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				“Karen Young’s stories take my breath away and make me sit up and take notice. In Lie for Me she presents a heroine with an ethical decision that left me biting my fingernails. I wonder if I’d have the strength of character to do what I know was right even if it meant sending the man I loved to prison for the rest of his life. Fast-paced, heart-stopping action are Karen’s trademarks. She’s one of my favorites.” 

				—Debbie Macomber, #1 New York Times bestselling author

				“This is a riveting and inspiring novel that will leave readers profoundly moved. The wrenching moral dilemma, coupled with the suspenseful plot, makes for a page-turning drama that will keep you guessing to the very end. Karen Young is in top form.” 

				—Susan Wiggs, New York Times bestselling author of The Goodbye Quilt
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				For my family.
You bring me joy. You make me proud.
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				The golden retriever was agitated from the moment Tucker Kane let him out of the company truck, dashing up to the old house and back, whining and carrying on. But as Tucker was busy maneuvering the cart up onto the porch, he didn’t pay much attention. Besides, the weather was deteriorating. Intermittent flashes of lightning meant rain any minute. He wanted to be done before it started.

				A porch light would have helped. He thought he’d left it on when he dropped off his tools earlier that day, but he’d been intent on making a meeting with a city building inspector at another site, one who hadn’t shown up, to his disgust. Had the man forgotten it?

				The heavy metal contraption was awkward to handle, but he finally managed to get it up the steps using a couple of old planks as a ramp. He needed the cart to transfer the wood paneling from the house to the truck. Bracing against the bars of the cart, he took his keys from his pocket.

				Suddenly, fierce lightning flashed and thunder boomed. Wincing, he squinted in the dark, trying to find the right key. At his feet, Buddy crowded him, frantically pacing and whining. Some dogs were nervous in a storm, but Buddy wasn’t . . . usually. Still, he was clearly agitated over something, but Tucker didn’t have time to do anything about it now.

				“Buddy! Calm down,” he commanded. “Sit.”

				The dog instantly did as he was told, but every nerve quivered. Watching Tucker jangling keys, he literally vibrated with anxiety.

				“What’s the problem, Buddy? You think we’ll find a ghost inside this old house?”

				The dog’s tail swished, acknowledging his master’s voice with a hopeful look and a plaintive whine. With the correct key finally in hand, Tucker aimed it at the lock. But, to his surprise, he found he didn’t need it after all. He frowned, distinctly remembering that he’d locked the house when he’d left earlier. First the light, now the door. A little wary now, he pushed it open as lightning flashed again and, on the heels of that, loud thunder. All too close.

				“Okay, Buddy, we’re in.” Normally he wasn’t leery of weather, but he was glad to get inside. Taking the wood out in a rainstorm might be a little tricky, but he had a tarp to protect it. He had to do it tonight. The house was to be demolished the next morning. And he was in a hurry. Lauren was waiting. He didn’t want a late job and a little rain ruining his date with his fiancée.

				Thinking of his beautiful bride-to-be, his irritation faded. He’d been soured on women after the disaster of his first marriage, but finding Lauren changed that. Thank God, she was nothing like Margot.

				Buddy startled him by leaping over the threshold and instantly disappearing into pitch blackness. Tucker muttered to himself at having left his flashlight in his tool kit somewhere in the back of the house. Despite streaks of lightning, the dark interior felt out-and-out creepy. But he finally found the light switch and flipped it on. Relieved, he took a minute to get his bearings and quickly closed the door as another flash of lightning lit the room. Houston was in for a gully washer of a storm.

				He saw nothing different from when he’d left earlier. Any thief intent on burglarizing the place had been out of luck. The house’s treasures had been removed earlier in the week—hand-blown windowpanes, vintage gas light fixtures, heart pine floors—most everything dating from the nineteenth century. Like Tucker, some people valued age-old relics.

				Sad that the place couldn’t be preserved in its entirety. But Tucker had been lucky to win the bid on the rare paneling in the library. He had a contract to use the mahogany to outfit an office in a newer house in River Oaks. Earlier today he’d carefully pulled it off the walls, marked it, and stacked it so that now he could quickly load it into his pickup. Just then, Buddy dashed back after his foray to the interior. Obviously distressed, the dog whined and circled around Tucker. “Okay, boy, what’s got you so worked up?” Tucker moved past the stairs and down the hall pulling the cumbersome cart behind him. He glanced at his watch. Five after eight. He guessed he had just enough time to load up and leave and still meet Lauren as planned. He’d heard excitement in her voice when she’d called to tell him she had a surprise.

				So, upon reaching the old library, he was still smiling as he turned on the lights and saw the body.

				For a long moment, he simply froze, eyes wide in shock. He struggled to process the grisly sight before him. A woman lay sprawled on the floor, both arms flung out. Her hands seemed ghostly white, nails tipped in blood-red polish. Taking it in, he felt dizzy and disoriented. Bile rose in the back of his throat. It was only when he felt Buddy’s nose nudging his slack hand that he pulled himself together enough to take a hesitant step forward.

				The woman’s hair was in a wild tangle, partially obscuring her face. What was she doing here? She didn’t appear to be homeless. He could see the sparkle of a ring on her finger. And that dress . . . No, not a homeless person. Then who?

				With his heart hammering in his chest, he was now close enough to lean over and see her face.

				“Oh!” He jerked back, giving out a shocked sound as if he’d been punched in the belly. He stared in horror. He knew that face. He knew that hand, those red, red nails. Holy crap! It was Margot!

				For an instant, he could not move. He felt nailed to the floor. He swallowed hard. Shaking his head as if denying the evidence before his own eyes, he wiped a hand over his face and drew in a deep breath, trying to steady himself.

				“Margot . . .”

				He dropped to his knees beside her. Bracing himself, he put out a shaky hand and gingerly brushed her dark hair aside. With his heart slamming in his chest, he looked into her blue eyes—familiar blue eyes—now wide and fixed. He looked quickly away, then saw the blood pooled beneath her . . . a lot of blood.

				He shook his head to clear his thinking. He would have to touch her to be sure. He shuddered with revulsion, tempted to run out of the room, to get out of the old house. He desperately wanted to escape this nightmare. Margot was dead. No getting around that.

				Another colossal crash of thunder rattled the very foundation of the house. Taking a fortifying breath, he forced himself to press two fingers to her carotid. He felt nothing. Moving his fingers and holding his breath, he tried again. Still, he felt nothing. But she was not cold. How could that be?

				Withdrawing his hand, he grimaced at the blood on his fingers. Saw they were trembling. He took out his handkerchief and wiped them. His stomach rolled sickeningly. He had to stop and take a few deep breaths. Buddy leaned against him, whining . . . but in a different way now, sniffing at blood on the knees of Tucker’s jeans from kneeling beside her.

				He stood up abruptly, backing away from the body and scrabbling at his belt for his cell phone. Tearing his eyes from his ex-wife’s body, he turned away and managed to dial 911.

				“Hello,” he said, clearing his throat when his voice came out as a croak. “I need—” He stopped. He didn’t need an ambulance, which was what he’d been about to say. He tried again. “I’m calling to report a . . . a death.”

				“What is your name?”

