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Chapter One

LIZ SUTTON HAD ALWAYS KNOWN the past would come back and bite her in the buttshe just hadnt known it was going to happen today.

Her morning had started normally enough, with getting her son on the bus to school, then going down the hall to her home office, where she wrote five fairly decent pages before stopping for some serious pacing, followed by deleting three of the last five pages. She was figuring out who to murder in the first chapter of her new book, not to mention how he or she would be murdered. Was decapitation just too predictable? Luckily her assistant knocked on her door, sparing her from making a decision.

Sorry to interrupt, Peggy said, frowning slightly as she held out a piece of paper. But I thought youd want to read this.

Liz took the single sheet. It was an e-mail, sent to her Web site. There was a link there for fans to get in touch with her. Peggy handled most of the e-mails, but every now and then she found something she didnt know what to do with.

A crazed stalker type? Liz asked, pathetically grateful for the interruption. When the writing was slow, even a death threat was more thrilling than the current work in progress.

Not exactly. She says shes your niece.

Niece?

Liz scanned the sheet.



Dear Aunt Liz,

My name is Melissa Sutton. My dad is your brother Roy. Im fourteen years old and my sister Abby is eleven. A few months ago, our dad went to prison. His new wife, our stepmom, said she would take care of us, but she changed her mind and left. I thought Abby and me would be fine. Im really mature for my age. My teachers say that all the time.

Shes been gone a while now and Im really scared. I havent told Abby because shes still a kid, but I dont know if we can make it. I dont want to tell Dad what happened because he really liked Bettina and hell be sad she didnt wait for him.

So I thought maybe you could help. I know we havent met before, but Ive read all your books and I really like them.

Hope to hear from you soon. Your niece, Melissa.

P.S. Im using the computer at the library, so you cant e-mail me back. But heres our phone number. Even though the lights are off, the phone still works at home.

P.P.S. Were living in your old house in Fools Gold.

Liz read the e-mail a second time, trying to get the words to make sense. Roy was back in Fools Gold. Or at least he had been, before heading off to prison.

She hadnt seen her brother in nearly eighteen years. He was a lot older and had left the summer shed turned twelve. Shed never heard from him again. Apparently hed married a couple of times and had kids. Daughters. Girls who were living alone in a house that had been run-down and disgusting twelve years ago. She doubted there had been many improvements since.

Questions tumbled through her brain. Questions about her brother and why hed returned to Fools Gold after being gone so long. Why he was in prison and what on earth was she supposed to do with two nieces shed never met?

She glanced at her watch. It was barely eleven. As it was Tylers last day before summer vacation, he was getting out at twelve-thirty. If she got the car packed in time, they could leave directly from his school and be in Fools Gold in about four hours.

I need to deal with this, Liz told her assistant, as she wrote an address on a piece of paper. Call the electric company in Fools Gold and get the power turned back on. They should take a credit card for payment. Do the same with the other utilities. Ill call the girls and let them know Im coming.

Are they really your nieces? Peggy asked.

I guess. I havent seen my brother since I was their age, but I cant let them stay there alone. She shook her head, determining what else had to be done. Her next book wouldnt be published until the fall, so she didnt have to worry about publicity and book tours. She could work on her new story anywhere she had her laptop. At least that was the theory.

I dont know how long well be gone, she continued. Im guessing it will take a couple of weeks to get everything straightened out.

Peggy stared at her. Just like that?

What do you mean?

Arent you going to think about it? Most people would hesitate. You dont even know these girls.

True, Liz thought. But what choice did she have? Theyre kids, by themselves, and theyre family. I have to do something.

Which is just like you, Peggy said. You leap in and do what you think is right which is admirable. But not always smart.

Someone has to take care of this. Besides, shed grown up having to take care of things. Her mother hadnt bothered. With luck, I wont be gone too long.

Dont worry either way. I can handle things here.

Liz forced a smile. I know you can. Im going to pack and then get Tyler. Well drive to Fools Gold today.

Maybe it will be nice to go home.

Liz did her best to look normal. Sure. Okay, Ill call the girls.

She waited until Peggy left before picking up the phone. She dialed the familiar number, then let it ring eight times before hanging up. No answer. Of course, it was a weekday. The girls were probably still in school. She would try again later, from her cell.

She had to pack for herself and her son, phone a few friends and let them know she would be gone for a couple weeks, e-mail her editor and agent to tell them the same. Logistics, she thought as she collected the notes shed made on her current novel. She was good at logistics. The ability to plan and deal with problems was part of the reason she enjoyed writing her detective mystery series. Shed always been good at the work. It was the rest of life that caused her to stumble time after time.

Introspection later, she murmured aloud. Action now.

She powered off her laptop, then disconnected it from the docking station. After collecting her notes, a few pens, pads of paper and her address book, she went down the hall to her bedroom.

A little over an hour later, shed packed what she hoped was enough, loaded the car and gone over everything with Peggy. Her assistant would take care of the house and make sure the bills were paid.

Are you all right? Peggy asked.

Sure. Great. Why?

Peggy, a forty-something former executive assistant, frowned. Just checking. This is a lot to take in. She hesitated. You know if theres no one else to take care of the girls

Liz might suddenly be responsible for two nieces shed never met. I know. Ill deal with that when I have more information.

Mac and I went to Fools Gold on our honeymoon. Back when I thought marriage was a good thing. I didnt know you were from there.

No one did, Liz thought grimly. She found life easier when she didnt talk about her past. I left right after high school and moved here. San Francisco is my home now.

Peggy smiled at her. If you need anything, call me.

I will.

Liz went downstairs to the single car garage and got into her Lexus. Shed packed four suitcases, a couple boxes with Tylers favorite movies, his Xbox and a handful of books. She went over the inventory because that was easier than thinking about what she was doing. Going back to the one place she never wanted to be. The town where shed grown up.

For a second she wondered if she really had to do this. Go rescue a couple kids shed never met. Then she shook off the thought. Right now there wasnt anyone else. She couldnt leave the two girls on their own. She would deal with the problem, get it resolved and return to her life. Staying was not an option.

Midday traffic was relatively light and she made it to Tylers school in about twenty minutes. He was talking to his friends, probably making plans for hanging out. When he saw her small SUV, he waved and hurried over.

Jason says his familys for sure going to Disneyland in August and theyre gonna call and talk to you about me going with them, he said as he climbed into the passenger seat.

Hello to you, too, she greeted with a smile.

He grinned. Hi, Mom. How was your day?

Interesting.

Great. Now can we talk about Disneyland?

