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CHAPTER ONE
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“My goodness, Cin,” I heard a deep male voice say. “What in Sam   Hill are you still doing here at this hour? Isn’t it past feeding time at the York establishment?”

Startled, I looked up from the ancient desktop computer in the reception area. I’d been checking with customer service on some requests received for home showings and had lost all track of time. My watch told me that it was five-thirty. “Holy smokes. I had no idea it was this late.”

I picked up my phone and sent a text to my daughter, Darcy. Running late at the office. There’s a beef and vegetable casserole in the fridge. Could you please put it on 350 degrees for 45 minutes? I should be home before it’s done.

Her reply came back instantly. Sure, Mom. Don’t worry I’ll take care of it. 

Jacques Forte stood next to me and peered at the screen as he rubbed his eyes. Jacques was my boss but more importantly, he was my best friend. As owner of Forte Realty, he always dressed to impress, but today there were subtle signs that indicated he was having a day similar to my own. His red tie was slightly askew, and his expensive navy blazer was wrinkled. Deep circles of weariness were prominent under his green, cat-like eyes. 

“Darling, you’ve been working much too hard lately,” he said. “Relax. The houses for sale will still be with us tomorrow.”

I snorted. “Aren’t you the one who told me to never miss an opportunity?”

“Well, yes,” he admitted, “but there is a limit.”

I rose from the chair and went to the printer. “Okay. When’s the last time you took a day off?”

“Don’t try to change the subject.” Jacques stuck his nose in the air as I retrieved a copy of my latest listing. “Ed and I are planning to take some time off at Christmas. We’re taking Bolin skiing in Colorado.” 

“Sounds like fun, but I thought you didn’t ski.” Bolin was Ed and Jacques’ sixteen-year-old son. He was the same age as my twins and got along well with them. Jacques and his husband, Ed Kapinski, had adopted the boy from China when he was eight years old. 

Jacques winked. “I don’t. Ed and Bolin will ski while I sit next to the fireplace and drink my fair share of wine, plus Ed’s too.”

I laughed. “A fireplace and wine sounded good to me.  Say, didn’t you say that Ed is away this week?” 

“Yes, he’s attending a culinary program in Miami. He wants to be up to date on all the latest techniques.” Jacques rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “It’s bad enough that he’s part owner of a restaurant and I never see him these days.”

“You can’t blame him for trying to be progressive.”

“I suppose.” Jacques dropped his briefcase on the desk. “He always wants to know more than anyone else in the industry.” 

I coughed loudly. “Ahem. Sounds like someone else I know.” 

Jacques shot me a sly grin and followed me as I went upstairs to my office to retrieve my briefcase and place a manila folder inside it. He plopped himself down in one of the comfortable plush chairs by my desk. “Who’s watching Grace while you’re here so late?” he asked. “Or is hubby working from home today?”

I stuffed some brochures I’d had made for my latest listing into the briefcase. “No chance of that because Greg’s working late tonight. Darcy picked up Grace after school and said she’d stay with her until I got home.” I was fortunate that my daughter taught classes at the high school, whose building was next to my youngest’s elementary school. There was a fifteen-year age gap between my oldest and youngest children, but they had been close since the day Grace was born. 

“Darcy has her own house, a husband, and enough work to keep her busy after the school day ends,” I observed. “I don’t like taking extra advantage of her, especially since she’s going to be watching the kids and our house while Greg and I are away. For the record, she offered to take care of everything—I never asked her. She said that it’s her anniversary present to us.”

“A-ha.” Jacques tapped a pencil on the surface of my desk. “I’d almost forgotten. It’s finally happening. When are you and Greg leaving again?”

“The ship sails from Orlando at four o’clock on Sunday, and I can’t wait. It’s been a long time since we’ve had a vacation for only the two of us.”

Tomorrow was our official wedding anniversary. Greg had surprised me by booking a cruise to the Caribbean several weeks ago. He’d discussed it with Darcy and her husband, Ryan, before I’d been let in on the secret, and Darcy had offered to stay with her siblings and look after our pets. 

“I only hope—”

“What, love?”