				“Tucker Kane. You need to send the police right away.”

				“Do you need an ambulance?”

				He turned, his gaze coming to rest again on Margot’s ghostly pale, still face. “It’s too late for that.”

				He gave the dispatcher the address, hung up, and stood for a second, dazed, struggling to wrap his head around the horror of Margot’s murder. The authorities would be here in a minute or two. He turned away, avoiding looking at the body again. But the image was already emblazoned in his memory. She had been bludgeoned beyond overkill. Whoever did this had to have been enraged. Someone who knew her? Had to be, he thought. But who? Who? And why?

				His gaze fell on his tools. He’d left them here earlier, intending to load them up tonight after he’d taken the paneling. He should do it now, before the police came. No doubt they would want to talk to him. Who knew when he’d have a chance to gather them once this was a declared crime scene. Taking a wide berth around Margot’s body, he went over to the canvas satchel. He found it gaping open. He stopped as a sick feeling came over him; he knew he’d closed it. Using both hands, he reached inside, checking to see that everything was there. But even before he was half done, he knew.

				His hammer was missing.

				Lauren Holloway stood smiling as she surveyed the table set for three. It was Tucker’s weekend to have Kristy, his little girl, so she’d set a place for the toddler using her favorite Dora the Explorer plate and bowl alongside two china place settings that sparkled in soft candlelight. The silver gleamed. Yellow roses added the perfect touch. They’d been an impulsive buy in the supermarket as she was on her way to the checkout with rib-eye steaks and the trimmings for this special dinner.

				She had such thrilling news. She’d been promoted to assistant principal at St. Paul Academy with the promise of running the school as soon as the aging incumbent retired. That was most certainly within the next year. And with her wedding to Tucker Kane in June, it was a wonderful start to their future together.

				She couldn’t wait to tell him, but not on the phone. She wanted to see his face. Hear his ecstatic congratulations. Get from him a big hug and a kiss. She expected him to lift her right off her feet in his enthusiasm and swing her around as if she were no bigger than one of the tiny kindergartners at St. Paul. He was that kind of man.

				She was so in love with him.

				She twitched at the linen tablecloth so that it hung just right and plucked at a napkin artfully arranged in crystal stemware. Was it too much? No. Her promotion was the result of hard work and a sincere desire to make a difference to children. She wanted to celebrate that and it was all the more meaningful to celebrate it with Tucker and Kristy.

				She glanced at her watch. What was keeping him? She went to the kitchen to tinker with the plans for their dream house. She’d been doing this for several weeks—looking at magazines for design ideas, consulting with flooring suppliers, deciding on lighting fixtures. It would be a wonderful house. They were going to be so happy. She transferred a stack of brides’ magazines and a large catalog of samples for wedding invitations from the island to the kitchen counter and perched herself on a stool alongside the blueprints. Pencil in hand, she soon lost track of time.

				But an hour later when Tucker still had not arrived, she blamed it on the weather. A thunderstorm had moved in and she knew that in Houston, traffic snarled in a mere shower. Heavy rain produced havoc. Now, with the sound of every car outside, she looked out at the wet street, hoping to see Tucker’s SUV. She’d tried calling him, but his cell went straight to voice mail.

				Moving from the window, she went into the kitchen and put the now wilting salad in the fridge. She stood frowning at nothing in particular . . . and hoping Margot wasn’t the reason Tucker was detained. Lately, his ex-wife had been more vindictive than ever in fighting him for custody of Kristy. Why, Lauren couldn’t begin to fathom—Margot hardly spent any time with the child.

				As she stood thinking, her cell phone rang. Seeing Tucker’s name on the screen, she breathed a sigh of relief. Traffic or the weather, it was one or the other, she guessed. Her voice was joyful when she answered. “Hello! It’s about time. Where are you?”

				“In the Heights,” he said in a somber tone.

				“What’s wrong?”

				“It’s Margot,” he said.

				She thought she heard a catch in his voice. “What about her?”

				“She’s dead, Lauren. She’s been murdered.”

				Lauren sat down on the nearest chair. She stared unseeing at the yellow roses. “What on earth are you talking about?” she whispered.

				He drew in a shaky breath. “She’s been murdered. The police are here. I . . . I’ll be pretty late. But I’ll be there. Just . . . well, just hold on, will you? I’ll tell you when I get there.”

				“Wait, Tucker. You can’t—”

				“Sorry, sweetheart. They’re headed this way again. I’ve got to go.”

				He hung up. She looked blankly at her phone while her thoughts raced with a thousand questions. Margot murdered? How? Why? It was a horrible thing. And almost impossible to believe. Murder happened to people in books, on TV shows, not to anybody she knew. Although Margot was thoughtless and spoiled, she was young and beautiful, a Houston socialite. How could she be dead? How could she be murdered?

				She was pacing when the doorbell rang at midnight. She quickly stepped up to the peephole, saw Tucker, flipped the lock, and opened the door.

				He was wet from head to toe, his jacket dripping, boots caked with mud. Seeing the blood on his jeans, her eyes widened. If Margot’s murder had felt unreal, bloodstains on Tucker’s jeans changed all that. And his face! He looked shattered. Heedless of his wet clothes, she threw her arms around him. “Oh, Tucker. This is terrible.”

				For a long, mute moment, he held her close. “How can I tell Kristy that her mother is dead?” She felt his desperation in their embrace. His breathing was uneven. He was trembling. Her tall, stalwart man trembling? How could that be? “Come inside and tell me what happened.”

				He took his baseball cap off and ran a rough hand through his dark hair. “There’s not much to tell. She . . . Margot’s dead.”

				Lauren was shaking her head. “I’m having a hard time believing it. How . . . ? What . . . ?”

				“I don’t know how or what or even when,” Tucker said. “I just know she’s dead.” Suddenly he looked down as if he’d just realized he was dripping water on the floor. “Could I have a towel, please?”

				A towel? She gazed blankly at him before the words registered. “Oh. Oh, yes. Just . . .” She put out a hand as if to hold him in place. “Let me just go . . . uh . . . I’ll be right back.”

				She headed to her laundry room in a daze. She’d taken towels from the dryer just a few minutes before he arrived. She took two from the basket, holding their warmth close for a minute. When she headed back, she found Tucker sitting on a bench in the foyer, removing his wet boots.

				“I’m putting these outside,” he told her, holding them up. “I don’t want to track mud on your floor.”

				“It’s okay. Don’t bother.”

				But he opened the door and set them outside anyway. She watched as he shed his drenched jacket and reached for the towel she handed over. A dozen questions swirled madly in her head as he mopped his face and hands. Finished, he draped the towel around his neck, seemingly unaware of the streaks of blood now on the towel.

				“Let’s go in the den to talk, Tucker. Would you like some coffee?”

				“No, I’m okay.” He sat down on the couch and when she was beside him, he sighed wearily. “I’m sorry to drag you into this, Lauren. It’s bad enough that she’s dead, but a thousand times worse that she was murdered.”

				“Her poor parents,” Lauren murmured, thinking of Evelyn and Martin Houseman. They’d often been the ones to bring Kristy to Tucker’s or pick her up from his weekends with his daughter. Martin was Tucker’s business partner, and they were active members of their church. “They’ll be devastated—” She stopped as another thought struck. “Where is Kristy? You’re supposed to have her this weekend.”

