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Chapter 1: Turning Back the Years
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The old Chevy pickup’s engine ticked softly in the cool garage darkness, a familiar sound Ron Robinson had fallen asleep to countless nights. But tonight, the scent of motor oil faded, replaced by the crisp, clean aroma of sea spray and something else—wildflowers blooming impossibly on salt-stained rock. He stood barefoot on a windswept cliff edge, waves crashing far below under a sky blazing with unfamiliar constellations.

"Hello, Ron Robinson." The voice wasn't loud, yet it resonated through him like a struck bell. He turned. The angel Grace stood beside him, not an ethereal wisp, but solid, real. Her eyes held galaxies. She wore simple linen, her presence radiating calm authority. "You’ve lived well. Honorably." She gestured toward the churning ocean. "That sea? It’s time. Your time."

Ron stared, the wind tugging at his thinning hair. "Am I dying? I'm only 65." The question felt absurdly mundane.

Grace smiled, a hint of sadness in her ancient eyes. "Not tonight. But you stand at a tide's turn." She stepped closer, her bare feet silent on the mossy stone. "Honor has weight, Ron Robinson. Yours is heavy. So heavy, it has earned you a choice."

Ron frowned, the sea wind sharp against his face. "A choice?"

Grace nodded, her gaze unwavering. "You return to before the moment Annalucia uncorks the poisoned bottle. Forty-one years old again. You know Cassandra’s betrayal. You know everything of the past 24 years. Tell Annalucia, and she lives. Prevent the cancer." Her voice softened. "But that path diverges sharply. Halsey Adams never crosses your path—she remains looking over her shoulder for Mitch, unaware you exist. She lives alone for the rest of her life, unable to find a good man to marry. June Parker..." Grace paused, and Ron saw the John's grave under rain-slicked oaks, the Glock again trembling in a desperate hand. "...drifts deeper into darkness. Without your harbor, she finds the cliff’s edge, not my intervention."

Ron’s fists clenched. "How?" The word ripped from him, raw and ragged. "How can a God who loves let poison steal Annie? Let June drown in grief? Let Halsey suffer?" The wind seemed to still, holding its breath.

Grace’s gaze didn’t waver, but a profound understanding filled it. "God doesn’t steer your ship, Ron Robinson," she said, her voice like tide smoothing sand. "He only puts you back on the boat. The sea is yours. The course? Your choice." She paused, letting the immensity settle. "But know this: if you sail a different path than either one I’ve charted—if you try to save Annalucia and chase the harbor lights of Halsey and June—the currents shift. Fate isn’t a map you redraw. It’s an ocean. Change one wave..." Her eyes held a flicker of warning, "...and the shore you reach may be unrecognizable."

Ron stared at the churning black water below, the faces flashing before him: Annie’s bright laughter, June’s tear-streaked defiance leaning into his shoulder, Halsey’s sharp wit softening into trust. "So it’s either-or?" he asked, the words tasting like ash. "Annie dies, or Halsey and June drown?"

Grace’s smile was enigmatic, a sliver of moonlight on dark waves. "No, Ron Robinson. It is your free will. Chart your own course." Her hand lifted slightly, a gesture both blessing and dismissal. "But remember the sea’s nature. Change one current..." Her voice faded as the wildflower scent vanished, replaced by the familiar warmth of cotton sheets and Annie’s lavender shampoo.
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Chapter 2: Saving the Life of a New Old Wife
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Ron gasped, sitting upright in bed. Moonlight streamed through the window, illuminating the room Annie had designed—clean lines, warm woods, the faint scent of her perfume lingering. Beside him, Annie stirred, her long strawberry-blonde hair fanned across the pillow. She murmured sleepily, her hand instinctively reaching for his chest. "Bad dream, sailor?" Her voice was thick with sleep, achingly real.

He stared, heart hammering against his ribs. Forty-one. He was forty-one. Annie’s skin was warm under his trembling fingers, her breathing deep and even. The poison. Cassandra’s poison. It was here, now, in their home. The knowledge was a cold knife twisting in his gut. Grace’s words echoed: Change one wave... and the shore you reach may be unrecognizable. Could he warn Annie? Rip the poisoned bottle from her hands? Save her, and then... what? Abandon June to her despair? Erase Halsey from his life entirely and condemn her to a life of loneliness, the same life he and June were facing when June’s mom Claire subtly put them together?

Annie shifted, her green eyes blinking open in the moonlight. "Ron?" Her voice, soft with concern, shattered the paralysis gripping him. She saw the sweat on his brow, the wildness in his eyes. "Hey," she murmured, propping herself up on an elbow. Her hand cupped his cheek, the touch grounding him in the terrifying reality of now. "What happened? You look like you've seen a ghost."

