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Chapter 1 - House of Cards

Two and a Half Years Ago

YOU KNOW THAT SINKING FEELING YOU GET just before something bad happens? That’s the way Melissa MacDermott had felt while driving to work that afternoon at The White Peacock. She hadn’t been sure exactly what was wrong, she’d just known something hadn’t felt right. And then she’d arrived at work and learned there had been a glitch in the staffing schedule. It was the Friday of the Easter long weekend. They weren’t expecting to be particularly busy that night and yet a handful of extra staff had been mistakenly scheduled. At Chef’s direction, she had flipped a coin with the alternate sous chef and had ended up with the night off. Ordinarily she would have preferred to work the shift, but not tonight. Being home felt like the best place to be while her gut sorted out this feeling that she had.

“Gin,” Derek beamed as he laid his cards on the table. Her older brother’s rugged green eyes sparkled, having won yet another hand. He snickered at his own good fortune.

Mel tossed her cards on the table and scowled at him. She hadn’t managed to pull together anything decent in her own hand. Her best was a pair of sevens. Her mother had gotten the closest, only needing one more ten for a full house, while her father and Miles seemed to be in about the same boat as her.

Miles chuckled and looked under the table at Derek’s lap, searching for a stash of extra cards. “I swear you’re cheating,” he ribbed his brother through a wide, teasing smile.

“I’m not cheating,” Derek defended. His grin didn’t fade as he held up his hands to show they were empty. “If it’ll make you feel better, I’ll even take off my sweater so you know I’m not hiding cards up my sleeves.”

Cathy MacDermott laughed across the table at her son, fixing the small ponytail that held her stylishly graying chestnut curls off the back of her neck. “I think you’re going to need to do that, sweetheart, because we all think you’re up to some tricks over there.”

Mel’s older brother laughed in response as he reached for the hem of his sweater and pulled it off over his head. After dropping it to the floor, he straightened the T-shirt he wore underneath and ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Better?”

“Much,” Robert MacDermott nodded with a glimmer of amusement as he gathered all the cards from the center of the table. It was his turn to shuffle and deal. “What’s the matter, Mellie? You seem quiet.”

She shrugged and forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

“Good thing you stayed home, then.”

Yes, it was a good thing she’d decided to stay home. Mel sighed quietly as she watched her father shuffle the deck, wishing away the heaviness sitting in the pit of her stomach.

When an invite surfaced a few weeks ago to a fancy dinner tonight at Alden Castle, she didn’t make any plans to go. Friday nights were her night in the kitchen at the Peacock and she hadn’t wanted to disappoint Chef by asking for the night off; not on a long weekend when so many others would be asking not to be scheduled. He’d be counting on her to help run an efficient line. She knew it was a disappointment; being unable to attend the dinner, but Adam had understood why and was fine with going alone. Hopefully he would understand why she had still declined the invitation despite suddenly having the night off. She met her mother’s inquisitive gaze.

“Are you sure you’re alright, sweetheart?”

She nodded and smiled warmly in return. “Yes, I’m fine. Really. I’m just tired.”

Her father glanced at the clock as he dealt the cards. She knew what he was thinking; that it was only eight thirty on a night that she would normally be up well past midnight. Even though their children were now firmly planted in adulthood, Robert and Cathy’s care and concern when one of them was ill hadn’t wavered.

“Maybe you’re coming down with something,” Cathy offered.

As each new card slid into place in front of her, she picked it up and arranged her hand. “I’m fine,” she said again, hoping it wasn’t a lie.

Miles fidgeted in his seat and poised over the growing collection of cards in front of him, getting ready to snatch up his hand once all his cards had been dealt. “Alright, Mel. It comes down to you to stop Derek’s run of good luck. Whatever you do, don’t discard the cards he needs.”

“And now I’m psychic?” she smiled. “Or are you suggesting that Derek’s winning streak is my fault?”

“Oh, Mellie,” Robert MacDermott snickered. “It’s not your fault.” Her father paused before dealing her next card. She looked up to meet his eyes. “But yeah, don’t feed cards to Derek.”

“Well, if he wins this one, then someone needs to change seats with me cause my brain isn’t working well enough tonight to guess what he needs to win.”

“You’re playing brilliantly. Don’t listen to them,” Derek grinned.

She laughed and fanned out the cards in her hand. “Of course you would think that. You’re not letting anyone else win a round.”

Trying to make sense of the cards she had to work with; all she could see was a jumbled mess, not a single pair or anything close to a run. If her mind hadn’t been elsewhere, she might have been able to salvage something, but it was hard to focus on their card game.

She picked up the two of hearts that her mother had discarded. Now she had a pair. Carefully, she threw away the ten of clubs, hoping it would be useless to Derek. When he picked it up and added it to his hand with a small snicker, her family sighed. How was she to know he needed the ten of clubs? She looked at her giddy older brother.

“You know, Derek. This competitive streak of yours is probably why your girlfriends don’t stick around for long,” she teased.

Derek’s brow rose atop his smiling eyes. “What competitive streak? I’m usually the one who loses all night. And I do it with dignity; I don’t get all whiny like you guys.”

“I’m entitled to whine every so often,” her father defended. “Speaking of which, we should open that bottle of red that Wayne gave us today.”

“Uncle Wayne gave you a bottle of wine today?” Mel asked as she watched Miles pass over the four of diamonds Derek discarded from his hand and slide the top card off the deck. He added it to his hand and contemplated which one to throw away.

“Yes. They’re off to Aunt Pam’s sister’s for dinner on Sunday so they won’t be joining us after all. It was his way of apologizing. I guess there’s family visiting from Germany and staying with Pam’s sister who’s organized a large family dinner for that side of the family for Sunday. I don’t know how all of that slipped his mind and didn’t end up in his calendar.” Robert shook his head at the seven of spades that Miles threw away and reached for the top card on the deck.

“He messed that up because he’s been too busy at work,” Derek offered. “He needs to slow down.”

“He’s not any busier than the rest of us,” Miles noted. “And that’s a good sign. The company’s doing well and we’re all busy.”

“Oh, you guys are not going to start talking shop, are you? You promised you wouldn’t,” Mel reminded them gently.

Of their family of five, Mel was the only one not to work at MacDermott Publishing. Even her uncle and two of her cousins worked there. Her father was the CEO, her mother the children’s book editor, Miles oversaw their nonfiction catalog, and Derek ran the adult fiction division. She decided not to follow in her family’s footsteps; always striving to be different and unique, and followed her heart into the culinary arts. They tried to avoid talking about the business when at home, for her sake and the fact that work needed to stay at work, but sometimes conversations at home crossed that line.

Robert discarded the ten he’d selected from the deck with gusto, making sure to point it out to Derek. Derek shrugged, unfazed by the act, leaving Mel to assume he was working on a run.

“No, we’re not talking about work,” her father added.

“We’re talking about why Derek’s girlfriends don’t stick around,” Miles teased.

“As if you’re seeing any action,” her older brother countered.

Miles shrugged. “Maybe I just haven’t told you anything about it.”

Derek laughed and leaned back in his chair, sizing up his younger brother. “I doubt that. When have you not told me about the latest cute girl with pretty blue eyes to cross your path?”

“I’m not the open book you think I am,” Miles chuckled.

Mel looked at her twin quizzically. She hadn’t heard anything about Miles dating someone new either.

“Sometimes it’s nice to have a few secrets,” he said coyly. “Your turn, Mom.”

“Oh, right. Sorry,” Cathy apologized, selecting the top card from the deck. She quickly tossed it aside.

Mel picked up the two of spades her mother was quick to discard. Now she had three of a kind. She considered the remaining cards, avoiding throwing away her nine in case Derek was working on a run and instead tossed her four of clubs.

Derek reached for it before it had even had a chance to settle on top of the discard pile. “Gin,” he grinned as he laid down his hand.

“Mel!” Miles scolded.

She tossed her hand into the center of the table and raised her shoulders in disbelief. “So sue me!”

“Switch seats,” Miles smiled.

He pushed his seat back and grabbed his bottle of beer from the table before walking around to replace Mel in her seat ahead of Derek. She carried her glass of water around to his vacant chair, pausing for a moment to take inventory of the heaviness she felt in her gut. It hadn’t gone away. Even in oversized sweats, she didn’t feel comfortable. She gingerly sat down and placed her water on the table in front of her while her mother gathered the cards for her turn to deal.

“You could have worn that dark green dress. I’m sure it would have been fine,” Cathy suggested.

“But he RSVP’d a few weeks ago. He hadn’t said he was bringing a guest. It would’ve been a hassle to try to squeeze me in at the last minute.” She hoped she sounded convincing.

“I’m sure they could have made room for you. I doubt the seating was assigned,” her mother continued.

“Yeah, but everyone from his office probably already sorted that out. It wouldn’t have been fair to mess up their plans.”

Cathy shrugged and shuffled. “It’s not every day you get that kind of an invitation, honey. You’ve never been to Alden Castle before. It was probably worth the hassle and I’m sure everyone would have been happy to have you there.”

“That’s okay. I’ll hear all about it tomorrow night.”

“Are you staying at his place tomorrow night?” Her mother’s hands absently worked the cards into a new order.

“Yeah, after work. That’s the plan.”

Her father raised his brow. “If you’re coming down with something, you may not be heading into work tomorrow.”

She shrugged. “We’ll see.” That’s all she could do anyway. Wait and see.

“And then you’re both here for dinner on Sunday?” her mother asked.

“Yup,” she nodded.