				“She’s with her nanny,” he said, adding bitterly, “Where else?”

				Sarah. Of course, Lauren thought. “Should we go and get her?”

				“No. It’s late. After talking to the police Martin offered to pick her up and keep her there. She’ll stay with him and Evelyn until I can make arrangements.” He looked at Lauren with despair in his eyes. “How can I tell her about this?”

				“The blood . . . how did you find out about it?”

				He rubbed his hands over his face before looking up at her. “I found her.”

				“Where? At her town house?”

				He shook his head. “You remember I told you I’d won the bid on that paneling?” Seeing her nod, he went on. “The wood was in this old house in the Heights scheduled for demolition tomorrow morning. I’d dismantled it earlier, but I had to leave to meet a city inspector at another job site. I waited over an hour, but he didn’t show. Anyway, I knew I’d be late picking up Kristy, so I went over to tell Margot. Her phone was off or something. She was not happy when I told her.”

				He glanced beyond her, noticing for the first time the pretty table with flowers and candles, long since snuffed out. He turned to her. “That looks like a special occasion.”

				“It’s nothing,” she said. The joy she felt over her promotion had evaporated in the face of Margot’s death. “Is there anything we can do?”

				Tucker shook his head. “I was thinking about that on the drive home. I wonder if Kristy should stay with Evelyn and Martin,” he said.

				Lauren frowned, not understanding. “She should be with you, especially now.”

				“I don’t think it’s possible. . . . She’ll need to be with her nanny—Sarah’s the one Kristy is most attached to. I can’t rip her away from Kristy, too. I just don’t have room for Sarah. Martin and Evelyn do.”

				The deep furrows in his forehead stopped her. “What is it, Tucker?”

				“Will you be with me when I tell her?”

				Her heart ached in sympathy for him . . . and for Kristy. “Yes, of course I’ll go with you. Just tell me when.”

				“Sometime tomorrow, I think.”

				But he still looked distracted, his lips pulled in a tight line, his brow furrowed. “What else is bothering you, Tucker?”

				He was shaking his head. “She was murdered at that house where I was supposed to pick up the wood. It’s deserted, derelict. I keep wondering what the heck she was doing there. It would be the last place I’d expect Margot to ever go.”

				“The police will probably be asking a lot of questions.”

				“Yeah.” Tucker sighed and raked a hand through his hair. Lauren guessed that he was reliving the events of the night.

				“Tell me,” she prompted.

				His eyes met hers and he reached to hold her hand, intertwining his fingers with hers. “She looked . . .” He closed his eyes. “She had already bled so much, I knew . . .” He shook his head. “I knew she was gone.”

				“That’s how you got blood on your jeans.”

				He glanced down as if noticing for the first time. “I guess so. I had to check her . . . for a pulse. Just to be sure.”

				She touched his arm, giving him a deeply sympathetic look. “It must have been terrible.”

				“Worse than terrible,” he said with a shudder. He got up from the couch as if he couldn’t sit still. “She was bludgeoned. Her head . . .” He looked pale and sick. “An official showed up—I guess the medical examiner. He didn’t need to say death was from a blunt object. It was obvious. I don’t know how long she’d been—” He scrubbed both hands over his face. “I guess the autopsy will tell us a lot.”

				Lauren pressed fingers to her lips. She could almost see the scene as he told it.

				“He hit her,” Tucker said in a tone that was flat and lifeless. “Whoever did it hit her over and over again.”

				“Did they find it, the murder weapon, I mean?”

				“I don’t know. They wouldn’t tell me anything.” He rubbed the back of his neck wearily before looking at her. “They asked me a lot of questions. I expected that, especially since I found her. And I had blood all over me.”

				“Not all over you, Tucker. Just on your jeans and with a reasonable explanation.”

				“My hands, too.” He held them out as if to show her even though the blood was now gone.

				“Because you checked for a pulse.”

				He almost smiled at the way she defended him. “I hope the cops are as trusting as you, babe. Everybody knows Margot and I were going at each over custody of Kristy. She’d told anybody who would listen what a jerk I was and how she just couldn’t take it anymore.”

				“She was lying.”

				“Who’ll believe that now?”

				Lauren went to him and put a gentle hand on his arm. “There are always two sides to every story in a divorce, Tucker.”

				“I said some pretty nasty things to her today.” He stared down at his feet.

				Her heart turned over. “People say things they don’t mean when they’re angry.”

				“Yeah, but I did mean it. So now she’s gone and the last words we had were mean.” He drew a strong breath. “I was so ticked off at her, Lauren. She didn’t want Kristy. She never did. She just wanted to torment me.”

				Lauren put her arms around him. He was so tense. It hurt her to see Tucker brought low like this. He was usually so strong, so confident. With her heart overflowing, she kissed him softly.

				He made a sound, something between a wince and a moan, and wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. “I need you, Lauren. I need you to help me get through this.”

				“And I’m here, Tucker. Don’t worry, we’ll get through it together.”

				After a minute, he leaned back with his hands on her forearms to look at her. “The police always look at the person closest to the victim, you know.” A sad glimmer filled his eyes. “That’s me.”

				“But you’re innocent, Tucker. That’s a fact. Besides, God will see us through.”

				“God can’t give me an alibi. She was murdered while I was waiting for an inspector at another site. And I was alone when I found her body at the Heights house. Nobody saw me at either place.”

				“You had a reason to be there,” she reminded him. “You came for the wood. That’s your alibi.”

				“That’s not an alibi; that’s part of the problem.”

				“What?”

				“The wood I came to pick up was gone, disappeared without a trace.” He looked at her. “The detective who questioned me asked if it ever existed.”

				“That’s ridiculous.”

				Tucker was shaking his head. “So you see . . . I have no alibi.”

				The killer sat in a car outside Lauren’s condo. It had been an impulse to follow Kane to see where he went after leaving the Heights house. If the plan was to work, every move Kane made had to be watched. Every opportunity to implicate him had to be seized. Made the most of. The fiancée would probably be a useful pawn. How and when to use her would depend on the course of the investigation. Kane probably had an excess of southern chivalry where she was concerned. A threat to her might prove very effective. The kid, too.

				It had been dicey there for a minute with Margot dead and the possibility that Kane might appear before it was decided what to do. Very dicey. He could have gotten there before the wood was removed or, worse yet, while the wood was being loaded. Or, there was always a chance that he could have spotted the pickup leaving. But none of that happened. The plan—once it was conceived—went like a well-choreographed performance.

				No question it was brilliant, but risky. It was always a challenge when dealing with idiots. But in the words of that old sixties rock classic, you can’t always get what you want. And in a perfect world, the whole situation would never have existed in the first place. Thank Margot for that. Nothing would have happened to her if she hadn’t intruded into territory where she did not belong. But the selfish little witch had no boundaries. That had been obvious from day one. And she couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned.

				But there was no future in dwelling on the whys and wherefores. What was done was done. What was important now was that suspicion had to be focused on Kane. And focused with such undeniable force that he was quickly seen as the prime suspect.

