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      The house hadn’t changed much since the last time Zack Winslow had been home.  The trees lining the long winding driveway were taller and the flowers in front of the wrap-around porch were different, but it was still mostly the same.

      He and his siblings had grown up in this rambling old Victorian with the black shutters.  They had played in the yard, jumped in mud puddles when it rained, and eaten ice cream on the back patio on hot summer nights.  His early years had been happy ones, filled with so many wonderful memories.  He’d had a magical childhood in this little town.

      To get here from the airport, he’d driven through Winslow Heights - the town his ancestors had helped found many generations ago - and it hadn’t changed much either.  There were a few new businesses in the quaint downtown area, but most of it had almost been frozen in time.  He could have navigated his way here with his eyes closed.  He’d seen pictures of it from back in the 1960s, and it didn’t look much different today except that the cars parked on the streets were modern.

      In a way it was comforting to come home to something that held on so fiercely against the tides of inevitable change and what some people called progress.  There was a certainty in it that was a balm to the soul.

      Sameness didn’t always equal happiness, though.  He was sure that there were things that should have changed but hadn’t.  At least not for the better.

      The door flew open, and their housekeeper Emma stood on the front porch with her arms outstretched and her smile wide.  Emma was also a constant in the Winslow home and a good one.  She’d been with the family since Zack was ten, and every year she talked about retirement.  And every year she said maybe next year.  At this point, she only managed the staff needed to maintain a house and grounds this large.  She wasn’t taking care of little kids or scrubbing bathtubs.

      There was more gray in her hair than the last time he’d seen her, but she still looked energetic and vibrant.  Her blue eyes twinkled as she beckoned to him, reminding him of all the times he’d sat in her kitchen and had an after-school snack.  She’d feed him brownies and juice all the while asking him about his day.  No detail was ever too small.

      “Come give us a hug,” Emma laughed.  “Damn, it’s good to see you.  I think you’ve grown another foot since the last time.”

      Emma always said stuff like that even though he was the same height he’d been when he left for college eighteen years ago.

      “If I grew as much as you seem to think I do, then I’d need a whole new wardrobe every few years,” he said, giving her a warm hug.  She always smelled of Chanel No. 5.  She said it had been a gift from his mother, and she’d instantly loved the scent.  “How are you doing, Emma?  Life treating you okay?”

      “You’d know the answers to those questions if you were around more,” she shot back.  “When was the last time you were here?  Five years ago?”

      He knew exactly how long it had been.  He’d come for Christmas three years ago.  Zack and his father had argued about the family firm, ruining dinner according to his Aunt Kimberly.  Zack had left two days early.  He hadn’t been in a hurry to come back.

      “Not that long.”  He took a step toward the doorway and then paused, thinking better of it.  “How bad is it?”

      Emma sighed and shook her head, her hands on her hips.

      “It isn’t pretty, I’ll tell you that.  Your aunt’s in a tizzy, and your dad is trying to keep her calm.  He’s on the warpath, too, about your sister.”

      “Frankie or Piper?”

      “Both, if I’m honest.  Frankie is back in town, but she says she’s not coming to the wedding although she also says that she’s here because Cooper asked her to be.  Piper isn’t coming either, but your father didn’t expect her to.  He expected Frankie, though.  He’s not happy about that.  Kim is upset too.”

      “What about Cooper?”

      Zack knew that his brothers Tate and Sam would attend.  But Cooper?  He was a wild card.

      “How is it that I talk to your siblings more than you do?  Don’t you talk to your brother?  I thought you two were close.”

      Of all his siblings, Zack had been closest to Cooper.  They were only two years apart, so it had seemed natural.  They’d had fun together as kids and then teenagers, but somewhere along the line Cooper had become a stranger, getting married and then divorced, all the while wandering the world aimlessly.  He’d come back to Winslow Heights a few years ago and didn’t appear to have any source of income but he didn’t seem hurting for money either.

      Cooper romanced the ladies in four counties, seeming to have all the time in the world to simply have fun.  Zack was afraid that his brother’s devil may care attitude and abundant charm was going to get him in trouble one day.  As it was, Cooper might deal drugs or rob banks for all Zack knew.

      “He doesn’t call me either,” Zack replied defensively.  “The phone goes both ways.”

      To be fair, Cooper had come to New York City to visit Zack about eighteen months ago, but Zack had barely spent any time with him.  His job - make that former - had him working insane and inhumane hours.  Cooper, on the other hand, had gone out every night and had a blast, always inviting Zack along, of course.

      “Cooper says that he’s not coming to the wedding either.  I hope you can talk to your brothers and sisters, Zack.  Your father is very hurt about all of this, as is Kim.”

      “They’re adults, Emma.  They make their own decisions.”

      Zack wasn’t all that sure why he was here, either, although he didn’t say so.  He’d been of two minds about attending this wedding, but eventually, he’d decided that he didn’t want to have regrets later.  Besides, he didn’t have anything better to do anymore.

      “I thought I heard someone out here,” a familiar voice boomed from the doorway.  “We could have sent a car to pick you up from the airport if you’d told us when you were flying in.”

      His father.  Joel Andrew Winslow.

      Unlike Emma, his father wasn’t smiling happily or holding out his arms for a hug.  Joel Winslow wasn’t a hugger, and he didn’t spend a great deal of time smiling.

      Unless he’d just made another million.

      With a head of silver hair and lines at his temples, his father looked every inch the prosperous businessman in his dark suit.  Zack had rarely seen his dad in casual clothes unless he was playing golf or on vacation.  His mother had joked that Joel was born in a three-piece suit and had carried a briefcase to kindergarten on his first day of school.

      The suit?  Armani, of course.  The briefcase had been Coach.

      “I wanted to get a rental, Dad, so I would have transportation to get around.”

      Joel’s frown deepened.

      “You could have just driven one of our cars.  Waste of money.”

      If it wasn’t Joel’s idea, then it was usually deemed a waste.  Even with Zack, who was Joel’s favorite child.

      Not that I’m celebrating that fact.

      “Zack, is that you?” another voice called from behind his father.  His Aunt Kimberly.

      His aunt, carrying car keys and a handbag, walked out on the porch before giving Zack a brief hug.  His aunt was pushing fifty-five, but she didn’t look a day over forty with her dark brown hair and brown eyes, slim figure, and stylish clothes.  She was wearing a pair of pin-striped black pants and a floral patterned silk blouse.  Today, she was wearing black flats instead of her usual high heels.  At five-two, she joked that she needed them just to reach things in high places.

      Anyone walking by her would also easily see the platinum and diamond ring she was wearing on her left hand - an emerald cut center stone that was easily six or seven carats. Clearly, his dad had spared no expense.

      Zack’s mother’s ring had been an amethyst - her birthstone - surrounded by diamonds.

      “The rehearsal dinner is tonight,” Kim said now that the greetings were done.  “Please be on time because the minister is on a tight schedule.  Love you.  I’m off to check out the wedding venue and make sure it’s set up right.  See you later.”

      Kim was already down the stairs and climbing into her sedan before Zack registered the words.

      “Rehearsal dinner?”

      This was the first Zack was hearing about it.  He wasn’t against going.  Probably.  It was one thing to show up at the wedding, but the rehearsal dinner, too?  That might be too much support.  He wasn’t sure that was a place he wanted to go to.

      Emma cleared her throat loudly and gave his father a scorching look that would have quelled most men.  Not Joel.  He simply shrugged and waved them all inside.

      “Let’s have a chat about that, Zack.  Come into my office for a drink.”

      Emma disappeared, probably into the kitchen, but not before rolling her eyes so only Zack could see.  She knew that Zack didn’t always get along well with his dad.  Sometimes, it was fine, and other times it wasn’t.  It was a toss-up as to which way today was going to be.

      He followed his dad into the study that looked exactly as it had for the last thirty-plus years.  Dark wood, brown leather, floor-to-ceiling books that Zack was sure his father had never read.  They were there for show, to impress when people came over to the house.  It had always been about appearances.

      “I’m surprised you’re not having the wedding here on the grounds,” Zack remarked as his father poured two glasses of whiskey.

      He accepted the glass but didn’t take a drink.  It wasn’t his habit to have alcohol in the early afternoon.  Maybe he’d sip at it so his father wouldn’t make a remark.

      “The venue means a great deal to Kim,” Joel replied.  “It has historical meaning.”

      “It’s a nice location.”

      “And we won’t have the wedding ripping up our landscaping,” Joel said, sitting on one of the brown leather couches.  “Sit down.  Relax a bit.”

      “I’ve been sitting on a plane and then in the car,” Zack said, standing by the window and looking out at the grounds outside.  There must have been rain recently as the lawn was lush and green.  “I need to stretch my legs a little.  I might go for a walk later.”

      There was a tension in the air now that it was just the two of them.  It was awkward as hell, but it had been for a long time.  Zack had grown used to it, to be honest.

      “There’s going to be a moment of remembrance for your mother at the ceremony.”

      Fuck.  This was one subject Zack didn’t want to discuss.  Why had his father even brought it up?  This only led to one thing…a disagreement.

      Was Joel spoiling for a fight?  Was that what he wanted?  Did he need to be able to complain to his friends that his kids were spoiled brats who acted like assholes?

      “I doubt you need to do that,” Zack finally remarked.  “I’m guessing everyone will be thinking about Mom tomorrow.”

      “It’s been ten years—”

      “Yes, I’m aware of how long it’s been.  She was my mother, after all.  Now you’re marrying her baby sister, and for some reason you think that we should be throwing you a ticker tape parade.  Sorry to dash your hopes.”

      Joel was rubbing his chin, his jaw tight with frustration.

      “Just once, I’d like my family to be happy for me.  I’ve found happiness after your mother left—”

      “She didn’t leave,” Zack cut in, anger beginning to churn in his empty stomach.  “She disappeared and was probably the victim of foul play.  As you well know.  The police questioned you, remember?  You were suspect number one for years.”

      A muscle jerked in Joel’s cheek.  Zack had scored with that statement.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with your mother’s disappearance, Zackary,” his father said, his tone low.  “I loved your mother.  But we had our issues as all married people do.  But not enough to do something like that.  I would never do that.  I tried for years to find her, but we both know she’s probably…”

      His father’s voice trailed off, so Zack finished the sentence for him.

      “Dead.  My mother is probably dead,” Zack said, his tone hard.  “That’s why you had her declared dead.”

      Joel looked up from his drink, his face pale.

      “I did that so we could all heal and move on.  It isn’t healthy to live in the past.”

      This was all so much bullshit.  Zack had moved far past the point where he tempered his feelings around his father.

      “Since when have you cared about how me and my brothers and sisters feel?  Christ, Dad.  Do you know why it’s awkward as fuck whenever you and I are alone?  It’s because we barely know one another.  You were never home and when you were you were holed up in this office.  We all knew we couldn’t compete with you being a big, important businessman.”

      “I’ve made mistakes.  I don’t deny that.”

      His father didn’t sound sorry.  At least to Zack’s ears.

      “Of all the women in the world, you had to run after Mom’s sister.  Her sister.”

      “It wasn’t like that at all.  Kim and I were both lonely.  It just…happened.”

      “Just so you know, from where I’m standing, it looks shady as hell.”

      Joel jumped to his feet, his face red.  He took a step forward, his hands furled into fists at his side before abruptly stopping.  His father was many things - a lot of them not good - but he wasn’t a violent man.  At least, Zack had never seen that side of him.  Joel, however, was angry, and there were some things he wanted to say but had decided not to.

      I could say a few things, too.  We have that in common.  Not much else.

      “I know what some of the town busybodies have been saying, but I never thought my firstborn son would say it, too.”

      Zack shrugged, already tired of the conversation.  It was always the same.  Zack would say what he thought, and his father would act all shocked as if he hadn’t heard it before.

      “It’s being in New York City that’s made you this way,” Joel said.  “You need to come home.  Get back to your roots.  You’ll see things differently when you’re here with your family.”

      “It isn’t New York that’s made me this way.”

      “You can come back to the firm,” Joel went on, ignoring Zack’s reply.  “I’m getting close to retirement age.  I can start handing you the reins.  In a few years I’ll step down as CEO, retire, take Kim on a world cruise, and you’ll run the firm.  It’s in your blood.  Winslow’s is your legacy.”

      The family financial firm had been run by a Winslow for over a hundred years.  And it still would be - but not by Zack.

      “What about Sam?” Zack challenged.  “Did you forget that one of your sons has been toiling away at the firm since he got out of college?  Sam should run the firm, Dad, not me.  He’s earned it.”

      “Sam will understand.  It’s business.   All you have to do is say the word and we’ll make it happen.”

      Sam would not understand.  Fuck that shit.

      “That’s the problem, Dad.  You’d pull the rug out from under Sam in a second.  That’s not right.  I don’t want to work in a place that would do something like that.”

      That’s one of the reasons I’m unemployed now.

      “Are we talking about ethics?” his father scoffed, tossing back the rest of his whiskey.  “How much ethics do you have at that cutthroat Wall Street firm you work for?  You take money from widows and orphans.  Make money off of people suffering and dying.”

      “That’s your argument?” Zack asked, incredulous at his father’s pure gall.  “It’s okay to screw your own son - your own flesh and blood - because everybody does it?  Jesus, Dad.  That’s some cold shit right there.  Do you trip blind people, too?”

      “I just want the best for the business,” Joel argued.  “It’s been in our family for generations, and I want to see it endure for many more.  You know more than Sam.  You’re better than he is.”

      Apparently, Joel wasn’t pretending to love all his children equally anymore.  Zack had always known he was his father’s favorite.  He sure as shit hadn’t courted that favor, but he still was.  Joel had always tried to put up a facade that he cared about all of them the same, but the veneer had been stripped away simply leaving the truth out in the open.

      Zack had never truly understood why Sam had gone into the family business.  His younger brother had always thought that he could get their dad to love him, but he didn’t realize that Joel’s emotions didn’t have a thing to do with him.  There wasn’t anything on this earth that Sam could do to gain his father’s approval.  Not one thing.  Just as there wasn’t anything Zack could do to lose it.

      “I doubt I’m any better than Sam.  And I certainly don’t know more than he does about running Winslow’s.  I do know one thing though.  He cares a hell of a lot more about the firm than I do.”

      It was like talking to a brick wall.  Joel wasn’t going to give up.

      “Think about it, son.”

      “I’ve already thought about it.  I won’t help you hurt my little brother.  If you want to stab him in the back, you’ll have to do it on your own.”

      Without waiting for Joel’s reply Zack slapped his drink down on the desk, turned on his heel, and marched out of the house and down the front porch steps.  If he’d stayed, he would have had more to say.  None of it would be helpful.

      He’d go to the wedding tomorrow, act like he didn’t disapprove, and then get back in that rental car and drive somewhere.

      Anywhere.  It didn’t matter the destination.

      He just needed to be far away from Winslow Heights.  Maybe he’d find himself somewhere along the way.
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      Lucy Gilbert adjusted a stack of books on the front table for the fifth time, still not quite satisfied with how they looked.  A bestselling author had written a new mystery, and Lucy was setting up a display in the middle of her bookstore.

      “You’re a perfectionist,” her friend and employee Jane teased.  “It looks great.  I love the cover, too.  I think this one is going to fly off the shelves.”

      “It’s definitely intriguing,” Lucy agreed.  “It’s on my to-be-read list.  Just as soon as I finish that thriller I started last week.”

      There was a reason Lucy owned a bookstore.  All the books she could read and then some.

      “Speaking of intriguing,” Jane giggled, looking over her shoulder to ensure that no one was listening.  “Mary told me that the Winslow kids are back in town for the wedding.  She saw both Zack and Frankie.”

      Mary ran the most popular hair salon in Winslow Heights.  It was also the best place to catch the latest gossip, along with the cafe, and the oil change-slash-tire place on the corner.

      Yes, men gossip just as much as women do.  They might even be worse.

      “I’d hardly categorize Zack and Frankie as kids,” Lucy replied.  “He’s about thirty-six, and I think she’s thirty or so.  And did she see them?  Because she’s been open all day and if they just flew in…”

      “Okay, she maybe didn’t see them herself.  But there have been sightings.”

      “You make it sound like Bigfoot and the LochNess Monster.  Zack and Frankie grew up here.  It’s not a shock that they’ve come home for the wedding.”

      Jane’s brows shot up.

      “C’mon, everyone knows that the Winslows are divided about Papa Winslow marrying his late wife’s sister.”

      Sadly, that was true.  It was a bit unsavory, to be honest.  Lily Winslow had been declared dead a few years back.  A decade ago she’d gone to a doctor’s appointment and then the grocery store.  She’d never come home.

      No word from her.  Nothing from a possible kidnapper.  No signs of violence.  Her car had been found in the supermarket parking lot.  Her purse and phone were gone.

      Lily Winslow had disappeared off the face of the earth somehow.

      There had been “sightings” through the years that only kept up the family’s hopes, but they’d never panned out.  Search parties had combed every inch of the county but had found nothing.  If Lily Winslow was still alive, she was doing a great job of hiding.  In the end, Joel Winslow had his wife legally declared dead.  Only a few months later he’d gone public about dating Kim, Lily’s younger sister, although there had been rumors about the couple for a long time.

      “No one truly knows what goes on in another person’s home,” Lucy said.  “We don’t know how the family feels about the marriage.”

      “Yes, we do,” Jane declared.  “Piper is loud and proud about how she feels about her old man.  And everyone also knows that Sam would stand by his daddy.  Cooper hates him, and Tate is decidedly neutral.”

      “I guess what I mean is that we don’t know what Zack and Frankie think about this.”

      “You went to school with Zack,” Jane pointed out.  “What do you think?”

      “I think that I didn’t know him well enough to have an opinion about it.”

      “You were in the same friend group.”

      “Sort of.  We were more acquaintances than anything.  We moved in the same friend group, but I was a year behind him.  He was a nice guy, but he didn’t pay any attention to me.”

      Zack Winslow had been a decent person, despite his family’s wealth and history with the town.  The Winslows had helped found Winslow Heights.  Their name was everywhere - even on the local university.  But Zack had never seemed stuck up or snotty.  But he’d definitely had his share of self-esteem.  Even as a teenager, he’d been so gosh darn certain about everything.  His belief in what his future entailed was unshakable.  In a way, she’d admired him.  He seemed to have it all figured out while the rest of them were just making it up as they went along.

      “He dated Angel Barnes, right?  Maybe they’ll get back together.”

      Ah yes, Angel Barnes.  How could Lucy forget about her?  While Zack had been friendly to everyone, never bragging about his connections and wealth, Angel had been the opposite.  She gloated constantly about dating the handsomest and richest guy in high school.  She’s show off the gifts she’d received from him and make everyone else’s life a misery.  She’d be nasty to anyone she didn’t think was on her level, but then acting all sweet and innocent around Zack or adults.  The teachers had thought she was some sort of saint, with her big blue eyes and pale blonde hair.

      “She’s dating Deputy Blake,” Lucy reminded her friend.  “I hear they’re serious about each other.  Shit, now you have me gossiping.”

      Angel and her husband had divorced a few years back.  He’d remarried to a local schoolteacher.  They had a baby on the way.

      “You’re going to the wedding,” Jane reminded Lucy.  “Maybe you’ll see Zack there.”

      “Half the town is going to the wedding, and I probably will since so many people will be there.  But it’s a huge wedding.  I doubt I’ll even talk to him.  He wouldn’t remember me anyway.”

      “I’m not going to the wedding.”

      “You’re invited,” Lucy said.  “Everyone in town is invited.”

      Jane hadn’t lived in Winslow Heights all that long.  She’d come to town five years ago with her then husband who had proceeded to drink, gamble, and womanize.  Eventually, Jane had divorced him, and he’d left Winslow Heights to take a job in a bigger city.

      Jane, on the other hand, decided to go back to school to finish her degree.  She was currently working at the bookstore part-time while also attending classes.  She was only a semester away from finishing her accounting degree.

      “I know, but it would be weird to go,” Jane replied.  “I don’t really know them.  I’d feel out of place.”

      Jane didn’t like large crowds with a lot of unfamiliar people.  She preferred smaller gatherings.  Lucy did, too, but she’d be disowned by her mother if she didn’t go to the wedding.

      “You and I could hang out together.  I won’t leave you by yourself.”

      “Naw, I’m good.  I’m planning a quiet day studying.  Maybe I’ll take a nap.”

      The entire downtown would be deserted so Lucy and Jane were closing the bookstore.  They wouldn’t have any customers anyway.  The university only had summer term going right now so most of the students were gone, and the rest of the residents would be at the wedding.

      It wouldn’t be so bad to spend an afternoon at a fancy wedding.  She could get dressed up, sip some champagne, and enjoy having a day off.  She might even slip out of the reception early and go home to read and relax.

      “Who do you think will say it?”

      Lucy had been lost in thought, and she hadn’t heard the first part of what Jane had said.

      “Who will say what?”

      “Who do you think will say it?  Zack?  Tate?  Frankie?  Cooper?  We know Sam won’t.”

      “I’m completely lost.  What are we talking about?”

      “You were off in thought again,” Jane laughed, not at all insulted.  “I was asking which of the Winslows are going to object during the ceremony.  You know that part where the minister asks if anyone has any objections?”

      “I don’t think any of them will say anything.  If they object, they just wouldn’t go to the ceremony.”

      “It would be so Jane Eyre-esque.”

      “You’re reading too many books.”

      “Pot.  Kettle.”

      Jane had a valid point.

      “It would be dramatic,” Jane said.  “This little town can get kind of boring at times.”

      “Trust me.  Winslow Heights has had drama.  It’s better this way.”

      There wasn’t anything wrong with a nice, quiet little town.

      Drama was usually accompanied by its sister - Trouble.  And when a town had Drama and Trouble at the same time…

      It wasn’t good.
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      “Hey, Zack.  Long time, no see.  Here for your daddy’s wedding?”

      Zack stopped on the sidewalk to speak to another pedestrian that had been going the opposite way.  Winslow Heights wasn’t a huge town, but it also wasn’t one where he knew every citizen by name either.  She looked familiar with her gray hair, blue eyes, and lined, friendly face.  She obviously knew who he was, and he’d barely visited in the last ten years.

      And after speaking with his father earlier, he fully remembered why.

      They didn’t get along very well.  It always ended up in a disagreement, and Joel Winslow simply couldn’t fathom that he could be wrong.  About anything.  He also assumed that he was in charge of everything and everyone around him.  Zack wasn’t a kid anymore, and he’d stopped taking orders from his father a long time ago.  He wasn’t going to change that any time in the future.

      My family is as dysfunctional as hell.

      “I am,” he replied.  “I just flew in this morning.  Thought I’d walk around town a bit.  It’s changed some since I was here last.”

      The nice lady didn’t need to know about the problems between Zack and his dad.  Although the way gossip flew around this town, she might already know.  He’d left the house a full twenty minutes ago.  That was enough time…

      “The old movie theater shut down a few years ago when Elmer Sykes retired to Florida, and they bulldozed the elementary school and built a new one.  Fancy, too.”

      “I drove by it this morning.  It does look nice.”

      They seemed to have run out of topics to discuss although he had a gut feeling she wanted to ask him more.

      Like if he was happy his dad was marrying his aunt.

      And how his mother would have felt about it.  If she’d been here, that is.

      And maybe how long he planned to stay in town.

      His answers?

      He didn’t have any good answers to those questions, so it was probably best if he ended the conversation quickly.  The woman waved to someone else down the block before she told him to have a nice day and enjoy some of the sunshine.  Summer had finally come to the little town, and it was a beautiful day.  Not that he’d noticed all that much.

      “You have a nice day, too.”

      The woman joined her friend and Zack continued down the sidewalk, taking in the little town he’d been brought up in.

      It was far different than what he’d grown used to.  He’d been living in New York City, working a punishingly fast-paced job on Wall Street that barely let him sleep eight hours a night.  He hadn’t had more than five days off in a row in six years.  Work-life balance had been a joke that he and his co-workers would laugh about as they cashed their outrageous paychecks.  He was thirty-six years old and exhausted.  There were days he felt like he was seventy.  He was sure that it wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      That’s why he’d quit.

      Not a soul knew that he’d done it, although his co-workers had probably learned of his resignation by now.  Zack had walked into his boss’s office, slapped down his two week notice, and didn’t regret it for a second.  There had been the usual pleas from the management that he could take some time off, think about it, surely, he didn’t want to do this, right?  Eventually, they’d realized he was serious.

      For the first time in over a decade, he didn’t have any place to be in the foreseeable future.  No responsibilities, no appointments, no ringing phones, no deadlines.  He could simply live his life any way that he wanted to.

      And he had no earthly idea how to do that.  He’d forgotten what it was like to be human.

      What did people do in the middle of the day when they didn’t have to be anywhere at a specific time?  They might stop in the local watering hole to have a drink.

      Conveniently, Zack’s wandering had brought him to the front door of his brother Tate’s bar and grill - Tate’s Tavern.  Why not get a drink?  He wasn’t driving, and no one was depending on him for anything.

      The air conditioning hit him when he walked in, raising goosebumps on his arm.  The place wasn’t even half full, only a few tables occupied and one guy sitting at the bar talking to the bartender.

      His brothers.  Tate behind the bar, and Cooper sitting on the other side.

      “I’m not surprised to see you behind the bar,” Zack said, walking up behind Cooper.  “But what’s your story, brother?  It’s a little early in the day.”

      In seconds, Zack was wrapped up in a hug from his younger brother, and Tate had rounded the bar to take his turn, too.  They were slapping each other on the back and grinning.  At least for now they were happy to see each other.  It might change later.

      “It’s after five in Hong Kong,” Cooper teased.  “Or at least, I think it is.  Sit the fuck down and have a beer, big brother.  Why didn’t you tell me you were flying in this morning?  I would have picked you up at the airport.”

      “I rented a car.  I wanted to have wheels while I was here.”

      “You could have used one of the cars at the house,” Tate said.  “You didn’t have to rent one.  Hell, I would have lent you mine if you needed it.”

      “I didn’t want to make a big deal of it.  I enjoyed the drive into town.”

      Winslow Heights was about an hour from a major airport, although it had its own executive airfield for private planes.

      “It looks exactly the same,” Cooper groaned, sitting back down on a barstool.  “Nothing ever changes around here.”

      “You being here is a big change,” Zack pointed out.  “Are you here for good?  Or is this just a pit stop along the way?  Are you here for the wedding?”

      “The wedding?” Cooper laughed.  “I am not attending that event.  Dad knows how I feel about it all.  But yes, I am back in town.  For good?  Who knows the future?  I’m here for now.”

      Cooper had been born with an insatiable curiosity about other places on the globe, and as soon as he’d been old enough to travel, he’d gone off on far-away adventures in places Zack had barely even heard of.  He’d come home every now and then, drop off a few souvenirs he’d picked up, and then be back on the road again.

      As far as Zack knew, Cooper had never held a job.  Not a real one, anyway.  He might have picked up odd jobs here and there, but for over ten years he’d had no discernible income stream that anyone knew about.  Cooper might be a drug dealer or a pirate for all they knew.  Yet he never seemed to lack money, and he had all that he needed.

      To be fair, Cooper wasn’t the type to spend money, even if he had it.  He’d lived out of a backpack most of the time, slept on couches and floors, and hung out with the locals wherever he was.  He liked the simple life, and his father’s conspicuous consumption had always turned him off.

      “That’s good,” Zack said.  “Are you staying at the house?”

      “Oh, hell no,” Cooper laughed.  “I have an apartment over the shutdown movie theater.  It’s decent, and everything is close by.”

      “He means this place is close by,” Tate said, rolling his eyes.  “He eats pretty much all his meals here.  We don’t even hand him a menu anymore.  He’s memorized it.  Are you hungry?  The kitchen is open.”

      Zack was about to deny that he needed to eat but his stomach spoke up first, growling for food.  The muffin he’d had in the airport this morning seemed a long time ago.

      “I could eat,” he conceded, sliding onto the barstool next to Cooper.  “And I will take that beer, please.”

      Zack reached for his wallet, but Tate shook his head.

      “Your money isn’t any good here,” Tate said.  “But Cooper’s is.  I’ll put it on his tab.”

      Zack made a mental note to ask about that tab before he left town.  He could pay it off without saying anything and then slip away before Cooper found out.  He didn’t know Cooper’s financial situation, but he knew his own.  He could afford to help a brother.

      “I don’t mind buying my older brother a beer,” Cooper said.  “And how about we share a pizza?  I’m getting hungry, too.”

      The Winslow boys loved pizza.  Zack wasn’t turning down that offer.

      When the pizza came out of the kitchen, piping hot and smelling delicious, the three of them sat down in an unoccupied booth away from the other patrons.  Tate had another employee watch the bar, although the young man looked incredibly bored and uninterested in his job.

      “Is it tough to get good help?” Zack asked, nodding to the bartender who was now scrolling on his phone.

      “The worst,” Tate groaned.  “I sound like an old fart when I say this, but man, kids these days only care about their phones. When I was twenty-one, all I cared about was girls and beer.  And football.  That’s it.”

      “Kids aren’t so bad.  Every generation complains about the next one,” Cooper said, biting into his pizza.

      “Says the man that doesn’t have any kids, and never spends any time with them,” Tate replied.  “When are you going to get married and have kids, anyway?  Doesn’t Dad bother you about that?  Because he’s driving me crazy.  I swear it’s the only topic he has these days.”

      “He’s worried about his legacy,” Cooper said.  “None of his children have given him grandchildren and he doesn’t want the Winslow name to die out.  Or some bullshit like that.  We’re not fucking royalty.  Who cares if the Winslow line dies out?  Maybe it should.”

      “It’s not an accident that none of us are settled down and happily married,” Zack pointed out.  “Let’s face it, we didn’t exactly have a good example growing up.  I would never have said that Mom and Dad were happily married.  I remember them arguing, and Mom crying.”

      “We all heard it.  Except for Sam.  Apparently, he didn’t hear anything.  He thinks Dad is normal.”

      Zack didn’t think that was the case at all.  Sam knew that Joel Winslow was an asshole.  He worked for him, after all, every day.  At this point, Zack would have lost his mind, but Sam had more patience than anyone on the planet to deal with Joel on a daily basis.

      Zack had his theories, and not one of them was that Sam believed in his father.  But Sam wasn’t going to be confiding in Zack.  Somehow, the two of them simply never seemed to get on.

      He knew one thing for sure, though.  Sam Winslow was smart as hell, and just might be playing chess when everyone else was playing checkers.

      The pizza was half gone when Tate brought up the wedding again.

      “So you’re not going?” he asked Cooper.  “I thought I’d convinced you last week.”

      “I thought about it and decided you were wrong,” Cooper said with a wicked grin.  “As you so often are.  Besides, Dad doesn’t give a shit if I’m at the wedding.  Or you or Sam or Frankie and Piper.  He only cares that Zack is there.  That’s it.”

      Zack shifted uncomfortably in his seat.  He couldn’t deny what Cooper was saying.

      And that pissed him off.

      He’d never asked for the position as the “favorite” of Joel Winslow. If anything, he’d ignored his father’s wishes, deliberately going to university in the east and taking the Wall Street job.  Every year Joel would ask when Zack was going to join the family financial firm, and Zack would give the same answer.

      Never.

      He might be unemployed, but he still wasn’t going to.  That was a circle of hell he wasn’t anxious to visit.

      Tate’s attention swung to Zack.

      “You’re going to be there, right?  You are going?”

      “I am, but I’m not happy about it.  I’m here mainly because of familial guilt.  I don’t support this marriage any more than any of you do.  Which I pretty much said to Dad right before I came here.”

      “And he didn’t care,” Cooper laughed.  “You can do no wrong in our old man’s eyes.”

      “Believe me, I’m not trying to be the favorite.”

      “But you are,” Tate replied with a shrug.  “We’ve all made our peace with it.  Except you, of course.  You hate it with a passion.  It’s kind of amusing to watch from the sidelines.”

      “Glad we could entertain you,” Zack shot back.  “Seriously, I don’t want to be the favorite.  Why can’t Sam be the favorite?  Or you?  Or you, Cooper?”

      “There is no way I would ever be the favorite,” Cooper said.  “Dad thinks I’m going to hell.  He’s not sure exactly why I’m headed there, but he’s positive that’s the direction I’m going.  You should have seen his face when I told him I was divorced.  He was almost apoplectic.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that mad.  He said that Winslows don’t get divorced.”

      “What did you say to that?” Tate asked.

      “I said that was true.  We disappear them instead.”

      Cooper had a habit of not coddling their father.  He was blunt as hell with Joel Winslow, and simply let the chips fall where they may.  Zack’s brother hadn’t cared about their father’s approval since he was about eight years old.  And maybe not even then.

      “I’m surprised you even walked out of that conversation alive,” Tate remarked.  “Dad must have been furious.”

      “If he wants to judge me, he needs to understand that shit is a two-way street,” Cooper replied.  “I’m not going to take any crap from him just because we share some incidental DNA.  And he didn’t get mad, by the way.  He just turned around and walked away.  Which tells me that he has a guilty conscience.”

      “You don’t honestly think that our father killed our mother, do you?” Zack demanded.  “Because that’s crazy.  Joel is an asshole of the first degree, but I don’t think he’s a killer.”

      “I don’t think he’s a killer,” Cooper agreed.  “But I think he knows more about Mom’s disappearance than he’s told the cops.  He knows something.  I’ve seen the guilt in his eyes on more than one occasion.  He’s not telling everything.”

      Zack had seen that same expression on his father’s face in the past.  Did Joel Winslow know more about his wife’s disappearance than he’d told the police?

      It was a distinct - and very sad - possibility.
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      “I’m going to take these cakes over to Tate’s,” Lucy said to Jane.  “Piper was in a hurry, so I offered to do it.”

      It wouldn’t hurt to get some sunshine and fresh air either.  It was a beautiful day, and she wouldn’t mind taking a little walk, too.

      “I’ll watch the store. Have fun.”

      Tate’s Tavern was just down the block, and it only took a minute to get there.  It was summer and most of the students were gone, so it wasn’t all that busy inside when she pushed open the door.  There were a few tables of people, and some at the bar.

      To be specific, it was Tate and his two brothers, Cooper and Zack.  It had been at least a decade since Lucy had seen Zack Winslow.  He’d been a year ahead of her in school, while Cooper had been a year behind, and Tate had been three years behind. All the Winslow siblings had been born almost exactly two years apart.

      All the kids looked like their mother - dark hair, blue eyes, and good-looking.  There wasn’t a homely one in the bunch.  Lucy had always thought that Zack, however, was the handsomest by far.  There was something about how he carried himself, confident and self-assured.  He always seemed like he knew where he was going, and he had life all figured out.  Maybe he did.  She’d heard from others that he had a high-paying job on Wall Street, and he dated supermodels.

      “I told Piper I’d drop these off for her,” Lucy said, placing the cake boxes on the gleaming oak bar.  Tate ran a tight ship, and everything was always clean and inviting.  No sticky floors or beer smell was allowed.  “I think it’s a coconut cake and a cheesecake.”

      “What did she drop off for you?” Tate asked with a smile.  “Let me guess.  Pineapple upside-down cake?”

      “Nope, angel food.  The customers are eating it up.  There won’t be any left by closing time.”

      “I love angel food,” Cooper sighed.  “She didn’t bring me any.”

      “If you hurry to the store, you can grab a slice,” Lucy teased.  “But you better shake a leg.  Jane said something about saving the last piece for her and I to share.”

      “I’ll let you guys have it.  I can probably convince Piper to bake one just for me.”

      “Wait a minute,” Zack said.  “Piper is making you cakes?  What for?”

      “Lucy owns the bookstore,” Cooper explained.  “It has a little coffee shop inside.  Piper makes the cakes for it because she’s always baking for her YouTube show.  She sends the extras here to the bar, too.  You knew our little sister was a social media star, right?”

      Piper had a YouTube baking channel that was extremely popular which meant that she baked every day.

      “I knew but I didn’t even think about what she was doing with all the stuff she baked.”

      “She couldn’t eat it all herself,” Tate said.  “We made a deal with her that I’d buy her extras.  They’re very popular.  Right, Lucy?”

      “I can’t keep her baked goods in the case,” Lucy affirmed.  “They’re delicious.  I’ve had people just hang around the coffee shop waiting for Piper to deliver something good.”

      “I’ll put these in the back,” Tate said.  “Lucy, can I get you something to drink?”

      “I can’t stay long.  Jane is watching the store.”

      “That woman is more than capable,” Cooper declared.  “She scares the crap out of me.  She’s too efficient.  It’s not normal.”

      “Jane is amazing,” Lucy agreed.  “I can’t wait to tell her that she scares you.”

      “She’s probably doing it on purpose,” Cooper said.

      Maybe.  Jane liked to mess with Cooper whenever he came into the store.  The two of them had a strange friendship that Lucy didn’t quite understand, but they seemed fine with it.

      “You bought the bookstore?” Zack asked.  “When did you come back into town?  I thought you had moved.”

      “I moved back about five years ago,” she laughed.  “I guess I missed the snow.  It doesn’t do that in Los Angeles.”

      “No, it doesn’t.  Get tired of the earthquakes?”

      “Those didn’t bother me that much.  I came home when Mom’s health had a bad turn.  She’s fine now but I decided to stay.”

      She didn’t mention out loud that she hadn’t had much to go back to.  She had just ended a relationship with a guy that hadn’t wanted to grow up.  He’d been a perpetual child, and eventually she’d grown tired of it.  To be fair, he’d never made a lot of promises or pretended he was any different than what he was.  She was the one who had fooled herself into thinking he’d grow up eventually.  They’d parted on good terms, but she hadn’t spoken to him since she’d left Los Angeles.

      Last she’d heard from her friends, Michael was divorced and already engaged - again.  Her life had been mostly serene and peaceful since she’d moved back home.

      She hadn’t noticed when it happened, but Cooper had drifted away to talk to some people at a table, and Tate still hadn’t returned from the kitchen.  She and Zack were alone.  That meant she needed to make small talk.  It wasn’t her forte, but she could give it a try.

      “Are you home for the wedding?”

      It was a perfectly reasonable question for Lucy to ask considering, but Zack’s face told a different story.

      “I’m guessing by your expression that I should have kept my mouth shut.  Sorry, it’s none of my business.”

      Clearly, she’d opened a can of worms.  Jane was right.  The Winslow siblings weren’t thrilled that Papa Winslow was tying the knot.

      “It’s fine,” he replied, grimacing.  “But I am a bit conflicted about it, I guess.  But I came here because I thought I should.  It seemed the right thing to do.”

      “I can see why.  This has got to be a difficult situation.”

      “Lucy, difficult doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She didn’t have a clue as to why she’d offered that.  It wasn’t like she and Zack had been best buds in high school.  They’d been acquaintances at most.  Friendly, but not friends.  They hadn’t shared any deep thoughts with one another.

      It might be because she could see that he was truly conflicted.  She’d always thought of him as a person who had it all together, but he might just be a mere mortal like everyone else.  And she felt for him.  Family squabbles weren’t fun, and the Winslows had more than their share.

      “I mean…sometimes a stranger can be helpful.  We’re not as invested.”

      “You’re not a stranger, Lucy.”

      Chuckling, she shook her head.  True, but they weren’t old friends either.

      “We haven’t seen each other since you graduated high school.  We may not be complete strangers, but we don’t know one another well, do we?  We just knew each other as kids, and we weren’t close back then either.  I was a year younger than you, after all.”

      “You’re still not a stranger.”

      “Okay, think of me as a non-biased person then.  I don’t have any skin in this game although I’m also going to the wedding.”

      “You’re going?”

      “Your aunt is a good customer, and she goes to the same hair salon as Mom, and the same dentist as my dad.  In this town, that makes us practically family.”

      “I guess it does.  Six degrees of separation and all that.  Or in this town, we probably only need two degrees at most.”

      “Careful, we’re not marrying our first cousins,” she laughed.  “We’re just…interested.”

      “Interested?  Is that the polite word for gossip?”

      “It is, I think.  It sounds much nicer.  And this town runs on being interested.”

      “And everyone is talking about the wedding tomorrow.”

      He didn’t state it as a question.  She was sure he already knew the answer.

      “Yes,” she replied honestly.  “This has brought up…a lot for the town.”

      They were quiet for a moment, neither of them speaking.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Zack finally said.  “It doesn’t seem to help or change anything.”

      “I’m not the type to push.”

      Zack finished the last of his beer, placing the glass back down on the bar.

      “Are you the type for dancing, Lucy Gilbert?”

      “I’ve got two left feet but what I lack in talent I make up for in enthusiasm.”

      He laughed at her joke, real and true.  He wasn’t just humoring her.  This guy totally got her strange sense of humor.

      “Sounds like my perfect dance partner,” he joked.  “Save a dance for me, okay?  I want to see a friendly face at the wedding.”

      “You don’t think anyone else will be friendly?”

      “I can’t count on it.  You never know when it comes to my family.”

      Winslow angst.  It was something she didn’t quite understand but she knew it existed.

      If she was Zack, she’d go to that wedding and then get the hell out of town.  But she knew from experience it was easier said than done.

      Somehow Winslow Heights always dragged a person back.
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      “You didn’t have to leave me and Lucy alone,” Zack said when Cooper came back to the bar.

      “I didn’t do it for you, although maybe I should have.  Lucy is attractive, and you’re a grouchy old bachelor.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “Handsome and mysterious.”

      “You are so full of shit.”

      “That’s your problem,” Cooper said, grinning widely.  “You don’t know how to relax.  Just live life.  Have a few laughs, and don’t take yourself so seriously.”

      “That’s not my problem.”

      It might be, though.  Zack hadn’t relaxed and had a few laughs in a long time.  Life had become stressful and serious.

      “You have one more problem, too.”

      “Which is?”

      Conversations with Cooper were always like this.  Even so, Zack adored his younger brother.  Although he did worry about him occasionally.  At some point, Cooper needed to get serious about a career and life.  At least a little bit.

      “I assume you’re staying at the house,” Cooper replied.  “And that’s going to be a problem.  You know good ol’ Joel isn’t going to give up trying to get you to come back and work for the family firm.”

      “Never in a million years.  I’m not doing it.  But you do have a point about staying there.  I tried to get a hotel, but they were all booked.  I assume with guests for the wedding.  I waited too long.”

      Job issues had taken most of Zack’s attention for the last six months.

      “You can stay with me.  I have a spare room.  It’s not much, but Dad has never even darkened my door.  I think it’s safe to say that you won’t run into him there.”

      “Deal,” Zack replied immediately.  “I appreciate the offer.  I won’t be a terrible house guest.”

      “It’s no problem.  It will be fine.  Go get your luggage.  I’ll meet you at the apartment.  It’s the only one above the old movie theater.”

      “I know where that is.  I can run back to the house and get my suitcase.  I haven’t unpacked yet.  I didn’t get the chance before me and Dad were already into it.”

      “No surprise there.  Come over when you can.  We’ll go out tonight and grab a bite to eat.”

      Zack’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he checked his text messages.  Since quitting his job, he rarely received calls anymore.  Most of his friends thought he was insane.  He was beginning to realize that he hadn’t made many true friends in New York City.  Just work friends.  Now that he’d left, they’d moved on.

      He wasn’t going to get all maudlin about it, but it made him think about how superficial his relationships had become.  They’d all just skimmed the surface, never digging in too deep.  Maybe because all his work friends simply didn’t have the time or energy.  Real friendship was a luxury.

      The door to the kitchen swung open and Tate rushed back to the bar, his face pale as if he’d seen a ghost.  Zack couldn’t remember a time in the past when his brother had looked this spooked.

      “We have to go right now.”

      Zack and Cooper exchanged a puzzled glance.

      “What are you talking about?  Where do we need to go?”

      “They’ve found a skeleton.  A body.”

      Zack was suddenly glad that he’d come home.
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      By the time Zack and his brothers arrived at the site on the outskirts of town, there were already several police vehicles, a couple of fire trucks, and an ambulance.  Yellow tape was strung between some trees, marking off the area, and the cops were taking statements from the young couple that had found the body.

      The man and woman, along with their dog, had been hiking in the forest when their dog began digging in a spot near a fallen log.  They’d told him to stop as he was getting muddy - there had been a great deal of rain in the last week - but when they’d tried to pull him away they’d seen something.  Upon further investigation it had turned out to be a bone.  Afraid that it might be human, they’d called the sheriff’s department.

      A body.  Human remains.

      When he’d heard the news, Zack’s heart had fallen to his feet, his stomach twisted into knots.  A cold sweat had broken out on the back of his neck despite the over-cooled air in the bar.  He simply hadn’t been prepared for his brother’s declaration.  He’d raised a shaky hand to his chest, and to his shock, it was still beating.  His fingers had gone numb, but his heart was squeezed painfully in his chest.

      It might be their mother - Lily Winslow.

      Memories of his mom flooded his brain, each one more vivid than the last.  She’d loved her children fiercely, and she’d brought a happiness into their home that he’d never forgotten.  Everyone had described her as a ray of sunshine when she entered a room.  Even now, he could remember how she’d smile and give him a hug when he came home from school.  She’d want to hear about their day, the teachers, their friends.  She’d been to every teacher conference, every Little League game, and his graduation.  She’d made every holiday special.

      And then she’d been ripped away suddenly.  Disappeared.  No answers.  Only questions.

      Could it be after all of these years?  Would they finally find out what had happened to their mom?

      Was their decade-long nightmare over?

      He wasn’t any calmer than he had been back at the bar.  His heart was still galloping in his chest at the thought they might have found his mother.  It had been a decade, and now they might find out the truth.

      Finn, the local sheriff, with Deputy Blake at his side ducked under the tape when he saw Zack, Cooper, and Tate.

      “I understand why you’re here, but you need to stay on this side of the yellow tape.  This is a crime scene now.”

      “Is it our mom?” Cooper asked, his voice like sandpaper.

      Cooper always acted like nothing mattered, but he’d been close to their mom.  When she’d disappeared he’d been distraught, not bothering to hide his derision for their father.  He’d been sure that Joel Winslow wasn’t telling the police everything he knew about his wife’s last day.

      “I don’t know yet,” Finn said.  “We’re doing all we can.  There’s a team from the county forensic unit that’s working to make sure we find everything.  It was the wettest June in a hundred years, and I think a lot of mud slid down the hill, uncovering some of the remains.”

      “We’re talking to the people that found it,” Deputy Blake said.  “Hopefully, we’ll know more soon.”

      Zack and Finn had gone to school together until the age of fourteen.  Finn’s parents had divorced, and his mother had taken him out of town, although he’d come back occasionally during holidays and summers.

      Now Finn was back and in charge of law enforcement in Winslow Heights.  From Zack’s limited view from far away, Finn had cleaned house and brought in a professional team of officers.

      Prior to Finn taking over, the only way that the Winslow Heights sheriff’s department could be described was…amateur.  Most of the people had received their jobs because of knowing someone in the town council.  None were trained, and few took it seriously, except for Deputy Blake.  He’d been to the police academy and was considered their best officer. He’d been involved in the community, even volunteering with the high school football team helping the coach.  Eventually, new leadership had been voted into the council, and they’d decided to make much needed changes.

      Finn had been brought in and all of the deputies had been let go except for Blake.  He’d stayed on, seemingly happy to have a sheriff in charge that knew what he was doing.

      “You do know,” Tate said, his voice rising.  “I can see it in your face.  You do know.”

      Sighing, Finn shook his head.

      “Okay, I don’t know for sure.  How’s that?”  His gaze swung to his deputy.  “Can you help Steve with getting the statement?  He’s still in training, and I want to make sure we do this strictly by the book.”

      “Will do,” Blake said, nodding toward Zack and his brothers before walking away to join his co-worker.

      “What do you know for sure?” Zack asked, looking over Finn’s shoulder.  A stony-faced Joel Winslow was talking to a third deputy about ten feet away.  Kim was crying, her face red and crumpled, her friends surrounding her.  “Is there anything you can tell us?”

      “There were personal items found as well,” Finn replied.  “We need to go through them before I can say anything.  In the meantime, the coroner is here, and the remains will be transported to the county morgue for examination.  DNA will be run along with dental records.  That’s standard practice.”

      Finn’s expression softened, and he scraped his fingers through his hair, making it stand on end.

      “I’m so sorry.  I know that this is a terrible moment for your family.  But we don’t know anything for sure.  This could be something completely unrelated to your mom.”

      “How many people have gone missing in Winslow Heights?” Tate demanded.  “It has to be Mom.”

