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THE MOTHER'S SECRET

CHAPTER 01

The Fall

The first time I listened to my mother's last
message, [ heard fear. The second time, I heard
the kettle.

It clicked off behind her voice, a small
domestic sound I had known all my life. For
years that click had meant someone would
soon ask how many sugars I wanted. Now it
located my mother in her kitchen at eight
forty-one on the night she died.

I told Detective Ruiz what I heard.
"Could it be something else?" she asked.
"Yes."

She wrote that down too.

Lucy sat beside me at the station. Two weeks
earlier I had believed she was a distant cousin
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named Mara. Our mother's will had changed
that. So had the adoption records, the old
photographs, and the returned letters none of
us could yet explain.

Finding a sister should have enlarged my
life. Instead, it seemed to have removed a wall
I hadn't known was holding the ceiling up.

The message was playing from a working
copy. The original remained on Lucy's phone
and was being preserved. Evelyn Bennett said
Peter was still there. She said she'd found the
other payments. Then she told someone to put

something down.

Less than an hour later, Peter Wren reported

finding her below the cellar stairs.
He had said he left the house that afternoon.
"Has he explained the difference?" I asked.

"We're speaking to him again,” Ruiz said.
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Her refusal to provide a satisfying
accusation irritated me. It also made me trust
her.

Rachel arrived carrying coffee in a
cardboard tray. She wore the black wool coat
she had bought for our father's funeral and
had altered twice since then. Nothing in
Rachel's life was allowed to become useless

merely because time had passed.
"Why wasn't I called?"
Lucy looked at me.

"We were giving a statement," I said. "You
aren't excluded from being her daughter.”

Rachel set the coffees down too firmly. A
little spilled onto the tray.

Ruiz asked Lucy whether she was
comfortable with Rachel hearing the

recording. Lucy agreed. We listened again.

Rachel closed her eyes when our mother
said Claire.
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"That's not proof he hurt her," she said
afterward.

"No," Ruiz replied. "It is a reason to examine

his timeline."

"He mixed up the visits. He went in and out

all day."
"Did he tell you that?"

Rachel hesitated. "He said people were
making a mistake about when he left."

It was the first time I knew she'd spoken to

him since the message surfaced.
"When?" I asked.

"This morning. He called about the

accounts."”

Ruiz asked Rachel to write down what he
said, as closely as she could remember it, and
to preserve the call information. Rachel
nodded with the offended dignity of a person
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who had expected to help and found herself
being asked questions.

Afterward, in the parking lot, she stopped
me beside my car.

"You told Lucy before you told me."
"It was Lucy's message."
"I meant what you were thinking."

I didn't know how to explain that what I was
thinking had become a place I needed to enter

alone.

She reached into her handbag and gave me a
folded page. The letter our mother had left her.

Rachel,

I know what you have carried. I also know
what I have allowed you to carry for me. It has
made neither of us kind. There are things we
must correct while correcting them can still

help someone. I have asked Judith to see me on
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Friday. Please come home before then and
speak to me honestly.

Mom.

Ilooked up.

"You said it told you she loved you."
Rachel's eyes were wet.

"Ineeded it to."

For once I had no suspicion ready to put
between us. I touched her arm. She leaned
toward me slightly, then stepped away.

My phone vibrated. Owen Pike, the retired
maintenance man, had sent another message.

At the station at three. Bringing the receipt
and something else. Please don't tell Peter.

I showed Ruiz when I went back inside.

At three o'clock, Owen's chair remained
empty.

10



THE MOTHER'S SECRET

CHAPTER 02

The House Between Us

Owen answered his phone at three seventeen.

His truck had a dead battery. He was waiting
for roadside assistance and didn't want
anyone making a fuss. Ruiz offered to send an
officer to collect him. He said he would be
there before five.

I tried to hear something wrong in his voice.
What I heard was annoyance at an old vehicle.
It was possible for an ordinary thing to happen

inside a frightening week.

At four thirty he arrived, wet and apologetic,
with a plastic grocery bag containing his
papers.

Ruiz interviewed him alone. We were asked
to wait outside.

11
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Rachel left to deal with a tenant's broken
water heater. Lucy and I stayed. We had
discovered that silence between us could be
companionable for almost four minutes before
one of us felt obliged to apologize for the years.

"You don't have to stay in town for me," I
said.