				Putting the car into gear and smiling with macabre satisfaction, the killer eased away from the curb and drove off into the night.
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				Tucker was bone tired the next morning when he got to the home of his ex-in-laws. It was early and unseasonably chilly. Hardly anybody stirred in the posh neighborhood except a few hardy joggers. But he knew the Housemans would not be sleeping, not with their daughter lying cold in the city morgue. He shuddered at the possibility that Kristy could have been with her and that he could have lost his baby girl as well.

				He saw movement inside. Not wanting to rouse anyone who might be sleeping, he refrained from ringing the doorbell, but knocked quietly and stood where he’d be seen through the leaded glass. In a moment, a woman made her way to the door and opened it. Not his ex-mother-in-law, but Evelyn’s close friend and Margot’s godmother, Juliana Brumfield.

				“Tucker.” She managed a small, sad smile. “Come in.”

				In her early fifties, Juliana was petite and attractive. Her white hair was cut in a stylish bob, her makeup flawless. She wore a purple sweater and immaculate white pants. Married to Carter Brumfield, Houston’s district attorney, she was the quintessential politician’s wife—smart and politically savvy. She’d be ready when Brumfield made his run for governor of Texas next year. Juliana stepped back to let him inside. “You almost look sad,” she said, eyeing him.

				“My daughter’s mother was killed, Juliana. Of course I’m sad.”

				She crossed her arms over her chest and stood like a guard dog.

				“I’m here to see Evelyn and Martin.”

				“They are devastated, of course.”

				Tucker made no reply. “Juliana, what do you want me to say?”

				“Do you have something to say?” She leaned toward him threateningly despite the fact that Tucker was a full foot taller.

				“Can you just tell them I’m here? I need to talk to them about Kristy.”

				“Fine.” She turned to go. Juliana had always been cordial to Tucker in the past, before the divorce. But since then he’d known where she stood with him, not that she was best friends with her goddaughter either.

				Nodding mutely, he looked toward the stairs. “Is Kristy awake?”

				“No, not yet. Sarah’s with her. I’m sure when she wakes up, she’ll bring her down for breakfast.”

				“Does . . .” He cleared his throat. “She doesn’t know anything, does she?”

				“Of course not.”

				“Good. That’s good.”

				“Have you seen today’s paper?”

				“No, not yet.”

				She raised a thin eyebrow. “Then I’d advise you to look at it. And don’t let Evelyn and Martin see it. No sense upsetting them.” She handed the paper to him.

				He frowned. “Why? What’s in it?”

				“A very disturbing report about Margot’s murder.” She paused with a look of regret as she pointed to the front page. “It’s Jordan’s byline, I’m sorry to say. I would have cautioned him if I’d known he was going to write such an unflattering piece.” Her eyes met his. “He almost indicts you.”

				Jordan Raines was Juliana’s nephew. He and Margot had been close through the years. There had been times when Tucker thought they’d been a little too close, so he wasn’t surprised that Raines was all over the story of her murder.

				“Jordan was apparently on the scene last night shortly after the police arrived,” Juliana said. “I know he has connections at HPD. Most reporters do.”

				“What did he say?”

				“Nothing good, I’m afraid,” she said.

				She paused while he scanned the article. Tucker’s face flamed in indignation at the inference that “the ex-husband was ironically the one to find her bludgeoned body.”

				He crumpled the paper and looked for a place to toss it. Finding none, he tucked it inside his jacket, then turned back to Juliana, who studied him with accusing eyes.

				After a long moment, she cleared her throat. “Martin and Evelyn are in the breakfast room having coffee. I’ll tell them you’re here.”

				He’d rather see Kristy first. He wanted to pick her up whether she was sleeping or not and just hold her. He was so glad that she was safe. So glad that she hadn’t been with her mother last night.

				“Coming, Tucker?” Juliana stood with a hand on her hip.

				He moved reluctantly, nodding.

				“Have you eaten?”

				“No. I don’t think I could.”

				There would be funeral arrangements, a sad duty he wished to be able to relieve Martin of, but he knew as an ex-son-in-law, it probably wasn’t possible. It was troubling. Not only were he and Martin co-owners of H & K Contractors, he was also the closest thing to a father Tucker had. Sometimes he wondered if marrying Margot had been a subconscious way for him to get inside the Houseman family circle. He’d fancied himself in love with Margot, yes, but he’d soon realized his perception of the Housemans as an ideal family was mostly illusion. And marriage to Margot had been a big mistake. She had only cared about herself and what to wear to the next party. Fortunately when they split, Martin had made it clear that nothing had changed in his relationship with Tucker. They’d been best friends before he married Margot and, in some ways, their relationship was stronger after the divorce. Both men had been victim to her selfish disregard of their feelings and her erratic mood swings.

				Martin started to rise as Tucker and Juliana approached, but Tucker put out a hand to keep him in his chair. His partner looked as if he’d aged ten years overnight, since seeing his daughter’s battered body at the Heights house the night before. But Evelyn looked worse. Pale as milk, she appeared ready to collapse.

				What could he say to a woman who’d lost her only child? Especially knowing he’d been the one to find her body? Evelyn was aware that the relationship between him and Margot had been stormy and she’d always taken Margot’s side, ever the loyal mother. But upon seeing him, Evelyn’s eyes filled. She reached out her arms to him. He went to her and, taking her hand, he squeezed it gently. Her lips trembled and she gave out a broken sob as she turned her cheek for his kiss.

				“Thank you for coming, Tucker.”

				“Have a seat, Tuck,” Martin said in a grave tone.

				He felt too uptight to sit. But he took the coffee Juliana offered. “I’m okay. I came to check on Kristy. I wanted to be sure she was okay.”

				“I hope you aren’t thinking of taking her,” Evelyn said, blotting her tears. “I don’t think that would be wise, Tucker.”

				“No, Evelyn, not today,” he said gently. Naturally she’d want to cling to Kristy now that Margot was gone. He understood that. He felt the same way. “But she’ll need to come live with me soon.”

				“Well, of course . . . eventually,” Evelyn said, “but not just yet.” She took in a stuttering breath. “What about her nanny?”

				“I’ll talk to Sarah about staying on,” Tucker said.

				“There’s no room in your town house.” Two spots of color stood out on her pale cheeks. “It has three levels, Tucker. It’s totally unsuitable for a child long term. Plus you’re a workaholic. Are you planning to cut back your hours?”

				She had a point. He’d had the same argument with Margot. He cursed himself for not having started building the house he and Lauren planned before now.

				“Kristy staying here temporarily does make more sense,” Juliana said, offering Evelyn a fresh tissue. “Once you and Lauren are married, of course, you’ll be able to make a real home for Kristy.”

				They made it sound reasonable, but he couldn’t shake a feeling that he shouldn’t put off taking Kristy right away. Staying too long with Martin and Evelyn might be the first step to Evelyn’s coming up with some argument to keep her. But that was unlikely . . . wasn’t it? He was her father. She would have to find something truly rotten to make a case against his having full custody.

				He set his cup on the counter and turned to Martin. “I’m thinking you’ll want to stay close to home for a while,” he said. “Funeral arrangements and all that . . . I can handle things at the office for as long as you need.”

