
  
    [image: No Return]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Stacy Claflin

	    

      
	    
          
	      Ariana Jones

          
        
          
	          Watch Your Back

          
        
          
	          Don't Look Now

          
        
          
	          Without a Trace

          
        
          
	          Never Letting Go

          
        
          
	          Lie in Wait

          
        
          
	          No Way Out

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bayside Hunters

          
        
          
	          Bayside Opposites

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Brannon House

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Death

          
        
          
	          Family Secrets

          
        
          
	          The Darkest Garden

          
        
          
	          Shattered Pieces

          
        
          
	          Grave Memories

          
        
          
	          Drowning Silence

          
        
          
	          Sleepwalker

          
        
          
	          Face Off

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dark Sea Academy

          
        
          
	          Mermaid's Song

          
        
          
	          Mermaid's Heart

          
        
          
	          Mermaid's Wish

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Flawed Souls Romantic Suspense

          
        
          
	          When Tomorrow Starts Without Me

          
        
          
	          The Only Things You Can Take

          
        
          
	          When You Start to Miss Me

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gone

          
        
          
	          Gone

          
        
          
	          Held

          
        
          
	          Over

          
        
          
	          No Return

          
        
          
	          The Gone Trilogy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Indigo Bay Second Chance Romances

          
        
          
	          Sweet Complications

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Indigo Bay Sweet Romance Series

          
        
          
	          Sweet Dreams

          
        
          
	          Sweet Reunion

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Recluse Island

          
        
          
	          The Hotel's Secret

          
        
          
	          The Father's Secret

          
        
          
	          The Corpse's Secret

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Hunters

          
        
          
	          Seaside Surprises

          
        
          
	          Seaside Heartbeats

          
        
          
	          Seaside Dances

          
        
          
	          Seaside Kisses

          
        
          
	          Seaside Christmas

          
        
          
	          Bayside Wishes

          
        
          
	          Bayside Evenings

          
        
          
	          Bayside Promises

          
        
          
	          Bayside Destinies

          
        
          
	          Bayside Mistletoe

          
        
          
	          Bayside Dreams

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Transformed

          
        
          
	          Deception

          
        
          
	          Betrayal

          
        
          
	          Forgotten

          
        
          
	          Ascension

          
        
          
	          Duplicity

          
        
          
	          Sacrifice

          
        
          
	          Destroyed

          
        
          
	          Transcend

          
        
          
	          Entangled

          
        
          
	          Dauntless

          
        
          
	          Obscured

          
        
          
	          Partition

          
        
          
	          Fallen (The Transformed Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Silent Bite: A Transformed Christmas

          
        
          
	          Hidden Intentions

          
        
          
	          Saved by a Vampire

          
        
          
	          Sweet Desire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Watcher

          
        
          
	          Her Last Breath

          
        
          
	          Secrets We Hide

          
        
          
	          No Safe Place

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Valhalla's Curse

          
        
          
	          Renegade Valkyrie

          
        
          
	          Pursued Valkyrie

          
        
          
	          Silenced Valkyrie

          
        
          
	          Vengeful Valkyrie

          
        
          
	          Unleashed Valkyrie

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Transformed Series - Four Books

          
        
          
	          The Transformed Box Set

          
        
          
	          Deadly Secrets and Lies

          
        
          
	          Don't Trust Her

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Stacy Claflin’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      No Return

    

    
      
        Stacy Claflin

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Stacy Claflin]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        NO RETURN

        by Stacy Claflin

        http://www.stacyclaflin.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright ©2016 Stacy Claflin. All rights reserved.

        ©Cover by Didi Wahyudi

        Edited by Staci Troilo

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental or used fictitiously. The author has taken great liberties with locales including the creation of fictional towns.

      

      

      

      
        
        Reproduction in whole or part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited. Do not upload or distribute anywhere.

      

      

      

      This ebook is for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be resold or given away to others. If you would like to share this book with others, please either purchase it for them or direct them to StacyClaflin.com for links. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

      

      
        
        To receive book updates from the author, sign up here.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rusty Caldwell first learned of Mandy Oates’s suicide while standing in a grocery store line on a sleepy Tuesday evening. He put his energy drink on the conveyor belt and stared at the local newspaper headline, unable to read the article.

      His mind spun the harder he concentrated, making it appear that the words danced before his eyes. He couldn’t have read it right. It had to have been a mistake.

      Hometown local, Mandy Caldwell Oates, dead from suspected suicide.

      Rusty stepped out of line, stumbling, and left his drink. Gasping for air, he glanced around.

      He needed to sit. There weren’t any chairs in sight.

      Benches—there were some just inside the entrance.

      He made his way over to the nearest one and collapsed. He surely looked like one of the drunks he spent his nights towing.

      Rusty’s heart raced against his constricted chest. He took slow, deep breaths. It didn’t help.

      How could his sister be dead? Surely it was joke. A horribly cruel one.

      “Are you okay?” asked a familiar feminine voice. “Rusty?”