"I know."
"I mean it."

"Then let me know it without having to leave

to prove you do."

I smiled, unwillingly. She went back to
reading the ancient magazine in her lap.

When Owen came out, his shoulders had
dropped. He said he had given Ruiz the receipt
and described what he'd seen. He didn't want
to tell it again in the hallway.

"Good," Lucy said. "You don't owe everyone

a performance."

12
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He looked grateful.

The next morning, Ruiz obtained permission
from the estate to revisit the Bennett house
while the circumstances of Evelyn's death
were reviewed. We were not invited into the
cellar. I stood in the garden and watched
people in practical clothes carry equipment
through the kitchen door.

The house looked insultingly unchanged.
Someone had swept leaves from the porch. A
delivery service had left a catalog advertising

holiday centerpieces.
Rachel picked it up and folded it in half.
"She would have ordered the red one."

Lucy said nothing. She didn't know what our
mother would have ordered. I wondered how
many small exclusions a family could inflict
without intending any of them.

Peter arrived before noon. He parked
outside the gate, saw the vehicles, and

13



MORGAN HAYES

remained beside his van until Ruiz went to

speak with him.

Their conversation was quiet. He pointed at
the side gate, then the driveway, describing
movements I couldn't hear. He was not
handcuffed. He drove away after ten minutes.

Rachel let out a breath.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing."

"You thought they'd arrest him."
"Didn't you?"

I didn't answer. Hope and dread had become
difficult to separate.

Inside, after the investigators had finished,
we sat at the kitchen table. The kettle stood
where it had always stood. The cellar door was
marked with a small evidence label. Rachel

kept looking at it, then away.

14
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Lucy asked about the account our mother
mentioned.

Rachel said there were several: rental
income, household expenses, the education
fund. Peter prepared spreadsheets. She
approved some payments. Evelyn approved
others.

"And Judith is reviewing all of them?" I
asked.

"Yes."
"Including the originals?"
“Claire, I am not hiding money in the walls."

Lucy looked toward the stairs. We had, in
fact, found financial records under a
floorboard. Nobody mentioned it.

Rachel began to cry then, suddenly and
without elegance. She put her hands over her
face, and the sound she made was so much like
our mother's that I moved toward her before
thinking.

15
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"I keep doing things," she said. "If I stop, I
have to know she's gone."

I sat beside her. Lucy filled a glass of water
and placed it within reach. For a few minutes,
we were three women in a kitchen trying to
survive the same absence.

Then I saw the scratch on the underside of
the table.

Three short lines in the varnish, fresh
enough to show pale wood.

My mother had never tolerated a damaged
surface. I looked at the cellar door, then back
at the table.

"Were these here before?"

Rachel stopped crying.

16
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CHAPTER 03

The Man in the Van

The scratches proved nothing. Ruiz reminded
me of that before photographing them.

Someone could have moved a chair, dropped
a tool, or caught a ring against the wood. A
house contained years of small damage. We
were noticing it now because we needed it to

speak.
Still, she documented it.

Owen met me outside the hardware store
that afternoon. He had asked me to come
because he wanted to explain why he had
waited before saying anything.

"I gave the detective what I have," he said.

"This part's for you."

17
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We sat on a bench beside a display of snow
shovels. He showed me a photograph of the
receipt he had surrendered: a late pickup for a
replacement cellar-door hinge on October
twenty-eighth. The shop had stayed open until
eight that night for inventory. The receipt time

was seven fifty-six.

After collecting the hinge, he had driven past
our house to leave it in Peter's van. He saw the
van in the drive at about eight fifteen. A porch
light was on. Through the kitchen window he

saw two figures.
"Your mother and Peter?"

"I could identify him outside. He came out to
take the hinge. I couldn't swear to the second

figure through the curtain."
"Why didn't you tell anyone immediately?"

"I thought everybody knew he'd been there.
Then I heard the afternoon story. People get

18
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times wrong. I wanted the receipt before I said

someone was lying."

He rubbed his hands together. The knuckles
were swollen, the nails clean and square.

"He asked me to date it for the day before.
Said the books were easier if repairs stayed in
the same week. I told him I wasn't changing a
shop receipt.”

"Did you tell Ruiz that?"

"All of it."

I asked whether he had repaired the cellar
hinge himself.