I blew out a long breath. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m worried that something will come up and ruin our trip. You know, that one of the kids will get sick or—”

“Bite your tongue,” Jacques said sharply. “Don’t even think about that. Your children aren’t going to get sick, and no distant relative is going to die while you’re away.”

“Jacques!”

His eyes gleamed with merriment. “Speaking of relatives, how’s that delightful mother-in-law of yours doing? I haven’t heard her name in a while.”

“Now, now. Be nice. She’s been making the effort to try and get along with me.”

Jacques snorted. “It’s only taken her twenty-five years.”

“Honestly, I wasn’t even thinking about the chance that—someone could—you know—" I hated to use the word.

“Come on, Cin.” Jacques made a face. “You’re thinking about it because we both know that you don’t exactly have the best track record.”

I hated to admit it, but Jacques was right. Over the last few years, I’d managed to stumble across a dead body—or five—during my real estate career. There had been various situations, such as a client and coworker who’d both been murdered, and a sale linked to a cold case that involved a dear friend of mine from several years ago. Every time I came across another murder, Jacques was always there to assist me. He was a great boss, but an even better friend. We’d been in quite a few pickles together, and might have lost our lives if we hadn’t had each other’s back. 

“I’m trying to think positive,” I told him. 

“Repeat after me,” Jacques instructed. “I will not find a dead body, I will not find a dead body. Then, tap your heels together three times. Hey, it worked for Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz.”

I started to laugh and picked up my car key fob. “You’re impossible.”

“What’s on your agenda for the rest of the week?” Jacques asked. “Are you still closing on the house at 4 Andrew Court tomorrow?”

“Yes, it’s scheduled for one o’clock. And...surprise! I finally listed 25 Collins Drive today. It’s already up on the MLS.” The Multiple Listing Service was where real estate agents posted listings and viewed other potential homes for sale. “I think it’s going to see a lot of action quickly.”

Jacques clapped his hands together. “Way to go, girlfriend. Now, go home. The assorted York children are waiting for their mother. Anything else can be taken care of tomorrow.”

“But I—”

He did his best to scowl, but failed miserably. “No buts. Indulge me, please.” 

“Yes, boss.”

***
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“Mommy!” Grace opened the front door and ran down the sidewalk to meet me. Our two dogs, Rusty and Dobby, followed after her. Rusty was a golden retriever and three times the size of Dobby, our chihuahua, but he let Dobby lead. Dobby was the boss, no question about it. 

Grace was dressed in a Cinderella gown, complete with crown. Her smile was the ray of sunshine I needed. “Look what Darcy bought me for Halloween!”

I stooped down to put my arms around her. “Oh, my goodness. You look beautiful, sweetheart.”

“I know.” Grace twirled in a circle and then followed me into the house. The dogs barked and jumped, running past us into the kitchen. I sniffed at the air. “Something smells good. Is dinner all ready?”

“Yep, and I helped!” Grace said proudly as she led the way to the kitchen.

“Hey, Mom.” Darcy was at the table, correcting math papers. 

I dropped my briefcase on a chair and leaned down to give her a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for getting dinner ready, sweetheart. I appreciate it.”

She smiled. “You’re welcome. Honest, I didn’t do that much. I mean, the casserole was already made. I just put together a salad and placed some breadsticks in the oven. It’s no big deal.”

“Don’t say that. I was running way behind, and it’s a big help.” 

“Anytime, Mom.” Darcy shut her laptop down and deposited it in her bookbag. At twenty-two, she was a beautiful young woman with dark hair and hazel eyes like mine. My daughter had had quite the busy year. She graduated from college in May, bought a house and gotten married in June, and started her new teaching job in September. Darcy had come a long way from her spoiled teenager days, and her father and I couldn’t be prouder of the responsible young woman she’d become.

“What’s the rush?” I opened the oven door and took the breadsticks out. 

Darcy slung her purse over her shoulder. “Ryan’s shift at the hospital ends at seven o’clock tonight. He said he’d bring home dinner for us, so I want to be there when he arrives.”

“Why don’t you guys eat here?” I asked. 

Darcy’s cheeks turned a deep shade of crimson. “Mom—we are newlyweds, remember.” 

I tried to hide my smile. “Oh, yes, I’d forgotten. Wow, I can’t believe it’s already been three months.”