      “More than one,” Zack reminded his brother.

      “It could be someone no one even knows,” Finn cut in.  “Maybe someone passing through town.  This area is largely deserted, and if someone was walking around or even camping and they had trouble or were injured?  No one was going to hear them.  Plus, this place has terrible cell reception.  They might not have been able to call anyone for help.  This might not be foul play.  We don’t know anything yet.  You all need to hold it together until we do.  There’s no sense in getting upset about something that might not be what you think it is.”

      “You’d do the same,” Cooper said quietly, his gaze fixed on their father who was now walking towards them.

      “I probably would,” Finn conceded.  “But it wouldn’t be the wise thing.  Until we know something for sure, we all need to slow down.  Follow the procedures.  We’ll know soon enough.  I have your mother’s DNA, dental records, and a description of what she was wearing that day right down to her handbag and shoes.  Your mom’s case was never closed officially.  We’ll be able to make a definite call if it’s her.  We just need time to do our jobs.”

      “Why is she here?”

      Cooper was staring at Kim who was still crying.

      “She’s Mom’s sister,” Tate replied, his tone quiet.  “Of course, she’s going to be upset.”

      The expression on Cooper’s face said something entirely different.

      “Let’s not turn on each other,” Zack said.  “We need to hold strong here.”

      He was the oldest.  It was his job to pull them together.

      Apparently, their father had finished talking with the deputy and was now approaching them.  Zack immediately tensed, bracing himself for what he knew was about to happen.  It was like a speeding train coming right toward them.  He couldn’t stop it.

      “Sons,” Joel said.  “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Cooper and their father rarely had anything nice to say to one another, even before Lily Winslow had disappeared.  Today would be no exception.  They simply butted heads constantly.

      “Now is not the time,” Zack said, giving a nudge to his brother.  “You can argue any other day, but not right now.”

      “Fine,” Cooper said, carelessly shrugging.  “I won’t say another word.  You’re right.  This isn’t the time, and I’ve already said what I think a million times.”

      Joel took a step towards Cooper but then halted.

      “Someday you’re going to realize that I was never your enemy.”

      “You certainly aren’t my friend.”

      “I’m your father.  Being your friend wasn’t an option.”

      Tate stepped in front of them, casting a warning glance over his shoulder.

      “Can you tell us what you know?”

      “I hardly know anything,” Joel said.  “They’ve found human remains, and they need to examine them.  That’s pretty much it.  I came straight out here when I got the call.”

      “You didn’t call us?” Zack pointed out.  “And who called you?”

      “One of the members of the council,” Joel replied.  “And I didn’t want to get you upset if this turned out to be another dead end.”

      Zack’s gaze wandered to his aunt who was still crying with her friends.

      “Kim seems upset already.”

      “This was supposed to be a magical time for her.  The wedding is tomorrow so of course this is upsetting.”

      “A magical time,” Cooper repeated, derision in his tone.  “Christ, Dad.  You’re not actually thinking of still having a wedding tomorrow, are you?”

      Joel Winslow didn’t answer, but then he didn’t need to.  The expression on his face said it all.

      The wedding was still on.  Whether their mother had been found or not.

      “Jesus, Dad,” Zack said.  “I think Cooper has a point here.”

      “Your mother—”

      “Stop,” Tate commanded, his tone so sharp that several heads turned in their direction.  “Just stop that shit.  You’re always trying to tell us what Mom would have wanted, but it’s also coincidentally what you want, too.  Seems a bit sketchy to me.  If that’s Mom that they’ve found—”

      “We don’t know that,” Joel said.  “And we may not know it for days or weeks.  We can’t put our lives on hold.  Life is for the living, son.”

      Zack had heard his father say that before.  He didn’t disagree with his dad, but this action seemed rather callous.  If it wasn’t, then it was at least tone-deaf.  But then Joel Winslow didn’t give a rat’s ass what people thought about him.

      “Welcome home, big brother,” Cooper said.  “You’ve come back to town for the saddest, most hypocritical wedding in the history of Winslow Heights.  And that’s saying something because we’ve had some real assholes in our family.”

      With that, Cooper turned on his heel and headed back to the car, leaving Tate and Zack with their dad.

      And some giant tension that hung in the air around them.

      It was usually there all the time, but at this moment it was especially nasty.

      “Dad, you need to think this through,” Zack finally said.  “I get that you want to move on, but the optics on this are going to look terrible.  If you don’t care about your reputation in town, think about Kim.  I think she cares about it.  Don’t make life harder on her than it has to be.”

      For a split second, Zack thought his father might be listening, but then a forbidding cold mask came down over his features.

      “The wedding will go on as planned.”

      Zack couldn’t help someone that didn’t want to be helped in the first place.  His dad didn’t think that this was a problem?  Fine, Zack would step back and let the chips fall where they may.  There was a remote chance that he was wrong, and that no one would care.

      But I don’t think that I am.
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      Lucy was straightening the kids’ section when Jane entered the store, her cheeks red from the heat outside.

      “Did you hear?  Can you believe it?”

      Thankfully, the bookstore was currently empty because if it wasn’t everyone would be gathered around to find out what Jane was talking about.

      “I haven’t heard anything.  What’s going on?”

      “I was standing outside the hair salon talking to Mitzi,” Jane explained, sitting down on one of the cushions.  “Mitzi got a call from her boyfriend Steve.  He’s a deputy, you know?  Anyway, he’d been called out because apparently a skeleton was found on the outskirts of town.  They all think that it could be Lily Winslow.”

      Lily Winslow.

      She’d certainly been on the tip of every tongue lately.  Because of the wedding, and then her children coming back to town.  Now there was a body.  Had she finally been found and could be laid to rest after a decade?

      “That’s…shocking.”

      “I know.  It’s kind of spooky in a way.  Creepy-like.  It’s like Lily Winslow reaching out from the great hereafter and trying to stop her husband from marrying her sister.  It’s sort of sinister and paranormal.”

      “You don’t believe in the paranormal.”

      “I don’t but after today I might change my mind.  Don’t you think this is bizarre?  Lily Winslow has been missing for ten years, and they find her the day before her husband and sister are supposed to get married.  That’s some mad karma shit right there.”

      Lucy didn’t believe in ghosts, vampires, werewolves, and Bigfoot, but she was a big believer in karma.  Karma, she was sure, was real.  She’d seen it in action more than a few times.

      “It’s also kind of morbid.  They’re sure that it’s Lily Winslow?  That’s a very fast identification.”

      “They don’t know for sure,” Jane said.  “They just think it might be.”

      “It would be a good thing for the family to get some closure,” Lucy replied.  “I’ll admit that it’s not the ideal time, but at least they might get some real answers to all of their questions.  It can’t have been easy for them.”

      From an outsider’s perspective, it had splintered the family apart.  It was as if Lily Winslow had been the glue holding it all together.  When she was gone…

      “If she was buried out there, that means that this town has a murderer,” Jane said.

      “It could have been accidental.  It might not be a murder.  You and I have been reading way too many true crime books.”

      “It could be, or it could be a murder.  A killer could be in our little town.”

      “We’ve known for ten years that it was a possibility.”

      Even longer, actually.

      “Now we’d know for sure.  That’s different.”

      It was different even though Lucy didn’t want to admit it out loud.  It meant that someone she passed or talked to on a daily basis might be a murderer.  What was it that she’d seen in an article once?  The average person walks by thirty-six murderers in their lifetime.

      I don’t think I’ve ever met one.

      She didn’t want to be the kind of person who side-eyed everyone she encountered on a daily basis.

      “If it wasn’t an accident, that doesn’t mean we have a killer in Winslow Heights,” Lucy said.  “They could have moved out, or they could never have lived here in the first place.  That area has other little towns around it.”

      “True.  I don’t want there to be a murderer in town.  It’s just that we have to think about the possibility.  And that they were so clever, they got away with it.”

      “We’ve definitely been reading too many crime novels,” Lucy chided.

      “No one’s been arrested.  And from what you’ve said, they barely had any suspects.  That’s getting away with it.”

      Suspects?  That was a tricky subject because there had been suspects.  But no evidence, especially without a body.  The former sheriff had been against calling it a murder when there wasn’t any proof.  He’d always called it a missing persons case.

      And then that sheriff had been fired for being incompetent.

      “I have confidence in Finn that if this is Lily, or anyone else, that he’ll find out what happened.”

      The bell over the door to the bookstore chimed and Piper Winslow walked in with her sister Frankie.  They were both smiling, and Lucy had a terrible thought that they hadn’t heard what was going on.

      We’re going to have to tell them.

      Since coming back to town and buying the bookstore, Lucy had become good friends with the youngest Winslow, Piper.  Some people would say that Piper was a little out there, but Lucy had always found the woman to have a heart of gold.  If she wanted to read tarot cards and put crystals under her bed that was her own business.  She wasn’t hurting anyone, and Lucy wasn’t the judgy type.

      She didn’t know Frankie all that well, though.  The older sister had spent most of her time winning championships on the women’s tennis tour.  The only reason Frankie wasn’t at Wimbledon right now was because she’d hurt her knee.  It certainly wasn’t because she was close to her father and aunt.

      “I wanted to stop in and thank you for taking the cakes over to Tate,” Piper said.  “I really appreciate it.  It was nice to have an afternoon off. Frankie and I went into Blaisdell and went to the mall there.”

      Frankie’s gaze swung from Jane to Lucy, and then her own sister.

      “I feel like we walked in on something,” she said slowly, beginning to back toward the door.  “Maybe we should go.”

      “No,” Jane said, hopping up from the cushion.  “You should stay.  You really should.”

      “What’s going on?” Piper asked, her brows pinched together in a frown.  “Did you get some bad news?”

      “You should have some coffee,” Lucy stated, getting to her feet.  “I’ll go make some.  Let’s all sit down and catch up.”

      A million thoughts ran through her mind, but one stuck.  Lucy needed to call Tate and let him know that his sisters didn’t know about the body that had been found.  She’d tell them about what had happened, but they needed to be with their family, too.

      Just how does one sit two people down and tell them that the body of their mother might have been discovered after ten years?

      Lucy was about to find out.
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      “You aren’t going to go, are you?”

      Piper sounded scandalized, and Frankie was scowling.  Zack’s sisters weren’t happy with him.  Cooper wasn’t either.  Tate was indifferent, and Sam had yet to say anything - positive or negative.

      Somehow, they’d all ended up back at the bar with even Sam making an appearance which was surprising.  Zack had no illusions of how his youngest brother felt about him.

      “I don’t know,” Zack said, trying to hold onto his temper.  He didn’t like people telling him what to do or second-guessing his decisions.  His dad had spent almost twenty-two years doing it, and frankly, that was more than enough.  “I haven’t thought much about the wedding.  I’m thinking about the discovery today and wondering if it’s Mom.”

      Piper was the emotional one in the family.  She’d never tried to hide what she was feeling and thinking, and while Zack admired that trait, it could get on his nerves, as well.  Not everything in the world was dramatic and an emergency.  Not everything was fraught with emotions.  Sometimes things just were what they were.  She was always trying to change the circumstances, and from what he’d seen, she was only frustrating herself.

      His sister had inherited the Winslow gene whether she wanted to admit it or not - she liked to control things.  They all did.  It was deeply embedded into their DNA.  She just did it in a different way than he did.

      “What are the chances that it’s not Mom?” Frankie asked.  “It has to be.”

      “She’s not the only person that has ever disappeared,” Tate said.  “It doesn’t have to be.  It simply might be.”

      “Are you going to that god-forsaken wedding, too?” Frankie demanded.  “I can’t believe this.  You support this marriage?”

      “I don’t,” Zack replied.  “I can’t speak for Tate, but I don’t.  Like you, I think this is in poor taste, but our family will be there, and it seems like a shitty time to take a stand.  Joel is our dad, and Kim has always been good to us.  Emma will be there, as will most of the town.  It’s only a few hours out of my life.”

      “You have to know that Dad was having an affair with Kim,” Cooper said, knocking back a shot of whiskey.  “He and Mom fought when they thought we couldn’t hear.”

      As the oldest, Zack had known about the arguments, the marital strife.  Piper had been quite young, and they’d protected her from most of it, but she’d still heard a few.

      “He’s always said that she wasn’t happy those last months,” Piper said.  “But that’s bullshit.  She was happy.  You were all gone off to college and your careers, but I talked to Mom every single day.  She was excited about prom and my graduation.  We were making plans that she was looking forward to.  She wouldn’t just disappear and start a new life.  She wouldn’t do it.”

      “Dad knows things that he’s not sharing,” Cooper argued.  “He may not be a killer, but he’s kept secrets.  I believe he’s protecting someone.”

      “Who?” Frankie asked.  “Dad never cares about anyone but himself.”

      “Aunt Kim,” Cooper replied.  “He’d protect her.  Probably.”

      “Christ, you’re all giving me a headache,” Sam groaned.  “Listen to all of you, bitching and moaning about things you don’t even understand.  You don’t know anything, but you act like you do.”

      Cooper jumped out of his chair, sending it crashing into the wall behind him.

      “And you do?  Are you going to tell us that Dad is totally innocent?  That there’s no way he would ever do anything wrong?  He’s such a fucking saint, our dad.”  Cooper leaned down so he was face to face with his youngest brother.  “Dad wouldn’t piss on you if your guts were on fire in the street.  Or mine, for that matter.  You know it, and I know it.”

      Zack’s instinct was always to jump in between his siblings when there was a disagreement.  He’d been doing it since they were all kids, and it had become second nature at some point.  He’d caught himself beginning to stand, but then forced himself to sit the hell back down.  This wasn’t his fight, and he was tired of playing peacemaker and referee.  For once, Cooper and Sam were going to have to settle it themselves.  As long as they didn’t bust up the joint, it might be good for them to get whatever was driving them out in the open.

      The Winslow family didn’t know shit about communication.  It might be time to learn some.

      Frankie was giving him some side-eye, but Zack deliberately didn’t look her way.

      To his surprise, Sam didn’t hop up from his chair or yell back at Cooper.  The youngest Winslow sibling simply smiled as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “You’re right,” he said.  “I’ve always known that.  Dad only cares about two people - himself and Zack.  And when Zack isn’t around, he treats Kim decently.  At least financially.  I doubt he’s any sort of emotional support, but I guess she has friends for that.”

      Zack wanted to say that it wasn’t true.  But it was.  Whether he liked it or not.

      Sam’s attention swung to Zack.

      “I know you’re not trying to kiss up to Dad, so relax.  You don’t have to be defensive with me.  But I will ask this one question.  Are you here to take over the firm?”

      “Why would he take over the firm?” Cooper said with a scowl.  “He’s got a hotshot job on Wall Street.  You don’t leave the big leagues to play Little League.”

      Sam’s smile grew even wider.

      “Zack knows why I brought it up.”

      Sam knew.  Being in the financial world, Sam had surely gathered a few friends on Wall Street.  Maybe more than a few.

      “I’m not here to take over the firm.  That’s never been something I’ve wanted to do.  As far as I’m concerned, you run it and you’re doing a great job.  I have no part in it.”

      “Then we’re good,” Sam said with a nod.  “And as for believing in my father, sadly that ship has sailed.  If any one of you had worked with him the last several years, you’d know that no one could keep their rose-colored glasses on.  Our father is a total asshole.  But a killer?  That I’m not so sure.”

      “He knows more than he’s letting on,” Frankie said.

      “You’re probably right,” Sam said.  “Joel Winslow is a jerk, but he’s not stupid.  If he’s done anything wrong, he’s covered his tracks well.  I’ve been closer to him on a day-to-day basis than almost anybody, but I don’t know his secrets.  He only confides in one person.  And it’s not me.”

      “Rick?” Cooper guessed.  “Or Henry?”

      Rick was Joel’s brother and Henry was his best friend.

      “It would be Aunt Lisa,” Tate replied.  “Remember when Rick used to tell us stories about how Lisa would cover for Dad when he would do something wrong?  She’d get in trouble, and he’d skip out on any punishment.”

      “You’d think she’d be getting tired of that then,” Zack observed.  “They were kids.  I haven’t seen her cover for Dad since they’ve grown up.”

      “Just because we haven’t seen it doesn’t mean it’s not happening,” Piper said.  “Before Mom disappeared, Aunt Lisa was at the house all the time.  She’d come and stay for weeks on end.  I don’t think Mom was thrilled about it, but she never said anything out loud.”

      “All I know is that Henry and Dad are practically attached at the hip,” Sam replied.  “They spend a great deal of time together.  If Dad trusts anyone - and I’m not sure that he does - it would be Henry.”

      Is that why Sam had stayed working for their father?  To keep an eye on him?  Sam might be the smartest one of them all.

      “So where does that leave us?” Piper asked.  “What do we do now?  Just sit here and wait?  We might not find out anything for days.”

      “I’m going to pour us another round,” Tate said.  “If we drink enough, we won’t notice the passing of time.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Cooper approved.  “I’ll even go get the bottle.”

      Cooper didn’t make it halfway across the room when Tate’s phone rang.

      “It’s Finn,” he said, holding up the phone so they could see the display.  “I’ll put it on speaker.”

      “Hey, Finn.  We’re all here.  You’re on speaker, okay?”

      “That’s good.  It will save me a lot of calls,” the sheriff said.  “I have news if you’re ready for it.”

      Zack wasn’t sure he would ever be truly ready, but there wasn’t going to be a better time than this.

      “We are.  Go ahead,” Tate urged.

      “Along with the remains we found clothes, shoes, and a small purse.  There was identification in it belonging to one Sarah Adams.  She went missing about eighteen years ago.  From the clothes and driver’s license, it looks like we’ve found her.  We’ll be confirming with dental records and DNA if we can extract any.  I just wanted to give you a call.  I didn’t want this weighing on you all night.  I don’t think this is Lily Winslow.”

      His mother was still missing.  They didn’t get any answers.

      But…Sarah Adams?

      Zack remembered Sarah from high school.  They’d been friendly, and even worked on a group project together once.  His father hadn’t been very happy about it for some reason.  He’d urged Zack to work with someone else, but the groups had already been chosen.  Besides, Sarah had been easy to deal with, and she did her share of the project.

      Joel was always trying to control people, pull their strings, and make their decisions for them.  It wouldn’t have mattered who Zack hung out with.  If it wasn’t someone that Joel had picked out himself, he was going to be against it.

      Damn.  Sarah?

      Zack was ashamed to say that he hadn’t thought about her in years.  Everyone had assumed that she’d run away from home, himself included.  Her home life had sucked from what he could see.

      And now she was found.  Her family could finally mourn and get closure.

      At least one mystery had been solved today.

      Lily Winslow’s would have to wait.  Again.

      And that was the saddest thing of all.
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      Zack tossed his bag onto the bed in Cooper’s guest room.  He’d gone back to the house to get it and managed to sneak in without his father knowing.  With a little help from Emma.

      It was clear that Emma had been crying, and he’d given her a huge hug.  She sniffled and told him that Lily would eventually be found.  It was only a matter of time.  After all, Sarah was just found, too.

      “You can stay here as long as you want,” Cooper said.  “Or are you planning to go right back to the city?”

      “My plans are sort of up in the air.”

      Cooper didn’t ask him why, which was the cool thing about his brother.  He didn’t pry or judge.  He believed in living life on his own terms. And not caring what anybody else thought.  And while Zack was concerned about how Cooper was paying the bills, he was never worried about whether his brother was enjoying his life.

      “Like I said, my place is your place.  You can stay as long as you like.  It will be nice to have the company.”

      “I wouldn’t want to mess up your love life,” Zack teased.  “I don’t want to be a third wheel if you bring a girl home.”

      “I’ll just go to their place,” Cooper said with a wicked grin.  “At my age, I don’t date women who still live with Mommy and Daddy.  So don’t sweat it.  It’s all fine.  I’m going to hit the sack.  I put a spare key on the kitchen counter for you, if you get up before me or something.”

      There was no way that Zack was going to sleep after the day he’d had.  It wasn’t happening, and he recognized the feeling.  It was all too familiar.  His mind was going a million miles an hour even if his body was exhausted.

      “I think I might go out for a walk, actually.”

      “A walk?”

      Cooper didn’t sound surprised.

      “I used to take lots of walks at night when I couldn’t sleep.”

      It had been a good way to burn off a little energy, and get some thinking done when it was quiet.  His home growing up could never be described as serene or peaceful.

      “I know.  I’d see you come in and out of the house.  I just assumed that it was a teenage thing.”

      Zack hadn’t known that he’d been discovered.  He’d thought his late-night strolls were a secret.  Except from Emma, of course.  She knew everything that went on in the Winslow home.

      “You could have joined me.”

      “Nah, that was your time.  Anyway, I’m going to bed.  Have a nice walk, and don’t forget the key.  I’m not getting up at two in the morning to let your ass inside.  You can sleep on the stairs until I get up.”

      “That’s what I love about you, Cooper.  Always the softie.”

      “You’d let me sleep outside and don’t deny it.  Good night.”

      Cooper disappeared into his bedroom, and Zack pocketed the key before leaving the apartment.  It was located over the old movie theater, and he had some wonderful memories of watching popular films there with his friends.  To this day, Zack had no idea how the theater had stayed in business.   The tickets had been cheap, especially for matinees, and even the popcorn and soda hadn’t cost an arm and a leg.

      Ah, the good old days.

      Was he becoming one of those people who talked about the old days incessantly?  How everything was better and simpler?

      Let’s face it.  It was simpler in my childhood.

      The summer day had been warm and a bit humid, but now that the sun was down it was far cooler and more pleasant.  There wasn’t much noise except for a few crickets, all the birds and squirrels sleeping peacefully for the night.  This was why he loved doing this so much.

      It had been harder in the city to find that quiet.  Even at night there was noise.  A siren in the distance or even just the sound of a radio drifting through an opened window.

      Tonight there was only the rustling of leaves, and his tennis shoes on the pavement.  His head was full of his thoughts, and he was sifting through them one by one when he stopped at the large picture window at the bookstore.

      He could see Lucy walking through the store, flicking off the lights until she was up at the cash registers, grabbing her bag and a set of keys.  Her long dark hair was piled up on top of her head in a messy bun, and her glasses were perched on the tip of her nose.  She was a petite woman with just the right amount of curves.  He’d always thought she was attractive even back in high school, but seeing her again after all this time…she was a beautiful woman.

      She must have felt his gaze on her because she looked up, her eyes going wide and her hand on her heart.

      He could almost hear her groan of relief when her shoulders sagged upon seeing it was just him.  She waved at him to come inside, and he didn’t hesitate.  He’d wanted to be alone with his thoughts, but for some reason he wanted to spend more time with her.  He didn’t waste any time analyzing that feeling, though, simply deciding that he’d been analytical too long.  He needed to just…follow his instincts for a change.  Being too cerebral might have made him a lot of money, but it hadn’t done him much good when it came to his personal life.

      “Are you roaming the streets tonight?” she asked, closing the door behind him.

      “I knew I wouldn’t sleep so I decided to take a walk.”

      “You picked a good night for it.  It’s cooled off nicely.”

      He’d wanted to be alone, but now he wanted her company.

      “You could go with me.”

      She didn’t say yes right away, but she didn’t say no either.  Her gaze was appraising as if she was trying to decide if he was serious.  She must have decided that he was because eventually she did reply.

      “I could do that.  I’m feeling a bit restless myself after the news.”

      “You heard it, too?”

      “In this town?  I probably heard it five minutes after you.  There are no secrets here.  You should know that.”

      “Finn’s probably pissed about that,” Zack said as he held her bag while she flipped off the last light and locked up.  “I’m sure he wanted to keep it quiet until he’d had a chance to talk to Sarah’s parents.”

      “At least her mother has an answer now.”

      And Zack still didn’t have any answers.

      “I always thought that Sarah ran off,” Lucy said as they strolled down the sidewalk.  “I know she wasn’t fond of her stepfather, and she argued with him and her mom a lot from what I could tell.  I thought that she just had enough one day and took off.  At least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself all of these years.  I never thought…”

      “That’s what I thought as well,” Zack replied.  “I think that’s what we all thought, or at least that’s the story that I heard the most.  Her friend Kelly said that Sarah talked about leaving all the time.  I just assumed that’s what she did.  I kind of feel guilty that I haven’t given her a thought since high school graduation.”

      “You took off pretty fast after grad night.  You didn’t even hang around for the summer.”

      “Back then I was anxious to get out.”

      “And what about now?  Are you still anxious to leave?  Is that the plan after the wedding tomorrow?”

      That was an excellent question.  One that he wasn’t sure he had an answer to.  It was a sad fact that for the first time in Zack’s life he didn’t have a plan.  Was that a good thing?  His brother Cooper had lived his entire life without a plan, and he seemed really damn happy.

      Zack knew one thing for sure though - he didn’t want to become his father.  That was one thing he simply couldn’t allow.

      Joel Winslow wasn’t anyone that Zack could admire.
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      Zack wasn’t talking much during their walk, but Lucy didn’t push for conversation.  She was content to simply wander through the streets of the town, enjoying the cool breeze and the quiet that came from living there.

      They hadn’t discussed it, but they’d left the downtown area and found themselves on the campus of Winslow University.  During the school year there would have been more people around, but most of the students were gone until autumn.  The few that remained for summer classes were still awake, their doors and windows open and the lights on.  Lucy could hear soft laughter and music from a distance.  A young couple was sprawled on a blanket on the grass, their arms around one another and kissing under the full moon.

      “I don’t know how long I plan to stay, to be honest.”

      Zack was answering her question so long after her asking it that she’d almost forgotten what she’d said.  She’d just been making conversation, but apparently, he’d taken her query rather seriously if he’d been thinking of a reply for the last five minutes.

      “Can you get a lot of time off at your job?”

      Another weird silence.  This was becoming awkward.  Maybe she needed to stop asking questions.

      “Can I tell you something that I haven’t told anyone else?  Can you keep a secret?”

      “I can.  Absolutely.  But I don’t want you to feel like you have to tell me anything.”

      “I want to tell you.  I want to tell someone.”

      “Then tell me.  Like I said, I can keep a secret.”

      “There’s an old saying that the only way two people can keep a secret is if one of them kills the other.”

      “Jesus, Zack,” Lucy laughed.  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.  Seriously, I can keep my mouth shut.”

      “I believe that you can, and I need to talk to somebody about this.  I sure as hell don’t have any answers.”  There was a pause and then Zack stopped, his fingers scraping through his dark hair.  “I quit my job and ended my lease.  All of my stuff is in storage.  For the first time in my life, I don’t have a job or a home.  I have no clue what I’m doing or where I’m going.”

      Oh.  Lucy hadn’t seen that coming.  This was…unexpected.  Zack had always been the guy that had his life all mapped out.

      “I think…I think that’s wonderful.”

      His brows shot up and he appeared taken aback by her assertion.  It was his turn to be surprised.

      “Because you’ve always seemed to have a plan,” she explained.  “You were the type that had your entire life planned out before you even graduated.  You talked about going away to college, getting a high-paying job, and never coming back to town.  Even then, it was clear you wanted to get away from your dad.”

      “Yes, because he had a plan, too,” Zack replied, bitterness lacing his tone.  “He had my life planned for me from the day I was born.  I knew I had to get away from it and him.  He’d never give me a moment’s peace if I had stayed.  He wanted to create a clone of himself.  I could never let that happen.”

      “I didn’t know that.  That must have been difficult growing up.”

      Lucy was an only child to two laidback parents who had never pushed her or tried to run her life.  They were simply happy when she was happy.  But it had to be hard to be the firstborn son of Joel Winslow with all the baggage that came with it.  Being a Winslow had many privileges, but there was often a catch to being born into money and power.

      “I’m his favorite.  Can you believe that?  I don’t want to be.”

      “Does he actually say that?”

      That would be a horrible thing to do to his kids.

      “He doesn’t have to say it.  His actions are loud and clear.  I keep telling my brother Sam that I don’t want to run the family business, that it’s his.  But I’m not sure he believes me.  I think he’s waiting for my dad to rip it out from under him, which he would do without a second thought.  Just today he offered the firm to me, not caring about his other son.  I told him that I couldn’t be part of him stabbing Sam in the back.  Christ, Joel Winslow is a terrible parent.  He at least kind of pretended to try when Mom was here—”

      Zack broke off, shaking his head.

      “Sorry, this has been an emotional day.  I thought that maybe they’d found her.  Finally.”

      “You never got any answers,” Lucy said softly.

      “No answers,” he echoed.  “I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.  I just know that she wouldn’t walk away from her family willingly.  And yes, the wedding goes on tomorrow.  They’re not going to postpone it.”

      “Are you worried about what people will think?”

      “No, I’m worried about what I’m thinking which is nothing good about my dad and aunt.  Despite what you may think, I don’t want to actively hate my father.  It’s just every now and then I hope that he’ll act like a human being, and then he does crap like this.  It’s a gut punch every time.  And he doesn’t see why we’re upset with him.”

      “I’ve been around people like your dad.  They know.  They know good and well what they’re doing.  They just don’t care.”

      “You’re probably right,” Zack sighed.  “I’m a cynical asshole, but for some reason I keep hoping that Dad will change.”

      “Of course, you do.  He’s your dad.  But…he’s probably not going to.  Not at this point.  What motivation does he have?  It looks like it’s been working for him.”

      “If he doesn’t care that his kids despise him, then nothing will make him change.  Hell, despise is the wrong word.  I don’t trust him, and I kind of feel sorry for him in a way.  He could have real relationships with his kids, but he doesn’t try.  The only things he cares about are money and power.  That’s it.  He’s always angry at Piper about something or other.  You’d think she was streetwalker the way he acts.  Who cares if she reads tarot cards?  I don’t.  Maybe I should have her do a reading for me.  Maybe she can tell me what I’m supposed to do with the rest of my life.”

      “Do you have to know right now?  I’m not making a joke here.  I’m seriously curious.  Would it be so terrible to take your time and figure it out?”

      “That’s what I keep telling myself.  Take it slow.  Don’t rush.  Enjoy the time off and relaxation.”

      “And then what happens?”

      “Then there’s a little voice that says that I’m lazy and that I need to get back to the grind.”

      “That little voice sounds like a pain in the ass.”

      Laughing, he nodded in agreement.

      “He does, but he’s a persistent jerk.”

      “Then tell him to shut up.  Let me ask you a few questions.  Do you want to go back to this so-called grind?  Do you need the money?  Are you going to be homeless if you don’t go back to work right away?  What terrible, awful thing will happen if you don’t take a job in the next five minutes?”

      “Nothing,” he confessed.  “I made a lot of money on Wall Street.  As long as I don’t blow it on a yacht or a castle, I’ll be fine living off my investments.  But…”

      “But?” she prompted.  “Go on.”

      “If I don’t take a job offer soon, they’ll probably stop calling me and offering me a job.  Eventually, I mean.  They’ll forget about me.”

      “And eventually you might want to go back?”

      “I don’t know.  I don’t know what I want to do.  There was a time that I liked my job, but it seems so long ago.  It might be different at a different company with a different boss.”

      “It might.  I don’t know anything about Wall Street.  I’m on Main Street.”

      “How did you decide to come home?  You left town, after all.  What made you buy the bookstore?  And do you have any regrets?”

      Those were some personal questions, but she didn’t begrudge Zack asking them.  He seemed to be in the grips of some sort of “who-am-I-and-what-do-I-want-to-be” crisis.  For a man that had never questioned his goals, this had to be maddening.

      “No, but I was never as sure as you were about my future.  I didn’t live in Los Angeles because I wanted to get out of town.  I left for school and then got a job.  I lived there and I liked it fine.  But when my ex-boyfriend and I broke up, I wanted a change.  And I wanted to be closer to my family.  Mom’s health wasn’t so good, although she’s fine now.  I came home without much of a plan, but then I saw that the bookstore was for sale.  It gave me a purpose, and I haven’t regretted coming back here at all.  To be honest, I should have dumped my ex a lot sooner than I did.”

      “Kind of a jerk?”

      “I’d changed, and he was still the same.  That was the problem.  He didn’t want to adult, so he left it to me to be the grown-up.  I didn’t have a partner; I had a dependent.  He held down a job and everything, but he fought any responsibility.  He wanted to be carefree and unencumbered.  So, I let him.  Last I heard, he was living with three roommates, divorced after a six-month marriage, and engaged to a twenty-two-year-old. I hope one of them cleans the bathroom, because he sure as hell never did.”

      She had too many vivid memories of Michael making messes and expecting “someone” to come behind him and clean up.  Like he was ten years old.  He kept telling her that she didn’t have to do it, but she knew that someone needed to or they would live in squalor - a state that didn’t seem to bother him.  As long as his PlayStation worked and the Wi-Fi was on - and beer in the fridge - he was happy.

      They’d rarely argued.  They’d just grown apart with different goals.  It had been sort of sad but freeing when they’d ended things.  He’d seemed a bit relieved as well.

      “I don’t have any ill will toward him,” she went on.  “Michael is a good person with a kind heart, but I always knew I wanted to move back home, and there was no way he was going to do that.  We were going to break up at some point anyway.  We have mutual friends still, and I want him to be happy.  I think he wishes the same for me.”

      “That sounds way more mature than most of my relationships.  Although to be honest, I worked so much I didn’t have many actual relationships.”

      “More situationships?”

      “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

      “Rumors have gone around town that you’ve dated supermodels and actresses.”

      His expression changed slightly, and she had to laugh.

      “So the rumors are correct?”

      “I might have dated a few models or actresses over the years.  I’ve never really been in a long-term relationship.  I think my longest was about a year.”

      “Why did it end?”

      “She said I was emotionally unavailable.”

      “Ouch.  Were you?”

      “Yes,” he replied immediately.  “But I’d warned her that work was very important to me.  I don’t think she believed me.”

      “She probably thought it would be different with her,” Lucy suggested.

      “She said that.  She thought she would be different.  She was angry that she wasn’t.”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      The question popped out of her mouth before she could stop it.  It was none of her business…but she kind of wanted to know.

      “No,” Zack responded, the word drawn out slowly.  “No.  I don’t think that I have. Unless you count Millie Hartfield in first grade.  I kissed her at the swings, and she socked me in the nose.”

      “Love hurts,” Lucy giggled.  “I hope that women haven’t made that a habit in your life.”

      “These days I make sure that my attention is welcome.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “I let them make the first move.”

      “If you wanted to kiss me, you wouldn’t do anything about it?  You’d just wait for me to do it?”

      A man as good-looking as Zackery Winslow could get away with that.  Other mortals?  Not so much.

      “I would.  Would you?”

      “Would I what?”

      “Make the first move?”

      “Yes, but only if I wanted to kiss you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They’d turned back toward the downtown area, not saying much.  She was thinking about how he’d never been in love, and he was probably thinking about a myriad of things such as his mother, the wedding, and Sarah.

      To be honest, she was thinking about Sarah, too.  They hadn’t been best buddies back in high school, but they’d been friendly.  Sarah had been a sweet girl, always nice.  She’d never been one of those mean ones that bullied people.  She was the kind that would share her notes from chemistry class if you’d been out sick.

      “I wonder if they’ll have a memorial service for Sarah now that she’s been found.  They never did before,” Lucy said as they drew closer to the bookstore where her car was parked.

      “They didn’t?  I guess I don’t remember.  She had a lot of friends in school, though.  Sarah was dating Ethan when she disappeared, right?” Zack asked.

      “I think so,” Lucy replied.  “He’s supposed to be at the wedding tomorrow.  His wife was in the bookstore with their kids and mentioned it a few weeks ago.”

      “He’s still in town?  What does he do?  I didn’t even know he was married.”

      “He’s an attorney, and he got married about twelve or thirteen years ago.”

      “I guess I haven’t kept up much.  When I’m home I don’t usually stay long.”

      “It’s nice that your brother Cooper has moved back.  I didn’t know him very well back in school, but he’s a nice man.  He comes in the bookstore every week.  He’s an avid reader.”

      “What does he read?  Or can you not tell me?  Is there some sort of code about divulging that like with a doctor and patient?”

      “Knowing Cooper, he’d tell you himself if you ask.  He reads all sorts of books.  Every genre.  But he loves mysteries the most.”

      She’d often wondered - but never out loud - whether Cooper read mysteries because he couldn’t solve his mother’s disappearance.  Lily Winslow had been declared dead three years ago, and everyone in town assumed that she was gone.

      They continued walking until they were standing in front of the bookstore, her vehicle parked at the curb.  She pressed the button on her key fob and the lights flashed with an audible chirp when the locks disengaged.

      “This is me,” Lucy said, opening the back door and shoving her purse onto the backseat.  “I guess I’ll see you at the wedding tomorrow.  Unless you change your mind and fly back to the Big Apple.”

      “I won’t do that.  As much as my father makes me crazy, I’ll be there.  I think they should postpone the wedding but it’s clear they’re not going to.”  He took a step closer, and she got a whiff of his scent.  Something citrusy with a hint of spice.

      He smelled as good as he looked.  It had been a long time since she’d been even slightly tempted.  But she had to know that he wasn’t going to stick around.  If she got involved with him, she had to prepare for him to walk away.  Maybe not tomorrow, but soon.  It wasn’t a dealbreaker for her, but she had to be honest with herself.

      Zack was, at most, a fling.  A sexy as hell one, but he wasn’t the long-haul type.  He’d never been in love after all.  Women skinner, sexier, and far more successful had tried and failed to turn him into the home and hearth type.

      I’m not looking for that either right now. I’m happy on my own.

      “Don’t forget you promised to save me a few dances,” he said, a smile on his far too handsome face.  “I’ll be at the wedding all by myself.”

      There would probably be five hundred people at that wedding, and she doubted that Zack was ever alone unless he wanted to be.

      “I will save you a few dances,” she promised.  “I admitted that I’m not a good dancer.  What about you?”

      “I’m terrible.  I have absolutely no rhythm whatsoever.”

      From what she’d seen, Zack Winslow was good at everything.

      “At least you’re honest.”

      “If it’s anything faster than a foxtrot, I look like I was stung by a bee.”

      The image of that was far too funny not to laugh.  Zack in a tuxedo, gesticulating wildly off-beat to the music.

      He leaned against the side of her car, his fingers reaching out to tuck a stray strand of her hair behind her ear.  His touch left a heated trail behind it, sending a tingle all the way to her toes.

      “Thank you for walking with me tonight.  I think I needed the company.”

      “I’m glad I was here.  You can invite me on a walk anytime.”

      “Can I?”

      His voice had deepened, and he was leaning closer.  She could feel his warm breath on her cheek, and she had the strangest urge to reach up and run a finger over his lips.  In the dim light she couldn’t see his eyes, but she knew they were blue with a gold ring around the iris.

      There was a chemistry between them.  She couldn’t deny it, and she wasn’t sure she even wanted to.  There was something there, and if she’d stood on her tiptoes, she could have kissed him easily.

      “You can,” she confirmed, taking a step back.  “Now I should be getting home.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      It was tempting.  Kissing him, that is.  For a moment, she’d thought he might kiss her but then she remembered that he wasn’t going to do that.  It was all up to her.

      It was kind of nice.  If she wanted to take this further, it would be at her pace.  But the big question was…

      Did she want a fling with Zackery Winslow?

      It was looking like the answer might be yes.
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      When Zack woke up the next morning, stretching and yawning after a lousy night’s sleep, his sister Frankie was drinking coffee at the breakfast table.  Cooper was nowhere in sight.

      “I have a key,” she said.  “And I just made a fresh pot.  Help yourself.”

      Puzzled, but desperately needing caffeine, Zack poured himself a cup and joined her at the table.  There was a box of bakery donuts in front of her that she pushed his way.

      “They’re good, although Piper didn’t make them.”

      “I thought elite athletes don’t eat sugar,” he said, taking a huge bite out of a glazed cinnamon.

      Damn delicious.  It was one of the few things he missed about his job.  Every day management would have the best donuts in Manhattan delivered in the morning.

      “I’m giving my knee a rest,” Frankie said.  “And that means I get a donut.  These are Cooper’s second favorite.  He went out for a run, by the way.”

      “Why do you have a key?”

      “Sometimes I stop in, stay for a few days,” Frankie replied.

      “Shit, am I sleeping in your bed?”

      Frankie laughed and waved the question away.

      “Relax, I’m staying with Piper this time.  It’s fine.  I go back and forth.”

      “You never stay at the house?”

      She gave him a look that spoke volumes.

      “You’re joking, right?  Because you’re not there.”

      “I saw Emma yesterday.  That was good.”

      “She’s the best,” Frankie replied with a smile.  “I do try and see her as often as I can, but being around Dad and Kim makes me tense and short-tempered.”

      “You’re known for being patient.”

      Zack wasn’t kidding either.  Frankie had won several Grand Slam titles by not only being an incredibly talented tennis player, but also being patient.  One sportswriter had dubbed her the “human backboard” because she’d get to balls that no one else could.  She’d hang in a point, knocking back the ball over and over again until her opponent would get antsy, try something risky to finish it off, and end up losing the point.  She’d pissed off more than one opponent that way.

      About three months ago Frankie had injured her knee, so she was on the sidelines for this year’s Wimbledon, and possibly the US Open, too.

      “Let’s just say that Dad could try the patience of a saint.  And I’m not a saint.”

      “Kim’s not so bad.”

      “She makes me crazy,” Frankie groaned.  “All she cares about is her hair, her nails, her clothes, her shoes, and let’s not forget her handbags.  I’ve been to a formal ball and met royalty, and I didn’t take as much time getting ready as she does every single day of her life.  She’s exhausting.  She mentioned to me a few days ago that she had to be up at five this morning to get ready for the ceremony.  Which is at five o’clock in the afternoon.  Not to mention that this is her third marriage, and she’s marrying her brother-in-law.  Maybe they should have gone a bit more low-key.”

      “I must admit that this wedding is high on the ick scale, but you know how Dad is.  He’d just say that we’re Winslows and it’s expected that we go all out for a wedding.”

      “I’m sick and tired of giving our father a pass because that’s just how he is.  Well, this is just how I am.  If he doesn’t have to change, why do I?”

      Jack finished off his donut and reached for a second.  He probably should have gone running with Cooper this morning.

      “Is anyone asking you to change?  I’m not.”

      “There have been not so subtle hints.”

      “Screw ‘em.  You’re an adult.  You can do what you want.”  He stood to refill his cup.  “Do you want a warmup?”

      “Hell, yes.  A splash of whiskey would be welcome as well.”

      Frankie held out her almost empty mug so he could refill it.

      “You said you were staying with Piper.  Where is she?”

      “Home still asleep.  She was up late last night meditating to calm her mind.”

      Zack had never meditated in his entire life, but perhaps he should try it sometime.

      “And don’t tell her that I stopped off at the grocery store bakery,” Frankie said, shaking a piece of donut at him.  “She’ll freak out.  She says that these baked goods might have additives or chemicals or something like that.”

      “My lips are sealed.  Has she changed her mind about the wedding?  Is she going today?”

      “No, and I’m not either, so don’t bother asking me.”

      “You can’t make me go alone,” Zack said.  “I came home so we could all spend time together.”

      “Then blow off the wedding and we’ll go do something fun.  And you won’t be alone.  Tate will be there, and Sam, too.  Oh, and Lucy Gilbert.  I saw the way you were looking at her.  I think she likes you, too.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      The words came out automatically, but now that he’d said them, he wasn’t so sure they were true.  He did like Lucy.  It had been a long time since he’d been so attracted to a woman.  It was just…his life was in chaos at the moment.  It didn’t seem fair to pull someone into it when he didn’t know what he was going to do or where he was going to do it.

      “Whatever.  You know I don’t like to get involved with affairs of the heart.  You do you.”

      “Sometimes I think our parents’ crappy marriage was harder on you than anyone,” Zack observed.  “It’s made you cynical at a young age.”

      “They did have a crappy marriage, and it doesn’t make me want to settle down with a white picket fence and a couple of kids.  I like being single.  I think you like it, too.”

      Six months ago Zack would have vehemently agreed.  Now, he wasn’t as sure.  Sharing his life with someone didn’t sound as awful as it once had.

      “There were good times,” he replied.  “They weren’t always unhappy.  Hell, they had six kids, so they had to have gotten along every now and then.”

      Frankie leaned forward, a smile playing on her lips.

      “Personally, I’m going with the theory that we were all hatched or brought by the stork.  Piper said the other day that she hopes our real father is the mailman or maybe the tennis pro at the club.  Either way, you know she thinks Dad had something to do with Mom’s disappearance.”

      Piper had never kept that thought to herself.  Everyone knew it, including their father.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think our dad is a total asshole,” Frankie declared.  “And I bet the family firm isn’t all that law-abiding.  I think our dad bends the rules, and that he thinks he’s entitled to because he’s rich.”

      “Did you ever bend the rules?”

      Zack already knew the answer.  Frankie had been a rule-follower since the day she was born.  She’d never cut in line, cheated at Monopoly, or probably even told a white lie.  She was a straight shooter that had never had a parking ticket.

      “No,” Frankie shot back, slapping her coffee cup down on the table so that some of the liquid sloshed out.  “Because you can’t do that in competitive tennis.  The rules are the same whether you’re ranked number one or one thousand.  It’s a meritocracy.  If you’re good, you get rewarded.  If you suck, you suck.  It’s that simple.”

      Zack held up his hands in surrender.

      “I get it.  I do.  It was just an idle question to fill the time.”

      Using a napkin to wipe up the spill, Frankie gave him a narrow-eyed look.

      “So what are you doing here?”

      That was a weird question.

      “I’m here for Dad’s wedding.”

      “Cut the shit,” she replied with an eye roll.  “I know you, big brother.  You don’t like being here anymore than I do.  What’s going on?  Is that big fancy life in the Big Apple not bringing you joy anymore?  Are you getting older and the supermodels younger?  That’s not a good look, by the way.  It makes you seem creepy at some point.”

      “When is that point?”

      “I’m not sure the exact age, but Leo DiCaprio has passed it.”

      “You make me sound like a total jerk.”

      “You’re not a jerk, but you’ve been lost for a long time.  I noticed it last time I saw you.”

      That was a few years ago when Frankie had been playing in the US Open.

      “You think you know me so well, but we haven’t spent that much time together.  You might be wrong.”

      She wasn’t, but she didn’t know that.  Frankie liked to be right.  When she said something, she truly believed it in her heart.

      “I’m not wrong.  And you know why?  Because it takes one lost soul to recognize another one.”

      Before Zack could reply, Frankie stood and walked over to the sink, tossing out what was left of her coffee.

      “Cooper should be home any minute, and I need to get back to Piper’s.  I’ll see you later.”

      “At the wedding?”

      Frankie leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek.

      “Not an ice cube’s chance in hell.  You can have the rest of the donuts, but save one for Cooper.  He gets testy if you eat them all.”

      Zack heard the front door close softly behind his sister as he still sat at the table, thinking about what she’d said.

      He was lost, and that was a fact.  That she could see it so easily was disturbing.  He hadn’t planned to dump his issues on his family while he was home.  He’d always been the type to keep his own counsel.

      Okay, I’ve been close-mouthed about my life.

      But she’d said that she was lost, as well.  Was there something going on with Frankie?  He’d help her if he could, but she’d have to tell him about it.

      That was something that probably wasn’t going to happen.  The one thing the Winslow family wasn’t comfortable with was revealing their problems and accepting help.  After all, they were supposed to be the perfect family, veritable pillars of the community.

      It was all a lie.
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      It was a beautiful day for a wedding.  It was a warm, but not enough to make everyone sweaty in their best clothes.  There was a slight breeze, too, and the sky was bright and blue, without a cloud in sight.

      As if it would dare to rain on a Winslow wedding.

      The ceremony and reception were being held in the largest building in town which was Winslow Hall on campus.  It was an old building built after World War II, a bit stiff and formal for Lucy’s taste, but it could hold the hundreds of attendees without any issues.

      The ceremony hall was decorated with more flowers than Lucy had ever seen in her entire life.  They had to have cornered the market on white and pink roses to fill this room, and then also the reception area which was even larger.

      Swags of ivory and pink fabric hung from the ceiling and framed the floor-to-ceiling windows.  Tens of thousands of twinkle lights were strung everywhere, and a flower-filled arbor was at the front of the room where the happy couple would exchange vows.

      Lucy had been to many weddings but never one this swanky.  She’d never imagined anything like this for her own nuptials.  She would have been happy with a barbecue on the beach, plus close family and a few good friends.  When she was young, she’d dreamed of many things like going to Narnia and driving a flying car, but she’d never dreamed about a big wedding with all the trimmings.