      He snapped his head up. It was Alyssa Mercer, a friend he hadn’t seen in a long time. Rusty shook his head.

      She sat next to him, placing her hand on his arm. “What’s the matter?”

      “I…” He couldn’t even bring himself to say it. His sister was dead. How was it possible?

      Alyssa’s dark eyes widened. “Talk to me. You were there for me when I desperately needed a friend.”

      “My sister.” Rusty gasped for air. Maybe if he didn’t say it, it wouldn’t be real.

      “Is she okay?” Alyssa pulled her long, dark hair behind her shoulders, still giving him the look of concern.

      He shook his head and braced himself. “Suicide.”

      Alyssa’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, no. Rusty, I’m so sorry. Were you two close?”

      Rusty nearly snorted. They couldn’t have been further apart—estranged years earlier. He shook his head. “I always thought we’d… you know, make up one day.”

      “What do you need me to do?”

      He stared at her. What could Alyssa possibly do? What could anyone?

      “You probably need to go home. Can I give you a ride?”

      How ironic was that? He was the one who drove people home for a living.

      “No. I’ll drive myself. I can’t leave the tow truck here all night, anyway.”

      “Then let me follow you—just to make sure you get there safely.”

      “I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “You’re not. I’m offering, and I don’t mind. I’ll just call my friend and let her know I’m going to meet her a little late. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “I definitely owe you.”

      Rusty relaxed. At least he wasn’t alone. Even though his whole world spun out of control, he had a friend keeping him grounded.

      A family walked by with two kids screaming.

      Alyssa rose. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Rusty forced his feet to comply. His legs weren’t very steady, but they would get him to his truck.

      “You sure you’re okay to drive?”

      He took a deep breath. “Yeah. We’re not far from my place, anyway.”

      “I’m still going to follow you.” She pulled out a phone and texted. Then she glanced at him. “Is there anyone you need to call?”

      “Nothing’s changed since I last saw you. No next of kin.” No new girlfriend or wife. No more kids.

      He couldn’t open himself up to that kind of pain again.

      They walked out to the parking lot. “I’m over there.” Alyssa pointed to the right. “I see your truck. I’ll just follow you.”

      “Okay, but I’ll be all right.”

      “You didn’t leave me alone when I told you the same thing, did you?”

      He thought back to the night she had been alone and drunk in a bar she didn’t belong in. She’d been wallowing in misery she had every right to. And she never would have made it home safely. “No, I didn’t.”

      “See you at your place.”

      Rusty nodded a thanks and headed for his tow truck. It took three tries to pull the keys from his pocket. Maybe it was a good thing Alyssa had crossed his path.

      Once inside, he radioed into the office of his small towing business.

      “Hey, boss,” came Andy’s voice. “Where you towing to?”

      Rusty took a deep breath. “I’ve had a family emergency. I might have to fly out of town. Think you can handle things for a week or so?”

      “Yeah, whatever you need. Is everything okay?”

      “Death in the family.”

      “I’m sorry, man. Anything I can do?”

      “Thanks, but no. I’ll check in tomorrow.”

      “No, I got everything covered, boss. Just take care of your family.”

      “Thanks, Andy.” Rusty turned off the radio. It was hard to leave his business, but Andy could easily handle it as well as Rusty. He knew all the ins and outs, and all the drivers respected him.

      The only thing that no one replaced was Rusty’s personal mission. The one that had gotten him into the towing business to begin with, and that was towing drunks home before they became another statistic. After losing his own family to a drunk driver, he didn’t want anyone else to go through that kind of pain. Not on his watch, anyway. That’s why he hung out at bars every night, giving free rides to people without designated drivers. All on his dime. All because he didn’t want anyone else to lose a family. Like he did.

      Alyssa’s sedan pulled next to him. He waved and then started driving, staying focused on the road and not allowing his thoughts to drift to Mandy. Not yet.

      Somehow, he made it to his house. Alyssa pulled up beside him and got out of her car.

      He cut the engine, got out of the truck, and locked it, which he didn’t usually bother to do. Who knew how long it would sit there? He would likely fly out to see Mandy’s kids and husband.

      “Well, I made it safely.” He tried to smile, but failed miserably.

      “Are you sure you don’t need anything else?” she asked. “Something to eat?”

      “I doubt I could eat if I wanted to.”

      She nodded. “I get that.”

      “I know you do,” he said. “But I don’t want to keep you from your friend.”

      “She’s fine. Are you?”

      “Yeah. Well, I will be.” Rusty ran his hands through his hair. He’d just had it cut, and the new barber had gone too short. The familiar curls were missing. “I need to get inside and call my parents.”

      He closed his eyes. That was a conversation he wasn’t looking forward to.

      “You’ve got my number, right?”

      Rusty nodded and opened his eyes. “I think I have it somewhere.”

      She pulled out a business card. “Call me if you need anything. Day or night.”

      “I might have to fly out of town.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Then I’ll keep an eye on your place.”

      “You don’t have to. Don’t feel obligated.”