“Three and a half months.” She corrected me. “Speaking of which, I got the rest of my wedding photos back last night.”

“Finally! Where are they? I want to see them!”

She looked sheepish. “I forgot and left them at the house, but I’ll bring them by tomorrow. Do you need me to pick up Gracie again?”

“Yes, she does!” Grace shouted, and flew into her sister’s arms to give her a hug.

My heart melted at the sight of the two of them together. “Would you mind? I have a one o’clock closing and have no idea how long it might take.”

“Of course not,” Darcy said. “And tomorrow night I’ll plan to stay for dinner.”

“Look at this.” Greg appeared in the doorway, balancing a pink bakery box between his hands. “The three most beautiful ladies in the world are all in the same room.”

“Daddy!” Grace cried and ran over to him. “Did you bring cookies?”

“Nope. Something better.” Greg’s blue eyes twinkled into mine as he leaned over to give me a kiss. He set the bakery box on the counter, kissed Darcy, and lifted Grace up into his arms. 

My husband had turned fifty-one a few months ago but didn’t look it. Greg would always be handsome in my eyes, and he still made my heart beat as fast as it did the day we were married twenty-five years ago. Darcy’s comment about newlyweds came back to me, and I smiled. After all these years, I still felt like a newlywed at times.

“Don’t keep us in suspense, honey,” I said. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

Greg let Grace lean down and lift the lid on the box. Inside was a chocolate cake with Happy Anniversary written in blue icing. “From our favorite bakery.” 

Grace licked her lips. “Mmm. Yummy. Mommy, can I have some?”

“Of course, honey, but after dinner.”

“Aw, bummer.” Grace made a comical face, and we all laughed. 

“I almost forgot that tomorrow is the actual day. Happy anniversary!” Darcy gave us both a hug. “Gotta run.” 

“Bye, Darcy!” Grace called and then turned her attention back to me. “Please, Mommy?”

My daughter was irresistible when she fixed her big blue eyes that were so like her fathers on me. Somehow, I managed to stand my ground. “Now, you know the rules, Grace. After dinner.”

“Where are Seth and Stevie?” Greg took off his sports coat and loosened his tie. 

“They have a soccer game over in Waterford. Todd’s dad is bringing them home.”

“I’ll put your briefcase away in your office, Mommy.” Grace lifted it off the chair and began to drag it across the floor. “It’s heavy.”

“Thank you, baby.” I began to remove dishes from the cabinet as Greg caught me around the waist and kissed my neck. “Getting excited for our trip?”

“You have no idea.” I turned to give him a quick peck on the lips. “It’s just that...”

He frowned. “What? Don’t tell me that you’re worried about leaving the kids.”

I hesitated for a moment. “No, not really. But I can’t shake the feeling that something’s going to go wrong.”

Greg silenced me with a kiss. “Nothing will go wrong. Jacques has promised to keep an eye on your listings while you’re away, and I have John Thomas checking on my accounts. Darcy and Ryan will take care of the kids and our pets. Come on, baby. We deserve this trip. When’s the last time we went anywhere by ourselves?”

“Um—I can’t remember.”

“You see?” He grinned. “I’d say we’re a little overdue.”

I exhaled sharply. “You’re right. Maybe I’m being foolish.”

“You’re anything but foolish.” Greg glanced around the room. “Do you know where the mail is?” 

“I think Darcy left it in the living room.”

When Greg left the kitchen, my phone buzzed from inside my purse. I glanced down at the screen but didn’t recognize the number. It was always a guessing game for me—telemarketer or prospective client? I decided to take the chance. “Cindy York speaking.”

“Hey there,” a male voice greeted me. “My wife and I were wondering if we could see the house at 25 Collins Drive.”

My heart gave a jolt. I loved when people wanted to see a listing the same day it went on the market because it was a good indication that I had priced it right. I reached for the pad of Post-it notes on the counter. “Of course. Are you working with another realtor?”

“Nope,” the man said. “Can you show it to us tomorrow?”

“Absolutely.” I put him on speakerphone as I quickly scrolled through my day planner. Except for my closing at one, I was free for the rest of the day. “How about—”

The man broke in. “Could we do one o’clock?” 