      It was lovely, though, and clearly Kim had put a great deal of effort into the day.  The woman had excellent taste.  Lucy could barely put a skirt and sweater together.  Her family had joked that she only had four colors in her wardrobe, but that way they all would go together without having to put too much thought into it.  Her mother had picked out her dress for today, and Lucy was wearing it with pride.

      She felt a touch at her elbow, and startled, turned swiftly to see who it was.

      Zack.  Looking devastatingly handsome in his monochromatic black tux with a black shirt.  The way it clung to his wide shoulders and tapered at the waist it was surely bespoke.  His shoes were polished to a high shine, and it looked like he had perhaps put a bit of product in his wavy hair.  His jaw was freshly shaven, and he smelled like delicious shampoo and body wash.

      In other words, he was to die for, and she was probably drooling in front of Winslow Height’s citizenry.  But then, who could blame her?  Even old lady Carter was giving him a lustful once over.  If she’d been forty - hell, thirty - years younger, she would have pushed Lucy aside and propositioned the poor guy.

      “I thought you’d be helping your dad before the ceremony.”

      “He’s got his best friend and his brother,” Zack said.  “He’s fine.  How about we get a drink?  There’s still a bit of time before the ceremony.”

      “I don’t think the bar is open until after.”

      “That is a real shame.”

      “Do we need to drink today to get through this?”

      She wouldn’t blame him if he did.

      “No, but it might help.”

      The wedding coordinator was bustling around, shooing people into their seats.  It was almost time.

      Zack held out his hand to Lucy.

      “How about we go sit down?”

      She was tempted, but…

      “Don’t you have to sit with your family at the front?  Sam and Tate are in the second row.  They’re probably saving you a seat.”

      From what she could see from her vantage point at the back, Sam and Tate were saving several seats in an incredibly optimistic move.  They were hoping that their brothers and sisters would all show.  Sadly, they were going to be disappointed.  Lucy hadn’t seen Cooper, Frankie, or Piper, and she wasn’t sure about the first two, but Piper wasn’t attending.  She’d been quite vocal about it.

      Sighing, his arm dropped to his side, his expression stormy.

      “I suppose so.  But I’ll catch up with you at the reception.”

      “Don’t worry.  I’m saving you a dance.  I can’t wait for my feet to get stomped on.  It will be the highlight of my day.”

      “I’m just the man for it,” Zack replied cheerfully.  “I will see you later, Lucy.”

      With that promise, Zack strode up the aisle and took his seat next to Tate, who looked relieved that at least one brother had arrived.

      Lucy took a seat near the back.  She wasn’t family, and she wasn’t sure she could really call herself a friend of the Winslows.  She’d gone to school with a few of them, and she had chatted with Kim on occasion.  But she couldn’t remember a time when she’d spoken to Joel Winslow.  Her parents, Gail and Stuart, had though, and she turned to crane her neck to see if her parents had shown up yet.  Her father, bless him, hadn’t been feeling a hundred percent this morning with a nasty headache, but in the end, they’d decided to come.

      She gave them a wave when she saw them, and they smiled back, making a beeline for the seats she’d saved them.

      “I was worried we would miss it,” her mother Gail said.  “We had to park way down the street, and I’m wearing heels.”

      The music started and everyone hurried into their seats as Joel Winslow and his brother Rick took their places at the front with the officiant.  A lone bridesmaid walked down the aisle followed by a little flower girl that looked familiar.  Lucy was sure she’d seen her in the bookstore at some point.

      A slow crescendo had all heads turning as Kim appeared at the end of the aisle, wearing an off-the-shoulder white silk dress with a beaded bodice.  She was holding a bouquet of pink roses and wearing a happy smile.  It was hard to be cynical about this couple when the bride looked so gosh-darn thrilled to be getting married.

      Lucy stole a glance at Zack who was sitting at the front, and he’d turned to see his aunt only briefly.  Her heart ached, knowing that this had to be so hard for him and his siblings.  They were watching their father marry their aunt while not knowing what had happened to their mother.  It was a little Jerry Springer, to be honest, but she had to give Joel and Kim props.  They didn’t care what had transpired in the last twenty-four hours.  They were going to have their blowout wedding and everyone else be damned.

      The ceremony didn’t take long, and soon they were all in the reception hall sipping cool, bubbly French champagne and eating gourmet hors d’eouvres carried on silver trays by impeccably dressed passing waiters.

      A string quartet played quietly in the corner, and the town hobnobbed while the happy couple had their picture taken by a photographer who kept shouting instructions, looking harassed and tense.

      “He’s staring at you.”

      Her mother had leaned in to whisper in Lucy’s ear.

      “Who?”

      Her mother nodded to the left where Zack was talking with his uncle Rick and his wife Elaine.

      “Zachary Winslow.  He’s staring at you.  Whatever the conversation is, he’s not listening at all.”

      Lucy turned to look and their gazes collided, causing heat to creep into her cheeks.  He lifted his glass in a toasting motion, a playful smile on his lips.  His aunt and uncle noticed the behavior and were looking at Lucy oddly, probably wondering what was going on.

      “I promised him a dance.”

      It sounded awkward because it was awkward.  She hadn’t told her parents that she and Zack had met up, mostly because she was an adult, and she didn’t tell her parents every detail of her life anymore.  She had her own place, and she paid her own bills.  They only knew what she told them, or what they learned through gossip.  Not that Lucy led a life interesting enough for people to talk about it.

      And I’m just fine with that.

      “Really?  A dance?  That’s…interesting.”

      “It’s not interesting at all,” her father said with a laugh.  “Leave her alone, Gail.  Nothing good will come from sticking our noses into Lucy’s business.”

      Stuart had always been good about respecting Lucy’s privacy.  Her mother wasn’t terrible, but she wanted the details far too often.  Lucy simply wasn’t going to talk about her love life with her mother.  It never turned out well.

      “She’s our daughter—”

      “Who is all grown up.”

      Unexpectedly, Gail’s eyes began to glitter with tears, and she rummaged in her purse for a tissue.

      “I’m so grateful we got to see you grow up.  I keep thinking about Sarah and her poor parents.  How devastated her mother was when she disappeared, and now that she’s been found.  It must be like losing her all over again.  You two were friends, weren’t you?”

      “It’s okay, Mom,” Lucy said, patting her mother on the shoulder.  “It is sad, isn’t it?  I knew Sarah and we were in the same friend group, but I wouldn’t call us close friends.  We weren’t sharing secrets or anything, but we were around each other a lot.”

      “What if Sarah was just in the wrong place at the wrong time?” Gail sniffled.  “What if you had been there instead of her?  We could have lost you.  This is all so disturbing.  The sheriff needs to find out what happened to that poor girl.  I’ve been reading about human trafficking in the news.  Maybe that’s what happened to her.”

      “I think when they do that, they take them away from their hometown, sweetheart,” her father explained gently.  “It might have just been a terrible accident.  They haven’t said anything yet about how she died.”

      Lucy wanted it to be an accident, but she’d watched too much news to be confident that it would be the actual outcome.

      “I hope it’s an accident, too,” Lucy said.  “But we need to be prepared for it not to be.”

      “I don’t want there to be a killer in our town,” Gail replied tearfully.  “That would be too much for all of us.”

      “There may not be a killer in our town,” Stuart said.  “Maybe it was someone passing through.  Like a student.  They could be long gone.”

      Lucy loved living in a university town.  It always felt vibrant and alive, with a freshness that came every fall when the new students arrived. But there were downsides as well.  One of them was that the full-time citizens often blamed things on the students.

      A car crash on the edge of town?  It must have been students.

      Vandalism at the middle school?  It must have been students.

      A friend from high school was found dead?  Students.

      “We don’t know that any student was involved in this,” Lucy replied.  “It could be anyone.”

      “She probably had an older boyfriend at the university,” Gail said, getting into the spirit of student bashing.  “Maybe she broke up with him and he didn’t take it well.  This is why I never wanted you to date college boys when you were in high school.”

      The reason her parents hadn’t wanted her to go out with older guys was because they were afraid she would have sex.  That wasn’t a guess either because during the teen years Gail Gilbert had done everything but take out an ad in the local paper telling Lucy to stay away from penises.

      “Mom, you may be watching too much Dateline.”

      “Those shows are based on true stories.”

      Lucy didn’t want to get into the odds of being offed by a serial killer.

      “Did Zackary Winslow date Sarah?” Gail asked, her gaze wandering to where Zack was still chatting with a few attendees.

      “I don’t think so.  He was dating Angel through most of high school.”

      “I think she’s here today,” Gail said, her gaze scanning the room.  “They always made such a beautiful couple.  I always wondered why they broke up.”

      “They were just a couple of kids, Mom.  Why are you so interested in Zack’s love life?”

      Gail rarely even mentioned the Winslows, let alone Zack, who had been gone from town for years.

      “Because of the way he’s looking at you, dear.”

      Yes, he was still looking.  She could feel the heat of his gaze even from this distance.

      Normally, she would have looked away, blushed, and acted like she didn’t see it or that it was no big deal.  But Zack Winslow was far from normal or every day.  And the butterflies in her belly were something she hadn’t felt in a long time.  This time she was going to do something completely out of character.  Something she would usually never do.

      She looked back at him, bold as brass, not caring if anyone was looking.  Two could play at this game.

      Zack might not be the kind of man a woman settled down and married, but he was just the type for a fun little fling.

      It had been too long since she’d flung anything, and she was far past due.
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      So far, Zack had been unsuccessful in getting anywhere near Lucy.  He’d take a few steps in her direction, and then someone would step into his path, starting a conversation.  They all wanted to know how he’d been, when he’d arrived, and how long he was staying.  They’d say it was a beautiful wedding, that he looked so much like his mom, and then their face would fall as they’d whisper that they were sorry to hear that it wasn’t Lily that had been found.

      He didn’t know how much more he could take.  Intellectually, he knew that they were just trying to be nice, but in his heart, it was like a stabbing pain every time his mother was brought up.  Years ago, he’d been told that eventually it wouldn’t be as bad, it would dull with time.  That person was a damn liar.  If anything, it hurt far worse although it was less frequent.  In New York, he’d kept himself so busy he didn’t have time to think about much of anything or anyone.

      Is that why I worked so long at my soul-sucking job?  So I wouldn’t think too much?

      He couldn’t deny that it was a possibility.

      They’d eaten dinner but the speeches and toasts had yet to be made.  Zack didn’t really want to be around when his uncle would stand up and say gushing things about Joel and Kim.  He didn’t want to toast to their happiness.  He didn’t wish ill on them either - he wasn’t that petty - but he couldn’t pretend that all was right in their world.

      His last girlfriend had told him that he was a real son of a bitch because he wasn’t happy for his father.  He’d thought a great deal about what she’d said, wondering if he was being a jerk.  He didn’t think that his dad needed to suffer for the rest of his life, but with all the women in the world, did he have to choose Kim?  It felt like a slap in the face, especially as he and all of his siblings had their suspicions about when that relationship truly began.

      Perhaps Zack would have been more open-minded if he and his father simply got along better.  If they weren’t at each other’s throats all the time, barely agreeing on the color of the sky.

      Darting outside to the back garden area, Zack breathed a sigh of relief.  While the hall was gigantic and could easily hold all the guests, he had been starting to feel claustrophobic.  Too many people, too much perfume, too many smiles that might or might not have been real.  The music had even seemed too loud, and he’d simply had to escape for some fresh air and a new attitude.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have come here today.

      “Hey, man.  I heard you were back in town.”

      He’d been found.  Turning, he saw that it was Ethan Fields from high school.  Zack hadn’t seen Ethan since graduation, and he wouldn’t have known that his old friend was an attorney and married with kids unless Lucy had told him last night.

      Ethan slapped Zack on the back, a grin on his boyish face.

      “How the hell have you been?  We need to have a few beers while you’re in town.  Catch up some.  Although I think I know how you’ve been.  I hear you’re a tiger on Wall Street these days, making money and dating supermodels.  That must be fan-fucking-tastic.”

      How on earth were these stories going around town?  He didn’t tell his family about anyone he’d dated since his college days.  How did they even know?  And who was the one passing this gossip?

      “Ethan, it’s good to see you.  It’s been a long time.  How are you?”

      “I’m good, I’m good.  Life is good.  I work like a dog, but I can’t complain too much.  Damn, how long has it been?  Ten?  Fifteen years?”

      “Eighteen.  Since graduation.”

      “Really?  It’s been that long?  That’s too long.”

      “I hear you got married, had some kids.  Congratulations, that’s wonderful.”

      Ethan’s grin grew even wider at the mention of his family.

      “You have to meet Jenny. She’s great.  I met her at college, brought her back here to raise our brood.  How’s that for ya’?” he laughed.  “She slipped into small town life and loves it now.  We’ll die and be buried here.”

      As if realizing what he’d just said, Ethan went from giddy and exuberant to sober and sad in seconds.

      “Shit, that came out so bad.  I didn’t mean it that way.  Damn.”

      “I’m thinking about Sarah too,” Zack replied carefully, watching Ethan’s reaction.  “You and she dated awhile.”

      “Well…yeah, but really not for long.”  Ethan appeared uncomfortable with the question, shifting from foot to foot, his gaze on the concrete patio.  “Maybe a year or so?  Not long, anyway.  We weren’t serious or anything.”

      A year in a teenager’s life was a long time as far as Zack could remember.  His senior year of high school seemed like it took forever to go by.  He’d been that anxious to leave.

      “We weren’t even dating when she disappeared,” Ethan went on.  “I think she was seeing someone from the university.  You know how high school girls are.  They like older guys.”

      “I guess we’re all shocked about the news.”

      He didn’t mention that he’d thought it was his mother for a few hours.  That they’d finally have some answers.

      “I was shocked.  Sarah was smart,” Ethan said with a nod.  “I always thought she’d go to school, be successful.  You know what I mean?  But I wasn’t surprised when she ran off.  She and her stepdad didn’t get along at all.  They’d fight all the time.  I just assumed that she’d wait until graduation.  Maybe it got that bad, and she had to go.”

      Zack shook his head in confusion.

      “Wait…you think she ran off?  But she was found here in town.”

      “I know, but…I assumed that she was on her way out of town when something happened to her.  An accident or something.”

      An accident or something?  More like someone.

      “I don’t think Finn knows what the cause of death is yet.  I’m sure we’ll hear more in the future.”

      “You’ll have to ask your brothers to keep you in the loop.”  When Zack didn’t reply, Ethan frowned, his brows pinched together.  “Because you’ll be back in the city.”

      Right.  He’d be back at his job for all these people knew.  They didn’t have a clue that he didn’t have to be anywhere for the foreseeable future.  Did that mean he was staying here though?  He wasn’t sure about anything.

      Lucy had said that he didn’t need to make any decisions.  He could just sit back and take his time.  Decide when he was ready.

      I’m not ready.

      “Maybe I’ll bring the wife and kids there next summer.  See the sights.  You could give me advice as to where we should go,” Ethan said.  “We could meet up for dinner or lunch or something.  We shouldn’t let another eighteen years go by again.  In fact, let’s set a date for beers right now.  How about tomorrow?  We could meet at Tate’s at four.”

      Zack and Ethan had been decent friends back in the day, so he wasn’t sure why he wasn’t happy about spending any time together.  Was he really in that big of a funk?  He’d worked hard for so long he didn’t know how to relax and have fun.

      “Sure, that sounds great.  Four tomorrow at Tate’s.  I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Maybe I’ll invite a few more of the guys,” Ethan suggested, reaching into his breast pocket and pulling out a pack of cigarettes.  “You know, the more the merrier.  We’ve all missed you, man.  It’s good to see you home.”

      Ethan lit his cigarette, a billow of gray smoke in the air.

      “Jenny won’t let me smoke in the house, and I don’t blame her.  Nasty habit.  I’m down to one a day, but I can’t seem to give that last one up.  I never smoke around the kids either.  I wait until they’re asleep.”

      “It’s probably not easy to give it up.  I probably drink far too much caffeine.”  Zack caught a glimpse of Lucy as she walked by the open French doors.  “It was great to see you, but I need to talk to someone.  Tomorrow at four, right?”

      “I’ll be there,” Ethan said.  “It will be awesome.  I can’t wait to hear all your stories about the big city.  And the supermodels.”

      Zack didn’t have many stories to tell unless Ethan wanted to hear about that time he’d worked forty-six hours straight during a big merger.  Then he’d slept for two days.

      He couldn’t think of anything interesting about any of the women he’d dated either.  They were all hazy in the back of his mind.  He was only thinking about one woman, and she was here today.

      Lucy.
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      There was a definite buzz in the air today.  Everyone at the wedding was talking about Lily and Sarah and what might have happened to the two of them.  Although their disappearances were eight years apart, there were many that were conjecturing that it might be the nefarious work of the same person.  After all, how many bad people could be in their little town?

      But Winslow Heights, while a lovely little town, wasn’t immune from trouble.  It was possible that two very awful things had happened to separate people, and they might not have anything to do with one another.

      The man she was dancing with tonight, however, was on the fence.  Zack was obviously troubled about Sarah and Lily.  He’d told her about his conversation with Ethan, and how the other man had downplayed his relationship with Sarah.  From what Lucy remembered, Ethan and Sarah had been hot and heavy for at least a year, maybe more.

      “You haven’t stepped on my toe once tonight,” she said as they took a turn on the dance floor.

      Dinner had been delicious, far better than the usual nuptial fare.  The string quartet from earlier had gone home, and a band had taken their place.  Many of the guests were on the dance floor especially when it was a slower song.  Zack had declared that the faster tunes were simply beyond his capabilities.  He wasn’t as bad as he’d said, though.  He clearly had good rhythm and dancing with him was enjoyable.

      “The night is young,” Zack laughed.  “Don’t speak too soon.”

      “I’m bracing myself.”

      “We should get out of here,” he declared, his gaze running over the crowd.  “I’ll drive somewhere.  Anywhere.  We can just take off and see where we end up.”

      “Who is this man that I’m talking to?” she giggled.  “Are you taking my advice to lighten up and not worry so much?”

      “I’m thinking my brother Cooper might have the right idea.  He never looks stressed.”

      “Emulating Cooper might be taking things too far, but you have a point.  He’s certainly living his best life.”

      “So what do you say?  Are you in?  We can point the car in any direction you want.  I’m game if you are.”

      It occurred to Lucy that Zack just wanted to get out of town, if even for a few hours.  That all of this had brought up his mother’s apparent death and disappearance, and he wasn’t sure how to handle it.  Leaving probably looked like a good idea from where he was standing.  Maybe when he came back, all the talk would have died down.

      Except that it wouldn’t work that way.  This town was going to be talking about Sarah and Lily for awhile.  Since there was rarely anything going on, especially in summer, there wasn’t much news to take its place.

      As they moved slowly to the music, she was reminded again just how handsome Zack Winslow was.  Their bodies were close enough that they brushed with each beat, and she was beginning to feel much warmer than when the song had started.  Had the temperature risen that fast and far?

      No, it was him.  Such a strong response wasn’t usual for her, but with him it didn’t seem strange.

      People were looking at them, though, with barely disguised curiosity.  Even her own mother had staked a spot out near the dance floor to watch them, drink in hand.  Her father was back at the table, munching on a cupcake from the buffet.

      It would be all over town before sundown that she and Zack were an item of some sort.  There would be all sorts of stories, some innocent and a few much more sordid by morning.  In all of them, Lucy would look like she’d finally trapped a man.  Her mother had told her several months ago that people were worried she might end up bitter and alone with a bunch of cats if she didn’t get out there and date a little.

      Zack’s gaze moved over her shoulder, and she craned her neck to see what he was looking at.

      “It’s Finn and Blake,” he said.  “I think they’re trying to get my attention.  Do you mind if we cut this dance short?”

      “Not at all.”

      He escorted her off the dance floor where Finn and his deputy Blake were waiting in the corner of the large ballroom.

      “Let’s go out in the hallway to talk,” Finn suggested.  “We really need to speak to you.”

      Lucy would have held back, but Zack had taken her by the hand, and she followed him into the hallway where there was less noise and people.

      “Did you learn something new?” Zack asked.  “Do you think that it’s not Sarah?”

      “I don’t have any reason to doubt our identification,” Finn said with a shake of his head.  “The lab has DNA samples to confirm, but I do think it’s Sarah.”

      “You can get DNA from…bones?” Lucy asked.  “That’s high-tech.”

      “It’s a process but it can be done,” Blake piped up.  “We don’t expect any surprises.  We also have a sample of Lily Winslow’s DNA on file from years ago just in case we ever had anything to compare it to.  We’ll compare it with Lily’s and also Sarah’s, of course.”

      “Then how can I help you?” Zack asked.

      “I saw you talking to Ethan,” Finn explained.  “He’s refused to talk to me so far.  Did he say anything about Sarah?”

      “Kind of,” Zack admitted.  “He agreed that he and Sarah dated, but he said that they weren’t together that long.  They had been broken up when she disappeared.  He mentioned that she didn’t get along with her stepfather so he’d always thought that she ran away.  That’s what I always thought as well.  That was about it, though.  He won’t talk to you?”

      “He won’t.  I called him last night and again this morning, but he blew me off.  He said he doesn’t have anything to say because he doesn’t know anything that would help.  That he and Sarah barely knew one another.  He told me to talk to her friends.  That they knew Sarah better than he did.  Then he hung up on me.”

      Ethan had always been a laidback kind of guy.  It didn’t sound like usual behavior for him to hang up on the sheriff.

      “I tried to talk to him as well,” Deputy Blake said with a scowl.  “He was even less polite to me.  He said he didn’t have any information, and that we needed to leave him alone.”

      “Can’t you just bring him in for questioning?” Lucy queried.  “He has to answer questions.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Finn replied.  “I need to talk to him because we all know that he and Sarah dated off and on for a long time.  He can say what he wants, but we know what really happened.  He might have information that could help us without even knowing it.  It could be a small detail that doesn’t mean much to him but could be important to finding out what happened.”

      “Did you explain that to him?” Zack asked.

      “I did, but as I said he’s not interested.  I can’t force him to cooperate.  I can negotiate some sort of question-and-answer period possibly with a lawyer present, but right now he’s not inclined to speak to the cops.  I was hoping he might be more open with an old friend.”

      “You’re an old friend,” Lucy said.

      “I don’t think he feels that way.  He - and a lot of people in this town - still look at me as an outsider since I didn’t grow up here my entire childhood.  I only came back as an adult.”

      That seemed like bullshit to Lucy.  Finn was one of them.  They weren’t acting like this with Zack or with herself.  They’d left, too.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Zack said.  “He didn’t say much.  I was puzzled why he was downplaying his relationship with Sarah, but then I assumed he just didn’t want to talk about it.  All of this has really stirred up feelings in the community.”

      “It has,” Deputy Blake agreed.  “The sooner we can get to the bottom of what actually happened the better.”

      “That sounds like a great idea, but how are you going to do that?” Zack asked.  “This all happened eighteen years ago.”

      “I’ll admit that the chances are low,” Finn replied, his tone grim.  “But we do have a few pieces of evidence.  Sarah’s clothes and purse.  The coroner is still working on cause of death so that’s forthcoming.  But I have no idea what was going on in Sarah’s life before she disappeared.  One of the usual action items for an investigator is to piece together her last day.  Unless people talk to me, there’s no way I can do that.”

      “What about her mom?” Lucy suggested.  “Will she talk to you?”

      “She will, but she only knows so much.  I’m also trying to find Sarah’s ex-stepfather but no one seems to know where he is.  I’m not sure how much help they’ll be, to be honest.  I remember being a teenager and I didn’t tell my mom hardly anything about my real life.  She would have grounded me for years if she’d known half the shit I got up to in high school.  I still haven’t told her because I don’t want her to have a heart attack because of me.”

      Finn had a valid point here.  Lucy hadn’t told her parents everything either, and most of the “stuff” she’d been doing hadn’t been all that bad.  Typical teenage behavior for the most part.

      “Listen, all we’re asking is that you keep your ears and eyes open,” Finn said.  “If anyone says anything to you just let me know.  This is already going to be a difficult case to solve, but the fact that everyone is being so closed-mouthed isn’t making it any easier.  I need every shred of information that I can get.”

      Lucy watched the play of emotions on Zack’s face, each one coming and going so quickly she could barely recognize them.  One of them she did, however.

      Doubt.

      Finn and Blake thanked them and went back to the reception, leaving Lucy and Zack in the hallway alone.

      “You want to tell me what you’re thinking?  Because I noticed you didn’t jump to tell Finn that you would help him.  Don’t you want this solved?”

      “I do,” Zack replied slowly, rubbing at his smooth-shaven chin.  “It’s just—”

      “It’s just,” she prompted.  “That you won’t be here much longer?”

      He was frowning at her statement.

      “What makes you think I’m leaving right away?”

      “Because you never come here, and when you do, you’re gone as soon as possible.”

      There wasn’t any point in beating around the bush.  She’d just say what she felt.

      “I guess that’s true,” he admitted.  “But this time…this time I’m not so sure.  I’ve been thinking about it, and I might stick around for a bit.  To see how the investigation goes.  And as for Finn and Blake, I guess I’m just surprised that they can’t get anyone to talk.  This town loves to talk.”

      “They just might need some friendly encouragement.  I’m sure they’re as shocked as we are.  When you see them, just tell them that you’re cooperating with Finn and maybe they will, too.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Zack approved.  “Sarah’s disappearance deserves to be solved, and her mom deserves answers.”

      The unspoken part was that Zack and his family deserved answers, too.  It didn’t look like they were going to get them.  Not this time.  But maybe in the future.

      “Is there something else bothering you?”

      Because Zack was still frowning, his forehead furrowed with some sort of worry.

      “I keep thinking…about Sarah’s disappearance and then my mom’s.  What if they’re connected?  What if the same person is responsible?”

      It had crossed Lucy’s mind as well although she hadn’t dwelled on it.  Other people had to have wondered also.  Sarah and Lily were the only ones that Lucy could think of that had disappeared in the last twenty years.

      “I can understand why you might think about that.  But, they vanished eight years apart.  That’s a long time for a criminal to just hang around and do nothing in between.  If the disappearances were related, it would also indicate that Sarah and your mom were in some way connected.  Did they even know one another?”

      Lucy had read enough crime and mystery novels to know that the detective would try to find things the victims might have in common.  Did they all go to the same hair salon?  Did they shop in the same store?  Did they have the same friends?  What did Sarah and Lily have in common?

      Zack.  And Lucy didn’t think he was responsible.

      “I know you’re right, but…”

      “But you can’t stop thinking about it.”

      “I can’t.  It’s been bugging me since Mom disappeared.  If they found Sarah, maybe Mom is out there, too.”

      “I would imagine that Finn has thought about this.  You could ask him if they’re going to continue to search that location.”

      “I’m going to have to talk to him about it.”

      “Finn is a good sheriff,” Lucy said.  “He’s not like some of the others we’ve had.”

      “I know,” Zack sighed.  “I know he has experience and knows what he’s doing, but maybe I should hire a private investigator.  They might be able to find something.  Anything.”

      “If people won’t talk to Finn, they aren’t going to talk to a stranger,” Lucy pointed out.  “They’ll clam up and Finn won’t get anything out of them either.”

      “Then maybe I should talk to them.”

      She wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.  Was he saying what she thought he was saying?

      “You think you should do some investigating?  Are you kidding?  Do you know anything about investigating crimes?”

      At least she’d read a bunch of books, but that didn’t mean she was going to start interrogating people.

      “I wasn’t talking about investigating myself.  I would just ask a few questions.  Can you honestly say that you’re not curious about what happened to Sarah?  I know I am.”

      “I am curious,” Lucy admitted.  “I knew that she had issues at home, but I didn’t know much more than that.  She always seemed happy and upbeat.  What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know what I’m saying,” Zack finally replied, frustration in his tone.  “I’ve always believed that my dad knew more about Mom’s disappearance than he told the police.  Now I’m wondering whether our friends knew more about Sarah than they let on, as well.”

      “We can ask, but they may not answer us.  They may not know any more than we do.  Maybe Sarah didn’t confide in anyone.”

      “There had to be someone,” he said with a shake of his head.  “I confided in my mom.  Surely, Sarah had someone in her life she could talk to.”

      “Not everyone does.  It would be wonderful if that was true, but sadly, I don’t think that it is.”

      “I think Ethan knows more than he’s saying.”

      “You’ll have a chance to ask him more tomorrow, right?”

      “You don’t think this is a good idea.”

      It was a delicate matter.  Lucy didn’t want to hurt Zack, but he might not be thinking all that clearly at the moment.  He was allowing his emotions to make the decisions.

      “I think that you’re upset about this whole situation, and you want to make some sense out of it.  That’s not a bad thing.  But you may find that you’re banging your head against a wall that already has a lot of dents from other people’s heads.”

      A smile bloomed on his face, and he started to laugh.  A few heads down the hall whipped around at the sound.  This was going to make the gossip rounds.

      Lucy Gilbert and Zack Winslow were laughing in a quiet alcove during the reception.

      “That’s the funniest analogy I think I’ve ever heard.  It’s hilarious.  Now I’m picturing this big brick wall with dents in it.”

      “Good.  That’s what I was hoping for.”

      “And I know that you’re right.  I’m simply trying to make some sense out of my world.  But I probably can’t do that tonight.  How about we go inside and get a slice of cake?  I hear it’s chocolate.”

      “The magic words.  I want a piece of cake.  Maybe two.”

      She let Zack escort her back into the reception hall, but her mind was still on Zack’s words from earlier.  Did their friends know more about what happened to Sarah than they were letting on?  Was Ethan hiding something?

      Zack wasn’t the only one who was curious.
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      “We’re headed to the bar to knock back a few whiskeys,” Tate said as the reception was beginning to break up.  People were starting to leave, and the hall was emptying quickly.  “Are you in?”

      Normally, Zack would have loved to have joined Tate and Sam for a couple of drinks, but tonight wasn’t the night.  His emotions were still too raw, and his head was filled with more questions than he had answers to.  Right now he couldn’t be with his brothers when they had the same questions and maybe more.  He didn’t want to sit around and feel sorry for himself.  He wanted…  Shit, he didn’t even know what he wanted, but he knew it wasn’t the company of his siblings.  He loved them, but he couldn’t commiserate with them.

      Zack had made a mental note, however, to talk to Sam.  It was easy to see that his youngest brother wasn’t buying whatever bullshit their dad was selling these days.  Working with their father on a regular basis would have driven a saint to the bottle, and Sam was no saint.  He wanted to make sure his brother was okay.  If he wanted out of the family business - if he was looking to make a change - Zack had the connections in the financial industry to help him out.

      Assuming that I don’t need that help for myself.

      “I think I’m going to pass,” Zack replied.  “I get maudlin when I drink whiskey.”

      “I’ve got gin, too,” Tate laughed.  “Hell, I’ll make you a pina colada if you want.”

      “I definitely don’t want that. Seriously, go ahead.  I’ll catch up with you guys tomorrow.  Why don’t we do lunch?  My treat.”

      “If my big brother is paying, it’s a yes,” Sam grinned.  “How about the pizza place on Third?”

      “Twelve sharp,” Zack said.  “I’ll be there.”

      Lucy.

      They’d somehow become separated after the cake-cutting, and he wanted to offer her a ride home.    She wasn’t in the main hall, so he walked out into the hallway where he found her chatting with her parents.

      Stuart and Gail Gilbert were certainly giving him the once-over as he approached.  Lucy might be over thirty, but parents will always be parents.  They were wondering what he was up to, especially Gail.  From the speculative expression on her face, she wanted to ask him about a million questions, but only pressed her lips together when Lucy gave her a warning look.

      “Zack, do you remember my parents, Stuart and Gail Gilbert?”

      “I do.  It’s nice to see you again, Mr and Mrs Gilbert.  Did you enjoy the reception?”

      “We did,” Stuart said.  “Very lovely.  Kim has excellent taste in music and flowers.”

      “She does,” Zack agreed.  “I’m sure she worked hard to put it together.”

      “It was all so lovely,” Gail said.  “And that moment for your mother had tears in everyone’s eyes.”

      “Mom,” Lucy said sharply.  “I don’t think we should talk about that.”

      “It’s fine,” Zack cut in swiftly.

      He didn’t want to be the cause of an argument between mother and daughter.

      Stuart cleared his throat and pulled his car keys from his pocket.

      “We should probably get on the road.  At my age, I don’t stay up much past ten.”

      Was Lucy riding with her parents?  That hadn’t occurred to him until now, but it made sense.

      “Actually…” Lucy began, her gaze on Zack.

      “We should be going, Gail,” Stuart said.  “Lucy, give us a call tomorrow if you have time.”

      Gail apparently didn’t want to go.  She started to protest but Stuart had his wife by the elbow and was leading her out of the hallway, leaving Lucy and Zack behind.

      “I hope you walked over here to offer me a ride home,” Lucy said when her parents had exited the building.  “Because otherwise I’m going to have to walk.  My mom and dad gave me a ride so that we both didn’t have to park.”

      Parking on campus was a pain in the ever-loving ass.

      “I did,” he confirmed.  “I have to say that your mother didn’t look too thrilled to leave you alone with me.  Does she think I’m a serial killer?”

      “No, she just wanted to hang around and listen in to our conversation.  She’s nosy and proud of it.”

      “Everyone needs a hobby.”

      “I wish hers was knitting.  Seriously, you’re going to give me a ride home?  My feet are killing me in these high heels.  Tonight I remembered why I rarely wear them.”

      “Then maybe I should pick you up out front.  I parked a ways down the block.”

      “I’m good.  As long as we’re not walking back to the bookstore.”

      “I’ll take you to your front door.”

      They didn’t say much as they walked out of the building and down the sidewalk.  It was dark, just like the night before, although there were more people around this time.  Guests were milling around the building and lingering at their vehicles, chatting with others.  Zack could feel the weight of the stares as they ambled down the block.

      They climbed into his rental, and he started up the engine.  It only took a moment, and the hall was out of sight.  He wished the memory of the wedding could be purged from his mind as efficiently.  It had affected him far more than he’d thought it would.  He didn’t care that his father was moving on and marrying another woman. That wasn’t it at all.  It was that Joel Winslow simply couldn’t acknowledge that what he was doing might look tawdry and downright tacky.  He could never admit to any flaws or weakness.

      Joel was always right in every situation.  End of story.

      “I don’t know where you live,” Zack admitted as they left campus.  “I assume somewhere near the bookstore.”

      “I live in the condos on Elm,” Lucy said.

      Since the town rarely changed, he knew exactly where she was talking about.  They’d been built when he was in high school.

      He stopped at a stop sign, and although the way was clear, he didn’t go.  He simply sat there, knowing that once again he wouldn’t sleep.  His mind was far too active, and it would give him no respite.  He could drop Lucy off and go for one of his walks again.

      But he didn’t want to be alone.

      Another thing he liked about Lucy.  She was good at going with the flow.

      “I swear to you I’m not always this flaky,” he said.  “And I appreciate your patience with me.  I’m usually not spontaneous.  At all.”

      “I know.  That’s why I think this might be a good thing for you.  It’s okay not to have every moment of your life planned out, Zack.  Sometimes you can just let things happen in their own time.”

      “You’re very Zen.  Were you always like this?”

      He didn’t remember either way from when they were back in school.

      “My dad says that I’m laid back and easygoing.  That I handle stress well.  My former employer said that, too, before I came back to town and bought the bookstore.  I guess I’m just one of those people that thinks things will work out.”

      “Do they?  Work out, I mean?”

      “Sometimes, although I’m not so laid back that I don’t try and help it all go the way that I want.  But when things don’t always work out as I’d planned, I try not to get too upset.  Pivot and regroup.  That’s my motto.  Roll with the punches, if you know what I mean.”

      “I had to do that in my job, but I wouldn’t say that I’m good with that in my personal life.”

      “Do you want to live your life less planned?  Or are you happy being that way?  If you are, then that’s how you should be.  Screw everyone else.  Be what you want to be.”

      “I don’t have a clue what I want.  That’s the problem.”

      “I said it last night, and I’ll say it again.  No one is pressuring you but yourself.”

      “You’re pretty wise for someone a year younger than me,” Zack teased, finally pulling through the intersection.

      “I’ve got you fooled.  I’m only good with other people’s problems.  I’m crap with my own.”

      Zack turned down Elm and then into the condo community.

      “I’m on the right there.  The one with the daisy flag on the garage.”

      He parked in the driveway, turning off the engine.

      “We should go to the lake,” he heard himself saying.  “I want to take you on a date.  We can grill some food, maybe even swim. We’ll have a picnic.  What do you say?”

      “I say yes.  I haven’t been to the lake in years.  My parents would take us there every summer.  Dad would grill hamburgers and hot dogs on one of those grills, and we’d swim in the lake.  I’d get all sunburned and the mosquitoes would get me, too.  When I was a kid, summers seemed to only last for a split second and the winters seemed to be forever.  Now that I’m older, time just passes quickly every part of the year.”

      “Waiting for Christmas morning was torture,” Zack laughed.  “The month of December seemed like it was longer than the other eleven months combined.  We would go out here, too, with Mom.  Dad rarely came.  He was always busy at the office, but Mom loved to take us out here.  She and Aunt Kim would lie on a couple of those folding lounge chairs while us kids ran around and wore ourselves out.  I think we all slept great when we got home.”

      “Is that why you want to go there?”

      Her voice was hushed and soft, almost reverent for their surroundings.

      “I want to be someplace where I was happy.  When I didn’t have any problems.”

      “When was the last time you didn’t have problems, Zack?”

      “I know you think I’m going to say right before Mom disappeared, but it was earlier than that.  Maybe…high school?  Shit, it was before that, too.  I was probably thirteen or fourteen when I seriously started thinking about getting out of Winslow Heights.  I guess I’ve had problems of one sort or another for a long time.”

      “Zack, that might be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.  You were old before your time.  Did you even enjoy being a kid?”

      “I did.”

      “You don’t sound too sure.”

      Was he sure? Yes, he’d had a terrific childhood.  But perhaps it hadn’t lasted as long as it could have.

      “I had fun.  But I always knew that my dad had plans for me.”

      From a young age, Joel had been vocal about his hopes and dreams for his oldest child.

      She glanced out of the window and then back at Zack.

      “Do you want to come inside for awhile?  Maybe have a glass of wine?”

      “Lucy, that’s the best offer I’ve had in a long time.  Lead the way.”

      What was it about this woman that he wanted to be with her all of the time?  He’d never felt that way about anyone else.  Not that he could remember.  He’d always been the cool, reserved one in his relationships.  He’d been home less than two days, but already Lucy was the one person he wanted to spend all his time with.

      She felt more like home than Winslow Heights did.
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      It wasn’t Lucy’s habit to invite men into her home, especially at night.  She hadn’t dated much since returning to her hometown, mostly because she hadn’t met anyone that she was truly attracted to.  She’d had her heart broken, but she wasn’t avoiding romance.  She wasn’t seeking it out either.

      But since running into Zack yesterday, it felt like the whole world had been turned on its head.  She hadn’t felt this sort of heat with a man in a long time.  It wasn’t just that he was incredibly handsome and sexy.  He was a nice person, too.

      She’d been surprised to hear herself inviting him in, but when she’d had a moment to think about it, it had been a foregone conclusion.  She didn’t want their time together to be over.  She wanted the evening to continue.  She liked being with him, enjoyed his company.

      Lucy wasn’t a virgin or naive.  There was a subtext when a woman invited a man into her home after a date, an unspoken offer of physical intimacy.  It wasn’t a hard and fast rule.  A female could certainly spend time with a man without the expectation of sex, but the thought was out there.  It was the elephant with pink and purple polka dots in the corner of the room that she couldn’t ignore.

      Inviting Zack into her home meant that there was a possibility that they might make love.

      Sex always changed a relationship whether for good or bad.  There was no going back after that.  They couldn’t pretend they were just pals or that they weren’t all that attracted to one another.

      It might just be something that she dealt with, but after going to bed with someone Lucy always felt a bit vulnerable the next day.  She’d allowed a man to be that up close and personal and, for her at least, that meant stripping away more than just her clothes.  She was letting him see inside her emotions, too.

      She wasn’t about to fool herself either that Zack was going to stick around Winslow Heights.  He’d confessed that he was at a crossroads in his life and career.  This was just a pitstop along the way.  If she had any ideas about happily ever after, she needed to get them out of her head right now.  If she went to bed with him tonight, she had to expect that it wasn’t going to lead to some grand love affair.  Zack wouldn’t hurt her deliberately, but he wasn’t at the point in his life where he was looking for a commitment and to settle down.  She didn’t think it was an accident that all the Winslow siblings had yet to find their forever person.

      They weren’t looking, and in some cases like Cooper, they were deliberately hiding.

      But she wasn’t going to turn back.  She’d made this decision, and she wasn’t afraid of what might come of it.

      Unlocking the door to her condo, she flipped on the lamp in the entryway and then stood back so that Zack could enter.  She loved her home, although it was quite small.  Just two bedrooms, one which was postage stamp-sized.  She used it as an office mostly.  The living room and kitchen were really just one space with an island separating them.  She had a small powder room in the entryway, and a full bath in the primary bedroom.  There was even a tiny deck in the back where she had a small grill that she used during the summer.

      She’d spent time searching shops for the right decor.  She liked simple, clean lines with splashes of color.  Her favorite color was red, but she tried not to overdo it, happy with the crimson-flowered throw pillows and a red and blue vase on the coffee table.

      “This is nice,” Zack said, his gaze taking in the space.  “I always wondered what these looked like inside.  They’re much bigger than I imagined.”

      “They’re pretty small but the ceilings are high, so they look larger than they are.”

      It was a strange conversation to be having, and it had become rather awkward in a flash.  Desperate to get their relaxed vibe back, she invited him to sit down on the overstuffed sofa located in front of the fireplace.

      “How about a glass of wine?” she offered, hovering near the kitchen.  “Or something to eat?  Are you hungry?”

      They’d had a large meal at the reception along with a piece of cake but that had been a few hours ago.

      “I’m kind of hungry,” she confessed.  “I could make us some popcorn.”

      Zack visibly perked up at her suggestion.  He might be as hungry as she was.

      “Popcorn?  I could eat.  Do you want some help?”

      “It’s microwave popcorn.  I’ve got this,” she laughed.  “Do you want something to drink to go with it?  Popcorn always makes me thirsty.  Why don’t you find us something to watch on television?”

      She handed him the remote and then rattled off the beverages on offer, both deciding on ginger ale instead of wine.  She quickly made the popcorn and dumped it into a large bowl, the aroma of butter and salt drifting in the air.  It smelled amazing and her stomach growled softly, reminding her that this was an excellent idea.  She settled on the sofa next to him, placing the bowl between them.

      To her surprise, he’d chosen the movie Peggy Sue Got Married with Kathleen Turner.  It was an older film from the eighties, but Lucy had watched it with her mom many years ago.  It was one of her mother’s favorites, and now it was one of Lucy’s, too.

      “I really like this film,” Zack said, tossing a handful of popcorn into his mouth.  “Is this okay?  I saw it and thought it might be fun to watch.”

      And kind of a chick flick.  She’d had him down as the Fast and Furious type.  If anything, her respect for him went up a couple of notches.  He wasn’t afraid to admit that he wanted to watch the movie.

      “I love this movie,” Lucy said.  “My mom introduced me to it.”

      “Mine, too.”

      It made sense that Zack would want to feel close to his mother after the wedding earlier.

      They didn’t say much as the story unfolded, simply eating their snack and sipping at their ginger ale.  When the main character Peggy Sue decided to change her future by changing the past, Lucy could feel Zack tensing up next to her.

      “You know the ending,” she said softly.  “She ends up not wanting things to change.  She remembers the things she’s proud of.”

      “She tried to change her future, but she couldn’t escape it.  Even when she made different decisions.”

      “In the end, she didn’t want to change things.”

      They were talking about more than the film.

      “Would you?  Want to change things, I mean?”

      It was an honest question.  One that Lucy had contemplated a few times in her life even though she wasn’t all that old.

      “I used to wonder what would have happened if I’d stayed here and not gone to the West Coast.  Sometimes I still think about the might-have-beens.  But if changing my future means that I lose some of the things and people that I love, then I’ll pass.  I’ve made mistakes but I like to think that they’ve made me wiser.  Maybe a better person.  That may not be true, of course.”

      “If you’d stayed, what do you think your life would be like?”

      “I’d probably be married with kids,” she replied immediately.  “I don’t think that I’d own the bookstore.  I’m not sure what I’d be doing, to be honest.  I feel like leaving the town and forcing myself to be independent a long way away forced me to focus on what I truly wanted.  What I needed.  I don’t think my life would be bad or anything, but it would be different.  What about you?”

      “I think about what would have happened if I’d never taken the job on Wall Street, or at least didn’t stay there so long.”

      “If you’d come back to take over the family firm?”

      It was a bold question, but they were both in a soul-baring mood tonight.  She could feel the tension radiating off of him, his gaze off somewhere far away.

      “Yes, what would my life look like?  And those around me?”

      She knew what he was trying to say.

      “Your mother didn’t disappear because you weren’t in Winslow Heights,” Lucy said, her own throat clogging with emotion.  “None of this is your fault.”

      “If I’d been here—”

      Zack broke off, shrugging his shoulders as if it didn’t matter, but she knew better.  It mattered deeply to him.

      “Lily still would have gone to the doctor that day.  And to the store.  You would have been at the office.  Nothing would have changed.  This wasn’t your problem to solve.”

      She reached out and placed her hand on his, hoping the warmth of her touch might soothe him in some way.  Their fingers tangled together, and he raised her knuckles to his lips, pressing a brief kiss there.

      A streak of heat ran straight through her, rocking her with its unexpected ferocity.  She’d known there was chemistry between them, but this was something she hadn’t experienced before.  It was off the charts in its intensity.

      She was surprised that he’d done it.  He’d clearly said that she would have to make the first move, although a brush of his lips on the back of her hand wasn’t exactly a major sex play.

      “I’m glad I ran into you, Lucy.  You’ve made this trip home a hell of a lot more bearable.  I was dreading it.”

      But that didn’t mean he was going to stay.

      “I’m glad that I ran into you, too.”

      The movie had been all but forgotten.  The awareness between them had grown, building a tension that she could almost reach out and touch, wrapping around them and pulling them closer together.  This was it.  The moment had arrived, and she could push it away or embrace it.  He was leaving it all up to her.  Not pushing, but not pulling away.

      At some point in Lucy’s life, she’d figured out that fooling herself wasn’t a productive plan.  Brutal self-honesty was painful in the short run but was better in the future.  Tonight would be no different.

      Lucy wanted this man.  It might only be for one night or a few nights, but she knew deep in her heart that if she didn’t act on these feelings, she’d regret it down the road.  She wasn’t even sure that she wanted forever with Zack.

      Turning her body toward him, she reached up to cup his firm jaw with her hands, the stubble prickly on her palms.  Their gazes met and she didn’t try to hide her desire.  She could see it reflected back at her, blue eyes dark with arousal and the pupils blown wide.

      “I’m happy that you came back,” she said, her throat tight with emotion.  “I’m only sorry that it was under these circumstances.”

      “I’m not sorry I came back at all.”

      Leaning down, he brushed his lips softly against hers, a whisper of a kiss.  Her lids fluttered closed and he kissed her gently again, his arms pulling her closer.

      It didn’t matter who had made the first move or the second.  They were both exactly where they wanted to be.

      At some point their kisses had become deeper and far more passionate, their hands eager to explore each other’s bodies.  When they were both breathless and flushed, Lucy had reached for his hand and led him to her bedroom.  She wasn’t a teenager anymore that made out on couches when her parents weren’t home.

      She wanted a comfortable bed where they could take their time touching, kissing, and caressing.  Zack seemed to agree because he didn’t hesitate for even a moment, pressing her back onto the mattress with his hard body on top of her.

      Their clothes seemed to melt away, landing scattered on the floor like a dotted path on a treasure map where the bed was X-marks-the-spot.  She reveled in the heady sensation of skin on skin, letting her palms glide over his wide shoulders.

      His body blocked out any light from the hallway, but she reveled in the cocoon that the two of them had made, far from the demands of the everyday world.  Right now, it was only her and Zack, their world narrowed down to this moment together.  Tomorrow might bring happiness or heartache, but she didn’t have it inside of her to care.  She would simply live in the moment, giving herself to the pleasure of having his hands and mouth on every inch of her skin.