      “I don’t. To be honest, I’ve always wished I could pay you back.”

      “And I was just glad to help. I better get inside.”

      “Sorry. I don’t mean to keep you. Call if you need anything.”

      “Okay.”

      Alyssa climbed into her car and waved.

      Rusty waved back and made his way to his front porch. He watched her drive off, and then he sat on his swinging bench. The cool, night air felt good in his lungs. The stars were out bright in the cloudless sky.

      He closed his eyes and stretched his arms out across the top of the swing. In his imagination, his wife—his late wife—Lani sat next to him and snuggled close, nestling her head against his. Then their two boys climbed up onto their laps, cuddling with them.

      Rusty enjoyed the moment as long as he could hold onto it and then opened his eyes. He was alone on the bench. No matter how much he willed them back, they never returned.

      And now he had to deal with the loss of his younger sister, along with the guilt that he’d never made the first move to restore their relationship. He’d known that their parting had been because of her drug usage, not her. The real Mandy would have never acted the way drug-Mandy had. She certainly never would have said the horrible things to Rusty that she had.

      He took a deep breath and stood. It was time to face the music—his parents, more specifically. He needed to speak with them to find out how to contact his sister. Even though Mandy had refused contact with any of them, their parents had kept tabs on her. They knew when she got married and had her two kids. It was a form of self-torture since they’d destroyed their relationship with her.

      Not unlike Rusty’s solitary existence. Making himself pay for his own mistakes.

      His chest tightened at the thought of going inside and making that call. But he needed to. There had to be more to the story than just the suicide. Sure, they were in a pretty small town, but for his sister’s death to make a headline… it had to have been more than a death. He had to have missed something.

      If he’d been able to read the smaller print—anything beyond the headline—he would have surely found out.

      Rusty slid the key into the deadbolt and unlocked it, his hand shaking. Then he unlocked the knob. He took more deep breaths and opened the door.

      The empty house hit him like a slap on the face. He had barely changed a thing. It was exactly as it had been when his family had lived there. Even after so many years, he still expected to hear feet running his way when he got home.

      He closed the door behind him and locked it. Then he went to his office and sat in the swivel chair, staring at the screensaver of pictures from happier times.

      His cell phone rang. Rusty jumped and picked it up. It was his parents.

      “Hello?”

      “Did you hear?” his dad asked.

      “I saw a headline. How long have you known?”

      “We heard the news a bit earlier. Your mother has been drinking all afternoon, and finally passed out.”

      “Wonderful,” Rusty muttered. “And how are you taking it?”

      “I always told Mandy drugs would get her killed.”

      “Right.” Dad would stay angry for a while before allowing himself to feel anything. That was typical. “Do you guys have her husband’s number?”

      “Why?”

      “I’d like to see if I can do anything to help.”

      “Doubt he’d take it from any of us. Mandy no doubt made us all out to be monsters.”

      “In times like this,” Rusty said, “he may be more willing to hear from us.”

      “Or find more reason to blame us.”

      Rusty shook his head. Was it any wonder his sister had fled? Their family was incredibly messed up. Rusty was lucky to have had as normal of a life as he’d had before the accident. It was also a miracle his parents hadn’t disowned him, too. He’d nearly lost his house after turning to alcohol and pot in the wake of losing his wife and kids.

      “Can I just get his information?” Rusty asked. “What’s his name? Chris, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. I’ll text you.” The call ended.

      “Let’s hope he’s more pleasant than you,” Rusty muttered.

      The text came in. He added the number to his contacts and called his brother-in-law.

      “Hello?” asked an exhausted-sounding male voice.

      “Is this Chris Oates?” Rusty asked.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “Rusty Caldwell.”

      Silence.

      “Mandy’s brother.”

      “I know who you are. What do you want?”

      Rusty’s stomach twisted in knots. “I’d like to help out however I can.”

      “How so?” Chris sounded suspicious, and for good reason, no doubt.

      “I know what it’s like to lose a wife. I’ve never had a chance to meet my niece or nephew—or my brother-in-law.”

      “You want to fly across the country? You still near Seattle?”

      “Yeah. All I have to do is pack.”

      Chris sighed. “You know, Mandy never really had much bad to say about you. She wished you guys could have made up, but she was afraid to call. She never forgave herself for whatever she put you through.”

      Rusty ran his hands through his hair. Tears blurred his vision. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. If you want to fly out and help, I won’t refuse you. My kids are going crazy, and the police—don’t even get me started.”

      “Sure, okay. Is this your address?” He glanced down at his phone and read off his dad’s text.

      “Yep. Thanks, man.”

      “I’ll let you know when I’m due to arrive.”

      “Okay. Crap. The cops are calling again. Gotta go.” The call ended.

      Rusty set the phone down and typed his password into the laptop. He searched for more information on his sister’s death. There wasn’t a whole lot of information, except that the suicide was suspicious and they were investigating Chris.

      That certainly explained the complaints about the police.

      He searched for flights to Florida, found a flight the next morning, and booked it. That would give him a chance to get some sleep before traveling. Or at least try to rest.