“I’ll be out tomorrow night, too,” Miles noted, working his way into the conversation.

Mel was grateful for his innocent redirection of the topic away from her. She didn’t want to continue talking about the missed dinner. She didn’t want to accidentally say more or hint to anything in the tone of her voice.

“I’ve got plans. It’ll just be you guys and Derek for dinner.”

Derek chuckled. “What makes you think I don’t have any Saturday night plans?”

“Do you have any Saturday night plans?” Miles smirked at him.

“Maybe. Maybe I’m not an open book either.”

Maybe none of them were as transparent as they all thought they were, she considered. After all, she was clutching a secret tightly to her chest. God, she hoped it all would be well in the end.

“I’m going to get that wine. Mellie, want a glass?” Her father slid out of his chair.

“No thanks, Dad.”

“Derek? Miles?”

Derek nodded. “Sure. I’m not planning on going anywhere later.”

Miles shook his head and held up his bottle of beer.

Robert began to walk away from the table, stopped by the sound of his wife’s voice. “Aren’t you going to ask me?”

He turned and smiled. “Oh, my love. I know well enough that I didn’t even need to ask. I’ll bring you one of the larger glasses.”

Cathy winked at her husband of thirty-two years and began to deal out the cards around the table. “Just so you know, Derek, I’ve stacked the deck and you’re getting the bad hand this round.”

“Oh, Mom. You love me too much to do that to me.”

She smiled adoringly at her eldest child. “I love you to the moon and back, but you won’t be winning this hand. I promise. And Miles? If you feed him cards, I’ll disown you. Mama needs a win.”

Miles shook his head and quipped, “Well, Mama better deal herself a spectacular hand because I’m planning on taking this one.”

Mel picked up each card as it slid toward her across the glossy wooden surface of the table. When the third eight arrived, she worked to keep her poker face firmly planted. She was going to be left with an impossible decision; she could see it now. It was going to be a gamble between keeping the two or the jack when her turn came about. She lowered her cards as her father returned with three glasses of wine, distributing them to Derek and his wife before returning to his chair and gathering up his own hand. As he fanned them out and sorted them into a logical order, he looked over at Miles and then to Mel.

“So tell me why it is that Derek can’t seem to keep any of his girlfriends around for very long?”

“Oh, geez,” Derek sighed. “I’m just selective, alright.”

Miles shrugged, ignoring his older brother’s explanation. “I think he’s disappointing them in the bedroom.” He selected a card from the deck and threw away a jack.

Mel looked at her hand, leaning toward keeping the two.

“That might be your problem, little man, but I happen to know that’s not a problem for me.” Derek’s lips curled proudly. He slid the top card off the deck, adding it to his hand and deliberating over which to discard.

“I really don’t need to hear about your sex lives,” Cathy groaned. She had no doubt that thirty-one-year-old Derek and the twenty-eight-year-old twins had sex lives; however, given the choice during these types of conversations, she’d always insisted that she wanted nothing to do with any of the details.

“Don’t worry, Mom. We’re all still virgins,” Miles laughed.

“That’s better,” Cathy laughed, too.

Derek discarded a two, and as it floated down to the table and landed on top of Miles’ jack, she felt herself inflate with that serendipitous feeling of being in the right place at the right time; entirely in contradiction with the heaviness she felt in her gut. Her body twitched in a small happy dance as she giddily reached for the two, adding it to her hand. So much for Derek’s winning streak.

“Gin,” she smiled proudly, laying her cards down on the table in front of her. Three eights and two twos prominently displayed. She threw the jack onto the discard pile.

Miles shook his head. “That should have been my hand.”

Her parents gushed simultaneously that they were proud she’d won the round and stopped Derek’s luck. She felt good at that moment and pushed the cards across the table to Miles for his turn as dealer.

“So, Derek, maybe your problem is that you keep chasing these full-figured blondes.” Miles pulled all the cards together. “I’m looking over a manuscript on body language, and I can’t remember all the details, but there was a study done at the end of the nineties that suggested people are most attracted to those with similar physical features and similar faces. It sounds a little vain, but maybe you should be looking for your female clone.”

“As in my twin?” he asked to which Miles nodded.

Mel grimaced. Now there was an unsavory thought. Derek had often been called her other twin brother. “That’s disgusting.”

It was pure chance they’d all been granted similar genes in the looks department; that they’d all grown up to look so similar despite her mother enduring two pregnancies with three completely separate embryos. Derek and Miles shared a darker shade to their brunette hair while hers was more of a chestnut, but their green eyes were very similar, as were their noses, general facial shape, and slender physiques. People often commented that they could be triplets, and not just that it was obvious that she and Miles were twins. It was always a warming compliment to hear, but the idea that either of her brothers should be seeking a relationship with someone who looked like her gave her the willies.

“No, no. Not in an incestuous way,” Miles protested. “Kids are naturally well-programmed early in life to avoid attractions to family members.”

“Damn right,” Mel agreed.

Miles continued. “According to that study, people tend to find those with similar facial features to their own more attractive.”

“Then I guess you two are sort of screwed,” her father laughed. “Good luck finding someone who looks like you but doesn’t remind you of your sister.”

“I knew there had to be a reason they were still single,” her mother sighed.

Derek snorted. “Hell, I’d run screaming if I came across a woman with the same mix of crazy and weird as Mellie, even if they did look just like me.” Derek pointed at her. “Remember back when you were in high school and you dyed your hair?”

“Oh, I will never forget that,” her mother smiled at the funny memory.

“And there was that time she was in college and went skinny dipping in that fountain,” Miles added.

“She didn’t exactly skinny dip,” her father corrected. “We had the charges reduced to public intoxication since she was essentially wearing the equivalent of a bikini.”

Mel blushed and waved them all off. “Alright. Let’s not walk down memory lane. Miles, deal the cards so I can win another hand.”

“But I can see Miles’ point,” Derek added. “I’m a hot looking guy. It would be awesome to look at myself in the mirror all the time when I’m looking at my girlfriend.”

“Yeah, good luck convincing us you have a vain bone in your body,” her mother countered. “I’m guessing that study was likely suggesting that people gravitate toward features that are familiar and comfortable, don’t you think Miles?”

“Yeah, I think so. Narrow faces attract narrow faces or wide-set eyes attract wide-set eyes, et cetera, and now that I think about it...” Miles glanced between his mother’s face, his father’s, and then back to his mother’s. “You and Dad have the same eyebrows.”

Mel looked at her mother’s perfectly shaped and penciled brows in comparison to her father’s wild mess. She wasn’t the only one rolling her eyes at her brother.

“Adam doesn’t look like either of you two,” Mel noted, feeling the need to work against the grain and prove Miles wrong.

He smiled and began dealing the shuffled cards. “Yeah, but it’s not like he’s a rugged lumberjack. You guys are very similar.”

“But he doesn’t look like you guys. You wouldn’t actually date someone who looked like me, would you?” She glanced at both of her brothers.

Derek shook his head while Miles shrugged. “I can appreciate the science behind it; of being attracted to a similar look, but I think it really comes down to personality and mutual likes and dislikes for it to work. I agree with Derek. If a woman looked too similar and had your wacky personality, I think I’d be creeped out.”

“Yeah, you wouldn’t be the only one,” she agreed.

“No worries, Mellie. Ever since you puked on my monopoly game board when you were eight, I stopped thinking you were cute,” Derek laughed.

Mel chuckled at the memory. He’d been so angry at her for doing that as if she'd had any control over her spontaneous projectile vomit. “For me, I think it was when I caught you peeing on Mom’s flowers when I was a lot younger than that.”

“You did what?” Her mother stared at the embarrassed Derek across the table, her lips tugging at a curious smile.

They continued to play cards until almost nine thirty. She enjoyed the distraction. They’d often had a game night when they were all younger; it had been a good way to learn that sometimes you win and sometimes you lose, but you never lose your cool or take it personally. It was that sort of family support that Mel had often leaned on over the years when it felt like life wasn’t going in the direction she’d hoped it would, even during her rebellious period. And it was exactly the sort of support she wished she could lean on right now, but she wasn’t prepared to break any promises yet. Their company had meant the world to her.

As their card game broke up, Miles admitted to feeling beat himself and thought he’d grab a quick snack and then lie down for a short while to see if he could find his second wind. She climbed the stairs behind him after announcing she wanted to check her email. She stopped at her door while he traveled farther down the hall to his own with a bag of chips in hand.

“Are you going to get back up for the news at eleven?” she asked before stepping through her doorway. They often joined their parents for the late news broadcast when they were home.

“Yeah, maybe. Probably,” he nodded as he turned the corner.

She closed her door behind her and took a deep breath now that she was alone. Crossing to her bed, she grabbed one of her soft, furry throw pillows and hugged it to her chest as she lay down on her side and curled into a ball. Her day had not unfolded as she thought it would when she’d gotten up that morning.

She had been bright and happy earlier today; energetic even with a soft glow of joy filling every recess within her soul. It wasn’t until she was changing for work this afternoon that she started to feel out of sorts. It was best that she’d lost out on the shift at the Peacock. And declining the invitation to dinner even though she had the night off had been the right thing to do...

She was grateful that she and her brothers still lived at home; that she didn’t end up spending the evening alone. She’d often thought about getting her own place like many of her girlfriends had; of taking that final step into adulthood, but couldn’t stand the thought of living someplace by herself. She liked knowing there were others in the house to pass in the halls or drink coffee with in the morning, or play cards with in the evenings when she was home on an evening like tonight when she really needed to be distracted.