He couldn't speak. The scent of her lavender shampoo, the warmth radiating from her body, the familiar curve of her shoulder beneath the thin strap of her nightgown – it was overwhelming proof. Annie was here. Alive. Breathing. Not consumed by cancer, not stolen by Cassandra's poison. The sheer force of her presence, after years of aching absence followed by the angel's impossible choice, crashed over him like a rogue wave.

"Ron?" Annie's voice sharpened, her sleepiness evaporating. She saw the tremor in his hands, the haunted look in his eyes that she hadn't witnessed since those early, fragile months after he'd left the Navy. Her architect's mind, trained to assess structure and stability, instantly recognized the signs of fracture. "Oh, honey," she breathed, shifting fully onto her knees beside him. Her fingers brushed the damp hair from his forehead, cool against his feverish skin. "Was it the dream again? The one about the desert?" Her touch was gentle, probing, the same soothing technique she’d used years ago when the ghosts of his service had clawed their way back. "You're safe. You're home. With me."

The words "You're safe" echoed hollowly against the impossible truth Grace had shown him. Safe? While Cassandra’s poison sat innocently in their kitchen? While June teetered unknowingly towards oblivion? The sheer presence of Annie – the warmth of her skin beneath his fingertips, the familiar cadence of her breath, the vibrant life radiating from her – slammed into him with brutal force. It wasn't a memory. It wasn't a dream. She was here. Alive. The cancer hadn't ravaged her. Cassandra hadn't won. Yet.

A choked sob ripped from his throat, raw and primal. Years of grief, years of stoic endurance, years of holding Halsey and June close while Annie’s ghost lingered in every corner of the house he’d built for her – it all shattered. He lunged forward, wrapping his arms around Annie with desperate, bruising force. His face buried itself in the crook of her neck, inhaling the scent of lavender and sleep and life. His whole body shook, trembling with the seismic shift between loss and impossible restoration. "You're alive!" The words were muffled, ragged gasps against her skin, each syllable a desperate affirmation against the horror he’d witnessed. "Annie... God, Annie... you're alive."

Annie stiffened momentarily, startled by the raw intensity, the sheer terror radiating from him. This wasn't the desert nightmare. This was deeper, darker. Her arms instinctively tightened around him, anchoring him. "Shhh," she murmured, her voice thick with confusion and fierce protectiveness. Her fingers stroked his hair, his back, trying to soothe the tremors wracking his frame. "Of course I'm alive, sailor. Right here. What happened? Talk to me." Her architect’s mind raced, searching for a logical explanation – a fever, carbon monoxide, something tangible. But the depth of his anguish felt elemental, beyond reason.

Ron clung to her, the scent of lavender and the solid warmth of her body a lifeline against the impossible tide Grace had unleashed. His logical mind, honed by history lessons and military strategy, kicked in even through the haze of grief reborn. Time travel. It sounded like the plot of a dozen sci-fi films he and Annie had devoured together – Back to the Future, The Butterfly Effect, Groundhog Day. Characters rushing back to fix one mistake, only to unravel threads they hadn't even seen. Marty McFly nearly erasing himself. Evan Treborn destroying lives trying to save them. Bill Murray learning he couldn't force the perfect day. The lesson screamed at him: changing one event rippled outward in unpredictable, often catastrophic, ways. Grace hadn't offered a cheat sheet; she'd handed him a live grenade with the pin pulled.

He pulled back slightly, his hands framing Annie’s face, thumbs brushing away the tears he hadn’t realized were falling – his own. Her bright green eyes, wide with alarm and confusion, searched his. He saw the architect assessing damage, the wife fearing for her husband’s sanity. He couldn’t just blurt out poison and Cassandra. She’d think he’d cracked, call Dr. Evans, maybe sedate him. He needed proof she couldn’t dismiss. He needed her to believe him. Not just about the poison, but about the entire impossible tapestry – her death, his grief, June’s spiral, Halsey’s crash, Cassandra’s monstrous betrayal, the shared life with two women he loved fiercely. This wasn’t just his second chance; it was Annie’s chance to live, June’s chance to avoid the abyss, Halsey’s chance to find love without terror. The weight settled on him, heavier than any pack he’d carried in the desert.
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Chapter 3: An Unbelievable Story
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His first thought was his wedding ring. The one Annie gave him was a plain gold band. He looked at his left hand and the wide platinum one that matched June’s and Halsey’s was still there.

Next, his gaze snapped towards the bedroom door, towards the kitchen downstairs. "The wine," he rasped, his voice rough with urgency. "The bottle Cassandra brought you. The Cassetta Vineyard Pinot Grigio, 2011." Annie blinked, startled by the sudden shift. "Yes, that was two weeks ago. Ron, what—?"