      Her fingers tangled in his silky hair as his devilishly talented tongue lavished attention on one rose-tipped breast and then the other.  His tantalizing kisses trailed down to her soft belly, then ever lower until he reached the most sensitive parts of her body. She gasped and writhed against the sheets, every inch of her skin alive with sensation with each flick of his tongue. Her nails grazed down his back when shockwaves of arousal surged through her veins and curled her toes.

      When he pressed himself inside of her, she wrapped her legs around his waist, needing to pull him as close as possible.  They moved tentatively at first, trying to find their rhythm.  His lips pressed kisses everywhere he could reach as his thrusts sped up, their urgency driving them closer to the shiny pinnacle.

      It was Lucy who fell off the cliff first, white-hot lava flowing through her veins and fireworks exploding behind her eyelids.  Her body arched off the bed, and she heard herself whisper his name as pleasure suffused every cell like golden champagne bubbles in a crystal glass on New Year’s Eve.

      Zack’s own completion was mesmerizing to watch, his head thrown back in ecstasy and his face contorted as if in exquisite pain.  They collapsed together, a tangle of damp limbs on her white linen sheets.  Their breathing slowed to normal and they cuddled together, still wanting more closeness and connection.

      He might not be here in the future, but tonight he was.  She’d enjoy it while it lasted, knowing that this little town wasn’t in Zack’s plans.  They could care for each other, have fun, but it didn’t mean forever.

      Some things simply weren’t going to last.  Zack Winslow was one of them.
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      Lucy was still smiling the next day when she opened the bookstore.  On Sunday, they opened at eleven and closed at four so it would be a short day.  Jane had offered to handle the entire shift on her own, but Lucy didn’t want to ask that of her.  Their usual part-time help wasn’t available.

      It hadn’t been easy to lever herself out of a warm bed with Zack in it, but she’d managed.  He’d promised that they’d spend the evening together, and then bid her goodbye with a sweet kiss that was still lingering on her lips.

      Jane had shown up at the store a few minutes later, carrying two steaming hot coffees.

      “We could have used the coffeemaker in the back,” Lucy said, gratefully accepting the paper cup.  “But I do thank you.  I need this.”

      The coffee shop section of the store was closed on Sundays, and Lucy had always thought it would be rude to have the smell of freshly brewed coffee in the store when no one could buy it.  They usually used the small coffee pot in the storage room instead of the fancy one in the cafe area.

      “I wanted a latte,” Jane explained.  “I needed something more than a regular old coffee.”

      “Did you stay up too late reading again?”

      “I did.  And I’m not sorry either.  The book was excellent.  I highly recommend it.  How was the wedding?  Any Winslow drama?  Did you dance with Zack?”

      Lucy could never be a poker player.  Her emotions were far too transparent for that.  She simply wasn’t someone who could “be undercover” or “play it close to the vest”.

      “No drama.  None.  And Zack and I did dance together.”

      It was all the truth.

      Jane’s eyes narrowed, her suspicious gaze pinned on Lucy.

      “Must have been one hell of a dance.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Although Lucy wasn’t sure she wanted to know the reason.

      “Because of the look on your face when I mentioned Zack’s name.”  Jane’s eyes widened and she wagged her finger at Lucy.  “See?  You did it again.  You went all dreamy for a second.  I’ve never seen you look like that before.  Ever.  I think I need all the deets, girl.  Spill it.  Clearly, you’re smitten.”

      “You’ve been reading too many romance novels.”

      “Probably, but that doesn’t change what I’m seeing here.  Are you denying that you and Zack don’t have some sort of relationship?  Because I’d call you a liar.”

      “We had a good time at the wedding,” Lucy admitted.  “We danced and talked.  It was nice.”

      “Nice?  What a namby-pamby word.  Just how nice was it?”

      “Very nice,” Lucy replied with a sigh.  “Really nice.”

      “Ohhh, I think I need to sit for this.  You really like him?”

      Jane sank down into a chair and Lucy followed suit.  She did need to talk to someone about all of this.  She’d been sure of what she was doing last night - and she had no regrets this morning - but she wasn’t as casual about this as she’d hoped she’d be.

      “I do like him.  Zack’s a great guy.  Funny, handsome, intelligent.  He doesn’t play a lot of head games, and he’s honest and straightforward.  I feel like he’s a good person.”

      “But?  There’s a but at the end of that sentence.  I can hear it even if you didn’t say it out loud.”

      “But…I know he’s not going to stick around town.  He’ll probably be gone in a few days.  I told myself I was okay with it, but I’m beginning to think that I’m not as okay with it as I thought I was.  Do you know what I mean?  Shit, I don’t know if I’m even making any sense.”

      “It’s a tale as old as time,” Jane said with a wise nod.  “You meet a terrific man, you have sex with him, and suddenly your emotions are involved when you thought it was just going to be a fun night between the sheets.”

      “What makes you think I slept with him?”

      Although Jane had pretty much nailed it.

      “Because of the way you look whenever the name ‘Zack’ is uttered.  Whether I say it or you do.  You get a sort of romantic, longing expression.  You like him.  You slept with him.  And there’s nothing wrong with that, by the way.  We’re women.  We have needs.  And I’m guessing the sex was pretty great if you’re wishing he was hanging around.  Am I right?”

      “Let’s just say he rocked my world.”

      “Nice.  I hope you did the same for him.”

      “He seemed to enjoy himself.”

      If a bed could have burst into flames, Lucy’s mattress would be ashes this morning.  Thank goodness her neighbors were older and hard of hearing.  The gossip was going to be bad enough because people saw them leaving the wedding together.

      “That’s probably the understatement of the century,” Jane giggled.  “If I’m reading the situation correctly, you like him and wouldn’t mind if he stayed in town.  But he’s not going to do that.  Are you sure?  Has he talked about his plans?  Maybe you’re wrong.  Maybe he wants to stay.”

      Lucy had told Zack that she would keep his secret about quitting his job.  It wasn’t her place to reveal his personal life.  Besides, it probably wouldn’t make any difference.  His life wasn’t here in Winslow Heights.  He hadn’t spent any real time here since he’d gone off to college.  He could have his pick of any place to live on the planet.

      “He hasn’t said anything about staying.  We haven’t talked about the future much.”

      “Live in the moment. I got it.  Do you want my advice?  Or do you just want to talk about it?  I can do either with you.”

      Did Lucy want advice?  It wouldn’t change much.  She doubted Jane would tell her something that she hadn’t said to herself, but it wouldn’t hurt anything to hear it.

      “Only if your advice is brutally honest.  Don’t sugarcoat it for me.  I need to hear the truth.”

      Jane rubbed at her chin, screwing up her face for a moment before replying.

      “Okay, here it goes.  I think Zack Winslow is smoking hot.  A lot of women wouldn’t kick him out of bed unless it was to…you know…do it on the floor.  Is that the old saying?”

      “I don’t know.  Is there a saying like that?”

      Maybe Lucy had been too sheltered her whole life.

      “It was something my ex said to me.  About another woman, if you can believe it.  Right to my face, he said that.  He was talking about a buddy’s girlfriend and how sexy she was.  I should have left him right then, but I hung on for two more years.  Anyway, as I was saying, Zack is hot and it sounds like the sex is good.  From where I’m standing three things could happen.”

      Three things?  Lucy had only thought about one so far.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Number one - Zack likes you so much he decides to stay in town and see where the relationship goes.  I would say that this is the best-case scenario.  Unless, of course, you’re around him all the time and you find out he clips his toenails in the kitchen.  Then it’s not so great.”

      “Did your ex clip his toenails in the kitchen, too?”

      Lucy had heard many stories about Jane’s ex and few of them were positive.

      “No, but one of my friends in college had the honor of having a boyfriend who did that.  He had many other disgusting habits as well.  She dipped on that relationship pretty quick once she found out.”

      “I don’t blame her.  What’s number two?”

      Although number one didn’t sound bad.  Minus the toenail clippings, of course.

      “Zack goes back to his life in New York City, but he likes you enough that you try a long-distance relationship.  You visit him, he visits you.  You have smutty phone calls and FaceTime sex.  You both fall madly in love and you sell the bookstore, leaving me friendless and unemployed while you live the fancy life in the Big Apple with a handsome stud for a husband.  Oh wait, that became about me, didn’t it?”

      “It did, but it’s fine.  What’s the third option?”

      “He leaves.  And he doesn’t look back.”

      “Shit, that is brutally honest.  I needed to hear it, though.  I’ve been telling myself that it’s the most probable outcome.  I know that he’s not going to stay.  My life is here, and his is somewhere else.”

      “Do you regret sleeping with him?”

      “No,” Lucy replied immediately.  “I don’t.  I went in with my eyes wide open.  I knew that this wasn’t a forever thing.  I don’t even know if I want forever with Zack.”

      “But you wanted to decide that for yourself,” Jane said shrewdly.  “Knowing what the outcome is going to be doesn’t mean that your heart won’t hurt when he goes.  It just means that you’re human.”

      “I’ll miss him when he goes,” Lucy said.  “It’s honestly been nice to have him here.”

      “There you go again with that nice word.  I bet it’s been more than nice.”

      It had but she wasn’t sure she even had a word to describe the last few days.  Zack had come into her life, turning her sedate existence on its head.

      And when he left, things would never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      Zack’s life was still up in the air as to the future, but the present was pretty damn good.  Last night with Lucy had been amazing, and the connection they’d had was something he’d never experienced with another woman.  He could hardly wait to see her again, and that was a new emotion.  Normally, he was the one wanting his space, needing time apart.  With her, he simply didn’t want to leave her company.  They were going out again tonight, and he was as eager as a schoolboy.

      Pushing open the door to Tate’s bar, he immediately saw Cooper and Piper sitting in a corner booth.  His brother Tate gave him a wave from behind the bar, and nodded to where his siblings were located.  They’d planned to meet at the pizza place, but Piper had sent a text changing the location at the last minute.

      “We ordered you some lunch,” Cooper said when Zack sat down.  “We were starving, and we didn’t want to wait.”

      It sounded like there might be an apology somewhere in that statement, but Cooper wasn’t one to go around saying he was sorry all of the time.  He did, however, always admit to his mistakes.  In Zack’s opinion that was a more important trait.

      “I might forgive you depending on what you ordered for me.”

      “The heart attack special.  Bacon double cheeseburger and house fries.  Plus a soda.  You’re welcome.  Admit it’s what you really wanted, but you would have ordered a grilled chicken and some salad while talking about your personal trainer back in the city.”

      Zack wasn’t going to give in that easily.  But it did sound delicious.

      And I don’t have a personal trainer.

      “What did you order for yourself?”

      “The same.  Extra cheese.”

      I should have known.

      “Then thank you.”  He turned to Piper and gave her a hug.  She had a stack of papers in front of her on the table.  “How you doing, sis?”

      “I’m fine. You should stop by my loft.  I made chocolate chip cookies this morning, and some cinnamon rolls.”

      Zack was a sucker for cinnamon rolls.  He knew the bakeries in the city where he could get the best ones.

      “I’m going to have to do that.”  He tapped the papers on the table.  “Are you writing a cookbook, too?  If you aren’t, you should.”

      “I am,” Piper agreed.  “But that’s not what this is.”

      Zack exchanged a look with his brother, who was wearing his usual slightly happy but enigmatic expression.

      “Is it something that you want to show me?”

      “Eventually.”  Piper took a sip from her soda before continuing.  “I have it with me because I spoke with Finn this morning.  I want him to put a full-time detective on Mom’s disappearance since Sarah has been found.”

      He wasn’t sure how he was supposed to react.  His sister was giving him an expectant look while Cooper was sitting across from them acting like they talked about murder investigations every day.

      He might be right.  We do talk about it.

      “What did Finn say to your request?”

      “He said that he doesn’t have those sorts of resources.  I suggested Deputy Blake since he was on the job back then, but Finn told me that Blake is busy with Sarah’s case right now.  I’ve worked on Mom’s disappearance a bit myself—”

      “Wait,” Zack said, holding up his hand.  “You’ve been working on it?  What do you know about murder investigations?”

      “More than most of the cops in this town before Finn came in and cleaned house,” Piper replied, her tone laced with bitterness.  “I couldn’t have done any worse than they did.  They botched it from day one.  You know I’m right.”

      “You are right, but did it occur to you that investigating Mom’s disappearance might be dangerous?  You could get yourself disappeared.”  Zack’s attention turned to his brother who had yet to speak.  “Did you know about this?”

      “That Piper had been looking into the case?  Not until I moved back here.  But I went with her to talk to Finn this morning.  I told him that if he doesn’t have the budget or resources, I’ll pay for a private investigator.”

      “You’ll pay?  With what?  You don’t have a job, brother.”

      Zack hadn’t meant for it to come out of his mouth like that, but Cooper didn’t appear offended.  His little brother simply grinned and chuckled as if finances were hilarious.  Had Cooper planned on asking Zack for the money?  He would absolutely give it, but it would have been nice if there was a discussion about it.  Or was that what this meal was about?

      “I have some money saved,” Cooper replied.  “And no, I wasn’t planning on asking you for it, if that’s what you were thinking.  I can swing this.  Don’t worry.”

      “I’m the oldest. It’s my job to worry.”

      “We’re all grown up, Zack,” Piper said softly.  “You’re not responsible for us anymore.  But it’s sweet that you still think that you are.  You need to be thinking about your own life, not worrying about ours.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Zack sounded defensive to his own ears, but that was because…he was defensive.  He’d thought he was hiding his inner turmoil well.

      “I can feel your troubled vibrations,” Piper replied.  “I’ve been picking up on some very agitated emotions and feelings whenever you’re around.  Your aura is giving off signals that you’re in a flux state of your existence.”

      Zack loved his sister deeply.  Piper was a wonderful person with a great big heart.  Funny, smart, and sweet, she was just a lovely human being in a world filled with a hell of a lot of assholes - many that he’d worked with.

      But since she was a little kid, she’d always believed that she was a bit psychic.  She thought that she could “read” people, and not in the sense that she was sensitive to their moods.  She thought that she could sometimes see flashes of the future, too.  Zack and his siblings had eventually decided that it was simply a charming and unique part of her personality, and they didn’t say much about it.  As far as he knew, Piper had never predicted anything that had turned out to be true, but then he’d been gone a long time.

      It didn’t matter either way because he didn’t believe in psychics, or auras, or crystals, or tarot cards.  He believed in facts.  That’s what he had dealt with every day in New York, and it had served him well.  He’d learned that on Wall Street emotions could get him in trouble fast.  Facts and numbers rarely did.

      “A flux state of my existence?  I’m not even sure what that means.”

      “We both think that,” Cooper replied with a smirk.  “And it means that your existence on the planet is in flux.  You need to make decisions, and you’re not wanting to do it.”

      They’d managed to nail it, but this wasn’t a topic that Zack was eager to discuss.  At least not yet.

      “I’m fine.  Maybe you’re picking up on your own vibrations.  Now are you going to show me what you brought?”

      Piper slid the papers over to Zack.

      “You can look through them yourself.  This is what I’ve found out so far.  I know it’s not much, but I think it might be useful if we really dig in and look.”

      One document was a contract for a caterer.  It appeared that Lily Winslow had been planning a party for Piper’s graduation.

      Then there were travel brochures to beach destinations, plus one for a cruise.

      There was also a receipt from the local department store for a thousand-dollar designer dress.

      “Help me out here.  What am I looking at?  What do you see that I don’t?”

      Piper sighed and shook her head.

      “I swear you have no imagination.  Look at the contract.  Mom was planning a huge party for my graduation.”

      “She did that for all of us.”

      “And she was around for all of them,” Piper pointed out.  “She didn’t plan your party and then run off with the mailman like Dad wants us to believe.  Also, look at these brochures.  She was planning a vacation.  A vacation for the family.  I called the local travel agent about it, and that’s what they told me.  And the dress was for a fancy function that she and Dad were going to go to in the summer.  People who are planning to run away from their lives and disappear don’t plan things out for the future like this.  Mom did not go of her own accord.  She was taken against her will, and I’m sure that she’s gone now.  We need to find her so she can rest in peace.”

      The last part was spoken soft and low, slightly shaky with emotion. Piper, as the youngest, had been hit the hardest when Lily Winslow disappeared without a trace.  The rest of them had been off to college or living on their own.

      “I want to do that, too,” Zack replied, placing an arm around Piper’s shoulders in comfort.  It was easy to see the pain etched in his sister’s features.  “And I’m not against hiring a private investigator, although Dad already did that.  Plus, just because they found Sarah’s body doesn’t mean they’ll find Mom’s.  Their deaths aren’t linked in any way.”

      Maybe.

      There was a long silence when he finished, and a tension had begun to build at the table.  He was starting to get frustrated by all of this.  It was clear his siblings were having conversations that he wasn’t privy to.  He had his suspicions, but did they have something concrete?

      “Do you have any reason to believe that Mom and Sarah are connected?”

      To Zack’s surprise, this time it was Cooper that answered.

      “Not necessarily, but it’s something that was never explored in the past.  Seems like it should be looked into.  Were there any connections?  We don’t know.  As for Dad hiring a private investigator, well, that’s what he told us, but I never saw any evidence of it.  Did you?  You’re the oldest.  Did you ever meet him or hear about him?  I sure as hell didn’t.”

      “No,” Zack admitted.  “I didn’t.  Are you saying that Dad lied about that?”

      “He’s lied about a bunch of shit throughout the years,” Cooper said with a shrug.  “Why not this?  I stopped trusting our father’s word in my early teens.  Are you saying that you still do?”

      “I don’t, but damn…lying about an investigator?  That—”

      “Sounds exactly like something Joel Winslow would do,” Cooper finished for him.  “We asked Finn for a transcript of the police talking to Dad, and he’s going to try and dig it up.  I think that might be interesting reading, don’t you?”

      Just what had Joel said ten years ago?  Zack couldn’t say that he wasn’t interested.

      “And who knows?” Piper pressed.  “Maybe by digging into Mom’s case, they might find something out about Sarah.  You never know.”

      Piper was hoping for a miracle.  She’d always been the optimist in the family except when it came to their father.

      And hiring a private investigator?  That wasn’t a terrible idea either, although Zack wasn’t hopeful that they would be able to find anything helpful after all of these years.  There was a reason that cold cases didn’t often get solved.

      It was a sad truth…they might never get any answers about their mother.

      His phone buzzed and he quickly checked his screen, surprised at the name displayed.  He hadn’t been expecting this call.

      “Do you mind if I step outside and take this?”

      Cooper and Piper waved him away, and Zack stepped out into the sunshine where it was far quieter.  And private.

      This was a call from a former colleague named Gary who’d left the firm Zack had worked for about a year ago.  They’d been friends and had worked together well, but he wouldn’t call them buddies or close friends.  They hadn’t spoken in months.

      “Hey, Zack.  Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “No, it’s fine.  What’s going on?”

      “I heard you left the firm,” Gary chuckled.  “To the shock and surprise of everyone there.  Your departure is all anyone has been talking about lately.  I wasn’t shocked, though.  I could tell that you were over their bullshit last year.  Good for you telling them where they could shove their bonuses.  I bet it felt good.  I know it did when I left.”

      Wall Street was huge, but it was also tiny.  Word certainly got around when a long-time player made a move.

      “I did leave, and I’m enjoying some much needed time off.  I’m back home for a family wedding.”

      “Good for you,” Gary cheered.  “Everyone needs to take a little sabbatical.  Where are you headed when you’re done?  Shit, I won’t even beat around the bush, okay?  We’d like you here.  We know what you can do, and we’re willing to make it worth your while.  If you’ve already made a commitment, I understand, but I haven’t heard where you’re going to land.  We wanted to throw our hat into the ring, so to speak.  We can give you top compensation, of course, and more work life balance than you had at our old place.  When will you be back in the city?  We can go for a couple of beers and talk about it.  What do you say?”

      When Zack had sold his apartment and put all of his stuff into storage it was because he was done.  He hadn’t planned to go back to Wall Street, although he was beginning to wonder what in the hell he was going to do.  He hadn’t a clue, but he hadn’t planned on looking over his shoulder.  His gaze was firmly pinned on the future.

      But…

      Gary was a decent guy, and he wouldn’t lead Zack wrong about a potential opportunity.  Zack had known that he might have a few offers, but he hadn’t thought about it much more than that.  He hadn’t thought he’d be tempted in the least.

      And going back to the city?  That hadn’t been on his agenda either.

      “This is kind of a surprise,” Zack said, stalling a bit.  “To be honest, I haven’t planned anything. I’ve sort of been playing it by ear.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that, but sooner or later you’re going to want to get back on the horse.  Guys like us are going to miss the adrenaline, am I right?  I’m thrilled to hear that you haven’t made any commitments elsewhere.  I want to make our case.  I don’t think you’ll get a better offer, and if you do, I’ll make ours even more enticing.  We want you.  Full stop.  I’m prepared to do whatever we need to do to make that happen.  Let’s meet and talk.  How about next week?”

      Talking didn’t mean he had to take the job.  It didn’t mean anything really.  He could have a beer with an old friend, hear about an offer, and then walk away if he wanted to.  He’d been wined and dined by competitors in the past, and he’d said no in the end.

      Plus a few days in the city might be nice.  See some people, that sort of thing.  It wasn’t that serious.  Besides, what else did he have to do?

      Nothing, that’s what.  He had no goals, no place to be.  He didn’t have a fucking clue what he wanted to do with his life.  Did Gary have the answer?  Doubtful, but wouldn’t it be prudent to hear him out?

      Besides, I don’t have any place to be or do.  Oh wait, I already said that, didn’t I?

      He’d left Wall Street for good reasons.  Valid ones that hadn’t changed.  Had he changed, though?  He didn’t feel like the guy who had left New York City only a few days ago.

      “Gary, I need to check my calendar.  Can I call you back?”
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      Lucy was unpacking a box of books and stacking them on an endcap display when her former English teacher, Mr. Hayes, walked into the store.  He’d retired a few years ago, and since then had come in regularly to pick up a mystery novel or two.  He didn’t come in as much in the summer months since the weather was nice, but in the winter he was there each Monday morning like clockwork.

      “Hello, Mr. Hayes, enjoying the warm weather?”

      “Lucy, you know you can call me Dale, right?  I’m not your teacher anymore.”

      He’d said it several times, but…

      “It seems weird,” she admitted with a laugh.  “You’ll always be Mr. Hayes to me.”

      “I think this is a battle I won’t win so I’ll stop trying.  So please tell me there are some new mysteries for me.  I’ve gone through all of the ones that I purchased last time I was in.  I’ve spent a lot of time sitting in the backyard reading and watching the birds at the feeder.”

      “I do,” she said, placing the last book on the display.  “We have the new S.S. Cooper book Murder in the Tower you’ve been wanting.  I placed a copy behind the register just for you.”

      The older man’s lined face split into a grin; his cheeks rosy.  It looked like he’d been given a fantastic Christmas gift.

      “I was hoping but I didn’t dare ask.  This is wonderful news.  I can’t wait to read it.  Have you read it yet?  Am I going to like it?  No, no, don’t tell me. I want to be surprised.”

      “I haven’t read it yet, so I can’t give you any information on it.  But if it’s as good as the last several, it’s going to be amazing.  Are you looking for anything else today?”

      “I’d like to get a couple more, although they’ll have to wait.  I know what I’m going to read first.”

      She and Mr. Hayes walked together to the mystery section where she pulled out several new releases for him to look at.

      “Mr. Hayes, was Sarah one of your students?”

      Lucy wasn’t sure why she was asking, but Sarah had been on her mind today after seeing some of the people they’d gone to high school with at the wedding.

      Hayes’ lips turned down at the corners and he sighed before answering.

      “Yes, she was.  Sweet girl.  Bright and curious.  I think she could have done much better academically if she’d applied herself.  She was intelligent, that was clear to see, but from what I understand she had some things going on in her life that kept her from really buckling down.”

      “What things?”

      Lucy was genuinely curious what Mr. Hayes might be talking about.  Her former teacher appeared uncomfortable with the question, however, avoiding her gaze and shifting from foot to foot.

      “I don’t know for sure.  I mentioned Sarah once to one of the other teachers.  She said not to bother trying to talk to Sarah.  That there were home issues at play, and none of the teachers wanted to deal with Sarah’s mother and stepfather.  Apparently, they were…combative, let’s say, and less than interested in their daughter’s education.  In my experience, when a parent isn’t involved in a child’s academics there often isn’t anything that we can do to help the student.”

      “I knew that Sarah didn’t get on with her stepdad.”

      “I think that was common knowledge,” Mr. Hayes agreed.  “There was some talk in the teacher’s lounge that Sarah was also partying quite a bit as well.  If she was running with the wrong crowd, that might be why she disappeared.  I hope the sheriff is looking into that.”

      “I know that he’s planning to talk to her parents,” Lucy replied.  “And I guess we probably all partied a bit back then.”

      He gave her an odd look, snapping one of the books shut and placing it back on the shelf.

      “You went to that club, too?  I’m kind of surprised about that, to be honest.  Did your parents know?”

      Club?  Lucy didn’t know what he was talking about.

      “I’m not sure what club you’re referring to.  Like a school club?”

      Had the chess club been getting involved in hijinks that she hadn’t heard about?  The French club had always seemed edgy.

      “I was told that there was a club on campus that didn’t card, so underage kids could get in and drink.”

      Oh…. that.

      “I heard that rumor too, but I have to say I don’t think it was true.  A few friends and I tried to go to that so-called club, but they did card us, and we didn’t get in.  The bouncer at the door told us to go home to mommy and daddy.  It was mortifying, absolutely mortifying.”

      She and her friends had tried to dress up and look “older,” but of course, they’d probably looked ridiculous.  A gaggle of giggling teenage girls wearing too much makeup, trying to pretend they were twenty-one to score cheap drinks and meet older guys.  The only thing they’d done was make themselves look silly.  It had been a painful lesson at seventeen.

      And if her parents had ever found out?  She would have been grounded for a decade.

      Mr. Hayes appeared relieved that she’d been rebuffed at the door of the bar, however.

      “That’s good to hear.  As a teacher, we hear a lot of rumors, but we often don’t know if they’re true or not.  It’s good to know that Sarah wasn’t hanging out at clubs when she was so young.”

      “It is,” Lucy agreed.  “It’s good that she was found.  Her family finally has answers, although I’m sure they’re not happy about how it all turned out.”

      “Yes, they don’t have any hope that she’s out there somewhere okay and living her life.  That has to be difficult.”

      “I hope this brings some peace and closure to her family.  Now, I think I’ll take these two along with my S.S. Cooper.  That should hold me for a little while.”

      Mr. Hayes paid for his books and went home, leaving Lucy thinking about what he’d said.  Had Sarah had that much trouble at home?  They’d all known she didn’t get on with her stepdad but had there been any more to that?  And had Sarah partied instead of studying?  Lucy had been a year younger, and she hadn’t been privy to everything that was going on.  It was disturbing to think that Sarah might have fallen in with the wrong crowd and that it could be why she was now dead.

      Finding her remains after all of this time was supposed to feel like they finally had answers, but it simply brought up more questions.

      Just what had been going on in Sarah’s life before her disappearance and death?
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      “He’s never come here before,” Cooper said, his smile grim.  “I liked it that way.  He says he wants to talk to both of us, but I’m thinking he’s here to talk to you.  And no, I didn’t offer him a seat because I don’t want him to make himself at home and stay awhile.”

      Zack had been almost ready to leave Cooper’s apartment to go to the tavern to meet some of his friends from high school when he’d heard a knock on the door.  Joel Winslow was making one of his rare in-person appearances.  Apparently, he wanted to “talk” to his sons.  That meant that he wanted to talk and for them to just listen.  Ideally, they’d then agree with whatever he said.

      I guess more far-fetched things have happened in history.

      Joel was standing in the middle of the living room, his gaze roaming the small space.

      “This reminds me of the apartment I had in college,” he said when Zack joined him.  “I have some good memories of those years.”

      Zack wasn’t in the mood for a stroll down memory lane with his dad.  From what he remembered of those stories from when he was a kid, Joel had been a real asshole to people he thought were inferior.  In other words…everyone.  The funny thing was that he didn’t see it.  He’d tell horrifying stories from his youth thinking they were amusing, innocuous tales when all it did was show what a snobbish bully Joel was.

      To this day, Zack wondered what his mother had seen in his dad.  He’d asked her once in a roundabout way, and she’d said something about how charming he’d been, sweeping her off her feet with flowers and romance.

      “What’s up, Dad?  Why are you here?”

      Zack wasn’t going to beat around the bush, playing games.  He didn’t have the patience.

      “Can’t a man come visit his sons?”

      “He can but he never has,” Cooper pointed out.  “The question stands.  Why are you here?  And why aren’t you on your honeymoon?  I thought you had a cruise booked.”

      “We’ve postponed the cruise to next month.  We thought it might be in bad taste to leave on a vacation after what happened.”

      What happened.  That’s how Joel was describing finding Sarah’s remains.

      “You weren’t worried about how it looked yesterday when you got married,” Cooper replied.  “So why worry about it now?”

      “I don’t want to get into this,” Joel said.  “That’s not what I’m here to talk about.”

      Zack had to give his dad credit.  The man appeared completely unruffled by the lack of warmth or welcome from his own sons.  He was a person who didn’t like to be challenged but he was acting like this was a completely normal moment between the three of them – chatting in Cooper’s apartment like they did this all the time.

      Joel Winslow had the poker face down to a science along with any body language.  There were no tells in his face as to what he was truly thinking, other than the fact that he wanted to be somewhere else.  That was his usual, everyday expression.  Where he was going was always more interesting than where he was at that moment.  He was an optimist that way.

      “Then what do you want to talk about?” Zack asked again.  “You’ve come here to say something.  We’re listening.”

      For a few minutes, at least.

      For just a second - a mere split second - Zack thought he saw irritation cross his father’s features, but it was gone so quickly it might have been his imagination.

      “I spoke with Finn today.  He says that you are talking about hiring a private investigator regarding your mother’s disappearance.”

      Ah, was Joel Winslow irritated about that?  Tough.

      “Yes, we think it’s time to have someone dig into what happened to your wife,” Cooper shot back, his eyes narrowed dangerously.  “I would think that you would be supportive of this decision.”

      “I’ve been down this road,” Joel replied.  “I had an investigator.  And it only brings heartache and disappointment.  I don’t want my children to go through that.  We don’t have any evidence or leads to follow.  There’s nothing there.  I’m advising you to think twice about this and leave it alone.”

      “We’re grown adults,” Zack said.  “We make our own decisions.  You can’t shield us from being hurt.  As for having an investigator, you did have one.  But there have been many advances in technology that we might be able to take advantage of.  I think we should try.  We won’t end up any worse than we are right now.”

      “You can end up worse.  You’re wading in waters that will only bring you sorrow.”

      “Is that a threat?” Cooper asked, his voice so soft Zack barely heard him.

      “Of course not,” Joel barked, his cold mask slipping for a moment, baring his anger for Zack and Cooper to see clearly.  “I’m saying this to protect you.  There’s nothing for that investigator to do.  If there was, I would have already done it.  It’s a waste of money and resources.”

      “Is that what you care about?  Money?” Cooper challenged.  “If I had to spend every last dime to get some answers, I would.  I can’t believe you’re bringing up money.  That’s some cold shit right there.”

      “If you had any money, you might feel differently,” Joel replied.  “It’s easy to spend your siblings’ earnings rather than reach into your own pocket.”

      The tension in the air was as thick as the hot and wet humidity in New Orleans, and just as oppressive.  It was as if a black storm cloud had walked into the room, taking up every corner of the space.

      Zack had thought Cooper might go ballistic at their father’s remark, but his younger brother simply smiled and shrugged as if it didn’t bother him in the least.

      “I’ll gladly clean out my bank account,” Cooper said.  “I don’t spend my free time counting my money like some people.  I can’t take it with me so I might as well spend it.”

      “I have money,” Zack interjected.  “And I’m willing to spend it as well.  We’ve discussed it and the decision has been made.  I’m sorry that you’re upset about this, but it isn’t about you.”

      This might be unwelcome news to his father.

      “If you don’t care about me, what about Kim?  Digging into the past is just going to get her hopes up and then she’ll be deeply disappointed.  It’s not fair to her to have to go through all of those grieving emotions all over again.”

      His father thought that Kim was going to be the ace in the hole for this argument?  Zack didn’t hate his aunt-slash-stepmother, but she wasn’t going to keep him from doing what he thought was right.

      “You’re right,” Zack said.  “We shouldn’t have waited this long.  We should have done this a long time ago, but it’s not too late to rectify our mistake.  If Kim doesn’t want us to do this, she’s welcome to discuss her reservations with us, but ultimately, we’re deciding.  Not you.  Not her.”

      Zack’s father turned on his heel, pulling open the door partway.

      “I think you’ll end up regretting this.”

      “Another threat,” Cooper mused, a smile playing on his lips.  “Nice one, Dad.”

      Joel Winslow didn’t like losing.  He hated it as a matter of fact.  Zack was shocked that he wasn’t going to stay and try and browbeat them into doing what he wanted.  It wouldn’t have worked so perhaps Daddy was getting wiser in his old age.

      Without another word he walked out of the door, leaving it open so they could hear his footsteps on the stairs and the door to the street open and close behind him.  Cooper stood and closed it, flipping the lock in place before turning to Zack.

      “He’s not going to give up.  He’ll just try something else.  He’s already plotting Plan B, and he’s not even to the car yet.  Hell, he probably knew we wouldn’t go for it, and he already had Plan B.  He’s on the phone putting it into action.”

      Cooper could be a tad dramatic at times, but Zack didn’t disagree.  Joel had to have known that he wouldn’t win this argument.  This was only the first salvo in a long war.  They’d won this first skirmish, but it wasn’t over.  Not by a long shot.

      “Why is he so against this?” Zack wondered out loud.  “And why am I so suspicious of his actions today?”

      “Because you have good reason,” Cooper countered.  “Because you can’t trust our old man any further than you can throw him.  I’ve always said he knows something he hasn’t told anyone, and I’m even more convinced after this.  Dad is covering for himself or someone else.  Mark my words.  He’s going to make our lives very fucking difficult now that we haven’t caved to his demands.  You might even not be his favorite for about five minutes.”

      “That’s fine with me.”

      “He thought he could get you on his side,” Cooper laughed.  “It’s like he doesn’t know you at all.”

      “He doesn’t know any of us.  Not truly.”

      That had been a hard realization that Zack had come to the last time he’d been home to visit.  Joel still thought he could somehow make them be what he wanted.  He didn’t see them as individuals with lives, wants, and needs separate from himself.

      And now he was against hiring a new private investigator.

      It wasn’t a huge shock, but it did beg the question…

      What was Joel Winslow so afraid of that he’d come to an apartment he’d never been to and ask his sons to stop investigating?  That was an answer that Zack would love to have.
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      “It’s great, isn’t it?” Ethan said with a grin, lifting his beer in a toast.  “All of us together again.  It’s just like the old days, and it hasn’t happened in eighteen years.  It may be eighteen more so let’s enjoy every second of it.”

      They clinked glasses and all took a drink, laughing at the idea that it might be a couple of decades before they saw each other again.  It was probably not far wrong, to be honest.  Most of these guys still lived in their little town, and if they couldn’t find the time to get together for a beer, the rest of them didn’t have a chance in hell.

      But then again most of the guys his age were busy with careers, wives, and kids.  Zack didn’t have any of that.  He was free as a bird, no commitments in sight.

      Unless he counted the job offer from his friend Gary.  Then he’d have plenty of responsibilities.

      He hadn’t called Gary back yet.  He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do about his career or lack of it.

      There were six of them around the table - Zack, Ethan, Dave, Leo, Alan, and Jay.  In high school, Zack had pretty much spent every day of his life with these five guys.  Now sitting here today it was…bizarre.  They’d been practically brothers back then, but now it felt like Zack barely knew them.    Had it all just been a moment in time?  There was that saying about how a person can never go home again, and Zack was beginning to think it was true.

      And yet when he’d run into Lucy, he hadn’t felt any of that.  He’d been right at home in her company from the first moment.  So why did he feel so out of place with his old friends?

      Jay had moved away as well, and he didn’t seem to be uncomfortable at all.  He was chatting and laughing the whole time like it was senior year all over again.

      Maybe there’s just something wrong with me.   Maybe Piper was right about my existence being in some sort of flux state.  I don’t belong in New York, but I’m not sure I belong here either.

      It was a strange way to live.  Until recently, Zack had never been unsure about his place and where he belonged.

      “Tell us what’s going on with Lucy Gilbert,” Leo said, elbowing Zack.  “We all saw you leave the wedding with her last night.”

      “I gave her a ride home.”

      From the guffaws from his friends, it was clear they didn’t believe him.

      “We saw you on the dance floor,” Alan said.  “You looked pretty chummy.  So what’s going on?  She’s nice-looking.  Not a supermodel, but definitely attractive.”

      There had been a time that Zack had talked about girls with these guys.  His friends knew all the details of dating his ex-girlfriend Angel and their inevitable breakup.

      But that was then, and this was now.  He wasn’t the type to kiss and tell anymore.

      Plus, he didn’t much like how they were talking about Lucy.

      “I’m not sure why everyone thinks I date a lot of supermodels.  For the record, I don’t.”

      “But you have dated models?” Dave pressed.  “Right?  We’ve heard about it.  We saw your picture in that magazine with that model.”

      Zack knew what photo they were talking about.  They’d been at a party that he never would have attended unless he’d been with her.  She was a nice woman, but they didn’t have much in common.  They’d dated for a few months and then drifted apart.

      “I have but not as much as you guys seem to think.  Besides, they’re human, just like the rest of us.”

      “Says the guy that’s boned one,” Ethan laughed.  “C’mon, we’re all old and married.  Give us some details so we can live vicariously through you.”

      Zack sure as hell didn’t want to discuss his sex life.  The only good thing about the turn the conversation had taken was they’d stopped asking him about Lucy.

      “Do you think that there will be a memorial service?” he asked, trying to change the subject.

      Five grins instantly fell, and an awkward tension dropped over the table.  Not the same kind he’d experienced with Joel less than an hour ago, but it still felt off.  Everyone had been happy and laughing, and then it was gone in an instant.

      “Uh yeah, sure,” Leo said with a shrug.  “They probably will.  I’ll go if I can get off work.”

      “I don’t think I’ll make it,” Jay said.  “But I’ll send flowers or something.”

      The other men nodded, their gazes on the table, the wall, or anywhere but at Zack or each other.

      “It was a shock to find her,” Zack said.  “I guess I always thought that she ran away.”

      “We all did,” Dave piped up.  “Sarah and her stepdad were always arguing.  I assumed she’d had enough and just left.”

      “It made sense,” Leo agreed.  “I never thought…you know.”

      “Did your dad and stepmom leave on their honeymoon today?” Ethan asked.  “They were going on a cruise or something like that.  Or was it Hawaii?”

      That veered the conversation to vacations and the pros and cons of beaches over other destinations.  It appeared that the group was determined that they weren’t going to talk about Sarah.

      Eventually, they all needed to go, and one by one they all exited the tavern, leaving just Jay and Zack.

      “I should be getting back to my folks’ house,” Jay said.  “I said I would grill hamburgers for dinner.  I don’t visit as much as I should, so I want to make sure I spend as much time with my family as I can on this trip.”

      “It was good to catch up,” Zack replied, taking the last drink of his beer.  “This has been an interesting visit home.”

      “I bet,” Jay said, clearing his throat before continuing.  “It’s probably pretty boring compared to your life in the city.”

      “I don’t know about that.  A lot has happened here, after all.  Sarah being found is a big one.”

      Zack didn’t mention that it had spurred him and his siblings to hire their own investigator as well.

      Jay rubbed at his chin, clearly wanting to say something but not doing it.

      “You all seem very uncomfortable when I bring Sarah up in conversation.  She was our friend, but no one seems to think that her being found is a positive thing.”

      “You should just let this go,” Jay sighed.  “Go back to New York and forget all about this.  Sarah has been gone for years, and we’ve all processed and dealt with it.  You seem to want to re-litigate the past but none of us have the stomach for that.  We can’t change anything.  It’s over and done.”

      “I just said that I thought that she ran off.  I’m not trying to change the past.”

      “Listen, I don’t want to go into this but let’s just say that Sarah wasn’t as innocent and naive as a lot of people seemed to think.  You might have been surprised when she disappeared, but a lot of us weren’t.  She had some stuff going on.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      “Just stuff.  I was raised that we don’t talk smack about someone that’s passed on, and I’m going to stick to that.  I’m just saying that what she showed everyone at school wasn’t always the real Sarah, okay? I’m not saying she deserved what she got or anything like that.  I don’t victim-blame.  But they say every teenager has a secret life of sorts.  Sarah wasn’t any exception.”

      Jay shoved back his chair and levered to his feet before reaching into his pocket.  Zack shook his head and picked up the bill that had been left earlier.

      “I’ve got this.  I think I get the family discount.”

      Jay chuckled and nodded, tossing a twenty on the table.

      “I bet you do.  That’s cool, but I’ll leave a tip for the server.  Hey, it was good to see you, man.  Don’t be a stranger from now on.  This was fun.  It would be nice to do it more often.”

      As weird as it had felt, Zack didn’t want to let go of the past either.

      “I promise,” he said.  “We’ll do it again.”

      Maybe Jay was right.  Zack couldn’t pretend to know Sarah’s life.  While they’d been “friends”, they hadn’t confided in each other or anything.  They’d run in the same big crowd, but that didn’t mean they were close.  It simply meant that they went to the same parties.

      He had more than enough unanswered questions regarding his own mother’s disappearance.  He didn’t need to borrow more.  It would be best if he just stepped back and let Finn worry about it.

      In a few days, he’d probably be gone.
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      “I’ve never been to this place,” Zack said.  “But it smells good.”

      Lucy and Zack were going to have dinner at one of the local Italian restaurants in the downtown area.  It was one of her favorite eateries, and she was excited to share it with him.

      “It opened a few years ago,” she replied as they were seated at a table near the front window.  “I recommend the chicken parmesan and the lasagna.  Both are awesome.  And save room for dessert.  You’re not going to want to miss the tiramisu.”

      If Zack didn’t like a woman with a hearty appetite, he wasn’t going to like her.  Lucy enjoyed her food with gusto.  She didn’t live to eat, but a good meal was something to be savored.

      A server brought them their drinks and took their order before disappearing into the kitchen in the back.  From the moment they’d met up tonight, Lucy had noticed an uneasiness with Zack.  There was a tension that hadn’t been there this morning.  A part of her was saying to leave it alone, but a bigger part was telling her to at least ask about it.  He just might want or need to talk.

      “You seem…pensive.  I’m not sure that’s the right word, but you have something on your mind.  Do you want to talk about it?  If not, I’ll drop the subject.  I just wanted you to know that the offer was out there.”

      “I do have something on my mind,” Zack admitted, playing with the fork on the table, his gaze somewhere else.

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I do want to talk about it,” he replied quickly.  “It’s been quite a day in a weird way.  Not much happened but for some reason I feel exhausted.”

      “Finding Sarah has to have brought up a lot of emotions in you.  I think that’s only natural.”

      “I suppose it is,” he said, slowly nodding in agreement.  “I met Cooper and Piper for lunch.  They want to hire our own private investigator to look into Mom’s disappearance.  I agree that I think we should.  Apparently, news got around fast.  I’m not sure how, but is anything a secret in this town?  My dad showed up at the apartment for the first time ever, according to Cooper, to try and talk us out of it.  He said it was a terrible idea, and that we’d all end up getting hurt.  He’s just trying to protect us, you see.”

      Lucy didn’t dislike Joel Winslow, but she wasn’t his biggest fan either.  To be honest, she didn’t quite trust him after everything that had happened with his wife.  He’d been questioned at the time as a suspect, but nothing more had ever come of it.  She was all about guilty until proven innocent, but even his own kids didn’t believe him.

      “He came to see you?  That’s…shocking.  Cooper has said several times that his dad has never come to see him since he moved back to town.  He’s always trying to get Cooper to come to the house or the office.”

      “That’s Dad’s power play,” Zack explained.  “He likes to have the upper hand in any sort of dealings, and he equates his children with his business rivals.  He wants to be sitting behind the big oak desk or standing in his huge mansion.  Because everything to him is about winning and losing.  Nothing else exists.”

      “That sounds like a sad way to live.”

      “It is,” Zack agreed readily.  “He came to the apartment, tried to convince us that we were on the road to heartache and betrayal, and that we’ll all just end up crying in the corner when the investigator doesn’t find anything.  Dad says there are no new trails to follow, and that we’re wasting time and money.  Yes, he mentioned money.  Then he poked at Cooper for not having any.  I told him that I’d pay for it happily, and that we were all adults who could decide what was a waste and what wasn’t.  He insists that he knows best which isn’t a surprise at all.  No one can convince him he’s wrong about anything.  Can you imagine living like that?  Thinking you’re right about everything in the universe, and everyone else are just idiots crowding up your world?”

      “I’ve met a few people like that back in corporate America when I lived in California.  It was their world. We were just living in it.  I think they call it main character syndrome.”

      “He’s definitely the hero in his own movie,” Zack laughed.  “I should ask him who would play him if it were ever made.  Probably DeNiro.”

      “Who would play you?”

      “I don’t know,” he teased.  “Who do you think should play me?”

      “Hmmm,” she said, tapping her chin.  “How about a younger George Clooney?”

      “He’s probably a little too suave and debonair, but I like the way you think.”

      “What did you end up deciding?” she asked.  “Are you hiring someone?”

      “We are.  Cooper is handling it.  He’s called an agency in Chicago.  We’re hoping to meet them in a few days to talk about first steps.  I’ve also sent Finn a message to let him know, but I haven’t heard back yet.  I’m sure the investigator will want to talk to the police and I didn’t want him to be blindsided, especially when he’s in the middle of Sarah’s case.”

      “Speaking of Sarah,” Lucy said as their dinners were placed in front of them.  “Mr. Hayes came into the bookstore today.  You remember him from English class?”

      “I do.  I think I might have sent him into early retirement.  I never could understand Shakespeare for the life of me.  I’m still confused, although it hasn’t hampered me in any way out in the real world.”

      “I doubt you were the first,” Lucy replied, taking a bite of her chicken.  Amazing.  “He and I talked about Sarah for a few minutes.  He said that he’d heard she went to a campus bar where you could go in underage and drink.  I told him some friends and I had tried that and were turned away immediately.  Did you know anything about a place like that?”

      “I heard those stories, too,” Zack said with a groan.  “The bar was owned by a friend of my dad’s, so of course, I never went to test the theory that I might get in.  But I did hear several people saying that they did go and drink.  I don’t know if it was true or not.  It could have been the truth, or it could have been boasting in the locker room.  The guys that said they did it seemed persuasive, though.  A few guys tried to get me to do it, but I didn’t want any more issues with my father than I already had.  Besides, we could just go out in the country to drink.  We didn’t need to do it in a bar.”

      “You didn’t want to meet cute college girls?”

      “I did, but I seriously doubt they would have looked twice at me.”

      Lucy had a feeling that Zack underestimated just how good-looking he was.

      “I didn’t know anyone personally that got in, but there were always rumors about it,” she said.

      “This lasagna is delicious, by the way.  We can come here anytime you want.”

      Would he be around in the future?  He’d made it sound like there would be more dinners, and that made her happy.  Too happy, to be honest.  She shouldn’t be counting on him.  Not yet, anyway.  They hadn’t talked about what happened tomorrow, in a few days, or even a few weeks.  His life was up in the air and she didn’t want to push, but at some point, they’d need to address it.

      “I’m glad you like it.  This is one of my favorite places.  I probably come here too much.  I should lay off the carbs.”

      His gaze was hot as it swept from her toes to the top of her head.

      “I think the carbs are treating you right.”

      She could feel the heat in her cheeks, and suddenly wished that they’d ordered their dinner for takeout.  Then she could drag him into the bedroom and do all sorts of debauched things to him.  As it was, she’d have to wait until they were done eating.

      “How was your reunion with your friends this afternoon?” Lucy asked as their plates were being cleared.  “Did you have fun?  Was it like old times?”

      “It was fun, but it did not feel like old times at all.  It felt a bit strange and awkward.  I sat there wondering what we all had in common now, and what we had in common back then.”