"No. Peter said he'd do it. The door dragged.
Had for months."

Owen had taken a photograph because he
kept pictures of every item he bought for
someone else. Too many people disputed little
expenses. What looked to me like foresight had
been the ordinary caution of a man who
needed to be paid.

19
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He lowered his voice.

"Peter came to my house this morning.
Wanted to know what I'd told you."

"Did you call Ruiz?"

"T will."

"Now. Please."

He sighed, but he called. I sat beside him
while he described the visit. Ruiz told him to
report any further contact and arranged a
follow-up. He accepted more easily when the
instruction didn't come from someone he

remembered in pigtails.

Across the street, a blue van turned into the

pharmacy lot.

Owen saw my face and followed my gaze. It
was a plumber's van, with a white ladder and a

company name. Nothing to do with Peter.
We both laughed once, embarrassed.

"Can't live like this," he said.

20
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"I don't think it's supposed to be

permanent.”
He looked at me with unexpected sadness.
"Your mother did."

Before leaving, Owen told me Evelyn had
asked him about the old mill files in
September. She wanted to know whether any
of Daniel's fund records survived in the
maintenance office. He had given her the key.
A week later she returned it and said she had

found what she needed.

"Did she say what?"

21
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"No. But she asked who'd been collecting
rent from the old cottage."

I knew the cottage. Owen had moved out
years ago. Rachel had once mentioned it was

too damp to lease.

That evening, I drove past it on the public

road.

Warm light filled the windows. A child's
bicycle leaned against the porch. Someone had
planted chrysanthemums in two pots beside

the steps.

The house my sister said was empty was

plainly someone's home.

22
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CHAPTER 04

Bills for Nothing

I didn't knock on the cottage door. A family
lived there, and my suspicion was not
permission to walk into their evening.

Instead I sent Judith a photograph taken
from the road and asked when the property
had been rented. She said she would check the
records and contact the occupants through the

proper process.
Rachel called an hour later.
"It was empty when I told you about it."
"When was that?"
"Last winter. Maybe spring."

I couldn't remember. My mind had turned an
old conversation into a current fact because

the mistake made a better story.

23
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"You're right," I said. "I should have asked."
"Yes. You should have."

But when Judith compared the statements,
the rental income was missing from the
account Peter supplied. Payments had been
made regularly. They appeared to have gone
into a different account, one that Rachel said
Peter had opened for maintenance deposits.

There were other discrepancies. A roof
repair billed twice. New windows for a
building whose frames were still the old
chipped wooden ones. A removal charge for a
tree still standing in the garden.

An independent accountant would need to
establish what the entries actually meant. At
the moment, they were unexplained
differences, not a complete story.

Two days later, Judith arranged for me to
attend a conversation with the cottage tenant,
at the tenant's invitation. The woman was

24
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named Denise. She had kept every payment
confirmation in a folder beside her insurance

papers.

"I don't want to get anyone in trouble," she
said.

Judith told her that explaining her own
payments was not an accusation. Denise
relaxed a little and opened the folder.

The rent had gone to the account named on
the instructions Peter supplied. When the
instructions changed, he told her it was part of
reorganizing the maintenance budget. She had
asked Rachel whether the change was
legitimate. Rachel replied that Peter handled
the details.

Denise showed us the reply. Judith asked
permission to preserve it for the review, and

Denise agreed.

Through the open kitchen door, I could see a
child's spelling test held to the refrigerator by

25
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a magnet shaped like a fish. The bicycle on the
porch belonged to her son. His school bus
stopped just beyond the gate. This was not an
asset line in our family's paperwork. It was the

place he came home to.

"Are we going to have to leave?" Denise
asked.

Judith said she would review the tenancy
and communicate through the appropriate
process. She would not make a promise merely
to end an uncomfortable conversation. Denise
seemed to prefer that to the reassurance I had

been about to offer.

On the drive back, I asked Judith how often
Peter had used Rachel's authority to make

people stop asking questions.

"That's something the records may help
establish."

"She trusted him."

26
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"Perhaps. He also benefited from people
trusting her. Those aren't interchangeable
facts."

I'looked out the window at the mill's broken
brick wall. I had grown up thinking our
family's reputation was something we
possessed. I was starting to see it as something
other people had lent us.

Rachel brought her approval emails to
Judith's office.