Shoot. “Unfortunately, that won’t work. How about three—”

“No,” he cut in. “One o’clock is the only time that works for both of us. My wife wants to see it on her lunch hour. We know how fast houses have been going in the area and we don’t want to wait.”

“It most likely won’t matter. The market has slowed down quite a bit in the last few months,” I explained. “Of course, I can’t predict the future, but if you could possibly wait until tomorrow evening—”

Once again, he interrupted. “No. We’re very interested in this house. It’s exactly what we’ve been looking for.”

I reminded myself to count to ten. “I completely understand. Don’t worry, you’ll be the first ones to see it tomorrow. How about eleven—”

“I have to see it at one o’clock.” His tone was peppered with impatience. “We went to an Open House last time this house was for sale. Someone beat us to it, and I’m not letting that happen again. Look, I’m sure another realtor will show it to me if you don’t want to. I’ll call the other place—what’s the name? That’s right, it’s Hudson Prime Properties. I’m sure they have someone who can help me.”

Good God, no. Owner Tricia Hudson was a nemesis of mine and would never let me live this down if the couple ended up making an offer. “Um, wait. Don’t do that. One o’clock will be fine.”

“Excellent. Thanks. Can we meet you at the house?”

“That’s fine. Can I get your name?”

“Sure, it’s Tony. Tony Grogan.”

I jotted his name down on the Post-it. “All right, Tony. Thanks for calling, and—”

Tony clicked off before I could say another word. Okay, then. In this business, I was used to rudeness. Sometimes, being a real estate agent felt as if I was on call twenty-four hours a day. In the end, it was all worth it. During the past eight years, I had gone from making ten sales a year to making ten sales a month. Most of this was thanks to Jacques. He had taken me under his wing from the beginning and helped teach me the business and launch my career. I might not have made it without him.

I pushed the button for Jacque’s number on my phone, and he answered on the second ring. “Yes, love,” he said. “This had better not be work related. You should be getting ready for your trip.”

“Believe me, I’m trying. Look, I received a call from a man and his wife who want to see my new listing tomorrow. Is there any chance you could show it to them?”

“What time?”

“One o’clock.”

He groaned. “Sorry, love. I have a doctor’s appointment for the same time.”

I wanted to knock my head against the wall. “Shoot. Is there anyone who could fill in for me? What about Natalie or Tim? Of course, if they end up selling the place, they’ll get their usual commission rate.”

It was always better to have someone from Forte Realty show one of my listings instead of a realtor from a different agency. Both agents would wind up with a larger commission. If I could represent both sides—the buyer and seller, it was even more profitable, but that didn’t happen often. 

Dollar signs flashed before my eyes. First time showings didn’t usually lead to a sale, but you never knew in this business. Besides, Tony was familiar with the house, and it sounded like he would definitely make an offer.

“I’m afraid not,” Jacques said. “Tim doesn’t want any new showings this week. And Natalie’s due any day, remember.”

Tim and Natalie Sussek were a pleasant husband and wife realtor team who had been with Forte Realty for over a year and were currently expecting their first child. “That’s right. For some reason I kept thinking she wasn’t due until Christmas.”  

“Hmm.” Jacques paused. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll figure something out.” 

A chill went through me. I tried to tell myself it was from the door opening, but I might be wrong. “Jacques, do you think that this is a sign?”

He barked out a laugh. “Bite your tongue, Cin. This is not a bad omen. Stop reading so much into everything.”

“You’re absolutely right. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Darling, you’re going on that cruise even if I have to steer the ship myself,” Jacques said. “Now, let me see what’s going on with Evy. I haven’t heard from her in a couple of days, but she’s like that sometimes. I’ll call you back as soon as I reach her, okay?”

Jacques to the rescue, as usual. “Okay. You’re the best. Thank you.”

“We’ll get this taken care of, don’t worry,” he said. “And be sure to bring me a piece of that anniversary cake Gregory brought home.”

“How did you know—”

Jacques coughed on the other end of the line. “Yes, in addition to my superior realtor skills, I also happen to know where to find the best cakes in town on short notice.” 