      “We were all kids in a small town.  That’s what we had in common.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Zack laughed.  “It was just a strange hour and a half out of my life.  At one point, I brought up Sarah, and you’d have thought that I spit in the food.  It was like everything came to a halt, and no one wanted to be there.  They changed the subject immediately, and I got the vibe that they didn’t want to talk about it.  A fact that my friend Jay confirmed later when everyone was leaving.  He told me that I should just drop it, and that Sarah wasn’t as innocent as she seemed.”

      “That’s a strange thing to say,” Lucy observed.  “What did he mean by that?”

      “He said that they’d all processed it and moved on, and I should, too.  He said that Sarah didn’t show her true self to people, and that they weren’t all that surprised when she disappeared.”

      “That’s even more bizarre.  Was he implying that she was into drugs or something?  But that does sort of go along with what Mr. Hayes said.  He heard from another teacher that Sarah had some stuff going on in her life, and she wasn’t going to buckle down and study so he shouldn’t bother trying to get her to.”

      “Did you ever hear anything about Sarah?” he asked.

      In a town full of gossip, it would have been harder not to hear anything.  Not just Sarah but anyone.

      “No. Well, kind of.  I’d heard that she and her stepdad were at odds, and that they argued all the time.  That her home life wasn’t all that great.  I also heard that she and Ethan fought all the time, and that they were cheating on each other.  I just thought it was the typical drama back then.  But I was also a year younger than you, so I wasn’t privy to as much.  What did you hear?”

      “Pretty much what you did although I know for a fact that Ethan cheated on Sarah.  He said she was cheating on him, and at the time I didn’t have any reason not to believe him.”

      “I wouldn’t hold up most high school relationships as healthy.  There was a hell of a lot of dysfunction.”

      “True,” he conceded.  “I wouldn’t call my teenage relationships good examples of communication, that’s for sure.”

      “Did you and Angel argue a lot?”

      Lucy could have bitten off her tongue.  Why on earth had she brought that subject up?

      “Like cats and dogs.  I thought it was normal for a long time.  It didn’t help that my dad was always encouraging me to keep dating her.  When I finally broke up with her he got mad, and I told him that he should ask her out if he liked her so much.  He kept bringing her up every damn time I came home during college until she got married.  I don’t know what it was about her, but he kept pushing until he couldn’t anymore.”

      Lucy opened her mouth and then snapped it shut.  Zack didn’t need her amateur psychology opinion.  She wasn’t a doctor, and she didn’t know what she was talking about.

      “You look like you want to say something.  It’s okay if you do.”

      “It was stupid.  I don’t know anything about the situation.  I’ve just read a bunch of books, and that doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Still, I’d like to hear your opinion.  The fact that you admit that you’re a bystander makes me want to hear it more.  An unbiased person might see things that I don’t.”

      “Fine,” she replied, placing her napkin on the table.  She wanted to tread lightly here.  “But I need to tell you a very short story before I give my opinion.  It’s about my uncle.  He’s my mom’s older brother.  He’s an okay guy but he has this thing about everything being his idea, and that idea is the best one ever.  No one’s ideas could possibly be as good.  Like he’d buy a certain make of car, and he’d try to press my mom and dad into getting the same exact one.  He’d go on vacation and the destination was the best and everyone should go.  Stuff like that.  What it really all came down to was control and validation.  He wanted to control what people chose, and he craved validation for his own choices.”

      “You think that’s what my dad is doing?”

      She did.  Wholeheartedly, but she couldn’t be sure.  The dynamics of the Winslow family were obviously complex.  It might take a lifetime to tease it all out.

      “You said that your dad wanted to pick your friends, your college, your sports, your career.  It would seem that he wanted to pick your girlfriend, too.  I doubt it had anything to do with Angel specifically, it was just that he wanted you to do what he wanted you to.  And then when you did, it would validate his choice.  Next time you didn’t want to do what he wanted, he could point back to Angel and say, ‘See? I was right. That’s why you should do this, too.’”

      “It makes sense,” Zack agreed.  “I’ll admit that I stopped worrying about what my dad thought a long time ago.  At this point, I don’t really care.  That might make me a bad son.”

      “I think it just makes you an independent one.”

      Zack’s phone lit up and vibrated on the table.

      “It’s Finn.  I guess he got my message.  Do you mind if I take this? I’ll step outside.  I won’t be long.”

      “Of course, go ahead.”

      Zack hurried out of the restaurant, and Lucy stayed at the table still thinking about what he had said about Sarah.  Plus Mr. Hayes.  Had Sarah been into something dangerous?  Lucy hadn’t known the other girl well to be able to say either way.  No matter what had happened all those years ago, it was still tragic.

      Lucy hadn’t been a wild teenager, but looking back it was probably a miracle that they’d all come through their youth as unscathed as they had.  One bad decision and it all could have turned out very different.

      Glancing out the front window, she could see Zack talking on the phone, pacing up and down the sidewalk.  His expression was dark, his jaw tight and grim.  He wasn’t having a pleasant conversation with Finn in the least.  The call was clearly escalating, Zack’s face red and angry.

      And…shocked?  Scared?

      Lucy didn’t recognize the emotion, but he was in distress.  One thing she’d learned about him was that he was a private person.  Later he wouldn’t be happy that he’d given the town anything to gossip about.  He was too upset to think about that now, but he would at some point.

      It was time to pay the check and get Zack off the public sidewalk, and to somewhere he could have a glass of wine and calm down.

      She didn’t know what had happened, but something was not right.  At all.
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      Clutching a piece of paper in his right hand, Cooper didn’t bother to knock on the door of his family home, simply pushing it open and striding to his father’s office.  He knew good and well where Joel Winslow would be in the after-dinner hours.  His father was nothing if not predictable.

      I should have seen this one coming a mile away.

      The interior of the house had changed since the last time he’d been inside almost six years ago.  It looked like Auntie Kim had made an imprint there with all the touches of purple - her favorite color.  His mom’s had been yellow.

      He didn’t knock on the study door either, flinging it open to see his dad sitting behind the large, dark oak desk.  When Cooper had been a kid he’d been a little bit afraid of it.  His father hadn’t let any of the children within three feet of it, not wanting it to be scratched or damaged.  Lily would roll her eyes and shoo the kids back into the rest of the house.

      “Son,” Joel said, his expression neutral.  “This is a surprise.”

      “Not a pleasant one,” Cooper shot back, tossing the single sheet of paper he’d been carrying on the surface of the desk.  “I think it might be time for you to tell the truth.  For once in your pathetic life.”

      Joel looked at Cooper and then down at the paper before picking it up, perusing the contents.  Cooper watched closely for any tell-tale sign of a reaction but the most he got was the tightening of Joel’s jaw.

      That’s it.  His dad was one stone cold son of a bitch.  Even now he didn’t give a shit.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “Does it matter?  This is Winslow Heights.  Everyone in town is going to know by breakfast tomorrow morning.”

      Cooper had a friend - a former lady friend - in the sheriff’s office.  It was from that person that he’d received this lovely bit of news.

      And everyone would know.  This wasn’t going to be swept under the rug, although Joel probably wished it would.  It was such juicy gossip even Joel Winslow couldn’t pay for it to be kept under wraps.

      Joel levered up from his chair and walked over to the window that looked over the backyard, seeming to think of something to say.  Maybe he was thinking of a lie to make himself look better.

      “Son, every marriage has its issues—”

      “Stop,” Cooper commanded.  “Just cut the bullshit.  Sarah Adams was your daughter.  Our half-sister.  They found Lloyd Daniels, and he made a statement to the police.  He said that you’re the father of Sarah Adams.  You fucked Sarah’s mom and got her pregnant.  Then spent the last thirty-six years hiding it.  You can’t hide it now.”

      For a moment, Cooper thought that his father was going to deny it, saying that Lloyd Daniels was a liar.  But apparently he’d remembered that DNA testing was a thing and that science existed.  It could be proven.

      “As I said, I’ve made some mistakes.  I have regrets.”

      “Regrets,” Cooper echoed.  The audacity of his father never ceased to amaze him.  “Regrets?  That’s a piss-poor word for what any actual human being would be feeling.  Your daughter disappeared and has now been found.  Possibly foul play was involved, but clearly you don’t give a shit.  I guess she was just practice for Mom, right?  You’d already been through it once, so when it happened again it was no big deal?  Just another day at the office for the great Joel Winslow.  Did you pay her mom off?  That sounds like something you’d do.”

      “You don’t understand at all.”  Joel turned back toward the window.  “Does Zack know?”

      “Christ, I don’t know.  Probably.  Is that all you care about?  Whether your perfect firstborn son knows you’re an asshole?  Newsflash, he already knows.”

      “I’ve made some decisions that may not have been right when I look back on it.  But I did the best I could at the time.”

      “You don’t even know what that means.  Two females in your life have seemingly disappeared.  Wow, that’s some terrible luck for you.  What are the odds of it happening to a single person, I wonder?  It has to be astronomical.  I mean, do coincidences happen like that?  Two women who were in your way are gone.  How…convenient for you.”

      Cooper had hit a mark.  His father’s eyes narrowed and that stony expression grew even colder, his face a granite mask of disdain.

      “Just what are you insinuating?”

      “I’m not insinuating anything.  I’m saying it out loud.  Dad, where were you on the day that Sarah Adams disappeared?  Do you have an alibi for your whereabouts?  And don’t be mad at me for asking that question.  I’m betting Finn’s going to ask you the very same quite soon.  You’re the link between the two women, Dad.  You.”

      “So are you, son.  Lily was your mother, and Sarah your half-sister.  Will Finn be questioning you?”

      “Maybe, but the difference is that I didn’t know Sarah was my sister.  I wasn’t hiding a big secret.  Did Sarah know?  I bet she didn’t from your reaction when she came to the house to study with Zack.  You went out of your way to discourage any relationship between the two of them.  It would have been messy if their kids had been born with webbed toes, I guess.  Is that why you kept pushing him toward that bitch Angel?  Is her mom the one woman in town that you haven’t fucked?”

      Joel didn’t get a chance to respond.  Kim walked into the study, a frown on her expertly made-up face.

      “What’s going on in here?” she demanded.  “Why am I hearing the f-word?  We don’t talk that way in this house, Cooper.  If you’re going to be here—”

      “I’m leaving,” Cooper announced loudly.  “You don’t need to worry about any more profanity.  As if that’s the biggest problem this family has.  Christ, you don’t have a clue.  Or maybe you do.  Have you known all this time?  Did you keep his secrets?”

      “Secrets?” Kim repeated.  “What are you talking about?”

      “Ask him,” Cooper said, turning on his heel.  “If he won’t tell you, I’m sure you’ll hear it at the hairdresser or the coffee shop tomorrow.  Or from the sheriff.  He’s going to want some answers.  Better think of some lies quick before he gets here.  You know, in a lot of ways, I feel sorry for you, Kim.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Kim’s voice was shrill and a bit panicked.  Her gaze was darting between Joel and himself, trying to figure out what was happening.  Cooper didn’t care to stick around to explain it all.  He’d let Daddy try to do that.

      His boots stomping on the front porch steps, he hightailed it out of the house.  The whole place made his skin crawl even being in the vicinity.  As he climbed into his car, he glanced one more time at the house.

      Emma was standing on the steps, the porch light illuminating her features.  Had she heard his argument with his dad?  Emma always seemed to know what was going on in that house at all times.

      She sure as hell didn’t look surprised.
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        * * *

      

      Zack was in a daze.  He still couldn’t wrap his head around the news he’d received from Finn.  It was as if this was some sort of movie, and he was standing outside of his body watching it all unfold.  Nothing in his life had prepared him for this moment.  If someone had told him a week ago where he would be standing today, he would have laughed in their face.

      Sarah was his sister.

      Correction, half-sister.

      His dad couldn’t keep it in his pants and had knocked up Sarah’s mom at pretty much the exact same time as his own mother had been pregnant with him.  Then he’d kept it a secret.  It had only been found out because Lloyd Daniels, Sarah’s stepdad, had made a statement to Finn that Joel Winslow was Sarah’s actual biological dad.  He’d said that every month a deposit would be made into their bank account to take care of Sarah as long as the mother, Tracy Daniels, kept quiet about the parentage.  Sarah had never known and had thought some other guy was her biological father.

      It was sick and twisted and just the thing that Joel Winslow would do.  And now everyone would know.  Zack had no doubt his father was going to act like this was no big deal and ignore it like it had never happened.  That’s how his dad dealt with situations that he didn’t like - he’d simply pretend it wasn’t real and that everyone else was being emotional.

      It wasn’t normal for Finn to discuss an ongoing case, but he’d said that someone in his office had admitted to talking and it would probably be all over town by tomorrow.  He didn’t want Zack to hear it from someone else via the gossip train.

      Zack had a half-sister.  Sarah.  It explained why his dad had discouraged him when he and Sarah had been working on a group project for school together.  Zack hadn’t even been romantically interested in Sarah - she’d been dating Ethan - but Joel had gone on and on about how Angel was the perfect girl for Zack and Sarah wasn’t.  It hadn’t made any sense back then, but it did now.

      Lucy had been a rock in the storm since he’d hung up with Finn.  She’d held his hand as he’d explained it to her, all the while navigating him to a more secluded spot where half of the town wouldn’t see him.  He hadn’t even been thinking about that when he’d talked to Finn, but luckily, she had.

      Finn and Zack had decided to have a more private discussion at the sheriff’s station.  It looked like the coroner was almost ready to give their verdict as to cause of death.

      “I can wait here if you like,” Lucy offered, pulling into a parking spot near the sheriff’s station.  She’d driven him as he was still upset.

      “I don’t want you sitting in the car,” he replied.  “You’re not going to find out anything that’s going to be a secret anyway.  The whole town is going to know all about this.  Finn said he’s going to fire the assistant that talked about it.  I don’t want someone to lose their job.”

      “They should lose their job,” Lucy said.  “Yes, we have a gossip problem, but it doesn’t give people free range to talk about private statements in an ongoing investigation.  I’m sure they were warned about this kind of thing when they took the job.  They broke the rules.”

      “You sound like my sister Frankie.  She’s a stickler for rules.  Shit, I’m going to have to tell my family.  I need to do that right away after we talk to Finn.”

      “He might have already called them, at least Tate or Cooper,” Lucy pointed out.  “But yes, you should talk to them.  And your father.”

      Finn might have called Joel Winslow as well.

      “The last person I want to talk to is my dad.  I’m so fucking angry with him.  I don’t even have words to express my disgust for him as a quasi-human being.  My expectations for him aren’t even all that high.  Just when I think he’s gone as low as he can go, he surprises me with new depths of horrifying behavior.  There is simply no way to explain his way out of this one.  I can only wonder if Mom knew.”

      “You don’t have to go in there if you don’t want to,” Lucy said.  “You can talk to Finn tomorrow or the day after.  Nothing is going to change in that span of time.  You don’t have to put yourself through this. Let Tate or Cooper do it.”

      Pretending all of this wasn’t happening might work for tonight, but eventually he’d have to face it head-on.  He might as well do it now.  The one thing he’d learned on Wall Street was that ignoring reality wasn’t a valid long-term strategy.

      “I need to do this,” he said.  “I can only imagine how Cooper is going to react when he finds out, if he doesn’t already know.  He pretty much hated our dad before this…”

      “I’m also worried about Piper,” Lucy replied.  “She’s bitter, as well.  And of course, Sam…”

      Shit, Sam.  Bless him, he’d tried to be there for their dad, but Joel Winslow didn’t give a tinker’s damn about anyone but himself.  From what Zack had seen, his brother Sam knew exactly what a jerk their father was.  But that didn’t mean that Sam didn’t have some hope for their parent deep down inside.  This would pretty much dash any of that away.

      Hand in hand, they walked into the sheriff’s station.  There were several deputies inside and every single head swiveled in their direction as they walked through the door.  A hush fell over the room as everyone froze in place.  It was awkward and tense, and Zack hated being the center of attention.  He glared back at the officers and the poor receptionist at the front desk who was flustered, her face bright red.

      “Hi, we knew you were coming,” she said.  “We didn’t think you’d be here so quickly.  The sheriff is still meeting with someone.  Can you have a seat?  He’ll be right with you.”

      Deputy Blake stepped in between them, casting a glare over his shoulder at the younger deputies who immediately went back to work.

      “I’ll handle this, Sherri.  Zack and Lucy, why don’t we step over to my desk?  I can fill you in on a few details of the case while we wait for the sheriff.”

      That sounded like a good idea because just standing here in the entryway being watched like a television wasn’t pleasant.  The other guys might be pretending to be doing something, but Zack could feel their sideways stares.

      “I feel like an animal in the zoo,” he whispered to Lucy as they followed Blake to his desk and sat down in a couple of old metal chairs across from him.

      “Me, too.”

      “Ignore them,” Blake said, scowling at his co-workers again.  “They’re acting like children instead of law enforcement professionals.  They know better.”

      Lucy glanced over at the receptionist, still wringing her hands at the situation.

      “Is she the one that leaked this?”

      “No, that was the sheriff’s personal assistant, Jill.  Finn’s already terminated her employment and sent her home.  I’m going to pack up her desk at the end of my shift and drop her things at her house.”

      “She didn’t even get to pack her desk?” Lucy asked.

      “Finn marched her out as soon as she admitted that she’d told Cooper.”

      Zack jumped on that statement.

      “She told Cooper?”

      That meant that his brother had known for hours.

      “She did.  Apparently, they were…involved at one point in the past, although I don’t know the details.  They’re both divorced and they can do what they want with each other, but from what she admitted, she called Cooper the minute that Lloyd made his statement.  She was in the room to take notes.  She knows better than that.  She was crying when she left but Finn’s a stickler for stuff like this.  She won’t get her job back.”

      Ah, one of Cooper’s ladies.  That explained a lot.  But if Cooper knew then it was a good bet that Tate knew as well.  Maybe even Frankie.  The only question marks were Sam and Piper.

      And Joel Winslow, of course.  Did he know yet?

      Blake picked up a piece of paper and slid it across the desk to Zack and Lucy.

      “Here’s one thing that Jill didn’t get to talk about.  We got a preliminary report from the coroner.  No one has seen this yet except me and the sheriff.  It appears that Sarah died from blunt force trauma to the head.  Her skull was fractured.  She also had a broken ankle.  The coroner cannot be sure that foul play was involved.  It could have been a tragic accident where she fell and hit her head, especially because her ankle was also broken.  You and I both know how dangerous it is out there on those hiking trails.”

      “I do,” Zack conceded, still taking in the information he’d been given.  “Although we don’t know why she was out there to begin with.”

      “That’s true, although Sarah’s mother believes her daughter ran away because of an argument.  It’s a strong possibility that she was out there and got into a situation over her head.  If the weather was bad, things could have taken a turn quickly.  Finn is going to wait for the coroner to make the final call.  There’s some toxicology that hasn’t come back yet, but it looks like the official cause of death is likely going to be accidental or unexplained.”

      “I’m still not clear as to why she would go out to the forested area,” Lucy said.  “If she was running away from home, wouldn’t she go to a friend’s house or catch a bus out of town?  It doesn’t make sense.  It was cold at night in October.  She had to know she would have died from exposure without any camping gear or at least a campfire.”

      “Her mother thinks that Sarah never intended to spend the night out there.  She might have gone there to blow off some steam, and then was trying to hike back home when she had some sort of an accident.  Their house back then wasn’t that far from those woods.  Most of the kids in town would hang out there in the summer or on weekends.”

      Zack had memories of more than a few keggers there when he was in high school.  No one had even thought it was dangerous, but then they hadn’t wandered away by themselves or hiked those trails alone.  Still, of all the places Zack would have gone when he was angry and threatening to run away, those woods weren’t it.

      “I was hoping that by telling you this, it would set your mind at ease,” Blake went on.  “It was probably just a terrible and tragic accident.”

      “I appreciate you letting us know,” Zack said.  “This whole situation is…”

      He simply didn’t have the vocabulary at the moment to express the fuckery that this all was.  His emotions were swirling inside of him, one minute angry and the the next disappointed and sad.  So many thoughts as to what might have been if this situation had been handled differently.

      “I know that none of this is easy for your family,” Blake replied with an understanding nod.

      “Will there be a DNA test?” Zack asked.

      Blake’s brows shot up in surprise at the question.

      “Um, no.  I don’t think so.  Why would there be?”

      “I just thought that since my dad is now connected to Sarah that there might be a DNA test.”

      He didn’t want to say out loud that his dad might have had a motive to see his illegitimate daughter dead.  Zack had never thought his father was a killer, but now two people connected to Joel Winslow had disappeared.  He didn’t like it, but it raised a few questions in his mind.  It didn’t help that his dad was an arrogant asshole who never explained anything to anyone because he thought he was too important to have to.

      “You might want to ask the sheriff about that.  I don’t think there’s any plans to do that.”  Blake’s gaze pivoted to the formerly closed office door that had just been opened.  “It looks like Finn is ready to talk to you now.”

      Who was walking out of Finn’s office?

      Tracy Daniels, Sarah’s mother.

      And she was making a beeline directly to him.
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      It was like watching a car crash in slow motion.  Lucy couldn’t drag her eyes away, nor could she get Zack out of the sheriff’s station before the collision.  It was simply inevitable, and all she could do was sit there next to him and hope the impact wouldn’t be disastrous.

      Lucy had never met Sarah’s mother Tracy before, although her mom Gail had on a few occasions.  Lucy only knew what she’d heard from Sarah herself or through high school gossip.  Not that Sarah had said all that much.  Most of her anger had been directed at her stepfather Lloyd.

      Tracy Daniels looked to be in her early sixties or thereabouts, with dark hair shot with gray and lines around her eyes and mouth.  She was currently scowling, her brows pinched together as she stared directly at Zack, her lips turned down as well.  She strode up to him, her gaze never leaving his face.

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you,” she said, her eyes narrowed in defiance.  “And I’m not going to apologize either.”

      Well…alrighty then.  Clearly, Tracy thought Zack was going to ask for some sort of capitulation.  Lucy didn’t have a clue as to whether that was the plan, although she was sure he’d wanted to ask the woman a question or two.

      “I’m not asking for one,” Zack finally replied.  “But I only want to ask if it’s true.  Was Sarah my half-sister?”

      “What does it matter now?” she demanded.  “My daughter is long gone.  If you want to ask questions, go talk to my ex-husband Lloyd.  He’s the one that likes to run his mouth constantly.  I’m sure he’ll tell you all sorts of stories.  I’ve had to tell him several times over the last month to leave me alone and get off my property.  Sheriff, you’re going to get him to stop trespassing, right?”

      Finn gave Zack and Lucy a look over Tracy’s head before replying.

      “Yes, I’m going to talk to him about that.  I’ll make sure he stays away.”

      “I don’t know why he hangs around.  It’s all his fault Sarah ran away.  They hated each other, you know.”

      “You think she ran away?” Lucy couldn’t help but ask.

      I probably shouldn’t say anything.

      “Of course,” Tracy replied with a careless shrug.  “She threatened to do it every other week.  So she finally did.”

      “Why did she threaten to run away?” Zack asked.  “Was she that unhappy?”

      “She hated Lloyd,” Tracy said.  “You know how kids are.  They butted heads.  He said that she was ungrateful.  They fought like cats and dogs.  They could barely stand to be in the same room with each other.”

      “And you stayed married to him?”

      Dammit, I really need to keep my mouth shut.

      Tracy’s gaze swung to Lucy, pausing before she answered.

      “My daughter wasn’t going to interfere in my marriage.  You can’t let kids run your life.  You wouldn’t know that because you don’t have any children, but if you show weakness they’ll never listen.”

      Parenting according to Tracy Daniels.  It looked bleak from where Lucy was standing.  If she ever had kids, she didn’t want them to fear her.  She wanted to help and guide them.  Her own parents hadn’t parented by fear either.

      “Sarah was bossy and bitchy,” Tracy went on.  “And she was ungrateful.  If it wasn’t for Lloyd we would have been homeless.  All Sarah could talk about was her own dad who was a complete loser.”

      You’re the one that slept with him.

      “My dad?  Joel Winslow?”

      Tracy’s cheeks suffused with red, her lips pressed together in a tight line.

      “No, the man she thought was her father.”

      “You never told her?”

      “No.  She didn’t need to know.”

      “Did my father give you money?”

      “Of course, every month.”

      Zack frowned, stroking his chin.

      “Then you wouldn’t have been homeless then.”

      Tracy’s face grew even redder, this time more with anger than embarrassment.

      “It was a figure of speech.  You Winslows are all the same.  You think you’re so smart and better than anyone else.  We all know what you are.”

      The older woman didn’t give anyone a chance to reply, marching out of the station house with one last glare over her shoulder before the door swung shut behind her.

      “Wow, that was…”

      Lucy didn’t know what that was exactly.  The encounter had made all of them tense and awkward.  Finn looked like he wanted the earth to swallow him whole.

      “I’m sorry about that.  I thought she’d be gone before you got here.  Believe me, the plan was not for you two to meet,” he stated firmly.  “She seems to have a chip on her shoulder about the whole situation, and she’s madder than a wet hen that Lloyd spilled the beans.”

      “I guess you finally did get to talk to him,” Lucy observed.

      “Let’s say it didn’t go as I thought it would,” Finn replied grimly.  “I was shocked when he dropped that bombshell.  At first, I thought he was lying, but he had details that sounded legit, including telling me about a bank account that Tracy had that Joel would deposit money in every month.  I followed up with her, and well, you know how that went.  She confirmed it, but then called me a cocksucker for bringing it up.”

      “A cocksucker?  That’s harsh,” Zack said.  “She doesn’t seem to like me either if it makes you feel any better.”

      “I got the distinct feeling that she’s mad at the world,” Finn replied.  “Listen, let’s go into my office and talk.  There are a few things I’d like to go over.”

      They followed Finn into his office and sat across from him.  He settled at his desk and held up a file folder.

      “Blake went through this with you?  I wanted to see if you had any questions.”

      “Is it really going to be ruled an accident?” Zack asked.  “You can’t know for sure.  Shouldn’t there be an inquest?”

      “If the verdict is inconclusive, the coroner may decide to have an inquest, but that is his decision, not mine.  There is no definitive evidence that there was any foul play involved here, Zack.”

      “She has a fractured skull.”

      “Which could be from a falling branch or a fall down a hill.”

      “If there’s doubts you should have an inquest,” Zack pressed.  “Get answers.”

      Finn sighed and flipped open the file folder, pushing it across the desk in front of Zack.

      “Let’s say there’s an inquest.  They bring in the photos of where the body was found.  We have the coroner’s report.  Then what?  There are no witnesses.  No one saw what happened.  Sarah’s own mother swears that her daughter threatened to run away constantly.  All her friends thought that’s what happened.  Unless someone comes forward with different evidence then we’re stuck here.  Cold cases are rarely solved, and there’s a reason for that.  Evidence is lost.  Memories fade.  I want answers, too, but I think you should prepare yourself that we simply may not get them here.  I know that you and Sarah were friends, and now that you’ve found out that she’s your sister, you want to help her because you feel helpless about your mom.  I get that.  But we have to be realistic here.  We may never know what happened to Sarah.  We can only make an educated guess based on what we have.”

      Mentioning Zack’s mother might have been a mistake because Zack hopped to his feet, beginning to pace the small area between the desk and the door.

      “I can’t believe no one cares about this girl.  She was a person.  A human being and something bad happened to her.  We know that for sure.”

      “I care about Sarah very much,” Finn said softly, his expression sober.  “I want to find out what happened to her.  I truly do.  But I don’t have much to go on here.”

      “Then we’ll hire someone,” Zack replied.  “We’ll get a private investigator for Sarah, too.  There’s a strong possibility their disappearances are linked.”

      Lucy’s heart ached for Zack, watching the play of emotions across his face.  He was hurting inside, and there wasn’t much she could do for him.  He wanted something that no one could give him.

      Answers.

      “Do you know something that I don’t?” Finn asked carefully.  “You said that there was a strong possibility that the two disappearances are linked in some way.  Why do you believe that?”

      Lucy wasn’t sure that Zack believed it.  He’d even said that to her and his siblings.  He was grasping at straws, hoping for some sort of clarity in a situation that had none.

      “They both disappeared,” Zack finally replied with a shake of his head.  “Okay, they could be linked.  Is that better?”

      “There is always a possibility,” Finn said.  “But there’s no connection between your mother and Sarah.”

      Zack took a shuddering breath, rubbing at a temple that surely had a headache blooming there.

      “There is now.  My father.”

      Joel Winslow, family patriarch.

      All roads seemed to lead in one direction.
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        * * *

      

      Zack had to tell Piper, assuming she didn’t already know.  He was in older brother mode at this moment, wanting to protect his younger siblings from the shock.  Not that Piper would be all that surprised, to be honest.  She didn’t have a high opinion of their father and hadn’t for the last decade or more.  If anything, this was only going to confirm her worst suspicions.

      Lucy had offered to accompany him, but he’d thanked her and said that this was something that he needed to do on his own.  He’d stop at her house later, and they’d have a glass of wine.  In the meantime, he had business to handle.

      It was only seconds after he knocked on her door that it flew open.  Piper waved him in without saying a word, but one look at her expression told him that she’d already heard the news.  He was surprised to see Sam sitting on her couch drinking a beer.

      “I guess you came here to break the news to us.  We already know,” Sam said.  “But grab a beer from the fridge and join us.  There’s soda and juice, too.  Piper has some baked goods on the counter if you’re hungry.”

      Beer and sugar didn’t sound like an appetizing combination.  While a good stiff drink might be just the thing right now, he didn’t want to drink and drive.  He’d stick to soda or water.  He found a can of ginger ale in the refrigerator, popping it open as he sat down in a chair across from his brother and sister.

      “How did you hear?” he finally asked when settled.

      “Cooper came by,” Piper said.  “And Tate went to Sam’s office.  They didn’t want us to hear it from anyone else.”

      “Frankie knows?”

      “She does, and she says she doesn’t want to talk about it.  She wants space,” Sam replied.  “We’re going to give it to her.  We can check on her tomorrow.”

      “It’s sweet that you came here to tell us in person,” Piper said, biting into what looked like a fudge brownie.  “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It was more than just about Sarah being our half-sister.  I was at the sheriff’s station and talked to Finn.  I also ran into Tracy Daniels, Sarah’s mother.  Let’s just say that she was not happy to see me.  She told me that she doesn’t have anything to apologize for.”

      “What did you say to that?” Sam asked with a chuckle.

      “I told her that I wasn’t asking for one.  I’m sure she had her reasons for whatever she did, and frankly, I don’t want to hear about them.  That’s too much information as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Can you imagine being attracted that way to our dad?” Piper queried, shuddering a bit and grimacing.  “I mean…just ick.  Ick.”

      “Dad was handsome back then,” Sam observed.  “I could see it.  He was rich and good-looking—”

      “And an asshole,” Piper broke in.  “Let’s not forget that part.”

      “Maybe Tracy didn’t care,” Sam shrugged.  “Not everyone chooses a partner based on personality.”

      “That may be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” Piper declared.  “This is why I’m not married.”

      Sam laughed and took another drink of his beer.

      “Our parents are the reason that none of us are married.  Although I give Cooper credit that he at least tried it.”

      “I never even met her,” Piper said.  “Did you?”

      “I did,” Zack replied.  “They both came to New York City to visit years ago.  They stayed a couple of days, and we went out to dinner one night.  But it was only that one time.  They seemed happy.”

      “And then they weren’t,” Sam said.  “Story of every relationship I’ve seen or been a part of.  Nothing is forever.  You just enjoy it while you can.”

      “You sound like Cooper,” Piper said.

      “He seems fucking happy.  We could all take a lesson from him.”

      Zack couldn’t disagree. Of all of the siblings, Cooper seemed like the one that was the most content and satisfied with his life.  Cooper had once told Zack that he didn’t believe in regrets because they were a waste of time.  He couldn’t go back and change the past so he might as well face the future and plow through it.

      “Are you okay?” Zack asked Sam.  “This must have come as a shock to you.”

      “I’m fine, bro.  I’ve known for years that Dad was paying Tracy Daniels.  I just didn’t know why.  I assumed it was because he’d done something to get sued for which isn’t far from the actual truth.”

      Piper sat up so abruptly her brownie broke into pieces down her shirt.

      “What in the hell?  You knew?  You never said anything.”

      “What was I going to say?  I didn’t know what it was about.  I just knew that he was sending her money every month.  She worked for us at one point, so I honestly didn’t think much about it.  I figured she had cause to sue him for sexual harassment or something and he was paying her off.  And he was, but just for something else.”

      “You never suspected anything?” Zack asked.

      “Not about that,” Sam replied with a grim smile.  “I know some of the shit our dad does, but not all of it.”

      “I’m sure he’s not Winslow Heights most upstanding citizen.”

      “He’s not,” Sam confirmed.  “He doesn’t let me see everything, but I’m always shocked at what he doesn’t bother to hide.”

      Zack was now positive that Sam had kept working at the family firm to keep an eye on Joel Winslow.  Not because he wanted to be the favorite or inherit the company or any of that other bullshit.  Sam was too smart for that.

      “He hid this pretty well,” Piper replied bitterly.  “I didn’t have a clue.  And now Dad is linked to two people who disappeared.  Finn better bring him in for questioning again.”

      About that…

      “That was something else I needed to tell you.  The coroner may rule the death accidental or possibly inconclusive.  It’s up to him to call for an inquest so that’s not a done deal either.  If it’s accidental they won’t question anyone.  The case will be closed.”

      “Well, fuck a duck,” Piper drawled.  “Case closed.  No answers.  Shit, where have we heard that before?  Did our dear old dad pay someone off in the coroner’s office?  Because I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      Zack hated to admit it, but he’d had the same thought.  Joel thought buying favors was simply a cost of doing business.  Totally normal.  He hadn’t mentioned it to Finn, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the possibility.

      “I told Finn that we might just hire our own investigator not only for Mom but also for Sarah.”

      He dropped that bombshell and waited for the fallout.  Sam and Piper hadn’t known Sarah at all so they might have a different outlook on all of this.

      “That sounds good,” Sam replied.  “The two cases might be linked.  Or not.  But it’s worth a look.  Did Finn take it okay?”

      “He was fine with it.  Honestly, I wasn’t sure if all of you would be though.”

      “I support the decision,” Piper said, “But we need to talk to Cooper and Tate about it.  They’re the ones finding the private investigator.  They need to know what we’ve decided.”

      “I’ll talk to them,” Sam offered.  “We’ll find someone.  I have to ask you, Zack.  It seems you think that there was foul play involved with Sarah’s disappearance and death.  Am I reading you correctly?”

      Was he?  That was the million-dollar question.  What Zack mostly wanted was answers.  He was tired of being told that no one knew anything.  Someone, somewhere had to know something that would help them.  They just had to find that person, right?

      “Let’s just say that I’m not fond of unsolved mysteries.  And Dad is a link between Mom and Sarah.  It’s a strange coincidence that gives me pause.  It just feels like we need to keep looking and searching.  This can’t be over and done with.  It’s unfinished.”

      “She was our half-sister,” Piper said.  “That means that she’s family.  We don’t give up on family.  We have to help her even if it’s all these years later.”

      “I don’t think Tracy Daniels is going to help,” Zack replied.  “She didn’t seem all that upset about her daughter’s remains being found.  She seems to think that Sarah ran away and died in an accident.”

      “That may be the case,” Sam said.  “Do we have anything at all to go on?  Anything that can even be investigated?  Where do the cops or an investigator go from here?”

      “According to a few people I’ve talked to Sarah had quite a bit going on in her life before she disappeared.  One of the teachers heard that she went to a bar that served underage minors.  You know that one?  One of Dad’s friends owned it back then.  One of my friends described Sarah as having a secret life.  Don’t those investigation shows try to recreate someone’s last day?  That might be where to start things off.”

      His friends weren’t telling all that they knew.  And that bar had been owned by a friend of their dad.

      Another link to Joel Winslow.
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      In the forty-five minutes that Zack had been in Lucy’s home, he’d knocked back a whiskey and was nursing a second.  He looked sad and exhausted, his head resting on the back of the sofa while he stared blankly at the ceiling.  If she was pressed for a guess, she imagined that his brain hurt from everything that had gone on since the moment he’d stepped back into his hometown.

      “I should be at home with Cooper tonight,” Zack finally said with a heavy sigh.  “I should be with my brothers and sisters.”

      “You were with them,” Lucy pointed out.  “And you tried to call Cooper and Tate.  No one knows where Cooper and Frankie even are, and Tate is working behind the bar tonight.”

      “I should be looking for them then.”

      “They’re grown-ups,” she reminded him gently.  “We already know that Cooper found out from the sheriff’s receptionist.  I’m sure he talked to Frankie, and we know he talked to Tate, Sam, and Piper.  Maybe he and Frankie decided to go for a drive or get out of town for the night.”

      “I’m the big brother.  I’m supposed to take care of them.”

      Bless him, Zack truly believed that.  It wasn’t a bad motto to have…when they were kids.  But they were adults now, and he couldn’t be responsible for what a thirty-four-year-old man decided to do.

      “I think that they’re supposed to take care of themselves.  In a day-to-day manner,” she replied.  “But yes, being there for support is important when something like this happens.  You’ve sent texts to both Cooper and Frankie that you’re here.  If they want to see you, they know where you are.”

      “Cooper and Frankie are probably livid.”

      “Yes.”

      She couldn’t argue that statement.  They didn’t like their father much on his good days.  And now?  They probably despised Joel Winslow.

      “They have every right to be, and so do you.”

      “I don’t feel guilty anymore,” Zack said.  “I’ve always felt guilty in the past about his behavior but not anymore.  This was one bridge too far.”

      “Are you going to confront your father?”

      Zack sat up, resting his elbows on his knees and cradled his whiskey glass in his palm.

      “I’ve thought about it, but it might be more productive to bash my skull repeatedly with a cast iron skillet.  Dad isn’t going to suddenly become another person and be remorseful for his actions.  I’d love to ask him if Mom knew, but he’d never tell me the truth.  I think at this point in his life, he’s not even sure what that word means.  If he ever did, that is.”

      “How is it possible that he’s our father?” Zack continued, shaking his head.  “All six of us have nothing in common with him.  Not a thing.  Everyone says that I resemble him, but I think that I look more like Mom.  Cooper looks like Mom.  Maybe we’re all adopted.  Or by sperm donors.  That would explain why he was an absent parent when we were growing up.”

      “You have your father’s chin,” Lucy said softly.  “Tate looks a lot like him, especially around the nose and eyes.  Frankie does, too.  Sam and Piper are more like your mom.  I think he’s probably your dad though.  I’m sorry about that.”

      She truly was sorry.  For Zack, it would have been easier if he’d been someone else’s child.  He was torturing himself about this, and she wanted to make him feel better.

      “But that’s as far as it goes,” she stated firmly.  “A facial resemblance.  But you are not your dad, and your brothers and sisters aren’t either.  Being a jerk isn’t passed down through DNA.  You’re not going to end up like him.  None of you are.  You’re separate human beings, and you all make different decisions than he does.”

      “That’s my greatest fear,” he confessed.  “Ending up like him.”

      “You won’t.”

      “You sound so sure.”

      “I am sure.  I know you won’t.  It’s not an inevitability.  All the apples have fallen far from the tree here.  You won’t end up like him, but you can see who he is, and you don’t like that picture.”

      Zack knocked back the rest of the whiskey and placed the glass on the coffee table.

      “I’m just going to say it out loud.  What if my dad is the reason that Mom and Sarah disappeared?  What if he had something to do with it?  We’ve both been thinking about those questions all day, so let’s just say it and get it out in the open.”

      Lucy had been thinking it, but that wasn’t a subject she was anxious to hash out.  It was dangerous and volatile, not to mention extremely emotional.  Zack was wrung out from the day and needed a good night’s sleep.  In the morning would be a better time to tackle all of this.

      As if they could sleep tonight.  Her brain wasn’t going to settle easily.

      “Why don’t we go for a walk?” she suggested.  “We both need to get some fresh air.”

      “Lucy, you are a genius.”

      They both put their shoes back on, and Lucy grabbed her keys from the foyer table as they went out.  It was a cool evening, the breeze soft on their skin.  They walked for a long while, simply holding hands and not speaking.  The quiet was a balm to her soul, and she let it wash over her, reveling in the deep peace.

      There were few lights on as most of the town was asleep.  Even the downtown area was quiet with only Tate’s open at this hour.  Jane had shuttered the bookstore earlier and all the lights were off.

      That was Lucy’s favorite time, right after she closed and locked the doors.  She’d curl up in her office in the backroom with a box of newly released books and peruse them, looking for her next read.  There was a sense of continuity that she hadn’t examined all that closely, only knowing that it made her happy and content.  New books arrived every week, and it always made the world seem fresh, as if anything could happen.

      Maybe that’s the optimist in me.

      They paused at the door of Tate’s.  She could hear the music from inside, the evening still young in the establishment.  They’d be open until two in the morning.

      “We can go in if you want,” she said, still holding his hand.

      He was quiet for a moment but shook his head.

      “No, I don’t want a bunch of people around when I talk to Tate.”  He pulled his phone from his pocket.  “And I haven’t heard from Cooper and Frankie.  I think you’re right.  They need some time.  I’ll speak to them tomorrow.  We can plan what we’re going to do.”

      They walked a few doors down to her bookstore, and Zack stopped in front of the big window display of books.

      “You must be proud of what you’ve built here.”

      “I am,” she said, a smile blooming on her face.  “You should have seen the store when I first bought it. Dusty, moldy, and rundown.  I can’t even express how much elbow grease was involved in getting it ready to open.  I can’t take all of the credit, though.  My dad helped with some of the carpentry, but I had to learn quickly how to stain wood, paint walls, and caulk trim.  The day we opened, I sat in the back room and cried for about ten minutes from sheer joy that it had happened.  It’s a feeling that I’d never had before working in a big corporate environment.  To them, I was just a cog in a wheel.  Here I’m the whole wheel.”

      “And you love books.”

      “I do.  I was just thinking about how I love going through the boxes of new books when they arrive.  There’s nothing like that new book smell.”

      “What about a new car smell?” he joked.

      “Books are better.  You can hold them in your hand.  I have several boxes waiting for me tomorrow.  I can’t wait to go through them.”

      “We’re here,” he replied.  “We can go through them right now.”

      He wanted to look through boxes of books?  Now?

      “Are you sure?”

      “Frankly, anything that can get my mind on something else is welcome as hell.”

      “I can’t argue with the logic,” she said, fishing in her pocket for the keys.  “Let’s go inside.  But I’m going to leave the lights off until we get into the storeroom.”

      Lucy didn’t want people to think that the store was being robbed, although she wasn’t sure what kind of robbers would turn on a light or two.  Still, she didn’t want anyone to worry, including any deputies who might be driving by during their rounds.

      Using the light from her phone, they were able to easily navigate their way to the storeroom in the back of the store.  She closed the door behind her and flipped on a few desk lamps.  There weren’t any overhead lights back there, but that was on her list of improvements for the future.

      “It can be dusty,” she warned, keeping her voice low.  There wasn’t a need to whisper, but for some reason it felt like the thing to do.  She owned the store, for heaven’s sake; they weren’t sneaking in behind someone’s back and would get in trouble for it.  “I try and keep it clean, but boxes seem to bring dust.  I’m not sure how that works.”

      She was a bit uneasy for him to be in the storeroom to begin with.  She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t normally have people back here except for employees.  She had a cold cup of coffee on her desk that she’d abandoned earlier in the day, along with papers and pens scattered around.  To her, it looked lived-in and cozy, but Zack might have a far different opinion.

      “How do you keep track of all the inventory?” he finally asked.  “I just assumed that most of it was on the sales floor.”

      “I wish my shelves were larger, but they are what they are.  We keep everything in alphabetical order by author’s last name.  The shelves are marked, and we organize the books as we unpack them.”

      It was kind of a silly conversation to be having, but he seemed genuinely interested, walking around the shelves stacked with books.

      “I’ll help you unpack the new books,” he said, coming over to her desk area where three boxes waited to be opened.

      “I’ve already cut them open.  We can just look through them.  You can take my chair.  I’ll sit on the desk.  I do that a lot.”

      It was awkward, the tension building almost immediately when they’d walked into the store.  Lucy didn’t have a clue where it came from, let alone how to get rid of it.  She’d wanted to help Zack relax and get his mind off of things, but she might have simply made it worse.

      Trying to diffuse the situation, she perched on the edge of the desk and picked up a book from the top of the box, turning it over to read the back of the dust cover.

      At first, she thought Zack wasn’t going to sit down but he did, also reaching into the box for a book.  He’d chosen a new thriller from a popular author, and he paged through it before finally turning to the back.

      He was reading it.  The end of the book.  What in the ever-loving hell…?

      “Are you reading the end of the book?”

      He looked up, a confused expression on his face.

      “Yes, why?”

      “You can’t do that.”

      Chuckling, he scratched his chin, the corners of his lips quirked up in amusement.

      “I can’t?  Why not?”

      “What do you mean why not?  You can’t read the end of a book before you’ve read the book.  It’s…it’s against the rules.”

      “There are rules?  Who made them?  Who enforces them?”

      Now he was just laughing at her.

      “I don’t know who made them, but everyone knows them.  You don’t read the ending first.  It spoils the story.”

      “Isn’t it okay if I spoil the story for myself?  It’s a choice I’ve made.  I’m not reading the endings of books and going out and telling everyone about it.  I’m not ruining their chance to read the story from beginning to end.”

      “It’s still wrong.”

      “I don’t care about spoilers.  For me it isn’t about the end of a story.  It’s about the journey along the way.  And just so you know, I don’t read books that have a crappy ending.  I like optimistic endings.  That’s why I read the ending ahead of time.  If it has a sad ending, I’m not going to spend my scarce spare time reading it.  Of course, these days I have a lot less on my to-do list.”

      With his background it made complete and total sense that he didn’t want to read a downer story.     It was also kind of nice that he enjoyed a book because of the journey it would take him on, not necessarily a fun plot twist at the end.

      Let’s face it.  I’m a sucker for a good plot twist.

      “Well…just don’t tell me the endings.  And stop trying to hide your laughter.  I’m on to you, buddy.  This is not a laughing matter.”

      She’d tried to sound stern, but it came out far too goofy.  She sounded like her second-grade teacher who tried to get all the kids to stop breaking their crayons during art time.  Why broken crayons bothered her, Lucy didn’t know, but they seemed to drive that poor woman crazy.  Despite her pleas and threats, pretty much every crayon had been broken in half by the end of the year.

      “It kind of is.  I can see you take your books seriously.”

      “I do.  Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone else about your terrible book habits.”

      “I appreciate your discretion.”

      They worked their way through the first book without saying much.  Lucy had set aside a few titles to put on her to-be-read list, and Zack had set the thriller he’d read the ending of aside as well.

      She was engrossed in the back cover blurb for a new cozy mystery when Zack placed his hand on her knee.

      “Thank you, Lucy.”

      She didn’t pretend not to know what he was talking about.

      “You’re welcome.  Has it helped?”

      “More than you know.  Just being with you helps.”

      Her heart squeezed in her chest so tightly she almost couldn’t catch her breath.  When she was with Zack, her feelings were all over the place but one thing she couldn’t deny was the strong connection they had.  Not just physically, although that was powerful, but the emotional one, too.  She was beginning to see his thoughts reflected in his expression even when he didn’t say a word.  She could see if he was happy, sad, or angry by the set of his shoulders, and the way he shoved his hand in his pocket when he was frustrated.

      She could spend all day with him and then into the evening, and it still wasn’t enough.  She found him fascinating, wanting to listen to his voice and watch the play of emotions across his far too handsome features.

      She wanted to know him deeply, and she wanted him to know her in the same way.  For some strange reason, she wasn’t afraid to open up with this man.  This was something she’d never experienced before in a relationship, but there was something about him that seemed solid.  Even if she knew that he’d eventually leave town and go back to his regular life.  That this was just a pitstop along the way.

      But she wouldn’t be sorry for opening herself up to him.  She’d been hiding out, playing it safe for too long.  It was good to feel things again, even if it wasn’t all rainbows and kittens.  Life wasn’t always going to turn out the way she wanted it to, but that didn’t mean it was a good idea to bury herself in the bookstore day after day, trying to feel some semblance of security.

      Being safe isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be.

      His fingers were stroking her palm, sending streaks of heat straight to her core.  Such a simple gesture but her body had responded immediately.  The chemistry between them was steamy and instant.