If she continued to feel this way, she might need to actually talk to her mother; to break her promise and share the secret she was clinging to tightly. The secret offered hope for a solid tomorrow and she didn’t want anything to ruin that. She wanted the whole package, yet she felt torn. To do nothing may see that hope flushed away. To prematurely and unnecessarily include her mother would be to break her promise to keep the secret. She decided to wait a while longer; she needed another distraction.

She hadn’t signed into her email for the better part of the week. She probably had a bunch of notes from friends to catch up on. And there was a week’s worth of social media to scour. That would likely turn her mind onto other things for quite some time. And she should send Adam a note. She wasn’t sure what to say, but she should say something before she called it a night. He wouldn’t be home for hours, and maybe he’d appreciate it if there was a note waiting for him.

She contemplated turning on her laptop for a good thirty minutes before she finally peeled herself off her bed. While it warmed up, she selected a soft instrumental CD and popped it into her player next to her desk. She settled her headphones atop her ears and slipped off into another place entirely, opening her internet browser and launching her mail program.

She had several notes waiting for her from her friends. Jocelyn wanted to know if she was free next weekend to hit a club. They’ve known each other since high school. She’d also forwarded several jokes which Mel read through in their entirety. She replied to let Jocelyn know she was scheduled to work next Friday night, but Saturday was a possibility; she’d have to get back to her. Cheryl had sent a few notes, updating everyone on her travels through Europe. They were rather long and descriptive and Mel absorbed each and every word before sending a quick reply to let her know how jealous she was of the sights her friend was experiencing. Rebecca wrote to bitch about her boyfriend troubles. Mel contemplated the problem and then wrote a supportive email in reply, along with a few possible solutions. She tried her best to be upbeat and positive. She didn’t like the boyfriend, Marcus, but Rebecca was dead set on continuing to put up with his bullshit. And Gail had just gotten a promotion at work. Mel sent congratulations her way before glancing at the clock. It was still only ten forty-five.

She pulled off her headphones and peered outside her bedroom door. The hallway seemed oddly dark. Was no one still up? She heard her father’s squeaky dresser drawer close in her parents’ room down the hall and wondered if they’d decided not to stay up for the news. He rarely changed before he headed for bed. She closed her door and returned to her laptop, opening a new note addressed to Adam.

She deliberated over whether to send him an explanation tonight. He’d been upset that she wouldn’t go to the dinner now that she had the night off; didn’t quite believe her when she’d simply said she wasn’t feeling up to it; that she was tired. If she sent a long note now, he’d be inclined to call her or come over after he got home. He would have most likely been drinking, and if he’d had too much and made a lot of noise when he got here, her family might be alarmed. She also didn’t want to ruin his night. It would keep, she decided. She’ll explain tomorrow. They’d work it out, then. She opted for a note that was short and sweet.

“Hey, babe. Hope you had a great time tonight. Please let me make it up to you tomorrow after work. I promise to wear that sexy pink number... Love you.”

She clicked send and sent the message flying off to his inbox. She turned as she heard her doorknob jiggle. Usually, people knock before entering her room. Why would someone just jiggle her doorknob? Maybe it was Miles heading downstairs to watch the news after all? She crossed the room and opened her door.

Derek stood before her. She felt a disorienting jolt as if suspended in time for a brief moment before clawing her way back to reality. In a flash he was gone and she questioned whether she’d even seen him in the first place or if the shadows in the darkened hallway were playing tricks on her. Her first thought was to worry about her health, and once the moment passed, she glanced out in the hall. No one was nearby. Her sense of foreboding instantly faded away, replaced with a calming warmth and feeling of well-being. Everything would be just fine. She was silly to worry at all.

She closed her door and changed into her pajamas. Nestled under her covers, she smiled as she turned off the light beside her bed.

Tomorrow will be a better day.

 


Chapter 2 - A New Find or an Old Favorite

Present Day

When someone lays a claim of truth at your feet, the gears inside your head begin to turn and grind like a well-oiled factory sorting line where you judge that truth, slap a label on it, and place it in the proper filing bin in your mind.

Given the source, you may simply accept what you’re told and act accordingly, filing it away as uncontested fact.

You may accept the truth but rebel against convention; pushing the boundaries as if dared to meet a challenge and flying in the face of that truth simply because you can. You file such a claim among your other rejected rules.

You may question the validity of that truth and seek answers for yourself to prove or disprove it as fact along with all your other yet-to-be-confirmed theories.

Or you may ignore it altogether, wiping its existence from your mind and living as if such a truth had never graced your ears. Once placed in the denial bin, such distressing truths avoid the light of day, and when one is also blinded by love, the cozy and snug denial bin can be a very warm and comfortable place to exist. This is where Mel spent most of her time these days.

Two and a half years ago, she was savagely murdered, along with her parents and twin brother Miles, by her older brother. They’d just concluded a fun-filled evening together playing cards when, out of the blue, Derek had attacked and murdered them all in their family home on the Friday of the long Easter weekend. That truth hadn’t been discovered by them until the next afternoon when she had arrived at work, only to be ignored by her coworkers. They had been all-consumed by news of her brother’s arrest.

She and her parents had been labeled as traumatic deaths; a close cousin to a blind death in which they’d seen a minute glimpse of what had happened but were then instantly blanketed by a protective cocoon that made the experience surreal. Even though they’d all seen a flash of Derek standing before them, they hadn’t been left with a memory of terror or pain. They had no clear recollection of being attacked or the moment they finally slipped away from the mortal plane. Miles wasn’t as fortunate; a blind death who’d slept through his murder and had no reference glimpse to ground him to reality; to convince his mind it had actually happened.

And even though Mel should have been as accepting of the change in her circumstances as her parents, like Miles, she just couldn’t easily extricate herself from the mortal plane. Ever since that day, she knew she was living a problematic life. It had been so unfair. She hadn’t been ready to die. And for the past two and a half years, she had been good at masking her true feelings and hiding her problem from everyone else.

Those around her were focusing on Derek’s arrest and romp through the judicial system, wondering what switch inside his head had suddenly flipped and led him to wipe out his family. And they were also focusing on Miles’ extreme obsession in following every detail, every conversation, court appearance, and meeting. It had made it fairly easy for her to slip through the cracks.

She tagged along and offered Miles support and company in his quest for knowledge. Perceived by the Cognizants in her life to be as obsessed as Miles, she received the same gentle encouragement from them as he did. “It doesn’t matter why Derek did what he did.” “You and Miles need to move forward.” “Focus on being Home.” “Just live and feed your soul.” She’d nod in understanding, safely hiding behind “the Derek thing”, and then do the exact opposite of the advice given. How could she not?

That wasn’t to say she wasn’t interested in knowing why Derek had murdered them. She did want to know that answer. In the beginning, she’d been furious with Derek. How dare he! How dare he end her life when it was just beginning! But, unlike Miles, instead of openly clinging to “all things Derek”, she quietly focused on the life she hadn’t been ready to give up. She knew that a time would come when she’d eventually have to deal with her problem, but tomorrow always seemed to be a better day to work on it than today.

When Joanie arrived in Boston two months ago and they became friends, she’d heard Tim and Kevin raving about how quickly the perky redhead was progressing toward her wisdom. Cogs could be quite annoying that way. They’d rave about Sam, too, holding the two newer arrivals up as a normal standard for her and Miles to view. It was a comparison that highlighted the delays she and Miles were experiencing because of “the whole Derek mess”. Then a month ago, Juliette arrived Home; a quick learner on a speedy path to wisdom, and the pressure to shape up increased.

Still, in her heart, there was always tomorrow. She knew she had a problem and for two and a half years she’d kept it hidden from everyone. Everyone, that is, except Miles. They had an unspoken pact: she wouldn’t give him a hard time about his obsession with Derek, and in return, he wouldn’t give her a hard time when she quietly and secretly slipped away to spend time with Adam, and neither of them spoke about it with anyone else.

Of course, Miles didn’t know all there was to know. No one did, and no one ever would. They’d made a promise; it would be their secret to hold forever, and Adam had gone above and beyond to make sure that promise wasn’t broken. She couldn’t hold herself to a lesser standard. She wouldn’t. She owed him that much.

Exactly three days ago, Derek had finally shared what had really transpired that led him to kill them all. He shared the truth with Juliette’s reporter friend, Christine Ross, in a meeting at the prison in Florence, Colorado while Miles and Juliette listened. Miles had told Mel everything when she’d found him at their house in Angels Camp later that night. And then he’d told Tim last night at the bar as well after they had returned to Boston together. Soon everyone would know; they’d been murdered by their brother who had been high on some psychotropic drug and thought he was battling monsters in his home. With the mystery solved, the reason to cling to the mortal plane was eliminated and everyone would be expecting her and Miles to sail across the wisdom finish line. Suddenly, tomorrow didn’t seem as far away as it did a week ago.

“Ignore the mortal plane.” That was one of the lessons. “Focus on being here at Home and just live.”

But she couldn’t ignore the mortal plane. She was intricately linked with what she left behind and unable to unravel herself from the tapestry that had been her life. It was ironic, she thought. When she was mortal, she would sometimes wonder about the afterlife; about angels and spirits and God and whether she ever received a sign from Heaven when she had decisions to make. Now that she was dead, the signs that she was noticing seemed to be coming from the mortal plane.

Four weeks ago, The White Peacock exploded; left charred and fractured. She could no longer wander within its walls as she’d done many times before, reliving memories that she held onto tightly. The tables were gone, as was the bar and her usual station in the kitchen. She felt like it was a screaming signpost pointed directly at her, blocking her access because she wouldn’t let go on her own.

