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      The three D’Onofrio sisters—Nancy, Nell, and Vivi—are in a bind. They’re already grieving their foster mother, Lucia, who was killed in a home invasion. Now they’re convinced that what happened to Lucia wasn’t random. It’s somehow connected to a secret from her past—something to do with her family’s art collection, and whoever attacked her is convinced that Lucia’s daughters have the answers. Which sadly, they do not. Lucia never shared her secrets.

      

      And this situation is quickly becoming very dangerous for the D’Onofrio girls.

      

      Nancy was the first to fight them off, with the help of her fiercely protective new lover, Liam Knightly (Edge of Whispers, Book 1). But Nell and Vivi are still out there on their own—scared to breathe, constantly looking over their shoulders.

      

      Because Lucia’s killers are still on the prowl, and unanswered questions follow the D’Onofrio sisters wherever they go, whispering like secrets in the night …
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      Nell

      I’d been waiting for my crush to show up at the café all day, even though I didn’t admit it to myself. Then the bell over the café door jingled, and he stepped through. And there he was at last, in my face. Mr. Tall, Dark, and Hyper-focused.

      I stepped behind the dessert display case, seizing the opportunity to ogle him from over the pecan fudge brownies and under the Napoleon pastries. Looking at that man gave me such a rush. It was dumb, childish, embarrassing, inappropriate. I was making my own self cringe. But the rush was impossible to resist—at least right now.

      I had to have that little buzz. It was the only thing that even momentarily eased the dull ache in my middle. I’d been carrying that heavy feeling around ever since my world imploded a few weeks ago with my mother’s death. Maybe I would be carrying it forever—always dragging those tight, forced, shallow breaths into that cramped, burning space around my bruised heart. No respite from it, ever.

      At least not until I saw Mr. Hyper-Focused. The moment I laid eyes on him a few weeks ago, I got an effervescent rush through my body. It lasted only as long as it took for the guy to order, eat his lunch, pay up, and go—so, not very long. But oh, it was such sweet relief. Even for that brief interval.

      The sickening awareness of what had happened to Lucia, my adopted mother, was never far from me. The home invasion. The alleged heart attack. Violence, fear, loss—it was always right there. Just pushed a little bit to the back so I could function in the world. More or less. I could dress a salad, pour coffee, clear away plates.

      But when my crush walked out the door, grief slammed me back down even harder than before, as if to punish me for trying to evade it.

      He checked to see if his usual table by the window was free, which it almost always was. Today was no exception. The lunch rush was over by the time he arrived—three-fifteen, regular as clockwork. That gave me a buzzy little hum of hopeful anticipation to carry me through all the hours of my shift that came before. Yay, me. Win-win.

      He took off his jacket, tossed it on the chair, and seated himself. Then he pulled out a laptop, opened it, and set to work with all the grim concentration of a power drill.

      For weeks he’d been here, every damn day. And ever since that first day, I’d been working all the lunch shifts—even though I would earn more tips with the dinner shifts, whenever I could schedule them around my teaching job.

      But no. Broke and busted as I was, that fleeting rush I got from seeing Mr. Hyper-Focused was worth more to me than a pocketful of tips. How freaking silly and sad was that, considering the man was oblivious to my very existence.

      I took my glasses off and swiftly polished them on my apron. The better to see you with, my dear. I perched them back on my nose and fished the order I’d just taken out of my short-term memory before it disappeared into the churning abyss, then promptly dished up ratatouille for the table of women under the aquarium—gawking at my crush all the while. I shot quick, surreptitious glances as I drizzled vinaigrette with a practiced flick of my wrist and tossed grated beets and roasted pumpkin seeds on their salads.

      I loaded the tray and chose a path through the restaurant that brought me right past his table, close enough to smell the detergent his crisp white shirt was washed in. The next pass was to refill the water glasses. That run made me conclude that he’d asked his dry cleaner to put extra starch into his collars and cuffs. Another sneaky pass through the tables with the coffee pot got me a greedy whiff of his aftershave. Mmm, nice. Woodsy, notes of citrus. And those shoulders, flaring out—so broad, thick, and solid-looking. I wondered what it would feel like to sink my nails into them.