      His body ached from the stress. Rusty went into the kitchen, drank a couple glasses of water, and then went to his bedroom and packed. It had been so long since he’d traveled, he wasn’t even sure what was allowed on flights anymore. He pulled out his phone and did a quick search.

      After he was finally packed, he fell into bed and stared at the ceiling. How could Mandy be dead? His baby sister. He’d always meant to get back in touch with her. But with life… his own tragedy…

      He’d pushed everyone else away. The truth was he’d wanted to avoid hurting anymore. But that had failed. He could barely breathe now. And he was sure he was in shock still.

      It had been so many years since he’d seen Mandy, yet in a way, their last conversation felt recent. But that was back when they were both in their twenties. Or had she even reached twenty yet?

      Tears blurred his vision. His face heated. Rusty blinked away the tears and they streamed down his face, pooling in his ears.

      “Why, Mandy? You could have called me. I would have done anything for you. But I guess you didn’t know that.”

      He’d barely survived losing his wife and children—he wasn’t even over it. How could he cope with the added loss of his sister, with whom he’d never had the chance to make things right?

      Well, the chances had been there. Years of chances. But he’d been so lost, wandering in his misery over his family that he couldn’t bring himself to call Mandy.

      And now it was too late.

      Rusty rolled over and screamed into his pillow. Then he gave way to sobs so deep he hadn’t felt them since the accident had taken Lani and the boys.

      When he had nothing left in him, he rolled to his side and drifted into a dreamless sleep.
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      Rusty stepped off the airport shuttle van and stared at the house in front of him as the warm, summer sun warmed him after being chilled in the extra-cold air conditioning from the vehicle.

      The home was just a typical, suburban split-level—brown, with a well-manicured lawn and trees, though the grass was a bit long. There was even a basketball hoop over the garage. A silver sedan and a white minivan sat in the driveway.

      Mandy must have cleaned up for her family. Rusty would have never pictured her in a place like this, but then again, it had been over fifteen years since they’d seen each other.

      The back of the airport shuttle squeaked as it opened. Rusty went over to where his luggage was stored and grabbed his suitcase from the driver.

      “Thank you.”

      “And thank you for choosing the Super Shuttle Express.” The man tipped his hat and left.

      Rusty clutched the handle of his luggage and walked to the front door, stepping over a baseball. He tried to remember how old his niece and nephew were. The oldest might be thirteen.

      What would they think of him? Was it true their mom had hardly spoken a negative thing about him?

      Rusty reached for the doorbell, but stopped when he heard a commotion across the street. He backed up and glanced down a couple houses. A lady stood with her arms folded, staring at two other ladies storming off.

      He went to the sidewalk. “Is everything okay?”

      The lady turned to him and shook her head. “Never cross the Calloways.”

      Rusty tilted his head. “Who?”

      She threw her arms in the air. “Be glad you don’t know.” She climbed into a car and sped off, peeling the tires.

      “Okay…” Rusty went back to his sister’s door.

      Yelling sounded from inside. It sounded like his brother-in-law. Rusty recognized his voice from the phone. His stomach twisted in knots. Maybe this trip was a bad idea. He rang the doorbell, anyway.

      “Coming,” called Chris, sounding far less angry than a moment earlier.

      The door opened, and a man with short, dark hair and dark eyes answered. He had a five o’clock shadow and dark circles underneath his deep brown eyes. “Rusty?”

      He nodded and held out his hand.

      Chris shook it. “Come on in. The police want me to come back down to the station. Do you mind staying with the kids?”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. This last week has been a nightmare.” Chris turned around and led Rusty up the stairs. He went left, and gestured toward a gray sectional couch with stuffing coming out of the armrests.

      A girl, about thirteen, with hair as dark as his sat with her eyes closed, dancing in her seat to music only she could hear in the earbuds. A boy, about eleven, with light brown hair hanging over his ears had his full attention on the television. They both had the same dark bands under their eyes as their dad—the very ones Rusty was so familiar with, too.

      “That’s Kaylie. And that’s Brady.”

      Neither glanced up.

      “Kids!”

      Kaylie pulled her earbuds out and Brady paused the show. They both turned to Chris, their eyes bloodshot.

      “This is your Uncle Rusty. He’s going to watch you guys while I’m out.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Kaylie said.

      “Me, neither,” Brady said.

      “I’m not here to babysit,” Rusty assured them. “Just here in case you need something. Lunch, maybe?”

      “Grilled cheese,” Brady said and turned his show back on.

      “I apologize for their manners.” Chris turned to them. “Kids, be nice.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Kaylie stuck her earbuds back in and closed her eyes.

      “Sorry to run,” Chris said. “But make yourself at home. Thanks again.”

      “No problem.” Rusty set his suitcase next to the couch on the brown shag carpet.

      Chris hurried down the stairs, and neither kid seemed to notice. He stopped near the front door and his phone sounded. Chris’s face clouded over as he glanced at the screen. He swore about a text.