Her son was the brightest and best part of her life, she thought as she stared into his dark brown eyes. He had her smile, but everything else came from his father. As if her DNA hadnt been strong enough to overpower his.

Tyler was smart, funny, warm and caring. He had dozens of friends, an easygoing disposition and plans to be an architect when he grew up. She knew that everyone said the early teen years were the worst with boys. That by thirteen or fourteen, he would be making her life hell. But that was a problem for another time. Today, Tyler was her world.

A world that had just been shifted off its axis and was tumbling freely through space.

Disneyland sounds like fun, she agreed. Ill talk to Jasons mom. If they want to take you and you want to go, then well arrange it.

His grin widened. Then he glanced toward the back of the vehicle.

Whoa, are we going somewhere? Road trip?

She pulled into traffic, heading toward I-80. She would take it east, until she turned off to drive into Fools Gold.

Sort of, she said and tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

Over the years, shed done her best not to lie to her son. Not about her past or his father. For the most part, shed simply told him there were questions she wouldnt answer. At four or five, hed been easily distracted. At eight, hed been determined to find out the truth. Now he asked less, probably because he knew he couldnt wear her down. But she knew he wondered.

I got an e-mail today, she announced. You remember I told you that I have a brother?

Uh-huh. Roy. We dont ever see him.

I know. Hes a lot older and he left when I was twelve. I woke up one morning and he was gone. I never saw him again.

She still remembered her mothers sobs, made thicker and louder by the alcohol lingering in her system. From that moment on, her mother spent her life waiting for Roy to return. Nothing else had mattered, certainly not Liz.

Liz had left town shortly after graduating high school. Shed phoned home once, a few weeks later, saying she thought she should check in and tell her mother where she was.

Dont bother calling again, had been the womans only response before hanging up the phone.

So Uncle Roy e-mailed you?

Not exactly. Liz didnt know how much to reveal. Telling the truth was one thing, but sharing details was another. Hes, um, in some trouble and I have to help. He has two girls. Your cousins. Melissa is fourteen and Abby is your age.

I have cousins? You didnt tell me about cousins.

I didnt know about them until today.

But theyre family.

True enough, she thought. And the word family implied caring and connection. Maybe in most places, but not in the Sutton household. At least not until Liz had had Tyler. Shed done everything she could think of to break the cycle of neglect. Shed been determined to be a warm, loving mother, to offer her child a safe haven.

I didnt know where Roy was, she said. He never got in touch with me after he left. For six years, shed waited, hoping he would come get her and take her away. Until hed walked out, hed always taken care of her. Been a buffer between her and her mother. Protected her from the worst of it.

By the time shed been old enough to go looking, she told herself she no longer cared.

Do they know were coming? Tyler asked. Do they know about me?

Not yet, but they will. Were going to stay with them for a couple of weeks. She didnt mention the fact that Roy was in prison. Time enough for that later. Nor did she discuss the possibility of the girls living with them permanently. Maybe other family could take care of them.

I grew up in a small town called Fools Gold, she said. Its in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains.

Do they get snow? he asked eagerly. Because at age eleven, seeing snow was about the best it could be.

She laughed. Probably not in June, but yes, they get snow. Theres lots to do there. Hiking, swimming. Theres a river and a lake.

We could go camping.

She made a noncommittal noise in her throat, mostly because the thought of camping ranked right up there with being awake during open-heart surgery. Not even thinking about it was pleasant. But then she wasnt an eleven-year-old boy. She hadnt been fascinated by worms and dirt and play cars and plastic guns, either.

More traits she knew he got from his father. Which was another problem. Not the traits, the man himself. Odds were Ethan was still in Fools Gold. The one place hed asked her not to be. Hed made it clear he didnt want her or his kid around.

Well, he was just going to have to get over it, she told herself. This was an emergency. She wouldnt make a big deal about Tyler being in town and she certainly wouldnt tell her son about his father. Not when Ethan had rejected them both so completely.

She would deal with the girls and get out as quickly as possible. If she happened to run into Ethan, she would be pleasant and distant. Nothing more. Because after all this time and all the ways hed managed to hurt her, there was no way she would ever be vulnerable to him again. Shed learned her lesson. Fool me once and all that.

She gripped the steering wheel tighter and glanced at her nav system screen. It showed the way to her destination and she was counting on the little device to guide her back home when she was done.



ETHAN HENDRIX STOOD BY THE barricades between the crowd and the cyclists. The sun was hot, the spectators loud. The noise of a race was specific and not something he would ever forget. Thered been a time when hed planned on seeing the world on the racing circuit. A long time ago, he thought, remembering the feel of the wind, the sensation of muscles burning as he dug for the will to win.

Winning had come easily. Maybe too easily. Hed gotten careless during a race. At fifty miles an hour, balanced on skinny wheels and a lightweight frame, mistakes could be deadly. In his case, hed been left with a few broken bones and a permanent limp. For anyone else, it would have been considered lucky. For him, the injury had kept him from ever racing again.

Now, ten years later, he watched the cyclists speed past. He spotted his friend Josh, still making up time from his late start, and wondered What if. But he didnt have a whole lot of energy for the subject. Everything was different now and he was good with that.

He turned away from the race, ready to return to his office, when he spotted a woman in the crowd. For a second he thought hed imagined her, that he was putting beautiful features he would never forget onto the face of someone else. There was no way Liz Sutton was back in Fools Gold.

Instinctively he moved closer, but the road with the barricades was between them. The redhead looked up again, this time facing him. She removed her sunglasses and he saw her wide green eyes, the full mouth. From this distance he couldnt see the freckles on her nose, but he knew they were there. He even knew how many.

He swore softly. Liz was back. Except on the back cover of her books, he hadnt seen her in over a decade. As of five seconds ago, he would have told anyone who asked that hed forgotten her, had gotten over her. She was his past.

She looked away then, as if searching for someone. Obviously not him, he thought, then grinned. Liz back in Fools Gold. Who would have thought?

He eased his way through the crowd. He might not be able to find her now, but he had a feeling he knew where she would be later. He would meet her there and welcome her home. It was the least he could do.



LIZ KEPT A TIGHT HOLD ON Tylers hand on their way to the local grocery store. The crowd around the bike race was big and seemed to be growing. Shed been foolish to think she could find two girls shed never met in the throng of tourists. It wasnt as if she even knew what they looked like.

She pointed toward a vendor selling shaved iced and bought Tyler his favorite flavor. Blueberry.

All around them, groups of people laughed and talked about the race. She heard something about a new bike racing school and a new hospital being built. Changes, she thought. Fools Gold had changed in the past ten years.

But not enough for her to forget. Despite having to detour around blocked roads, she easily found her way down side streets, and back toward the house where shed grown up.