That same day, her Uncle Wayne had announced that MacDermott Publishing had finally achieved their goal of raising two million dollars for donation to Children’s Hospital. Miles had started that campaign, and even without him steering the project, the mortal world had managed to move forward and get the job done. They’d managed to fulfill Miles’ dream without him, as if he were an unnecessary piece of that project. The mortal world was moving forward in spite of the fact that they had left. It was another screaming signpost.

And now, just a few days ago, Derek had finally shared what had happened, shaking her with the latest jolt. Sure, a dark cloud had been lifted, and she felt some relief knowing he had not acted out of rage or malice. But with his confession came a strong wind that blew away the only explanation for her delayed progress on the wisdom train at Home. She could no longer hide behind “the Derek thing” and sit in the shadows while everyone held the bright spotlight on Miles and his extreme obsession.

The mortal world seemed to be telling her that she could no longer stay with the old and familiar; that she had to move on to the new. Logically, she knew the signs were right, and she knew she needed to do that, but as much as she thought about it—and she had been thinking about it—she couldn’t let go. Even so, she knew that soon the spotlight would dance across the stage away from Miles and land on her and she’d be forced to explain.

A new layer of guilt had also settled deep in her stomach. She was so familiar with the feeling of guilt in general that she barely noticed it anymore, but now there was more. Three weeks ago, she learned that she had chosen to die before she was thirty. That was a particularly hard pill to swallow. She remembered her only winning hand from their game of cards the night she had died, a full house of twos and eights. She’d been twenty-eight years old. She’d also thrown away a jack; and maybe it was quite a stretch when it came to mortal signs, but in hindsight, she wondered if it had been a premonition that Derek would fall that evening. Miles had also discarded a jack. Maybe they had both symbolically tossed their beloved brother aside.

And when she awoke this morning after their fun-filled Saturday night at the bar, her stomach felt like it was throbbing. Guilt mixed with butterflies. Guilt mixed with hope for happiness. Guilt mixed with fear about the unknown path ahead of her. Even now, as she stared at Adam through the living room window of the small house, her stomach throbbed miserably.

The world outside was dull and dreary; the late Sunday morning sun hidden behind thick, gray clouds threatening to drench the city, while the room on the other side of the glass was lit with a single bulb; warm and welcoming. In reality, they were separated by more than a wall. She knew that fact too well. The veil between her world and his was so thin, it was transparent, yet it might as well have been constructed of concrete. That made it even more difficult; the ability to be so close and yet so far away.

He was seated in the large, overstuffed armchair in the corner of the room across from the window. A thick hardcover book rested comfortably in his hands. His eyes were glued to the page. She saw no other movement within the adjoining rooms and no car in the driveway. She closed her eyes and swallowed as she wished the turmoil in her gut away. It didn’t leave her.

He was still in his pajamas even though it was closing in on noon. He didn’t look like he’d only awoken a short while ago. The empty coffee mug sitting on the small table beside the chair suggested he’d been reading for some time. His dark-brown hair was warmed by the light thrown over his shoulder from the tall lamp behind him and his expression was relaxed. Perhaps a quiet, solitary morning had been a gift.

Today was his birthday; he was turning thirty-three, and despite the present quiet, Mel knew that it wouldn’t last long. There was likely a party planned for later in the day. His parents and sister would probably visit, and maybe several friends. Of course, she hadn’t been invited. Most would presume that she was a closed chapter in his life, but in her heart, she knew that he’d wish for her to be there if he could. After all, it was hard to close a chapter when you were still reading it.

He turned the page and she continued to watch, mindlessly moving hair off her face and tucking it behind her ear. He seemed so peaceful. She knew that wasn’t always the case. He still struggled from time to time. The recent arrival of a few gray hairs near his temples was testament to the emotional roller coaster ride he internalized and locked away, but that she could still sometimes read in his face. She knew his eyes too well not to see the flash of pain behind his glance those times when he would pause and look up at her picture.

She peered in the window, confirming that the small picture frame was still sitting on one of the higher shelves of the tall bookcase near the end of the couch. It was out of place in his family home no differently than an intruder in the darkness of night. There hadn’t really been any protests when he placed it there. Concern had been quietly whispered by his parents, but he’d simply replied that if he belonged there, then so did the framed photograph; it was a part of him that he was not going to simply stuff inside a drawer and forget. That was the extent of the discussion. His parents held their tongues; it wasn’t their place to limit the way he chose to express his grief or honor her memory.

He’d captured her image using his mediocre digital camera on an ordinary summer day. They hadn’t been doing anything special, just sitting in his parents’ backyard, but he had loved the way the light played across her long, chestnut hair and smiling face, her mischievous green eyes accentuated by the blurry and muted greens of a bush that had been behind her. He had printed it on a four by six photo sheet, bought a simple sterling frame especially for it, and had prominently set it out so he could share it with company. He’d often teased that if he’d been using a much better camera and a higher resolution, he would have printed it as a poster. She had been secretly relieved that he hadn’t been able to do that.

She’d heard him talking to Ray about a year ago; his best friend, and he’d confessed that sometimes he had felt her around him. Sometimes, he had felt like she was right there in the room with him. Ray had told him he was crazy, but she had glowed. He still loved her. More importantly, he could feel her love for him through that “concrete wall” that separated them. Despite everything being what it was, her heart would question why she would consider walking away, and her logical mind would answer: because she had to.

She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, the guilt still irritating her core. A week ago, a soft and gentle breeze in the form of a man named William Barnsdale had arrived in Boston like a breath of fresh air. Another sign, transitioning from the mortal plane and landing at her feet; dripping wet and covered only by the navy towel wrapped around his waist. He’d awakened a part of her that had been dormant for so long the moment he had stepped out into Juliette’s hallway after his shower. Now she felt torn and confused.

She was pretty sure that Joanie had only been joking last night when she had told Juliette in the restroom of the bar that it was huge that a man had captured her attention. After all, Joanie had only known her for a couple of months, and when someone is “picky when it comes to men”, the excuse she’d used in explanation, it wasn’t far-fetched that she hadn’t met anyone that she liked since being Home. In truth, her heart had been clinging to the mortal plane; that is, until Willy had sparked something deep inside her.

How had Willy captured her attention when her heart was here? How was it possible that she suddenly had a crush on another man? Her brother’s words had been haunting her since Friday night. When he had finally arrived in Angels Camp after leaving Juliette stranded in Colorado, they had talked well into the early morning hours. Miles was the only one she would even consider talking to about this, about a sudden crush despite her love for Adam.

“Perhaps your wisdom is returning,” Miles had said.

The thought frightened her. For years, loving Adam was all she knew. She couldn’t help but feel that she was betraying him. She knew the thought was ridiculous, but her mind seemed to have little effect on her emotions.

She pressed her hand to the glass. Ordinarily, she’d skate inside and sit with him; updating him on her life and rambling on as if he could hear her, especially if he were alone. And she wanted to tell him the news about Derek, but she couldn’t bear to get any closer than she was. There was too much guilt in the way. She’d spent last night at the bar with her friends. Juliette had brought Willy along with her and she’d spent the night dancing with him, sitting close to him while they talked, and allowing her mind to wander through thoughts of a possible future with him. This morning, she had woken up remembering the past and this new guilt crawled into her gut.

Adam turned his head slightly as his warm, brown eyes followed the words from the left page to the right. He had always loved to read. She hadn’t seen him do it for quite some time and wondered what the book was that he’d escaped into, a new find or an old favorite? She couldn’t tell from where she stood. He always removed the jacket while he read to keep it from getting spoiled.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. She’d told him that a thousand times, only today she felt she was saying so much more. She had always been sorry for leaving him behind, and now she was also sorry for the wandering of her thoughts toward another man.

“This is ridiculous,” she audibly sighed. She needed to find a way to quit this; to quit him. She needed to stop this guilt from swirling within her.

Her cell phone rang inside her purse, but she ignored it. She’d check her messages later. Adam lowered the book to his lap and glanced toward the window as if he’d been disturbed by the noise of her phone. Of course, she knew that was impossible. As he stared in her direction, she slowly curled her fingers against the glass, grasping the image of him looking at her. She also knew he couldn’t see her, but it had been so long since it had felt like he was looking at her; she basked in the feeling.

“Happy birthday, babe,” she whispered.

His lips appeared to curl up in a contented smile, although she wasn’t entirely sure.

 


Chapter 3 - Room With a View

“Where did you disappear to?” Joanie smiled. She was standing in front of the hallway mirror as Mel walked in the door of her apartment. “I called you a little while ago.”

Mel winced apologetically. She’d forgotten to check her voicemail after that call. She’d been preoccupied with Adam’s glance out the window. “Sorry, I was just out for a walk,” she lied, dropping her purse to the floor near her feet. “Why are you all dressed up? I thought we were going to be lazy today.”

Joanie turned back to the mirror and adjusted her blouse. “Did you sneak off to see Willy?”

She shook her head and slipped off her jacket. “No. Where are you going?”

“Has he called or anything?” Joanie looked over her shoulder. Her porcelain complexion caught the light, her expression hopeful.

Mel offered a demure smile and shook her head once again, sliding open the hall closet door and reaching for a hanger. “Nope, I haven’t heard from him.”

The redhead bounced toward Mel and took the hanger from her hand, placing it back inside the closet. “Put that back on. We’re going to see a man about an apartment.”

“An apartment?”