He was amazing. “And here I thought that Greg knew it was my favorite baker. I should have realized it was you.”

“Darling,” Jacques said. “Sooner or later, they all come to Jacques.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The alarm woke me at six o’clock sharp. After a minute of confusion and then dismay, I remembered that it wasn’t the weekend. I needed to get the kids off to school. I fumbled around on the nightstand until I’d gripped my phone and shut off the alarm. With a sigh, I laid back down and closed my eyes. Five more minutes wouldn’t hurt anyone, right? 

My head ached with a light hangover, and I remembered with a smile how Greg and I had celebrated our silver anniversary a few hours ahead of time with a bottle of champagne and some well-deserved romance after the kids had gone to bed. It was well worth a morning after hangover.

With a sigh, I turned to snuggle up to my husband, but found an empty space instead. Mystified, I sat up and glanced around the room. The door to our adjoining bathroom was open and the light out. 

“Greg?” I called. There was no answer. 

As I started to get out of bed, Greg appeared in the doorway. He was carrying a tray with eggs, toast, juice, and coffee. 

“What’s all this?” I cried out.

Greg set the tray on my lap and leaned down to kiss me. “I didn’t have a chance to do this yesterday because I had an early meeting, so I wanted to make up for it.” He winked. “And this seemed more appropriate after our time together last night.” 

I put my arms around his neck. “It was more than great. It was amazing.”

He grinned and kissed me again. “Happy anniversary, baby. Now dig in.”

“This was so sweet of you.” I picked up my fork and started on the eggs. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

Greg handed me a glass of juice and stretched out on the bed beside me. “I figured you’d need your Vitamin C this morning. You used up quite a bit of energy last night.”

“Will you stop?” I laughed and glanced at the clock. “Uh oh. I need to take this downstairs. I have to get breakfast for the kids.”

Greg shook his head. “It’s already been taken care of. There’s scrambled eggs on the stove when they get downstairs. My lovely wife needs a few minutes to enjoy her breakfast first.” 

“I have the most thoughtful husband.” Greg wasn’t much of a cook, but he could manage eggs, spaghetti, or the barbecue. That was enough for me.

Grace came running into our room. “I’m all ready for school!” She was wearing a pair of jeans and a pink shirt with a rhinestone design. She would have leapt onto the bed if Greg hadn’t stopped her. 

“Hey, you! Careful or you’ll upset Mom’s breakfast.”

Puzzled, she stared at him. “Mommy’s breakfast is sad?”

Greg and I burst into laughter. “Come on, pumpkin,” he told her. “I’ll make some toast to go with your eggs.” 

I pushed the tray aside. “I can do it.”

“Nothing doing,” Greg said. “You relax and be a lady of luxury for a little while.” He kissed me again and followed Grace out into the hallway. “Stevie? Seth? Are you guys up?”

Stevie let out a loud groan. “Can I stay home today? I think I’m coming down with something.”

“Don’t let him, Dad,” Seth called. “He’s got an Algebra test and didn’t study for it.” 

“Nice try,” Greg replied.

I finished the eggs and savored my coffee for a few minutes. Our cat Sweetie jumped onto the bed and nuzzled up against me, something she rarely did. As I stroked her soft white fur, I thought about our upcoming trip. Seven days of luxury and relaxation. It was still hard for me to believe it was going to happen. I loved my kids more than anything but was looking forward to all the excursions Greg and I had planned, the elegant dinners, and some special alone time.

“He’s right,” I told Sweetie. “We do deserve it.” 

Sweetie looked unimpressed. 

With a sigh, I forced myself to get out of bed and take a shower. As I dried my hair with the blow-dryer, my phone pinged with a text from Jacques. 

Olivia said that she could show your house today. Let me know what you think.

Oh no. What a way to ruin my perfect morning. I mumbled a swear word under my breath and glanced at my wristwatch. It was only seven o’clock, but Jacques was an early riser. I pushed the button for his name under Contacts and waited. He answered on the first ring.

“Good morning, love. A little early, isn’t it? Gee, let me guess why you’re calling.” 

“Sorry about the time, but this couldn’t wait.”

“It’s all right,” Jacques said. “Call me psychic, but I knew that I’d be hearing from you.”