      She wasn’t sure who made the first move, but they were kissing.  He’d stood from the chair, his hands cupping her cheeks while his mouth ravished hers.  She pressed her body to his, the heat from his skin searing through the thin cotton of her t-shirt.  Gripping his wide shoulders, she held on for dear life as the world spun out of control.  His lips had found a sensitive spot at the base of her neck, nipping and licking at the tender flesh.

      His fingers slipped under the hem of her shirt, stroking the exposed skin before leaning down to press soft kisses on her ribcage.  She was reclined back on the desk, her weight on her elbows as he placed a trail of open-mouthed kisses on her abdomen that sent arrows of pleasure straight to her core.

      Her lids were heavy and she closed her eyes, sighing as his tongue snaked out and swiped at her bellybutton before nibbling at a hipbone where he’d pulled down the elastic waist of her shorts.

      The temperature in the room suddenly seemed far too hot, sweat trickling down her spine.  Her greedy fingers glided under his shirt, tugging it over his head and tossing it away, baring his golden skin with just a smattering of dark hair on his chest.  Before long, they’d shed all of the clothes in their way, leaving them free to explore, touch, and taste to their heart’s content.

      Their need was simply too urgent, however, to allow them to take their time.  She whispered words of encouragement into his ear, and he didn’t hesitate to give her exactly what she desperately needed.  He pressed inside of her and she was hot and ready for him, winding her legs around his lean hips to pull him in even deeper.

      This wasn’t their first time.  They knew the rhythm that would bring the most mutual ecstasy.  This was no pretty and sweet coupling.  They were pawing at one another like animals, their bodies slicked with sweat and the damp flesh slapping together with every stroke.

      She clawed at his back to urge him on, harder and faster until they both burst into white-hot flames.  If the entire store had burned to the ground, she wouldn’t have been surprised nor noticed until much later.

      When it was over she clung to him, their bodies limp and exhausted.  He pressed a chaste kiss to her temple and tucked back a clinging tendril of hair behind her ear, still holding her in his strong arms.  Despite their wild sex only moments ago, his touch was tender and soft, and it was almost her undoing.  She had to blink back tears to keep them from sliding down her cheeks.  She didn’t want him to think she was the sort of person who cried after sex.  She wasn’t.

      But tonight…her emotions were far too big for the space inside of her.  She was falling in love with Zack Winslow, and she didn’t think there was anything she was going to be able to do to stop it.  She would fall for him, and at some point, he would leave.

      And she’d have a heart broken into a million tiny pieces.
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      By the time Zack made it back to Cooper’s apartment in the morning his younger brother was there, but packing a bag.  Had Cooper decided to go back to wandering the world?  Was he that disgusted with their father?

      “Was it something I said?” Zack tried to joke as he watched his brother pack a small duffle bag.

      It was the same one that Cooper had used when he traveled constantly, beaten and worn.

      “Not at all,” Cooper assured him.  “You’ve been one of the best roommates I’ve ever had, although to be fair you haven’t been here long enough to truly get on my nerves.”

      “But you’re leaving.”

      “Not forever.  Just for a few days.”  Cooper tossed one last item in the bag and then zipped it shut.  “Frankie is going with me.  It looks like our dear old dad has been meddling again.  I’ve called half a dozen private investigation firms in this county and a few others, and after they hemmed and hawed for a while, they all said they couldn’t take our case.  By the time I got to the fifth one, I wasn’t a happy camper as you can imagine.  I finally wormed it out of one guy that he’d been paid off by Dad.  Our fine parent put every detective agency within a five-hundred-mile radius on retainer.  Apparently, taking our case would be a conflict of interest.”

      Shit and fuck.  Zack had never imagined his father would go that far to keep them from looking into their mother’s disappearance.

      “That’s a strange thing for an innocent man to do.”

      The words were out of Zack’s mouth before he could stop them.

      “I agree,” Cooper replied firmly.  “Suspicious as hell.  I told him off but he doesn’t give a shit.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re leaving.”

      “Frankie and I are flying to Chicago.  There’s a private investigation firm there that has an excellent reputation.  I doubt Dad thought to pay off anyone up there.  He’s always been a think locally kind of guy.”

      “You could call them.”

      “I did, and they’re taking the meeting which is a good sign.  Frankie and I have the police files from Finn.  He kindly gave us copies, plus the two items that Piper has as well.  She wanted to come but she’s committed to doing a livestream on macarons or something like that.  She’ll try and join us later if we don’t come back right away.”

      “What about Frankie?  Shouldn’t she be getting ready for the U.S. Open?  She’s already missed Wimbledon.”

      Cooper gave Zack a look that said his brother thought he wasn’t terribly bright.

      “Is the injury that bad?  How long will she be out?”

      “She’s not going back,” Cooper explained.  “It’s bad.”

      “She told you that?  Maybe a second opinion?  I know some people in New York—”

      “She’s had several opinions.  It’s not going to change.  And no, she didn’t say that she was never going back, but I can read between the lines.  Competitive tennis is over.”

      Tennis had been Frankie’s entire life for as long as Zack could remember.  His sister had been driven as hell, clawing her way up into a career as a world class tennis player.  It’s the only thing Frankie had ever wanted to be.  When other little girls were playing princess and wearing tiaras, Frankie had played at holding up the Wimbledon trophy over her head.

      “What is she going to do?”

      What his sister had said to him about understanding his issues now made sense.

      “I don’t know.  She doesn’t know.  You don’t know either.  Brother, it’s okay not to know what you’re going to do every minute of every day.  Frankie will figure it out, and so will you.”

      “I know that,” Zack replied defensively.  “That’s what I’ve been doing while I’m here.  Relaxing.”

      “You’re the most tense relaxed person I’ve ever met.  You think something is wrong with you when you don’t know what to do.  Are you going to take that job offer?  Go back to the city?”

      To be honest, Zack had barely thought about the job offer.  Too much had been going on here for him to spend any time on it.

      “I don’t know,” he said.  “I’m being honest.  I just don’t know.  I know the guy, and I think the offer would be a good one.  But going back…”

      His voice trailed off.  He didn’t really know how to express what he felt inside about returning to the pressure cooker that was Wall Street.  Sure, there might be more work-life balance in the new position, but there was still stress.  There would still be weekends and late nights. It was the nature of the job.  There just wouldn’t be quite as many.

      Yet, it was all he knew.  At one point, work had been his life.  He was damn good at it, too.  He’d been lavished with bonuses and praise.  Plus, the adrenaline rush had been heady.  A guy could easily get addicted to something like that.

      Am I addicted?

      “Change doesn’t have to be a scary thing,” Cooper replied.  “Hell, you might even end up happier.  You never know.”

      “Or I could end up miserable.”

      “That’s true,” his brother agreed cheerfully.  “You act like either state is a permanent situation.  I can assure you that it’s not.  Nothing ever is.  You know the great thing about decisions?  You can make new ones.”

      “There are some you can’t change.  Like if you have kids or something like that.”

      “That isn’t a decision you’re facing, though.  You’re just deciding on whether you want to be rich and content or whether you want to be even richer, busy as hell, and maybe happy every now and then.  Sounds like a first world problem to me.”

      “What would you do?”

      Zack couldn’t help but ask Cooper.

      “You know what I would do,” his brother laughed.  “I’d take my ill-gotten gains, buy two tickets to Fiji, and take Lucy on a tropical vacation for a month.  But that’s just me.”

      “You’d take Lucy to Fiji?”

      “If I were you.  If we’re talking about me, I’d take myself.”

      “And find someone there.”

      “Yes.  Now I need to go pick up Frankie and head to the airport.  I’ll let you know when we find out something.  Call me if anything changes here.”

      “I can take you to the airport,” Zack offered.

      “I’m going to park there.  It’s all good.  Don’t worry about us.”

      Cooper left the apartment, leaving Zack standing in the middle of the living room, a multitude of thoughts running through his head.  Had his father had something to do with Sarah’s disappearance?  And their mom’s?  He was exhibiting some shifty behavior, and it was hard to believe in Joel’s innocence when he didn’t believe in his father in general.

      And then there were his own problems.  Cooper had summed it up well.  Did Zack want to be richer?  Because that’s why he would be going back to Wall Street.  It wouldn’t be because he loved his job and received some sort of satisfaction doing it.  His job was to make money for the firm, and in turn for himself.  It was that simple.

      It put the entire issue into perspective.
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      After Zack had brought Lucy up to speed on what Joel Winslow was doing to hinder the investigation, it wasn’t a shock to her that he’d decided to go to the bar that supposedly let in underage kids back when they were in high school.  He was hoping that he might be able to find out some details about what Sarah might have been into, and then see if that had any connection to Lily Winslow’s disappearance.  Or was the connection Zack’s father?

      Did innocent people do what Joel Winslow was doing?  Lucy didn’t know for sure, but she agreed with Zack that it was certainly something to look into.

      “More than one person said that Sarah was into not so good things when we were in high school,” Zack said when they arrived at the campus town bar.  From the outside it hadn’t changed much, and when they walked in it was like stepping back in time.  That same sour beer smell, the loud music, and the slightly sticky floor.  The only difference was that this was the middle of the afternoon, and with the students gone for the summer there was barely anyone inside except a lone bartender wiping down the scarred oak tables and counters.

      It was only when the bartender turned around that Lucy realized it was Angel, Zack’s ex-girlfriend.  What a fun surprise.

      Angel’s eyes lit up when she saw Zack, and she’d taken a few steps toward them when she seemed to noticed Lucy.  Her smile dimmed visibly but she ran up to Zack anyway, giving him a big hug.

      “I saw you at the wedding, but I didn’t get a chance to talk to you.  It’s so wonderful to see you.”  Angel gave Lucy a fleeting glance.  “And you, too, Lucy.”

      Lucy and Angel hadn’t been friends in high school, and there really wasn’t any reason to pretend that they had been.  She wasn’t hurt or upset that Angel wasn’t warm and welcoming, although all these years later it seemed a bit silly, to be honest, to even care what went on then.

      Teenage angst surely felt real when they were kids, but all the stuff that seemed so important back then barely made the radar as an adult.  Paying bills and adulting fixed a person’s perspective quickly.

      “It’s nice to see you, Angel,” Lucy replied.

      Angel, however, had already turned her attention back to Zack.  She was smiling and had linked his arm with hers.

      “Let’s go sit down and catch up.  I can get us some drinks.”

      “I’m fine,” Zack replied.  “Lucy?”

      “I’m good, too.”

      Angel pouted a bit but didn’t push any further.  She did lead Zack over to a table with Lucy trailing behind them.  Zack and Angel slid into one side of the booth and Angel immediately followed, with herself having no option but the opposite side.   Zack was giving Lucy an apologetic look, but this wasn’t his doing.  She wasn’t threatened by Angel.  If Zack had wanted to be with her, he’d had ample opportunity, and he hadn’t done it.  She didn’t have any reason to believe that he’d been pining all these years for his high school sweetheart.

      “Angel, how long have you worked here?” Zack asked.  “I thought you were selling real estate last I heard.”

      “I’ve been here about a year.  I hated real estate but it had flexible hours so I could be home for my kids.  Now that they’re a bit older, they don’t need me to be home after school.  I’m the manager here,” Angel said proudly.  “I’m here Monday through Friday from eleven to seven.  There’s another manager that does nights and weekends.  It’s so much fun to be here on campus around the students.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Zack said.  “Everyone should do something that they enjoy.  You’ve always been a people person.”

      Lucy wisely kept her mouth shut.  Angel wasn’t paying any attention to her anyway.  She only had eyes for Zack.  It was weird and awkward, a wall of tension between them.

      “I hear you’re doing well on Wall Street.  Everyone says that you’re making a killing.”

      Lucy hadn’t told a soul that Zack had quit his job, and from the way Zack hesitated to reply to Angel’s statement, he wasn’t going to reveal it now.

      “I think a lot of people are exaggerating.  I do okay.  Listen, the reason we stopped in was because I was hoping there might be someone still working here that was employed back when we were in high school.  I wanted to talk to them.  Ask them a few questions.”

      “Why would you want to do that?” Angel asked, her brows pinched together.

      “I just have a few questions about back then.  Is there anyone?”

      “No,” Angel replied slowly.  “The owner from that time period is still in town, though.  He owns the new upscale steakhouse on the edge of town.  His name is Ed Farrow.  But I don’t have his number or anything.  I guess you could just drop in at the restaurant and see if he is there.”

      “Thanks, I think we will.”  Zack paused for a moment before continuing.  “Do you remember this place back when we were in high school?  The stories were that they let in underage teenagers.  Did you come here?  I think we talked about it, but I know we never came here together.”

      Angel laughed and shook her head.

      “Yes, I remember us talking about it, and I did know some people who came here and got in.  They said that a certain bouncer would let them in, but I don’t remember his name.  I never did it.  If my parents found out, they would have had a cow.  Plus, you couldn’t do it because of your dad.  Ed Farrow was your dad’s friend, right?  Honestly, I would have been too nervous to try it.  I wasn’t all that brave back then.”

      “But some of our friends did?”

      “Sure. Kammie, Ethan, Jay, Dave, Cheryl, Tami, and more, I think.  I only heard stories afterward.”

      “What about Sarah?”

      “I have no idea,” Angel replied.  “Sarah and I weren’t close or anything.  She might have, but I can’t say for sure.”

      Angel’s gaze swung to the door, and a huge smile bloomed on her face.

      “My fiancé Blake is here.  He stops in if he can while he’s on duty.  He worries about me.  Isn’t that sweet?”

      Lucy had heard that Angel and Deputy Blake were dating, but she hadn’t known they were engaged.  The town gossip had fallen down on the job, apparently.

      “Congratulations,” Zack said.  “I didn’t know you were getting married again.”

      “Well, we’re engaged to be engaged,” Angel said, her cheeks turning pink.  “We’re starting to make plans, but we haven’t done the whole official proposal and ring thing yet.”

      “Congratulations,” Lucy echoed.  “You two make a lovely couple.”

      “Thank you,” Angel said.  “Blake is a wonderful man.”

      “Are you talking about me, darlin’?” Blake joked as he walked up to the table, dropping a kiss on Angel’s cheek.  “I am pretty great, aren’t I?”

      “And modest, too,” she teased.  “Can I get you something to drink?  Are you hungry?”

      “A nice cold ginger ale sounds perfect.  Thank you.  Zack.  Lucy.  It’s nice to see you.”

      “I was just telling them that you and I are engaged to be engaged,” Angel giggled, holding up her wrist.  “I was going to show them our matching tattoos.  Show them yours.”

      Both were holding out their arms, showing off a delicate red heart tattoo with their initials, like something a person might see carved into a tree.

      “It’s my first tattoo,” Angel said.  “Although Blake has several.  Maybe I’ll get our wedding date inked next to the heart.  That way we’ll always remember our anniversary.”

      Blake rolled up his sleeve and pointed to a spot near his elbow.

      “I’m going to get the kids’ names tattooed here as well.”

      “The kids are so excited about the wedding,” Angel said.  “They’re happy to have a bonus dad.  Blake spoils them so much.”

      “I think Lucy and I need to be going.  It was good talking to you, Angel.  I appreciate it.”  Zack said, pointedly, causing Angel to slide out of the booth.  “Congratulations to both of you.”

      “Do you have a minute, Zack?” Blake asked.  “It won’t take long.”

      “I’ll wait outside,” Lucy replied.  “I’ll meet you out there.”

      Lucy needed a break from the tension of being across from Angel.  The woman might be almost engaged but she clearly saw Zack as still belonging to her, despite eighteen years having passed by.

      Bustling outside, Lucy took a deep breath and sagged against the brick wall of the building.  It was good to be in the sunshine, breathing fresh air instead of last night’s beer fumes.

      She’d only been standing on the sidewalk for a moment when she was surprised to see Ethan coming around the corner of the building, out of the alleyway that ran between the bar and the cookie shop.  She waved at him and he stopped, giving her a weak smile.

      “Hey, Lucy,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.  “It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too.”

      He kept nervously looking over his shoulder, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.  They’d barely even started a conversation, and he’d hardly looked at her, instead concentrating on the alley behind him.

      “So…uh…what are you doing here?” he asked.  “You don’t strike me as a campus bar person.”

      “You’re right, I’m not,” she laughed.  “Zack and I came to see if anyone still worked here from when we were back in high school.”

      Ethan’s expression immediately turned into a scowl, his brows pulled down, and his lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Is this about Sarah?  Because if it is, you both need to just drop this.  You’re not helping anybody, and you’re just opening old wounds.”

      Lucy and Ethan hadn’t been all that close in high school.  They’d had several mutual friends, but they didn’t hang out much together.  He’d been a jock, and she’d been a bookworm.

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” she replied.  “Sarah’s disappearance might have had something to do with Zack’s mom.  He’s not going to let that go.”

      Ethan looked over his shoulder again, his feet shuffling on the sidewalk as if he wanted to break into a run.

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with Lily Winslow.”

      This was one of the most bizarre conversations that Lucy had been a part of in recent memory.

      “Are you looking for someone?  You keep looking over your shoulder.”

      And you seem nervous, but I won’t mention that.

      “Uh, yeah.  I was supposed to meet someone here at the bar.”

      “In the alley?  Did you come out of the backdoor of the bar?”

      Ethan’s gaze darted around, the corner of his mouth jerking up on one side.

      “I was making a phone call.”

      Was this the definition of a tell?  Is that what she was witnessing?  And why would Ethan lie to her anyway?

      “Listen, I need to go,” Ethan said before she could reply.  He reached out and gave her an awkward hug.  How strange.  She and Ethan had never hugged before.  “Tell Zack I said hi.”

      Before she could say anything, he had jogged down the block and crossed at the light.  She was still confused when Zack joined her on the sidewalk.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “Ethan,” she replied.   “We just had the craziest interaction.  He came out of the alleyway between the buildings.  He asked what I was doing here, and I told him.  He said that we should drop it, and I said that we wouldn’t.  Then he said that he was meeting someone here, and then about ten seconds later he said he had to go.  Then he gave me a hug.  That’s weird, right?  It’s not just me?”

      “That is weird,” Zack agreed.  “What did he say when you told him we weren’t going to drop it?”

      “That was strange, too,” Lucy explained.  “He said to drop it, and I said that we wouldn’t because Sarah’s disappearance might be linked to your mother’s.  Then he said that it wasn’t.  He seemed sure about it, too.  Then he said he was meeting someone right before he practically ran out of here.  I have to tell you, he seemed really nervous the entire time, constantly looking over his shoulder.  I was starting to get paranoid just because he was.”

      “I think Ethan and I need to have another talk,” Zack replied.  “In the meantime, I think we should go see Ed Farrow.  I have a few questions for him.”

      Lucy could only hope that they might finally get some answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The meeting with Ed Farrow was a gigantic bust.  He’d blown Zack off immediately, saying that he didn’t remember back that far.  When Zack had tried to ask about underage kids getting into the bar, Farrow almost exploded, telling him to get the hell out of his restaurant and to not come back or he’d call the cops.

      “That escalated quickly,” Lucy said when they were back in the car.  “Ed Farrow seems to have anger issues.  He was quite defensive.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Zack agreed, driving out of the parking lot.  “That guy should never play poker.  He had guilt written all over his face.  He’s not fooling anyone.”

      “What’s the next step?” Lucy asked.  “Where do we go from here?”

      “We go talk to Ethan again,” Zack replied.  “No matter what he says, he and Sarah were definitely dating in high school, and he knew her well.  I don’t want to wait for the investigator that Cooper and Frankie are going to hire and give Ethan a chance to think up a better story.  He knew what was going on in her life, and he’s trying to hide it for some reason.”

      “I’m guessing because he was involved in it.”

      “Probably, although he was pretty wild back in high school, and he wasn’t ashamed of it in the least.”

      It didn’t take long to get to Ethan’s house.  It was in one of the nicer middle-class neighborhoods in Winslow Heights, just a few blocks from the high school.  Zack had just pulled in front of the rambling ranch-style home when his cell phone rang.  Checking the screen, he had a strong urge not to answer the call.

      It was Joel Winslow.

      “It’s my dad.”

      “Are you going to answer it?”

      No.  Absolutely not.  Fuck it.  What did the asshole have to say for himself today?

      “What’s up, Dad?”

      “What in the hell are you doing?” Joel growled, not bothering with a greeting or social niceties.  “Why are you bothering my friends?  Ed Farrow is a good man and friend.  I don’t know what you’re accusing him of, but I can assure you that he’s a man of great character.”

      Zack checked his watch.  Five minutes.  That was it.

      It had taken less than five minutes for Ed Farrow to call Joel to whine and complain about Zack’s visit.  That had to be some sort of record.

      “It’s interesting that you use the word accuse, Dad, because I didn’t accuse Farrow of anything.  I just wanted to ask him a few questions about the bar that he used to own and manage.  He’s the one that jumped to the conclusion that he was being accused.  Maybe he has a guilty conscience about something.”

      Zack had learned early on in his life that poking the bear wasn’t a good idea.  Now that he was a grown ass man, he didn’t give a flying rat’s ass about upsetting his father.  He’d poke away and damn the consequences.  As far as he was concerned, his father wasn’t challenged nearly enough.  He’d surrounded himself with people who only said yes.

      “I don’t like your tone, Zackary.  Ed Farrow is my friend, and as such I expect you to treat him with respect.”

      Fuck that.  My tone?  What am I?  Twelve?

      “I respect people who have earned it.  I don’t respect people just because you play golf with them or smoke cigars at the club with them.  I asked Farrow a question and he immediately flew off the handle.  Then he called you to get your son in line, like I was a kid or something.  That isn’t going to fly with me.  Now did you want to talk about anything else?  Otherwise, I’m hanging up.”

      Zack didn’t wait for his father’s reply, simply ending the call and tucking his phone back into his pocket.  If his father called back - and he doubted that would happen - he wasn’t planning to accept it.

      “I only heard half of that, but it didn’t sound happy.”

      “Farrow tattled on me to Dad.  Dad called me to tell me off.  Just the usual shit with my father.  I’m sorry you had to hear any of it, though.  My family must seem like a nightmare compared to your own.”

      “Mom can be a little gossipy, but most of the time they’re both terrific.  I know that it’s not always that way with everyone, though.  Your siblings are great.”

      “They are,” Zack agreed. “It’s been nice to spend some time with them.  Are you ready to talk to Ethan again?  I hope he’s here.”

      There was a vehicle in the driveway, but Zack didn’t know if it was Ethan’s.

      “Should I stay in the car?  He might talk to you more easily if I’m not there.”

      “He doesn’t want to talk to me, period.  I doubt your presence is going to sway him either way.”

      They walked up to the front of the house, and Zack intended to ring the doorbell, but Lucy pointed to the fence.

      “The gate is open,” she said.  “And I hear music, too.  Maybe he’s in the backyard.”

      When they’d all met for drinks, Ethan had mentioned doing some yardwork if the weather stayed nice.

      Zack passed through the open gate and into the backyard and patio area.  Lucy grabbed his arm, her fingers clutching tightly.

      “Oh my god, we need to call 911.”

      Ethan was lying facedown on the green lawn, a bright red stain - was it blood? - on his t-shirt.  A wheelbarrow and gardening tools, plus a flat of flowers from the home improvement store were next to him as well.

      “Call 911,” Zack commanded, hurrying to Ethan’s side, and kneeling next to his old friend.  “Christ, I think he’s still alive.  Tell them he’s alive.”

      There was a faint pulse although Ethan looked ghostly pale, a trickle of blood leaking from his mouth.  Through the roar in his ears, he could hear Lucy talking to the emergency operator.

      At the sound of footsteps, Zack turned to see Deputy Blake jogging up to them, also kneeling next to Ethan.

      “Someone heard the sound of a gunshot and called it in.  I was close by, so they dispatched me here.  You and Lucy are out in the open, and it might not be safe.”

      A gunshot?  Ethan being the victim of a shooting hadn’t even crossed Zack’s mind.  He’d assumed that somehow his friend had been hurt in some sort of bizarre gardening accident.

      Ethan had been shot?  Why on earth would anyone shoot Ethan?  It didn’t make any sense.

      Except that Lucy had said that Ethan had been acting strangely earlier in the day.  Shifty, looking over his shoulder.  Had he known he was in danger?  People didn’t get randomly shot in Winslow Heights.  There was no gang violence, and hardly any drug trade unless the kids smoking some weed counted.

      “I need to secure the scene,” Blake went on, the sound of sirens getting closer.  “You’ll need to step aside for the EMTs.”

      It was all so surreal.  Before he could register Blake’s words, an ambulance had pulled into the driveway and two first responders were crowding Zack, asking him to step aside so they could work.  He did as they bid, moving to stand with Lucy who was also watching the scene unfold with horror.

      His stomach twisted into knots watching them try to stabilize Ethan enough to transport him to the hospital.  By the time they loaded him into the back, he already had several tubes coming out of his body.

      “They’re taking him to the university hospital,” Blake said as the ambulance sped away.  “I have to wait here for the forensic guys, and make sure no one else stumbles into the crime scene.”

      “Does Finn know?” Zack asked.  “Because Lucy told me earlier today that Ethan was acting strangely.  Paranoid.  Like he had someone following him.”

      “Finn knows now,” Blake replied.  “We’ll want to get a full statement from both of you.  Why were you here?”

      “We came to talk to Ethan,” Zack explained.  “We didn’t have any idea…”

      “You were lucky that the shooter was gone,” Blake said.  “Or you might have been hurt, too.”

      “Are you sure he was shot?” Lucy asked.  “Do you know for sure?”

      That’s what Zack had been hoping.  He didn’t want to think that Ethan had been shot.

      “There was the sound of what sounded like a gunshot reported.  I guess it could have been a car backfiring but when you add that to Ethan’s injuries…yes, I would say he’s been shot.  The EMTs also think that.  It will be confirmed at the hospital, of course.  Once again, I have to say that you’re lucky not to have been shot as well.  Both of you need to be more careful.”

      “We weren’t expecting to walk into a shooting,” Lucy replied.  “That’s the last thing I would expect in this town.”

      “It can happen in any town.”

      Lucy placed her hand on Zack’s arm.

      “Do you want to go to the hospital?”

      “Yes, let’s do that.”  Scraping his fingers through his hair, he turned back to the deputy.  “Have Ethan’s wife and parents been notified yet?”

      Zack had always liked Ethan’s mom and dad.  If he needed to be the one to tell them, he would do it.

      “They haven’t.  We’ll find them.  In the meantime, I’ll be here when they come back.  I can let them know.  It’s my job.  Don’t worry about what’s going on here.  Go to the hospital.  Be with your friend.”

      Still dazed, Zack didn’t argue.  Lucy gently asked for the keys, and he willingly surrendered them, not sure he could drive now.  He needed to wrap his head around what had happened in the last thirty minutes.

      Ethan had been shot.  Shot.

      Had Ethan been afraid of someone?  Had he simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time?

      Once again, there were more questions than answers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lucy had kept a close eye on Zack all the way to the hospital, and even after when they were in the waiting room hoping for positive news from behind the double doors where doctors and nurses bustled in and out.  They never looked in Lucy or Zack’s direction, focused on doing their jobs.  The nurse at the desk had been interested in them, however, her gaze following Zack as he paced back and forth.

      “Ethan’s strong,” Lucy said.  “He’ll fight.”

      Zack stopped pacing, scraping his hands down his face before replying.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.  How did this happen?  Or better yet, why did this happen?”

      Lucy had her suspicions.  Ethan had been acting strangely earlier when they’d ran into each other outside of that campus bar.  He’d been acting…paranoid.  She hadn’t wanted to put a name to the behavior at the time, but that’s how she’d felt.  He’d been a man literally looking over his shoulder.

      The doors to the elevator slid open before she could answer, and Ethan’s mother, father, and wife spilled out, all talking at once.  Lucy hadn’t met Ethan’s wife Jenny, but she’d seen her at the wedding.  The poor woman appeared frantic, clinging on to Ethan’s mom.

      “Zack,” she exclaimed.  “Thank heavens you’re here.  Blake said that you found him.  Did he say anything?  Did he say what happened?”

      “He didn’t say anything,” Zack replied.  “He was unconscious.  Lucy called 911, but I guess someone heard the gunshot and had already called.  Blake was there pretty quick.  The EMTs stabilized him and then loaded him into the ambulance.  Brought him here.  That’s the last I’ve heard.”

      The nurse from behind the desk that had been watching them this entire time came around to Jenny, a clipboard in her hand.

      “Ma’am, are you the patient’s next of kin?  We need you to fill out some forms.”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Ethan’s dad complained loudly.  “Her husband, and our son, is fighting for his life and you’re worried if he has insurance.  He has insurance, okay?  Don’t worry, the bills will get paid.  Now where is my son?  I want to speak to a doctor right now.  Did you hear me?  Right now.”

      “I would imagine everyone on the floor can hear you,” the nurse replied tartly.  Apparently, she wasn’t easy to intimidate.  “Currently, the doctors are attending to your son.  When they can they will come out and update you on his condition.  In the meantime, we do need some information so that we can admit him to the hospital.”

      With that, the nurse placed the clipboard down on the arm of one of the chairs and marched back to her desk.

      “Bill, it’s okay,” Jenny said, her tone hushed.  “They’re with Ethan and that’s where they should be.”

      “It’s not okay,” Bill replied, his face red with anger and frustration.  “We have no idea what’s going on.  Zack, what do you know about what’s happened?”

      “I don’t know much,” Zack explained.  “We came over to speak to Ethan.  We heard music from the backyard and that’s where we found him.  He had a bloodstain on his t-shirt and he was pale.  Lucy called 911, but Blake got there right away.  He said he thought it was a gunshot wound.  That’s all we know.”

      Ethan’s mother hadn’t said anything yet, but when Zack had uttered the words “blood” and “gunshot” she’d wailed and began sobbing.  Jenny helped her mother-in-law over to one of the sofas in the waiting room, holding her hand and telling her that it was going to be alright.

      “Jesus, Margaret,” Bill said with a scowl.  “Get a hold of yourself.  Crying isn’t going to help anything.”

      Ethan’s dad had always been a tad old school, not encouraging too many emotions in his family.  He was like Joel Winslow in that way.  They weren’t much for public displays of any sort of feelings - positive or negative.

      Bill’s admonishment only made Margaret cry harder, and that made her husband frown more.  Jenny was trying to play peacekeeper but there was far too much tension in the room for any of that.

      Well, this is awkward.

      “Can I get any of you some water or coffee?” Lucy suggested.  “There’s a machine just down the hall.  I’d be happy to get you something.”

      Jenny hopped up from the sofa, nodding her head in agreement.

      “That’s a great idea.  I’ll help you.  We’ll get everyone a coffee.”

      Margaret dabbed at her wet cheeks with a tissue, and Bill growled something that sounded like a yes.

      “I just had to get away for a minute,” Jenny confessed when they were out of earshot.  “I love my in-laws, but they have their moments.  They’re upset.”

      “I’m sure you’re upset, too.”

      “I am—”

      Jenny broke off, a flood of tears suddenly streaming down her face.  Lucy gently guided Jenny into the small room that housed the vending machines.

      She didn’t press Jenny to do or say anything, simply letting the distraught woman have a momentary breakdown.  Her husband had been shot, and she’d been through it and then some.  Lucy didn’t know how this story was going to end.  There might not be a happy ending, and already Jenny was feeling the pressure of being strong for her mother and father-in-law.

      Digging a few tissues out of her purse, Lucy pressed them into Jenny’s hand.

      “You’re being amazingly brave.  You’re doing great.  Ethan would be proud of you.”

      Lucy wasn’t all that wonderful in stressful situations.  She was sort of okay, but she never quite knew what to say.  It all seemed to come out in platitudes, but they surprisingly seemed to help Jenny who gave her a watery smile as she scrubbed at her wet cheeks.

      “I hope so.  He’s good in a crisis, you know?  He’s like a rock.  I don’t know what I would do without him.”

      There were more tears, and Jenny sagged against the wall.

      “I’m not sure how we got here,” she said.  “My friend is watching the kids for us.  Thank god they’re not here for this.  Blake said that Ethan was shot.  I’ve never heard of anyone being shot in this town.  Can you?”

      “I can’t remember a time when anyone was shot,” Lucy replied.  “This is a pretty safe little town.”

      “It was supposed to be a fun, relaxing summer, and it’s turned into a nightmare.  It’s been this way since Sarah’s body was discovered, to be honest.  Ethan has been acting strangely, not himself.  He’s normally so laidback and fun, but he’s been in a terrible mood.”

      “I saw Ethan earlier today,” Lucy said.  “He seemed to be nervous about something.”

      “Yes,” Jenny agreed.  “I noticed it, too.  He’s been nervous and jumpy and just generally tense.  I asked him if he was upset about Sarah.  If he was still in love with her.  He swore to me that he wasn’t.  He said they weren’t even all that serious back then, but that he feels guilty about what happened to her.  That she got into some things because of his influence.  He said he could never forgive himself.”

      That was one hell of a confession.

      “Was it drugs?”

      “He wouldn’t say.  I pressed him about it, but he said he couldn’t talk about it.  He just said that he was sorry, and he wished he could go back and change it all.  He was crying when he told me.  He said that he didn’t treat Sarah right when they dated.”

      What had Ethan done back in high school?  And what had he influenced Sarah to do?

      Those were questions that only Ethan could answer.

      If he survived.
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      The elevator doors opened again, and this time Finn stepped out.  Zack hung back as the sheriff spoke with Bill and Margaret, not wanting to be in the way.  After Lucy and Jenny had gone for coffee, it had been awkward between all three of them.  Bill was angry and Margaret was emotional, still crying and staring at a blank wall.

      “I need to get your statement,” Finn said when he was finished with the couple.  “Blake said that you found Ethan.”

      “I did,” Zack confirmed.  “Lucy and I did.  I wwnt there to talk to him, and he was in the backyard unconscious and bleeding.”

      “Did you see anyone in the area?  Another car or maybe someone on foot?”

      Zack replayed the images in his mind, trying to remember even one detail that might help the investigation.

      “I didn’t,” he finally said.  “I didn’t see anybody except a neighbor about three houses down repainting their mailbox.  That’s it.  We’ll need to talk to Lucy, too, as she may have seen something I didn’t.  I was driving so I was concentrating on the road.”

      “I want to speak to her also,” Finn assured him.  “The forensic team arrived at the crime scene and they’re going over it with a fine-tooth comb.  If there’s anything there, they’ll find it.  Although, the emergency personnel were there as well.”

      “Lucy saw Ethan earlier today at one of the campus bars.  He was coming out of the alleyway.  She spoke to him, and she said he was acting strangely, constantly looking over his shoulder.  Paranoid, if you know what I mean.  Maybe someone was following him?”

      “I’m hoping he’ll survive to tell us,” Finn replied in a grim tone.  “In the meantime, I’m thinking about reopening the case.”

      “Reopening the case?  You mean Sarah?  When was it closed?”

      Finn grimaced, scratching his stubbled chin.

      “Shit, I haven’t had a chance to tell you or anyone.  The coroner ruled Sarah’s death an accident.  There won’t be an inquest.  The case has technically been closed.”

      “Closed?” Zack echoed in amazement, and not the good kind.  “Clearly, someone tried to kill Ethan today.  He was a link to Sarah.”

      Finn held up his hands in a stop motion.

      “Whoa, let’s take it one step at a time here.  Yes, I agree that someone shot Ethan.  That’s clear.  It happened.  But we don’t have any actual evidence that this incident has anything to do with Sarah.  It might.  I won’t discount that theory, but I need real evidence, Zack, which is why I might reopen Sarah’s case.  But I can’t run around accusing people of things.  That gets everyone upset and lawyered up.  Then no one talks to me.  I have to walk a thin line here between doing my job and not pissing off the taxpayers.”

      “Then you don’t think that the shooting had anything to do with Sarah?  Why else would he be shot?”

      “I said that it’s a possibility, and one that we’ll look into.  Right now, all I have is you telling me that Lucy thought that Ethan was acting strangely and paranoid.  I have no eyewitnesses, little physical evidence, and a theory that Ethan was shot because his girlfriend disappeared eighteen years ago.  There might be other reasons that Ethan was shot.  We need to look at all angles here.”

      “Do you have a lot of shootings in town?” Zack asked in frustration.  “I know I’ve been gone a long time, but I didn’t realize we had that sort of problem.”

      “We don’t,” Finn replied.  “The last shooting was ten years ago, and it was a domestic issue.  Even small towns have those.”

      “Are you saying that you think that Jenny might have done this?  She was with his parents at the time.”

      “Zack, you’re a good friend.  But I cannot discuss all my open cases with you.  Just know that I’m taking this seriously, and I will be checking out the theory that Ethan’s shooting might have something to do with Sarah.  But that’s just one possibility.  As a cop, I can tell you that usually the simplest answer turns out to be what happened.  Not every time, but often.”

      “Have you talked to my father?” Zack asked.  “He plays golf with the coroner.  They both belong to the country club.”

      “I haven’t spoken to your father other than informing him of Lloyd’s statement about Sarah’s parentage.  Are you implying that the coroner was paid off?  That’s a serious accusation.”

      “I’m just saying that everything here comes back to my dad.”

      Zack was getting tired of it, too.

      “I want the truth just as much as you do,” Finn said.  “We’ve barely scratched the surface here in the investigation.  I’ll be talking to Lucy, Jenny, and others.”

      “You should talk to the guys that are in town for the wedding - Leo, Dave, Alan, and Jay.  They might have noticed something, too.”

      “I will talk to them,” Finn promised.  “Hopefully, forensics will find something.  I don’t like unsolved shootings in my town, and I won’t rest until I find out who did this.  This is my job.  Let me do it.  Frankly, this isn’t something a civilian should be looking into.  Clearly, it could be dangerous.  I don’t want any more casualties.”

      That was a clear request for Zack to back off and get out of Finn’s way.  He simply wasn’t sure he could do it.
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      Zack had dropped Lucy at the bookstore so she could check in with Jane and get some work done.   He headed the few doors down to Tate’s ready to have a stiff whiskey while he waited for her.  They’d planned to have some dinner at Tate’s, and then go back to her place for the night.  Zack wasn’t sure what his next steps were, to be honest.  Finn had been clear that this was the responsibility of the police, not a random person.

      “I was just going to call you,” Tate said when Zack walked into the tavern.  “You have a visitor looking for you.”

      Tate pointed to one of the side booths where, to Zack’s surprise, his former coworker Gary was sitting drinking a beer and munching on fried cheese sticks.

      “How long has he been here?”

      “Not long.  I got busy and didn’t get a chance to send you a text.  He said that when you worked together, you told him about this place.  That’s why he came here first.  He wants to talk to you, I guess.  Is he from the firm you work for?”

      Tate didn’t know about Zack quitting.

      “No, he used to but now he’s with a different company.”

      “I’ll send over a beer,” Tate replied, throwing a bar towel over his shoulder and striding back to the kitchen area.

      “I didn’t expect you,” Zack said, sliding into the booth across from Gary.

      They hadn’t seen each other for about a year, but Gary hadn’t changed much.  He’d grown a beard that had come in salt and pepper, and he might have lost a few pounds, but he was still the same guy.  It was strange in a way to see Gary in such casual clothes like a pair of jeans.  They’d always worn button down shirts with ties in the office.

      “I decided that I wasn’t going to wait for you to call me back,” Gary declared with a wide grin.  “I was going to come to you.  That way I could talk to you face to face about this opportunity.  It will be harder for you to say no to me in person than on the phone.  And can I say that this place is awesome?  It’s exactly how you described it.  I think that when I retire someday I’m going to buy a bar and just hang out every day.”

      “I think my brother does more than that.”

      “I’ll hire someone to take care of the details,” Gary laughed.  “Now tell me that you’re ready to leave this little hamlet and get back to the city.  We need you there.”

      Zack doubted that.  If he didn’t take this job, there’d be someone else.  Maybe they wouldn’t have the same amount of experience, but there was always some up and coming young one to take his place.  They didn’t care how many hours they worked or if they slept more than three hours a night.  They wanted the money, the perks, and the prestige.  And yes, the supermodels, too.

      “A lot has been going on here,” Zack replied.  “I haven’t been able to give your offer much thought.”

      “That’s good, because you really didn’t get an offer.  I just gave you some vague promises.  I’ve brought an actual contract for you to look over.  I know you like everything in writing, and I don’t blame you.”  Gary reached onto the seat next to him and picked up a small stack of papers.  “Go ahead and read it over.  You won’t find another offer like this.  I’ve made sure that it’s better than anything you could get anywhere else.  We want you, and we’ll do what it takes to get you.  If there’s something is not in there, you tell me, and I’ll make it happen.”

      Gary probably hadn’t been outside of New York City in years except to visit his family in Nebraska a few times.  The fact that he’d come here to recruit Zack was almost too strange to believe.  And yet, here he was, having a beer and an appetizer.

      Curious, Zack perused the papers, each page more intriguing than the last.  True to his word, Gary had thought of pretty much everything.

      I’d be a fool to turn this down.

      This was what Zack knew.  He was good at it.  He excelled.  He wasn’t sure he loved it, but lots of people didn’t love their jobs.  They still went to them every day because that’s what people do.

      “Is there anything there that doesn’t look right?”

      “I haven’t read it all through, but you’ve certainly been thorough.”

      Gary laughed, popping a cheese stick into his mouth.

      “Damn, these are good.  Anyway, I tried to make sure all the bases were covered.  I came here to make our offer in person.  I’ll just ask straight out…what do you think?  If you need to spend a bit more time here with your family, that’s fine.  We can set up a date for you to start next month, maybe.”

      Zack didn’t even have an apartment in the city anymore.  His belongings were in storage.

      “This isn’t the reaction I expected,” Gary said when Zack didn’t reply right away.  “Is there an obstacle to making this happen?”

      “I’ll be honest with you since you’ve come so far,” Zack finally replied.  “When I left the firm and the city, I didn’t intend to return.”

      Gary’s brows shot up, clearly surprised by that revelation.

      “Really?  I didn’t expect to hear you say that.  I just assumed you wanted a little sabbatical.  Some time to goof off before getting back in the saddle.  You’re too good to leave this all behind, man.  Wall Street is in your blood.”

      “I don’t think I’d go that far.”

      “I would.  You’re damn good at your job, and that’s hard to find,” Gary said.  “If you didn’t intend to come back, what did you plan to do?  Or should I say, what do you plan to do?  And how can I convince you not to do it and come work for us?”

      Zack didn’t know what words were needed.  He simply wasn’t ready to make the call about the rest of his life.  Not yet.  He had other issues to worry about.

      “You’ll never get a better offer,” Gary said.

      “I know, and I’m not saying no.  I just need to look the contract over.  Check out the details.  Is there a deadline?”

      He wasn’t saying yes, but he wasn’t turning it down either.  He just didn’t want to be pushed into it.

      “No, but we’d hoped that you’d start in a month or two.  Like I said, I get it if you want to take some time off.  We’ll wait if we have to.  We just need a commitment.”

      “Seriously, I promise to let you know.”

      Just as soon as Zack knew what he wanted to do, he’d let Gary know. Hell, he’d let the world know.  He’d never intended to go back to Wall Street, but he’d never intended to stay in Winslow Heights either.  Then he’d met Lucy again, and all of the other issues he’d been grappling with had reared their ugly heads.  Deep inside, he was aware that he couldn’t stand still.  He had to make a move - somewhere.

      Just where did he even belong?
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      Zack was quiet.  Not that he was the type of person to go on and on about things, but this wasn’t the usual Zack that Lucy had seen either.  He’d barely said a word to her when she’d walked into Tate’s looking for him.  She’d seen that other man in the booth, but hadn’t known who he was.  Tate had said something about the guy being an old friend and had come in looking for Zack.

      The man left in such a hurry that she hadn’t been introduced, and then when she’d brought up the subject she’d swiftly been shut down.  Clearly, Zack didn’t want to talk about him.

      Tate had brought her a cool soda, and she’d sat down in the booth where the man had previously been, and she’d caught a glimpse of the paperwork on the table.  She wasn’t proud of herself, but damn, she could read upside down.

      She’d read part of what she’d seen before realizing what it was and quickly putting a stop to it.  She hadn’t meant to snoop or pry; it had been a reflexive action that she hadn’t consciously thought about until she caught herself.

      Zack had an employment contract in front of him, presumably for a job back on Wall Street although she didn’t recognize the name of the firm.  She’d always known that he wasn’t planning to stay even if he didn’t have a job currently.  She’d assumed that wherever he decided to make his new life wasn’t going to be this little town in the middle of the cornfields in east central Illinois.  While she’d come back home and was happy about it, that didn’t mean that he wanted to.

      Still, it had hit her hard in the solar plexus, taking her breath away when she’d seen the contract.  Her heart ached at the thought of him packing his stuff and leaving, waving goodbye as he climbed into his rental car and headed out of town and onto new adventures.

      She didn’t regret any of the time they’d spent together, but this was harder than she’d thought it would be.  She’d fallen for him, which was monumentally stupid, but he’d somehow slipped under her defenses and she’d opened her heart.  Now it was going to be broken, and she only had herself to blame.  This wasn’t his fault.  He’d never made any promises.  Not one.

      Her mind had already jumped ahead, of course, thinking of ways that it might work long-distance.  Modern aircraft existed so they could fly to see one another as much as possible.  They could video call every day, too.  But there was one caveat to all of that.  Zack hadn’t indicated that he wanted the relationship to continue after he left.  In fact, they’d never discussed the future at all.

      On purpose or simply an oversight?  Lucy couldn’t be sure.  With everything that had been happening, it hadn’t been an important topic of conversation.

      Zack pulled into her driveway, and she stepped out of the car, juggling the Styrofoam takeout containers that were making her stomach growl hungrily.  They’d ordered dinner from the tavern as neither one of them had eaten much today.  She couldn’t wait to sit on the couch with a plate full of delicious food and watch something mind-numbingly boring, so she didn’t have to think too much.

      Instantly at her side, he took the food from her hands.

      “I’ll carry this while you unlock the door.”

      “You just want first dibs on the food,” she teased, wanting to lighten the mood.

      If they only had a small amount of time left, she didn’t want to spend it feeling awkward and sad.

      “You know me so well.”

      This time he’d smiled, seeming more like himself which had her breathing a small sigh of relief.

      “Don’t get any ideas about my cheeseburger.  I’m starving,” she declared unlocking her door and pushing it open.  “And I want all of my fries, too.”

      He was chuckling, but she’d frozen in the doorway, unable to believe what she was seeing.  It was a mess.  Everywhere.  Tossed cushions, open cabinets and drawers.  It was like she’d left a pack of wolves in her house all day, letting them run wild.

      “What’s going—”

      Zack broke off, seeing the same thing.  She heard his indrawn breath, and then he’d placed the food on the foyer table so he could reach for his phone.

      “I’m going to call Finn.  We need to get out of here.  They might still be inside.”

      Christ on a cracker, that hadn’t occurred to her.  Had someone broken into her home, rifled through her belongings, and was still inside?

      Shit.  And double shit.

      With her heart pounding in her ears, she backed away from the door and stood near the car as Zack’s clipped tones told the receptionist at the sheriff’s station what had happened.

      “Why would anyone break into my house?” she asked when he hung up.  “This whole thing is surreal.”

      Lucy lived in a quiet suburban area with nice neighbors.  She knew most of the families up and down the street, and she’d never had a moment of trouble since she’d moved here.

      There didn’t seem to be any sign of life in her condo, but Zack insisted that they wait for Finn or one of his deputies to check out the house first.

      Finn’s official SUV pulled up in front of her house and exited his vehicle, quickly jogging up to where she and Zack were waiting.

      “I’ll go in and check everything out,” he said.  “Just wait here for a minute.”

      Finn disappeared inside but he wasn’t long in the house, coming back out within minutes.

      “There’s no one in there.  You’ll need to look around and make a list of anything that’s missing.  I’ll make sure you get a copy of the police report for your insurance.”

      “That’s it?” Lucy asked in amazement.  “People steal from me, and I just report it to insurance?  Aren’t you going to try and find the person that did this?”

      “Of course, I am,” Finn replied in a soothing tone.  “But in the meantime, we need to figure out what exactly happened here.  Do you have any security cameras?”

      “No, I never thought I’d need them.”

      “I’ll ask some of your neighbors.  They might have some doorbell camera footage.”

      “What about traffic cameras?” Zack queried.  “We could see who turned at the stoplight.”

      “We don’t have anything like that,” Finn said with a shake of his head.  “We’ve never needed it.”