“Yeah, Tim called. He has a friend who’s just gone On Retreat and left a two-bedroom sitting unused. He said we could borrow it.”

“What? Really?”

The idea took her by surprise. The thought of moving had first entered her mind with her grandfather’s announcement a couple of months ago that their time in the house in Angels Camp was running out. She knew she had to move somewhere in the not-too-distant future but hadn’t yet seriously pondered options, including whether Boston would be the place where she’d move. When her parents then announced that they weren’t staying together anymore, and her father confirmed that he’d already moved, she had stopped going home every night. Life in California had gotten too uncomfortable for her.

It was at that exact same time that the news broke that the gang in Boston had all been friends before six of them went off on this last mortal retreat.

She began crashing at Miles’ on his couch but hadn’t liked being alone when he took off as often as he had and so stayed with Joanie instead. But neither Miles’ studio loft nor Joanie’s one bedroom were designed to accommodate a long-term guest, and since it sounded like she might end up in Boston eventually anyway, she and Joanie had talked casually about sharing a place while they waited for their wisdom. But they’d only talked about it casually; girlfriends sitting together in their pajamas during a sleepover dreaming about all the possibilities for the future.

It slipped out last night. She hadn’t meant to announce or commit to anything. They’d all been sitting at the table. She and Willy had been chatting and there had been something in his voice, or his eyes, or his posture that had her thinking he was unsure if she was truly available since she lived so far away. He had been trying to wrap his head around the whole concept of skating between places, but even knowing that was possible, she thought he’d sounded disappointed. So, she had let him know that she was thinking about moving back to Boston.

Hearing the conversation, Joanie had casually mentioned to the table that they’d bounced around the idea of rooming together. That’s all it was, a casual bounce. They hadn’t asked Tim to find them a place. She hadn’t even said that she was doing more than thinking about it. She hadn’t mentioned a time frame. It was simply a thought in her mind about some unknown point in the future and a casual mention to their friends.

“Why would Tim want to show us an apartment?”

Joanie shrugged. “I guess he liked the idea of your plan to move back.”

“What plan?” Mel sighed as she slipped her jacket back on. Maybe in Tim’s world, thinking about it meant she’d made a firm decision.

Joanie smiled as she reached for her purse. “He’s got to be thinking that moving back to Boston is the right thing for you if he’s calling this morning about an apartment. And he tells me this place is awesome; that it won’t sit empty for long.”

“He’s not supposed to be interfering in my decisions,” Mel growled.

“I know, right?”

As one of the two friends who’d not gone on the last retreat, Tim had been instructed by her premortal self to pull her back in. He was to make contact with her and Miles and befriend them along with Kevin, but beyond that, it was up to them to make their own decisions as they worked toward their wisdom. And early on, it had been a lot of fun hanging out with them when she had skated to Boston to see Miles. As trained Shepherds who’d helped a lot of Newcomers, they had wide social circles and were constantly introducing them to new people. She’d always had a good time and had looked forward to evenings out with them.

When Sam stuck to “the group”, she hadn’t thought anything of it. He’d been another Newcomer in town like Miles and the two of them had struck up a friendship over their common experiences and interests. When she’d been introduced to Joanie a couple of months ago, and Joanie had stuck to “the group” as well, it was refreshing to no longer be the only girl when they all hung out. Now she knew that the group was actually being pulled together by Tim and Kevin; that there was nothing random or coincidental in any of it.

As Shepherds, Mel knew they were both skilled in being able to quietly steer people in a certain direction without it appearing that the Newcomer was even being directed, even though they kept saying they wouldn’t interfere with the decisions the Newcomer made. They had claimed they could offer some coaching and provide information about Home as it was needed, but they wouldn’t interfere. And now he wanted to show them an apartment? How was that not interfering and trying to steer her decisions?

And the whole idea of borrowing someone else’s stuff still irked her. In the beginning, she hadn’t thought much about it. It was what people did. Well, not everyone, but it happened a lot. If they didn’t already have them, they borrowed homes and cars until their wisdom and full ability returned. Miles had borrowed that truck and was living in some other guy’s one bedroom studio. She and her parents had borrowed the house in Angels Camp. Joanie had borrowed her current one-bedroom apartment when she had arrived in Boston and Sam was in someone’s townhouse, having come from New York.

As she learned more, it had dawned on her. She’d also been one of those people going away On Retreat and leaving her stuff behind, unused. Where was it? Who was borrowing her stuff? What had she left behind? Looking back, she had a hard time believing she’d been that naive about this new world around her when she’d first come Home.

Her grandfather feigned ignorance on the matter. As her Catcher, he had said he simply didn’t know about her life before her retreat, although she wasn’t entirely sure she believed that Catchers were truly in the dark. When she’d met Tim and Kevin, they also feigned ignorance. They’d simply stated that she needed to work on distancing herself from the mortal plane and that her returning wisdom would lead her back to her life here at Home before she’d left On Retreat. She’d grumbled quite a bit about the whole thing. They all had. But Tim and Kevin kept claiming they had no information.

“Showing me someone’s apartment in Boston is interfering when I live in California...with my parents and grandparents,” she growled again.

Joanie bounced back to the hallway mirror for one last look at herself and nodded at Mel’s reflection. “I totally agree, but I guess he has his reasons.” Grabbing her keys from a hook near the door, she added, “And what’s taking Willy so long to make a move?”

“I told you he’s not that kind of guy.”

“But he’s a guy,” Joanie argued. “After his mortal life, you’d think he’d jump at the chance to make some kind of a move, or at least make a phone call or send a message...”

“It’s only been twelve hours,” Mel smiled in response, following the flurry of red curls out the door. “And he’s new. And there’s nothing wrong with taking things slow.”

Her friend slid her key in the lock on the door and turned it. “I’m just too excited for you and want to see things happening, like now.”

Mel sighed. “If anything’s going to happen, it’ll happen in its own time.”

Joanie tucked her keys into her purse. “How can you say “if”? It’s going to happen. I can feel it.”

All Mel could feel was the anxiety and guilt swirling in her gut. She took a deep breath, again begging it to leave her alone. She didn’t want to be facing Tim while her mind was sorting through emotions. He had a way of picking up on subtle clues and she didn’t want him shining that spotlight on her today.

They walked down the hallway past the elevator and hit the stairwell. Through the heavy steel door, they walked past the large number two painted on the wall of the second-floor landing and headed down toward street level.

“Have you heard from Sam?”

Joanie cocked her head as they stepped outside. “It’s only been twelve hours.”

Tim had been right. The fifth-floor apartment was awesome and would probably be snatched up quickly. Situated within a high-rise built twenty to thirty years ago, every square inch seemed to have been recently renovated. Spacious and modern; it practically sparkled when they walked in. Tim grinned in seeing their awestruck faces; his pale-blond mustache and goatee stretching wide and his gray eyes dancing with the satisfaction of hitting a home run.

“And don’t worry if you don’t like the furniture,” he noted as he walked them through the large living room. “We can tuck all of this stuff away and you can bring in your own things if you want, and you can change the finishes on the walls, floors, or whatever.”

“Yeah, we know. We’ve heard the speech before,” Mel sighed as she surveyed the modern open space, tall ceilings, and large bank of windows across the far wall offering a breathless view of the city. “This is really nice.”

Joanie was quiet. Even though she marveled at the space, she also seemed a little unsettled. Mel was sure her friend was feeling a bit duped. She hadn’t known he was going to lure her as high as the fifth floor.

They’d used the elevator instead of heading to the staircase. That should have been the first red flag. Normally in sneakers and up for any sort of physical exertion, Tim would ordinarily have suggested that they walk up, but he had claimed he had worn “elevator attire” today; dressed in dark dress pants and shoes along with a dark burgundy shirt. Joanie likely wouldn’t have walked as high up as the fifth story had she known. He’d casually led them to the elevator, and once they were snug inside, pressed the button for the fifth floor. He knew what he was doing, Mel thought, the master manipulator at work.

She crossed the room to the windows and slid open one of the sliding glass doors. There were several, in fact. It seemed that at least half of the windowed wall slid off to the side.

“Check out this balcony, Jo. It’s huge!” She stepped outside the fifth floor living room and wandered around the generous concrete ledge before standing at the railing; looking down toward a park a couple of blocks away.

Joanie walked to the open doorway and peered out, her feet firmly planted inside.

“Is this too high for you?” Mel asked.

“It feels pretty high up,” Joanie smiled nervously. She didn’t move beyond the opening in the doorway.

“Want me to call Sam and have him bring over one of his parachutes?” Tim’s voice called from behind them.

Joanie wasn’t the only one with a fear of heights. Sam’s was worse. Tim and Kevin teased him about collecting parachutes, but Mel was certain it was simply a running joke. She didn’t think he actually owned a handful of them. She watched as Joanie looked over her shoulder at Tim, certain she’d made a face given his reaction.

“Very attractive, Red,” he smiled. “So you won’t use the balcony for a while. Think of it as therapy. It’ll be here when you’re ready to try stepping out.”

“Are you suggesting that dragging an acrophobic to a fifth-floor apartment is a beneficial therapeutic approach?” Joanie chuckled. Despite her smile, Mel was sure Joanie was serious.

Tim’s voice teased from inside the room. “One of these days, I’m going to take you and Sam up to Toronto to the CN Tower, or over to that other one in Dubai, and you guys can work on this fear of heights thing together.”

“Don’t you dare threaten me with tall buildings!” Joanie laughed and walked back into the safety of the center of the room. “And what’s with your hair today? Did you put gel in it?”

