

[image: Cover]



Contents




Title Page

Copyright

Chapter One Sitting Pretty

Chapter Two Blind Ambition

Chapter Three No Need for Alarm

Chapter Four A New Flame?

Chapter Five Maria’s Little Secret

Also by Suzy Duffy

About the Author


Newton Neighbors




By

Suzy Duffy










[image: Image]


First published by The Writer’s Coffee Shop, 2013







Copyright © Suzy Duffy, 2013







The right of Suzy Duffy to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her under the Copyright Amendment (Moral Rights) Act 2000




This work is copyrighted. All rights are reserved. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced, copied, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, recorded or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher.




All characters and events in this Book – even those sharing the same name as (or based upon) real people – are entirely fictional.  No person, brand or corporation mentioned in this Book should be taken to have endorsed this Book nor should the events surrounding them be considered in any way factual.

This Book is a work of fiction and should be read as such.










The Writer’s Coffee Shop

(Australia)   PO Box 447 Cherrybrook NSW 2126

(USA)   PO Box 2116 Waxahachie TX 75168







Paperback ISBN- 978-1-61213-163-4




E-book ISBN- 978-1-61213-164-1







A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the US Congress Library.







Cover image and design by: © QuartSoft, Tatyana Shevchenko







www.thewriterscoffeeshop.com/sduffy


Chapter One

Sitting Pretty




“Hubba-hubba!” Rick said, making Maria smile. 

She still knew how to work her charms—hands on hips, subtle breath in through parted lips to elevate bust, chin raised, head tilted. She could do it all in a microsecond but make it look natural.  

Tonight she was wearing a brand new, figure hugging scarlet-red dress with a plunging neckline. “You like?” She pouted for extra effect.

Rick crossed the room in three strides. “Baby, you’re still my weapon of mass seduction.” His voice had dropped an octave already. Blood was on the move. Damn.

Maria pushed against his chest as he wrapped his arms around her, because she knew where this was going. “Ricky, I was looking for your approval, not sex. Look, Cody’s downstairs, the sitter’s due here any moment, and we don’t have time.”

“Oh, come on.” He kissed her neck and nuzzled into her long, wavy hair, but she pushed him away. 

“What if your son walks in?”

“We can lock the door?”

Maria tried to laugh it off, knowing it was her fault for giving him the come-on. 

“No! You grab a bottle of wine for the party and I’ll check on the baby.” She walked away without giving him a chance to argue. Everything she had said was correct—they didn’t have time for sex—but that wasn’t why she’d pushed him away. The truth was she had a secret. If Ricky thought she was a weapon of mass seduction, it was because Maria had upgraded her ammunition.

It looked like a gymnast’s leotard, but it was made by NASA and the ad had promised to reduce her waist by at least two inches. The fact it took fifteen minutes to squeeze into and she had no idea how long before she might asphyxiate was academic. Maria was thrilled with the result. She looked like her old self, with curves hauled back into the right position, and that was all that mattered. But there was no way she was showing it to Ricky. The plan was to wear it to the party, look amazing, and then when they got home, she would peel it off in the bathroom before he ever saw. Easy but spontaneous seductions were not part of the agenda.

Alice’s room was across the hall from hers, and the door was already ajar. Maria tiptoed in her room because her little girl was a light sleeper. Who knew two children could be so different? she thought, admiring her perfect little girl. With her eyes closed and gorgeous little body so still, it was hard to believe she was such a fussy baby. Alice was difficult to keep happy. She seemed to be either whining or crying all the time. Maria had brought her to three different doctors, but they had each said the same thing—Alice was a healthy little ten-month-old. 

Cody was ten years old now, but Maria still remembered how mellow he had been as a baby. All she had to do was look at him and he smiled. No matter what she tried with Alice, the baby cried. It had been a very tough ten months, but none of that mattered tonight. Alice was asleep, and Maria and Ricky were going out for a good night with friends. 

“Maria?” Ricky called her from downstairs. Alice stirred and Maria froze. 

“Shhh, honey, shhh. Don’t wake up.” She rested her hand on the baby’s stomach to try to lull her back to sleep. “Good girl.”

“Maria!” he shouted even louder. This time she ran out of the room and closed the baby’s door quietly. 

Maria bent over the banister rail and whisper-shouted to her husband. “Ricky, keep it down. You know Alice is asleep.” 

He walked to the bottom step of the stairs. “Damn. I’m sorry. Look, do you want to call the sitter? She’s real late.”

The dreaded sound of a baby starting to cry filled the landing. 

“Now look what you’ve done!” Maria glared at her husband, kicked off her stilettos, and went back into Alice’s room. She knew she would be pacing the nursery floor for the next hour. It was no place for three-inch heels.




Rick was annoyed with himself for shouting up the stairs and even more so that the sitter was late. What kind of first impression was that? Then the doorbell rang. 

His son and the dog sprinted to answer it. 

“Cody, you wanna get that?” 

Rick was joking, because there was really no way to outrun the ten-year-old. Cody was going through the first-to-be-everywhere phase. To add to the chaos, the Labrador started another of her barking frenzies.

“Quiet, Orga!” Rick yelled at the dog, but it didn’t do any good. He could still hear Alice wailing, and her protests were getting louder not softer. The ruckus downstairs would only unsettle her more. 

Damn. He headed for the kitchen to grab a bottle of something to bring to the party. The sooner they got out the better. They needed a break.

Cody had been sulking around the house all afternoon, telling everybody who would listen that he was too old for a sitter. He claimed some of his friends didn’t even have sitters anymore, but when Rick had talked it over with him, it turned out it was the ones with older sisters. Cody had eventually decided if any of his friends found out, he’d say his mom got the sitter for his little sister. Rick agreed that was a great idea.

Rick decided to bring a bottle of champagne to the party because it was a birthday celebration and it might earn him some brownie points with Maria. Then he headed back to the hall to meet the new sitter. 

The first thing Rick saw was Cody smiling and the sitter laughing at something his son had said. She was gorgeous. Long blond hair, big eyes, striking features. Rick had met many sitters over the ten years of his son’s life. They had been a normal mix of pretty, plain, fun, dull, but this one was a real beauty. She could have been modelling instead of watching kids. 

He pushed the notion out of his mind. “Hi,” he said, his voice a little too jovial. Take it down a notch. “I see you’ve met Cody already.” 

The dog was still barking. 

“Orga, be quiet.” The hound started sniffing the newcomer instead. He moved the champagne bottle to his left hand so he could shake with his right. “I’m Rick, Cody’s dad.”

“Hullo, I’m Jessica Armstrong.” Her smile was timid, cute. “And I’ve met Cody and Orga.”

Rick felt uncomfortable and his face was hot. Was he blushing? He wondered if that was even physically possible. Wasn’t there an age limit on blushing? The last time he’d glowed this hot, he was in the fourth grade and Judi Schillawaski had—without any warning—kissed him. 

This girl was more beautiful than Judi Schillawaski. 

“Maria’s upstairs with Alice. She just woke up.” Rick winced when the baby let out another wail. “You might need to play with her for a while. Alice, I mean. You might have to play with Alice, the baby, not Maria, my wife.” 

Just stop talking, you idiot! 

Jessica laughed. “I’m the eldest of five and love babies, so really, I’m happy to play with Alice.” She glanced at Cody who was surreptitiously studying her. “And I love playing with big boys, too,” she said. 

Now it was Cody’s turn to blush. He turned away. If it hadn’t been for his own discomfort, Rick might have felt sorry for the boy. He had clearly spotted that the new sitter was a beauty. The kid was growing up. 

Orga started barking again. 

“Cody, will you put that damn dog out in the backyard? I’m sorry, Jessica. She gets excited, but she’ll calm down in a few minutes. It’s just because you’re new.”

“Not a problem. Honest, I love dogs, too.”

With the boy gone, they were alone, and Rick felt his body tense. What in the hell was his problem? He was usually good with meeting new people. This one was different.

“Let me show you around,” he said, but the words felt awkward. Until this evening, the sitters had been little more than kids themselves. He’d never felt wrong-footed or goofy like he did now. Get a grip, he chastised himself, and then he gave best his corporate smile. “I’m thinking that’s an English accent?”

“Yes. I’m English, from a town called Dorking, in Surrey. It’s just south of London.”

“Yeah? My wife, Maria, is from Puerto Rico.” Why did I say that? Act normal, you ass! “What are you doing in Newton?”

“I’m over here for a year. Studying at Wiswall College.”

“Oh, that’s cool. It’s just down the road.”

“Yes, it is. I’m so sorry I was a little late this evening. I got lost, but I assure you, Mr. Sanchez, it won’t happen again. That is, if you want me back.”

“Please, call me Rick.” 

Jessica had enormous dark blue eyes which seemed bigger now that she looked anxious. He got the urge to reach out, but that would have been ridiculous. Inappropriate. Against the law?

He laughed louder than he meant to. “No problem about being late. We’re pretty relaxed in this house. If you keep the kids content, Maria and I will be more than happy.” They walked into the living room.

“Oh, an Xbox.” Jessica grinned at Cody, who was back from putting the dog out. “How good are you on this thing? Because I have to warn you, I’m an ace.” She winked at the ten-year-old. Cody’s eyes lit up, and he lunged for the controls. 

“You’ve just secured a place in my son’s heart, Jessica. Xbox is his life. If you’re as good as him, he’ll never want another sitter.”

She sat down next to Cody and took the other controller. Then she glanced at Rick. “Call me Jessie.”

He nodded. There was a time when something like this—seeing an incredibly good-looking woman—would have fired him up. Rick would have had all the witty one-liners, all the charm he required, but time had softened him. Eleven years of marriage, two kids, and the fact he spent more time at the country club than the nightclub all meant he’d lost his edge. How could he have let that happen?

Rick watched the two of them settle onto the sofa. Seeing the gorgeous young sitter with the game controller was a reminder that he was ancient in comparison. She had more in common with Cody than with him. 

Lucky kid. 

Rick and Maria were heading out to yet another fortieth party, but the stunning blonde on his living room sofa made him think it would be a lot more fun to stay in than head out.

Would you get a grip? You could almost be her dad—almost.
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Maria was at her wit’s end. How could he have shouted up the stairs like that? Was he absolutely brain-dead? With an hour’s sleep, Alice was sufficiently rested for a big-time tantrum.

She tried to soothe her back to sleep but that didn’t work. So Maria scooped up her daughter and paced the floor in the darkened nursery. Alice was a strong-willed baby, however. She wouldn’t stop until Maria switched on the bedroom light. For a moment it looked like that worked. Then the doorbell rang and Orga started barking, and the child knew something was going on downstairs. Alice wailed even louder, huge sobs racking her little body. 

Then it happened. 

Maria wasn’t quick enough, and Alice off-loaded her full nighttime bottle of milk—now semi-curdled—over Maria’s cleavage and new dress. The warm, wet liquid soaked through the cocktail dress and secret underwear onto her skin. It appeared even NASA technology was no protection against baby puke. 

Maria called down the stairs for help, but everyone was out of earshot. Eventually she gave up, stomped back into the nursery, and peeled off both Alice’s clothing and her own. She gave herself and the baby a quick wipe down with a damp cloth and then got Alice into a new pink onesie. The baby cried the entire time, and Maria wondered why her husband didn’t bother to come up and help. He was always better at soothing their little girl. Maria had a dark suspicion her daughter simply preferred Ricky to her. Even Cody seemed to have a way with his little sister. Sometimes when she cried and Maria couldn’t stop it, her ten-year-old boy would take over and soothe Alice with ease. 