"Don't drink it!" The command tore from him, sharp as gunfire. He saw her flinch, confusion deepening into genuine worry. He took a shuddering breath, forcing himself to lower his voice, to grip her hands tightly, anchoring himself as much as her. "Annie, listen. Please. That bottle... it's poisoned. Cassandra spiked it with ethylene glycol. Antifreeze." He saw the instant denial flicker in her eyes – Cassandra? Harmless, annoying Cassandra? – and pressed on, desperate. "She did it. She poisoned you. It’s how you..." The word died choked him. "It caused the cancer. It wasn't random. It was her. I know this will sound crazy, but she also has bugged our home- not the bedroom, but almost everywhere else."

Annie stared at him, her architect's mind struggling to compute the impossible equation: her husband's raw terror + a ludicrous accusation against a colleague. "Ron," she said slowly, carefully, the way one addresses a sleepwalker near a ledge. "Cassandra brought that bottle two weeks ago” she repeated. “We haven't touched it. It's still sealed, downstairs in the wine cooler." Her thumb rubbed soothing circles on his knuckle. "It's just sitting there. Bugs? What like cockroaches?"

"No! Listening devices! The wine? Exactly!" Ron surged off the bed, adrenaline burning through the lingering haze of grief and displacement. The familiar room felt suddenly alien, charged with deadly urgency. He paced, the worn rug fibers rough under his bare feet – a grounding sensation against the surreal storm in his head. His Navy training kicked in: Assess. Plan. Execute. Proof. He needed undeniable, objective proof Annie couldn't rationalize away. His gaze snapped to the bedside clock. 6:17 AM. Too early for normal calls.

He began with the ring, something simple yet undeniable. “Annie, when we went to bed last night, did I have my ring on?” She looked at him like he had lost his mind. “Yes, dear, you never take it off.”

He looked at her, those beautiful green eyes he had missed seeing for almost 25 years. “Annie, what I’m going to tell you will make no sense at all.” He paused. “We go to church, and the Bible speaks of angels. Do you believe in them?” This threw her for a loop. She reached out and put her hand to his forehead, checking for a fever. “Ron, what is going on? You don’t have a fever. You woke up and it’s like you’re a different man in the same body.”

Ron tells the love of his life the truth. “Annie, last night when I went to bed, I was 65 and married to June Parker and quasi-married to another woman you don’t know- but you’d really like her.”

Annie laughed out loud. “OK, I get it, you’re pranking me. You went to bed with not one but two women last night? Sounds like a racy dream.”

“It wasn’t a dream, Annie. Here, look at my ring.” He pulled off the wide platinum band and gave it to her. She held it under the light on the nightstand, and read “RR-JR-HR. What does this engraving mean, Ron?” She wasn’t laughing now.

“Those were the women- JR, June Robinson, you know her as June Parker, or Mcallister now. HR, Halsey Robinson. I don’t know a good way to tell you this, babe, but I lived an entire life with those two after you, you...”

Annie cut him off, her wise brain finishing what he couldn’t bring himself to say. “Died? Because that’s the only way you’d ever get rid of me, sailor.” She paused for a moment, the only rational reason for this was that he was telling her the truth. She handed the ring back to him. “OK, tell me what happened, the Reader’s Digest summary, please.”

He began with Cassandra, the genesis of the entire situation. “Cassandra! She has placed hidden microphones all over our home. The wine bottle Cassandra gave you, it has poison in it, ethylene glycol. You drink it every night and 6 months from now you find a lump in your breast. By then it’s too late, the cancer spreads and, I, you...”

Annie took his hands, seeing the pain in the face of the man she loved dearly. “I died. Please, Ron, tell me everything so we can figure this out. I need a good foundation.”

Ron said “The last day, in hospice, you were still... you. You held my hand and said ‘Mourn me but go on living. Find a good woman- or two! I have big shoes to fill’”

Annie smiled and said “Yeah, that sounds like me alright. So you found two good women?”

Ron smiled now. “Yes, but it wasn’t quite that simple, dear.”

“Tell me.” Annie said softly.

“OK, about 6 months after your funeral, friends tried fixing me up. First couple of blind dates were... not what I was looking for. The third time was the charm.” Annie saw his face light up. “Halsey. You remember Ray Adams, my CO when I left the navy?”

“Yes, you really liked and respected him.” Annie said.

“Small world, she was his daughter. Her ex was an abusive drunk. Like me, she had a bunch of failed first dates. Annie, she had your eyes, sense of humor, and quick wit. Cracked a joke about me not having a Harley because I had all my teeth and no tattoos.”

Annie laughed, “That’s something else I would say. Go on.”