Mel stepped back inside, closing the sliding glass door behind her, in time to see Tim confidently run his fingers through his wavy, pale-blond locks.

“Not needed, baby.”

“Not your baby, Pretty Boy,” Joanie volleyed back. “And why are you all dressed up? Are you heading out on a date or are you just trying to look the part of the real estate agent?”

“I’m wounded, Red,” he teased. “Can’t a man just dress to impress?”

“Who are you trying to impress?”

“Oh, I can’t tell you that. I wouldn’t want the two of you getting into a fight over me,” he laughed.

Mel looked at Joanie, and as if reading each other’s minds, they both said in unison, “You can have him.”

Tim hung his head, pretending to absorb the rejection.

Mel returned to wandering around the large room, musing that there wouldn’t be a need to redecorate. The soft pallet of the modern space was welcoming. She flicked the switch on the wall for the gas fireplace and watched it come to life. It was a nice feature, although wood-burning would be even better. Gas fireplaces just didn’t crackle and dance in the same way. Joanie sat down and tested the coziness of the L-shaped, sectional leather sofa. Turning off the fireplace, Mel looked back over to Tim.

“So why do people here at Home live in stacked boxes anyway? Why not hobbit holes in the ground or treehouses or something like that?”

“Don’t you dare tempt Jo with the idea of a hobbit hole,” he scolded with a smile.

“I think I’d like more light than we’d probably get with a hole in the side of a hill, but a treehouse might work,” Joanie agreed, lounging lazily across the couch cushions. “Could you rustle us up one of those? Say, no more than ten feet off the ground?”

Tim laughed. “I rustled you up a freaking fantastic apartment, complete with a gas fireplace and a whirlpool soaker tub, and I dressed for the occasion, and you want a rustic treehouse instead?”

“It has a whirlpool tub?” Joanie paused.

Mel knew that visions of romantic evenings for two were running through Joanie’s mind, complete with dimmed lighting, candles along the tub’s edge, soft music in the background, and lots of bubbles.

“You say that as if I have absolutely no idea what my girls like,” he laughed.

“Your girls?” Joanie eyed him with theatrical indignity.

“Yup. Just call me Charlie,” he winked.

“Why?” Mel laughed.

“Um. Charlie’s Angels? You know Charlie’s Angels, right? I’m Charlie.” Mel and Joanie stared at him blankly as he pointed at himself, and then them. “You guys are the angels.”

“Charlie had three angels,” Mel corrected.

“Yeah, you two and Juliette,” he clarified.

They continued to stare at him blankly. It was doubtful that Juliette would agree to be one of Tim’s angels; not so soon after he duped her by pretending to be God.

“Oh, never mind. Let’s go look at the kitchen,” he suggested, turning and heading across the room.

Mel waited for Joanie to peel herself off the comfortable couch. “If there’s a bigger bedroom, you should have it, Jo, since you’d probably be here longer.”

“Probably?” Joanie raised her brow. “If we took this place, I know I’d be here longer. I’m counting on you to reach that finish line soon. You promised!”

“What’s the promise?” Tim stopped and turned around, obviously feeling out of the loop.

“We’re sticking together,” Joanie smirked proudly and put her arm around Mel. “Whoever gets their wisdom first is going to let everyone else know what the deal is.”

He chuckled and turned away, resuming his path toward the kitchen. Mel was a little disappointed that he hadn’t seemed to feel bested by their plan, and Joanie seemed to share that feeling.

“That sounds like evil laughter there, Timbo,” Joanie noted.

“I don’t have an evil bone in my body, Red. Naughty maybe, but not evil,” he quipped.

A familiar ding from Mel’s cell phone rang in the air as soon as the last word had escaped Tim’s mouth. She pulled it from her purse. Joanie tried to peer over her shoulder while she glanced at the sender’s name on the display.

“It’s from Miles,” she shared.

Disappointed that it wasn’t from Willy, Joanie headed off to the kitchen with Tim to check out the space. 

Mel was dying to find out what was going on. He’d written, “Got a new phone. All is good here. We’re having fun Vegas-style and Jules says hi. How are things with you? Jules wants to know how the evening ended with Willy?”

She tapped a reply. “Say hi back for me. Jo and I are looking at an apartment in Boston with Tim right now. What’s up with you and Jules? You just disappeared without a word after growling at each other? I don’t get it. The evening was nice; nothing newsworthy to report.” She sent the message off and followed the other two into the kitchen.

“This is twice the cupboard space I have now,” Joanie was saying as she wandered around the beautifully detailed room.

“What do you even put in your cupboards?” Tim teased. “It’s not like you cook anything.”

“Stuff. I have cupboard stuff. I’ve accumulated cupboard stuff, and now I can accumulate more cupboard stuff.”

“I have lots of cupboard stuff,” Mel smiled as she joined the conversation. “This is a great kitchen. I could cook some awesome meals here.”

Tim looked over at her as she opened the large, stainless steel refrigerator door and surveyed the contents. “So what do you know?” he asked.

“I know lots of things. What do you want to know?” she laughed, closing the door.

“I want to know about Miles and Juliette. What do you think I’d be asking?” His eyes twinkled in a playful way.

“I thought maybe you were asking what sorts of meals I knew how to cook because you wanted a few lessons,” she grinned.

He waved his hand in the air to dismiss the thought. “If I want to eat something good, I’ll visit wherever it is you’re working.”

Mel smiled and opened a few cupboard doors. “And how many times have you popped over to Angels Camp for a good meal?” They both knew it hadn’t been that often.

“What’s up with your brother?” he asked again.

“Jules says hi and he says they’re having fun. That’s all I know,” she reported.

“Weird,” he muttered, leading them out of the kitchen toward the bedrooms.

Mel and Joanie shared a brief, knowing look. They’d already talked about it. Miles and Juliette went from wanting to kill each other to kissing on the dance floor to disappearing altogether. In between, Juliette danced with Kevin. And they hadn’t just danced. Joanie had been watching, apparently, and there had been a lot of talking going on. They were guessing that Juliette had managed to get some information out of him. Of course, Tim wouldn’t approve if secrets had been given away so it would make sense for Kevin to keep it to himself. And she and Joanie both thought that Kevin had sounded odd when he got that text message toward the end of the night. It was almost as if he had to force himself to sound surprised to hear that Miles and Juliette had run off to Vegas together.

“Mel, what’s happening with your job at the golf course?” Tim asked over his shoulder.

“I’m still taking a break.”

“And have you given any thought to where you’d want to work in Boston?”

Mel shrugged and shook her head. If she’d given any thought to where she’d wanted to work in Boston, then that would suggest she had an actual plan for moving back here, which wasn’t the case. And anytime she had even considered the possibility over the past two and a half years, she’d always assumed that she’d work at The White Peacock again, but that was no longer an option.

“You’ll figure it out,” he suggested warmly. “And maybe it’s time to try something else; a new vocation.”

“Maybe.” Her phone dinged in her hand. She hadn’t put it back in her purse, expecting Miles to reply.

“Jules and I are giving it a shot. I feel very peaceful,” he’d written, along with, “An apartment??? You can stay at my place if Mom’s is a nightmare. And keep us posted on Willy.”

So Miles wasn’t going to spill the beans. Maybe he didn’t want to risk Tim seeing his message. She quickly hammered out a reply. “Not making any rash decisions. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll email you later.”

They wandered around the apartment for a while longer, looking in closets and behind doors. It was all very modern and spacious; certainly larger in size than most apartments that might be available in this area. The larger of the two bedrooms had an ensuite bath complete with whirlpool tub which appealed to Joanie, as did the large walk-in closet. Mel thought the view from the second bedroom was very pretty. It was only slightly smaller than the primary bedroom, with a closet spanning most of one wall as opposed to a walk-in, but it was still larger than her room in Angels Camp. The small laundry room tucked behind the kitchen was a nice feature, not that she’d actually done laundry for some time; painting was just too easy, but the idea of the room was comforting and familiar in a homey way.

But even with all the pretty walls and furniture, she wasn’t convinced that moving in was the right thing to do. She had to eventually go somewhere, and Boston made sense if this is where everyone else was, yet the thought of calling Boston home again also frightened her. If she spent most of her time wandering around the city, she was bound to bump into certain mortals. Scratch that. If she spent most of her time wandering around the city, she was more likely to go out of her way to ensure she bumped into certain mortals instead of finding a way to put some distance between herself and Adam.

“So?” Tim asked as they landed back in the living room.

“I don’t know,” Joanie sighed. “It’s really nice, but it’s rather high up.”

Mel slipped her fingers into the front pockets of her jeans. “What if I decide not to move back to Boston?”

Tim examined her closely. “Why would you decide that?”

“I’m not saying I will, but if I do...” she replied quietly.

He held up his hand, his thumb and pointer finger about a quarter of an inch apart. “Mel. You’re this close to your wisdom. Boston has moved on. As much as you like to think it has this dreadful hold on your future; it doesn’t. You can be happy here. Let it all go and move on.”

Mel had often wondered what Tim and Kevin knew about Adam. They’d never said a word, yet when Tim said that Boston had moved on, she couldn’t help but wonder if he was including Adam in that and not simply referring to the Derek issue.

He turned to Joanie. “And you’re not going to fall off the balcony and get hurt. Heck, I can prove it to you if you want. I’ll go out there and jump and show you what will happen if you doubt me.”

“You’d do that for me?” Joanie plastered a cute smile on her face and batted her eyelashes.