You lived here before you went to San Francisco? Tyler asked.

Uh-huh. I grew up here.

With my grandma Sutton?

Yes.

Shes dead now.

He spoke the words as information, because thats all they were to him. Hed never met Lizs mother.

When Liz had first left town at eighteen, running away with a broken heart, shed found her way to the city by the bay, had struggled to find work and a place to stay in a glorified shelter. Then shed found out she was pregnant.

Her first instinct had been to go home, but that initial phone call had made her wary. Over the next year, shed phoned home twice. Both times her mother had made it clear her daughter was no longer a part of her life. The rejection had hurt but hadnt been much of a surprise. Her mother had also taken great delight in telling her that no, Ethan Hendrix never called or asked about her.

When the woman died four years ago, Liz hadnt cried, though she felt regret over the relationship they never had.

Now, as she crossed a quiet street, she found herself in her old neighborhood. The houses were modest, two-and three-bedroom homes with small porches and aging paint. A few gleamed like bright flowers in an abandoned garden, as if the neighborhood was on the verge of being desirable again.

The worst house on the street sat in the middle. An eyesore of peeling paint and missing roof shingles. The yard was more weeds than plants or lawn, the windows were filthy. Plywood filled the space where one was missing.

She used the key shed found under the front mat to let them in. Shed already done a brief tour of the house, to see if the girls were there. Judging from the school books piled on the dirty kitchen table and the clothes on the girls bedroom floors, she would guess summer break hadnt started yet.

Now she walked through to the kitchen with tonights meal. Half the cabinets were gone, as if someone had started remodeling then changed his mind. The refrigerator worked, but was empty. There was no food in the pantry in the corner. There were a few potato chip wrappers in the trash and one small apple on the counter.

She didnt know what to think. Based on her nieces letter, the girls had been on their own for a few weeks. Ever since their stepmom had taken off. With their father in jail and no other family around, shouldnt the state step in? Where were social services?

She had more questions, but figured she would deal with them later. It was after four. The girls should get home soon. Once theyd all met, she would get more food in the house and figure out what was going on.

Mom? Tyler called from the living room. May I watch TV?

Until your cousins get here.

Peggy had already called to confirm shed paid all the amounts due on the utility bills and that everything should be working. Liz could see there was electricity. She turned on the faucet and water gushed out, which was a plus. Seconds later, she heard the sound of cartoons, which meant there was cable. Modern life as she knew it had been restored.

She walked back to the front of the house and took the stairs to the second floor. She made her way straight to the master. It was the only room with family photos. A wedding picture of a much older Roy standing next to a chubby blonde had been placed on the battered dresser. There were a couple of school pictures of the girls. Liz moved closer and studied them, looking for features that would be familiar.

Melissa seemed to have Roys smile. Abby had Lizs eyes and freckles. They were both redheads, Melissa blessed with a soft auburn color. Abby was all carrot-top, which looked totally adorable. Although Liz had a feeling the eleven-year-old wouldnt appreciate her unique coloring for a long time.

She turned away from the photos to look at the room. The bed was unmade, the dresser drawers open and empty. In the surprisingly large closet, only mens clothes hung. A couple of boxes were filled with socks and underwearmost likely placed there by Roys wife.

Memories crowded around, filling the space. They poked at her as she moved back into the hallway, then into the bedroom that had been hers, making her remember things shed tried so hard to forget.

She heard echoes of her mother yelling, inhaled the smell of alcohol. She remembered the low voices of the men who had come and gone. Most of her mothers friends had stayed out of Lizs way, but a few had watched her with an intensity that had made her uncomfortable.

She went into the room that had been hers. The wall color was different. The faded yellow had been replaced with a pale lavender. While the walls were freshly painted, the baseboards and trim had been sanded, but not finished. In the bathroom across the hall, the floor had been pulled up, exposing sheets of plywood below. Shed noticed a framed room off the back, sitting on a poured foundation. So many half-started projects that gave the already old and battered house the air of being wounded.

Easily changed, she told herself. A good contractor could have this place fixed in a few weeks. Or maybe the old house should simply be torn down and left for dead.

She shook off the morose thoughts. Shed been here all of an hour and already the place was getting to her. She had to remember she had a great life in San Francisco. Work she loved, a beautiful home, an amazing son. Shed left Fools Gold over a decade ago. She was a different person today. Older. Stronger. Able to deal with a few memories. It wasnt as if she was settling here permanently. She would find out what was going on, then either take the girls to wherever they were going to live, or pack them up and bring them back to her place. A couple weeks, she told herself. Three at most.

She went downstairs and heard the sound of excited voices. There were racing footsteps on the porch, then the front door flew open.

Two girls stood there, the taller and older one looking both scared and relieved, while the younger hung back shyly.

Aunt Liz? Melissa, the fourteen-year-old, asked tentatively.

Liz smiled at them both and nodded. Hi. I hope its okay that I let myself in. The key was right where

The rest of what she was going to say got squeezed out of her as both girls raced to her and hugged her hard, holding on as if they would never let go.





Chapter Two

LIZ HUGGED THEM BACK, recognizing the relief and desperation in their embrace. They were too young to have been left on their own. What had Roys wife been thinking?

She mentally added that question to the growing list she would deal with later. For now she wanted the girls to feel safe and get them fed.

Youre really here, Melissa said, looking at her. Really?

Yes. I got your e-mail this morning and came right away.

Melissa, thin and nearly as tall as Liz, drew in a breath. Im really glad. I was trying so hard to make it okay, but I couldnt. The money Bettina left us ran out really fast.

Abby, a little shorter and also thin, bit her lower lip. Are you our aunt?

I am. Your dads my brother.

Youre famous.

Liz laughed. Not really.

But you have books in the library. Ive seen em. Abby glanced at her sister. I dont read them because Melissa says theyll give me bad dreams.

Liz reached out and touched the girls cheek. I think shes right. But maybe when youre older.

Or you could write a book for girls my age.

Something to think about. She looked past the girls and saw Tyler standing in the doorway to the hall. Girls, you have a cousin. My son Tyler is with me. Tyler, these are your cousins, Melissa and Abby.

The girls turned. Tyler smiled.

Hi, he said, sounding more curious than uneasy.

Hi, the girls responded together.

Tylers eleven, Liz told them. His last day of school was today.

Melissa wrinkled her nose. We have to go until Friday. Then were off for the summer.

A fact that would make life easier, Liz thought. If she ended up taking the girls back to San Francisco, she wouldnt have to worry about pulling them out of school.

Abby turned back to her. Wheres Tylers dad, Aunt Liz?