“We just clicked. Second date, took her out of town on the CB750. Told her where the grab handles were and she said ‘Won’t need ‘em’. Total firecracker.” He omitted her attempted seduction at the end of that date. “Anyway, the next day her employer, National Insurance, transferred her to OKC at the end of the week. Killed the relationship just as it began.” His mind continued to race. He couldn’t do this on his own.

He knew it was early, but not for a Perry. Daniel Perry. Aimee’s brother. Solid. Trusted. Possessed of a cop’s ingrained skepticism and a detective’s relentless drive for evidence. He’d seen Daniel dismantle flimsy alibis and dissect crime scenes with cold precision. If anyone could verify Ron’s insane claim swiftly and quietly, it was Daniel.

Annie continued asking about what he had begun to tell her. “But you ended up with her... and June, your student June?” She was confused. “How?”

“It was an ingenious plan of Claire. She sent June to me with a sympathy card, wrote in it ‘Our girl is adrift, she needs safe harbor. You saved her once, please save her again.’ As you may remember, June married John McAllister, the soldier that was killed in action a few years ago. We lost touch with her and Claire. June fell apart, had thought about killing herself when the same angel that sent me back here stopped her. Anyway, Claire told June since we were closer to the law school to ask about renting our downstairs suite and using our kitchen for her cooking videos. We actually had a good debate on it. I was against the idea, and then she used my own words from a lesson 10 years earlier against me. She went on to be a great lawyer, that was a foreshadowing of it.”

“So she moved in?” Annie asked. “Wasn’t that...”

Now Ron finished the sentence. “Troubling? Yes. She grew up to be a very beautiful woman. Aside from that though, we found we had a lot of shared interests- such as noir films. As time went on, Claire’s plan worked. We fell in love.”

Annie wasn’t shocked by his admission. “OK, so that explains June. How did you end up with her and this Halsey?”

Ron smiled. “I wasn’t with June yet. The day we almost kissed, we were on the front porch swing. We both chickened out, she went inside to make dinner. That’s when Halsey returned. She was up for a promotion here, and had a week to decide.”

Annie’s green eyes got large. “Wow, sounds like the plot of a romance novel. So which one...”

Ron laughed. “You couldn’t make this up, babe. For the next few days, I dated both of them. June had upped her game after Claire gave her a pep talk. Halsey, she tried to  um, she wanted to.. after we danced, she...”

Annie smiled at her husband’s discomfort. “She wanted to sleep with you?”

Ron looked at her, somewhat relieved. “Yes.”

Annie asked a question she was fairly sure she knew the answer to. “Did you?”

Ron looked away and said “No. I told her she was too good of a woman to take to a motel. She saw I was in love with June, so she backed off. Halsey texted her and they had lunch the next day, Halsey was in love with me, but made up a couple of BS excuses for June’s sake. Then both of them fixed dinner where Halsey told me to pick June.”

Annie cut in. “It sounds like those two got along pretty good. No catfights?”

Ron smiled. “Not one. Ever. When Halsey first walked in, she complimented June on her cooking and said she needed lessons. They grew to be like sisters- forgot to tell you, Halsey is two days older than me.”

“So you married June?” Annie was still perplexed.

“Actually, I asked her... the same evening. But I’m getting ahead of myself. The night Halsey told us she wasn’t taking the job, she was going to drive back to OKC. June begged her to stay due to the big storm approaching. She crashed a few miles away, nearly died. We didn’t find out til the next day.”

“Oh my, that’s terrible!” Annie said. “So what happened next?”

Ron scowled. “Cassandra happened next. We had visited Halsey in the hospital, and June saw I still loved her, but wasn’t upset, she couldn’t be upset. Halsey had made a huge sacrifice- June’s really smart, babe. She figured out Halsey lied as to why she was leaving so June wouldn’t feel bad. Anyway, June was out one day, and I got knocked out while reading on the porch swing. Came to, Cassandra had me tied to a dining room chair in the living room. In summary, June came home and saved me. Shot and killed Cassandra. You remember Aimee Perry’s older brother Daniel? He worked the case. She was exonerated. After that, we got married. Halsey got fired, June moved her in with us, filed a wrongful termination suit and got her millions.”

Annie processed all he had told her. “So I take it this was not the ‘happily ever after’ point?”

Ron looked at her and said “Not yet. Then June got this idea about.. sharing me.”

Annie smiled, saying “Aha, the pieces of the puzzle are starting to fall into place.”

Ron went on. “Just like they had done for June, her friends tried to fix Halsey up. Disasters. One guy accused her of being illegal. Oh, I forgot to tell you, in Texas, Ray married a gal from Mexico named Maria, so Halsey was Latina. Anyway, June saw it wasn’t working and also how we still looked at each other. She had me watch this movie where a couple meets another woman and they fall in love. She... she made another ‘proposal’ and I didn’t react well. We had a big argument. She talked to Claire, and after we cooled off we went to the diner in town. While we were out, Halsey’s ex Mitch broke in and took her. Saw her online dating profile and that enraged him.”