Mel couldn’t contain her snicker. Joanie and Tim had such an entertaining way of sparring with each other. And in good sport, he always laughed away her sarcasm.

“Just take the frickin keys!” he chuckled.

Mel settled onto the couch in Joanie’s living room with her laptop on her knees while her friend puttered in her bedroom for a while. She hadn’t really noticed before, but after spending time earlier today in that two-bedroom apartment, Joanie’s place was awfully small. They’d taken the keys only because Tim wasn’t going to let them leave without them, and then spent the afternoon wandering about since they were out anyway. By the time they made their way back to Joanie’s, they’d decided to send Tim a text to let him know they were going to think about it for a day or so. The apartment had wowed them, without a doubt, but they were both unsure it was the right place for them. Joanie wasn’t keen on the height off the ground, even though she knew she was perfectly safe, while Mel... She just felt undecided.

Glad to have a few moments alone with her thoughts before they threw on a movie, she launched the EIS software. She’d promised to send Miles an email and wanted to get that out of the way. She was greeted with the usual advertisements for upcoming classes that she might be interested in attending. At some point in time, she’d taken a few surveys about her interests and her homepage now made a point of showing her ads based on her preferences. A culinary class in Tuscany looked interesting. Maybe she’d look into that one further.

She thought of Newcomers Willy and Juliette and wondered if they were spending any time with this software. When she’d first signed up for EIS, the program offered very little to look at. In fact, she hadn’t even bothered with it for months after the first week of staring at an empty list of links. It just hadn’t seemed to do very much at all. It wasn’t until after she’d come to understand some things here at Home that she realized the software had opened up and offered a lot more. She still didn’t have the full list of links, but she had much more than half.

Keeping abreast of interesting offerings was only one of the features that she now really enjoyed. She’d have to give Willy and Juliette a tour of the software at some point. It was something she wished someone had done for her to give her an idea of the sorts of things it would quickly come to do for her. If they ignored it like she had, they’d miss those same opportunities as they first became available.

She launched the search engine and entered the address of the apartment they had looked at this afternoon. A report returned telling her that the apartment was registered to Dorothy Swilling in care of Transitional Housing. Her current status was On Retreat. Mel didn’t know the name and was pleased to see that the owner hadn’t yet transitioned back Home. It was a thought she’d had. If the owner was transitioning back to wisdom, there was the chance they would suddenly want their home back. She doubted that Tim would offer them an apartment where such a thing was likely in the time they’d be there, but she thought she’d check just to be sure, especially given the fact that they were being displaced in Angels Camp for just that reason.

She opened her email inbox. Nothing from Willy. She hadn’t really expected anything new to be waiting for her since her phone had been quiet. And it was fine, even though his lack of eager communication made her a little sad. It was perfectly respectable for him to wait before getting in touch with her again, and he was new. While he’d technically been dead for about five months, he’d only clued in and transitioned a week ago. She understood what it was like to adjust. Heck, she was still adjusting and she had two and a half years on him. She didn’t mind taking things slow. She found him incredibly attractive, and she enjoyed his personality and his company, but she was alright with slow. And it was Adam’s birthday, she rationalized. It likely wouldn’t have helped her stomach if she’d heard from Willy today.

She opened a new message window and addressed it to her brother.

“Hey, Miles. So tell me what really happened with Jules. The last time we talked, you guys had gotten together and then the next day you left her with her friend at the prison and still hadn’t apologized. And then at the bar last night, you were grumpy as hell and she was mad, and then there was that kiss on the dance floor all of a sudden and then you guys disappeared...to Vegas. You’d said the whole Derek revelation hadn’t had any effect on you at all. You were still feeling unsettled. Where did this peacefulness come from? What am I missing? What about all of us being friends before? Are you sure you guys want to ignore that? Jo and I think that Kevin told you guys something. What did he tell you? Spill it!

“I saw Adam this morning. It’s his birthday. Thirty-three. Can you believe it? No one else was around when I was there. He seemed pretty relaxed and content. Maybe he doesn’t know the news about Derek yet.

“The apartment thing—I mentioned last night at the bar that I was thinking about it; about moving back to Boston, and Joanie shared that she and I had talked about rooming together, and out of the blue, Tim called today about an available two-bedroom apartment. It’s nice but I don’t think we’re going to take it. We told Tim we’d think about it. It doesn’t feel right to me, in my gut, and it’s on the fifth floor which Joanie didn’t like. You know how she is with heights. And if wisdom is just around the corner, then what’s the point of moving twice? Maybe I still have time in Angels Camp.

“Willy. He’s so cute. We had a really good time last night, and then Kevin drove him home. Did he say anything to Jules?

“Love you! Give her a hug for me.”

She sent her message off to Miles, certain that she sounded like a scatterbrain once again. She always felt like she couldn’t keep a consistent thought when she wrote an email. It was easier to speak with someone in person than trying to write only half of a conversation. Put her in a kitchen and she could create a culinary masterpiece. Put her in front of an email window and she’d plow through her thoughts as best she could. Miles wouldn’t mind. He was used to her notes. Doubting that he’d reply this evening, she closed her laptop. He and Juliette were probably having too much fun.

She closed her eyes and leaned back against the couch as she allowed visions of Willy to float through her mind; fresh from the shower with a towel wrapped around his waist and his skin dewy from the steam of Juliette’s bathroom. Dancing at the bar last night; he’d been afraid to hold her too close when the slow songs played. Sitting next to him at the table, he smelled so good. Adam sitting in his chair danced across the movie screen playing in her head and her eyes fought to maintain their hold on Willy. If only Willy had allowed Sam to drive him home, maybe she’d have more Willy images to focus on.

Her cell phone dinged. She set her laptop aside and reached for her phone instead. Why was Miles emailing so quickly if he was having such a blast with Juliette in Vegas? She opened the message. It was a note from Tim.

“You and me. Coffee. Tomorrow afternoon. 2 p.m. My usual place near the Brigham.”

“Shit,” she cursed, although she wasn’t actually surprised. He’d made that comment earlier about “Boston moving on”. And he spoke with Miles last night at the bar. Guess it was her turn. She frowned and hit reply. “Okay.”

“Email from Willy?” Joanie asked hopefully as she stepped into the room. She’d changed into fuzzy pajamas for the evening.

“Tim is dragging me to coffee tomorrow.”

“Well that answers that, then,” Joanie laughed.

“Answers what?”

“Who he dressed to impress, today,” the redhead beamed.

Mel rolled her eyes. They had already agreed that the guy had dressed that way to get Joanie into the elevator. “Ready for a movie?”

“Yup. Did you pick one?” Joanie looked at the lifeless television, answering her own question.

Mel shook her head, setting her phone down. “No. I just wrote a note to Miles. Haven’t gotten that far yet.”

Her pajama-clad friend curled up beside her, remote in hand, and began the search through the available listings on one of the on-demand channels. “You should have sent Kevin a note and asked him what he said to Willy last night.”

“I doubt he said anything to him.” She pulled her feet up on the edge of the couch and wrapped her arms around her bent legs, watching the list of movies fly by and hoping to see something they hadn’t already watched. She should change as well, she thought. Pajamas sounded better than the jeans and sweater she’d been romping around in all day.

“He had to have said something to convince Willy to get a ride home with him when he could have come with us and gotten dropped off by Sam. He’d had a chance to get in the car with you.”

“It’s fine,” Mel shrugged. “Unless you’re upset because you didn’t have a reason to innocently invite Willy and Sam up here for coffee.”

“Well, coffee would have been nice,” the redhead smirked.

“So you should have invited Sam up. I could’ve gone home or to Miles’ for the night.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“If we ever do share a place, you might end up doing it to me all the time,” she smiled at her friend. “I might as well get used to being banished.”

“Me? You’re the one with the blossoming love life, remember? Mine’s on hold until someone gets their wisdom and tells me whether I can jump Sam’s hot body or not.”

Mel took the remote from Joanie, poised to resume scrolling through movie listings since Joanie had “fallen asleep on the job”. “Nothing is blossoming while I’m sleeping on couches and he lives with his parents.”

“So you want to take the apartment sitting in the clouds?” Joanie asked.

“Five floors up is not in the clouds,” she laughed. “And I didn’t say that. I don’t know. Maybe I should get my own place.” She watched Joanie’s eyes, hoping she wasn’t going to bruise her feelings. “I’m just talking it out, but I’ve never had my own place and I’m kind of jealous of you and Juliette for having so much personal space.”

“You hate being alone,” Joanie smiled. “You’d have to get a cat or a dog or some other kind of friend.”

Mel nodded. She enjoyed having space to retreat to and call her own, but she also liked knowing that she wasn’t alone; that there were others to pass in the halls, chat with over coffee, and sit down and watch movies with. “I’m sure we could find a way to work things out when it comes to having company, but I don’t know what it is for me about that apartment. Just something in my gut.”

“Well, my gut is telling me not to take an apartment on the fifth floor, but other than that, I thought it was perfect,” Joanie shared, taking the remote back from Mel since she’d done nothing with it since stealing it away.

“So this one isn’t the apartment for us then,” Mel nodded.

“There will be others,” Joanie agreed, scrolling once more. She stopped at a recent listing. “Did we see that one yet?”

“Yup, last week, I think.”

 


Chapter 4 - Barrel of Insanity

“I’ll just have coffee, thanks.” Mel smiled at the young blonde and then looked back over at Tim who was still deciding what to order. The coffee shop seemed unusually busy for a Monday afternoon. They had a quiet table out of the way where the sun still managed to reach them through the front windows, but the chatter from nearby tables only carried as a quiet hum.