      “Is everything all right?” Rusty asked.

      “What?” Chris looked at him, his face noticeably paler.

      “Are you okay?”

      “It’s the CEO of my work. He’s… I need to get the cops off my back so I can get back to work.”

      “Doesn’t your boss understand you’ve lost your wife? You need time to recover and—”

      “The only thing Travis Calloway cares about is the bottom line.”

      Calloway? Wasn’t that the same name the neighbor had said outside?

      Chris cracked his knuckles. “What I wouldn’t give for just one drink.”

      “You don’t want to do that. You’ve been clean for years, haven’t you?”

      His expression pinched. “Yes, I’m the one who helped Mandy get clean. I’m not going to drink. I just want one sometimes, you know? If my idiot boss and the cops would get a clue, I’d be fine.”

      Rusty leaned against the cracked banister. “Surely, your boss can understand the need to—”

      Chris’s phone rang. He swore and answered it. “I’m doing the best I can, Ricardo. The cops have it out for me. They won’t leave me alone.” He paused. “I can’t tell the police to wait! You’re going to have to tell Travis I’ll work nights or something. My wife just died.”

      Rusty turned toward the kids and watched them, trying not to eavesdrop on Chris.

      “Look, Ricardo, I can’t afford to lose this job, but I can’t tell the cops to take a hike, either. They want me down at the station now. The longer you keep me on the phone, the longer it’s going to be until I can get back to work… You can’t do that me! I have vacation days.” Chris let loose a string of profanities and put his phone away.

      Rusty turned back to him. “Can I help with anything?”

      Chris stared at him, his face reddening. “I hate that pompous jerk.” He picked up a potted flower and threw it against the wall. It shattered, sending soil in all directions. “No respect. None at all.”

      “Sounds like you should get going,” Rusty said, keeping his tone steady. “How about I clean that up?”

      “Speaking of cleaning.” He rushed up the stairs, past Rusty. He glared at the kids. “Look at me!”

      Both kids jumped and stared at him.

      “Your rooms are pig pens! Clean them up. Now. If anything’s out of place when I get back, there’s going to be hell to pay. Do I make myself clear?”

      They both nodded, not saying anything.

      “And turn those devices off! You’d think they grew out of your butts. They’re not attached. Clean those rooms now. I have enough to deal with without having to think about your stupid messes.” He stormed past Rusty again, went down the stairs, and slammed the door.

      Kaylie and Brady looked back and forth, and glanced nervously at Rusty. They seemed to be trying to get a feel for his reaction.

      Rusty stepped forward. A floorboard creaked. “It seems like your dad’s under some stress. Why don’t you get to your rooms, and I’ll take care of the mess by the door? Then I’ll make some lunch. Sound good?”

      They both got up and ran down the hall without a word. Rusty cleaned Chris’s mess and thought about how to approach the kids about his blow up. Then he went into the kitchen. As he explored, trying to find what he needed, it was hard not to imagine Mandy in there. She had probably put everything where it was.

      A lump formed in his throat. At least he could make a difference for his niece and nephew. They would never remember him as an uncle from their childhood, but perhaps he could be the one who helped them through the most difficult time in their young lives.

      Before long, the sandwiches were done. He put them on plates and carried them out to the living room, where the kids now sat. Neither one seemed bothered by the earlier outburst. Both thanked him and scarfed down the food.

      “Have you eaten today?” he asked, deciding to wait on asking them about their dad.

      “Just cereal,” Brady said, his mouth full of cheese.

      “That’s going to change. What’s your favorite dinner?”

      “Roast beef,” Kaylie said.

      “Hot dogs,” Brady said at the same time.

      “Ew.” Kaylie shot him a glare. “Not for dinner.”

      “For any meal. Even breakfast.”

      Kaylie shook her head and begged Rusty with her eyes.

      “Maybe we can have some for lunch tomorrow.” Rusty winked at Brady and went back into the kitchen. They would have to go grocery shopping after lunch. The cupboards were close to empty. It would be good to get the kids out of the house, anyway.

      He pulled some dried, brown flowers from a vase in the middle of the table. All the water had evaporated, leaving a residue on the glass. Small pieces of the flowers crumbled onto the table as he moved them. He got the mess cleaned up, made himself something to eat, and went back to the living room.

      “Time to get groceries.”

      “Have fun,” Brady said.

      Rusty arched a brow. “You guys are coming with me.”

      Kaylie pulled both of her earbuds out. “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. Things are starting to change color in there.”

      Brady laughed and Kaylie cracked a smile.

      “Come on, it’ll be good for you to get out. The sun will even give you some vitamin D.”

      Kaylie ran a hand through her hair. “But I haven’t showered… in, like, days.”

      “Then get to it. That’ll do you good, too.”

      She tilted her head.

      “Or just go like that. I won’t judge you.”

      Kaylie scrambled out of the chair and ran down the hall.

      “What about you?” Rusty asked Brady.

      He shrugged. “I can wear a beanie.”

      “Your call.”