Annie put her hand to her mouth. “Oh no... obviously she survived?”

“Yes she did- she was a survivor” Ron said, adding “I found him, made him tell me where she was and when he tried to stab me in the back I shot and killed him. Saved her, he had made her drink grain alcohol. Doc said another hour and she would have been gone.”

Annie smiled, and said “OK, so the scorecard at this point was you had saved June twice, she had saved you twice, and you had saved Halsey? I can see how that would encourage a relationship. Now did you all live happily ever after?”

Ron shook his head. “One more storm. The new DA, fellow named Rosario, right now I don’t think he has filed to run. He got elected using questionable means, but he tried me for murdering Mitch.”

“He what?” Annie exclaimed.

“Yeah, stretched a lot of stuff to fit his narrative. By then, June was working and sliced and diced him. Jury forewoman ripped him a new one on video. It was great!”

Annie smiled as well. “Was that ‘happily ever after’?”

Ron said “Not quite. June had us all go out to dinner dressed in 40’s attire. Her in red, Halsey in black.”

“Like your bikes?” Annie asked.

Ron paused for a moment. “Leave it to an architect to pick up on something like that. I never thought about it, but you’re right. June liked riding on the red BMW, and Halsey liked the black Honda. Anyway, June had me dance with Halsey, we talked, held hands. Went home. June had Halsey stand up and finally made us confess our love for each other.”

Annie laughed her characteristic laugh. “Now that would be a weird conversation!” She paused, and then said “Well, not as weird as the one we’re having. So that was it then?”

Ron said “Yes. I proposed of sorts to Halsey, she accepted and from then on it was the three of us. A lot more bumps in the road, people talking, going to church eventually, but the storms had passed. That brings me to Grace’s options.”

Annie was deep in thought. “Options? Let me guess, you can save me or have them?” Annie and Ron both enjoyed time travel movies, now they were living one. “Any other choice would disrupt the timeline. I guess I know what choice you made, sailor. You told me about the wine.”

“That’s just it. Call me greedy, but I can’t live knowing what will happen to both of them. I need your advice, babe. I couldn’t let you get sick again, but at the same time I can’t let June kill herself and Halsey live a lonely life when I know how happy she was. What should I do, Annie?” Ron pleaded for her, this wise woman, not only his wife of many years but also his best friend.

In her free spirited way, she gave him an answer he kind of expected. “Let’s go get your wives, Mr. Robinson. First, we need to deal with that wine bottle.”

He snatched his phone from the charger, fingers trembling only slightly. Annie watched him as he scrolled through contacts. "Ron, who are you calling?" Her voice held a tremor now, mirroring his own tension.

"Daniel Perry," Ron answered, his voice low and urgent. He found the number – Daniel Perry, Detective Sergeant – and hit dial. The phone rang once, twice. Annie’s head nodded. Daniel Perry. Aimee’s brother. He could have the wine checked, and arrest Cassandra!

Daniel answered on the third ring, his voice thick with sleep but instantly alert. "Robinson? Everything okay?" The hour and the caller – Ron Robinson, the quiet history teacher, war and then classroom hero – screamed trouble.

"No," Ron stated, the word clipped, military-sharp. He kept his eyes locked on Annie’s beautiful face. "I need you at my house. Now. Bring a field test kit for ethylene glycol and that wireless microphone detector you keep in your squad." He paused, the next words tasting like ash. "And gloves. Evidence bag. Possible homicide attempt."

A stunned silence crackled down the line. Ron could practically hear Daniel’s detective instincts override sleep. "Bugs? Homicide? Robinson, what the hell—?"

"Cassandra," Ron interrupted, the name sharp and venomous. He saw Annie flinch again, her hand flying to her mouth. "She’s planted bugs throughout our home. She poisoned a bottle of wine she gave Annie weeks ago. Ethylene glycol. It’s downstairs, untouched. I need you to secure it. Now." He didn't wait for questions. "Just get here." He ended the call, the silence in the bedroom suddenly deafening. He filled Annie in on how flirty Cassandra had been lately, the unwanted touches on his arm, pressing close to him at faculty meetings, leaning over his desk wearing low cut tops and tight skirts.

Annie stared at him, her face pale. "Cassandra? Hidden microphones? Poison?" Her voice was a whisper, disbelief warring with dawning horror. She remembered Cassandra’s sudden, intense interest in Ron over the past month—the lingering glances, the "accidental" brushes against him. "But... why? She’s just a colleague..." Her words trailed off as Ron’s expression hardened, the haunted look in his eyes confirming the unthinkable.