“Coffee for me, too, and... I guess I’ll have, um, let’s see, I guess I’ll have...an onion bagel...toasted...lots of butter.” He looked up from the menu and smiled. “Thanks, June.”

Mel watched as the young waitress tried her best not to blush while trapped in the magnetic pull of Tim’s presence. He was back to blue jeans, sneakers, and a mottled-gray long-sleeved Henley, and Mel wasn’t sure why, but it always amazed her how some women just seemed to melt around him. Perhaps it was the way his gray shirt was highlighting and warming his gray eyes. She had never felt “Tim’s magnetic pull” so was not entirely sure what was behind the phenomenon. It was fun to watch, though.

“Sure thing. You’re still running on Saturday, right?” June managed to ask, her sweet southern accent flowing in an unintentionally breathy whisper from her lips.

“That’s the plan,” he replied, handing her the small menu. He leaned back in his chair, bending his arm and resting it along the top of the chair’s back; his dangling hand floating and turning as he animated his words. “A friend is having a hard time with a new arrival. I’ve been helping her out, but I’m hoping it’ll have settled down by then. I’ve been training for that run for too long to miss it.”

“I hope you don’t miss it. I’m looking forward to waiting for you at the finish line.” She smiled and skipped away before he could respond.

When she was far enough away, Mel teased him about his effect on the blue-eyed blonde. “Well, someone has a crush.”

Tim’s eyes widened. “You think I have a crush on June?”

“No, sweetie. I think she has a crush on you.”

Tim shook his head and waved away her words. “I don’t think so. We just run together.”

“How could you miss that?”

“I think you’re seeing things,” he protested. “And, in case you’re wondering, I’ll be the one waiting at the finish line.”

“I guess we’ll all find out on Saturday,” she snickered. “So why did you want to meet?”

He shifted in his seat and moved closer to the table, leaning on his elbows and crossing his forearms. “We haven’t really had much of a chance to talk lately, and a lot of stuff has been going on.”

Mel nodded, clasping her hands together on her lap. “It’s been a busy month.”

“I’d say,” he agreed. “You guys got the big news about Derek on Friday. I was expecting to see you a little stressed out on Saturday night at the bar, but you seemed relaxed and cozy with Willy.”

“I’m fine,” she smiled. It was a well-rehearsed and frequently delivered line that didn’t take a lot of effort and usually sufficed, and she hoped his mention of Willy wouldn’t agitate her stomach. She still hadn’t heard from him since she saw him Saturday night and that seemed to be working in terms of diminishing her guilt.

“Really?” He looked doubtful.

She nodded, changing the subject. “I do have to give you the keys back to the apartment, though. Joanie and I decided not to take it.”

He furrowed his brow as she fished for the keys inside her purse. “Why not?”

Locating them, she set her purse back down on the floor beside her chair and slid them across the table to Tim. “I’m two and a half years in. I don’t see the point of moving all my stuff to a new place, only to move again when I get my wisdom in six months or so.”

He nodded. “And?”

She glanced around the coffee shop and then back at him. “And, I have a place in Angels Camp for now.”

He nodded again. “And?”

“And I can always stay at Miles’ if I’m spending the night in Boston and Joanie is tired of me.”

“And?”

“And what?” She sighed, growing tired of this game. “It just doesn’t feel right.”

“You should have started with that,” he smiled.

Of all the reasons she had to list, her gut instinct on the matter seemed to be the least relevant. She was certain her face spoke to her confusion and dismay.

“You need to learn to trust your feelings if you want to be able to recognize that wisdom that you’re sitting around waiting to suddenly show up,” he elaborated. “That’s part of it; your inner truth. What you know and feel to be right.”

She tilted her head. “So, if my inner truth says I’m okay, why would you question me? If I trust my feelings...”

He looked amused. “Clever. So, what’s happening with your brother? Have you heard any more from him?”

She was wary of her ability to dodge his spotlight that easily but played along. “He emailed me this morning. He didn’t say much. He and Juliette decided to give it a shot. Sounds like they’re having fun. He’s not sure when they’ll be back, although they’re hoping to be there to see you cross that finish line on Saturday. He said they’re leaving Vegas today; that they’re going to drive the truck home and do some sightseeing along the way.”

“Interesting.” Tim absently twirled the keys around on the table and she wondered why he hadn’t just slipped them into his pocket. “He told me he was disappointed with the whole Derek thing; that it didn’t really seem to offer him any peace at all like he’d hoped.”

She nodded. “I don’t know how any explanation from Derek would really change how we felt about it in a drastic way.”

Tim’s gray eyes smirked at her from across the table. “That’s wise of you. Sounds like you’ve finally given in to reason. Tell me, what does the whole Derek thing mean to you?”

She glanced around the room again. Even though the shop was busy, there still wasn’t anyone in hearing distance. “Whether we ever knew why he did it or not, it doesn’t change the fact that we’re here. It’s a bit of a relief to have the whole picture, to know it wasn’t intentional, but it doesn’t change anything, and I think Miles was just disappointed when he figured that out.”

Tim smiled. “There was a time when you were certain, just like Miles, that you couldn’t move forward unless you knew; that it was the key to your happiness.”

“Maybe.” Perhaps she’d said that at some point. She couldn’t honestly remember now what all the excuses were that she’d used to explain away her lack of advancement toward wisdom. And regardless of why Derek did what he did, she was still here; taken from the life she’d really wanted to live.

“Well, I’m glad that the revelation didn’t set you back. That’s a good thing.”

She smiled.

“I was picking up on something at the apartment yesterday. I’ve been thinking you’ve been doing fairly well lately, but then I wasn’t so sure anymore.”

She held his eyes and confidently delivered her line. “I’m fine.”

“Okay. Cause it’s been in my head that you and Miles had been thinking you had to understand Derek in order to move away from that, and I’m hoping the fact that nothing changed for you proves that wasn’t true; that you don’t have any unfinished business on the mortal plane.”

She smiled and nodded, watching his fingers playing with the shiny brass keys while her mind disagreed. The fact that Derek shared what happened offered her no proof whatsoever that people didn’t have unfinished business.

“Thanks, June.” Tim’s voice was a warning that their server was approaching the table with their coffee and his bagel.

Mel was grateful for the interruption, and the extra seconds with which to change her mind in challenging Tim on the whole “unfinished business” idea. She probably didn’t want to have that discussion with him yet again; not if he was trying to make sure she was alright.

She smiled at June when her coffee was placed on the table in front of her. “Thanks. And for the record, I’m sure you’ll totally kick ass on Saturday.”

“Thank you,” the lean, young woman replied as she looked more intently at Mel; her blue eyes shimmering curiously. She rested her tray horizontally against her hip with one hand while placing Tim’s coffee and bagel on the table with the other. “When I first saw you, I was going to say it was nice to see you again, but then I realized you’re not who I thought you were. From the bus a couple of weeks ago?”

Mel enjoyed listening to June’s southern accent; it had a soft tone that tugged at her desire to be agreeable for some strange reason, but she had to shake her head. “Sorry. I haven’t been on a bus in some time.”

“Juliette. That was her name.” June looked at Tim. “She was in before with your friend Kevin.”

“Juliette is a friend of ours,” Tim confirmed.

June looked back at Mel. “Gosh, you look a lot like her.”

“Do I?” Mel blushed.

Juliette was beautiful in a very striking way. To be told she looked that good... Did they really look alike? She remembered the conversation they’d had the night they had died; about people being most attracted to others with similar features. Had Miles finally found such a woman who didn’t remind him of his sister? Is that why she’d felt an immediate connection with Juliette, because she’d also found her familiar and comfortable?

Tim stared at Mel. “Now that you mention it, they do look a lot alike, although I think Juliette’s eyes are blue and her hair is much darker; straighter.”

Mel nodded in agreement. Yes, their hair and eyes were different colors. Miles always had a thing for dark-brown hair and blue eyes whereas she’d inherited her chestnut color from her mother, along with the waves and odd curls that had a mind of their own.

“You’re both so pretty. I guess that means we haven’t met before, then,” June continued.

“Thank you,” Mel continued to blush, trying to wave away the compliment. “I’m Melissa. I did watch the marathon last year,” she offered.

June shook her head, her golden-blonde, shaggy locks swaying back and forth across the top of her shoulders. “I’ve only been in Boston since May. This will be my first one.” June smiled and pointed to her name tag. “I’m June, by the way.”

Mel offered her hand, and as June accepted the friendly shake, she probed further. “So, how do y’all know each other?”

Mel looked at Tim with a knowing smirk, offering him the opportunity to answer. When he didn’t, she satisfied June’s curiosity. “We’ve been friends for a long time.”

“Oh, you’re Cognizant?”

Mel shook her head. “Not yet, but soon, I hope. How long have you been Home?”

“A year and a half,” June answered. “Tim and I belong to the same running club.”

Mel nodded. “Yes. The marathon on Saturday.”

June blushed and shook away her scattered brain. “Of course. Well, it’s a real pleasure to meet you. Look at me, standing here chattering away. I’ll leave you two alone.”

“It’s a pleasure meeting you, too,” Mel smiled. “And we’ll see you on Saturday when we’re all waiting for Tim to finish the run.”

Tim chuckled as June skipped away, and as soon as she was far enough, Mel whispered, “How can you say she’s not interested in you?”

Tim shrugged and shook his head. “I’m not seeing it.” He reached for a packet of sugar for his coffee.
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