Not a question Liz wanted to deal with right now. She saw her sons expression sharpen, as if hoping she would share some information. Not likely, she thought, wishing things had been different and Ethan had at least wanted to be a small part of his sons life.

Not with us, Liz stated lightly. Why dont we go into the kitchen and get you two something to eat? I picked up a cooked chicken and some salads on the way into town. Then well get to know each other a little and you can tell me whats been going on.

She had more to say, but both girls ran into the kitchen, as if desperate for food. Based on how theyd been living, they probably were.

She served them each a large portion of the chicken, along with coleslaw and potato salad.

The girls fell on the food, practically shoving it in their mouths. Liz poured the milk shed bought and they gulped two glasses each. As she watched them devour the meal, she felt herself getting angry. How could Roys wife have simply abandoned the girls like that? What kind of heartless cow left two kids on their own? The least she could have done was phone social services on her way out of town.

She decided she would find out all she could about Bettina then kill off a character just like her in her next book. The death would be grisly, she promised herself. Slow and painful.

Tyler watched the girls wide-eyed, but didnt say anything. He seemed to sense theyd been hungry for a long time, which was sad but probably a good lesson for him. Not everyone got to have three meals a day.

Liz took in their worn, not-very-clean T-shirts. Their jeans had seen better days, as well, and their sandals were in need of replacing. She knew most fourteen-year-old girls would be humiliated to be without stylish clothes and at least a hint of makeup. Was Melissa without both by choice?

When the feeding frenzy slowed, Liz settled across from Melissa. Tyler stood by Lizs shoulder and she wrapped her arm around his waist.

How long has Bettina been gone? Liz asked.

A while. Nearly three months. She left us with one hundred dollars. When that ran out Melissa dropped her gaze to her plate, then pushed it away.

Liz thought about the potato chip wrappers in the trash. The small apple on the counter. If there wasnt any money and no one was taking care of them, there was only one way they could have survived. Melissa had been stealing from local stores.

Well talk about that later, Liz offered. Privately. We can talk to the store owners and explain. Ill pay them back.

Melissa flushed, then swallowed. I, umThanks, Aunt Liz.

How about just calling me Liz? Aunt Liz is too long.

Okay. Thanks, Liz.

Did your friends know Bettina was gone?

Abby shook her head. Melissa said not to tell. She said wed be taken away and put in different homes. That wed never find our way back to each other.

I wasnt going to let them take Abby from me, Melissa claimed fiercely, her green eyes flashing with determination.

An admirable sentiment, if slightly impractical when the alternative was starving. Of course Liz might be the wrong person to make a judgment on the issue. Shed adored her big brother and hed taken off without a word, leaving her behind.

A couple of my friends figured it out, Melissa admitted. They would bring us food sometimes. Its been hard. I really thought I could take care of us both.

Its a big responsibility, Liz conceded. You did the best you could, but the situation was impossible. Im glad you e-mailed me.

Abby grinned. Shes read all your books, just like Dad. He has them all upstairs. Can we go see him?

Let me find out whats going on first, Liz explained, stalling for time. She didnt even know where Roy was, let alone what hed been convicted of or where he was incarcerated.

Dads really proud of you, Melissa told her shyly. He talked about you all the time.

Liz wasnt sure how she felt about that. Roys pride hadnt extended to getting in touch with her. As his daughters had proven, finding her wasnt all that hard.

Abby raised her face to the ceiling. The lights are on. She grinned. It wont be dark anymore.

Everythings back on, Liz confirmed. Even cable.

Their eyes lit up. We can watch TV? Abby asked.

Tyler looked at Liz and grinned as if to point out he wasnt the only kid who wanted to watch TV all the time.

Not until your homework is done, Tyler informed them. And not every night. He sighed heavily, as if his life was pain.

Liz laughed. Its true. I insist on reading nights every week, where we just sit quietly and read.

I like to read, Melissa said. But Dad and Bettina let us watch TV all the time.

An issue she would address later, Liz thought. If you two are done, why dont you take your plates to the sink and rinse them? Then we can make a list and go to the grocery store.

When theyd rinsed their plates, she sent Tyler to see if the upstairs bathroom had toilet paper and Abby out to the garage to check if there was any laundry detergent by the old washer. She and Melissa sat back at the table and started to make a list.

Well get the basics, Liz began. But not too much. Im not sure how long well be here.

Melissa frowned as she flipped her long hair over her shoulder. Were not leaving. Im not going to let anyone separate me and Abby.

Liz touched her arm. Im not suggesting anything like that. But you cant stay here alone. You have to live with an adult or two. Ill talk to your dad about the situation.

What about you? Melissa stared at the table as she asked the question.

I dont know. If theres other family, then well have options to explore. If not, then you and Abby will be coming back to San Francisco with me.

Melissa sprang to her feet. No. We wont go. We live here. In Fools Gold. Tears filled her eyes.

Liz rose. Im sorry. I shouldnt have said that. Everything is still new and we havent even gotten to know each other. Lets not worry about anything more than today.

I wont go. Neither will Abby. Melissa looked defiant, despite the tears. I mean it, Liz. You cant make us.

Liz knew that if she ended up with custody of the girls, she could and would, but there was no point in pushing hard now.

I understand, Liz assured calmly. As I said, let me talk to your dad and figure out where we are. I wont do anything without talking to you first. Can we put this on hold for a bit?

Melissa looked as if she wanted to argue, but nodded slowly.

Liz took her seat and turned back to the list. Shampoo and conditioner? she asked.

Melissa sank into the chair across from her. Were out of them, too.

Liz made a note. Youll have to show me what you like. What about makeup?

It was a bribe, plain and simple, but she figured both she and Melissa had earned the break.

I, ah, dont wear that much, but Id like to.

Liz smiled. Well get mascara and lip gloss when we go out, but later in the week, well make a serious drugstore run and get some fun stuff to play with.

Melissa leaned close. Do you have highlights?

Liz fingered her layered, wavy hair. It fell just past her shouldersa length that allowed her to pull it back, put it up or go crazy with the hot rollers and have beauty pageant curls.

A few. Our hair is about the same color. A bit of reddish gold adds dimension. Liz shrugged. Youre pretty without any help, but in a few years, youll be looking for more.

Melissa flushed. Abby hates her hair. Its so red.

Shell grow into it. When youre young, its hard to be different.

Thats what my mom used to say. Melissa pressed her lips together as she twisted her fingers. She died.

Im sorry.

It was a long time ago. Abby doesnt remember her.

But you do.

Melissa nodded.