Maria was tempted to cancel the night. It was Ricky’s fault. If he hadn’t shouted, Alice would still be asleep. She took the little screamer into her bedroom and let the baby bawl on her bed for a minute while she wiped herself down again. Maria tried to sniff her own skin and didn’t smell any baby puke, so she threw on her old black party dress, scooped up the still-screaming Alice, and headed down the stairs. 

Naturally enough, as soon as Alice saw they were going down to where all the action was, she stopped crying. It was so damn frustrating. Maria prayed the new sitter would be good with babies. Stopping in the kitchen, she picked up a fresh bottle of formula and then followed the sounds of laughter into the living room. Cody was yelling death threats already, so she knew he was playing his precious Xbox, and Rick was shouting encouragement at the seventy-two-inch flat screen. The level of excitement in the room was at a fever pitch.

“Hi,” Maria said as she walked in the room. Then she saw her sitter. Wow, she thought. In all the years she’d been hiring sitters, she’d never had such a pretty one. Maria stopped and looked at Cody sitting right beside her on the sofa and Rick hovering next to them. Her men sure seemed to like the new girl. She scowled. Was that why her husband hadn’t heard her?

Jessie hit the pause button on her controller as soon as Cody jumped to the next level in his game, and then she jumped to her feet. “Hullo there,” she said, but her focus was on Alice not Maria. The baby looked mildly interested as the sitter slowly approached.

“Maria, this is Jessica—Jessie—our new sitter,” Rick said. “She’s from England and she’s the eldest of five. She likes dogs, too.”

This much information annoyed her. “Didn’t you hear me calling you?”

Rick looked blank. “No. It must have been when I was walking Jessie around the house. You okay? You’ve changed your dress.”

“Alice vomited all over me.”

“Poor you. How awful,” Jessie said. “Do you think the baby is sick?”

Maria appreciated the sympathy but said, “No, I don’t think so. She was settled for the night, but somebody shouted up the stairs and woke her.” She glared at her husband. “Alice here was crying so hard she made herself sick. She does that sometimes.”

Jessie stood next to mother and baby and stroked Alice’s tiny fingers. She talked in a gentle, higher pitched voice—cooing and gurgling at the baby. It worked. Alice started to gurgle back. 

“May I?” She gestured to Maria, putting her hands out to take the baby. Maria wasn’t so sure. 

“She’s in a foul mood this evening.” But even as Maria said it, she could feel Alice’s body shift. The baby leaned toward Jessie, wanting to get into the new girl’s arms. 

Maria felt a tiny stab of jealousy but suppressed it and let the sitter take her daughter. It was a seamless handover. Alice looked highly amused by the ridiculous noises the newcomer was making.

“I think I’ll let you ladies talk,” Rick said and left the room.

Jessie sat beside Cody and bounced Alice gently on her lap, which gave Maria a chance to sit and really study the new girl. Her long blond hair was scooped in a loose clasp, but a few spiral tendrils had escaped and fell around her face in soft waves. Her skin was very fair, and she wore almost no makeup, perhaps just a little pink on her cheeks. Or was that natural? There was a glow to her skin—the glow of youth, Maria thought, starting to feel frumpy and a million years old.

Jessie spoke to Cody. “Will you help me with your little sister? You’ll be able to tell me where I go to change her nappy and show me where her crib is?”

Cody dropped his remote on the sofa and began gently banging the leg of the table with his foot. Maria knew what he was doing—it was just enough to show that he was fed up but not so much that she would get mad. Her boy was obviously upset that he’d lost his Xbox partner thanks to his sister’s intrusion. 

“I don’t know what a nappy is,” he grumbled, clearly not wanting to cooperate.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I think I mean diaper,” Jessie said. “Look, as soon as she’s down, I’ll challenge you to a rematch and we’ll play for the whole night. What do you think?”

Cody glanced up at her, grinned, and then ran out of the room. Maria was impressed because she knew how hard it was to keep two children happy. Not bad for a girl who had been in the house twenty minutes—if that.

“Alice started on formula last month, so here’s one.” She put the bottle on the table next to them. “And there’s more in the fridge if you need it, but I don’t think you will.”

“Would you like me to heat the bottle before I give it to her?” Jessie asked.

“No, she’s used to it cold,” Maria said. The girl knew a thing or two about babies, she realized. “So you have little brothers and sisters?” 

Jessie nodded but continued playing with Alice. “There are four more at home—two boys and two girls, all younger than me. In fact the youngest is only eight, so he’s younger than Cody. His name is Tristan.”

“And you’re British?”

She nodded again. “I’m studying here for a year.”

“What’s your major?”

“Psychology. I’m doing my master’s.”

“Wonderful. You can help me figure out what makes my two tick. What aspect of psychology are you doing your master’s in?”

Jessie’s eyes brightened. “Emotion regulation and interpersonal competence in romantic relationships.”

“Oh.” Maria felt awkward now. “Anything else?” She was joking, but it seemed Jessie thought she meant it.

“Well,” she said, “I also have an interest in the role of the family environment on a person’s emotional development.” 

Cody picked that precise moment to skip back into the room balancing the toaster on his head. “Mom, can Todd and I go toasting later?” 

Maria glanced at the sitter. “You came to the right house if you want crazy family environments.” She rolled her eyes. “Cody get that toaster off your head!” She wondered if Jessie could see through her and her happy family façade. 

“What’s toasting?” Jessie asked Cody.

“You don’t know what toasting is?” Cody’s tone was condescending. “It’s ghosting but with burnt toast.”

She smiled, all the time stroking Alice’s little back. “Okay, you’ll have to tell me what ghosting is.” 

“Don’t tell me you don’t know what ghosting is? Everybody has that.” He plonked the toaster on the coffee table.

Jessie shook her head. “I don’t think we have it in the UK.”

“Cody, you’re making a huge mess. Crumbs everywhere. Put that thing back in the kitchen.” Maria stood up and put her hands on her hips in annoyance.

He picked up the toaster, balanced it back on top of his head, and made for the door. “No ghosting? Jeez,” he said.

Maria watched her boy leave the room and then sat back down. “You could as easily have said you didn’t have electricity. He wasn’t impressed. Ghosting is a Halloween thing. It’s kind of a nice idea. The kids put a note on a friend’s doorstep telling them they’ve been ghosted, and they leave a little bag of candy.”

The boy bounced back into the room, without the toaster this time. “It has to be anonymous,” he said.

“Oh, Cody. Good job! That was one of your list words from school this week. Well used.” Maria meant it as a compliment, but then she saw her son flush and realized too late that she had embarrassed him in front of the pretty new sitter. 

“So you don’t write your name on the note?” Jessie asked. Maria studied the younger girl. Was she oblivious to Maria’s mistake or smoothing things over? She couldn’t tell, and that unsettled her even more.

Cody moved on. “No way, and you have to do it when it gets dark. You put the note and the candy on their doorstep without anybody seeing you. Then you ring their doorbell and run as fast as you can. If you do it right, you can hide and watch them open the door to get the candy. It’s cool.”

Maria sighed. “Yes, we’ve had a lot of visits this year, but the problem is Orga gets overexcited and now she’s barking at everybody.”

“Okay, I’ll keep an eye out for that.”

Then Cody jumped up. “But I want to do toasting with Todd—not ghosting.”

The sitter smiled at his enthusiasm. “Now what’s that?” 

“Well, you see everybody expects candy when they’re ghosted, so it’s sick to give them burnt toast instead and see how mad they get when they open their bags.”

“It’s not very nice.” Maria pretended to look stern, but she wasn’t annoyed at all. In fact, she was relieved to see Alice was still content. The baby seemed very happy with Jessie. It was amazing how fast she’d calmed down. Jessie seemed to have Cody and Ricky’s talent for keeping the baby happy. What was their secret?

“Aw, Mom.” In a heartbeat, Cody was back to looking miserable. “Can I just do Mitch Jackson’s house? He did us last night.”

“Mitch is a boy who lives a few houses down the road at number thirteen. He’s a seventh grader, so he’s a little older than Cody,” she told Jessie. “He’s a bit mean to Cody sometimes.”

The sitter gave an understanding nod. 

Maria looked at her son. “Tell you what—if Todd’s mom says it’s all right, I’m okay with both of you toasting Mitch Jackson. But nobody else. Promise?”

Cody punched the air with his hand. “Score!” he yelled, frightening Alice a little, but Jessie was on it and upped her cooing for a moment.

“Just Mitch, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. I have to call Todd.” He ran out of the room again. “Adios!” he yelled as he disappeared down the hall. 

“Is your little brother as energetic as he is?” Maria asked.

“Tristan? He sure is.” Jessie smiled. “And the others are worse.”

“Are they away from home, too?”

The girl shook her head. “No. I’m the first. The next one down is doing her A levels this year, so she’ll head to college next autumn.”

“That’s tough on your parents. Education is expensive.”

“It’s not as bad in the UK as it is here, and I’m on a scholarship. My mum couldn’t afford to pay Wiswall fees. My dad is deceased.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

Jessie shrugged.

Rick reappeared at the door to the living room. 

“Ready to go, honey?” He looked at Maria. She nodded and stood.

“Well, you seem more than capable of handling things here. I’ve left both our numbers next to the phone in the kitchen, although I know you have mine already. I’ll have my cell with me all night, and we should be home around midnight. All right?”

The sitter stood up and shifted Alice to her hip with the fluency and ease of a young mom.

“That’s fine. I do have your number, but I’ll save Rick’s in my phone, too, so we’re doubly covered. Have a good night.”

“Don’t come out to the door with us. It’ll upset the baby,” Maria said, although she didn’t think her daughter looked too sad anymore.

Rick reached over and stroked her arm. “Are you aware Cody is on the phone calling Todd? I overheard him asking his partner-in-crime to come over so they can toast Mitch Jackson together.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “You know what, if it amuses him and makes Jessie’s job a little easier, I say go for it.” 

Jessie was studying Alice and playing with her tiny hand. “I think we’re okay coming out to the door with you.”

It irked Maria that the girl was overriding her authority, and what’s more, she seemed so damn capable with Alice. She knew that was crazy, because it was great to have a good sitter. Maria and Rick got their coats from the closet while Jessie focused on keeping Alice happy.

“By the way,” Maria said, “I turned on the house alarm but left the front door off the system. That way the boys can come and go, and you’ll be able to answer it if you get ghosted.”

Jessie nodded. “Have a smashing night,” she said.

Maria smiled. “Your British accent’s really cute.”

Jessie looked a little embarrassed. “I do feel a bit conspicuous. I keep using words I assumed were normal over here, but they’re not.”

“Gimme an example,” Rick said.

“Oh, let me think. Fortnight caused some confusion when I started school.”

“I know what a fortnight is,” he said, looking proud. “It’s fourteen nights—two weeks. So Wednesday fortnight would be the Wednesday two weeks from next. Am I right?”

Jessie smiled and nodded. “My roommate didn’t know what I was talking about.”

“American English and English English—they’re not the same language, are they?” Rick asked.

She shook her head. “Definitely not, but we get by.” 

Maria kissed Alice on the cheek and shouted a good-bye to her son, who was more interested in his phone call than seeing his parents off. “See you around midnight.”




Rick took Maria by the arm when they were walking to their car. “She seems cool.”

“She’s very pretty.”

“A pretty sitter, sitting pretty with our precious little babies.” Rick had a habit of making up marketing jingles on the spot because it was part of his job, but Maria was in no mood for them just then.

Maria looked at her husband. It was getting dark, but she could still see his face. “She’s very beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Is she? I hadn’t noticed.” 