				Martin nodded. “I appreciate that, Tuck.”

				“I don’t think a funeral can be set for a few days,” Juliana said. “An autopsy will be required.”

				“Oh, no-o-o-o,” Evelyn said, looking stricken.

				“It’s the law, Evie,” Juliana said, gently patting her shoulder. “Besides, maybe an autopsy will turn something up.”

				Juliana stood behind Evelyn’s chair as if ready to prop her up. Like Tucker, she appeared too antsy to sit. “Tell us how you happened to find Margot in that old house,” she said to him. “What in the world were you doing there?”

				He glanced at Evelyn, thinking she didn’t need to hear anything more than Martin had chosen to tell her last night.

				Seeing his hesitation, Evelyn said brokenly, “It’s all right, Tucker. Whatever you say won’t change the fact that my girl is gone forever.”

				“I’m sure Martin told you everything last night,” he said. “I went to the Heights to pick up some special paneling. The house was open, which should have alerted me that something was wrong. I had locked it when I left earlier. I found Margot, but the wood had disappeared.”

				“Disappeared?” Juliana repeated, arched eyebrows rising. “How could that be?”

				“Good question.” He took his coffee to the sink on the far side of the kitchen counter and emptied it. “I wish I knew the answer.”

				“Well,” Juliana said, “if this wood you say you came to pick up wasn’t there, the police will probably wonder if you’re telling the truth.”

				“I’m afraid you’re right,” he told her in a wry tone. “I’m hoping to figure out what happened to it.”

				Grabbing at a chance to end Juliana’s questions, he said, “About Kristy. I wish she didn’t have to know what happened to her mother, but she does.”

				“We can say Mommy’s in heaven,” Martin said, adding after a pause, “if she asks.”

				“Of course she’ll ask!” Evelyn said, giving him an accusing look. “I know what you’re thinking, Martin. You were always critical of Margot’s mothering. But she was very active in some worthy organizations. You can’t do that kind of thing without having a full social calendar.”

				Martin sighed. “Let’s talk about it later, Evie.”

				But Evelyn was unwilling to let it go. “What did you want her to do? Stay inside the house with Kristy and watch Sesame Street all day?”

				“We don’t need to discuss this right now, darling,” he said quietly. “We’ll all be very careful not to say anything to upset Kristy.”

				“I don’t think that’ll work, Martin,” Tucker said. “Kristy’s pretty sharp. We don’t want her finding out about her mother from one of the kids she plays with at the park. That’s why I want to tell her myself. Lauren will help me.”

				“Oh, I can’t believe this is happening,” Evelyn wailed. “How can you tell a three-year-old that her mother has been murdered?”

				“I wouldn’t tell her that,” Tucker said dryly. “After Lauren’s done at school today I’ll call to let you know we’re coming to get her.”

				“But you won’t take her away just yet, will you, Tucker? You’ll finish your house first?” she insisted. “And you’ll keep Sarah?”

				He knew when to fold. It was probably best to go along with their plan anyway. Too many changes in Kristy’s life could be overwhelming. “I’ll be around a lot more. And Lauren, too. Are you okay with that?”

				Evelyn sighed and pressed a fresh tissue to her eyes. “I suppose I have to be, don’t I?”

				Martin stood up. “Take a walk with me, Tuck?”

				Tucker gladly left with him, going out the French doors to the patio. He stood looking about. The sun had taken away some of the morning chill. The leaves on an ancient live oak, still wet from last night’s rain, glistened. There was a freshness to everything, to the air, to the lush landscaping, to the whole world, it seemed. If only . . .

				“Have you learned anything since last night?” Martin asked.

				“No. I was about to ask you the same thing.”

				“That detective was pretty rough on you, Tuck.”

				“Sherman. Yeah, but don’t they always look at people close to the victim?”

				“If you believe what you see on TV,” Martin said dryly.

				“They won’t find anything.” Tucker turned and looked directly into Martin’s eyes. “I swear to you, Martin. I did not kill Margot.”

				Martin gave his shoulder a squeeze. “I know that, son. But that detective’s gunning for you, so you’ll want to watch your step.”

				For a few long moments, he stood looking out over the immaculate lawn. “You might think this sounds a little paranoid, but I’m thinking somebody could have lured Margot to that house, somebody who knew I was going to be there. So they removed the paneling and left me with no good reason to be there. Does that sound crazy?”

				“No, because I know you. But I’m not a homicide detective.”

				Tucker looked again into Martin’s eyes. “This is a hard question, but I have to ask. Can you think of anyone who might want to kill Margot? Was she involved in something that could have endangered her?”

				“Could be. I don’t know.” Martin sighed. It was his turn to send a thoughtful gaze into the distance. “She had a capricious personality, Tuck. You’d know that better than anyone. Even as a teenager, she was unpredictable, out-and-out reckless at times.” He shook his head wearily. “I dread what the authorities might dig up in the search for the person who killed her.” He swung his gaze back to Tucker. “But you have to put that aside and think about yourself and the future. You have Kristy to consider.”

				“I know.” Tucker realized he knew very little of Margot’s personal life in the two years since their divorce. He’d been glad to be free of her and, once he started seeing Lauren, was uninterested in what Margot did or where she went. He was thinking now that he should have paid more attention.

				“Did you talk to her or see her yesterday?” he asked.

				Martin shook his head. “No. Margot and I haven’t said anything that mattered to each other in years, Tuck.” He looked sad. “Fact was she and I were strangers. You’d know about that, living with her. She had torn down too many bridges between us. . . . Now that she’s gone, I feel guilty that I didn’t try harder to fix what was wrong. Seemed like every time we had a chance, we ended up in a shouting match. I’d list everything she did wrong and she’d react like a wildcat.”

				His confession was old news to Tucker. Many times he’d been tempted to shake some sense into Margot. Tell her how lucky she was to have a dad like Martin. She’d always shoot back saying he could have Martin. That Tucker and Martin probably wished she was out of their lives anyway.

				He pushed the ugly memories aside to ask, “Do you think Evelyn talked to her yesterday?”

				“I asked her last night. She said no.”

				Tucker sighed. “This is a nightmare. I’m going to try to trace her steps to see what I can find. I owe her that much as Kristy’s mother.”

				Wordless, Martin finally clapped him on the shoulder. “Good, that’s good.”

				Tucker nodded. “But right now I want to see my little girl. I don’t care if she’s awake or not. I just want to hold her.”

				“Then do it, son. Me, I need to get back to Evie.”

				Later, back in his SUV, Tucker’s stomach was in a knot. Who would have wanted to kill Margot? And why? How had the killer come to do it at that house in the Heights? What happened to the wood? Head spinning, he drove off. Too many questions and no answers. But one thing he knew: Since he didn’t murder his ex-wife, there was a killer out there somewhere. And he meant to find him.
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				Lauren hoped to slip into her office without being seen, but before she reached the door, Eileen Warren, current principal at St. Paul, intercepted her in the hall. She took one look at Lauren. “Oh, my, Lauren, you look terrible!”

				Lauren slipped her sunglasses back into place. “Does this help?”

				Eileen had the grace to wince. “I’m sorry! Of course, you could never look terrible.” She gave Lauren a closer inspection. “Just a little . . . rattled, I guess.”