Liz wondered about the woman her brother had married and where hed been all this time. When had he come back to Fools Gold? Had it been when their mother had died? Liz suspected shed left the house to him. But how had anyone known how to get in touch with him? Unless hed been in touch with their mother and she hadnt known.

More questions for later, she told herself.

Tyler clattered down the stairs. No toilet paper, he announced. And there isnt soap in the shower.

He sounded both shocked and delighted by the strangeness.

Abby returned to the kitchen to say there wasnt any laundry detergent, either.

I dont know if my cars big enough for all well have to buy, Liz teased brightly. We may have to tie one of you on the roof of the car to make room.

Abby looked a little startled, but Tyler laughed. Ill do it. Tie me on the roof, Mom.

Thank you for volunteering.

Abby glanced between them, then smiled shyly, as if getting the joke. You could tie me, too.

Why thank you, Liz said, touching her cheek. Thats very thoughtful of you. Okayare we ready? I was thinking wed have spaghetti for dinner. How does that sound?

My favorite, Tyler yelled.

Mine, too, Abby said.

With garlic bread? Melissa asked.

It wouldnt be spaghetti if there wasnt garlic bread, Liz told her.

Melissa grinned.



ONE SHOPPING TRIP, A DINNER and shared kitchen cleanup later, Liz supervised the kids settling in for the evening. Melissa had one last assignment for school, while Abby and Tyler sat on the sofa downstairs to watch a movie.

Liz poured herself a second glass of wine, then carried it out front. While her nieces were great, the situation was intense and she felt the need to be alone for a few minutes.

She walked to the edge of the porch and sat with her feet on the second step. The night was clear, the stars much bigger and closer than they appeared in San Francisco. Here there werent big city lights to dilute the heavens. She could make out the mountains to the east, rising miles into the sky. The very tops seemed to almost brush the twinkling stars.

The sound of the movie carried to her, a safe sound. Abby and Melissa were good kids dealing with an impossible situation. Her anger at the absent Bettina grew every second. How could an adult simply walk away from two girls like that? Even if she didnt want them herself, she could have done something to make sure they were taken care of.

Part of Liz wanted to call the police and report the woman, but she wouldnt. Not until everything was straightened out. Getting social services involved at this point was a complication no one needed. Besides, she wanted to talk to Roy first.

At dinner Melissa had mentioned her father was at Folsom. Despite the fact that Johnny Cash had made the place famous with a song, the facility was old and very much a prison. Liz had researched the prison for one of her books. She still had several contacts there which would mean getting in to see her brother would be relatively easy.

But knowing that didnt make the idea of seeing him after all this time anymore comfortable. What was she supposed to say?

She shook off the question and returned her attention to the beautiful night. That was easier than thinking about the past, or hey, even the present. After all this time, she was back in Fools Gold. Who would have thought?

The grocery shopping had been uneventful. Only one shopper had recognized her enough to call her by name. The older woman hadnt been the least bit familiar to Liz, but she remembered enough of small-town life to pretend to be delighted at the meeting. The woman had commented on how nice it was that shed come back for Roys girls.

An innocent comment, Liz thought as she sipped her wine. There was no reason for her to want to snap at the other woman, ask her how it was possible that an entire town hadnt noticed two girls living on their own. Of course this was the same town that had seen plenty of bruises on her arms and legs and no one had asked any questions back then, either.

Dont go there, she whispered. She was here to help Roys girls and get out as quickly as possible. Nothing else.

She heard someone walking on the sidewalk. Instinctively, she stiffened before reminding herself that this was Fools Gold, and no one ever got mugged here. She looked up to see a man walking by. Only he didnt keep walking. He stopped at her front gate and let himself in. The wineglass nearly slipped from her fingers as she watched Ethan Hendrix stroll toward her.

Hello, Liz.

He was as tall and handsome as shed remembered. Broader and a little older, but only in that good way men age. It was too dark for her to make out his exact features, but if she had to guess, she would say he was happy to see her. At least he was smiling.

She blinked, not sure he was real, but the image didnt go away, which was confusing. Why would Ethan be pleased she was back in town?

She clutched her wine in both hands. Standing up made the most sense and was also polite, but she wasnt sure she could manage it. Her legs felt a little wobbly as she stared at the first man shed ever loved. If shed had another glass of wine, she probably would have admitted he was the only man shed ever loved, but why go there now?

Ethan, she said, startled to have his name on her lips after all this time. Shed yelled at him, cursed him, cried for him and beggedbut only in her mind. In the past twelve years, shed never once spoken his name. Except onceto his wife.

I thought I saw you earlier, he revealed, moving closer and shoving his hands in his front pockets, a smile tugging at his lips. At the race. I tried to get to you, but there was too much of a crowd. Youre back. The smile turned into a grin. You look good.

She looked what?

Gathering all her strength, she set the glass on the porch, then pushed to her feet. After crossing her arms over her chest, she realized she still had to tilt her head slightly to meet his gaze. Time had not caused him to shrink.

Its not what you think, she began. Im not here to make trouble.

Confusion flickered across his face. Why would you be?

Im here because of my brother and his daughters. This isnt about anything between us.

The grin faded into a straight line. About that, he reflected, then shrugged. I was a kid and a jerk. Im sorry.

As apologies went, it wasnt much of one. Not when compared to his incredible rejection of both her and their son, but Ethan had never been big on accepting responsibility for his relationships.

For him, it was all about how things looked. After all, he was a Hendrix. A member of the founding family. Upholder of all things good and right. A girl from the wrong side of the tracks was good enough to sleep with, but a guy like Ethan would never want anything more.

Whatever, she muttered. I didnt know my brother had moved back and I didnt know about his daughters. Until Melissa wrote me. Thats why Im here. Itll be two weeks. Three at most. Ill stay out of your way, just like you asked. Commanded was more like it, but this didnt seem like a good time to bring that up. She was tired and dealing with too much already. A fight with Ethan would only complicate the situation.

She shook her head, her temper rising just a little. But I will point out you dont own the town, and you dont have any right to tell me where I can or cant be.

I know, he said, moving a step toward her. Would it help if I said I have no idea what youre talking about?

The lazy smile returned. The one that always had the ability to make her stomach flip over a couple dozen times.

I wanted to welcome you back, he continued. And tell you I think its great youve been successful with your books. Even though Im not sure I like the part where you kill me over and over again.

Now he wasnt the only one who was confused, she thought. He wanted to talk about her books?

You deserved it, she retorted. And technically I havent killed you at all.

Then why do your victims always have a more than passing resemblance to me?

I dont know what youre talking about. Which was a lie.

Right.

The smile left again as he took another step toward her. A step that put him a little too close.