I blew out a sigh. “I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but there’s no other options? What about Evy?”

“I’m sorry, dear. She’s got the flu. Olivia’s the only one available.”

The woman couldn’t stand me, and I wasn’t overly fond of her either. “Do you think she’ll do something to jeopardize—”

Jacques cleared his throat. “Cin, you know that I’m not interested in high school antics. This is a business. It’s obvious the woman is jealous of you. I realize that Olivia’s only been with us for a few weeks, but she came highly recommended from her former agency. Let’s face it. With the Sussecks expecting and Evy sick, there aren’t any more options. I’d like to be able to wave a wand and have another realtor magically appear, but that’s not going to happen this week.” 

“You’re right. The important thing is that the house gets shown.” Olivia Lamphere had been with Forte Realty for only a month, but from her first day on the job, it was obvious that she had something against me. I hadn’t thought about a jealousy factor, but Jacques had the ability to read people well. 

I’d been prepared to give Olivia the benefit of the doubt, but when she paid a visit to a client who I’d already contacted about putting their house up for sale, the gloves had come off. She’d denied making the visit, even though my future client confirmed it. When Jacques had questioned her about it, Oliva claimed that she didn’t know I had approached the homeowner. She apologized to Jacques for the “confusion” and claimed it had been a misunderstanding on her part. Olivia never said one word about it to me.

“Will you be in the office this morning before the closing, or are you working from home?” Jacques asked. 

“I’ll be in before my closing. I’ve got some personal errands to run first. Do you need something?” 

Jacques coughed. “Ahem. No, I’ll bring the Starbucks.”

Jacques knew my weakness for Caramel Macchiatos. “You don’t have to do that. I should be bringing you coffee.”

“Nonsense. I’m always happy to do it. Maybe I’ll bring one for Olivia too.” 

Guilt swept over me. Jacques did so much for his agents and clients. I didn’t want to cause any more headaches for him because he’d had enough already. Jacques always did what he could to keep peace in the agency. He affectionately referred to us as his family, in addition to Ed and Bolin. Jacques rarely brought up his biological family, and Ed and I were the only ones who knew why. His parents had disowned him many years ago when they found out he was gay, and he’d had no contact with them since. Jacques once claimed that it didn’t bother him anymore, but I knew my friend. I suspected he might never get over their betrayal.

“You’re too good to me,” I said. “I’m sorry for making such a big deal about it. Thanks for finding someone to step in.”

“No worries, darling,” Jacques said. “I’m doing my best to give Olivia a fair shake. She was absolutely lovely on the phone and said that she’d be happy to help you in any way possible.”  

This was a new one. Maybe the woman had turned over a new leaf. I could only hope. If Tony and his wife wanted to make an offer, I’d be stuck working with Olivia on the deal, which meant that I’d have to try and make an effort as well.

“I’ll be sure to thank her next time I see her.”

“Darling, you’re a rock star.” Jacques clicked off. 

I brought my breakfast tray downstairs to the kitchen. Grace and the twins were sitting at the table while Greg washed the dishes. The bus honked from outside, and the twins ran to grab their bookbags. 

“Have a great day, guys,” I said.

Stevie turned from the door, his hand on the knob. “Hey, Mom, we’re turning sixteen in a couple of weeks.”

I poured myself a second cup of coffee. “Is that so? I had no idea.”

Greg tried to hide his smile. We both knew what was coming next.

The bus honked again.

“Can we get our permits on our birthday?” Seth asked. “Because riding the bus is definitely not cool.”

“I like to ride the bus,” Grace chimed in.

“That’s because you’re only a little squirt,” Stevie told her. 

Grace folded her arms across her chest. “Am not!” 

“Don’t tease your sister,” I said. “As far as the permits go, if you keep your grades up and pass that Algebra test today, it’s a good possibility.”

Stevie’s grin faded. “Aw, man. I guess I’m never getting my permit then.”

“Later!” Seth flew out the door with his brother behind him.

Greg and I both collapsed into a fit of laughter. “The world isn’t ready for those two to get behind the wheel,” he said.

“I know, but what can we do? They’ve been talking about this for the past year. You’re going to teach them, right?”