"He told me the money was being held for
work," she said. "Mom knew we needed the

repairs.”

She looked ill. I wanted to believe that meant
she had been deceived. I reminded myself it
could mean several things.

Judith asked for direct bank records and the
underlying communications. Peter was told to
preserve everything. His access to estate funds

27
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was suspended while the discrepancies were

reviewed.

That afternoon he appeared outside my
hotel.

I saw him through the lobby window and
remained inside. The desk clerk stood nearby
while I called Ruiz. Peter knocked on the glass,
then held up his phone as if that made the visit
harmless.

I answered when he called.
"This has become a misunderstanding.”
"Then speak to Judith."

"She's looking at summaries without the
context. Evelyn moved money between

accounts all the time. She forgot things."

"She remembered you were there at eight

forty-one."

His face hardened behind the window.

28
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"I told the detective I came back. Nobody
asked the question clearly the first time."

"Tell her that again.”

He lowered the phone, then raised it to his

ear once more.

"Your mother wasn't the person you think
she was. You should know what you're

protecting before you ruin somebody."

He left before the patrol car arrived. I gave
the officer the call details and wrote down the

words while I still remembered them.

29
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That night Rachel came to the hotel with
takeout. I let her into the lobby, where we ate
noodles from cartons beside a television
showing a weather report without sound.

"He called me too," she said.
"What did he want?"

"To remind me that my name is on

approvals.”
"Is it?"
"Some. Not all. I need to find out which."
She pushed her carton away.
"You think I should have noticed."
"I think Mom noticed."

We both looked down.

30
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For a while we talked about the funeral food,
the trays still stacked in the freezer, the people
who had offered help and then disappeared
because grief hadn't finished on schedule.
Rachel told me she had started dialing Mom's

number three times that day.

T had done it once and deleted the call before
it connected. I didn't tell her.I wasn't ready for

every shared thing to become common
property again.
As Rachel left, she handed me a copy of a

repair invoice she said she didn't recognize.

The description was ordinary: emergency
structural work at the boathouse.

The date was October fourteenth.
Not 2026.
2000.
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CHAPTER 05

Three Different Stories

The old invoice was a photocopy. There was no
proof of when it had been made or where
Rachel had found the original.

She said it came from a carton Peter had
returned with the household records. I passed
it to Judith and Ruiz rather than letting it

become a private test of my memory.
Still, I couldn't stop looking at the date.

The day my father died, someone had paid
for work on the boathouse. Or someone

wanted me to believe they had.
Lucy studied the copy in Judith's office.
"This form looks wrong," she said.

"Wrong how?"

32
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"Too new, maybe. I work with paper, butI
can't date a photocopy by staring at it. We
need the original."

Rachel folded her arms. "I brought it because
I thought it might help."

"It may," Judith said. "A questionable
document can tell us something too."

We decided to write separate accounts of
October fourteenth, without comparing them
first. Ruiz had suggested it. Not a memory
exercise designed to recover some hidden
perfect film, but a record of what each person
currently believed she knew.

Iwrote thatI had been in the kitchen, then
crossed it out. I wrote that I remembered the
kitchen door. The cold handle. My mother's
voice telling me to stay. A sound from the river.
Lucy beside the water, hands on my shoulders.

Rachel giving me a cardigan.

33
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Everything else had a source attached: Mom
said. Rachel said. Police summary. Photograph.

When I finished, I was exhausted by how
little belonged entirely to me.

Rachel wrote four pages. Lucy wrote two.
We gave them to Ruiz and did not exchange

them.

Afterward Rachel said she needed air. We
walked around the courthouse while Lucy
stayed with Judith.

"You think being unsure makes you honest,"
Rachel said. "Sometimes it just makes other

people do the remembering for you."
"They already did that."
She stopped beside a bare maple tree.

"I was nineteen. I didn't know what I was
doing."

"What were you doing?"

34
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"Trying to hold the house together. Dad was
angry at everyone. Mom kept crying in rooms
she thought were empty. You wanted to know
why Mara couldn't stay for dinner."

I could remember asking that. Mara's visits
always seemed to end before we sat down.

"Did you tell me what to write?"

Rachel's expression changed, almost
imperceptibly.

"Mom asked us both to keep things simple.”
"That's not an answer."
"It's the one I have."