				“And don’t I have good reason?” Lauren said dryly.

				“I heard about Margot. It’s all over the TV.”

				“And the newspaper.” Lauren had been shocked to read Jordan Raines’s lurid report of the crime in the Chronicle. He’d single-handedly indicted Tucker. She wondered about Juliana Brumfield’s reaction. She’d have thought that as her nephew, Raines would have been more considerate of Juliana’s feelings as well as the Housemans’.

				“I don’t get the Chronicle anymore,” Eileen said. “Cutting back, don’t you know? I read it online.” She frowned, looking puzzled. “What in the world was he doing at that old house anyway?”

				“He went to pick up some paneling. The house was to be demolished this morning. I don’t suppose it will be now since it’s a crime scene.” 

				Eileen made a dismayed sound. 

				Lauren continued. “I hope they find the killer soon, Eileen. Otherwise, between Jordan Raines’s articles and television’s ghoulish coverage, Tucker’s reputation is going to suffer massively.”

				“What about your wedding plans?” Eileen said.

				“We haven’t talked about it, though I’d feel a little guilty looking at Bride magazine and picking out china and crystal and silver with Tucker’s ex-wife just murdered.”

				“Life goes on,” Eileen said, patting her arm.

				Maybe so, Lauren thought, but it still didn’t feel . . . well, right. It would break her heart to postpone the wedding, but it might come to that. The murder was too close to ignore.

				“Uh-oh,” Eileen said, sending a look over Lauren’s shoulder. “Here comes Mr. Personality. Can a day go by when we don’t have a visit from this guy?”

				Lauren turned to see Craig Rawls, school board chairman, striding toward them. She almost groaned out loud. From the frown on his face, she guessed he was on a tear. She hoped Eileen was his quarry and not her.

				“Good morning, Craig,” Eileen said. “You’re out early today.”

				He gave her a curt nod before turning to Lauren. “We need to talk.”

				She took a second to reply. “Of course.”

				“In your office.”

				“All right. Would you like coffee? I was just about to—”

				“I’ve had mine,” he said brusquely. “I’ll wait until you get it . . . if you need it.”

				She managed a smile. “I don’t need it, Craig.” She turned, meeting Eileen’s eyes briefly, and walked ahead of the chairman to her office. Pausing at the door, she quickly unlocked it and stepped aside to let him enter.

				“Give me a minute to unload these files,” she told him, placing a stack she’d taken home the night before on the credenza. That done, she sat down. With her hands clasped on the desktop, she said, “Now, what’s on your mind so early today?”

				He gave her a stern look. “Is that a joke?”

				She sighed. “You’ve read the morning paper.”

				“Yes. And I’ve watched our local TV channels complete with graphic details. It’s shocking. We don’t want it tainting our school.”

				Puzzled, she asked, “How do you think it taints our school?”

				“You’re engaged to Tucker Kane. By what the news is saying, the police are already acting like he’s a suspect in his ex-wife’s murder.”

				“Why do you say that?” Lauren wasn’t willing to admit that the investigation had come to that overnight.

				“It was implied in every piece I saw on television . . . and in the article in the Chronicle, Lauren. You must have seen it.”

				“It was over the top. And it did not name Tucker as a suspect.” She allowed her outrage to show. “It was a cheap effort to stir up suspicion without first having facts.”

				“Lauren.” He paused to give her a pitying look. “Can you be that naïve? If you want to talk about facts, how about the fact that Kane was at the scene, and that the victim is his ex-wife? Do you think he was detained for questioning by the police for no reason?”

				“Of course they’d question him, Craig,” she said, striving for patience. “He found her body. That’s exactly what I’d expect them to do.”

				He waved her words away with an impatient hand. “Nevertheless, it looks very suspicious. And because you’re engaged to him and you’re soon to be named principal here at St. Paul, we of the board are concerned.”

				“Did you call everyone in the middle of the night? Or are you speaking for yourself, Craig?”

				He ignored the barb. “Maybe you should consider distancing yourself a bit.”

				“And how do I do that? He’s my fiancé,” she said. “We’re getting married in June.”

				“Maybe you should consider postponing that.”

				Stiffening her shoulders, she put a firm note in her voice. “I don’t see how the murder of a woman who has no connection to our school will, as you say, taint St. Paul Academy, Craig,” she said. “You’re overreacting . . . with all due respect.”

				“What if your fiancé killed her?”

				She stared at him. “Are you serious?”

				He leaned forward in his chair. “Lauren, you may choose to dismiss murder lightly, but I don’t think the parents of our children will.”

				“I don’t dismiss murder. That’s an appalling thing for you to say. And I won’t let an obviously slanted media make me forget that we have a justice system in this country.” She removed her trembling hands from the desktop and placed them in her lap. “I’m convinced that the police will find the person who committed this crime.”

				Rawls gave her a keen look. “And it’s not Kane?”

				“Why are you convinced it is? I know Tucker. You know him, Craig. He isn’t capable of murder.” Seeing the skeptical look on his face, she added in a desperate tone, “He’s an active member of this church. He has a reputation for honor and integrity. Should you be casting judgment before knowing the facts?”

				To her intense relief, she saw that her words seemed to give him pause. “Well . . . I don’t want to be guilty of judging . . .” He held up a finger, adding piously, “. . . lest I be judged. But this is very disturbing, Lauren. Very disturbing.”

				“I can agree with you there,” she said quietly. More than he knew. “It’s disturbing when anyone dies, especially by murder. But I saw Tucker last night. He was as shocked as everyone else. Margot is the mother of his little girl. And the unjust way he’s being characterized is hurtful.” She paused, giving him time to consider her words. “Do you really want to add to that, Craig?”

				“Well . . .” He got slowly to his feet. “Naturally, you’ll want to defend him, Lauren. You’re in love with him.”

				“I don’t have to be in love with him to want to see justice done,” she said.

				Shaking his head, he moved toward the door. But once there, he turned for a parting shot. “I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

				Tucker didn’t go to his office after leaving the Housemans’. The company was working on several jobs, and with Martin not expected for who knew how long, he swung by each site to reassure the crews that it would be business as usual. Most had heard about Margot’s death and they all said they were sticking by Tucker and sad for Martin’s loss. Heartened by the loyalty of his men, he left feeling somewhat optimistic. He’d asked around about the paneling, but no one seemed to know a thing. That troubled him. Someone had to know something.

				Arriving at his office, his mood took a nosedive when a police car pulled in at the same time. Resigned that he would have to talk to them again, he waited on the steps while Detective Sherman, the officer he’d talked to the night before, took his time ambling over. “So what can I do for you this morning, Detective?”

				“You can answer a few more questions.” Sherman took from his back pocket a small notebook. “You want to do it out here or inside?” He hitched his chin toward the front door.

				“Inside,” Tucker said.

				Janice Inman, H & K Contractors’ girl Friday, was at the front desk. Judging by her expression, she knew who Sherman was, as she knew almost everything that happened relating to Tucker or Martin and the business. How she managed to be so informed was a company mystery. She gave Sherman a frosty look when he passed her desk with Tucker.