Eleven years ago I was a jerk, he said. I admit it and Im sorry. Thats what I came by to say.

What? She dropped her hands to her hips and glared at him. Thats it? After everything that happened the last time I came to town you want to talk about that?

His eyebrows drew together. What last time?

Five years ago, I came back to speak to you. Instead I had a very awkward conversation with your wife. You were out of town. Then I received your letter a few days later.

The frown deepened. What?

She wanted to shriek. I came here to talk to you. To tell you about Tyler. I saw Rayanne, who said you were out of town. About ten days later, I got a letter from you telling me you didnt want anything to do with either of us. To stay away from Fools Gold and that if I came back, youd make sure I regretted it.

The frown turned into an expression of dismissal. I accept that what I did all those years ago was stupid and mean, and Im sorry. As for this crapdont bring my wife into your stories.

She stiffened. Stories? You think Im lying? I spoke to your wife five years ago. You wrote me a letter. I still have it.

He shook his head. I didnt write you a letter. You didnt see He hesitated. I dont know if you saw Rayanne or not. I could have been traveling. I saw you in town earlier today, so I came by to say hello and apologize. Thats it. His gaze sharpened. Whos Tyler? Your husband? Youre married?

Oh, God. Liz sank back on the step. Thoughts and memories flooded her, making it impossible to pick just one. The early past intruded firstreminding her how much shed once loved Ethan. How hed convinced her to trust him, had told her that he loved her. Shed given herself to him on a starry night, by the lake. Desperate emotion hadnt been enough to make her first time not hurt, and hed held her when she had cried.

Theyd planned on her joining him at his college, because being together in Fools Gold was impossible. Not that his family was especially rich, but because they were respectable. Something Liz Sutton could never be.

She remembered him and his friends at the diner where she worked after school. How his friend Josh had mentioned seeing Ethan with her. As clearly as if it was happening right now, in front of her, she recalled Ethans discomfort. Hed said she was a piece of assbut not anyone he could be interested in. Hed denied her, had denied them. Shed heard every word.

Maybe if shed been older she would have understood why hed said what he did. Or if hed been more mature or stronger, he could have stood up to his friends. Instead he had hurt her and shed reacted. Shed walked over to the table, picked up the chocolate milk shake shed brought him only minutes before and thrown it in his face. Then shed walked out. Shed quit her job, packed a bag and run away to San Francisco.

Three weeks later, shed figured out she was pregnant.

Shed returned to town, prepared to tell Ethan, only to find him in bed with someone else. Shed run again. This time shed been determined to make it on her own. But five years ago, as Tyler had been getting ready to enter first grade, shed decided to make another attempt to tell Ethan. Which had led to the conversation with his wife and the letter telling her that he didnt want anything to do with her and his son.

None of this made sense, she thought. Ethan was many things, but stupid wasnt one of them. He wouldnt just forget about his own child. Unless he really hadnt been told. Which meant his wife had kept the information of Lizs visit from him.

Liz? His voice was low. Whats going on?

I dont know. She pushed to her feet. At the risk of repeating myself, Rayanne never told you that I came to see you?

Thats right.

You never wrote me a letter.

No.

So you dont know about any of this?

Any of what? he asked.

She sucked in a breath. Shed known there was a good chance she would run into Ethan again. Or his wife. Or both. But shed never imagined anything like this.

I came back to see you five years ago, she began. No, I came back a few weeks after I left, but you were in bed with Pia.

What? He stiffened. I didnt He half turned away, then faced her again. Its not what you think.

I thought you were both naked and in bed, she said, struggling to keep her voice even. It doesnt matter. Screwing around with Pia isnt the point.

I didnt screw around.

No? Then your intense and meaningful relationship isnt the point, either. I came back to tell you that I was pregnant. When I saw you in bed with Pia, I took off. I was too hurt, too angry. Youd denied me in public and then slept with one of the girls who delighted in tormenting me.

She squared her shoulders. More irrelevance, right? The point is, I always wanted you to know. So I showed up here five years ago to tell you about Tyler. I spoke to Rayanne and told her. Then I got a letter from you saying you didnt want anything to do with me or Tyler and to stay away from town. A letter apparently written by Rayanne.

Ethan stared at her as if hed never seen her before. Emotions flashed across his face. Disbelief, confusion, anger.

Tyler isnt your husband?

Hes my son. Your son. Hes eleven. And hes here.





Chapter Three

ETHAN HEARD THE WORDS BUT THEY made no sense to him. Son? As in a kid? An eleven-year-old boy who was his?

You never told me.

The words came from him, although he couldnt feel himself speaking. He was still trying to make sense of the information. A baby? No. Not a baby. A child. His child.

I did tell you, Liz reiterated, putting her hands back on her hips, looking as if she was prepared to take him on. I just explained that. Ill admit I didnt make much of an effort when I came back the first time, but the whole naked-in-bed-with-Pia was more than I could handle. I came back a second time.

Stop. He glared at her, anger growing. Youre lying.

I told youI still have the letter. I can have my assistant send it overnight. It will be here day after tomorrow.

He knew there wasnt a letter, mostly because hed never written one.

He turned and walked back to the gate, before facing the house again. Liz stood silhouetted in the glare of the porch light. Hed been so damned happy to see her. Hed wanted to come talk to her. Now this.

How the hell can you stand there and tell me I have an eleven-year-old son Ive never known about? He stalked toward her, fury growing. You didnt bother to tell me that you were pregnant? What gives you the right? He swore.

I did try to tell you, she countered. You were too busy screwing Pia.

He grabbed her arm. I dont care if I was burning down the entire town. You were pregnant with my child, and I had the right to know.

She jerked free. He let her, mostly because of how hed been raised. It was the right thing to do.

I cared, she snapped. I cared a lot. You were supposed to love me. You convinced me it was safe to love you back. You took my virginity, then let someone call me a whore in front of all your friends.

None of that matters.

Of course it matters. It speaks to who you are as a person. Its the reason I didnt try very hard.

The unfairness of the accusation burned. I was a kid, he growled.

So was I. Eighteen, alone and pregnant. If you expect a break, then I get one, too.

No. Its not the same. Hes my child. You deliberately kept us apart for years.

Liz drew in a breath and nodded slowly. I know. Thats why I came back to tell you five years ago.

He didnt believe the bullshit story about talking to Rayanne. He didnt care about anything except he had a son.

He pushed past her and headed for the door. I want to see him.

No! Liz grabbed his arm and held on with both hands. Ethan, wait. Not like this. You cant just walk in there and blurt it all out. Hes only eleven. Youll scare him.