At the station, Ruiz later told me that the
accounts differed in important places. She
didn't tell me which account was right. She
said she would compare them with

contemporaneous records.

"What if someone is lying now?"

35
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"Then we look for more than a convincing

voice."
My phone rang as I walked outside. Owen.

He had found an old ledger relating to the
cottage repairs. He wanted to give it to Ruiz,
but also wanted me to know our mother had
asked about the same payments before she
died.

"Somebody's been charging for the same
work twice," he said. "I thought it was bad
bookkeeping."

"Can you bring it now?"

36
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"Tomorrow morning. I've got my
granddaughter tonight. I'm not leaving her

with the neighbor over a stack of receipts.

I told him I understood. He asked if I had
eaten. I said yes, although I hadn't, and
immediately thought of all the small lies
people tell to let one another finish a

conversation.
At seven the next morning, Ruiz called.
There had been a collision on the river road.

Owen's truck had gone through the barrier.
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An Empty Chair

At the hospital, an empty chair stood beside a
vending machine that hummed too loudly.

I'satin it because nobody had told me where
to go.

Owen's daughter arrived with wet hair and
her coat over a sweatshirt. I recognized the
little girl he had once carried on his shoulders
at the town fair. She recognized me only when
I said my name.

"He talked about you," she said.
I couldn't bear to ask what he had said.

Ruiz came out of a corridor with another
officer. She spoke to Owen's daughter first.
stood, then sat again, understanding the news
before the words reached me.

38
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He had died before they could move him out
of emergency care.

The collision was being investigated. A
second vehicle had been seen on the road. That

was all Ruiz would say.
"He was coming to you," I told her.
"I know."
"He had records."
"We're looking for them."

I wanted to accuse her of not protecting him.
I wanted to accuse myself of making him talk.
The need to put the loss somewhere was so
strong I could almost understand how families
chose a person and handed her a story she
would spend the rest of her life carrying.

Lucy arrived and sat beside me without
asking for an explanation. She had heard from
Judith.

"I told him tomorrow was fine," I said.

39
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"Because you didn't know tomorrow would
be this."

"He called about Peter."

"Then the person who frightened him is
responsible for frightening him. You asking
questions didn't give anyone permission to
hurt him."

I knew the sentence was right. It took longer
for it to feel possible.

Rachel came with sandwiches. She always
brought something a body could use when
words became unreliable. Owen's daughter
accepted one and then cried over the
unopened packet.

Peter sent a message to the family
condolence group by noon.

Such a good man. Always ready to help.

I showed it to Ruiz. She had already seen it.

40
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In the afternoon, Anna closed the diner for
an hour so Owen's family could gather
somewhere without a waiting room. She put
chairs around the large back table and covered
the coffee machine's noise with an old radio.

Owen's granddaughter left a drawing on the
empty chair at the head of the table. A red
truck, four round people, a dog he didn't own
but had promised they could adopt when her

mother agreed.
Ilooked away too late.

Owen's daughter asked if I wanted to say
something about him. I almost told the story of
the receipt, of how careful he had been, how
useful his records would be. Then I looked at
her little girl's drawing and understood that I
was about to reduce him to the last thing he

did for us.

Instead I told them about the kite.
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I had been nine. A cheap plastic kite caught
on the maintenance cottage roof, and I was
certain my father would call me careless. Owen
took it down with a long pole. When he handed
it back, he said it had applied for a roof job but
failed the interview because it couldn't hold a

hammer.

His granddaughter laughed. His daughter
put a hand over her mouth and cried, then
laughed too.

"He told her the lawn mower had joined a

union," she said.

People began adding their own stories.
Owen labeling the wrong light switch for
twenty years because his wife liked the joke.
Owen buying extra batteries because no child's
toy should stop working on Christmas
morning. Owen refusing to throw away a chair

that only needed a little attention.
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For half an hour he belonged to the people
who loved him, rather than to an investigation.

When I helped carry plates into the kitchen,
Anna stood beside me at the sink.

"Remember this part when you tell the story
later."

"T will."
"Not just that he died.”

Inodded. My hands were in warm soapy
water. [ concentrated on the weight of each
plate, giving myself one small thing at a time to
do.

Anna touched my shoulder.

"You don't get to make yourself useful

enough to undo it," she said.

Inodded, though I had been planning exactly
that.

