frankly, I'm concerned for your welfare. What if the house doesn't sell and he decides to take his anger out on you?"

I laughed out loud. "Come on. Don't you think that's a bit extreme?"

He looked at me soberly. "We can't be too careful these days. A fellow real estate agent that I knew relocated three years ago and ran a very successful agency in Kansas. Last year, she showed a house to a man she'd never met before. Lily didn't come home. They found her dead body a couple of days later, buried behind the house she'd showed him." He lowered his eyes to the desk and played with the paperweight again, but I could see the color rising in his cheeks. "She was also pregnant."

The baby kicked again, as if giving her vote in the decision. Jacques' story chilled me, and I rubbed my arms in hopes of sudden warmth. This wasn't only about me. I had a life inside me, and she had to come first. While Greg knew nothing of the listing yet, I had a strong suspicion he'd feel the same way as Jacques. "Why didn't you tell me about Lily before?"

Jacques' eyes started to cloud over. "I think you know why."

Oh boy. I swallowed a huge gulp of air. "Maybe you're right."

"Why do you think I'm licensed to carry?" Jacques asked. "Because it's not safe out there for real estate agents these days. Any whack job can ask you to show him a house."

Jacques kept his gun under the front seat of his convertible, a practice I never quite understood. If he didn't know the people he was meeting, he'd usually bring it inside the house with him. Jacques preferred not to keep the weapon in his own house since Ed was not a fan of guns. These days they didn't need another bone of contention between them.

"All right, I agree this isn't a good time for me to be taking any unnecessary risks. I've never tried to get out of a listing agreement before, though." Heck, it was all I could do to find them, let alone get rid of one. "Is the process difficult?"

Jacques rose from his chair and came around to the other side of the desk. "Not at all. We'll get him to sign an unconditional release so that both of you are relieved from the contract without further involvement. Do you need the form?"

"No, I'm sure I have the file and can print one out when I get home. I'd better get going. The twins will be home in a little while." I heaved myself out of the seat. "It just goes to show that whenever something sounds too good to be true, it probably is."

Jacques' expression was grim. "I know things look kind of bleak now, and we sure as hell could have used that listing. But I'd never forgive myself if something happened to you, Cin. You realize that this has nothing to do with my faith in your abilities, right? I wouldn't want any of my agents to take the house. It's a hell of a scary world out there, and safety always comes first."

I bent down to grab my briefcase off the floor, but Jacques was quick to get there first. "Let me get it before you topple over, darling."

"Funny," I mocked as he handed it to me. "All right. I'll call Percy when I get home."

Jacques raised his eyebrows. "Do you want me to do it? I'll be here pretty late."

"No, it's my listing, so I should be the one to take care of it." I glanced over at the sofa. There was a blanket folded over one arm. "You're not staying here again tonight, are you?"

His face grew crimson. "The office is comfortable, and if it snows like they said it would, I might since—"

"Jacques," I cut him off. "What is going on? Have you and Ed officially separated?"

Jacques took his glasses off and polished them with a handkerchief. "We've been having some issues. As you know, I've wanted to adopt a child since we got married, but Ed feels he isn't ready for parenthood, especially a baby. I went ahead and did some checking around without his knowing because I thought he'd come to gradually accept the idea. The agency called a few weeks back with great news. There was a little girl available, only six months old. When I told Ed about it, he freaked, and we had a huge fight. I had no choice but to tell the agency no. God knows when we might get another chance. Since then, we've barely managed to tolerate one another."
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