She elbowed her husband. “Rick, you would have to be blind not to notice.”


Chapter Two

Blind Ambition




“Michael, you should’ve seen our new sitter.” It was almost the first thing Rick said to his best friend when he got him alone. Maria and Rick had been late arriving at the party because of all the fuss with Alice, and by the time they’d arrived, the party was in full swing. Maria had gone in search of the hostess to give her the champagne, while Rick made a beeline for Michael. He found him at the bar, so they each grabbed a bottle of beer and moved away to talk in private.

Michael studied his friend’s face. “Tell me all about her. Is she nice?”

“Nice doesn’t even start to cover it, man. She’s an eleven out of ten. No, scratch that. She’s twenty out of ten—plus she’s good with the kids.”

Michael laughed. “You were doing well till you mentioned the bit about being good with the kids. If she’s that hot, who cares?”

Rick shrugged and grinned. “What can I say? I’m a broken man. But I have to tell you, I haven’t seen a girl that gorgeous in years.” Then he stood a little taller. “Don’t get me wrong. I know she’s a kid and I’m married, but still, I know beauty when I see it—and she’s British.” 

“Ah, a European import? Sweet.” Michael looked like he was studying his beer bottle label. “Tell me—would you?”

“Would I what?”

“You know—would you?” He nodded toward the door of the room as if that explained what he was saying, but Rick already knew. 

“Nah, relax.” He tried to sound convincing while remaining blasé. “Too much hassle. Not worth the risk. Besides, I love Maria.”

Michael laughed again. “I can see it in your eyes, friend. Beautiful women make the most moderate men morons.”

“What is that? A quote from Shakespeare?”

“No. Me.” He draped an arm around Rick’s shoulders and whispered, “Can I recommend a cold shower and getting a new sitter?”

“Did I mention she’s great with the kids?”

Michael shook his head and pulled his arm back. “Lose her, bro. Get her the hell away from you. One of two things is gonna happen. One, she’ll drive you crazy with desire, or two, you’ll do something you’re sure to regret—or three, you’ll do one and two. I’m telling you, get her out of su casa.”

Rick said nothing and took a large swig of beer. Michael seemed to understand the situation pretty well. “This sort of thing ever happen to you?”

“What? Having a hot sitter? Cathi wouldn’t let me. She has more sense.”

“Well, tonight was just her first night. We got her from a sitter website. Her credentials were great. I just didn’t realize her body—that is, the rest of her was so great, too,” Rick said. “I couldn’t exactly fire her as soon as I saw her.”

Michael raised a hand in defeat. “Okay. Whatever you say.”

Rick began to grind his teeth in annoyance. “All right, I’m going to get another beer. Do you want one?”

“Sure. Thanks. That way we can get drunk and pretend there isn’t a twenty out of ten sitting in your house giving Cody all of her attention instead of you.”

Rick threw him a dirty look as if to say enough and went to get the beers. The problem was everything Michael had said was true.
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“I love your dress,” Cathi said when Maria eventually caught up with her. “Did you get that in Boston?”

“You know this old dress, but thanks, chica. I need you to boost my spirits.”

Cathi wrapped her arm around her old friend. “Maria? Honey, what’s wrong? Your dress might be nice, but you look miserable. What happened? Is it Alice again?”

Maria was relieved to get a supporting shoulder to cry on. “Yes. I swear, Cathi, that child hates me. I did have a new dress for tonight, but she vomited all over me and my new miracle underwear.”

Cathi squeezed her friend a little firmer. “How many times do I have to tell you? You don’t need it! Your figure is fabulous, and you know that this just a phase with Alice. She’ll come through the other side. Is she not sleeping? Could she be teething?”

Maria pulled away and looked at her friend. “Oh, I never thought of that. It’s like I’ve forgotten all about babies. Cody never gave me a moment’s trouble. No, I managed to get Alice to sleep. I really worked hard this evening to get organized. I gave her a bath, read to her. I took it real slow so she’d settle well, and it all worked. She was out cold until my idiot of a husband yelled up the stairs at me and woke her just minutes before we were walking out the door. When she wakes like that, she’s impossible to get back to sleep.”

A passing waiter carried a large silver tray of glasses full of pink punch. Cathi grabbed a fresh one for herself and Maria.

“Here, you need this. You poor doll. We forget how much work babies are, but remember, they do grow up pretty fast.”

Maria took a large gulp of punch and continued. “You’re the best, Cathi, but I haven’t told you the worst part yet. The most beautiful girl in the world walked into my home just as I was being puked on and Alice was screaming her head off. You should have seen her. She’s so beautiful. Damn near perfect. And she’s young and great with kids and she’s over here to do a master’s in psychology. So she’s smart on top of being beautiful. God, I feel sick.” She gulped down the rest of the punch in her glass.

“Over here from where?”

“Oh yeah, she has a real sophisticated accent, as well. She’s British. She was even teaching Rick words before we left. Rick—my husband—not Cody. That said, I think Cody has his first crush, too.”

“It’s not Cody I’d worry about. Come on, let’s get you a refill, girl. I think you need it. What did you say she was doing with Rick?”

The women headed over to the punchbowl and took another glass of the raspberry-colored liquid for Maria.

“Oh, I was there for that. It wasn’t suspicious or underhanded. It was more annoying than anything. They were just talking about the difference between American English and English English, and next thing I knew she was telling him new words like fortnight.” Maria tried to speak in an upper class English voice, which made Cathi laugh. 

“Your Puerto Rican accent is too thick. That’s the funniest attempt at an English accent I’ve ever heard.” Then Cathi tried to put on an English voice, too. “Is she rather posh?” 

“Nah, I don’t think so. She seemed pretty normal, eldest of five. Her dad is dead. It’s just—oh, I don’t know. To see both my men acting dopey around her . . . that’s some power. It’s a pain in the ass, if you want to know the truth. I mean do these women, these—what would you call them—swans? Do they know the power they have over normal men?”

“Don’t forget she’s smart, too.”

“Yeah.”

“And good with kids.”

“Okay, don’t rub it in.”

But Cathi wouldn’t stop. “So you’re saying this girl literally has it all, beauty and intelligence. She’s thoughtful, caring, and even has a sense of humor. You know we have a better word to describe these women. Just take the first letter from each word to abbreviate it—B for beauty, I for intelligence, T for thoughtfulness, C for caring, and H for humor. Now let me think . . .”

Maria figured it out and laughed. “Thanks, chica.”

Cathi took a sip of her punch. “Look, honey, for a start there aren’t many of them around—thank the Lord—and second, are you sure you aren’t blowing this a little out of proportion? I mean, you’re gorgeous. I’ve always told you that. I still see men checking out your curves. That Puerto Rican va va voom is really impossible to beat. It’s downright sexy.”

Maria shook her head vigorously. “Wait till you see her. She looks like a cross between Taylor Swift and a Victoria’s Secret model.”

“Ew, Taylor Swift? The girl who was voted sexiest woman alive last month?” Cathi put her arm around her friend’s waist again. “Okay, if she freaks you out this much, just don’t use her again after tonight.”

“But you should have seen her with Alice. I thought we were going to have a problem being able to leave tonight. Alice just wouldn’t settle with me—nothing new there—but this kid, Jessie, she just took my little girl in her arms, my baby, and Alice cheered up right away. It’s damn annoying. Go figure.”

Cathi laughed. “If she hadn’t managed that, you would have missed the party.”

“I know. It makes no sense.” Maria swirled her red drink and studied the miniature tornado she’d created.

“Ah, that’s where you’re wrong. It all makes perfect sense. First off, she’s pretty and you think Rick noticed, so you feel threatened as a wife and woman. Second, even Cody spotted how cute she was, and now you feel bad because at some subconscious level you know your darling little boy is getting older and will one day leave you for another woman. And third, even Alice was happy with this new woman. I figure that threatened you most of all, because being a mother is what you’re all about. It’s how you define yourself. You were really sideswiped.”

Maria stared at her friend openmouthed. She didn’t know how to respond, but she knew there was no need—her friend was on a roll.

“In theory this woman could replace you. That’s gotta be tough to absorb.”

“Seriously? You got all that just from what I said?”

Cathi nodded and raised her empty glass. “Well, something very similar was on Dr. Phil yesterday.”

Maria laughed. The party was getting busier and the music louder. “What happened at the end of the show?”

Cathi, never one for subtlety, sighed. “The couple broke up. That’s quite unusual for Dr. Phil.”

“Twenty minutes in the company of a pretty new sitter and you think Rick and I are heading for divorce?”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean you guys. I was talking about the people on the show. No way. You guys are cool. All you have to do is seduce Rick tonight. Remind him how good you are. You’re a red-blooded woman with a terrific body. Let him at it.”

Maria slapped her forehead. “Cathi, I just stopped nursing Alice. I still have all my baby weight. I’m not as hot as I was a couple of years ago.”

“Neither is he. Come on, girl. We’re all aging, but remember, youth is no replacement for experience. You may be a little softer around the edges, but you’ve given him two amazing kids and he loves you.”

“Thanks, Cathi. I need a refill.” Maria sighed, noticing she’d drunk her swirling tornado.

“Now that’s a great idea. Afterward, we can come up with lots of X-rated ideas for how you’re gonna spice up your love life when you get Rick home later tonight.”

Maria groaned. “I’m done with X-rated sex. You know Alice is a Fifty Shades baby.”

“I think half the babies born last year were Fifty Shades babies. You don’t have to make a baby. Just play with Rick. If you blow his mind, he won’t be able to think about your pretty little sitter. Trust me.”

The women headed back to the punch bowl and put Jessie right out of their minds.

“Tell me, have you had any luck with your old neighbor, Noreen Palmer?”

Maria gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know how to get through to that woman,” she said. “It’s easy enough to bump into her because she’s out walking her dog so much. I just grab Orga and head out. I’ve already had three conversations about this with her in the last two weeks. She knows I’m up to something.”

Cathi looked eager. “What did you say to her?”

Maria saw two seats by the window and headed for them. When they got settled, she continued. “The first time, I asked if she was finding the house a little big now since the kids are all gone. Of course, I didn’t just blurt it out. I kinda worked up to it. Anyway, she didn’t seem to think so. I told her I thought I knew somebody who might want to buy her house for a fair price. She looked a little interested, but then she changed the subject again. Then yesterday I asked her if she’d thought any more about my friend who was interested in her house, and she looked at me like it was the first she’d heard about it.”

Cathi huffed in frustration. “Is she getting confused in her old age? Does she know I want to make her an offer?”

“Oh, I think so. I more or less said that, but she just laughed and waved her hands. I don’t think she’s interested, Cathi. What more can I do?”

“Try harder.” Her friend looked exasperated.

“You know, hers isn’t the only house with a view of the water. You could get a realtor to approach all the homes overlooking Crystal Lake. Maybe somebody else would think of selling.”

“I like her house best, and you’d be surprised how few do sell in a year. There are lots of houses in the neighborhood but not right on the lake. They seem to change hands privately, which is where you come in. You’re right there. You live on Newton’s most desirable street. I know you can find me a way in,” Cathi said, pleading.

“You know we found our house by pure chance. We were just out walking and saw the for sale sign. I’m sure that could happen to you.”

Cathi shook her head, looking impatient. “That was a decade ago. Things have changed, Maria. You and I have to think outside the box. The trick is for me to hear about a house first and make an offer, which I get accepted before it goes on the open market.”

Maria wasn’t convinced. Of course she would love it if Cathi lived closer. They were best friends, after all. Their husbands had been working at the same marketing company for about nine years, and the four of them had become very close. But did it have to be right next door?