      Lucy’s temper and frustration were rising, but she needed to stay under control.  This wasn’t Finn’s fault.  He was a good sheriff, and this town was normally a pretty gosh darn safe place to live.

      Until now.

      Not once - even after Sarah and then Lily Winslow had disappeared - had Lucy felt unsafe.  Now that someone’s grubby hands had rifled through her drawers and cabinets, she felt violated.

      Angry and violated.  Someone had been inside her home.  Her haven.  A place she went to feel safe and peaceful.  It didn’t feel either of those things now.  There wasn’t enough disinfectant to scrub away the image of a person breaking into her home and pawing through her belongings looking for something valuable to steal.

      They’d probably been disappointed as hell.  Other than a television and some costume jewelry, she didn’t have anything worth stealing.  She kept her laptop at the bookstore most of the time, and her phone had been with her.

      She didn’t have diamonds, stacks of cash, or artwork.  There was no wall safe in her bedroom like in the movies.  She’d purchased her furniture at a reasonable price, and her clothes and shoes weren’t designer.  She dressed mostly for comfort the majority of the time.  She didn’t have any hobbies where she collected items that might go up in value like coins or stamps or movie actions figures.  She did have an expensive bicycle for when the weather was good, but from what she could see they hadn’t touched her garage.

      “I’m not sure I can be much help looking for anything they might have taken,” Zack said.  “I wouldn’t know what’s missing.  But I can pack a bag for you while you’re taking inventory if you like.”

      “A bag?” she echoed, unsure what he was talking about.

      “You aren’t planning to spend the night here, are you?  I was thinking you could go to Cooper’s with me.  He won’t mind.”

      This was how shaken up she was.  She hadn’t even thought more than five minutes into the future.  There was no way she’d want to spend the night here tonight.  Or tomorrow night, probably.  Right now, she was contemplating calling a realtor and putting the place up for sale.

      A huge overreaction to be sure, but she was still feeling raw.  In a few days, she was sure she’d be far more rational.

      One excruciating hour later, she’d determined that nothing was missing although her expensive skin care products in the bathroom were total write-offs along with many of her pantry items in the kitchen.

      It looked to her that the burglar had been angry there hadn’t been anything to steal so he’d broken a bunch of stuff in retaliation, including a couple of wine bottles on the kitchen floor.  She’d be finding glass for weeks.  Luckily, Zack had helped her clean up the most egregious messes and the rest she’d leave for tomorrow when she was in a better frame of mind.

      Finn seemed surprised that nothing was taken but he gave her a copy of the police report in case she wanted to turn in any damage.

      “I would suggest getting a doorbell camera and a better lock.  That one on your back door is flimsy.  It looks like they were able to kick it in easily.”

      There had been a footprint on the back door.  Finn had taken a photo in case they found a suspect, along with some footage from her neighbors’ doorbell cameras.  With any luck, they might find the person.

      “We’ll go to the hardware store in the morning,” Zack said.  “Or we can call Peter to change all the locks if you like.”

      “My dad has already offered to do it,” Lucy said, holding up her phone.  “I sent them a text so they wouldn’t hear through gossip, and they wanted to come over right away, but I told them I wasn’t staying here either.”

      “We can stop there on the way to Cooper’s.  They’ll want to see you and reassure themselves that you’re okay.”  Zack turned his attention to Finn.  “Does this happen often?  Does this neighborhood have a lot of break-ins?”

      “Every neighborhood gets one from time to time.  Mostly kids looking for weed or something they can pawn to buy drugs or alcohol.  We don’t have a burglary ring here in town if that’s what you’re asking.  By the way, I wanted to let you know that I’m putting Blake on your mother’s disappearance and whether Sarah’s death might be linked.  He agreed to some overtime to look into things.  I wanted to let you know in case the investigator you hire wants to contact him.”

      “I appreciate your cooperation, Finn,” Zack replied.  “Not everyone would be this accommodating.”

      “Technically, I can’t stop you, but I know that your family has questions.  I’m not sure hiring anyone will do any good, though.  Cold cases are notoriously hard to solve.  I don’t want you to get your hopes up too high.  It won’t be easy.”

      Lucy looked out of her front window and was appalled by the scene outside.  There was yellow crime scene tape around the front door which, of course, had attracted the attention of her neighbors.  A crowd of onlookers had gathered outside, curious as to what the police were doing there.

      Zack came up behind her and peered out of the window.

      “I see we have an audience.”

      “We do,” she sighed.  “I think we’re going to have a tough time getting out of here without everyone seeing and asking questions.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” Zack replied.  “They already know that we’re together so that’s not news.  As for the break-in?  We’ll hurry into the car and not say a word.  It will be interesting to hear in the morning what story they’ve made up.”

      “You’re a devious and dangerous man.  I like the way you think.”

      “Stick with me.  I won’t let them get you.”

      She’d put the curtain back into place and had turned to look directly at Zack.  He had that look in his eyes again that she was coming to recognize.  He had thoughts, and they weren’t good ones.

      “You think this break-in isn’t as innocent as Finn does.”

      “It’s kind of a coincidence.  Sarah’s body is found.  Ethan is shot in the backyard.  Now your condo is broken into, but nothing is stolen.  Maybe I’ve watched too many crime shows but it feels like someone is trying to send us a warning.  I can’t be the only one that thinks it because you knew what I was thinking before I said anything.”

      “It crossed my mind very briefly,” she admitted.  “But I rejected it immediately because it seemed far-fetched.”

      “A shooting and a burglary in the same day in this town is far-fetched,” Zack replied.  “I think there’s a distinct possibility that someone doesn’t like us asking questions about Sarah.  Look at how Ed Farrow reacted when we wanted to talk to him.  He completely freaked out and called my dad.  That doesn’t seem like a rational response to me.”

      “If someone is trying to scare me, they’ve succeeded.  I don’t feel safe in my own home anymore.”

      “You don’t have to stay here.  We’ll go to Cooper’s place.”

      That would be fine for a night or two, but eventually Zack was going to leave.  Cooper was a great guy, but he probably didn’t want Lucy staying at his apartment because she was too chickenshit to go back to her home.  She didn’t say that out loud, however.  When the time came, she’d deal with it on her own.

      Like I’m an adult or something close to it.

      “We need to start from the beginning,” Zack went on.  “I’m going to call my brothers and sisters and see if they can come to Cooper’s.  We’ll order pizza and review what we know and where we go from here.”

      “I can call Jane, too.”

      “Do that.  We can use all the brain power we’ve got.”

      Had someone broken into her home to scare her?  But most importantly if they didn’t back off asking questions…

      Was this person prepared to do more?  Or had they already done it by shooting Ethan?

      Was she or Zack next on the list?
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      When Zack had returned to Cooper’s apartment, he’d been surprised to see that his brother had returned.  Frankie was once again sitting at the kitchen table, a wine glass in her hand while Cooper was texting on his phone.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” Zack said.  “We have some important business to talk about.”

      “I have some news first,” Cooper replied.  “Frankie and I met with the head of the private investigations firm, and we’ve hired them.  They’re going to start digging into Dad’s business deals first.”

      Zack and Lucy quickly caught Cooper and Frankie up on what had happened that day, their amazement growing with each additional detail.

      “I knew it,” Frankie said, slapping the table for emphasis.  “Our father is in this up to his eyeballs.  He just has to be.  I remember that slimy Ed Farrow, too.  He used to come to my tennis matches and be all creepy.  He was always trying to touch me, and I hated it.”

      “Touch you?” Lucy asked with a shudder.  “That’s disgusting.”

      “He made me sick.  He’d put his hand on my shoulder and then it would slowly slide down to my ass.  He’d try and play with my hair or something like that.  After a few times of that, I learned to keep other people between me and him.  I could tell he liked them young if you know what I mean.  He had eyes for all the young girls on the tour.”

      It sounded like Farrow needed to be kept away from females.  All of them.

      “If Sarah went to that bar, and he had a habit of letting underage teenagers get in, I wonder if he ever tried to do that to her,” Zack said.  “Maybe that’s why he did that.  A steady supply of jailbait.  You might want to tell that private investigator to check out Ed, as well.  Frankie, how did Dad react to his golfing buddy being that friendly with his daughter?”

      “He said that I was being dramatic and seeking attention,” Frankie replied with a roll of her eyes, her tone dripping with sarcasm.  “That I must have misunderstood, and that I shouldn’t say such things, because other people might get the wrong idea and think that Ed Farrow was a bad person.  In other words, Dad didn’t care.  Surprised?”

      Joel Winslow was never going to win any Father of the Year awards, but shit…  He’d blown off his own daughter?  Their dad should never have had kids.  But the better question was did Joel know about his friend’s penchant for young girls?  Had he turned a blind eye to the questionable behavior?  And if so, what else was he ignoring for a friend?

      “You think that Lucy’s break-in is somehow related to Sarah’s disappearance and death?  And Ethan’s shooting?” Cooper asked.

      “I don’t know for sure,” Zack replied.  “But it’s a distinct possibility.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to,” Cooper said to Lucy.  “Seriously, I mean that.  As long as you want.”

      “Thank you, Cooper,” Lucy said.  “I appreciate that.  My parents are pushing for me to stay with them.  I told them that I’d think about it.”

      Zack didn’t say it out loud, but he wanted Lucy with him.  He didn’t feel like he could protect her if she wasn’t close by.

      “It’s up to you, but the offer is open.”  Cooper swung his attention to Zack.  “Should we confront Dad?  He has to know more than he’s saying.”

      “I’m sure that he does,” Zack agreed.  “But I doubt he’d ever admit it or tell us anything useful.  He’d just deny everything and act like the victim.  You know how he is.  You confronted him about Sarah, and he didn’t say a word.  He won’t now either.  He’s a waste of time, honestly.  If he won’t take Frankie’s side about being harassed by a dirty old man that’s his friend, he isn’t going to break down when we talk to him about his daughter that he kept a secret.”

      There was a knock at the door and Cooper answered it, letting in Jane, Tate, Piper, and Sam.  Tate and Sam were carrying stacks of delicious-smelling pizzas, and Zack realized that they’d never eaten dinner earlier.

      Everyone filled their plate before gathering back in the living room, some on the couch or chairs and a few on the floor.  Cooper had pulled out a whiteboard and several pads of sticky notes from his bedroom which puzzled the hell out of Zack.  Why did his brother have a white board and sticky notes?  Was this something left behind from the last tenant?  Either way, it was coming in handy now as Cooper propped it up on the seat of a kitchen chair.

      “Okay,” his brother said.  “Let’s put Sarah in the middle.  Mom and Dad can each be on the outside.  We don’t know for sure if Mom’s disappearance and Sarah’s are linked.  We only suspect it.  Then we add Ethan and Ed Farrow.  Who else?”

      “Sarah’s parents,” Jane replied.  “They seem a bit shady.  From what everyone says, they didn’t treat her all that well, and her mother isn’t exactly broken-hearted about her child.”

      “What about Zack’s friends from high school?” Sam suggested.  “They all said that he should drop his questioning which to me seems like suspicious behavior.”

      “I’m definitely going to talk to them again,” Zack said.  “You’re right.  They didn’t want to talk about Sarah, and they were pressuring me to let it all go.”

      “Then there’s Lucy,” Frankie said.  “Her condo was broken into by someone.  That’s a possible connection.”

      “We need to talk to Lloyd Daniels, too,” Lucy suggested.  “If he knew about Sarah’s real parentage, he might know even more secrets.”

      “Agreed,” Zack said.  “We can try and talk to him tomorrow.”

      “I’m a little confused here,” Jane said as Cooper drew lines to connect some of the sticky notes.  “I thought you were going to hire a professional investigator.  Is that not the case?”

      “We did hire a firm,” Cooper confirmed.  “However, our mother’s disappearance is going to be their primary focus, and Sarah’s their secondary although we think that the two might be intertwined.  We’d like to be able to give them as much information as possible to help them out.  Some people are more likely to speak with us than they are strangers from out of town.”

      “That’s true,” Jane said.  “I’m still considered a newcomer here in Winslow Heights.”

      For the next hour or so they discussed possible connections and theories, but none of them had any actual, hard evidence.  It was all simply conjecture and nothing they could take to Finn.  Not yet, anyway.

      Eventually the pizza was demolished, and they were going in circles.  Piper’s wide yawn reminded them that it was getting late, and they all cleaned up the cardboard boxes, plates, and cups before slowly going home one by one.

      “I’ll walk you home,” Lucy offered to Jane.  “You shouldn’t be out there after dark.  Not right now.”

      A few days ago, Zack would have said there wasn’t a safer place than this town.  He’d been wrong.

      “I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day,” Cooper said.  “I’ll walk Jane home.  It will only take a few minutes.”

      “I can walk home by myself,” Jane sighed.  “I do it all the time after closing the bookstore.”

      “Humor us,” Cooper replied with a playful grin.  “Lucy and Zack would be sad if anything happened to you.”

      “But not you?”

      “I can’t imagine anything happening to you, to be honest.  I’m terrified of you, and I assume everyone else is, too.”

      “You should be.  Okay, but don’t try and hold my hand or anything.  This isn’t a date.”

      “Perish the thought.  I’ll stay on my side of the sidewalk. Let’s go.”

      “They argue like brother and sister,” Zack observed when they’d gone, leaving him alone with Lucy.  “Or an old married couple.”

      “They have a vibe going on,” Lucy chuckled.  “Jane is dismissive of Cooper because of his womanizing.  Her past relationship wasn’t a healthy one.  She’s got a whole lot of shields up, and she barely even dates.  She says that most men aren’t worth the time.”

      They got ready for bed, brushing their teeth and slipping between the sheets.  After turning off the lights, Zack pulled Lucy close, her head resting on his chest as his body was beginning to relax after the long eventful day he’d had.  He was starting to fall asleep when she spoke.

      “I must apologize, Zack.  I saw the contract on the table in Tate’s.  I can read upside down.  I know that the guy was here about a job for you.  When do you have to go?”

      So much had happened since talking to Gary, Zack had almost forgotten all about it.  The contract was currently sitting in the back seat of his car in a file folder.

      “You don’t owe me any apologies.  It’s not something that’s a secret or that I’m trying to hide.  As for when I’m leaving, I haven’t accepted the job.  Gary came here to try and talk me into it, but I haven’t made up my mind.”

      “Is it a good offer?” she asked after a long silence.

      “It is,” he admitted.  “I doubt I could get a better one.”

      “Then you’d be crazy not to take it.”

      He couldn’t argue that sentiment although he kind of wanted to.

      “I haven’t decided.  I need to think about it.  It’s a huge decision.”

      Did she want him to stay?  Would she say that out loud?  Maybe they were too early in their relationship for that discussion.  When he’d gotten involved with her, he hadn’t really been thinking about the future.

      But here they were, and he needed to.  He had strong feelings for Lucy.  Very strong.  He wasn’t the type to throw around the L-word, but he could easily fall in love with her given the opportunity. Lucy was his lover and his friend, a combination that he’d thought was near impossible to find.

      Now he was lying in bed, wide awake, trying to think about what he wanted to do.  In his entire life he’d never been this indecisive.  He was losing patience quickly with himself.

      He couldn’t sleep, so he gently extricated himself from a sleeping Lucy, and he went out to the living room.  He could check his email or read a book.  Cooper had a million of them lying around.  Anything to pass the time and detour his brain.

      Cooper was sitting on the couch, his laptop on the coffee table, tapping away at the keys.

      “Couldn’t sleep?  There’s beer in the fridge.  It might help.”

      “I don’t want to get in the habit of using alcohol to help me sleep,” Zack replied, sitting down on the chair next to the sofa.  “But thanks for the offer.  What are you doing?”

      “Email,” Cooper said.  “I have lots of friends around the globe, and I want to keep in touch.  What’s keeping you up?  Are you going for a walk again tonight?”

      “No, I just want to…sit and think.”

      “Think about what?”

      “Do you really want to hear about it?”

      “Your life fascinates me,” Cooper said with a chuckle.  “Go ahead.  What are you thinking about?”

      “A guy came into town to try and convince me to take a job offer.”

      “Tate mentioned that.  What did you decide to do?”

      “I don’t know what to do.  It’s a great offer.  I won’t get one better.  It’s a dream offer.”

      “But?”

      “I’m just not sure I want to go back to it.”

      Slapping the lid down on his laptop, Cooper stood and tucked it under his arm.

      “Jesus, you are one of the smartest people I know, but you’re so stupid sometimes.”

      Cooper had that disgusted expression on his face again.  He looked pissed off.

      “What crawled up your ass?  I’m not stupid.  This is a huge decision about my future career.  I’m not sure I should be listening to any advice you would have about that subject.”

      Shit, Zack hadn’t meant to say that.  It was a crap-ass thing to do, and he immediately wanted to take it all back.

      “Listen—” he began, but Cooper shut him down.

      “You’re right,” his brother said with a laugh.  “I don’t know anything about high finance or Wall Street, but I do know one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you wanted to take that job – which, according to you is the best offer you could ever hope for - you would have already taken it.  There wouldn’t be any hesitation.  Not one second.  Now I’m going to bed.  See you in the morning.”

      Cooper disappeared into the bedroom leaving Zack rooted to his chair, the words echoing in his ears.  The truth was bashing him between the eyes repeatedly.

      His brother was right.

      If Zack had truly wanted to go back to Wall Street, he would have jumped at the chance.  But he didn’t, and all this teeth gnashing and whining were just because he didn’t want to admit that part of his life was over.  Done.  He didn’t want to go back, and even though he didn’t know what he wanted to do, he was one step closer to figuring it out now that he’d taken one option off the table.

      He was going to turn down the job in the morning.

      Then he’d tell Lucy that he wasn’t going anywhere, at least not for a while.  He wanted to see where their relationship might go.

      Zack was ready to fall in love with her.
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      The next morning, Lucy was getting dressed and ready to go see Lloyd Daniels who Zack had found out lived in a rented apartment in the next town over.  Later, Zack would go meet with his high school friends, but Lloyd was higher on their priority list since he had known the huge secret of Sarah’s real paternity.  He just might know a few more bombshells.

      She heard a door slam and then the stomping of feet.  There were raised voices - Zack and Cooper - and she quickly slipped on her shoes and went out to the living room to see what was going on.

      Zack and Cooper both looked furious, matching scowls on their faces.  When they saw her, they both tried to school their expressions, but it was far too late.  The two of them were angry, and she wanted to know what had set them off.

      “Okay, what’s going on?”

      Zack took a deep breath while Cooper stomped over to the coffeemaker to pour a cup.

      “I went out to the car to grab my travel mug, and someone had vandalized it.  It looks like they took a key to the paint job and scratched every surface before smashing the headlights and slicing the tires.  I’ll have to call the rental company.  They did it to Cooper’s car as well.  They were parked next to each other.”

      “At least you took the insurance,” Cooper barked from the kitchen, pouring a second cup and handing it to Lucy.  “This is going to be a hassle to deal with.  I guess this answers the fucking question about whether Lucy’s apartment was unrelated to what’s going on.  Clearly, someone is out there trying to scare us off. Well, fuck them because all they’ve done is make me more determined to find our answers.  The joke’s on them.  I didn’t even like that fucking car.  I’ve been wanting a new one.”

      Cooper had just dropped several “fucks” all in the space of a few sentences.  He was brilliantly furious, and she didn’t blame him.  Even with good insurance, it was going to be several phone calls and paperwork.

      “Are they drivable?”

      She didn’t know why she’d asked that question, but it was one of the first that popped into her mind.

      “Not without four new tires,” Zack growled.  “They’re trying to keep us from meeting and talking to people.”

      “They’re not thinking it through very carefully,” she replied.  “All we have to do is walk to my condo and get my car.  It’s not that far.”

      They’d driven here last night, but honestly, they could have walked.  They’d gone farther that night that Zack couldn’t sleep.

      “We don’t know what shape your car is in,” Zack warned.  “It could be damaged as well.”

      “I’ve already called Tate and asked him if we can borrow his car,” Cooper said.  “He gave the go-ahead so I’m going to walk over there and get the key.  I’ll be back in a few minutes, and we can go see Lloyd Daniels.”

      Cooper strode out of the apartment, slamming the door behind him.

      “Did you call Finn to let him know?”

      “Cooper did.  He said that he’ll send over Blake later to take our statements.  We’re going to need a police report for insurance and the rental company also.”

      Needing police reports was becoming a bad habit.

      “I’m not sure what to even say.  I’m so sorry this has happened to you.  To both of you.”

      “I’m just angry and frustrated,” Zack said.  “But I’m with Cooper on this.  No one is going to scare me away.  If they think that scratching up a rental is going to spook me, they’re dead wrong.”

      “Funny that you used that word…dead.  Has it occurred to you that this someone you’re referring to might go that route?  After all, Ethan is fighting for his life in the hospital right this minute.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” Zack agreed.  “That’s why I think that you should go in to the bookstore today.  Cooper and I will seek out Lloyd Daniels.  I want you firmly out of the firing line.”

      That would be fine, except…

      “But you’d still be in danger,” she said.  “And just because I’m not with you, doesn’t mean I won’t be.  We’re a team here.  We work together.”

      “Until now, I would have agreed, but I won’t let you get hurt.  I can’t tell you what to do.  I realize that.  But I can’t concentrate on what I need to do if I’m worried about your safety, too.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She knew what it meant, but he needed to say it.

      “It means I’m asking you to step aside and stay safe.  Go to the bookstore.  Have people around you all day.  I don’t think anyone is going to try anything in a crowd.  Don’t be alone.  If I can’t be there to protect you, then we need to make sure that you aren’t in a position to be hurt.”

      Lucy wanted to be there with him.  She wanted to see Lloyd Daniels.

      She had, however, been spending a great deal of time with Zack, and that meant she wasn’t in her own bookstore, leaving the running of it to Jane.  Her friend did an amazing job, but it wasn’t fair to dump it all on her.  She had other priorities.  Lucy was the owner, and that meant that her business had to come first.  She had employees that depended on her for their livelihood.  Running off and playing private investigator was fun, but in the end, Zack didn’t need her to do it.

      “I’ll go to the bookstore,” she replied.  “Will you keep me apprised of what’s going on?  Let me know if you learn anything?”

      “You’ll be the first one I call,” he assured her.  “I promise you.  Thank you, Lucy.  I appreciate your understanding.  I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you either.”

      “You mean a lot to me.”

      “You mean a lot to me, too.”

      There was something in his expression that she couldn’t quite decipher.  He wasn’t smiling but his anger had dissolved, leaving him serious and sober.

      “What I’m trying to say—”

      He broke off, his gaze on his shoes as he struggled to find the words.  A little voice was in her ear urging her to fill the silence and smooth it all over.  Awkward moments were…well…awkward, but she forced herself to stay quiet and let him gather his thoughts.

      After a long moment, he lifted his head and spoke.

      “What I’m trying to say is that I’m not going to take that job on Wall Street.  I don’t want to go back.  I’m not sure what I want to do, but I do know that I want to give this relationship - you and me - a try.  I hope that you feel the same.  If you don’t—”

      She didn’t let him get any farther, launching herself into his arms as her heart pounded against her ribcage.  This wonderful man had come into her life and turned it upside down.  She’d been living a quiet existence, content with her day-to-day, but now it all seemed better just because she could share it with him.  She wanted to do that every single day.

      “I do feel the same,” her voice husky and full of emotion.  “I’m glad you want to try.  I want to do that, too.”

      “I think…I think I might be in love with you, Lucy Gilbert.”

      The happiness that was bubbling inside of her was like a gigantic bottle of champagne that threatened to spill over.  He’d sounded so earnest, so serious, and here she was grinning and almost laughing.  She couldn’t help it.  She was relieved and thrilled all at the same time.  She’d been bracing for heartbreak, but somehow, she was getting something that she’d desperately wanted but couldn’t admit even to herself.

      “I think I love you, too, Zack.  It’s kind of scary, but I can’t imagine my life without you now.  I didn’t expect this, but I’m so glad you came back for that wedding.”

      When they kissed, it was different somehow.  Warmer, deeper, more…something.  It simply meant more to be kissing someone that she loved and loved her back.

      The door swung open, and Cooper stepped in, his eyes widening at the sight before him like a deer in headlights.  Clearing his throat, he hastily stepped back out again.

      “Pardon me, I’ll just wait downstairs.”

      Zack and Lucy both burst into laughter, breaking the romantic bubble they’d wrapped themselves in, if only for a few minutes.

      “I think we scared him,” Lucy giggled.

      “We were standing up with all our clothes on,” Zack observed.  “And that sent him flying back downstairs.  I guess we should get going since he’s waiting for us.  I want to make sure that you get to the bookstore safely.”

      She’d be walking on clouds the entire way.  She and Zack were in love.
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      Zack and Cooper pulled up in front of Lloyd Daniels’s rundown apartment building on the outskirts of an even smaller town about a half-hour from Winslow Heights.  They didn’t know if he’d be home, but they’d decided to wait for a while if he wasn’t.  They really wanted to talk with him about Sarah.

      Pushing open the driver’s side door, Zack didn’t even have time to step out of the vehicle before Cooper spoke.

      “You got a good woman, bro.  Don’t blow it.”

      Zack’s first instinct was to tell Cooper to go fuck himself; the second was to realize that this was his brother’s awkward way of worrying and trying to give advice.  It came from a place of love and concern, although the manner in which it was expressed left a great deal to be desired.

      “I wasn’t planning to mess it up, but it’s clear that you think that I might.”

      “You’ve said out loud that you’re not sure if you want to go back to the city.  I’m just making sure that you don’t make a life-altering decision that you’ll regret.”

      “Do you have any decisions that you regret?”

      “Yes, one.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite.  What is it?”

      “I should have told our father to shove it up his ass years earlier than I actually did.”

      That sounded like something Cooper would do.

      “If you’d done it any earlier, you would have been a toddler and typing him an email on a Fisher-Price toy computer.”

      Cooper threw back his head and laughed.

      “I wasn’t much older than that when I realized that Dad was a jerk.  Seriously, Lucy is the real deal.  She’s perfect for you.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m not going back to New York City.  I’m going to stick around for a while, see what happens.  Is that okay?  I intend to find my own place, but I might be around a little longer until I do.”

      “I told you that you can stay as long as you need to.  And good for you.  You’ve finally realized that you don’t have to have all of the answers all of the time.”

      Since coming home Zack hadn’t had basically any answers, and so far, he hadn’t done too badly.

      They walked up the sidewalk and the door swung open.  Daniels stood there, looking a lot older than Zack remembered but it had been eighteen years.  They’d all aged.

      Daniels’s hair was silver-white with a lined, tanned face.  Thin as a rail, his clothes hung on him as if he had been heavier in the past.  His jeans had a rip in the knee, and his t-shirt had a small stain on the arm.  His eyes narrowed as he watched them approach, his lips curled into a sneer.

      “What do you want?” he barked.  “I paid the rent so stop bothering me.”

      “We’re not here about rent or bills,” Cooper said quickly.  “We’re here to talk to you.  I’m Cooper Winslow, and this is my brother Zack Winslow.  We just want a few minutes of your time.”

      The older man’s gaze ran from Cooper to Zack and then back again, no less suspicious than when he’d thought they were there to collect money.

      “You look like your mom,” he finally said.  “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Your stepdaughter Sarah,” Zack replied.  “We were hoping you could tell us about her high school years.  We want to help find out what happened to her.  She was our sister, after all.”

      Zack was convinced they were going to be turned away, but then Daniels gave a curt nod and stepped back so they could enter the apartment.

      The home was small but clean and neat.  There were stacks of newspapers here and there, but everything else seemed to be put away.  An old desktop computer sat on the kitchen table, an open can of soda next to it.

      “Sarah was your sister,” Daniels said as they all sat down in the living room.  “Your daddy was her daddy, although he didn’t want anyone to know.  He didn’t want to ruin his reputation as a family man.  As if anyone bought that in the first place.  I knew all the way back before I ever got with Tracy that Joel Winslow was running around on your mom.  There were several women, and there’s probably more kids, too.  I bet he’s paying off half the county.”

      Zack didn’t doubt that Tracy wasn’t the only one, but even his dad had to sleep and work occasionally.  Half of the county was probably an exaggeration.  Hopefully, anyway.

      “Was there anyone in Sarah’s life that would have wanted to hurt her?” Zack asked.  “Was she having trouble with anyone?  Arguments or issues?  Other than Ethan, who did she spend most of her time with?”

      “Sarah was a sweet girl, but naive as hell,” Daniels growled.  “She thought that everyone was wonderful, but I knew that the world was a dangerous place.  I tried to talk to her, but she’d tell me that I was mean and terrible.  She’d run to her mom and complain, and then Tracy would be upset.  All I did was try and give that girl some discipline and boundaries.  Tracy let her run wild.  She was gone from the house almost every day, coming home in the middle of the night even when she had school the next day.  She was drinking, for sure, and more I bet although I could never prove it.  She was having sex, too, with that Ethan guy.  I found birth control pills in her dresser.”

      “You looked in her dresser?”  Cooper asked.

      Daniels threw his arms in the air, becoming agitated.

      “I was trying to look after that girl.  I could see that she was getting into things that she shouldn’t.  Drinking, smoking, sex.  That’s not something a teenage girl should be doing.  Tracy kept saying that Sarah was almost an adult, and that she’d be out of the house after graduation, so it didn’t matter.”

      Damn, that was cold.  Had Sarah’s mom been planning to simply kick out her own daughter?

      Cooper beat Zack to asking the question.

      “Sarah was going off to college then?”

      “I dunno,” Daniels shrugged.  “But Tracy said that’s when the money would stop coming in from Winslow.”

      This was fucked up ten different ways.  Zack couldn’t say that he blamed Sarah for never wanting to be home.  If he’d grown up with these parents, he wouldn’t want to be there either.

      “Did Sarah know that my dad was her father also?” Zack queried.  “If not, was Tracy ever going to tell her?”

      “Tracy said she was going to tell Sarah when she turned eighteen,” Daniels replied.  “Sarah didn’t know.  Tracy told her that the money came from her own deadbeat dad.  That man never had two nickels to rub together, and eventually Sarah started to get suspicious. She asked a lot of questions, but she never knew.  I guess your old man felt guilty when Sarah died because he paid Tracy for years.  Or maybe he was so goddamn rich he didn’t even notice.”

      “Now that I believe,” Cooper muttered under his breath just loud enough for Zack to hear.

      “Do you know where she went when she was out?  Who she hung out with?”

      “With that no-good boyfriend, I guess.  I don’t know.  I’d ask, and she’d tell me it was none of my business.  That’s how the youth in this world act these days.  We’re heading for the destruction of society if you ask me.  People don’t know how to act or be responsible.  It’s probably a good thing that the giants will eventually take over.  They’ll straighten this all out.”

      Wait…the giants?

      “The giants?” Cooper echoed.  “You’re not talking about the football team, are you?”

      Daniels frowned and shook his head.

      “What football team?  No, I’m talking about the giants.  You have to know about them.  Your dad has been working with them his whole life.  How do you think he has some much power and money?  It was given to him by the giants.  Of course, the government doesn’t want you to know about the giants.  They’re hiding them, but they’re there and they’ll take over.  You’re either going to be on their side or the losing side.”

      Were the giants some sort of…euphemism?  And Joel Winslow was in league with them?  Since their dad had inherited his wealth, did that mean that their grandfather and all the greats had been working with the giants as well?

      Zack and Cooper exchanged a brief but worried glance.  Daniels was becoming more upset, his face growing redder.  He’d jumped up from his chair and was pacing the small space between it and the window, mumbling to himself.

      “Dad never told us about the giants,” Cooper said, his tone even and almost soothing.  “I wish he had. Clearly, we’ve missed out on something important.  How tall are these giants?  Where are they being hidden?”

      That’s it, Coop.  Ask the important questions.  Shit.

      “They can be as tall as seventeen feet,” Daniels answered.  “They’re being hidden underground in government bunkers.  They have been for over a hundred years.  My dad told me stories about them.  He worked in one of the facilities.  He made friends with them.  He told me that we didn’t need to be afraid when it was time.”

      Since Joel Winslow had basically admitted to being Sarah’s biological dad, Zack believed it to be true.  However, after hearing Lloyd Daniels go on and on for the last few minutes, he wouldn’t have been shocked if the whole parentage thing was simply a delusion.

      Cooper opened his mouth to ask what was probably another inane question about the existence of giants, but he stopped when Zack dug his elbow into his brother’s ribs.  While he was okay with humoring Daniels about this, he didn’t think it was necessary to extend this visit any longer.  At this point, he couldn’t trust what Lloyd Daniels had to say.

      If giants did at some point take over the earth, he’d apologize profusely and personally to Lloyd.

      Daniels didn’t appear to be hurting anyone or himself with these thoughts, so Zack wasn’t going to try and change the older man’s mind.  If it made him happy to believe in giants, then more power to him.

      Thanking Daniels, Zack dragged Cooper back to the car, and headed back to Winslow Heights to let Lucy know that they hadn’t learned much that was useful.  Lloyd had confirmed that Sarah was going out, but he didn’t know where or with whom.  His information was suspect at best.

      “You didn’t let me ask my questions,” Cooper chuckled.  “And I had lots of them.  For example, who benefits from keeping giants a secret?  If they’re so powerful, why would they agree to be hidden?  Who brought them here?  Are they aliens?  How many people would have to be in on this to be able to keep it a secret?  After all, I unwillingly know far too much about the Kardashians, and I’m actively trying to stay away from people telling me about them.  A giant is much more interesting than a Kardashian, although others might feel differently.”

      “I didn’t let you ask those questions because it would be like making fun of an old man.  He seriously believes it.”

      “I know,” Cooper declared.  “I wasn’t making fun of him.  I truly wanted to find out the basis and extent of his beliefs.  I’ve known people who believed far more outlandish crap, and I stayed friends with them.  I wasn’t questioning his beliefs. I was trying to learn about them.”

      Cooper was always trying to get into people’s heads and figure out what made them tick.  He should have been a psychologist.

      “Either way, we weren’t going to find out anything about Sarah that we could trust.”

      “He confirmed that she was partying, and with the way Ed Farrow acted when you tried to talk to him, I have to say that I’m mighty suspicious that she might have been hanging out in his bar.”

      “That’s why we’re going back to talk to my friend Jay.  He knows more, and I’m going to have another shot at getting him to talk.”

      “Let’s do it then.  Maybe if we tell Jay that we already know what Sarah was up to, he’ll spill the beans thinking that he’s not telling us anything new.”

      “That sounds like something out of a bad detective novel.  Do you honestly think that he can be tricked so easily?”

      “It works in the movies.  Why not give it a try?  Do you have another plan?”

      Zack did not, which meant that they might as well try Cooper’s.

      Maybe - just maybe - Jay might finally tell them the truth about Sarah.
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      Zack and Cooper had walked Lucy to the bookstore before heading off to meet Lloyd Daniels.  It was nice to be back at work and in some sort of familiar routine, especially when her world felt like it had been turned upside down.

      “You can stay with me as long as you need to,” Jane said, placing a latte in front of Lucy.  “If you’re not comfortable staying with Cooper.  I bet he’s a slob.”

      “He seems to do quite well cleaning up after himself.  And thank you for the offer.  I think I just need to suck it up and go back home today.  Finn sent me a message that they’ve released the condo, and I can go in anytime.  It’s my home, although it doesn’t feel like it at the moment.  Plus, my parents are a bit miffed that I didn’t stay with them last night.”

      “If I were a betting woman - and I’m not, although my ex was - I’d place money on your mom and dad showing up here today to make sure that you’re okay.  They’ll want to see for themselves.”

      “That sounds like my parents,” Lucy sighed.  “They’re wonderful, but sometimes they fuss a bit.”

      “Did they suggest moving back home?”

      “Yes, and as nicely as I could told them that it wasn’t an option.  I’m not going to move home when I’m in my mid-thirties.  I love my mom and dad, but I need to be independent and have my own place.”

      “Zack could stay with you at your condo,” Jane suggested, waggling her eyebrows playfully.  “You two are getting serious.  And don’t deny it because it’s as plain as the nose on your face.  The way you guys look at each other would be nauseating if you weren’t my best friend in the world.”

      Lucy wasn’t one to kiss and tell, sharing her innermost secrets even with someone she was close to like Jane.  She didn’t really have to as her friend was eerily perceptive and an avid people watcher.  But this was different…in a way that Lucy didn’t know how to explain.  She was happy, incredibly so, and she kind of wanted to shout it from the rooftops.

      I’m in love with Zack Winslow and he loves me, too.

      “It is getting serious,” she replied.  “He says he’s going to stay here and give our relationship a chance.”

      “For good?”

      “For now,” Lucy amended.  “That’s good enough for me.  We’re going to try, and that makes me happy.  Eventually, he may want to do something that’s outside of this town, and we’ll work it out then.  He’s not planning to go back to New York City anytime soon.”

      “That’s awesome,” Jane cheered, her smile wide and genuine.  “I mean, good for you.  I wouldn’t want that.  I’m happy on my own.  Been there, done that.  And I didn’t get a t-shirt when I divorced.”

      “Not every man is bad.”

      “Says the woman that just found the last good one,” Jane laughed.  “I know you’re right, but the energy that it takes to find a decent guy is too much for me right now.  I’m exhausted at the end of every day.  The care and feeding of the male animal isn’t a top priority.  I’d rather get a puppy.”

      “That’s some unconditional love right there.  I don’t blame you.”

      They were busy as the day went on, customers in and out of the store, and they didn’t have much time to talk until the usual mid-afternoon lull.  Jane had gone to Tate’s to grab them some lunch to go, and they both sat in the backroom to quickly eat their meal while one of the part-timers, Tara, watched the register.

      Lucy was almost done gulping down her chef salad when Tara joined them, holding out a white envelope.

      “I forgot to give you this yesterday.”

      “What is it?” Lucy asked, accepting the envelope.  It had Zack’s name on it.  “Who is it from?”

      “I dunno,” Tara said.  “Some guy dropped it here early yesterday morning.  He said to give it to you or Zack Winslow.  I shoved it in the drawer behind the register and forgot about it until today.  I’m sorry about that.”

      The envelope was sealed, and Lucy wasn’t going to open something that wasn’t addressed to her, but her fingers ran over it, feeling something bumpy that she couldn’t identify.

      “Did he say anything else?”

      “No, he was in a hurry.  He practically tossed it at me and ran out.  I am sorry about forgetting.”

      “It’s fine,” Lucy assured Tara.  “I’ll make sure Zack gets this.  Thank you.”

      Tara went back to the main room, leaving Lucy holding the envelope.

      “Are you going to open it?”

      “It’s not addressed to me,” Lucy reminded Jane.  “It’s for Zack.”

      “You can call him,” Jane suggested.  “He might tell you to go ahead and open it.”

      “I should be hearing from Zack anytime now.  I don’t want to bug him if he’s meeting with Lloyd or one of his friends from high school.”

      “Are you saying you’re not the least bit curious about what is inside?  Because I would be.”

      Lucy placed the envelope on the table between them.

      “Of course, I’m curious but not enough to rip it open.  It’s probably nothing anyway.  Probably just a letter.  Or something.”

      “Something?” Jane echoed.  “Something besides a letter?”

      “I felt something,” Lucy admitted.  “It feels like there’s something solid in there.”

      Frowning, Jane also ran her fingertips over the envelope, also finding the bumpy item.

      “There is something there, but I can’t tell exactly what it is.”

      “You do realize that it’s probably just something dropped off by Cooper for Zack.”

      “Tara knows who Cooper is,” Jane pointed out.  “It couldn’t be him.”

      “Okay, then one of Zack’s other brothers.  Maybe Tate or Sam.”

      “She knows Tate, but maybe Sam.  But it’s still intriguing.  Who would drop something here for Zack?”

      “Because the whole town knows we’re dating?”

      “True, but you’d think they’d drop it at Tate’s or with Cooper.”  Jane ran her fingers over the bump again.  “It feels square.”

      “It’s probably something from Sam.  Maybe Sam dropped it here for Zack, knowing that he’d be coming here.”

      Jane sat back in her chair, shaking her head.

      “That’s a great theory except for one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Sam was at the apartment with all of us last night.  He never mentioned it once.  Don’t you think he would?  At least to ask Zack if he’d received it?  I don’t think this is from Sam.”

      “Who do you think it’s from?”

      “I don’t know, but if you opened it, we would know.”

      “I’m not opening it.  Zack can when he gets here.”

      Now Jane had Lucy wondering what was inside, piquing her curiosity.  Five minutes ago, she hadn’t cared all that much.  Now she wanted to know.

      Except that this envelope wasn’t nearly as exciting as what Zack was currently doing.

      It was simply a plain white envelope.  Nothing exciting in the least.
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      Zack found Jay at his parents’ house, hanging out in the backyard while his kids played in the sprinklers.  A pretty dark-haired woman who was probably Jay’s wife was handing out popsicles and trying to corral the boisterous trio of children.  Jay’s parents sat on a couple of patio chairs, the mom relaxing with a book.

      Jay jumped up from his chair when he saw Zack, a grin spreading on his face.

      “Hey, what a surprise.  I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.  What’s going on?  Do you want a cool drink?”

      Cooper had decided to wait in the car, saying that Jay might not talk in front of someone he didn’t know well.  Zack had agreed but wasn’t sure that Jay would say much anyway.  The last time they’d met, Jay had clearly not wanted to talk about Sarah at all.

      Zac glanced quickly over to Jay’s wife who was busy with the kids but had given a small wave to acknowledge that they had a visitor.

      “I was hoping you and I could talk for a few minutes.  Can we go inside?  This won’t take long.”

      Jay appeared confused but agreed, opening the sliding glass door to the kitchen so that Zack could pass through.

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      The welcome that had been there only moments before was now replaced by an uneasiness that Jay wasn’t bothering to hide.

      “I’ll get straight to the point,” Zack replied.  “I want to talk about Sarah and what she was into right before she died.  Did she go to that campus bar that let teenagers in?  Farrow’s? Was she drinking or doing drugs?  She was my half-sister, and she deserves to rest in peace.”

      Sighing, Jay dropped into a kitchen chair, his shoulders dropping.

      “Why won’t you just leave this alone?  Nothing good is going to come from this.”

      Zack sat down in a chair opposite, leaning over the table so that Jay had to meet his gaze.

      “I’m sick and tired of everyone acting like I’m the problem.  It looks like my own friends were keeping secrets from me—”

      “We did it for your own good,” Jay broke in, shaking his head over and over.  “We did it because you said that you needed to stay out of the bar in case your old man found out.  You already had enough issues with him, and you didn’t need any more.  Besides, everyone was scared of Joel Winslow.  He could have shut it all down.”

      Being scared of Zack’s dad sounded more plausible than that they were all worried about him.  He’d had copious amounts of problems with his dad in his teenager years, and his friends were certainly more than aware of them, but he doubted that had been the main reason.

      They’d kept him in the dark because they didn’t want “something” shut down.  What was it?

      “What happened in that bar?” Zack asked, keeping his tone even but firm.  “And don’t try and bullshit me.  Something was going on there.  Sarah was into something right before she died.”

      Jay’s jaw was set, and it looked like he wasn’t going to say anything.  The sliding glass door opened, and his wife stuck her head in.

      “Um, hello.  Jay, will you be out soon?  The kids are asking for you.  Hi, I’m Ella.  You must be Zack.  I’ve seen your pictures in Jay’s yearbook.”

      “I am Zack, and it’s nice to meet you, Ella.  I promise I won’t keep your husband much longer.”

      “That’s fine. Take your time.”

      The door slid closed again, and Zack levered up from his chair and walked over to it, looking out at the three children jumping through the sprinklers.

      “You have a daughter.”

      “I do.  Blair.  She’s an angel.  I’m proud of my boys, Nathan and Evan, too.  They’re great kids.”

      Zack turned back to his friend, whose face had turned bright red.

      “I know what you’re saying.  I’m a dad now, and I wouldn’t want my little girl getting into the shit that Sarah was into.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I can’t be suggesting that because I don’t know what Sarah was into.  You haven’t told me.  And it sounds like there was some sort of conspiracy to make sure I never found out.”

      Jay leaned forward, cradling his head in hands, groaning out loud.

      “Fine,” he said, looking back up at Zack.  “Farrow liked them young, if you know what I mean.  He liked to be surrounded by young teenage girls, so he let them in to the bar, along with some guys, too.  You know…the football team mostly.  He told us that if we brought in our female friends, he’d comp our drinks.  Help us out.  You know…with…things.”

      For once, Zack was grateful that his mother hadn’t let him play football.  She’d said it was too dangerous.  He’d argued until he was blue in the face, but she’d never relented.  Now he was glad if this was what they were up to.

      “No, I don’t know.  How did he help you?”

      Rubbing his forehead, Jay sighed again out loud.

      “You know…steroids.  So we could get big and compete.  If your dad had found out…shit…we didn’t want that to happen.”

      Because my dad’s been such a bastion of morality.  Fuck, Joel Winslow probably wouldn’t have given a rat’s ass.  But people in this town have such a skewed idea of who he truly is.

      If Zack had known, his father wouldn’t have been the person he would have told.  He would have talked to his mother.

      “Steroids?  You brought girls to the bar in exchange for performance enhancing drugs?  Is that how Sarah got there?”

      “Yes,” Jay growled.  “Ethan would take her.  She liked to go because it got her out of the house.  After a while, she’d go without him or anyone else.”

      “Did she sleep with Farrow?  Is that what he was doing with those girls?”

      Just asking the question made Zack sick to his stomach.

      “I don’t know.  I don’t know if any of them did.”

      “You didn’t want to know.”

      Jay shrugged, seemingly done talking.  He sat at the table, staring at his hands and not looking at Zack.

      “Is there anything else you’re not telling me?”

      Still not speaking, Jay simply shook his head.  Disgusted, Zack reached for the door handle and slid it open.

      “None of those girls did anything that they didn’t want to do.  We didn’t force them to go.  They wanted the attention and the free drinks.”

      Jay’s tone was defensive and aggressive all at the same time.  He’d jutted out his chin, stubbornly holding onto being in the right.

      Rationalize much?

      “I guess that makes it all okay then,” Zack said, stepping outside into the sunshine.  “Have a nice rest of your vacation and trip back home.”

      So much for that friendship.  It’s over.

      He didn’t look back as he strode to the car where Cooper was waiting.  They’d head to the bookstore and let Lucy and Jane know what they’d learned.

      Then they needed to take another look at Ed Farrow.  And maybe Joel, too.  Had he known what his friend was up to eighteen years ago?  It was a question that needed asking.

      Soon.
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      They all met at Tate’s later that day, gathered at the bar.  The tavern wasn’t that busy, just a few patrons playing darts in the back.  Zack and Cooper filled Lucy, Jane, Tate, and Frankie in on their meeting with Lloyd Daniels and Jay.

      “Did anyone ever try to convince you to go to the bar?” Zack asked Lucy.  “Were you ever pressured?”

      “No, but remember that I was considered a major goody-two-shoes.  My friends and I did once try and get in, but we were turned away.”

      “Probably because you weren’t with one of the inside guys,” Cooper replied.  “I bet Farrow probably had to be careful about who he let in.  He didn’t want his dirty little secret to become common knowledge.”

      “I knew he was a worm,” Frankie declared.  “A real slimeball.  I could see it a mile away.  As for Dad, he probably knew and didn’t care.  He’d just call it boys being boys or something horrific like that.”

      “I’m not so sure Dad knew,” Tate observed.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I doubt Dad would have cared, but Zack’s friend told him explicitly that they didn’t want him to know because they thought he would tell his dad and get it all shut down.”

      “They didn’t even keep it all a secret,” Jane said.  “From what you all have told me, it was a well-known rumor that teenagers could get into a certain bar on campus.”

      “Managing to keep it to a rumor is amazing,” Zack replied.  “I wonder if there were any adults that heard the rumor, too?”

      “They probably wouldn’t believe it,” Tate said.  “Half the gossip in this town is just plain wrong or a lie.  I’m guessing they thought that the teenagers were making it all up to sound older or something.”

      “Are you going to open your envelope?” Jane asked.  “I admit openly that I tried to convince Lucy to call you so she could open it earlier.”

      “I am going to open it,” Zack replied.  “I’m as curious as you are.”

      Cooper had said that the envelope wasn’t from him or Sam, as far as he knew.  He hadn’t even thought to give Zack a key to the mailbox because he never used it.  The mail carrier just dropped the mail on the stairs.

      Ripping open the top of the envelope, he opened it to see a folded piece of paper.  When he pulled it out, a small thumb drive dropped onto the oak bar surface.