***
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30 MINUTES LATER, THE doorbell chimed—sharp, insistent. Daniel Perry stood on the porch in his trench coat, his detective’s gaze already scanning the foyer. He carried a small forensic kit and a box with an antenna. "Ron," he nodded curtly, stepping inside. "Show me. Bugs first." No pleasantries.

Switching the device on, he asked Ron where to look.  “The study. Start there” Ron said. “Annie’s desk, you found the first one there.” Daniel looked at him as if he’d lost his mind, but then the detector chirped. Daniel traced it to under the desk, crawling under it. A few seconds later, he emerged, a small device in his hand. “Spy store stuff. Available online from China. Cheap and it has maybe a quarter mile range. OK Robinson, you said ‘You found the first one there.’ How did you know that? What the hell is going on here?”

Ron gave it some thought and then spoke, taking the device from Daniel and crushing it under his boot. “Daniel, please, just trust me on this. We’ve known each other a long time. I promise I’ll explain, but right now we need to fumigate this place. There are plenty more of those.”

Daniel looked at Annie. “You’re in on this?”

Annie gave him a nervous smile. “Well it’s new territory for me too, but I trust my husband. Do you have anything to lose by doing this?”

Daniel looked at the crushed device on the floor. His innate curiosity got the better of him. “OK. Lead on, Robinson.”

They went to the living room. Ron pointed out the couch, and Daniel’s detector chirped again. Reaching under the sofa, he said “Got it, that makes two. How many are there?” He asked Annie for a metal tin or box so they could have their signal blocked. Annie returned with a zip lock baggie and some tinfoil. “That’ll work, Mrs. MacGuyver” he joked.

Looking at him, Ron quietly said “Ten. Next one is here where the phone used to be wired.” Daniel retrieved it, then the one by the mantle that had been disguised to blend in. They walked to the cellar, and found the bug behind the fuse panel. After that was the kitchen under a cabinet. Then Ron directed him to the clock and a curtain rod. They then walked to Ron’s garage and Daniel found the bug under Ron’s workbench. “That’s nine” Daniel said. “Where’s the last one?” Ron looked at him and said “Front porch. Under the swing.” With the final device wrapped in foil and bagged, Daniel asked about the wine. “OK, so your house was infested, we cleared them. Now what’s this about the wine?”

Ron led him to the wine cooler tucked beneath the gourmet kitchen’s island. Annie followed silently, clutching her robe tight.

Ron pointed to the unopened Pinot Grigio. "There." Daniel, still gloved up, lifted the bottle, examining the seal. "Cassandra Smith?" he confirmed, pulling a portable ethylene glycol tester from his kit. Annie watched, knuckles white, as Daniel pierced the cork with a needle-thin probe. The device hissed. A digital readout flickered—then flashed crimson. POSITIVE.

Daniel’s jaw tightened. "Christ." He bagged the bottle meticulously. "We’ll need lab confirmation, but this field test is highly reliable." He turned to Annie, his cop-face softening slightly. "Mrs. Robinson... Annie. Did you notice anything off about Cassandra recently? Anything obsessive toward Ron?"

Annie swallowed hard. "She... she was always hovering. Touching his arm. Laughing too loud at his jokes." Her voice trembled. "I thought she was just... lonely. Awkward. We had words at the market, what Ron, wasn’t it last month? She put her hands on him right in front of me. Told her that was a good way for her to lose her fingers." Daniel smiled, Annie was known for being one of the nicest people in town. It took a lot for her to get upset. Then his serious face returned.

Daniel nodded grimly, sealing the evidence bag. "Pattern fits obsession. We'll bring her in for questioning immediately. Now will you tell me what is going on here?" Ron placed a hand on his arm.

"Daniel," Ron said, his voice low and urgent. "There's more. Much more." He glanced at Annie, her eyes wide with confusion and fear. "I already told her, but you need to hear this." He led them to the living room, the sunrise casting shadows across Annie's architectural sketches pinned to the wall. He took Annie's hand, cold in his grasp, and met Daniel's skeptical gaze.

He began with Grace. The angelic visitation, the impossible choice – save Annie and erase June and Halsey, or preserve his future family and let Annie die. He described waking beside Annie at forty-one, flooded with memories of a life lived decades beyond this moment. "Last night, I went to bed sixty-five years old, Daniel," Ron stated, his voice raw. "Six months from now, I held Annie's hand as she died. I buried her. I married June Parker, saved Halsey Adams, June shot Cassandra Smith dead, and I stood trial for killing Halsey’s ex Mitch. I lived it all. We grew old together. Last night I went to bed a 65 year old between the two other women I loved. I woke up here with the first one I loved."