Plus, Maria liked Mrs. Palmer. She was a widow who lived alone. The woman was a little absentminded now in her old age, but the kids adored her—even Alice. She was a soft little woman in the Angela Lansbury mold. One time, Cody had even asked his mom if Mrs. Palmer was the woman from Murder, She Wrote. Maria had really laughed at that.

A decade earlier, when she and Rick had bought number seven, Crystal Lake, the house had been in bad condition. Back in those days, they had been just starting out, so what they’d lacked in finances they’d made up for in energy. Ricky had done a lot of the renovations himself. Maria hadn’t been able to do too much—she’d been pregnant with Cody—but as soon as he was born, it had been a different story. 

Most of Newton’s new moms cocooned themselves in a love-bubble of soft pink or blue. They breastfed their newborns, took gentle walks around the lake, and did multiple mommy-toddler mornings. Maria was cut from a different cloth. 

Cody had dozed happily while she’d painted the nursery sky blue. She’d nursed him in the Lowes plumbing department and changed his diapers at Home Depot. She had been up ladders, down at the DIY stores, and around that house like a woman possessed. 

Maria had laughed when Mrs. Palmer urged her to slow down. She’d said she would stop when the house was finished. Noreen was a treasure in those early years. The older woman had helped with the newborn Cody, and she’d given Maria lots of old furniture, including all her old baby stuff that had been stored for years in the loft of number nine. 

Mrs. Palmer had been a bit like a mother figure to Maria over the last decade, but Maria could see her next-door neighbor was aging. She was beginning to slow down. Maria thought maybe their roles were reversing now. Perhaps it was her turn to start helping the older lady.

Instead, her best friend Cathi had notions of getting her hands on number nine, Crystal Lake. She wanted to renovate the house and then live in it herself. When Maria had told her friend the next-door neighbor had been living in the house for fifty years, Cathi had become even more determined. She’d made a powerful argument that Mrs. Palmer was sure to make a financial killing and end up being a very rich woman. She could head to Florida and kick her heels up in the sun. Newton was too cold in the winter for the elderly. 

That’s what Cathi said, but Maria knew Mrs. Palmer never headed south in the colder months. She stayed in her home at Crystal Lake. Noreen was a hardy woman and walked her dog once the roads were cleared of snow. She wrapped up warm and got out in the winter weather. She wasn’t one of the snowbirds who left at the first sign of frost. 

Noreen was a Newton woman through and through. Cathi didn’t seem to appreciate that. Half a century in one house was an amazing achievement, and her roots were deep. Having had the conversations with her neighbor, Maria seriously doubted Cathi would manage to get her hands on the property. 

“What about the other side of the lake?” she said, but Cathi shook her head.

“Believe me, I’ve done the research. The houses on your road look over the lake to the west, so you guys get sunsets over the water. It has to be on your road and your side of the street. And you know I can only afford one that needs renovation. Numbers five and three have been renovated in the last few years, so they’d be crazy money if they ever went up for sale, and the other three on the waterfront seem settled. I can’t get any info on them.” Cathi looked very serious as she spoke. “The even numbered houses don’t interest me because they don’t back onto the lake. They’re on the wrong side of the road. No, I think it has to be Noreen Palmer’s house. We just have to find a way to convince her to sell.”

Maria had already knocked back two glasses of punch, and she was a beginning to feel a little calmer, maybe even good. Looking at Cathi’s intensity, she began to giggle. “You know, you’re taking all of this very seriously. Does it really matter? It’s just a house.”

Cathi didn’t look amused. “It’s not just a house, Maria. It’s a home. It’s a statement of where you’re at in life. It says how rich and successful you are. It tells the world what your values are—big house, big family, big success. You know all that.” 

Maria frowned. “Chica, if you ask me, big houses mean big bills and lots of cleaning. Our house isn’t so big. I think you’re crazy. You don’t even have a big family—unless you have something to tell me?” 

Cathi blew out a jet of air—something she often did when she was impatient. “Are you insane? There’s no way I’m going back there! My baby days are behind me.”

“Okay, you have Katie and Stacy. You’d get by in a two bedroom if you wanted. Mrs. Palmer’s house has six bedrooms. It’s huge—too big. She had a bunch of kids, and you know her son, Greg, lives just across the road. She’s not going to want to move away from her grandson, Todd. He’s Cody’s friend. Why would you want that much space?”

Cathi’s eyes lit up. It was obvious she’d given the question a lot of thought. “I want one room for each of my girls. I want a study for myself, and I’d like to convert another of the bedrooms into a huge bathroom off the master suite. Didn’t you say she doesn’t have en suite bathrooms?”

“No. The house was built long before such things were deemed necessary.”

Cathi smiled. “It’s begging to be renovated, and I’m just the woman to do it.” She raised her glass. 

Maria clinked and smiled—on the outside, anyway. She didn’t like to see her elderly neighbor forced into something she might not want to do. That said, she knew Cathi very well. Once her friend set her mind on something, she was rarely beaten. If Cathi wanted number nine, she’d find a way to get her hands on it. Mrs. Palmer wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Can you imagine the parties we could have? We could do joint celebrations and open up the two backyards. What fun would that be?”

Maria smiled. “It’d be fantastic in the summertime. We can have boats on the lake. Crystal Lake Lane is amazing in July.”

“Oh, I was thinking nighttime parties. If I could get a swimming pool in the backyard, it would be the best ever.”

“Why do you need a pool with the lake right beside us?” Maria wondered if her friend was going a bit too far. “What does Michael think about all this?”

Cathi glanced at her friend. “We don’t need to tell him until we’re a little further along in our plans.”

“Okay, now I’m curious. How much further?”

Cathi laughed. “I guess we’d have to tell him before the furniture removal guys arrive.”

Maria sighed. “He is a very tolerant man, chica. Ricky would kill me if I bought a house without telling him. I don’t even know if I could do it legally. You have such blind ambition.”

Cathi looked affronted. “It’s not blind. I have a very clear vision of where I’m going and how I’m getting there. I am simply determined to own a house on Crystal Lake.” Their husbands were approaching them. Cathi gave a dazzling loyal-wife smile and whispered to Maria, “Don’t say anything in front of the boys yet—not until I have everything under control.”


Chapter Three

No Need for Alarm




Back at Crystal Lake, Jessie was happy she had everything under control. When she first met Maria, the woman had implied Alice would be a handful. It sure hadn’t turned out that way. Jessie thought the little girl was a cutie and an easy baby to care for. With just a few cuddles and one peekaboo game, Alice had been ready for a diaper change and a full bottle of milk before settling back into her crib. She’d fallen asleep before the Incy Wincy Spider was anywhere near the top of the garden spout.

Now the house was quiet. Orga was back inside and seemed to be calmer, and Cody was still out with this friend, so it looked like Jessie was going to have an easy night. With the house so peaceful, she realized there was a good chance she could get some homework done. She headed to the kitchen to find the teapot. Maria had told her to make herself at home, and she always liked a cup of tea next to her while she studied. While she waited for the water to boil, she found the note with their cell phone numbers and added Rick to her contacts. Just then she heard the front door slam followed by the thundering feet of Cody and Todd as they came bounding into the room. 

“Did Mitch Jackson toast us again, Jessie?” He stood legs apart, fists clenched, ready for war.

She wanted to laugh at his anxious little face but knew better. For him, this was serious business. “Not only have we not been toasted, we haven’t even been ghosted. I was rather looking forward to that,” she said. “Now tell me—where would I find a mug?”

Cody went to the cupboard above the dishwasher. “We just toasted him, but I have a feeling he saw us. We’re waiting for a counterattack.” He took out a coffee mug and put it on the counter beside her just as the doorbell rang. 

The boys tore off, and she followed them in time to witness Todd racing for the road to see if he could catch who had rung and run. 

Meanwhile, Cody was checking out the contents of the little brown bag on their doorstep. He slapped his forehead in anguish. “Aw, man, I told you he saw us,” he said, showing her the burnt toast in the bag. 

Jessie felt his pain. Clearly this was war. Todd returned looking deflated.

“Come in,” she said, getting into the spirit of things. “He could be watching us at this very minute, and you guys don’t want to be seen like this. We have to talk strategies.”

She could see that was music to the boys’ ears. 

“You could be an ally for our side,” Todd said.

Soon the three of them were standing around the island in the kitchen. Jessie reckoned the smooth marble countertop was the perfect place to lay out a large sheet of paper and draw a map of the neighboring houses. The boys got her paper, sharpies, and a ruler while she got herself the mug of tea. Then they watched transfixed as she began to sketch a rough map of the street. Jessie knew there was a lake behind them, but since she hadn’t seen it yet, the boys took her into the dining room to look out over the back of the house. 

That was the first time Jessie saw Crystal Lake. It was dark out, but that didn’t matter. The view was hypnotic. She’d walked through the dining room with Rick earlier on her tour of the first floor of the house, but somehow she’d missed the incredible view outside. 

The backyard of the Sanchez house stretched back about seventy feet, and beyond that was a low cut hedge. Without a doubt, the shrubs were cut back to see the lake because it was so pretty. The night was still and so the water was, too. It looked like a sheet of black glass spreading out across . . . she didn’t know how far, but she could see the homes on the other side, the buttermilk-yellow light of their little windows mirrored on the water. Jessie wondered if, across the lake, the Sanchez house looked as appealing to them as those buildings did to her. The night sky was clear, and the moon reflected on the lake like a picture in a children’s story book. 

Funny it’s called Crystal Lake, she mused. It looks so dark—like jade or ebony—but not something bright and illuminating like crystal. She thought of her mother’s precious crystal vase collection at home. Wedding presents from years ago. She should phone her mother soon.

“We’re not allowed to go down to the lake at night.” Cody cut into her thoughts.

Jessie swung around. “I should think not. It could be very dangerous. Are you okay in the back garden if you stay away from the water?”

He nodded.

“Righty ho, men. Let’s plan your attack strategy,” she said in her best British army voice and marched back into the kitchen.

“Check,” Todd said. 

“I know what can help us.” Cody rushed out of the room. 

Todd and Jessie only had to wait a moment before he reappeared with the iPad. “Google Maps,” he said with satisfaction.

“Gotta hand it to you, kid—you’re a good cadet.” She laughed, and with the aid of the tablet, she had a pretty good map of Crystal Lake Lane done in minutes. 

The young men settled down to talk tactics. It didn’t take them long to decide to go behind Mrs. Palmer’s, the house next to them. She wouldn’t mind. Then they’d cut across the front of number eleven, and finally they could swing around behind Mitch’s house—number thirteen.

“Approaching from the rear gives you the element of surprise,” Jessie said. “But nowhere near the lake. Deal?”

The boys high-fived each other and cheered. Cody was in charge of making a fresh batch of toast.

“It has to be really black this time. The burnter the better.” Todd was insistent.

Jessie left them to it, and taking her mug of half-drunk tea, she went back to the dining room window. The view of the lake was calling her. She could see the attraction of the neighborhood. There was no question a house like this would be expensive, but it was worth it, in her estimation. The peaceful feeling it evoked in her was enchanting, hypnotic, magical. 

There were no lakes around Dorking, where she lived in the UK, so if she wanted a sea view, she had to head to the English coast. It had never occurred to her when she’d arrived in Newton, Massachusetts, that she’d get a lake view. If she lived in this house, Jessie knew she’d spend hours just gazing at the water. Would that be a terrible waste of time or a life well-spent?