      “It’s a jump drive,” Lucy said.  “That’s…odd.”

      “Maybe this note will tell us something,” Zack said, unfolding it and scanning the brief contents.

      His stomach clenched in his abdomen as he read it several times over, still not quite believing what was written.  It was a shock, but after all that had happened, it probably shouldn’t have been.

      “It’s from Ethan,” he finally said.  “He says that the guilt is eating him alive, and he can barely look at himself in the mirror.  He’s sorry for the part he played in it.  He says that he’s in danger, so he wants me to have it.  He knows that if something happens to him, I’ll do what’s right.”

      “Something did happen to him,” Jane said, with a visible shudder.  “Spooky as hell.  Now he’s pawned the danger onto you.  Nice friends you have.”

      “He gave you a thumb drive?” Lucy said.  “Does he say what’s on it?  Whatever it is, he was in danger because of it.”

      “He didn’t.”  Zack handed her the note.  “Just that I’d do the right thing.”

      Cooper picked it up, turning it over to look at it from all angles.  From what Zack could see, it looked like an everyday, garden-variety thumb drive.  Nothing special.

      It’d what it contained that was important.

      “There’s only one way to find out what’s on it,” Cooper said.  “Tate, where’s your laptop?”

      “In the office. I’ll get it and we’ll take a look.”

      Tate was only gone for a moment, bringing back his laptop.  Leaving one of his employees to tend the bar, he had them gather in one of the booths in the corner where no one would be able to listen in or see what was on the screen.

      “Let’s see what Ethan was shot for,” Tate said, pulling up the contents of the drive.  “It looks like there are several videos on this.  I’ll open one.”

      Zack wasn’t sure what he was watching for a moment.  By the time he realized, everyone else had as well.

      “Holy hell, Ethan was shot for porn,” Frankie whispered.  “That’s porn.”

      It was worse than that.  This was porn starring Ethan, and what appeared to be a drunk or drugged Sarah.  They were in some bedroom that Zack didn’t recognize but he could clearly see who it was.  Ethan and Sarah were having sex on the bed.  Sort of.  Sarah was clearly incoherent, lying there passed out.

      “Who gets shot for porn?” Cooper asked.  “It’s given away freely on the internet.”

      “It’s Ethan and Sarah,” Lucy said, her voice low.  “He videotaped her and him together.  What a scumbag.”

      “Maybe he didn’t know he was being filmed,” Jane said.  “He might be a victim, too.”

      “He knew,” Zack said, taking no joy in saying it out loud.  “He keeps looking at the camera.  And he’s talking to someone out of frame.  Wait…did you see that?  There was an arm in the screen.  There’s a third person there.”

      “That third person might be the one that shot Ethan,” Tate said.  “Or not.  I’m just thinking out loud here.”

      “That’s a good theory,” Cooper said.  “If the other person didn’t want the video seen, they might be willing to kill for it.”

      “Can we turn that off?” Frankie said.  “I don’t really want to watch your friends go at it, especially when one of them is too impaired to consent.  This is rape, and I’m not feeling all that sorry for Ethan right this minute.”

      Tate closed out the video, and double clicked on another file.

      “Let’s see what else is on the drive.  Maybe the third person will show themselves.”

      It was another sex video, although this time not of Ethan and Sarah.  It was his friend Jay and then-girlfriend Melanie.  This time, Melanie was giggly but not falling down drunk.  Jay kept glancing in the direction of the camera, but Melanie didn’t seem to know it was there.  From what Zack could see, there wasn’t a third party in the room.

      The other files were much the same.  About half a dozen guys from Zack’s high school and their girlfriends in various stages of inebriation.

      “The boys know that the camera is there, but those poor girls don’t.  I’m sick to my stomach watching this,” Lucy said, turning her head away.  “I think you can tell Jay that these girls did not, in fact, know what they were getting into and consenting to it.  What an asshole.”

      “What a criminal,” Jane sneered.  “This is highly against the law.  They’re not just creepy teenage boys, they’re criminals and rapists.  And yes, I feel nauseous, too.  This is vile stuff.  No wonder they kept it under wraps and didn’t want anyone to know.  Ethan felt guilty?  He couldn’t look at himself in the mirror?  He damn well ought to feel guilty.  Christ, he didn’t care about this until Sarah was found.”

      Zack didn’t want to see anymore.  It made him sick to see people that he had been friends with – trusted, even - do something so horrific to another human being.  Those girls had trusted their boyfriends, and they’d been taken advantage of.  For what?  Drugs?  Booze?  Feeling like they were adults when they were anything but?

      “From what we know, these videos are worth killing for,” Tate said.  “It got Ethan shot, and it could get you dead, too.”

      “No one knows he has it,” Cooper pointed out.

      “Unless Ethan told someone,” Lucy replied.  “Or someone has a lucky guess as to who he gave it to.”

      “That’s probably why your condo was broken into and tossed,” Jane said.  “They were looking for the drive, thinking that Zack may have hidden it there.  You said that you ran into Ethan, and he seemed paranoid, looking over his shoulder.  Maybe they thought he gave it to you.”

      “They should have gone into Cooper’s as well,” Tate said.  “But they didn’t.”

      “Maybe they haven’t yet,” Zack replied.  “His place is tougher because he’s there most of the time.”

      “And it’s in the middle of downtown,” Lucy said.  “Lots of people around.  It wouldn’t be easy.”

      “Or they could have just been trying to scare Lucy and Zack away,” Cooper said.  “They wanted you to stop asking questions.  If they knew you had the thumb drive, I believe they wouldn’t hesitate to try and get it from you using any means necessary.  Look what they did to Ethan.”

      “I’d like to believe that they don’t know that we have this,” Zack said.  “But we have to assume that they do.”

      “So we call Finn and turn this over to him,” Tate said.  “Because from what you’ve learned, it looks like Farrow was running some sort of porn video scam on these young girls in exchange for giving the guys drugs.”

      “Ethan must have been thinking about revealing it,” Zack said.  “That’s why he was shot.  Jesus, this is surreal.  This was going on in our little town and no one knew.”

      “There were rumors,” Lucy reminded him.  “Lots of rumors about how teenagers could get into the bar.  But it looks like they were able to keep the sex stuff a secret, which isn’t shocking.  The guys probably told the girls that if they talked about being there, they wouldn’t get to go inside anymore.”

      Something still didn’t sit right with Zack.  He’d gone over this in his head, and it didn’t quite make sense.

      “Am I crazy here?  How did Ed Farrow even set any of this up?  By himself?  How did he reach out to the guys in school?  How did he let them know what he wanted?  I don’t remember Farrow ever being around when we were in school.  I only saw him a few times because he was friends with Dad.”

      Cooper was nodding in agreement.

      “He would have needed help.  Someone who had access to what he needed.”

      “That would be Ethan,” Frankie said.  “Right?  He was probably the ringleader.”

      “Maybe,” Zack conceded.  “It just seems like he would need some help.”

      “You mean another adult?” Tate asked.  “Are you thinking about that arm in the first video we saw?”

      “I am.  It could be Farrow, of course, or it could be one of the other guys.  But maybe there was another person involved here.  Someone willing to shoot to cover it all up.  I guess I’m painting Farrow with the same brush as Dad, but I can’t see Joel Winslow getting involved in the details.  I think Farrow is the same. They wouldn’t do it themselves.  Arrogant assholes like my dad don’t get their hands dirty.  They have people that work for them do it.”

      “That sounds like dear old Dad,” Cooper said with a scowl.  “Maybe we should take another look at that video.  Turn up the sound.  We might hear them say something.”

      “Maybe we should call Finn and let him do the cop stuff,” Frankie suggested.  “Not that I’m throwing shade at what Zack and Lucy have uncovered about our sister’s death, but it might be time to bring in the professionals.  Sarah is probably dead because of those videos.  Maybe she was going to blow the whistle, but she didn’t get a chance.  And someone tried to kill Ethan for the same thing.  Clearly, this is dangerous.”

      “I had the same thought,” Zack admitted.  “But…while I trust Finn, I’m not sure I trust everyone in the sheriff’s office not to blab this all over town.  We know that he had a leak about Sarah’s parentage.”

      “She was fired,” Tate said.  “She told Cooper because they were involved.”

      “We were involved several months ago,” Cooper corrected.  “She and I haven’t seen each other in a long time.  I was surprised to even hear from her, to be honest.  I certainly didn’t ask her to share confidential information with me.  It wasn’t that serious.”

      “She could still have friends there,” Lucy replied.  “I think Zack is right.  We need to be careful about this, if not because of safety then for sensitivity.  If those videos become public in any way, a lot of now adult women are going to be mortified.  I’m not wanting to ruin lives.”

      Zack was torn in two directions.  He agreed with Lucy that this could take a wrecking ball to people’s lives, but it didn’t feel right to withhold it from Finn either.

      “What is the private investigator working on?” he asked, stalling for time.

      “They’ve pivoted from Dad’s business to Farrow,” Frankie replied.  “I’ve already sent a message to him about what we found.  He’s going to dig deep into the financials.  If Farrow had help, he had to pay for it.  There might be a money trail.”

      “If he was smart, he paid cash,” Cooper replied cynically.  “At least that’s what I would do.”

      “Do you know a lot about crime?” Jane asked with a laugh.  “You seem to have some strong opinions about it.”

      “I know about as much as anyone else,” Cooper said.  “But I do read a lot of crime fiction.  A lot of people are caught because of money trails.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find one,” Tate said. “We can only hope.”

      “In the meantime,” Cooper said, “let’s take another look at the video with the third person.  Maybe we’ll see or hear something we didn’t before.  We don’t have to decide to call Finn right now.    Nothing is going to change in the next hour or so.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Tate said. “I’ll get some earbuds so we can turn the volume up.  Then we’ll call Finn.”

      Zack trusted Finn.  But he didn’t trust some of the staff.  Lucy was right that this was an extremely sensitive subject.  Zack didn’t want to be the catalyst released these videos in the wild, so to speak.  They had to tread delicately here.

      Not just for Sarah, but for all the young women caught up in this.

      As for his high school buddies?

      He didn’t feel a bit sorry for them and the consequences he hoped they’d finally face for their actions.
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      Lucy simply couldn’t watch that video one more time.  They’d all closely gathered around the screen, slowing the video down to a crawl so they could see almost every frame individually.  An arm would appear in the corner for a moment and then be gone.  So far, they’d heard soft voices, too, but hadn’t been able to identify whose they might be.

      Seeing Sarah lying on the bed, practically passed out and unaware, had bile rising in Lucy’s throat.  It was disgusting that a few teenage boys thought that this behavior was justified because they wanted something that was against the law.  How entitled did a human have to be to think that way?

      Sarah and the other girls hadn’t even been treated like human beings.  They’d been treated like…blow-up dolls without any feelings.  It was sickening.  Now these so-called “men” had wives and families.  Would they be okay with this happening to their spouse or daughters?  Did they just think that the ends justified the means?

      She was ready to simply call Finn and let him handle it from here.  This entire situation was going to open a nasty wound in the community.  People were going to get arrested; stories would be told and not all of them would be even remotely true.  Lives would be changed forever and not in a positive way.  There would be finger pointing, sides taken, and families torn into shreds.  It wouldn’t be pretty, and while Lucy had been all in helping Zack find out the truth about what happened to his half-sister, this was something that neither one of them had envisioned when they’d started.  They needed a professional to go any further.

      “Look,” Zack said, excitedly, jumping up from his seat and pointing to the screen.  “Do you see that?  Do you?  It’s a tattoo.  I know I’ve seen it before.  I swear I have.”

      Tate was tapping on the keyboard, telling Zack to hold his horses.  He’d zoom in on the video.

      Everyone was leaning over, getting as close to the screen as they could.  The picture zoomed in, and Lucy could see the tattoo that Zack was talking about.  It was clear now when it had been too small before.

      “I’ve seen it, too,” Lucy said.  “But I don’t know where.”

      Zack sat back down, scraping his fingers through his hair.

      “I know I’ve seen it before,” he said.  “It looks really familiar.”

      The tattoo was a feather with scrolls around it, along with what looked to be a crow on the upper arm although it was less clear.

      Lucy’s phone vibrated in her purse, and she retrieved it to see who was calling.  The number wasn’t familiar but it was the local area code.

      “Lucy, this is Deputy Blake.  It looks like someone has broken into the back door of your store.  Can you come here so we can make a report as to what might have been stolen?”

      Lucy groaned out loud at the news.  First her condo, and now her bookstore.  Was this person looking for the thumb drive?  Or was this simply a campaign to scare her off?

      “I’m at Tate’s so I’ll be right over.  Thanks for calling, Blake.”

      She ended the call and stuffed the phone back into her purse.

      “The store has been broken into.  Deputy Blake is there.  I need to go.”

      “You can’t go alone,” Jane said, hopping up from the booth.  “I’ll go with you.  It’s not safe.”

      “I’ll go, too,” Zack said, starting to get up, but Lucy shook her head no.

      “You have to stay here and figure out who the third person is.  We’ll be fine.  The police will be there after all, and it’s practically next door.”

      “I don’t like this at all,” Zack said.  “Even if it is a few doors down.”

      “I’ll go with them,” Cooper offered.  “I can’t help with this video, but I can make sure that Jane and Lucy stay safe.  Plus, as Lucy said, Blake will be there, too.  He wouldn’t have called her to come if the perpetrator were still there.”

      It was easy to see that Zack was conflicted, but Lucy was firm about this.  He needed to keep watching the video and figuring out who it was.  She didn’t want to leave him to do this on his own, but she didn’t have much choice.

      “It will be fine,” Lucy assured him.  “But I think we might be there for a while.  He’ll need me to tell him if anything is missing and that will take some time.”

      “If we can’t figure anything out in the next thirty minutes or so, we’ll go over to help,” Zack said.  “I really don’t like you out there on your own.”

      “Ouch, big brother.  I’ve been known to be a tough guy once or twice,” Cooper said.  “And Jane scares the bejesus out of most everyone.”

      Jane elbowed Cooper in the ribs.

      “We’ll be fine,” she said.  “The sooner we get there and see what we’re dealing with, the sooner we can be back here working on the video.”

      At this point, Lucy wasn’t even shocked anymore about what was happening in her life.  It was just one more piece of crap that she’d been handed.

      Someone really didn’t want them investigating what happened to Sarah.
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      It wasn’t as bad as it could have been.  It could have been much worse.

      Lucy walked slowly through the store, assessing the damage, and looking for items that might have been stolen.

      Whoever had broken in had stayed mostly in the back of the store near the children’s section.  They’d knocked books off shelves, ripped apart stuffed toys, and thrown tiny pieces from dozens of games all over the floor.  They’d also gone into the area behind the register, opening cabinets and tossing the contents, and pushing items off the shelves.  The rest of the store had been untouched from what she could see.

      “They got into the office and storeroom as well,” Jane announced, her tone clipped.  “Your desk was torn apart.”

      She was as angry as Lucy was.  Maybe more.

      Cooper was glowering at everything and everyone, and poor Deputy Blake was just trying to keep them all calm and focused.  He had his police report paperwork out so he could inventory what had been damaged or stolen.

      She’d been through this once before quite recently, so she knew the drill.

      “Did someone call this in?”  Cooper asked.  “Did they see or hear someone?”

      “No one called it in,” Blake said with a shake of his head.  “I was driving by and saw someone dart out of the alley and into the shadows.  I thought it was suspicious behavior, so I went to take a look.  That’s when I saw the back door open.  I still had Lucy’s phone number in the files because of the break-in at her home.”

      “I hope you’re going to look into this as not just a one off,” Cooper said.  “Clearly, this is a pattern.   Someone is trying to scare and harass Lucy.”

      “Believe me, we’re going to look very closely at this.  A few of the merchants on the street might have some security footage that we can look at.  I’m going to do my best to find out who is doing this and why.”

      “We know why,” Jane said.  “It’s because we’re asking questions about Sarah.”

      “That’s one theory,” Blake replied.

      “It’s the only theory, Deputy,” Jane shot back.

      “You might want to leave policework for the police,” Blake said.  “It can be dangerous.”

      Jane’s gaze openly ran over the chaos and destruction surrounding them.

      “I think we already know that.”

      “Jane, why don’t we start making a list of all of the damaged items?” Lucy asked, trying to keep her friend from having it out with Blake.  They were all on edge right now.  “It looks like they only hit a few sections of the store.”

      “I can gather all of these stuffed animals and make a list of them,” Cooper offered.  “Then work on the games.”

      What was the old saying her mother loved?

      Many hands make light work.

      Lucy hoped that was true tonight.

      “I’m going to call the station and give them an update,” Blake said.  “Then I’ll be back to start cataloging those items.”

      Lucy dropped her purse on her desk in the back room and then retrieved a notebook and pen before heading out to the children’s section.  Jane had already begun stacking books that appeared to be undamaged so they could be shelved, and had another stack started with items that weren’t as lucky.

      Cooper was collecting lifeless plush toys, scooping up the cotton stuffing and putting it in the trash.  It was a strange and sort of macabre scene except instead of dead bodies it was pink rabbits and blue elephants.

      “Damn,” Lucy cursed, scrubbing the tip of her pen on the paper.  “It ran out of ink.  This is why I shouldn’t buy the cheap ones.  I’ll go get another in the office.  Maybe two or three.”

      “I can get them,” Jane offered.

      “Thanks, but I need to stretch my legs a bit,” Lucy said, levering up from her spot on the floor.  “I have that jar of chocolate on the desk, too.  Should I bring it out here?”

      “Do you even have to ask?  Hell, yes.”

      Lucy walked through the store and into the back room, halting in the doorway.  She wasn’t quite sure what to make of what she was seeing.

      Deputy Blake was looking through her purse.

      “Blake?”

      The deputy jumped and turned around, smiling sheepishly.

      “You caught me.  Sorry about that.”

      She rounded the desk, her gaze pinned to Blake.  What in the hell was he doing?

      “What were you looking for?”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, his cheeks were red with embarrassment.

      “I’m ashamed to tell you, but…  I had onion rings for dinner, and I can hardly stand my own breath.  I was looking for mints or gum.  I should have asked and I’m so sorry.  I was just embarrassed.”

      Gum or mints?  She could handle that request.

      “You should have asked, but you’re in luck.  I have some mints in the desk drawer.  Hold on, I’ll get them for you.”

      She reached into the middle drawer and quickly scanned the contents, finding the pack of mints.  Wintergreen, her favorite.

      “You can keep these,” she said, handing them to the deputy.  “I have to go to the store tomorrow anyway so I can pick up some more.”

      “I don’t want to take all of yours,” Blake protested.

      “It’s okay.  There’s only a few in there.”

      “I appreciate it,” Blake said, tossing one into his mouth.  “Thanks.”

      When he’d done that, his rolled-up sleeves had slid even further up his arms, showing off his ink.  She froze when she saw that he had a feather tattooed on his lower arm, right near the heart he’d shown off with Angel.  There was also a crow near the elbow.

      Lucy could barely breathe.  She had to stifle a horrified scream.

      Deputy Blake was the person in the room on the video.  He’d been there with Sarah and Ethan.  Had he been working with Farrow?  Did he have something to do with Sarah’s death?  And what about Ethan’s shooting?  And her break-ins?  He’d been looking through her purse, and not for mints.  Had he been looking for the thumb drive?

      “You look pale,” Blake said.  “Do you need to sit down?  Are you ill?”

      Yes, I’m very ill.  Sick to my stomach.

      “I think it’s just hitting me at the moment,” she replied, her voice shaky.  “Being robbed twice in only a few days.  It’s emotional.  Violating.”

      “We can do this tomorrow morning if you’d rather.  Maybe you should go home and lie down.”

      “I’m fine,” she assured him.  “I want to get this done tonight.  I don’t want to put it off.  Let’s do this.”

      As soon as Lucy could get a few moments alone, she’d pull Cooper and Jane aside and tell them, too.

      She had to keep it all together and pretend that she knew nothing.  Play the game until they could get to a safer location.

      If Deputy Blake had killed before, he probably wouldn’t hesitate to kill again.

      The first thing she needed to do?  She had to find a way to let Zack know.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t you think that’s sort of weird?” Tate asked.  “You’ve both been apart for eighteen years up until about a week ago, but you’ve both seen those tattoos.”

      “Some people have the same tattoos,” Frankie pointed out.  “They’re not always one of a kind.”

      “True, but that’s a good point,” Zack said.  “If both Lucy and I recognize these tattoos then it has to be someone that we’ve both seen this week.”

      “Who have you seen?” Frankie asked.  “I mean, both of you, although not necessarily together.  It’s summer so short sleeves aren’t unusual unless it’s in the evening.”

      “We saw Farrow but briefly.  And he was wearing long sleeves,” Zack said.  “And we saw Ethan, but we know it’s not him.  He was in the video.”

      “What about the guys you met for beers?” Tate suggested.

      “Lucy didn’t meet them except for maybe at the wedding, but everyone was wearing long sleeves there.  I met Daniels, but Lucy didn’t meet with him either.”

      “You met Angel,” Tate reminded him.  “But that’s definitely a man’s arm.”

      “A man’s arm,” Zack echoed, his gaze suddenly far away. “Yes, it’s a man’s arm.”

      “Okay, we’ve narrowed it down to half of the town’s population,” Frankie said.  “That’s progress.  We can call the cops and tell them that it’s a guy.  It’s a start, I guess.  I feel I also need to bring up that it’s been eighteen years.  Tattoos can change a bit on the body over time.  I read an article that said that tattoos fade and can blur over the decades.  In addition, our skin ages, too.  And if the person likes to get ink, they may have other newer tattoos on their arm, as well.”

      A new tattoo?  Zack’s mind was racing through all the images from the last week, a movie in fast forward.  It was only when he remembered their meeting with Angel that it hit him.

      Angel and Deputy Blake had showed off their matching tattoos.  But that had also revealed all the other ink on Blake’s arms.

      That’s where he’d seen them.  Those tattoos were on Blake’s arm.

      And Lucy was with Blake.  Just a few doors down.

      If Blake was involved with Farrow and trying to cover up what had happened all those years ago, it wasn’t a safe place for her to be.

      Hopefully, they weren’t too late.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy had never been in this position, having to deal with a man that might possibly be a killer, too.  He was certainly a criminal, videoing young girls without their consent.  That was for sure.  Whether he had something to do with Sarah’s disappearance or Ethan’s shooting was an open question, but she needed to assume that he had.

      Blake wasn’t making it easy, however.  For some reason, he seemed to be following her around the store, not letting her alone for a moment, constantly on her heels.  She couldn’t get to her phone to text Zack, and she hadn’t been able to tell Jane and Cooper what was going on.

      Bless them, though.  They were both giving her strange looks. She must have been giving off a strange vibe because Jane was currently wearing a worried frown.

      “Are you okay?  I can handle this if you’re not,” Jane whispered.  “Just make up an excuse like you have a migraine.  I’ll back you up.  Cooper and I can finish this.”

      “No, I don’t want to do that.”

      She was trying to communicate with her eyes and facial expression, but nonverbal wasn’t her strong suit.  Jane appeared more puzzled than ever.

      Lucy had picked up a stack of books and placed it by the register where Blake was standing next to her to catalog their damage into his police report.  They were halfway done when Zack, Tate, and Frankie came in the back door.

      Zack had a strange expression on his face that she was sure matched her own.  They hadn’t been together very long, but she instantly knew that he knew.  She didn’t have a clue as to how he’d figured it out, but somehow, he had.

      Her body tensed, and she had to quell the urge to run into his arms where she could feel safe.  But she couldn’t do that.  They all had to act like this was any other night, and Blake was any other cop.

      “Lucy, maybe we should just finish this tomorrow morning,” Zack said.  “It’s late.  We should go and get a good night’s sleep.”

      “I agree,” Frankie said with an exaggerated yawn.  “We’ll all help in the morning.  You probably weren’t planning to be open anyway so you could clean up.  I’m sure Deputy Blake would like to get home, too.”

      Zack had slowly been moving toward her as if to place himself between her and Blake.  Lucy also took a step away as the door to the bookstore opened once more and Finn walked in.  He strode toward Blake, not acknowledging the rest of them.

      “Blake, we need to have a talk.  Let’s step outside.”

      “Sure, Finn.  Let me set this police report down.  I’m surprised to see you here.  I thought you were off duty tonight.”

      “You know how the job is.  Sometimes we get called in to the station.”

      “Something going on?  Do you need my help?  I can stay on duty a little longer.”

      Blake placed the clipboard on top of the counter before turning back to face Finn.  Lucy tried to move farther away, but she didn’t get far.  A hand clamped on her arm, jerking her backward and against Blake’s chest.

      She could barely take a breath when she realized that something cold was being pressed to her temple.

      Deputy Blake had taken out his service revolver and was currently pointing it to her head.  Finn had pulled his own gun and had it pointing at Blake.

      Zack had backed off but only slightly, his voice coming out low and soothing.

      “Don’t do anything crazy, Blake.  We’re all friends here.  I don’t know what you’ve done so far, but I know that you don’t want to go to prison for murder.”

      “Listen to him,” Finn said.  “This isn’t going to end well for you.  You shouldn’t trust snitches with your secrets.  They turned on you when I pressed them.  They admitted that you paid them to toss Lucy’s condo and bookstore.  That you had them following Ethan Fields.  I know that you shot him. He’s awake and talking.”

      Blake lips curled in derision, his entire body stiff as iron as he held tightly to Lucy.

      “You all need to stay back.  Stay away or I’ll pull the trigger.  I know you have the videos,” Blake said.  “I couldn’t find them on Ethan, and he said that he didn’t have them anymore.  I saw him hug Lucy that day on the street.  He slipped it to her then, didn’t he?  Into her purse?”

      “We have the videos,” Finn confirmed.  “And so do the state police.  It’s too late, so whatever you’re planning to do isn’t going to work.  There’s no way out for you now.  We know about you and Farrow, and how you were using the teenage guys to get the girls in sex videos.  How you paid them in drugs.  Was Sarah going to tell on you?  Ethan was, wasn’t he?  He couldn’t take the guilt anymore.  He wanted to tell the truth.”

      “Ethan didn’t know what the truth was,” Blake said, his hand clenching her arm even harder, his fingers a steel band.  If she lived, she’d have bruises tomorrow.  “He didn’t want to admit his part in it.  He wanted to pretend that he wasn’t a criminal.  He thought he could tell the story and come out like a hero.  He thought he wouldn’t go to jail.”

      The cold metal of the gun was still pressed to her damp skin.  Sweat had begun to trickle down her back, and her heart pounded so loudly it was like a marching band was parading around her store on the Fourth of July.

      Steeling herself so she wouldn’t tremble, she tried to take a few breaths, but she couldn’t seem to drag the air into her lungs.  She didn’t want to die today.  She had a hell of a lot to live for - friends, family, and love - but surviving might not be in the cards.

      “Let Lucy go,” Zack commanded.  “Keeping her won’t save you.  You won’t get away.”

      “I think she might be my ticket out of here,” Blake taunted, his arm trembling visibly as he pointed the gun at her head.  She could hear his ragged breathing, his frame rigid and tense.  “Isn’t it funny?  All the money and power that the Winslows have, and here you are, powerless.  I can do whatever I want to your girl and there’s not a damn thing you can do to stop me.  Fuck you and your whole rich and spoiled family.”

      “Do you honestly think that all of these people here tonight are going to let you walk out of here with her?” Zack asked.  “You’re delusional.  Let her go.  You won’t get two steps outside of this store.”

      “Drop the gun,” Finn demanded.  “Just stop all of this.  There is no way out.  The state police are barricading any route out of town.  It’s over, Blake.  It’s done.”

      The deputy never had the chance to reply, although Lucy was sure it wouldn’t have been any sort of capitulation.  The bell over the door rang as it was pushed open, a figure she couldn’t make out walking in.

      The sound of a gunshot almost stopped her heart right there and then, echoing in her ears.  Her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes, and then she was being shoved to the floor, a hard body covering hers as a second shot fired.  There was the scuffle of footsteps and some shouting, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying over the ringing in her ears.

      I’m still alive.  I wasn’t shot.

      She was breathing in and out, she could feel the hardwood floor, smell the comforting scent of Zack’s body, and taste the salt in her own tears as they streamed down her cheeks.

      “Are you okay?  Can you stand?”

      Zack had rolled off her and was running his hands down her arms and legs as if reassuring himself that she was uninjured.

      Was she okay?  As far as she could tell, yes.

      Could she stand?  She wasn’t so sure about that, her legs still shaking with fear as the adrenaline that had been rushing through her veins began to drain away.

      The sounds of sirens were in the distance, but Lucy’s attention was on the two bodies slumped on her store floor.

      Deputy Blake.

      And Angel.  She’d been the one that had walked into the store only moments ago.  She must have scared Blake, and he reacted by shooting wildly, hitting his fiancée.  What on earth was she doing here in the first place?

      Finn must have shot Blake, and Zack had pushed Lucy behind the counter away from the gunshots.  Jane was crying and Cooper was comforting her while Frankie sat on the floor slumped against a bookshelf.  Tate was sitting next to her, saying something to his sister that Lucy couldn’t make out, but she was giving him a watery smile in return.

      “I recognized Blake’s tattoos,” she finally said, her voice shaky as hell.  “I knew he was involved.”

      “I remembered and that’s why we came here.  I almost had a heart attack when he grabbed you.”

      “So did I.”

      Zack stood and helped her lever to her feet before wrapping his strong arms around her, burying his face in her hair.  She pressed herself close to him, letting him be the strong one for now.  She could hear the reassuring thump of his heart under her cheek, reminding her that they were both alive.

      They’d found some answers to those annoying questions and uncovered a whole lot of secrets in this town.  Maybe Sarah could rest in peace when all was said and done.
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      A month later…

      Zack hammered the new baseboard into place, and then stepped back to admire his handiwork.  He’d never been the do-it-yourself type, but he was getting plenty of practice now that he and Cooper had purchased the old movie theater.  They were fixing it up and hoping to open in time to bring in a slew of holiday movies starting the day after Thanksgiving.

      They both remembered how much fun it had been coming here in their youth, and they wanted to recreate that feeling for a new generation - and themselves, too.  They wouldn’t have the budget to bring in first-run blockbusters, but they could get classic films that ought to be seen on the big screen.  They’d already brainstormed different themes like romantic comedy, Hitchcock, and musicals.

      They’d keep the concession prices down as much as possible and sell “subscriptions” to be able to see unlimited movies a month for one flat price.  Zack had an MBA and by his calculations they should...barely make a profit.  They’d have margins that were razor thin.  In fact, it was more probable that they’d simply break even.  He didn’t think they’d lose money, but unless the theater regained its previous popularity - and why would it with video games, streaming, and the internet - getting rich wasn’t going to happen.

      And that was okay.

      Zack was already wealthy, and if he invested wisely and didn’t buy an island, he’d be fine.  To his surprise, Cooper seemed fine with the possibility of not making any money either.  He’d just laughed and said some things were more important than cash.  It was such a Cooper-thing to say.  Tate had rolled his eyes and sighed, saying that profit wasn’t a dirty word, but he’d been there right beside them the last few weeks whenever he had free time, sanding old oak trim and helping install tile.

      Zack might not know shit about renovation, but it turned out that Tate was damn good at it.  Hell, even Frankie, Sam, and Piper had been around to help.  Piper kept them supplied with delicious things to eat while they worked, and she’d already promised to bring some baked goods for them to sell at the concession stand.

      Zack had offered to help Sam find a job on Wall Street since he’d quit his job at the family firm in disgust, but he said he was fine.  He and Frankie were going to take some time off and reevaluate their life like Zack had.

      That had turned out pretty damn well, too.

      “Now that all of the baseboards are installed, we can paint them,” Lucy said.  “My dad and I did it for my store so I kind of know what I’m doing.  It’s not hard, but it’s tough on the knees.”

      “I saw some of those knee pads at the hardware store,” Zack replied.  “I can pick up a couple of pairs.”

      “And we’ll need caulk, too.  My dad showed me how to seal the edges.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about but I’m going with it.  You know more than I do.”

      He’d moved out of Cooper’s place and into Lucy’s condo.  She hadn’t wanted to be there alone, and he’d wanted to be where she was, so it made sense.  They’d both talked about whether it was too fast, but it just didn’t feel that way.  Deep down, Zack was sure of what he was doing.

      They were now looking at houses, to have more room and a backyard.  Zack had always wanted a dog, but his job and life in New York City wasn’t conducive to it.  Lucy had agreed that getting a canine companion sounded like a great idea.  They’d seen a few homes but so far hadn’t found one they liked.  Zack had been pondering the idea that perhaps they should buy some land and build one to their specifications.

      “I was thinking that when we’re done with all of this, we should have some sort of grand opening,” Zack suggested.  “Invite some friends and make it an event.”

      “When I opened the store, I had a big open house with food and drinks.  The whole town was invited.”

      “I’m not sure I want to invite the entire town.  There are a few people I don’t want here.”

      Now that Sam was out of the firm, Joel Winslow didn’t have any of his children that were part of the so-called family.  He still had his brother, and his best friend, but that was it.  Joel and Kim had tried to reach out a few times, but they were all thoroughly disgusted with him.  He kept swearing up and down that he hadn’t known what Ed Farrow was up to, but he had so little credibility with them that no one believed it.

      “Do you think he’d come?”

      Lucy had known exactly who Zack had been referring to without him having to say the name out loud.

      “I think he’d do it just to piss me off.”

      “Maybe he’s got the message.  When was the last time he called?”

      “A couple of days ago.  No, he won’t give up because he doesn’t think he’s wrong.  He’s just regrouping.  He’ll try another tactic at some point. It’s only a matter of time.”

      Lucy reached out to cup his jaw with her hand, her skin soft and warm.

      “I’m sorry that you didn’t find out more about your mother’s disappearance.  I know you were hoping that Sarah’s case might give some clues.”

      They still had an investigator looking into it, but it didn’t appear that Sarah’s death had anything to do with his mother.  There hadn’t been any connections at all.  He wasn’t shocked or surprised; they’d disappeared eight years apart after all - but he’d…hoped.

      But he was still optimistic because if Winslow Heights had secrets like the ones they’d uncovered, what else might they be hiding?

      Ed Farrow had been arrested on multiple charges and had quickly made a complete confession, throwing Deputy Blake under the bus in hopes of a lesser sentence.  Blake had been on Farrow’s payroll, supplying him - and a few other of his perverted friends - with sex videos with pretty young girls.

      To keep that going, Blake had recruited the boys at the high school to get video of their girlfriends having sex.  At the time, Blake had been helping out the football coach as an assistant, and it hadn’t been hard to get some of them convinced.

      Blake had supplied “roofies” for the guys if the girls seemed unwilling.  In exchange, the boys were given drugs and booze, and assured that no one was getting hurt.  Farrow would watch the videos himself or sometimes sell them to his friends.  It was creepy as fuck.

      Joel Winslow swore to Zack that he wasn’t one of them, and that teenage girls weren’t his thing.  It didn’t matter, however.  Zack couldn’t forgive his father for how he’d treated Lily and Sarah.

      Sarah had realized what Ethan was doing, and she’d told him she was going to tell.  According to Ethan’s own statement after he’d regained consciousness, he’d told her that it wouldn’t do any good.  The cops knew about it, and it wasn’t a big deal.  She was blowing it out of proportion.

      Ethan had told Blake that Sarah was threatening to reveal it all and that had sealed her fate.  Blake had picked up Sarah one day as she was walking home.  He’d killed her and buried her body, thinking that everyone would assume that she’d left town and her chaotic family.

      Ethan and Blake were going to survive their gunshot wounds, although Blake was going to have a bad hip from now on.  Angel, on the other hand, wasn’t so lucky.  She had died on the way to the hospital, bleeding out from her abdomen.  Her sister in Des Moines had come to take the children back with her for a while.

      Blake had shot Ethan that day because he’d been wavering, the guilt eating away until he couldn’t take it much longer.  He’d been okay until the discovery of Sarah’s body.  He couldn’t pretend any more that she’d simply run away from home.  He had to face what he’d been a part of.

      There had been a lot of arrests of Zack’s friends, and a few marriages had broken up over it, including Ethan and Jenny.  She’d left and taken the kids to go live with her parents in Florida and had already filed for divorce.  Jay’s wife Ella had already filed as well.  Some of the women who had been victims of the porn ring were threatening to sue for civil damages as well.  Ethan and several of the guys were looking at lengthy prison sentences if they were convicted.

      

      Ethan’s mother hadn’t been seen out of her house since the news broke, and there was a for-sale sign in the front yard that had appeared a few days ago.  There was gossip that the couple was planning to move closer to her brother in Iowa.

      Zack pulled Lucy into his arms, luxuriating in the feel of her body against his.  He could get used to this quite easily.  In fact, that was the plan.  He wanted her in his life every single day.

      “What do you say we blow this popsicle stand?” he asked, brushing her soft lips with his own.  “I’ll buy you dinner at the tavern.”

      “I’ll take that deal.  But I warn you, I’m starving.”

      “I think I can handle that.”  He kissed her again, this time more hungrily until they were both breathless when he lifted his head.  “I love you, Lucy.  You make everything better.”

      She made it all…right.  Like he’d simply been waiting for her to walk into his life, and now she was here it was like his past life was a dim memory.  He hadn’t realized how much he’d needed someone like her beside him. They were more than a couple.  They were partners.

      “I love you, too, Zack Winslow.  Now are you going to feed me?”

      Laughing, he pressed a kiss to her temple before stepping back and starting to gather up his tools.

      A quiet night with Lucy - some dinner and then maybe some television was better than any fancy cocktail party in the city.

      He didn’t need to look back anymore.  His future was right here.
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        * * *

      

      “If you tell anyone about us, I’ll pour honey in your underwear drawer and cut up all of your shoelaces.”

      Jane reached behind her and pinched the fastening of her bra, pulling it off and flinging it at Cooper, much to his delight.  It hit him in the chest, and he lifted the lacy confection in front of him to admire the feat of engineering dangling from his fingertips.  Jane had plenty up top, and this scrap of lingerie had been doing a hell of a lot of work.

      A job he was happily going to take over in just a few minutes.

      “I love it when you talk dirty to me, baby,” he laughed, tossing the bra on the floor where most of their clothes had ended up.  She was only wearing a tiny thong that he was planning to remove with his teeth.  “Tell me again how much you hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you, Cooper Winslow,” Jane declared, walking over to the bed where he was lounging but not yet joining him there.  “But you are the biggest horn dog I’ve ever met.  How many women in this county have you fucked?  Dozens?  Hundreds?”

      Cooper had been fucking only this one for months.  She’d kept him plenty busy.  He didn’t have the time or energy to see any other women.  Her sex drive was almost as high as his.

      Not that they were a couple.  They weren’t.  They’d both made it clear from the beginning that this was playtime.  Nothing serious.  No entanglements.  Jane had been screwed over by her lousy ex, and Cooper was in no hurry to be tied down.

      Tied up, however?  He was game if she was.  He had a couple of silk ties in his dresser.

      “A gentleman never kisses and tells,” he teased.  “Now get your gorgeous ass in this bed with me.  You know you want to.”

      “Of course, I want to.  I’m half-naked here, asshole.  And you won’t tell anyone, right?  I’m totally not kidding, Cooper.”

      She wasn’t joking.  She was standing next to him, a scowl on her expressive face while her long dark hair played peek-a-boo with her petal pink nipples.  His cock had already noticed and was impatient as hell.  But Cooper had learned a few months ago that Jane liked to talk a bit first.  Not that he minded.  She was as intelligent and funny as she was beautiful, and he liked spending time with her in the sack and out of it.

      “You’ve kept my secret,” he replied.  “I’ll keep yours.  Although, I have to say that it’s a bit hurtful that you don’t want anyone to know about us, babe.  My ego almost can’t take the bruising.”

      He was giving her some shit.  He knew good and well why she didn’t want people to know.  He had a reputation, and it wasn’t all that great.  She’d be a fool to get truly involved with him and let the town gossips wag their tongues about their relationship.

      “I think Lucy is getting close to figuring out that you’re S.S. Cooper,” Jane declared.  “Honestly, I don’t know how you’ve kept it a secret this long.  You know Zack - and probably the rest of your family - think you’re a drug dealer, right?  They’re worried about you.  You should probably tell them yourself.”

      Jane had figured out his secret identity about six months ago.  They’d been talking about one of “S.S. Cooper’s” latest works and he’d accidentally slipped up and talked about a plot point for a book that hadn’t yet been released.  She was smart as a whip, had put two and two together, and asked him why he was keeping it all so hush-hush.

      Cooper still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t told his family or friends.  He’d written a book on a whim, and a friend who knew a publisher had convinced him to let him show it to the guy.  That had started the ball rolling about ten years ago, and now here he was.  He made a nice living as a bestselling murder mystery author, and people didn’t have a clue.  He kind of liked being a man of mystery.  His siblings assumed that he’d never worked a day in his life, which was kind of funny.  Eventually, he was going to have to tell them, especially as now he lived at home.  It had been easy to keep the secret when he’d been traveling all around the globe.

      “I am going to tell them.  Eventually.  Now are you coming to bed, or should I just order a pizza and turn on the ballgame?”

      “You turn on that television set and I’ll walk out of here.”

      “Down the back stairs.  Because you don’t want to be seen.”

      They were going to have to find another way for her to sneak into his place now that he and Zack were working on reopening the old movie theater.  Zack would definitely see Jane coming in and out.

      Jane titled her head, her gaze resting on his face.

      “You’re not really hurt, are you?  You don’t want a relationship any more than I do.”

      He totally understood why she didn’t want people to know, and he didn’t want a relationship.  Frankly, he sucked at them.  But he could admit that he liked having Jane around.  Maybe if he was a different kind of guy…?

      Tired of talking, he reached out for her hand and pulled her down on the bed with him, tumbling her onto the mattress.  She didn’t fight him in the least, simply giggling as he rolled her over so she was trapped beneath him, pressing baby kisses to her neck and shoulders.   Her skin was soft, and her subtle scent filled his nostrils, making his head spin.

      He pressed a wet trail of open-mouthed kisses down her torso and over her ribcage.  Jane squirmed underneath him, softly sighing in encouragement.  Her back arched as he lapped at first one rose-tipped breast and then another, delighting in the heady moans that she couldn’t hold back.  Her fingers were digging into his shoulders, and there would be red crescent marks there tomorrow from her nails, but it would all be worth it.

      Remembering that he wanted to remove those panties with his teeth, he moved farther down and captured the elastic, tugging on it while she wriggled around, laughing as he slid them down her long, tanned legs and tossing them aside with a playful growl.

      “You’re a maniac,” she whispered, her eyes soft and full of desire.

      She wasn’t making it sound like a bad thing either.

      “I’m an animal,” he corrected, making another growing noise, but it came out as more of a half growl-half laugh.

      Luckily, Jane was used to his goofy side, and she simply rolled her eyes before reaching up to wrap her fingers around his hard and ready cock, stroking him gently while their gazes were locked together.  Eventually, he couldn’t take her sweet torture any longer, and he dove between her legs, wanting to make her as crazy with want as he was.

      Her thighs clamped his head, holding him where she needed him as her climax hit her hard and mercilessly.  Her hair clung to her face in damp strands, and her breath came in pants as she slowly came back down to earth.

      “That looked like fun,” he said, falling against the pillows.  “Want to do it again?”

      “Get ready to have your world rocked,” she said, sinking down on his cock as she straddled his hips.  “You know what I want.”

      He did.  Jane liked it fast, hard, and dirty.  He did, too, although he could appreciate taking his time and spending all night making love to her.  But tonight she clearly wanted the former and not the latter.  He was just the man to give it to her.

      She was tight, her channel clamped down as she began to move, slowly at first and then faster as they built up a rhythm.  Hot, liquid pleasure ran through his veins with every stroke or brush of her hands on his chest, his arms, his abdomen.

      She swayed above him, and he enjoyed every second of the show as she rode him hard, their bodies covered in a sheen of sweat.

      “That’s it, baby,” he encouraged.  “Ride me.  Ride me hard.  Christ, you’re tight.”

      She liked a bit of nasty talk with her sex, and her lips curled into a smile at his statement.

      “I seem to be doing all the work here, stud,” she taunted, her voice breathless.  “You’re lying around on the job.  Are you going to make me scream or what?”

      She wanted to play games?  They could do that.

      Cooper didn’t bother replying, instead gripping her hips tightly before flipping them over so she was flat on her back and he was hovering above her, his cock still balls deep.  He could see the surprise in her expression but as soon as he began to move again, her lids fluttered closed and her moans of ecstasy filled his small bedroom, echoing off the walls.

      Thank god Zack wasn’t still staying here.  He loved his brother, but he’d put a bit of a crimp in Cooper’s sex life.

      Hooking his arms under her legs, he lifted them so he could get as deep as possible and a good angle to find that spot inside of her that would send them both into the stars.  He fucked her hard and fast, whispering filthy suggestions in her ear about what he wanted to do with his tongue, fingers, and cock.  Arousal coiled in his belly until it was physically painful. He couldn’t hold back much longer.

      “Can you come for me, baby?  Come hard for me.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, reaching between them to run his fingers over her clit.  It was exactly what she needed to send her over, him tumbling right after.  The room spun, and the earth titled on its axis for a moment while hot lava seemed to flow over his already overheated flesh.

      When it was over, they collapsed on the bed, her tucked into the crook of his arm.  They didn’t speak as their breathing returned to normal, just enjoying the afterglow of some hot sex.  It had been over a week for both of them, and they’d been needing this release.

      Well, at least he had, and she’d seemed just as eager to get back into the…swing of things.

      “I can order a pizza,” he offered.  “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      She could stay in the bedroom when the delivery guy came to the door, like usual.  No one questioned Cooper ordering a large as they assumed he also ate it the next day, too.

      Sitting up, he reached for his phone on the bedside table.  He wasn’t a huge fan of cell phones, honestly.  They seemed to go off at the most inconvenient moments with messages that could have waited.  He preferred face-to-face contact, but maybe that just made him an old fart at thirty-four.  Soon he’d be yelling at the neighborhood kids to get off his lawn.  If he had one.

      Normally, he kept it on silent, so he wasn’t surprised to see that during their romantic interlude he’d received a text message.  He was, however, shocked to see who it was from.  The text had been sent about fifteen minutes ago.

      I’m here in your town.  We need to talk.  Can we meet? I’m at Tate’s.

      Jane sat up as well, looking over his shoulder.

      “Are you okay?  You’ve been staring at your phone for a couple of minutes, not moving or talking.”

      He had?  He’d been lost in thought.  This was a surprise, and an unwelcome one.  What on earth could they even want?  What were they doing here?  They hadn’t spoken in almost two years.

      “It’s a text message from Fiona.  Apparently, she’s traveled all the way here to Winslow Heights from London.  She wants to talk to me.  She’s at Tate’s.”

      “Who’s Fiona?  Why does she want to talk to you?”

      “Fiona is my ex-wife.  And I have no clue what she wants.”

      His ex had traveled four thousand miles, and it wasn’t for a casual chat to catch up.  The last time they’d been in the same room with each other, she’d said that she never wanted to see him again for as long as she lived.  If she was here…

      People were putting on parkas in hell.

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!  I hope you enjoyed Secrets and Sin.

        Check out Cooper’s story - Rebels and Roses

      

      

      There are more secrets to uncover in Winslow Heights…

      Having spent most of his adult life traveling the world, Cooper Winslow has finally returned home. While he’s happy to be settling back into small town life, he’s not looking to settle down any time soon. It’s far more enjoyable to keep his options open. 

      Jane Taylor’s marriage could only be described as one huge mistake. She’s older and hopefully far wiser now, and she’s taking an indefinite break from love and dating. Men always seem to come with trouble.

      Despite their aversion to romance, Cooper and Jane find that they have nothing against indulging in some steamy carnal pleasures whenever they get the chance. Their clandestine affair has been going on for months, and the town truly doesn’t seem to realize what’s been going on under their very noses. 

      It’s all going smoothly until Cooper’s ex-wife and former brother-in-law show up in Winslow Heights unexpectedly. He hasn’t seen them in years, and frankly, never expected to. But when his brother-in-law vanishes under mysterious circumstances, Cooper and Jane are pulled into the investigation, working together to figure out what happened. 

      The more time they spend together – with their clothes on – the more they’re beginning to realize that they might actually feel something for each other. And that’s scarier than any mayhem or mystery in their little town.
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