      “Okay.” Brady turned back to the TV.

      Rusty went back into the kitchen and heard the shower start. He wasn’t sure if Mandy ever learned to cook, but Rusty would see to it her family ate well while he was in town.

      While the water still ran in the bathroom, he grabbed his suitcase and went down the hall, peeking in the rooms until he found one that looked like a guest room—generic bedding and not many decorations, save a framed picture of a field. He put the luggage on the bed and changed into a more casual shirt.

      Rusty went over to open the blinds and noticed a lot of people out, walking. Everyone who passed, paused to stare at the house. Even the cars slowed. It was clear everyone knew what had happened. In fact, they probably knew more than Rusty did.

      He went to the living room. “Where do your parents keep the car keys?”

      Brady frowned. “Mom usually leaves them on their dresser.”

      He went down the hall and found the bedroom—and the keys.

      When he passed the bathroom, he knocked. “Meet me out front.”

      “Okay,” Kaylie called. A blow drier started.

      Rusty turned off the TV. “Brush your hair and meet me outside.”

      Brady grumbled, but got off the couch.

      “You’ll thank me.”

      “Right.”

      Rusty went downstairs and out front. The minivan was gone, so that must have meant the sedan had been Mandy’s. There was no button to remote-unlock it, so he quickly found the car key on the chain. He slid it in the keyhole, but it didn’t want to turn. He jiggled it several different ways, used to dealing with all kinds of locks in his business.

      “You want some help?” came a feminine voice.

      He turned around to see a tall lady across the lawn next door. Over a bright yellow tank top, she wore a long, flowing black dress decorated with brown stitching. Several long, multi-colored necklaces swished as she walked across her lawn. It made her look part gypsy, part sorceress, but her friendly smile and bright eyes were at odds to her attire, completely welcoming him.

      “I think I can get it,” he replied. “I know a thing or two about locks. I run a towing business.”

      “There’s a trick to this one. I always told Mandy she should just replace the entire car.” She stopped just short of bumping into Rusty and smiled. She looked him over, seeming to like what she saw and pulled her layered long, black hair behind her shoulder. Her perfume smelled like the ocean. “I’m Laura Henley, and you are?”

      Rusty tried to smile, but couldn’t. He held out his hand, instead. “Nice to meet you, Laura Henley. I’m Rusty Caldwell. Mandy’s brother.”

      “Oh…”

      Was that an oh, I’ve never heard of you oh, or an oh, the mystery brother I’ve heard so much about oh?

      She took his hand and shook it. “I can see the family resemblance. Here, let me show you how to unlock this beast.”

      Rusty stepped back and Laura pulled the key out just a little, jiggled it, and then slid it in the rest of the way while turning it. There was a click, indicating the door was finally unlocked.

      Laura turned and smiled, brightening her entire face. “There you go. So, you helping to take care of the kids?”

      He nodded, not sure what to make of the neighbor.

      “I’ve seen a few people bringing them dinners, but that only goes so far, you know?” she asked.

      “Right.” His mind wandered back to all the uneaten meals brought to him after the accident that had taken his family.

      “I would have brought food over, but Chris never liked me. It would have gone straight into the trash.”

      Rusty arched a brow.

      Laura shrugged with an expression that showed she didn’t care much for Chris, either.

      Rusty leaned against the car. “So, why doesn’t Chris like you?”

      “Other than the fact that I encouraged Mandy to get out and have some fun? You know, do something for herself for a change.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “He never wanted her out of his sight. And I always got the feeling he made her pay after she came home with me.” She sighed.

      Rusty’s brows came together. “Pay? How?”

      Laura glanced toward the house. She leaned closer to Rusty. “Sometimes I could hear the yelling from my house if we both had open windows. Then after that, I wouldn’t hear from Mandy for a while.” She frowned and locked Rusty’s gaze. Tears shone in her eyes. “If I’d known he was this bad, I would have done something.”

      “You think Chris hurt her?” he asked.

      “The cops haven’t arrested him.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” Rusty studied her.

      She stared at him. “I’d say it’s a lot more likely than her killing herself.”
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      Rusty turned off the movie, causing the room to go completely dark. He turned on the flashlight app on his phone and glanced over at the kids. They had both fallen asleep on the couch. Kaylie had curled up with a blanket, and Brady was using an armrest for a pillow. He considered letting them sleep there, but thought they would fare better in their own beds.

      “Come on, guys. Let’s get to bed.”

      Brady mumbled and Kaylie didn’t respond. He went over and helped Brady up. “Time to get to bed.”

      “You’re waking me up so I can go to sleep.”

      “That’s right.” Rusty patted his shoulders and guided him toward the hall. Kaylie walked by them, mumbling something.

      Rusty’s phone rang. It was their dad.

      “I’d better get this. Don’t forget to brush your teeth.” He went over to the dining room and answered. “Chris, is everything okay?”

      “No, it’s not. They’re detaining me for more questioning.”

      “More?” Rusty asked. “Is there a problem?”