				Once in his office, Tucker waited until Sherman took a seat before doing the same. The detective took his time studying his notes. It was a tactic used to stampede a person into talking, Tucker guessed. But he’d been raised by an abusive, unloving grandfather so he knew how to handle such manipulation. When he was a kid, he’d visualize a peaceful place, usually a stretch of beach with white sand and blue water and seagulls in flight, since he’d never seen such a thing on his grandfather’s hardscrabble farm in Oklahoma. But today he pictured Lauren barefoot in the sand walking toward him with that smile that never failed to enchant him.

				“Something funny?”

				He realized he must have been smiling. Glancing at his watch, he said, “Not to rush you, Detective, but I’ve got work to do. You have more questions?”

				Sherman’s pen was poised to write. “What time did you arrive at the crime scene?”

				“I told you. Eight P.M. Just as the weather broke.”

				“And you went to an empty house in a questionable neighborhood in the dark for what reason?”

				“I told you that, too. To pick up some rare mahogany.”

				“Which you claim had mysteriously disappeared.” Sherman leaned back in his chair, resting an ankle on his knee, and gave Tucker an openly skeptical look. “Let me hear you explain that.”

				“I wish I could. Someone had to have removed it.”

				Sherman licked a finger and turned the page of his notebook after writing something. “You said you were at the house earlier.”

				“To take down the paneling, yes.”

				“One of your employees couldn’t do that?”

				“I didn’t want to chance it being damaged. It’s fragile and rare.”

				“Rare, yeah. What time was this?”

				“A little before two o’clock. It took me about two hours, so it was close to four when I left.”

				“Why didn’t you take this rare wood then?”

				“No time. I got a call from Janice that an inspector was headed to another job site. I had to leave to meet him. You don’t miss a city inspector when he calls.”

				“What’s this inspector’s name?” Again Sherman had his pen ready to write.

				“I don’t know.” Tucker started to rub at pain beginning to throb at his temple, but caught himself. Sherman would get satisfaction from knowing he had a headache. “I was never given his name,” he told him.

				“I guess I could get it from—” Sherman glanced at his notes. “Janice Inman, right? She the lady out front?”

				“She’s the lady, but no, you can’t. She wasn’t told who it was either. I asked. The message was that an inspector would meet me at the job site and I was to get over there ASAP. City inspectors do that sometimes.”

				“But he never showed up.” Spoken deadpan.

				“That’s right. As I told you last night.”

				Sherman simply looked at Tucker in silence for a long minute. He made no effort to conceal the fact that he didn’t believe a word. Tucker had a bad feeling. In Sherman’s place, he thought, he’d probably be skeptical, too. The wood had vanished; he had no reason for being at the house and no name for the phantom inspector. He told himself not to panic. These questions were routine. This cop had a job to do.

				“How about a witness?” Sherman said. “Anybody at that job site where you claim you had a date with an inspector?”

				“No. I’d pulled the crew earlier and sent them to another project. But Janice can verify the phone call.”

				“But she can’t verify that you actually went there, or who the mystery inspector is.”

				“No, sir,” Tucker admitted.

				Sherman sighed with exaggerated patience. “You don’t have a lot going for you, do you, Mr. Kane?”

				“I know it looks . . .” Tucker paused, searching for a word that didn’t sound too incriminating.

				“Fishy?” Sherman supplied helpfully.

				“Whatever. But I’m telling the truth.” He wanted to shift in his chair, but forced himself to be still.

				Sherman grunted, flipping through his notebook. “The medical examiner estimates that your ex-wife had been dead about an hour and a half when you called nine-one-one at eight-ten P.M.” Tucker had not yet been told the time of death, though he’d guessed as much given when he’d left and returned. Sherman seemed to be studying him, as if gauging his reaction to this information. “He says it was about six-thirty. So, where were you at six-thirty, Mr. Kane?”

				“I told you last night. When the inspector didn’t show, I tried calling. That office closes at four-thirty. I gave up waiting and left around five to tell Margot I’d be late getting Kristy. That’s the last time I saw her. I went back to wait for the inspector.”

				Tucker felt an overwhelming need to move, to get up and pace off some of the nervousness building inside him. But he knew that was what Sherman’s technique was intended to do—rattle him so that he’d say something to incriminate himself. But he hadn’t killed Margot, so he felt confident he could handle whatever Sherman dished out. Still, he sent up a prayer.

				“I was to pick up my little girl at Margot’s place,” he repeated, his tone going low and tight. “I was to have her for a four-day weekend. But because I needed to get that wood before the house was demolished, I told Margot I would pick her up later.”

				“And all hell broke loose then, didn’t it?”

				Tucker gave him a startled look. “What?”

				“I talked to the nanny this morning, Mr. Kane.” Another glance at his notes. “Sarah. She says you and Margot had words over that. Real nasty words.”

				“We . . . we did argue, yes.” Tucker waited, warily braced for whatever Sherman had up his sleeve.

				“Just a minute here,” Sherman said, letting a sly smile play at the corners of his mouth while flipping pages. “Ah, yes, here it is. And I quote, ‘You’d like to see me dead, wouldn’t you, Tucker? That way, you wouldn’t have Kristy every other weekend. You’d have her forever.’” He looked up at Tucker. “Do you deny she said that to you about an hour before she was murdered?”

				“She said it,” Tucker replied shortly. “But I don’t know how long it was before she died.”

				“The nanny said the two of you fought just about every time you came to pick up the kid.”

				His heart was now beating hard and he realized it had been a mistake to talk to Sherman without a lawyer, but it was too late now. “Margot liked giving me grief.”

				“Well, she won’t be giving you grief anymore, will she?”

				Tucker stood up. “If you have any other questions for me, it’ll have to be in my lawyer’s office.”

				“I retract the question.”

				Tucker said nothing, but simply looked at him.

				“I know you killed that woman. And if I have to move a mountain I’m gonna prove you did it.”

				Tucker walked around his desk and jerked the door open. “Like I said, I’ve got work to do.”

				Sherman stood up. “Me, too, Mr. Kane. Me, too.”

				Lauren was ready to break for lunch when Tucker appeared. She stood up as he closed her office door and walked to her. Without a word, he took her in his arms and brought his mouth down to hers for a searing kiss. It was not the quick, friendly greeting she usually got when he came to her office. It was a deep and passionate plundering. He didn’t have to say anything for her to sense the chaotic emotion in him. He literally vibrated with it. And as always with Tucker, she gave herself up to the sheer sensuality that was so rich and real between them. Her pulse pounded. Everything female in her responded to the blatant masculinity of this man she loved. And for a few delicious moments, she was awash in sensation. The immediate threat to her happiness became—briefly—distant and unreal.

				But then Tucker ended the kiss. “Thanks, I needed that,” he said with a crooked smile, still holding her close.

				With her head nestled beneath his chin, she could hear 
his heartbeat, steady and strong. “Me, too,” she said, smiling with him.

				They stood together swaying a little, savoring the blessing of love while hearing the joyous cries of students released from the classroom through the windows. She reluctantly stepped back from Tucker to get a look at his face. “Let me guess. It’s been a horrendous morning.”

				“Yeah.”

				“So, tell me.”

				“Detective Sherman was waiting when I got to the office. He asked me the same questions he put to me last night. The police think I did it, Lauren.”