The smooth surface of the water had a calming effect on her. Surely that was a good thing. Jessie put her mug down on the table and folded her arms. Just to stand there and watch the water was cathartic. Why was that? Was it primal or psychological? What was the appeal? It was worth discussing with one of her professors. 

In a heartbeat, all hell broke loose, and the peace was shattered by a deafening screech. The volume was absurd. Jessie ran to the boys and found them in a cloud of burnt-toast smoke. Cody looked guilty and panicked in equal measure.

“What the heck?” she yelled, but shouting was useless over the noise. “Must be the fire alarm, with all the smoke in here!” 

It was much louder than it needed to be, and she was pretty sure the damage being done to their eardrums was worse than any smoke damage to the beautiful cream-colored kitchen. The black toast had popped out of the toaster, and there was no real danger to the children or the house.

“You guys, get out into the front garden and take Orga with you. Don’t move from there. I’ll get Alice.” She yelled as much as she could, but she used hand signals, too. The boys nodded and ran out the front door with the dog. 

Jessie took the stairs two at a time, but even at that speed, by the time she got to the baby, Alice was crying. She couldn’t hear the baby over the noise of the fire alarm, but she could see Alice’s tiny fists closed tight and her little chest heaving with sobs. Jessie scooped her up and grabbed a blanket from the crib. 

Bounding down the stairs, between one shrill from the alarm and the next, she heard the house phone ringing. Perhaps it was Maria. She knew some alarm systems were connected to the house owner’s cell phone. Maria would tell her what to do. As Jessie fled the house, she snatched the portable telephone and then swept out the door with Alice in one arm. 

The boys were standing in the front garden with Orga cowering beside them, and they’d been joined by Mitch Jackson. Jessie knew from the boys’ perspective this was way cooler than toasting. She felt a little better now that they were all safe and out of the house, but the noise was still very upsetting.

She answered the ringing phone in her hand. “Hullo.”

“Good evening, ma’am. This is the fire department. Your alarm has been activated. Can you apprise me of the situation?”

Jessie was a little intimidated by the efficiency of the woman on the other end. Her voice sounded officious—almost aggressive.

“Um, yes. It was the family toaster,” she said. “No harm done. I just don’t know how to switch the alarm off.”

“A toaster? Is that what you said?”

“Yes, just a toaster. It’s fine, really. In fact there’s no fire. It’s all just smoke.”

She heard the woman talking to somebody else. There was a crackle on the line, and it was difficult to focus with Alice crying in her arms and the blaring noise just twenty feet away. Jessie tried to listen to the phone conversation. 

“Confirming, Unit One. It’s a domestic toaster at Crystal Lake.” Then she sounded like she was talking to Jessie again.

“Ma’am, is everybody out of the building?”

“Yes, yes. Everything’s okay, honest. I don’t know how to switch off the alarm. That’s the main problem here.”

“You need the fire alarm code for that, ma’am. Without the code, the alarm will keep ringing. There’s a unit on its way to assist.”

“A unit of what?” Jessie asked. Back in England, they measured alcohol in units. Maybe she was sending around a gin and tonic. That would be nice. The only other thing she knew measured in units was blood, which she didn’t think was really necessary. 

“Look, I’m just the sitter. I have a ten-year-old and the baby with me. If I just go in and get the ruddy toaster, I can bring it out here. That might shut the stupid alarm off.”

The lady on the phone interrupted. “Did you say you have an infant with you, ma’am?”

“Yes, but she’s out here in the garden with me.”

The lady was talking to somebody else again. “Unit Two, there are two, repeat two, children at the scene. A ten-year-old and an infant. The sitter is outside in the front yard.”

“A second unit? Are we talking double G and Ts?” She gave a nervous laugh. The truth was beginning to dawn, however. Her mystery phone woman was probably talking to fire engines.

Jessie became anxious. “Look, we don’t need any help. I just need the alarm to be switched off. It might switch itself off if I get the toaster out.” She felt more panicky now. The appalling noise of the house alarm was very jarring, and Alice was still crying.

“Do not reenter the building, ma’am. I repeat, do not reenter the building.” Then the voice down the phone spoke to the others. “Unit One, step on it. We have a potentially escalating situation at Crystal Lake.”

Jessie cut in. “I can hear you, and I’m not an escalating situation!” she shouted. “Just switch off the damn alarm, and I’ll calm down.”

“You need to have the code for that, ma’am.” There was no emotion in the dispatcher’s voice, no panic, and this unnerved Jessie even more. 

“Look, you keep repeating the fact I need a dumb code, which I clearly don’t have, because if I did, the ruddy alarm wouldn’t still be screeching. Can you understand me?” Jessie knew she shouldn’t yell, and she wanted to sound in control, but it was too late. “I don’t have the code. I’m the minder.”

Then she thought about her cell phone. She should phone Maria and get the code herself. She would switch the mad noise off and everybody could get back to normal. 

That was when the enormous red fire engine truck arrived. A police car escorted it—lights flashing on both vehicles and sirens shrilling in perfect disharmony. The already earsplitting noise level in the neighborhood doubled. Jessie took Cody by the hand, and with Alice still screaming in her arms, they all backed away as a herd of hardy firefighters took over. 

Jessie watched in disbelief as two men started unrolling the enormous water hose from their truck. Two others ran into the house and opened all the windows, and two more sectioned off a part of the front yard with hi-vis tape. It reminded her of CSI, because the taped area was usually the place where the dead body was buried. Hopefully not today, she thought—although she did love CSI. 

Expecting one of her heroes from the television show to appear any second, she watched two more men, clad in canary-yellow moon suits, walk through the yard and enter the house. They had the full-inferno fire-protection kit on—the oversized yellow hood with fireproof glass to cover the face, enormous heat-resistant coats, matching trousers, and finally those big boots they could walk across the sun in. After a few moments, they came out carrying the tiny toaster between them. The little machine had long since given up smoking and completely cooled down, but it looked like they were taking no chances. 

Despite the seriousness of the situation and the obvious cost of the exercise, Jessie was amused. From behind, the men in yellow looked a little like Sesame Street Big Birds. She wanted to laugh but didn’t. 

It would have been so much better if there was a decent house fire for them to fight. Then at least the big yellow birds would have had something good to chirp about. Maybe the baby had similar thoughts, because it was around that time that she gave up crying and decided to watch the theatrics.

Another fire engine arrived, adding to the cacophonous cocktail. But after a few hand gestures between them, the fire officers from Unit Two didn’t disembark. A gaggle of neighbors had begun to converge next to the enormous red engine and the police car. As the danger levels subsided, Jessie felt her face burn with embarrassment. Was all of this excitement her fault? Had she miscommunicated the size of the emergency? And would somebody ever switch off that darn house alarm?

Cody pulled Jessie’s sleeve. “The lady on the phone is still talking to you,” he said. Jessie had let her hand drop, but she still held the receiver and, it appeared, the emergency dispatcher.

“Hullo,” she said, feeling a little dazed. 

“Unit One has informed me they have the situation contained, ma’am. Are you in a position to switch off the fire alarm yet?”

Jessie shook her head. “I still don’t know the code. I could phone the family, but my mobile—I mean my cell phone—is in the house.”

“One moment please.” She stopped talking to Jessie again. “Unit One, she’s just the sitter. Can you get her into the house to get her cell so she can call the parents to get the code?” 

Jessie heard a man reply through the crackle. “That’s affirmative. I’ll do that now.”

Then she saw one of the firefighters walking over to her. Everything had happened so fast she didn’t know what he had done to assist the containing of the situation, but at least he wasn’t one of the big yellow birds. This guy was in a navy T-shirt and pants. He was maybe a little older than her and was smiling. He didn’t look worried.

“Hi, I’m Dan Walker, and you are?” He reached his hand out to shake hers.

“Jessica, or Jessie, the minder.” She went to shake his hand, but the phone was in it and Alice was keeping her left arm busy.

“Hi, Jessica or Jessie.”

“I’m Jessie.”

He winked and took the phone from her. “Cindy, that you? Yeah. We’re clear here. Yeah.” He listened to her say something and said “yeah” a few more times before hanging up.

“Okay, Jessie, you can call the parents now.” He handed her back the phone.

“I don’t know their cell numbers off the top of my head.”

“I do,” Cody said, looking delighted to be able to help a real firefighter.

He said the number of his father’s cell first, but it went to voice mail. Jessie left a message, and then they tried Maria’s. The same thing happened. Dan shook his head in disbelief.

“There’s no accounting for some folks,” he said with a shrug.

“My, my, what’s all this about?” An elderly lady approached the little group.

“Hi, Mrs. Palmer,” Cody said. “Our toaster went all smoky and it set off the house alarm, and now we have two fire engines and one patrol car. Cool, huh?”

“Very,” she said. Then she looked from Jessie to the firefighter. “I’m Noreen Palmer from next door. Can I help?”

Jessie nodded at the older woman but was more interested in the firefighter’s help. “Can we go back into the house? I’d love to check my cell phone just to see if I have the same contact numbers as the ones Cody here gave us and also to see if they’ve maybe called me.”

“I can take you back in, but it’s real noisy in there.” Then he looked at Noreen. “You live next door?”

“Yes. What can I do?”

“Well, could you maybe hold the baby for a moment while I take this young lady in to get her phone?”

“I’d be delighted. Or better yet, I can take Cody and Alice to my house.” She pointed to the building just next door. “It’s so noisy out here and much quieter inside. Cody knows my kitchen well, as do Todd and Mitch. Alice has been in there with her mom plenty of times, too. We can have cookies and milk, and you can join us in a few minutes if that works for you.”

“Shouldn’t we get Todd and Mitch back to their parents?” Jessie asked.

“I’m Todd’s grandma. I’ll phone his mother now, and I see Mitch’s dad standing over there. They live two doors down from me.”

Jessie looked behind her. Where a few curious people had stood a short while ago, now the entire neighborhood had poured out to have a look. “Oh,” she said and gave a weak wave. She even got a few waves back.

“Let me take Alice, and then you go into the house and get your phone with this nice fireman. Cody, you take Orga with us.”

Jessie wondered if this lady was perhaps a little too elderly to take charge of Alice, but what choice did she have? The baby seemed happy to go with her, and it would only be for a few minutes.

“Thank you so much. What did you say your name was?”

“Noreen.”

“Thanks, Noreen. I really do need the help.”

Then Jessie headed into the blaring house with Dan the fireman to find her phone. He checked the alarm system while she moved back outside with her cell, but there were no new messages. Then she tried both parents with the numbers in her phone but had the same luck as before. She left them each a second voice mail, and then she was all out of ideas.

She went to look for Dan inside but the shrill of the alarm was too loud and they both headed back outside. That’s when Cody reappeared, waving a piece of paper over his head. “Mrs. Palmer thought you might want this. It’s the fire alarm code. Mom gave it to her once.”

Dan grabbed the note and was back in the house playing with the key panel on the wall in seconds. Jessie and Cody were only steps behind. She watched him press the buttons and couldn’t help noticing the tattoo on his muscular forearm. It was a falcon with outstretched wings swooping down, like it was about to attack. Jessie gave an involuntary shiver. His entire body looked strong. All in all, Dan seemed to be in good shape. As he tapped the last digit of the code into the keypad, the shrilling fire alarm subsided. Almost immediately, it started back up again.

“What now?” he yelled in exasperation and read the small LED panel above the keys.

Jessie read it, too. “I don’t believe this. Intruder alert?” She remembered the firefighters opening every window in the house. The phone began to ring again. Jessie ran back outside with Cody just as she’d done a little earlier and answered it.