      He wasn’t movie-star beefcake handsome—not with that rough, angular face and those deep-set, laser-sharp dark eyes—but something about him just got to me. I had studied his features, reviewing them over and over in my daydreams and sexual fantasies.

      His face was rugged. Olive skin, that big, bladelike nose with the crooked bump on it, the black, slashing eyebrows set at a sharp upward angle. His cheeks were lean, with grooves flanking his mouth, and he had crinkled lines around his eyes, as if he’d squinted into the desert sun for a long time. His mouth was flat and unsmiling. His black hair was cut short, and stuck up wildly every which way.

      The resulting look worked for me. No way would that guy affect such spiky, messy hair on purpose. He couldn’t be bothered with such petty considerations. He did not give a rat’s ass if anyone was looking at him. He didn’t care about his hair. For some random reason, that was a turn-on for me. Go figure.

      I dared a peek at his computer screen from behind his broad, muscular back. I could make out his prodigious muscle definition even through the fine cotton of his dress shirt. The screen was thick with code—which was all Greek to me, besides being none of my damn business. I walked away, chin up, resolute. Mature. Ignoring him.

      After one last, hungry peek.

      Behind the counter, my boss, Norma, looked over from the marinated mushrooms she was grilling with a smile. “He’s here again, eh, Nelly?” she said. “Can’t get enough of that strip steak sandwich, I see. Before I lose you in a romantic daze, honey, I need to ask a favor.”

      Oh, God. My crush was that obvious? I grabbed the bread knife and began slicing. “Ask away,” I said grimly.

      “Easy does it, hon. Don’t maim yourself. Couldn’t help but notice that you never take your eyes off the fellow. Can’t say I really blame you. He’s definitely a hottie. Those big, thick shoulders, mmm. If I were twenty-five years younger ... hell, maybe even just fifteen ...” Her voice trailed off, a teasing gleam in her eyes.

      I was too mortified to be a good sport today. I just kept slicing bread.

      “Workaholic, though,” Norma went on in a musing tone. “Always tappity-tapping away, never a glance for the cute little waitress serving him. You’re wasted on him, sweetheart. Take it from an expert. Leave that guy alone. He’d be good for nothing but a bunch of plate-throwing arguments about emotional availability. And believe me—I know whereof I speak.”

      “Thanks for the advice.” I apportioned the sliced bread into a bunch of baskets. “But I don’t need it. I’m not getting anywhere near him, or any other man. Believe me. I have enough drama in my life these days. Any more would break me.”

      “Whatever you say, honey. Hey, are you free to work an evening shift? Kendra just called in sick. Again. That girl’s driving me crazy. Always at death’s door.”

      I gave her an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry, Norma, but I’m teaching a discussion section tonight for the American poetry course.”

      Norma clucked her tongue. “I was afraid of that. Oh well. We’ll be shorthanded, but we’ll survive. Maybe I can get Pete to come in, if he’s between boyfriends. Go on, get some coffee for that hardworking fellow before he starts feeling put upon. Do you absolutely have to wear those glasses, Nelly?”

      I snatched the glasses in question off my nose and polished them again, defensively. “Unless you want me to bump into tables, yes! What’s wrong with my glasses?”

      “They just make you look so, I don’t know. Bookish, I guess.”

      “Norma, I’ve got news for you. I am bookish! To the marrow of my bones! It’s my most defining personality trait!”

      “Aww, now, don’t get your knickers in a twist. Your eyes are so big and brown and pretty, I just want the world to see them.” Norma tucked a hank of curly black hair from behind my ear so that it dangled ticklishly around my chin, then tugged down the front of my apron to show a little more of my chest. “For God’s sake, Nelly. Youth is wasted on the young. Go on, scram! Get the man’s order!”