He could have kept walking. She didnt have the physical strength to stop him, but as her words filtered through the haze of anger and resentment, he recognized that somethingor someonewas more important than both of them.

Tyler.

He stopped.

She released him, then came around so they were facing each other again. Im shocked, too. And sorry about all of this. I swear I thought you knew.

I want to meet him.

I agree. But we need a plan. He has to be prepared.

He narrowed his gaze. You lost your right to decide what happens the day you chose to keep him from me.

She raised her chin. Thats where youre wrong. This isnt a game. Were talking about a childs life. As for rights, Im his mother and youre not on his birth certificate.

Hed never wanted to hit a woman before. Never wanted to punish one. Intense rage grew until it nearly overwhelmed him.

Im not saying I dont want you to have a relationship with him, she continued. I do. Thats why I came back before. Of course I want that. Im pissed, too. You said you loved me and yet you never bothered to look for me when I ran away. Based on what I saw with Pia, did you even miss me at all?

What does that matter? He swore again, then took a step back. You stole eleven years from me, Liz. Stole time and memories I can never get back. Do you really think hurt feelings from high school come close to measuring up to that?

Ill accept responsibility for the first few years, she told him. But not the last five. Why do you refuse to believe me? I was here. I spoke to Rayanne. Ill show you the letter as soon as it gets here. In the meantime, go talk to your wife.

He stared at her. Of course. She wouldnt know. Rayanne is dead.

Her eyes widened. Oh, God. Im sorry.

He glanced up at the house, wanting nothing more than to break in and take what was his. He might loathe Liz with every part of him, but she was right about one thingTyler was the only one who mattered in this situation. Bursting in and grabbing him would only terrify the kid. Ethan wanted a better start than that.

Not that he should have to worry about that, he thought grimly. If hed known about Tyler, he would have been there from the beginning. Been a father.

Ill be by tomorrow after work, he said quietly. I want to meet him then. He met her gaze. No excuses.

She nodded. Ill tell him tomorrow, prepare him.

Going to make me an asshole?

Of course not.

What have you told him before now?

Nothing. I wouldnt lie to him. I told him there were things I wouldnt talk about. He doesnt always like that answer, but he accepts it.

Because he didnt have a choice, Ethan thought, still fighting fury. Liz had controlled the situation, done whatever she wanted. Well, that was about to change. He would make sure of it.

Youll be here? he asked, not putting it past her to leave town. What was different was this time he would follow, chasing her to the ends of the earth, if necessary. Shed already stolen too much from him.

Ill be here, she said. I swear.

He gave a hollow laugh. Because your word means something?

She dug in her jeans front pocket and pulled out her car keys. Want to hang on to these? Will that make you feel better?

It might, but it wasnt necessary. I have your license number. If you try to sneak away, Ill have you hauled back for kidnapping.

An empty threat. If she was telling the truthif he really wasnt on Tylers birth certificatethen his rights were probably limited. But if she pushed him, he would do everything in his power to make it happen. Tyler was his sonand Ethan took care of what was his.

A voice in the back of his head whispered if hed been as willing to claim Liz, none of this would have happened. He would have known about Tyler from the beginning.

A fact that might be true, he told himself, but didnt erase what shed done.

Ethan, please. She gazed into his eyes. We have to work together. Make this right for Tyler.

I agree, but dont expect me to ever understand or forgive you, Liz. You played God with my life and my sons life. I hope theres a special place in hell for you.

She flinched as if hed hit her. He didnt care. Instead he walked toward the sidewalk, stopping when he reached the gate. Ill be back tomorrow at six. Dont make things worse than they are.

And then he was gone.



LIZ REACHED FOR HER COFFEE. She usually tried to limit herself to one or two cups a day, but after a sleepless night, she had a feeling she was going to exceed her limit before noon.

Shed been an idiot. She accepted that. What she really didnt like was the reality that shed been thoughtless and cruelcharacteristics she would have claimed werent a part of who she was.

Ethans parting shotthat shed played God with both him and her sonhad been a direct hit. One shed been unable to forget. Guilt was powerful. Despite the fact that shed come back to tell him everything five years ago, hed still lost the first six years of Tylers life.

The time couldnt be made up, as hed said more than once. And she regretted that. But now everything was worse. Apparently Rayanne hadnt told Ethan about Liz coming to town at all. There hadnt been a second rejection, this time of both her and her son. Not that it mattered. Ethan obviously didnt believe her. Still, she would call Peggy and have the letter sent overnight. An easy solution to only part of the problem. If only she could explain away the first six years as easily.

She heard footsteps on the stairs and got the milk out of the refrigerator. Shed already put a couple boxes of cereal on the table, along with bowls and spoons.

Melissa entered the kitchen first, her jeans and T-shirt clean from the loads of laundry Liz had finished the evening before, her hair shiny and bouncy. She moved to the table.

Good morning, Liz said, forcing herself to smile. Her trouble with Ethan had nothing to do with the girls.

Hi. Melissa moved to the table but didnt sit down. Youre still here.

Why wouldnt I be?

Melissa shrugged as she pulled out a chair. You didnt sleep upstairs. In my dads room.

The thought of sleeping in the same bed as her brother and her mother before him had totally creeped her out. Which wasnt the point. Obviously Melissa had gotten up to check on her.

Sometimes I like to work at night, she detailed, which was true but not the reason shed chosen the sofa in the living room over the bed in the master bedroom. Being downstairs seemed easier.

I thought youd left.

Melissa didnt look at her as she spoke.

Liz crossed to her and put her hand on the teenagers shoulders. Im not abandoning you or Abby. I know its going to take a while for you to believe me, but you can trust me.

Okay.

I mean it, Liz declared firmly. Were going to figure this out together. You dont have a cell phone, do you?

Melissa shook her head.

Well get you one after school and program my number in. Then you can always get me. Would that help?

Melissa brightened. Id be able to call my friends, right?

Yes.

And text?

Liz smiled. As long as you promise to stop before your thumbs fall off.

I can do that. The teen pulled a box of breakfast cereal toward her.

Then we have a deal.

Abby burst into the room and ran over to Liz, then hugged her. Do I have to go to school?

Yes. You have, what? Three days left? Youll survive.

Abby grinned. I knew youd say that.

But you thought youd ask anyway?

Uh-huh.

The girl sat across from her sister and reached for the cereal.

It didnt take either of them long to eat breakfast. After they put their bowls in the sink, Liz reached for her purse. We didnt get anything for lunch, so do you mind buying?

The sisters looked at each other, then laughed.

We can buy lunch, Melissa agreed happily. That would be, like, totally great.