“Hello, ma’am. This is Newton Emergency Services. We have notification of an intruder alert in your home. Can you appraise me of the situation?”

“It’s okay,” she shouted into the phone. “It was a fire—well, not a fire, just smoke, but all the windows were opened. The house alarm was on at the time, so we’ve tripped that. Can you switch it off?”

“No, ma’am, you have to do that. Do you have the intruder alarm cancellation code?”

“No, I don’t!” she wailed. “I’m just the minder.”

“Very well, ma’am. Sit tight. I’m going to send a unit over.”

Jessie looked at Dan. “Here we go again,” she said, looking miserable.

But he smiled at her with a twinkle in his eye. “Yep,” he said. “Here we go again.”


Chapter Four

A New Flame?




“Never again,” Jessie mumbled to herself as she waved off Rick’s car. If he glanced in his rearview mirror, he would see her smiling even though she was anything but happy. Jessie was shattered and glad to be heading for bed. She pushed open the glass door to her dormitory building and was hit by a blast of welcome warm air. 

“Who knew so much could go so wrong in just one night?” she said to herself as she pressed the elevator button. 

A group of students walked past the open doors. “Elevator’s busted,” someone said.

“Just great.” Jessie groaned as she considered the daunting prospect of climbing four flights of stairs with her huge bag of books.

“You can come with us?” A boy from the group winked at her, but she forced a smile and waved him off. There weren’t supposed to be men in the building, but it was crazy late on a Saturday night and not her problem. 

Feeling utterly shattered, Jessie hauled her bag over her shoulder and headed for the stairwell. Even though she was twenty-three, it was her first time living away from home. She’d commuted to university in England, because living there would’ve cost more money and Jessie’s family didn’t have much of that. 

Things were different in America. She’d earned an academic scholarship to Wiswall, and part of that package was accommodation on campus. Before coming to the States, Jessie hadn’t realized how many different types of rooms there would be, and because hers was free, she’d taken what she was given. The first shock, however, was she had been placed in an all-girl building. It never occurred to her they’d be segregated from the boys. Okay, separate bathrooms and bedrooms were a good idea, but buildings? What did American guys do that was so naughty they had to be kept in another building? 

A bigger shock had been the discovery she was in an alcohol-free community. Jessie was in college, damn it, and she was already one degree down and doing a master’s. She was of age and deserved a drink if she wanted one. At first, Wiswall had seemed more like an old Victorian boarding school than a huge, progressive American college. Her alcoholic concerns had dissolved, however, in the first few weeks when she got invited to some of the wildest parties of her life. And even the absence of men in the building had its advantages. 

For a start, her roomie was the best buddy ever. Ely Briskin came from South Carolina. Like Jessie, she was studying psychology. But unlike Jessie she was rich—very rich. Even though they were the same age, Ely was just starting her degree.




“Welcome,” her new roommate had said as Jessie entered the dorm room for the first time. “I’m Ely. Well, actually I’m Elyse, but I hate that, so call me Ely.” She spoke without getting off the bed she was lying on. 

Jessie had just flown in from London to Boston and caught a taxi to the college, so she was exhausted. She had two enormous pieces of luggage and was beginning to feel the strain of jet lag combined with leaving her mother for the first time.

“This bed mine?” Jessie asked.

Ely shrugged and nodded, so she fell onto it without any bedding or even a pillow and closed her eyes.

“Come a long way?” Ely asked. “Got any help with your stuff?”

“London and no. I’m alone. Name’s Jessica, but you can call me Jessie.”

This made Ely sit up. “London, England? You’re British? Hey, that’s cool. I didn’t know you were going to be foreign. I like that. It makes us more sophisticated—international.” She got up and pulled Jessie’s second suitcase into the room. 

The noise made Jessie open her eyes. “Oh, thanks, but don’t worry. I’ll do it. I just needed a minute to catch my breath.”

“I’m not doing it for you, sunshine. I’m doing it for me, so we can close this dang door and share a quick drink to celebrate your arrival.”

That was when Jessie discovered they were in a dry, all-girl dormitory. She didn’t mind too much, especially as Ely was determined to flaunt the rules from the get-go. 

Ely Briskin was like nobody Jessie had ever met before. Her broad Southern drawl made her sound so laid-back and chilled out, except when she got excited. Then she raised the pitch of her voice so much it sounded almost comical, but Jessie soon discovered Ely was not to be underestimated. She explained to Jessie that she had taken the scenic route to Wiswall College. Jessie learned her roommate had flunked out of three colleges already. That was why she was a little older than the average freshman. Ely said she didn’t like socializing with the younger girls, so she was very happy to be with Jessie and able to hang with the postgrad set. 

Ely’s dark brown hair was long and straight, and she kept it tied back in a ponytail. Her style was casual, but whether she wore jeans or dresses, she always had her leather cowboy boots on. They were the same color as her hair and suited her Southern accent and self-contained attitude. 

Ely said her parents had coerced her into coming to college up north because they thought her horizons were too narrow. She loved the South and thought Northerners were stiff and serious. “The partyin’s a case in point,” Ely said on their first night together. “Not enough of it goin’ on up here. What’s with that? We only got one life—we gotta live it.” She spoke with conviction. 

Jessie hadn’t met anyone from South Carolina before, and she loved the singsong way they spoke. Ely reminded her of an older version of Miley Cyrus before she cut and colored her hair, but she didn’t say it, thinking it would sound gauche. 

“What is this we’re drinking?” she asked on that very first night together. Jessie took a sip of the clear liquid Ely had given her. 

“Moonshine. Good shit, huh?”

Somehow Jessie managed to get her bed made up, but her clothes remained unpacked because four cups of Ely’s home brew combined with one transatlantic flight was enough to induce an eight-hour coma.

It was a good lesson for Jessie. Ely was a fun girl, and it looked like she would be a terrific roommate, but Jessie needed to watch how much she partied with her new friend. Her body was just not designed to ingest moonshine. She was more of a glass-of-wine type of girl, but most of all she was there to study. If her master’s was good enough, she knew she’d land herself a great job and that would help out a lot at home.

The weeks after that first night zoomed by, and Jessie was soon well settled. She wasn’t surprised when Ely found a boyfriend on the football team. He was from North Carolina. “A whole state away from home,” Ely had said, to prove she was broadening her horizons. Jessie loved Josh from the moment she met him. He was basically a male version of Ely—bigger, of course—with the same dark brown hair and adorable Southern drawl. He had cowboy boots, too.

“You’re perfect together,” Jessie said one night.

“He has a friend.” Ely sang this, then hugged herself and started making kissing noises.

Jessie laughed. “Ely, you have the subtlety of a snowplow! I’m here to study and then I’m going home.”

“Well hell, Jessie, that don’t mean you can’t have no fun along the way, sunshine.” Then she used her mantra. “We only got one life.”




When she finally climbed the four flights of stairs, Jessie was relieved that Ely was home now. She needed to vent.

“Thank God you’re here. You would not believe what happened to me tonight,” she said, shaking off her coat.

“That good?” Ely tapped her tablet screen to pause the movie she was watching. “Tell me all about your first night babysitting.” She was lying on her bed, propped up by a mountain of Carolina cotton-covered pillows. “Are American kids that different from British ones? Did you get real brats? You know, it ain’t called Snootin’ Newton for nothing. They’re all little trust fund babies around here.” She waved her arms in the air like she was swatting flies.

Jessie plonked down onto her bed. “So are you, or have you forgotten?” 

“Yeah, but I’m nice,” Ely said, drawing out the word nice like it had three syllables. She did that a lot, and Jessie loved it.

“Yes, Ely. You’re lovely. So were the kids tonight, but I managed to get emergency services out to the house—not once but twice.” She covered her face with her hands, and Ely sat up to pay better attention.

“What did you do, sunshine? What happened?”

Jessie filled her in on everything, and by the end of the story, Ely announced they both deserved a drink—Jessie because of the night she had been through, and herself because her roommate shouldn’t drink alone. 

Jessie didn’t have a particularly big appetite for drinking, but she knew Ely’s case was a little different. Her roomie liked to party a little too much, which was why her parents had chosen New England. Ely found the nightlife in Miami, Austin, and Atlanta a lot more fun than college life in those three cities, and she’d failed with spectacular success out of all three universities. Her parents were giving her one last chance by sending her to the calmer waters and more studious environment of Wiswall. They had placed her in an all-girl, no alcohol environment in hopes she might, at last, settle down.

Two months into their academic year, there was no sign of that happening. In fact, quite the opposite. Ely had discovered a business enterprise supplying alcohol to all the younger girls in their dorm, and she’d even managed to do a deal with one of the night security men. Now he did the shopping for her in return for a large financial kickback. Jessie wasn’t worried about her friend. There was little chance of her getting her degree, but there was every chance of her starting up and running a very successful business. 

Tonight, Ely gave her a glass of white wine, and she was glad for it.

Jessie continued. “So, at last, Maria phoned me in a blind panic.”

“Darn sure. What did she say about not being on her cell all night?” Ely asked, acting indignant for her friend.

Jessie shook her head and sighed. “She said it was on silent and she didn’t realize until she checked it at the very end of the night. To be fair, she was in a right state when she called me, but all the fuss was over by then.”

“What about the dad’s phone?”

Jessie looked up. “Rick’s?”

“You call him Rick?” Ely was incredibly perceptive—she claimed she spoke body language fluently. “Was he hot?”

Jessie laughed. “You’re irrepressible, Ely! I have to say he was a very good-looking guy, but he’s old. Oh, and hullo, he’s married, too. But yes, he was quite hot—for an old guy.”

“No way.” Ely was on her feet and refilling their glasses. 

“Way.” She almost regretted saying it, because now Ely would want her to pursue him.

“This is the first time you’ve even expressed an interest in a man.”

Jessie took a large drink of wine. “Look, he’s attractive—for an older guy—but he’s married, and Maria is beautiful. She’s from Puerto Rico, and she’s got that whole sexy thing going on. She has an amazing figure, and I didn’t see it, but I’m guessing she has a wild temper, too. They both have gorgeous tanned skin—a very good-looking family, in fact. Rick has a strong American accent. Maria’s Puerto Rican accent is exquisite—and did I mention she’s beautiful? There’s no way I want to flirt with her husband.” 

“Exquisite? You say she talks nice, and here you are using words like exquisite in normal conversation?” Ely rolled her eyes. “Nobody talks as pretty as you do, darlin’.”

Jessie put her glass on the floor, sat back on her bed, and hugged her knees. “Oh no, Maria is very beautiful.”

“She can’t be as hot as you.” 

Jessie shook her head in earnest. “She darn well is. To be honest, she reminded me of JLo. That’s how hot she was. Anyway, Rick might be handsome, but he’s too old and he’s married.”

“You gotta live, sunshine.”

“I am living. I love this course I’m doing. I’m learning tons, and then I’m going back to England. To home, my mum. It’s a good life.”

But Ely disagreed. “You can’t leave the States. Not now. I like you too much.”

“Aw, Ely, you doll! You have no idea how nice it is to hear you say that. All I need is one good friend, and that’s you.”

“You better believe it, and that’s why you can’t leave the US now!”

“We can stay friends even when I move back to England.” 

“Well, tell me, did they at least give you extra money after leaving you in the lurch like that?”

Jessie smiled. “Oh yeah. I got a hundred bucks. Can you believe it? Not bad for a Saturday night.”

Ely sat back down on her bed and smiled at her friend. “Nice! Want to go shopping in Boston tomorrow?”