      I poured the cup of black coffee he always wanted and scurried out with my order pad, self-consciously tugging my sunset-tinted apron bib back up over my cleavage, annoyed and agitated. Norma was very old school when it came to directives on mating behavior. She was also an immensely kind woman and a really good boss. I was lucky to have found her, and I knew she meant well, so I couldn’t get huffy with her for crossing the line. Besides, I got too fluttery to stay mad when I took Mr. Hyper-Focused’s order anyway. God alone knew why—we’d never so much as made eye contact. I could take his lunch order stark naked, and he’d never notice.

      I placed his coffee on the table. Without shifting his eyes from the screen, he reached for it and took a sip. “Thanks,” he said, in that deep, resonant voice that made me go all shivery and stupid. “The usual, please.”

      “Okay.” I concentrated fiercely on keeping my voice from going breathy and high-pitched. “We have three soups today: chicken noodle, French onion, and three-bean. Which would you prefer?”

      A small frown furrowed his forehead, but he didn’t look up. “I don’t care. You pick.”

      “Okay. One bowl of I-don’t-care, coming right up.” I stared, almost transfixed, at the cowlick at the crown of his head—a wild, spiky vortex. There was raffish stubble on his tense-looking jaw. His starch-stiffened cuffs were turned up, revealing tough, ropy muscles and black hair that lay flat and silky against the golden skin of his forearms.

      “Is there a problem?” His voice was distant, but his fingers still tapping that constant, rapid-fire staccato.

      “Um, no. Of course not.” I fled, flustered, jamming my hip into a nearby table edge.

      Ouch. I suppressed yelp of pain. Crap. The bruise that would show up tomorrow would serve as a stern reminder of what happened when one gave in to adolescent urges. Cripes, even Norma had noticed my condition. I’d let this silly crush get way out of hand.

      I put the order in and began assembling his lunch. Norma glanced over with professional interest. “The usual, I assume?” she asked.

      “Unsurprisingly.” I popped a roll into the toaster grill, and scooped an enormous serving of Knorma’s Knockout Coleslaw onto a small plate.

      “You’re ruining me with those portions, hon. Trust me. The fella’s not worth it.”

      “Give it a rest, Norma,” I snapped, arranging thick slices of tomato, radish rosebuds, and carrot curlicues onto his plate. I tossed on a handful of alfalfa sprouts, hesitated for the barest instant, and cut a substantial slice of sweet onion. I added it with a flourish—his breath was neither my responsibility nor my problem. I scooped some oven-roasted rosemary potatoes onto the plate, then added a few more.

      The toaster pinged, and I pulled out the roll, still avoiding Norma’s gaze.

      “What soup did he want?” Norma inquired.

      “He doesn’t care. I’ll give him the three-bean. It’s good today.”

      “Really? I don’t know, hon. Chicken might be safer. You know … gas?”

      I snorted as I ladled his bowl full of soup. “He can learn to express a goddamn preference if he doesn’t like it.” I hefted the tray, and the soup slopped dangerously close to the edges of the bowl.

      “Easy does it, Nelly. He’s not going anywhere without his lunch.”

      I gave her a withering look and carried out his soup.

      When I brought out the rest of Mr. Hyper-Focused’s lunch, the only place to put the sandwich plate was the extreme edge of the table, which looked precarious. He hadn’t even touched the soup yet. His big hands chattered ceaselessly on the keyboard. I had to hand it to the guy. Nothing distracted him. It seemed almost pathological.

      “That’ll be all.” His voice was cool and distant.

      I backed away, still staring. I’d been summarily dismissed. Now that I’d brought his sustenance, like a silent and dutiful handmaiden, the time had come to melt silently and unobtrusively into the walls. God forbid I disturb the grand master at his important work.

      His refusal to look at me was really bugging me today. I was getting genuinely pissy about it. I headed back to the kitchen, mentally ticking off the various issues I meant to cover in tonight’s discussion section on Emily Dickinson’s poetry. The plight of women in nineteenth-century America. Powerlessness. Arid celibacy. Secret, unrequited love. Constraint. Corsets. The life of the imagination. Agonizing sexual frustration.

      Things could always be worse. But this reflection did not comfort me.