Daniel leaned back in Annie's sleek armchair, skepticism etched deep into his tired face. "Ron," he sighed, rubbing his temples. "Annie's worried sick. You're talking angels, time travel, alternate futures... It sounds like one hell of a stress dream bleeding over. The bugs? The poison? That's terrifyingly real. This? This sounds like trauma talking. June? She’s in a bad way, Aimee told me she’s just going through the motions now. Who is Halsey Adams?"

Ron didn't flinch. The dismissal was expected. He focused inward, sifting through decades of memory like files. Proof. Tangible proof Daniel couldn't deny. He recalled a humid afternoon years from now – no, years ago for him – standing over Cassandra Smith's body in this very house. Daniel, grim-faced, processing the scene. Later, over stale coffee at the precinct, Daniel had shared something deeply private, a vulnerability he'd buried.

"June almost hurt herself the day she called Claire to come home, she’s not told anyone that. She’s torn up inside from losing John. Halsey.. long story, I’ll get to her later. You deal with proof, evidence, so try this out: You almost lost your badge," Ron stated, his voice low and unnervingly calm. He locked eyes with Daniel. "First year on patrol. Failed your pistol qualification. Three tries. Jammed your service weapon on the second qualification run – a faulty magazine spring you hadn't replaced. Sergeant Briggs saw the panic in your eyes. Covered for you. Said the range equipment malfunctioned. Gave you a week to fix it and requalify privately. You never told anyone else. Not even Aimee."

Daniel went utterly still. The color drained from his face. The clock ticking was suddenly the only sound. He stared at Ron, the skepticism crumbling into stunned disbelief. That incident was buried deep, a secret humiliation known only to him and Briggs, who’d retired years ago. "How...?" The word choked out.

"Because I lived it," Ron pressed, his voice low and urgent. "I was there when you told me, Daniel. After Cassandra died here. Years from now. You confided in me because you knew I understood pressure, understood failure." He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "And I know something else. Next month, Chief Evans offers you Captain. You turn it down. You tell him, 'The street’s where I belong, Chief. Paperwork kills faster than perps.'"

Daniel’s breath hitched. He’d been wrestling with that exact offer in silence for days. Evans hadn’t spoken to anyone else yet. Impossible. Utterly impossible. Unless... His gaze flickered between Ron’s haunted certainty and Annie’s terrified grip on her husband’s arm. The impossible suddenly felt terrifyingly plausible. The secret about the range, the unspoken offer – Ron knew things buried so deep they were bedrock. "Jesus," Daniel breathed, running a hand over his face. "Okay. Okay. So... time travel. Angels. A future where..." He gestured vaguely at the air, unable to articulate the sheer scale of it.

Annie’s fingers tightened around Ron’s, cold and trembling. She stared at Daniel’s stunned acceptance, then back at Ron’s face – etched with decades of grief and love she hadn’t lived yet. The disbelief shattered. "Daniel," she whispered, her voice raw. "This is real." Her eyes searched Ron’s. "We know what we need to do. Can you handle the wine bottle OK?"

Daniel stood abruptly, the movement sharp in the strained silence. "This choice of yours..." He gestured vaguely at Ron, at the impossible truth hanging between them. "...isn't a police matter. Not anymore." He scooped up the evidence bags containing the devices and poisoned wine, his knuckles white around the seal. "I'll process this. If it confirms ethylene glycol, I'll get a warrant for Cassandra's apartment. Look for purchase records, traces in her trash. She has to have a wireless receiver for these." He paused at the door, the daylight catching the exhaustion in his eyes. "What you told me... Stays between us." His gaze met Ron’s, a silent acknowledgment passing between them. Respect, forged in shared weight of secrets and impossible futures. A grim nod. "Keep her safe," Daniel added, his voice low. "Both of you." The door clicked shut behind him, leaving the house quiet with the echo of his promise.

Annie moved on autopilot, the familiar clatter of pans a grounding anchor against the vertigo. Eggs cracked, bacon sizzled. The mundane ritual felt surreal. She slid plates onto the worn oak table, the scent of coffee cutting through the lingering dread. Ron sat heavily, the lines around his eyes deeper than yesterday. He was older, she realized with a jolt. Not just tired. Haunted.

"She moved like water in the kitchen," Ron murmured, staring into his steaming mug. "June. After... after you were gone." His voice thickened. "All that grief, but when she cooked? Graceful. Like a dancer." He described the makeshift studio lights Halsey helped rig after physical therapy. "Halsey... green eyes that could cut steel or soften like spring grass. Sharpest wit I ever knew." A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Made me laugh when I forgot how. You would've liked her, babe. Really liked her."