      “Yeah, but I don't have time to talk about it.”

      “Can I do anything for you?”

      Chris sighed. “Can you take care of the kids?”

      “Of course. They’re getting ready for bed now.”

      “I can’t thank you enough. Tell them I’ll be back soon.”

      “Sure thing.”

      The call ended. Rusty slid the phone back into his pocket, trying to make sense of the whole situation. There was so little information online—he’d checked. The only thing he’d been able to find was that police had spent a lot of time questioning Chris down at the station. Far more than seemed normal spousal questioning.

      He needed to look around and see if there were any answers in the house. But first, he needed to check on the kids.

      Brady was brushing his teeth. He spit into the sink. “Where’s Dad?”

      “The police have a few more questions for him. He promises to be back soon.”

      “So, he’s still there?” Brady rinsed his mouth with some blue liquid in a container with cartoon characters on the front.

      “Unfortunately. But if you need anything, I’m staying here.”

      Brady spit into the sink. “Okay. And thanks for dinner. That was so good—like eating at a restaurant.”

      “Just wait until breakfast.” Rusty winked at him, and Brady’s tired eyes lit up. He went back out to the living room and cleaned up some popcorn that had spilled on the carpet and then took the bowls into the kitchen. He went into their rooms, finding them both asleep already.

      He closed their doors and stood in the hall, trying to figure out where to start looking. The logical place was Mandy’s bedroom. He was a little hesitant to poke around because of it also being Chris’s room, but maybe he could find something that would prove his innocence.

      Rusty brushed aside his reticence and headed for the room. It was small for a master bedroom. The faded paint appeared to have once been ocean blue, now peeled near the window and closet. The unmade queen-size bed took up most of the space. Some framed family pictures decorated the headboard. On the side nearest him, clothes were strewn across the floor along with pages from a newspaper.

      He went over to the other side of the bed that had a nightstand full of hair products and makeup. A stuffed rabbit sat against a reading lamp, nearly falling over. Rusty’s throat closed up. He’d won that for Mandy at the state fair when he was twelve. He picked it up and held it close. It smelled of her perfume—cinnamon and vanilla.

      The hairs stood up on the back of Rusty’s neck. He spun around, nearly dropping the stuffed animal. No one was there. It felt like someone was watching him, but the blinds were closed and the house was silent.

      He glanced around for a camera, but didn’t see anything. That, of course, didn’t mean anything. He recalled their old nanny cams that rested in the eyeballs of teddy bears. They weren’t visible unless you knew exactly where they were.

      If Chris confronted him on being there, he would say the truth—he was trying to help. Plus, his brother-in-law had told him to make himself at home. Getting to know his estranged sister was just that.

      Rusty returned the bunny and opened the top drawer of the nightstand. There were several romance books stashed in there. He picked up the stack, finding a variety of genres from horror to suspense. Another book sat beneath the others. It was different from the others. It looked like a journal.

      Bingo. He set the novels down and picked up the diary.

      Knock, knock. The front door.

      Rusty’s heart raced, feeling guilty for snooping. He shoved the books back and closed the drawer before putting the journal into the guest room. He slid it underneath the mattress and then hurried to the door.

      From the window next to the door, he saw Laura. She waved at him.

      Rusty opened the door.

      “Hi,” she said. “I noticed Chris’s van is still gone, and wanted to check in on you.”

      “I just got the kids to bed.”

      Laura frowned, her pretty eyes widening. “Poor things. I can’t even imagine what they’re going through. How are they holding up?”

      “About as well as can be expected.” Rusty opened the door wider, and she came in. “I think they’ve been eating cereal all week, though.”

      “I have a feeling you put a stop to that.” She took a deep breath. “Mmm. It smells so good in here. What did you order?”

      “I made chicken marsala.”

      “A man who can cook?” She arched a brow. “Impressive.”

      “Plenty of men cook.”

      “Not the ones I know.”

      “Maybe you should teach them.”

      She twisted a strand of hair tightly around her finger. “Dad has other interests and you can’t tell my ex-husband anything. Not that I’m the greatest cook.”

      “Oh. Do you want some food? I made plenty.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      He shrugged and closed the door.

      “Well, maybe I could. You talked me into it.”

      Laura glanced around, appearing curious. Had Chris forbidden her from coming inside? Rusty wanted to get back to Mandy’s journal, but maybe he could learn something from her friend. He warmed her up a plate in the microwave and turned around. She held up a bottle of wine. “Want some?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “I can’t think of a better time for it.”

      “How about some coffee? I make a mean organic creamer.”

      Laura tilted her head and gave him a once-over. “You’re a man of many surprises.” She returned the bottle to the wine rack. “If it’s anything like the chicken smells, how can I turn that down?”

      He set the plate on the table and prepared the coffee pot before gathering his ingredients for the creamer.

      “This is heavenly. Have you ever been a chef?” she asked.

      Rusty held in a snicker. “Hardly. I haven’t always had an interest in cooking.” He stirred milk in with the other creamer ingredients, poured the coffee into the mugs, and mixed in the creamer. He sat across from Laura and handed her one.