      “Did everything go smoothly?” The smile in Norma’s voice drove me nuts.

      “Smooth as silk.” I loaded ice water onto a tray, marched past Norma with my chin up, and tripped over the edge of the plastic mat.

      Crash. Glass broke, heads turned, water sloshed and spread, ice cubes rolled.

      I took a breath to contemplate the extent of the damage, then grabbed the dustpan and started picking up glass shards and ice cubes. Eyes down, mouth tight.

      “Nelly. Honey.” Norma put her hands on her substantial hips, her eyes full of dismay. “You have got to get out more.”

      “Norma, I am in no mood for a lecture,” I said through gritted teeth. “My sister was almost murdered by a slobbering maniac. I’m short on rent because of all the lost work afterward. My thesis adviser is on my case night and day to get the damn thing finished. I can’t get any sleep. And Lucia ... oh, God. Just let me be, okay?”

      My face was dissolving. Norma tugged me up to my feet and wrapped me in a big, smothering hug. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. What happened to Lucia was so shocking and horrible for you girls. I didn’t mean to stress you out. And your sister getting attacked was really scary—but things have worked out, am I right? She’s got that big, tough-looking guy looking after her now, and he’s down for watching her like a hawk day and night, so things seem to be calming down a bit. I’m sure Lucia would want you to have some fun, move on with your life! You know she would!”

      I put my glasses back on, sniffling fiercely. “I’m not in the mood for fun, Norma, no matter what Lucia might have wanted. And I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t have time for this lecture, either. I need to get dessert for table six, table eight needs their check, and Monica’s taking another cigarette break.”

      “Yes, yes. I’m sorry. Forget I said anything. But truthfully? I’m glad to see you taking a healthy interest in a likely-looking man. All in all, that’s a good sign.”

      I grunted something bad-tempered in response and headed out to dump broken glass into the trash. I struggled to compose myself before going back out on the floor. My eyes were red and puffy, but who cared? Mr. Hyper-Focused would never notice. When I refilled his coffee, I asked, “Care for dessert?” I was just throwing it out there, because what the hell. If the sky fell, he’d barely notice.

      “The usual,” he said flatly. Not looking at me.

      I hesitated for a moment, then let ‘er rip. “Are you sure you don’t want to try something new? We have fresh strawberry shortcake on sweet, hot butter biscuits today, and the pecan fudge brownies are wonderful, too—served with whipped cream.”

      His hands froze over the keyboard. “I’m sure they’re all good. Give me the usual.” ‘And no back talk’ was the subtext. He was impatient with me. Huh. That alone was more attention than I’d gotten from him thus far in the past several weeks.

      I sighed, and went to get him his goddamn apple crumb pie with vanilla ice cream.

      As always, when he finished, he closed his laptop, dropped bills on the table that covered the check along with a very generous tip, and left without a backward look. The guy had the imagination of a cement block. The manners of a molting snake. To hell with him. I was embarrassed for myself. Crushing out on a meat-headed, insensible, uncurious, indifferent, soulless, gearhead dweeb.

      At least he tipped well, so there was hope for him as a human being.

      The rest of the shift was a tired blur. I helped Norma start the dinner prep, then went to the bathroom to freshen up before going uptown to my discussion section. I took off my glasses, leaned close to the mirror, and squinted at myself—a critical once-over.

      Norma was right. The round glasses were very eighteenth-century. I think I’d been going for a Brontë sister vibe when I picked them out, but it was not a look that flattered me in the third millennium. And my long, thick mop of black, curly hair was juvenile and nondescript and dowdy. And very heavy.

      I twisted my hair up into a knot, letting curly wisps fall down around my ears and jaw. Marginally better, but I didn’t have the technology to make it stay up there. My eyes were my best feature—big and dark, with long lashes and thick eyebrows that I had to pluck regularly, or else they staged a coup d’etat and took over my whole face. A nice mouth, I conceded, if a little large for my jaw. Norma and Monica kept nudging me to wear lipstick, but I always ended up wiping it off whenever I tried. All that bright red, ka-boom. My mouth took over my face. It literally scared me.