“Ely, you’re impossible. No. I’m saving my money. I’m not going to blow it as soon as I get it. Anyway, aren’t you going horseback riding with Josh tomorrow?” 

Jessie had learned the one thing her roommate missed most about home was her horses—much more than she missed her parents. Josh was crazy about them, too, so they spent most of their weekends at a stable they’d found on the outskirts of Newton. 

“He’s in New York for the weekend. I’m all yours,” Ely said with a smile as broad as Texas. 

It made Jessie laugh. “Having missed this evening, I planned on studying all day tomorrow.”

Ely put the glass down on her bedside table and clapped her hands together. “You ever gonna learn, sunshine?”

Jessie shook her head. “Probably not.”

Ely went back to her movie, and Jessie summoned enough energy to take a shower and wash her hair. Even though she was tired, she felt like she smelt of smoke. She knew it was maybe in her mind, but still, she wanted to wash it all away before she fell into bed. 

As she shampooed, she thought about the evening and how it had unfurled. The Sanchez family had been so nice. Cody was a great kid, and Alice was a delight to care for. She hadn’t been exaggerating when she told her roommate Rick was a great-looking guy, but he was almost old enough to be her dad—if she had a dad. When he drove her home, it was pretty obvious he didn’t see her as a woman. In his eyes, she was still a student—and that was a good thing. Jessie stood under the shower and looked up into the jet stream. The water washed away her shampoo, and her mind flowed back to earlier that night.




The old lady from next door had been a blessing. Mrs. Palmer was a bit of a grandmother type, but she had been so kind to Jessie and the kids—a terrific woman to have as a neighbor. Maria Sanchez was lucky. It was Mrs. Palmer who gave Cody first the codes for the fire alarm, and then a little while later she suggested using the same numbers for the intruder alarm. It worked, bless her. 

Jessie got all the windows and doors shut and then the fire brigade cleared off. She tried both parents’ cell phones again. When she got their voice mails for the third time, she headed over to Mrs. Palmer’s. The woman had a cup of Earl Grey tea ready and the children content watching Dumbo. She explained to Jessie she had a full library of DVDs for when her grandchildren visited. It gave her more time to talk to her own kids if the grandchildren were occupied. She was a wise granny. Todd’s dad, Greg Palmer, was there by then, too. 

They barely got a chance to talk, because eventually Maria did check in. She was frantic when she phoned Jessie’s cell to get an update on the situation. Jessie tried to calm her and said everything was okay. She said she was at Noreen Palmer’s and would be heading back with the two kids to the Sanchez home as soon as the movie was over, but Maria couldn’t be reassured. She was already in the car and on her way home.

Rick and Maria arrived before Dumbo had even learned to fly. They swooped into Mrs. Palmer’s kitchen on a wave of panic. The older woman tried to de-stress them with tea, but little Alice, who had nodded off again, woke up when she heard her mother’s anxious voice. For a short time, hysteria was restored. The Sanchez family all shouted when they got excited—it was mayhem, but Jessie and Mrs. Palmer worked together and managed to get the movie off, the Sanchez family back into their own house, and the children bedded down. Maria was effusive in her thanks and apologies to Jessie. She wrote down the code for the alarms and gave them to the sitter. 

All a little late, Jessie thought, but maybe they would ask her to babysit again. That would be good. 




The more money she made, the better. Jessie was broke. Her mother had very little money, and there were four children still at home. This scholarship was Jessie’s key to future success. She was determined to make a go of her life, and she was on the right path. She turned the water pressure up to wash out the conditioner, and when her hair was squeaky clean, Jessie stepped out of the shower.

She thought about Ely. The girl was extremely perceptive and understood Rick was cute just by the way she’d said his name. Wow. 

Jessie patted herself down with a towel. If she had mentioned Dan, the fireman, by name, she knew she would have giggled, blushed, or maybe even stuttered. That would have been a dead giveaway for Ely. At least when she spoke about Rick she could hide behind the fact he was old and married. If Ely thought for one moment Jessie had come across a guy who was real attractive and their age—and a firefighter no less—she’d have been out lighting fires all over campus just to get the guy to show up. 

Dan was cute. He was nice, too, but most of all, he had a charm Jessie found very appealing. 

Covering herself in moisturizer, Jessie thought about how she didn’t have a boyfriend waiting for her back at home in England. There had been a guy in her first year, but she’d found him messing around behind her back. Since then she had stayed single. There were lots of dates but no relationships. Most guys she met were too immature. 

Of course, all the ones in her psychology classes were obsessed with trying to analyze her. It was a common flaw with psych students. They felt the need to analyze the world. She had no desire to be psychologically dissected by a boyfriend—or by anybody, for that matter. But Dan was different. He was a real live hero. She doubted analyzing her was high on his agenda. He gave Jessie a pretty good idea of where his interest lay. 

Jessie rubbed on more cream. She didn’t know for sure, but Dan looked like he was in his late twenties. He wasn’t particularly tall, just a little more so than she—perhaps five foot ten or eleven. Not tall by American standards, but she didn’t mind. That navy T-shirt he had worn had been tight across his chest for all the right reasons. She could tell he was solid muscle underneath. And that falcon tattoo . . . “He must work out,” she whispered to herself as she got into her pj’s. 

She liked his dark brown hair and long fringe that fell over his forehead, almost blocking one of his eyes. She couldn’t remember which one now, but he sure had a roguish look. His eyebrows were heavy, set over brooding, darker eyes. Jessie didn’t know what color they were yet, but she knew mischief when she saw it. The slight stubble on his chin and around his mouth was very butch. It was a nice mouth, too. They were nice lips, curved up slightly—like he was smiling. Maybe he was just a happy guy.

Earlier, when he had fiddled with the keypad for the house alarm, she couldn’t have helped but notice how pumped his biceps were, too. He had a lot of muscle. What a good model he would make for those raunchy firefighter calendars, she thought and tried to remember back to their full conversation.




“I didn’t realize how much I loved the silence until it was gone,” Jessie had said, smiling at him when the second alarm finally stopped.

“Now,” he said without missing a beat. “I think I should take your phone number, you know, just in case there are any follow-up questions we might need to ask you.”

At first she wasn’t sure. “I’m not in trouble for this, am I?”

He laughed, the sound deep and warm. “Nah. This is all pretty standard stuff. It’s just, if I have any questions, like perhaps if you might like to go out for a drink sometime.”

She smirked. “Are you hitting on me?” He gave her a guilty-as-charged grin, but it faded fast when a senior officer walked in to see what was going on.

“Did you get the code?” the man asked. 

Jessie nodded, a little spooked by his military style.

“Very good.” Then he looked at Dan. “Walker, no messing about, you hear? Let’s move out,” he said and left as quick he had entered.

Dan pulled his cell phone out. “Quick, your number.”




Jessie slipped into her oversized dressing gown. “Ring, ring, ring,” she whispered while standing in the bathroom. She didn’t want Ely to hear about Dan—not yet. If he called her and they dated, good, but if he didn’t, she wouldn’t want Ely feeling sorry for her. He was very cool, a swashbuckler, running into burning buildings and liberating smoking toasters. She smiled at her reflection. No, that wasn’t fair. Firefighters were heroes. They often found themselves in extreme, dangerous situations. Literally saving people’s lives, making the difference between life and death. It took a certain kind of man to be willing to run into a burning building. She had found a guy who couldn’t be further removed from her psychologist suitors if she had tried. They were all thinkers and talkers. Dan was a doer. 

If he phoned, what, she wondered with a shiver of anticipation, would he do to her?


Chapter Five

Maria’s Little Secret




“What am I going to do?” Maria asked her little girl. 

Alice was strapped into her high chair, finger painting with a great big globule of yogurt. Maria had tried to spoon-feed it into the baby, but it appeared Alice didn’t like peach flavor, so she spit it out very effectively. While it was no fun for her to eat, it looked like it was great fun to play with. At least she wasn’t screaming. That was a small mercy. The one time Alice seemed content with her company was at mealtimes.

“You’re lucky,” Maria said to her daughter. “You have no worries yet.”

It had only been four days since the fire incident, and Maria was still in shock. There were a few things that bothered her about that night. For years now, really since she had gotten pregnant with Alice, she’d been watching her figure slip. At first it had been in the name of a healthy pregnancy. She’d forgiven herself because her daughter was young. Eventually she’d stopped thinking about it and just accepted her new shape in the name of motherhood. It had nothing to do with the fact that she liked a glass of wine most nights now. It was easy enough to settle for the middle-aged suburban housewife look because she was a busy mother of two and a good mom, but now she questioned her good mom title. 

Would a good mom go out and leave a brand new sitter alone without the alarm codes or even a number to contact her? Would a good mom have gotten so caught up on how pretty the sitter was? What did that matter, as long as she was good with the kids? Would a good mom let herself get so out of shape? Maria began to wonder if she was doing anything right. Raising Alice seemed to be a lot harder than bringing up Cody.  

“Everyone tells me the weight gain is normal at this time of life.” She gently wiped the edges of her daughter’s mouth with the rim of the baby spoon. “To be expected, even.”

She’d heard it a million times, but it didn’t help. “Getting old and getting fat—ha, what fun it is looking at reality. At least there’s always the chance I might lose the weight, but there is no way on God’s good earth I can turn back the clock. I’ve got to face up to getting older, and those sitters are only going to get prettier, Alice.”

These issues had been bubbling under the surface for months, but the night Jessie arrived had crystallized everything for Maria. 

She had seen the way Ricky looked at the new girl. It had been subtle, difficult to pinpoint, but very real nonetheless. He had stood a little taller, more alert, and held himself like he had when he’d been courting her. Ricky was attracted to Jessie. 

Maria had teased him about it in a lighthearted way, and of course, he’d denied it. He hid behind the surprise of “toast-gate,” as they now referred to it. But Maria knew that look. She’d seen it a million times on her husband’s face—when they’d first met, first dated, first made love—but she hadn’t seen it in a long time. They had slipped into a mediocre marriage. Funny, she had filled out and softened around the edges, but he hadn’t. 

Rick’s drug of choice was adrenaline. He was a runner, but in the last few years he had taken even that up a notch and now did marathons. He’d done the Boston one first and then the New York and Chicago Marathons. More recently, Rick had run Dallas, and last night he mentioned the London City Marathon. Ricky had never thought of doing a marathon outside the States before. If he was going to, there were literally hundreds of options, and all of a sudden he wanted to do the London Marathon. London, Jessie’s hometown.

Maria had asked if it was because of her. She’d tried to make it sound like a joke, but he got mad and had told her to stop raving about the sitter and let it go. He had accused her of being delusional. 

Was it all in her head? Was she going nuts over nothing? Maybe it was a natural male reaction to a pretty woman. She had experienced that enough herself when she was younger. It was frustrating, though. He could still flirt, but she couldn’t. 

She was past her best. The whole darn reason her figure was ruined was because of his kids, and now he got to look at other woman while she—

Alice picked that precise moment to splash the little puddle of yogurt hard with the palm of her hand. It splattered up in all directions, and one particularly large dollop landed in Maria’s eye. The timing was sublime. This—this was what Maria got, while Rick got marathons and flirtations with younger women. 

Bad enough she’d lost her figure and was aging faster than she could say “corrective surgery,” but now she was proving to be a bad mother, too? She had missed all of Jessie’s phone calls. For Maria, that was unforgivable. What sort of woman goes out and drops her purse on the floor without thinking to check her messages until it’s just about time to go home? A bad mother. That was who. 