Greg made a face. “I think I’d rather stab myself in the eye with a fork.”

A look of horror crossed Grace’s face. “Oh, no, Daddy. Don’t do that.”

He chucked her under the chin. “It’s only an expression, pumpkin.”

“You’d better get upstairs and brush your teeth,” I told her. “Your bus will be here in a few minutes.”

Grace pushed back her chair with renewed vigor. “I’m going, Mom.” She ran out of the kitchen and up the stairs, with Rusty and Dobby following her at her heels, barking up a storm.

“What’s with mom and not mommy?” I asked. 

“She’s probably imitating the twins,” Greg said. 

I sighed. “Soon she’ll be calling me mother.”

“Or calling you Cindy,” Greg teased.

“Don’t joke. I’m not ready for that.”

“They all have to grow up sometime, sweetheart,” Greg said.

My eyes began to fill. “But it’s harder with her because she’s the youngest.”

He put an arm around my shoulders and nuzzled my neck. “We’re not too old to have another one.”

I gave him a playful push. “Um, that is definitely not happening. We’re both over fifty, remember? Plus, I would never have that kind of energy again.” It had been difficult enough for us when I turned forty-four and discovered that I was pregnant with Grace. She had not been planned, and the thought of raising a child in our mid-forties terrified me. Looking back, I thanked my lucky stars we had been blessed with her. I couldn’t be more grateful for my children, but there was no way I could handle another one.

“I’m incredibly lucky, Cin.” Greg voiced my own thoughts. “We’ve got a wonderful life and family. I try to never take it for granted.”

“The same goes for me, too.” 

***
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Jacques’ red convertible was missing from Forte Realty’s parking lot when I pulled in at eleven o’clock that morning. I’d stayed home for a couple of hours to get some housework done and then stopped at the post office and grocery store. I wanted to check out a couple of For Sale by Owner residences and make copies of my fliers for the new listing. I’d go to my closing directly from the office.

A blue Honda was parked in the lot, and I tried not to groan. The car belonged to Olivia. I’d hoped to avoid her until after my trip, but no such luck. I let myself in the front door and forced myself to smile. Olivia had a small office on the second floor next to mine, but claimed that she preferred the bottom floor. She often could be found at the receptionist’s desk any time of day. 

The woman didn’t fool me for a second. Olivia had an ulterior motive. She sat at the reception desk to have first access to the customer service line. There were several times a day when clients called the line instead of an agent directly, even though our phone numbers were listed on the property signs alongside our photos. If no one picked up in customer service—which often happened—the call was forwarded to the office. Olivia had already managed to snag two listings that way. 

Jacques mentioned that he’d hired a new administrative assistant a few days ago, but I was unsure if the man had started yet. To my surprise, Olivia was not at the reception desk, and neither was the new assistant. I glanced in the conference room and found it empty as well. The small kitchen area held a fridge, microwave, sink, and table with chairs. There was no Olivia here either. Maybe she was in the restroom.

Either way, I didn’t have time to think about the woman and climbed the thick carpeted stairs to my office. When I pushed the door open, I gave a gasp.

Olivia was seated behind my desk, running her fingers through the contents of its drawers. She was so absorbed in the process that she didn’t even hear me approach. 

My shock quickly turned to anger. “Excuse me. Can I help you with something?”

“Cindy!” Olivia stared up in shock, resembling a child who’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“That’s obvious.” I laid my briefcase on the desk. “What are you doing in here?”

Olivia shut the desk drawer in a hurry and stood. The woman towered over me with her six-foot height. She was in her early forties with shoulder length auburn hair and a small sprig of freckles on her nose. As she paused to straighten the black pencil skirt she wore with a white lace blouse, I couldn’t help noticing how amazing the outfit looked on her curvy figure.

For once, the woman was at a loss for words. “I—I needed an envelope and thought you might have one in your desk. I’m sorry, I should have asked first.”

I reminded myself to count to five in my head. “There’s envelopes downstairs at the receptionist’s desk.” 

“No, we’re all out.” Olivia’s mouth set in a hard, thin line. “Besides, I need a padded one. I want to send a client a little gift. They had their closing yesterday.”
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