      I should be braver. With the lipstick. With my clothes. And maybe I should try contact lenses. And do something, God knows what, to my hair.

      Most importantly, I should get my ass moving or be late to my discussion group.

      I splashed water on my face, hefted my heavy shoulder bag, and headed for the downtown bus. Why stress over my looks? What difference did it make? Who cared?

      I had more pressing things to worry about … like staying out of the clutches of our nemesis, who Nancy had named Snake Eyes.

      And who knew if I could pull that off.
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      Nell

      The class went more or less as expected. A healthy two-thirds of the group actually attended, and of that number, only three appeared to be sleeping. Not half bad, statistically speaking. We had a rousing discussion about Emily Dickinson’s love poetry, and one very serious young man with lank, stringy hair asked earnestly, “Like, how do you know Emily Dickinson never had, you know, sex? Some of those poems are scorching! I can’t believe she could feel like that if she never got any.”

      “Believe it,” I said grimly.

      I regretted the thoughtless statement amid sideways looks and muffled chortling. Then I noticed that the young blond man and I wore the same type of glasses.

      I was overcome with a sudden, almost desperate urge to change my style.

      “Let’s wrap it up for tonight,” I told them. “I expect a five-to-ten-page paper from everyone by Wednesday at five.”

      “But I can’t!” one of them said. “I have a physics midterm to study for!”

      “And I have a philosophy paper to turn in on Monday!” another lamented. “Can’t we have till Friday?”

      “Wednesday. Five o’clock.” My pitiless mandate was met with a chorus of groans.

      I trudged through the bustling, congested city campus toward the English Department offices. The office door opened as she approached, and Marielle, a fellow grad student, came out holding a sheet of paper, looking bemused. “Hey, Nell. This just landed in my inbox. Weirdest job posting ever.”

      I took it, and looked it over.

      
        
        WANTED Writer-Editor-Proofreader for a fantasy video game project

        MUST BE EXPERT IN POETRY

        Good Pay Flexible Hours

        Ask for Duncan

      

      

      A phone number followed the name.

      “Weird, huh?” Marielle commented. “I’d follow up myself, but I’m in the middle of writing my thesis right now. And this Duncan is probably a total weirdo. So … nah.”

      I stared down at it. “Interesting.”

      “Thought you might think so. Good luck with it. Later, Nell.”

      I bade her an absent good night, still staring at that weird posting. What would a video game want with poetry? Particularly now, when cheap doggerel was so easy to generate with those infernal AI programs that were rotting my students’ brains.

      I scribbled the number, wondering what “good pay” meant to Duncan. It was an extremely subjective concept, but my standards were high. I often picked up temp legal secretary jobs at night when I was extremely low on funds, but working nights exhausted me. I was always on the lookout for gigs that paid well enough to actually consider quitting the Sunset Grill job and living a life that resembled … well, normality, if such a thing existed. Which was to say, working only one or two jobs, not three or four. Getting a full night’s sleep occasionally. Having time to cook a meal or do my laundry. Leisurely, luxurious activities like that.

      But a ‘normal life’ was pie in the sky for me, considering all the terrifying things that had happened, starting with the day that Lucia was killed.

      I didn’t dare think about Lucia for long, or I’d start to cry again. I reached up and fingered the jeweled ruby pendant she had given me, hidden under the fabric of my blouse. It had become an automatic gesture, reaching for comfort. My sisters and I had decided that we should keep them hidden, but I didn’t feel like leaving mine anywhere, not even in a safe deposit box. Plus, it made me feel closer to Lucia to have it on my person. The necklaces had been her final, posthumous gift to us.

      The beautiful golden pendant, studded with small rubies, was a reproduction of a Renaissance Italian-style pendant. My foster mother, Lucia, had commissioned three unique necklaces in that style for me and each of my two sisters, Nancy and Vivi. Nancy’s was decorated with sapphires, and Vivi’s with emeralds—our respective birthstones. They looked like the kind of bling a haughty Florentine duchess with a lace ruff and a brocade gown might wear. They were extravagantly beautiful.