Liz wondered how long theyd been going without lunch. Couldnt they have gone into a free lunch program? Of course that would have meant someone knowing there was a problem in the first place.

She handed them each ten dollars, then walked them out to the gate. They waved and promised to be home right after school.

We can bake cookies before dinner, she yelled after them.

When theyd turned the corner, she headed back into the house and made a note of the cell phone errand and started a second grocery list that included ingredients for chocolate chip cookies. Once that was done, she called Peggy to have her overnight Ethans letter, along with some notes shed left behind.

When she hung up, there was plenty of thunking from upstairs, telling her Tyler was up and making his way to the shower. She paced nervously until he came downstairs and she was forced to act normal, then she chatted with him through his breakfast.

I thought wed make cookies later, she told him, as he finished up his cereal. When your cousins get home from school.

He grinned. Sweet.

Is that about the cookies, or the fact that they still have school and you dont?

He laughed. Both.

He got up and carried his bowl to the sink. After rinsing it, he looked for a dishwasher, then frowned when he didnt find one.

What am I supposed to do with it? he asked.

Stack it in the sink, she instructed, thinking if this were a made-for-TV moment, she would be smoking and looking for her morning shot of Jack Daniels. Were going to be washing dishes the old-fashioned way. By hand.

He looked confused, as if the concept was impossible to imagine. Liz agreed with him, but wasnt willing to buy one for the few weeks they would be in town. At least there was a microwave. A true necessity, she thought. Popcorn was required for movie night.

What are we going to do today? he asked, returning to the table.

I thought wed take a walk through town, she offered, studying his familiar features and wondering if anyone who saw him would guess the truth. To her he looked exactly like Ethan, but that could just be because she was looking for certain features. Then you can play Xbox while I work.

His dark eyes crinkled. I love summer vacation.

Im sure you do. But you arent going to spend three months getting great at your favorite game. Once they were back in San Francisco, there would be classes and a couple of weeks at camp. Maybe there was a day program here she could get him in. And the girls, too, she thought. Although Melissa might be too old.

How about two months? Tyler suggested, wiggling his eyebrows. And twenty-nine days.

Unlikely. She drew in a breath and wished he was next to her so she could hold him tight. Because as soon as she said the words, everything was going to change. She knew that. The truth would change everything and they would never go back.

I have to talk to you about something, she said, then added, Its not bad.

Okay.

He waited patiently, trusting her. Because shed never lied to him, had never let him down. She annoyed him because she was the mom and there were rules, but that was different. Expected.

Youve asked me about your dad a lot, she began. And I would never talk about him.

He wrinkled his nose. I know.

Im ready to talk about him now.

Tyler had been leaning back in the kitchen chair. But then he sat up and stretched his arms toward her, his expression expectant. My dad?

She nodded. Hes, um, hes a good guy. A contractor. Thats someone who builds things, like houses and

Tyler sighed heavily. I know what a contractor is, Mom.

Oh. Of course you do. Well, hes a contractor and he also builds windmills. The kind that generate electricity.

Wind turbines.

What?

Tyler looked a little smug. Theyre called wind turbines.

Thank you. She shifted in her seat, wishing she didnt have to tell him and that everything could stay the same. Only that was selfish. Tyler deserved to know his dad and Ethanwell, he deserved to know his son, too.

He lives here. In Fools Gold. Youre going to be meeting him tonight.

Tyler was out of the chair faster than light. He raced toward her, then threw himself at her and held on tight. Im meeting my dad? For real?

Yes. I saw him last night and he wants to meet you.

Tyler stared into her eyes. Tonight?

At six.

An awkward time, she thought. They either had to eat really early or really late. Not that she would be in the mood for food and Tyler would probably be too excited, but the girls needed dinner.

She would make them something at five, she thought absently, pulling the shopping list toward her.

My dads coming here?

Uh-huh.

You really saw him and everything?

She hugged him, wishing she could hold on tight forever. I did. She smoothed back his hair, then stared into his dark eyes. Stuff with grown-ups gets complicated sometimes. I came back to talk to him about you when you were six. He wasnt here. He was away on business. So I told someone else about you and she promised to tell him, only she didnt.

That much was clear. Ethan had been beyond stunned by the news.

She lied? Tyler sounded shocked. He was still young enough that he believed most adults told the truth.

She kept the truth to herself, which is pretty much the same thing. I thought he didnt want anything to do with us, but I was wrong. Hes very excited to see you.

Tylers eyes widened with hope. You think hell like me?

I think hell adore you. She touched his cheek. You look a lot like him. The dark hair and eyes.

But I have your smile.

Yes, you do and I want it back. She leaned in and tickled him.

He laughed at that as much as at the familiar and silly joke.

He leaned against her. I wish I was still in school so I could tell everyone I have a dad, too.

Youll tell them in September.

Do you think Dad will come live with us in San Francisco?

If shed been standing she would have fallen on the spot. Gee, ah, probably not. Your dads life is here, in Fools Gold. He has a big family. I dont know who still lives here. Probably his mom and I would guess a few of his sisters.

Tyler stared up at her. Theres more?

There was an entire herd, she thought grimly. Because Ethans relatives were also Tylers. The thought made her a little nervous. How could she compete with an entire family? Not that it was a competition, she reminded herself. But still

You have two uncles, three aunts, who are triplets by the way, and a grandmother.

Cool!

I know, she said with false excitement. Youll have so much family, you wont know what to do with everyone.

Anyone my age?

I dont think so. I dont know for sure. You can ask your dad.

There could be dozens, she reminded herself. Any of his siblings could have married. Ethan might have children from his marriage to Rayanne, although they would be younger.

She shook her head to force out the thought of her encounter with his late wife. There was enough going on without that messing with her mind.

Tyler spun away and pumped his arms. This is the best, Mom. I have a dad. Were a family.

They were a lot of things, but Liz didnt think family qualified. Not with how much Ethan hated her.

Its going to be interesting, she admitted. Perhaps not in a happy way, but that wasnt Tylers problem.

May I use the computer so I can send an e-mail to Jason?

She nodded.

He ran out of the room. Seconds later, she heard the loud thundering of his steps on the old and creaking stairs.

At eleven, life was simple. A new dad was a great thing. There werent any complications, no ambivalence, no worries about the future. While she couldnt seem to stop thinking about everything that could go wrong.

Probably the reason I write what I do, she murmured as she rose and walked to the sink to tackle the morning dishes. Some days murder and mayhem suited her mood. She would work out her frustrations on a deserving victim, then have her character find justice in the end.

But this wasnt fictionthis was real life. And she had a feeling things werent going to be tidied up quite so easily for her.
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