      She took a sip and closed her eyes as though savoring it.

      Rusty took a deep breath and thought about what to ask her. So many questions ran through his mind, it was hard to sort through them, much less pick where to start.

      Laura opened her eyes and held his gaze. “That’s the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

      The corners of his lips twitched. “What did I tell you?”

      “You should seriously open a restaurant. I’d go—every day. I don’t know why you bother with towing.”

      “It’s a labor of love. I can’t see myself cooking on a grand scale.”

      “Oh, I can. And you’d look great in a chef’s hat, too.”

      Warmth crept into his cheeks. Sure, he was used to being hit on—but not usually by sober women. In most cases, he was trying to keep them out of their cars before they hurt themselves or someone else.

      “Did Mandy ever learn to cook?”

      “Not unless it came from a box. She liked to eat out.”

      “Sounds like her.”

      “Why did you two grow apart?” Laura took another bite of chicken.

      “We had some differences of opinion. I always figured we’d have time to work them out.” Rusty frowned. “I should have tried sooner.”

      She put her hand on his arm. “You couldn’t have seen this coming. Heck, I talked to her every day, and I didn’t.”

      “I can’t believe she’s gone. I don’t want to think about her killing herself, but at the same time, I can’t think about anyone hurting her, either. What do you think? Were you serious about Chris?”

      They studied each other. Laura’s eyebrows wrinkled and some hair fell into her eyes. She brushed it away. “Everyone has problems, and Mandy always seemed to have more than her fair share.”

      That certainly sounded like his sister.

      Laura pulled some hair behind her ear and shrugged. “Trouble just seemed to follow her around, you know?”

      “Like what?”

      “Everything. Crazy stuff—like what you’d see on television. Not things that actually happen in the suburbs.” Her eyebrows came together as she continued studying him. It felt like she was feeling out his reactions.

      “Drugs?” Rusty asked.

      Laura sat up straight. “No, nothing like that. She moved past all that long ago. Why do you ask that?”

      Rusty looked into his half-full mug, not sure he wanted to talk about Mandy’s past. It had been hard enough to live through it, watching his sister destroy her life one piece at a time. At least she had cleaned up.

      “Rusty?”

      He glanced up at her. “She struggled with it a bit in her younger years. It caused some… rifts… in our family.” And by rifts, he meant ripping it apart. His parents had never been the same since cutting her out of their lives, but they’d had no other choice. “What was she like since you’ve known her?”

      Laura took another sip of her coffee. “She always seemed worried about something. Looking over her shoulder a lot.”

      “For what?”

      “She never really said.”

      “How close were the two of you?”

      She shrugged. “We talked. When we could.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Chris didn’t really like her out of his sight. He didn’t like me because I invited her out places. I don’t know what he thought—that I was taking her out to bars to meet men?” Laura shook her head. “Mandy liked going out for dinner and talking. We’d discuss work, kids, whatever.”

      “And he didn’t like that?”

      “Nope. It got to the point where she stopped asking about hanging out anymore. She hated bringing it up with him, so she stopped.”

      “So, you haven’t spent any time with her recently?” Rusty gathered the empty mugs and plate.

      “Just talking in our yards. Leaning over the backyard fence to gossip about the neighbors. Or sneaking in discussions while working on the front yards.”

      “Hmm.” Rusty put everything in the dishwasher and started it. “Did Chris still seem to hate you?”

      “Hate is a bit strong. But he never liked me.”

      Rusty sat back down. “Why was Chris so distrustful of you? Or is it Mandy he didn’t trust?”

      A strange expression covered Laura’s face for a moment, but then she smiled again. “Hard to say.”

      “What was that?”

      “What?” Laura’s eyes widened.

      “The look on your face. Like you know something. All I want is to figure out what really happened.”

      “So, you don’t think it was suicide, either?”

      “I’m the last one to judge her, but if it wasn’t, and I can help prove she didn’t take her own life, at least that would be one last thing I can do for my sister.” Tears stung his eyes and he blinked them away.

      Laura rested her chin in her palm. “I do have one theory.”

      “What is it?” Rusty leaned over the table, staring into her dark, mysterious eyes.

      She glanced from side to side and lowered her voice. “Mandy told me that she thought one of the kids isn’t Chris’s.”

      “Brady.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Just looking at him. He’s a spitting image of Mandy at that age, except for his coloring. Neither she nor Chris have that light of complexion or hair.”

      Laura leaned back. “That’s true. I wonder if she ever got the proof.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was talking about DNA testing. Comparing hair samples from their brushes.”

      “Why wait until now?” Rusty asked.

      “Well…” Laura played with her necklaces. “She thought she could make things work with Chris, and I guess they did for a while. But then last year, it was all she could talk about. To me, anyway. But then we stopped going out, and she didn’t bring it up anymore.”

      “Do you know who the guy was?” Rusty twisted his hands together under the table.

      Laura stared into his eyes. “Only the richest man in town.”
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