      Lucia had bestowed them upon us, commissioning them right before her violent and untimely death. They had become talismans of love and power for us. The jeweler delivered them to us on the very day of her funeral—a gift from beyond the grave.

      But a shadow clung to them. Lucia had given them to us for a very specific reason, according to a fragment of a letter we found in Lucia’s garbage. We didn’t have enough information to figure out that reason, just that the pendants were the key to a puzzle Lucia had devised. One that the three of us had to solve by working together.

      And there the matter stood. Lucia could give us no more clues from the other world. We’d already lost one of the necklaces to Snake Eyes, so the key to Lucia’s puzzle was lost forever. Which made us all wild with frustration.

      My fingers tightened around the gold pendant. Snake Eyes had ripped Nancy’s pendant off her throat when he’d tried to abduct her. The angry red welt the chain left had still been visible on her neck the last time I saw her.

      We could never solve it now. We had to swallow that bitter pill. And it was risky, stupid, and childish to wear my pendant—a blatant provocation to that bastard. Come on and take it, dickhead. Go ahead. Try me. That was what I said by wearing it around.

      Like I was prepared to go mano a mano with Snake Eyes. Hah.

      Still, I felt stronger when I wore it. I had run my own risk/benefit analysis, and I had opted to continue wearing it. It was a power object. I needed all the power I could get.

      I’d compromised by tucking it between my boobs, well out of sight. I kept pepper spray in my bag now, too. And I fully intended to sign up for a self-defense class, as soon as I could establish one free night a week when I didn’t have to work.

      Who knew, maybe I’d even learn to use a gun. I’d never dreamed I would ever do such a thing, but after what happened to Nancy, all bets were off.

      Then again, just knowing how to use a gun meant very little when all was said and done. I had to be willing to point the gun at someone and actually pull the trigger.

      That terrifying thought propelled me straight to my closet-sized office to call my sister, desperate for the comfort of a familiar voice.

      Since Nancy’s wild adventures in the past weeks, I’d begun to come around to the concept of cell phones, and I was eating crow. I’d made such a big fat deal of how much I hated them all these years. All my pompous tirades about potential brain tumors, the sinister loss of privacy, the looming shadow of Big Data, how I hated to be constantly on call, how they impeded reaching deep levels of concentration, how important it was to tolerate boredom, etc., etc., blah-blah-blah. I had my tail firmly between my legs after what happened to us.

      Privacy had completely lost its charm. When evil killers with unknowable agendas lurked in the shadows, eating crow didn’t seem so terrible anymore. The world was weird and dangerous, and it was very good to be only an electromagnetic frequency away from the people I loved and trusted most. An actual smartphone was outside my budget at the moment, but I had bought a flip phone, and I was glad to have it.

      Vivi picked up promptly. “Hey, babe. Everything okay?”

      “If you keep the bar low,” I said. “Nobody’s abducted or murdered me lately. How about yourself? No duels to the death?”

      “Not so far today. I’m still working. Busy day. I moved lots of stock. I’ll wrap up in about an hour, then I’ll break down and take off straight for Wilmington after I grab a bite. I feel twitchy if I stay in one place. I prefer to be a moving target. Is that silly?”

      “Hell, no. Sounds smart to me. Drive carefully. Did you talk to Nancy?”

      “Yeah, she’s with Liam in San Francisco, hanging with his dad. They’re coming back tomorrow. Thank God we don’t have to worry about her, at least. That guy is like a Doberman lunging at the chain. Very comforting. Got a customer, babe. Gotta go.”

      “Okay. Later.” I slid the flip phone into my purse, stared at the flyer again, and shrugged inwardly. What the hell. I might as well give it a shot. I dialed the number.

      “Burke Solutions, Inc., can I help you?” said a youthful, reedy male voice.

      “Yes, please. May I speak to, um …” I consulted the flyer again. “Duncan?”

      “May I ask what it’s regarding?”

      “It’s regarding the writing job I saw advertised.”