Annie didn't react immediately. She traced the rim of her own mug, her gaze distant, intense. Not jealous. Calculating. "I would have?" she echoed softly. Then her eyes snapped to his, blazing with sudden, fierce clarity. "Ron. She's alive. Right now. Working at National Insurance downtown." She leaned forward, urgency crackling in her voice. "We save her and June. June... Claire’s our friend. We watch her, steer her here before something bad happens. You already have an excuse- we're a lot closer to law school. But Halsey..." Annie’s brow furrowed. "We need a reason. A way in. Something that doesn't scream 'time-traveling stalkers'."

Ron’s hand found hers across the table, warm and solid. He lifted it, pressing a kiss to her knuckles – a gesture laden with decades of longing compressed into this single, fragile moment. "Missed you," he breathed against her skin, the words thick with unshed tears and the sheer, staggering relief of holding her living hand. "Every single day. Loved you more than breath." His thumb brushed over her wedding band, the familiar metal cool beneath his touch.

Annie’s eyes shimmered, but her smile was fierce. "Then let’s make sure you don’t have to miss me again," she declared, squeezing his fingers. "And let’s get your other wives." she said 'wives' again without any hesitation, jealousy, or judgment. The audacity of the plan crackled between them, electric. "National Insurance handles our property policy renewal next month. We’ll request an in-person consult. Casual. Professional." Her mind raced. "You’ll be there. Quiet. Observant. Let her see you, Ron. Not just the client."

An hour later, she moved to the landline, dialing Claire’s number with steady fingers. "Claire? Annie! Listen, Ron’s been buried in work, and I..." Her voice softened, layered with unspoken warmth. "I miss you. Both of you. Come for dinner Sunday? Pot roast, your favorite." Claire’s delighted gasp was audible even from across the table. "Oh, Annie! Yes! June’s been... adrift lately. This will lift her spirits." Annie’s gaze locked with Ron’s. "Good. We’ll take care of her." The promise hung heavy, loaded with futures yet unwritten.
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Chapter 4: Let’s Go Get Your Wives

[image: ]




Halsey Adams smoothed the lapel of her charcoal blazer, frowning slightly at her computer screen. The Robinsons' file glowed back at her – homeowners policy renewal, standard procedure. Yet they'd specifically requested her presence for the consultation. Odd. She handled complex risk portfolios now, not routine residential coverage. That was junior analyst territory years ago. A prickle of professional irritation warred with curiosity as she glanced at the clock. Why me?

The door clicked open. Halsey stood, her practiced smile faltering for a heartbeat. The strawberry blonde woman radiated warmth, her green eyes sparkling with lively intelligence. But it was the man beside her who arrested Halsey’s focus. Tall, broad-shouldered, with thick black hair swept back from a strong face shadowed by a neatly trimmed mustache. His dark eyes held an unnerving depth, a quiet intensity that felt... profoundly familiar. Like recognizing a landmark from a dream. A strange, inexplicable warmth bloomed in her chest.

"Mr. and Mrs. Robinson," Halsey greeted, extending her hand. Annie’s grip was firm and friendly, but Ron’s... his large, calloused hand enveloped hers, and a startling jolt of recognition, pure and visceral, shot up her arm. She saw a flicker in his eyes – surprise, quickly masked by stoic politeness. Impossible. She’d never met him. Yet her skin tingled where his touch lingered. "Welcome," she continued smoothly, forcing professionalism. "I confess, I was a bit puzzled by your request. Risk analysis keeps me neck-deep in corporate portfolios these days. Homeowner policies? That feels like ancient history." She gestured towards the chairs opposite her desk. "I hope I haven't been demoted without notice."

Annie laughed, a bright, musical sound that instantly disarmed Halsey. "Oh, heavens no!" She settled into the chair, her gaze sharp and appreciative as she took in Halsey’s stylish glasses, the intelligent gleam in her green eyes, the effortless confidence. Then Annie noticed Halsey’s beauty and her figure that Ron had omitted. This woman was in a word... stunning. "Ron handles the finances, bless him, but I insisted on requesting you specifically." Annie leaned forward conspiratorially. "We heard whispers – brilliant, unconventional, sees solutions others miss. Designing our home taught me the value of a sharp, creative mind." She waved a dismissive hand. "Insurance is just the excuse. We're renovating – adding a studio wing – and frankly, I wanted to pick the brain of someone who understands navigating complex systems with flair." Annie’s smile was genuine, inviting. "You remind me of myself, actually. Before mortgages and middle age sanded down the edges."

Halsey blinked, momentarily thrown by the unexpected compliment and the directness. A flicker of amusement touched her lips. "Flair? Most people call it being bluntly inconvenient." She glanced at Ron, who sat quietly observing, his expression unreadable but intensely present. That strange sense of familiarity intensified under his gaze. "But I appreciate the compliment, Mrs. Robinson. Renovations are fascinating chaos. What kind of studio?"
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