				“That’s ridiculous! How can they think that?”

				“The same way the rest of the world will think it,” he said grimly. “Ex-husband involved in custody fight finds ex-wife’s body in deserted house. Claims he knows nothing about how she got there. I could write the headlines myself.”

				“This is a nightmare!” She moved away, pacing in the tiny space. “It’s innuendo and suspicion, nothing else. And it’s burgeoning like a mushroom cloud.” After a beat, she gave a tired sigh. “Craig Rawls came to see me this morning. He’s worried that the school will be ‘tainted,’ his word, not mine, since I’m engaged to a murder suspect. He actually suggested that I consider postponing our wedding.”

				“That’s just great!” He threw himself into a chair. “That’s all I need, for this to affect your job.”

				She moved to his side and put a calming hand on his shoulder. “I can handle it, Tucker. It’s just that I find it so frustrating that we can’t do anything to make it all go away.”

				“I would do anything to keep you from being tarred by the same brush they’re using on me, Lauren.” He paused, looking up at her. “Craig’s right about one thing. People are going to talk. He’s the first, but he won’t be the last to urge you to rethink your decision to marry me.”

				“They can try,” she said, smiling.

				He stood as if he was too worked up to stay in the chair. “And yet, I don’t know if you realize yet how big a scandal this is.”

				She studied his face, trying to decide if he truly meant what she thought he was saying. “The date is set, Tucker,” she said. “I only waited to order the invitations because I wanted your opinion on which ones to get.”

				“Nobody would blame you for backing out,” he said, pacing now and not looking at her.

				“Tucker.” There was a sigh in her voice. “If you want to call off our wedding, just say so straight out.”

				“No! Lord, no.” With a groan, he hauled her into his arms and buried his face in her hair. “I love you. I don’t want to lose you, but I have to think of what this could mean for you . . . personally and in your career.”

				As she stroked the back of his neck, she felt the tension in him. She was at once touched and dismayed that he felt so concerned for her when he was the one in trouble. “You won’t lose me over this,” she told him, adding with a smile, “unless you jilt me at the altar.”

				“Never.”

				“So stop talking about putting off our wedding.”

				She felt him relax a little as he drew away reluctantly. “I just want you to know we probably haven’t seen how ugly this can get.”

				“Don’t you believe we can handle whatever comes?” She paused with a hand on his arm and smiled. “With God’s help we’ll get through. I’m praying pretty hard over this.”

				“Me, too.”

				Her smile faded as she asked, “When are we going to tell Kristy?”

				He glanced around her office. “Could you get away around five?”

				“Absolutely. Let me drive home and you can pick me up there. Is that okay?”

				“It’s fine.” Still restless, he paced the small room. “There’s something else. . . .”

				She frowned. “What else?”

				He stopped in front of her. “The house we were going to build? I know you were looking forward to it and I want to give it to you, Lauren, but what’s happened to Margot changes everything.”

				She held up one hand. “I can guess where you’re going. You need to get a house, an existing house, and right away . . . because of Kristy.”

				“Yeah. Something with more bedrooms plus a nice yard. I want her to have a yard with a jungle gym, a pool, and a sandbox, and neighborhood kids to play with.”

				She touched his cheek. “I think that’s a great idea,” she said lovingly. “Do it.”

				He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’ll—”

				He stopped at a tapping on the door. Eileen Warren cracked it enough to look in. Her expression told Lauren something 
was up.

				“Lauren, the police are here.” She made a face, something between dismay and irritation. “A Detective Sherman. I told him we’d prefer not to have the police around when the children are outside, but he won’t leave. He wants to talk to you.”

				Lauren’s heart skipped a beat. “Me? He wants to talk to me?”

				“That’s right, Ms. Holloway,” Sherman said, pushing his way past Eileen, who backed away rolling her eyes.

				“Well, looky here,” Sherman said when he saw Tucker. “We meet again. You get around, Mr. Kane.”

				“What’s this about, Detective?” Tucker asked stonily.

				“It’s about murder, Mr. Kane.” He turned to Lauren. “I have a few questions, Ms. Holloway. Can you talk?”

				“Yes, of course, but could it be elsewhere? Say at lunch?” She glanced at her watch. “I’m ready to leave now.”

				He smiled. “We don’t do lunch, ma’am. I need to get this behind me. I promise to be brief.”

				“What difference will one hour make?” Tucker demanded in a gruff voice. “This is a school, Sherman. Talking to her here is inappropriate. In fact, talking to her at all is inappropriate. This doesn’t concern Lauren.”

				Sherman looked at Lauren. “You have a problem with me asking a few questions, Ms. Holloway?”

				“I have a problem with it, Detective,” Tucker said.

				Sherman shrugged his massive shoulders. You want to come down to police headquarters instead, Ms. Holloway?” he said, ignoring Tucker. “Me, I don’t have a preference. One place is as good as another so long as we get started now. This is a murder investigation. We don’t work around anybody’s schedule.”

				“It’s okay, Tucker.” Lauren touched his arm to stop him from making matters worse. She reached for her purse from a desk drawer. “I’ll meet you downtown, Detective. The children don’t need to be scared by your presence. I assume I can drive myself?”

				“I’ll drive her,” Tucker said with a hard look at Sherman. “Otherwise, we’ll wait for her lawyer, and I don’t think you want him complicating things, do you?”

				Lauren didn’t have a lawyer. Besides, what could they possibly ask her that would implicate Tucker? With her purse in hand, she moved past both men. “That won’t be necessary.”

				At the door, the detective waited, politely indicating that she should precede him. “You can follow me.”

				“She’ll ride with me,” Tucker said.

				Again, Sherman shrugged. “Suit yourself, Mr. Kane. But when we get to HPD, I will be talking to Ms. Holloway alone.”

				Tucker fumed on the way to his SUV. “This is harassment, Lauren. He has no reason to drag you into this.” He stalked to the passenger side and opened the door for her. “It’s just a ham-handed way of letting me know who’s got the power here.”

				Lauren said nothing, just buckled up and waited until he was behind the wheel. “Sherman does have the power, Tucker,” she finally said. “But you’re innocent. We have to trust that the truth will come through. I’m okay if he wants to ask me a few questions. I can handle that.”

				“Maybe. But if it gets sticky, I want you to walk out. And the next time he wants to talk, you be sure you have a lawyer.”

				“You really think I need a lawyer?”

				“He’s after me, Lauren. And he’ll try to use anything you say to build his case. A lawyer knows how to cope with that.”

				Frustrated, he backed out of Lauren’s reserved slot and, to his credit, Lauren noted, did not exceed the school zone’s fifteen mph speed limit. Sherman waited on the street in his police car. The students who’d been playing on the soccer field now stared wide-eyed, all activity in the game forgotten.

				“Can you believe this?” Tucker ground out.

				“All we need are lights and a siren,” she said, wanting to sink down in her seat and hide.

				“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Tucker said through gritted teeth. “But coming here and throwing his weight around at the school, it’s out-and-out harassment.”

				“Let’s just get going,” Lauren said in a subdued tone. She dreaded having to explain this to Craig Rawls. But she knew she would have to.
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