      “Oh, okay. Just a sec. Hold on.”

      I drummed my fingers and fretted about whether I was wasting my time or not until a deep, resonant male voice came on the line. “Hello. This is Duncan.”

      “Hello, Duncan. My name is Nell D’Onofrio, and I’m a grad student of literature at NYU. I’m interested in the writing job I saw advertised.”

      “Do you have writing and editing experience? Are you familiar with poetry?”

      His curt tone got my back up. “Of course,” I said. “I’m writing my thesis on nineteenth-century women poets. I lead a discussion section for a summer poetry lecture course, and my graduate seminar focused on Christina Rossetti.”

      “Ah.” There was a thoughtful pause. “Well, then. I’m supervising the creation of a computer game. It’s a mystery quest, and it has clues encoded in maps, books, poems, etc. I need a writer for the texts. And I want good texts.”

      “That sounds doable,” I said cautiously. “I’m a big fan of good texts myself. I noticed that the flyer says flexible hours. How flexible? And is this remote work?”

      “I imagine so, at least some of it. I don’t know yet. I’ve never done this kind of thing before.” He sounded irritated. “This is actually my brother’s project. I have meetings all afternoon, so come to the office tomorrow at six. I’ll interview you then.”

      His master-and-commander tone bothered me. “I won’t be free until seven-thirty,” I said, although I could have probably done six with a little finagling. But I’d be damned if I’d go out of my way for a guy that bossy and presumptuous.

      “Seven-thirty works. Tomorrow, then. My receptionist will give you directions.”

      I wrote down the directions the receptionist gave me, committing them to memory. Huh. Who knows. If the hours were flex, this might have potential, even if Duncan seemed grumpy and irascible. Depending on the money, of course. Besides, tomorrow was Friday, and I had nothing better to do after my restaurant shift than go home and jump at shadows.

      I shoved a pile of midterm essays into my bag. They would keep me too busy to work myself into a paranoid frenzy over every little sound I heard—or else climb the walls all night with sexual fantasies about Mr. Hyper-Focused, which was my other classic option. That one had a better short-term payoff, but neither was very restful.

      I armed the alarm as soon as I went into my apartment. A breach of the door or window would be instantly reported to the police, but the new alarm didn’t make me feel much safer. I heated up a dinner of three different types of takeout leftovers cobbled together. I did cook occasionally when Vivi stayed with me, but I usually didn’t bother when I was alone. Who had the energy?

      I was finishing up a stale Oreo that I’d found forgotten in the cupboard when the buzz of my phone sent me zinging up into the air.

      I picked it up with shaking hands, heart thudding wildly. “Hello?”

      “It’s just me,” said my sister Nancy. “Relax, sweetie. You sound nervous.”

      I sank onto the couch, knees trembling. “No, not at all,” I lied. “I’m good. Great to hear your voice. How are things? Vivi told me you guys were still in San Francisco.”

      “We are, with Liam’s dad and his lady friend, Joanne. I have news. Remember when Liam’s friend Charlie Witt told me about that elderly guy with the designer clothes? The one they found in Jamaica Plains, with his throat snapped?”

      “The one they called the clotheshorse? That was right after Lucia died, right?”

      “Right. The time of death was estimated to be roughly the same time Lucia died, although they couldn’t be sure.”

      I doubled over, pressing my hand hard against the nervous twisting in my stomach. “I see,” I said. “What about him?”

      “Well, after what happened to me in Boston, Detective Lanaghan finally deigned to take all of this a little more seriously.” Nancy’s voice had an ironic edge to it. “She had his prints compared to the ones found on the coffee cup in Lucia’s apartment, as I requested they do weeks ago. But no one ever got around to it, evidently. Until now.”

      “And they match?”

      “Yes. They match,” Nancy said quietly. “Lanaghan just called and told me.”

      We sat silently, for almost a minute. Then I let out a slow breath. “The clotheshorse must be Marco,” I said. “Lucia’s long-lost husband. That poor guy.”