Maria had been a mom for over a decade. She was proud of her title and had thought she was a good one, but not anymore. What if it had been more serious? What if a child had been hit by a car and needed a kidney or a blood transfusion—not that her blood had been in any state to be transfused after all the fruit punch she’d drunk. But what kind of a mom would be so irresponsible? Only a cruddy one.

Maria got a paper towel and wiped her eye clean. Then she noticed her sweater had a peach-colored splat, too. Rubbing at it just made it worse. What did it matter? Maria deserved to look and feel awful. 

Alice began to whine, causing Maria to jump. If she didn’t get something tasty for the baby fast, her daughter would head straight into a major meltdown. She got the box of crackers from the cupboard and gave one of those to her daughter instead. Alice parked the tantrum when she saw the food she loved. Maria sat heavily into the seat beside her and ate a cracker, too.

“So you see, Alice, I’m old, fat, and don’t get me started on being stupid.” She tried to remember what that smarty-pants was studying. “Emotion regulation and blah, blah, blah romantic relationships. I don’t even know what that means,” she said with exasperation. “Do people regulate their emotions? For real? I sure don’t.”

It was impossible for Maria not to compare the woman she was today with the girl who had graduated from the University of Vermont a short fifteen years earlier. That was where she had met Rick, and she smiled at the memory. He used to say Maria was his treasure. It was pure chance they had both ended up at the beautiful lakeside campus. 

For Maria it had been right down to the wire. She had been nervous about traveling so far from her beloved Puerto Rico. Missing the weather was one thing—Maria was a sunshine kind of girl—but she had known the culture would be very different, too, and the distance vast. Traveling home hadn’t been easy or cheap. All of that had been incidental, though. At the very last minute, in the name of exploration and bravery, she had opted for Vermont over Fort Myers in Florida. That had been her other option and the one preferred by her parents. Back then, she’d decided it was time to spread her wings, so she had gone to Vermont to study business administration. As luck would have it, so had Ricky. 

His full name was Ricardo. That was what his late mother had called him, but he made sure everybody called him Rick—everybody except Maria. She used the pet name Ricky. She was the only one who could do that. 

When they had first met at a party, she had given him the cold shoulder. But she’d liked him right away. Who wouldn’t? He was a good-looking guy, his Puerto Rican ancestry visible, even though she had soon learned that he’d been born in the US. Rick had tanned skin and dark eyes. He reminded her of Johnny Depp—small frame, extremely self-assured, eyes that penetrated. Even after all these years, he still had the thin physique and dark complexion. Ricky hadn’t aged as much as she had—running held back the years for him. Things had been different when they first met. Way back then she hadn’t shown that she liked him, not at first. Maria knew how to handle herself around men, and the last thing a woman should do was show interest.

“The more a man has to chase a woman, the more he wants her,” she said to her little girl. “That’s what my mother taught me, and in time I’ll explain it all to you.”

Alice gurgled in agreement.

That night fifteen years ago, the rule had served her well. She had ignored Ricky to start with, and he had fought for her attention. Finally, he’d made a concerted effort to get her to talk with him and then to dance, but she hadn’t made it easy.

“A man has to work for you, cariño,” she told Alice with enthusiasm. “You have to be a great prize for him to win. He has to be proud to win you, hungry to win you.”

Alice farted. Maria slumped. That life was such a distant memory now. When was the last time Ricky had looked at her the way he looked at Jessie? Years, for sure.

Way back then, Maria had her choice of men. With her long dark hair and sassy curves, she had never been short of boyfriends. If there was one thing she would have liked to change about herself it was her height. She was only five-foot-four, but then again, that meant she could always wear heels and her legs looked great. 

Her eyes were a deep, dark brown, which were regular enough in Puerto Rico but highly prized in Vermont. She had a wide mouth and perfect teeth, without the help of an orthodontist. Her friends used to call her ‘Jenny from the Block’ because she looked a lot like Jennifer Lopez. But Maria, although flattered, had laughed it off. “I would rather have her bank account than her body,” she would say. But still, it was a heck of a compliment.

Those days were gone now. Jennifer Lopez had produced twins and still looked like a sex siren, whereas Maria looked like she’d swallowed JLo! Losing her youth and her looks was bad enough for Maria, but if she had Ricky’s undying love, it would still be okay. Now she was beginning to wonder if that was conditional, too. 

Was it her body he’d fallen in love with and not her personality? Was he really going to stick around if he was beginning to look at the sitters that way already? What would their marriage be like in five years if they’d reached this point in just a decade?

When she’d left home, Maria assumed she would go to college in Vermont, work for a while in New York, perhaps, and then head back to Puerto Rico. It had never been in her plan to leave the tropical island forever, but life had other plans. Ricky Sanchez had stepped into her world. 

His grandmother and his mother, both now deceased, had been Puerto Rican. Ricky spoke fluent Spanish, but more important than any of that, he simply got her. Maria used to tease him that he was marrying his mother, because both she and her mother-in-law came from the same little island in the Caribbean, but he insisted that there were plenty of differences between the women. Ricky had been so romantic back in college. He had written her notes and left them under her pillow or next to the bathroom sink. She would find them in her folders or even in the fridge. In those letters he swore his undying love. Ricky wrote with such passion—how could she not fall in love? 

Then there was the sex. It had been amazing in those early days. Ricky hadn’t been able to get enough of her. They’d been like rabbits, morning, noon, and night. It was a miracle she had scraped through her degree, they’d spent so much lecture time in bed together. But somehow both of them had left college with degrees, and she’d also gained an engagement ring. The rest—she took another cracker—was history.

Ricky had gotten a terrific job in a large marketing firm in Boston and worked his way up to head of his department in Internet marketing. She had paid little attention to his work at that stage, although she did know he’d secured a generous share option in the company during his last bout of employment contract negotiations. This meant as the company grew so did their nest egg, but it also meant he was tied to the company for the foreseeable future. Michael, Ricky’s best friend, worked there, too. Cathi’s husband wasn’t quite as senior, but the men liked working together. She knew from listening to her husband that his work life was fun. Lucky him.

Maria cleaned Alice’s face, unstrapped her out of the high chair and let her down on the kitchen floor. The baby couldn’t walk yet, but she was a fast little crawler. Maria had tried to encourage her onto her feet, but Alice would give one of her piercing screams, pull herself back down onto her backside, and then speed crawl away. Today Maria was in no mood to fight, so she let the girl do what she wanted. It was dangerous to let Alice out of her eyesight for even a minute, because she could head for the front door, or worse—the back. It would be difficult but not impossible for her to get to the lake if she was determined. Maria needed to speak to Ricky about enclosing the backyard for the baby’s safety. There hadn’t been the money to do it when Cody had been small, but now she felt the need.

It was Cathi who had told her to put up a fence. “You wouldn’t believe how many domestic accidents there are each year in the United States—just with babies crawling into danger, Maria. I’m telling you, don’t leave it to chance.”

Maria believed her. Cathi was a great mom with two little girls, Stacy and Katie, nine and ten years old. Michael called the three women in his life his girls. He doted on them and with good reason. 

Cathi was the consummate corporate wife. She ran an oh-so-smooth house. The children were always immaculately dressed and had perfect manners. Maria knew their grades were excellent, and both excelled at ice hockey and tennis. Meanwhile, Cody was always filthy, and despite her trying to buy his clothes to coordinate, they never did. She even bought ensembles so he could wear them together, but Cody wouldn’t do that. Nothing he wore ever matched. The more expensive the outfit, the quicker it seemed to get ripped, trashed, or lost. If she didn’t know better, Maria would have thought he was doing it on purpose. 

Alice was a different matter. Anything she wore only lasted a nanosecond before it got filthy with food, but at least she’d wear whatever Maria put on her, and dressing a little girl was pure heaven. Her entire wardrobe was full of cerise pinks and raspberry reds. Like her parents, Alice had saucer-size, dark brown eyes, but her hair was still baby fluff. Maria knew soon enough it would be as dark as her own, but for the time being, Alice’s hair was a light fluffy brown. Maria’s mother took huge pleasure in buying little dresses that had matching headbands and shoes. Thousands of photographs had already been taken of her little girl. These days, the dresses weren’t very practical, because Alice wanted to crawl everywhere and her knees kept catching in the folds of her skirts. Maria knew she should start to buy her daughter leggings soon, but she was delaying it because she liked the girlie stuff so much. Maybe as soon as Alice started to walk she could get her back into dresses. The leggings could be just for the crawling stage. 

Maria thought about Cathi’s perfect children and wanted Alice to follow in their footsteps. Cody was so different. He rarely obeyed her. Both she and Ricky had enormous Latin spirit, and it looked like Cody did, too. He was a little wild, but that was what gave life such excitement and passion. She didn’t want him to lose that—ever. Ricky still had it. He ran with passion, worked with passion. The only place the passion seemed to be petering out was in the bedroom. 

It wasn’t like they’d stopped having sex—it just happened so rarely these days. Even after Cody was born, she had been happy to get romantic two or maybe three times a week. The older he’d gotten, the more nervous Maria had become that Cody might walk in on them. Then when she got pregnant with Alice, she was so tired. Since her little girl had arrived, she seemed permanently exhausted. If they made love twice a month it was an achievement. He still kissed her in the morning, but it was all so rushed. They didn’t seem to hug for no reason anymore. When had that crept into their lives? 

Could she get back to the way they once had been? Maybe that was where she should be focusing her energies. Instead of worrying about nonexistent affairs between Ricky and Jessie, perhaps she should be scheming up ways to get her husband’s attention back on her. 

Alice had reached the back door and was trying to pull herself up to a standing position, but Maria knew Cody would barge in from school through that same door pretty soon. She went over to the baby and pulled her back to the leg of the table. It was no surprise when Alice ramped up to a full-scale tantrum.

“Suck it up,” Maria said, knowing there was no way she could soothe her child. She went back to wiping down the countertop. Perhaps she should join a gym. After all, Alice was turning one two days before Christmas. But why wait that long? If she got cracking now, maybe she would even be in great shape for her baby’s first birthday. Not to mention her own fortieth birthday was looming on the horizon later that spring. How cool would that be?

She knew Cathi was a good person for fitness advice—she went to the gym almost every day—but Maria wouldn’t share this decision with her friend. She wouldn’t even tell Ricky. She would do this by herself, and then her magnificent new figure could be a surprise. She wondered how much she could improve in two months. 

But what would she do with Alice while she went to the gym? Maria knew her baby would go crazy if she tried to drop her off at one of those baby daycares they had in some gyms. It would be better to get a sitter to come take care of the baby at home. 

Maria thought about Jessie. She really was an amazing babysitter, and Alice loved her. The last few girls she’d hired had been disasters, more interested in texting, tweeting, or doing whatever the latest craze was. They had all spent their time with their noses in their cell phones and not focusing on her precious children. Jessie was so much better than that. 

Maria remembered what Cathi had said about keeping pretty women away from her husband. Yes, Ricky seemed to have noticed how pretty Jessie was, but if it was to be just a few mornings a week when he wasn’t even around, what harm could it do? In fact, in a perverse sort of way it might motivate Maria. Seeing Jessie, her beautiful, young competition, would push Maria to work out even harder. 

Alice had reached the back door again. “You’re going to get hurt.” The baby looked at her and cooed. “When Cody comes in, he’ll smash that door open and you with it if you stand there.”

Maria picked her up and put her out of harm’s way. Orga began to bark outside, which meant Cody was close. Alice started to wail, annoyed at being taken away from the back door again. So Maria gave her another cracker and took one for herself, as well. 

“Okay,” she said to Alice. “Soon, I’ll get organized and Operation: Transformation can begin, but it has to be our little secret.”
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