      “Yeah,” Nancy said. “It has to be him. He came to find her, and got himself murdered that same night, by the same person who killed Lucia. Maybe even at the same time.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my hand against my cold, clammy forehead. “That poor guy. After not seeing the love of his life for, what, fifty years? Finally they reunite, and then … oh God, Nance. It’s just so damn sad.”

      “At least they’re together now,” Nancy said softly. “And she loved him to the very end. She stayed single all those years. With all those men beating down her door.”

      “You could look at it that way, I guess. If you believed in love and eternity and all that good stuff, dusted with bright, hazy sparkles.” I hated the edge in my voice.

      “And you don’t believe it?” Nancy asked.

      “Not right now, I don’t,” I admitted. “Sorry to be a downer, but you’re in love. You’ve got hazy sparkles by the bucketful. In my world, they’re a rare commodity.”

      Nancy paused. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to cheer you up. I really love you, sweetie. I’m sorry you’re having a hard time. I know exactly how you feel.”

      I felt guilty. Look at me, scrooging on my poor sister, whose only crime was getting lucky in love, and after a dry spell every bit as long as my own. “I love you, too,” I said. “And I’m sorry I’m being such a sourpuss. I’m glad for you. Really. Did you tell Detective Lanaghan about the letter in the picture frame?”

      “Yes, and she said it’s a great lead, but since all we have is the guy’s first name and the name of his town, it’s going to take a while. She has to contact the local police in Italy, find an interpreter, et cetera, et cetera. So I started to think, in the meantime ... since you studied Italian … you know?”

      “You want me to call the cops there? In Italy?”

      “Would you?” Nancy asked eagerly. “Just to facilitate things? To speed things up?”

      I looked up at the clock, calculating time zones. “I could try tomorrow morning, before I leave for work, I guess,” I said. “But don’t get your hopes up. Bureaucracy is bureaucracy, no matter what country you’re talking about.”

      “I understand. Where are you now? Are you still up in Silvana’s apartment?”

      I gritted my teeth for what I knew was going to be a big fat overreaction. “Ah. About that. Actually, no. I’m back in Brooklyn, at my own apartment.”

      “Nell! What the hell? You promised!”

      “I know, I know, but Silvana’s fiancé came to visit, and I was clearly cramping their style. I did put in the new locks and the new alarm. And when Elio leaves, I can go back up there and stay with her again. It’s just a couple of weeks.”

      Nancy carried on, I soothed and cajoled—all familiar conversations after our recent adventures. Then we went through our now near-obsessive routine of admonishing each other to be careful. When we finally hung up, I stared at the wall for a long time.

      I was grateful for a job to do, something that might yield some answers. But I was going to have to brace myself. Any answers I found were not going to be comforting.

      A sheaf of student papers later, I laid down the red pen, rubbed my eyes, stretched, and flopped onto my bed with a groan. There wasn’t much room there, since the surface of my bed was covered with books. There was a strip the exact size of my body to sleep on. It was a poetic metaphor for my life. I couldn’t take a lover. Where would I put him? Between The Riverside Shakespeare and my twenty-pound annotated Dante’s Divine Comedy? Would I perch him on top of the seventeenth-century religious poets? Drape him over Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales? It sounded uncomfortable as hell.

      Mr. Hyper-Focused popped into my mind, predictably enough. He was my default mode, whenever I needed to steer around an uncomfortable thought. I wondered why my brain had latched onto him so intensely. I’d never been the type to fixate like that.

      Maybe it was not in spite of, but because he was so oblivious to me. He was completely inaccessible, and what could be safer for a scaredy-cat like myself? I knew nothing about him. Only that he had a truly stunning capacity for concentration, and he really, really liked strip steak.

      But thinking about him was better than thinking about that poor old man whose body lay in the morgue in Jamaica Plains. Nameless, unclaimed, unmourned.

      The bleakness of it made me roll over and shove my face into the pillow.

      Maybe tomorrow I could put a name to the man who may or may not have been Lucia’s husband. I could give the man the dignity of recognition, at least.

      That was the best I could offer, and it wasn’t too goddamn much.
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