Later, she gave Ruiz a folder of copies Owen
had left at the diner the previous day. He had
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stopped for lunch and asked her to keep them
dry while he carried supplies into his truck.
Then he forgot them.

An ordinary forgetfulness. A thing he had
done because he had believed he would have
another afternoon.

The folder contained the cottage ledger and
a handwritten note about Peter's van. It did
not contain every answer. It contained enough
that his death would not make his account

disappear.
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That evening, a local reporter called me
about the investigation. I declined to comment
and asked that Owen's family be given space.
Ten minutes later, an email arrived at my work
address.

The subject read YOUR MOTHER'S REAL
DAUGHTER.

Attached was a short audio file.

I heard my own voice say, very clearly, "I
could make her disappear from the story."

I had said those words. I knew exactly

where.

But I had never said them about my sister.
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The Edited Voice

I listened once more, then stopped.

Repetition could make an obvious deception
begin to feel like something I needed to defend.
I knew how that worked. It was my profession.

The words came from a recorded workshop
I'd given to a group of student filmmakers. I
had been explaining the ethics of editing a
reluctant interview subject. In the original, the
sentence continued: But that would be
dishonest. The person who sent the clip had
removed the qualification and the surrounding

example.

I called Isabel at the studio. She found the
session archive and sent a copy of the full
recording to the address Ruiz provided. The
workshop had been available through a
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private review link I had shared with several
people, including Rachel, who wanted to see
what I did for a living. Anyone with a
forwarded link could have obtained it. That did
not tell us who had.

"Do you want me to contact the platform?"
Isabel asked.

"Not yet. Preserve what you have."
"Already done. And Claire?"
"What?"

"You aren't responsible for sounding like
yourself."

I sat on the hotel bed until I could answer

her.

The reporter called again the next morning.
This time he asked whether I had threatened a
woman named Lucy Vale. Someone had sent
him the same clip with a story attached.
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I gave him a short factual response through
Judith, with the original context available for
verification. I did not tell him the whole history
of my family. I had spent too many years
believing that if I explained myself completely

enough, nobody could misunderstand me.

Lucy came to the hotel before noon. I
showed her the message before she could hear

about it elsewhere.

She listened to the whole workshop excerpt.
Then she put the headphones down.

"That's ugly," she said.
"You don't think I meant you?"
"I think someone wanted me to."

I'hadn't realized how frightened I was of her

answer until my shoulders loosened.

Rachel arrived while we were talking. She
had received a screenshot from a neighbor
asking whether the rumor was true. She
wanted me to leave Bellweather for a few days.
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"Let Judith and the police handle it. You're
exhausted.”

"Leaving won't change the recording."
"It might change what it does to you."

There was kindness in that, or a good
imitation. I was tired of having to consider
both.

We called Ruiz together. She told us to
preserve the messages and avoid responding
to anonymous senders. The harassment was
being documented alongside the other events,
without assuming every incident had the same

sourece.

Afterward, Rachel asked how widely I had
shared the workshop link.

"Why?"
"Because people will ask."

"You had it. Isabel had it. The students. Some

clients. It wasn't a locked diary."
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She looked hurt. "I wasn't accusing you of
being careless.”

"I didn't say you were."

Lucy stood up and went to make coffee in
the lobby. Neither of us stopped her.

When we were alone, Rachel took a breath.

"Ineed to tell you something about the

statement from 2000."
I waited.
"I helped Mom word it."
The room seemed to narrow around her.
"You said you didn't know."

"I said Mom wanted things simple. She told
me what she wanted it to say. I made it into

sentences you could copy."
"Did you know they weren't true?”

She stared at the window.
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"I knew you weren't in the kitchen the whole
time. I didn't know what you might have seen
outside. Mom said you would blame yourself if
we let you keep going over it."

I thought of my twelve-year-old hand
carefully drawing each letter. Of the dictionary
in which I had hidden the only question that
mattered.

"You made the words easier," I said.
Rachel nodded, crying now.

"I thought that was helping."
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CHAPTER 08

The Price of Keeping
Quiet

I did not forgive Rachel in the hotel room.

I told her to give Ruiz the same account and
to tell Judith about it. She said she would. Then
I asked her to leave, because I couldn't listen to
her grief about hurting me while trying to
understand the injury itself.

She went quietly. That hurt more than an

argument would have.

Lucy came back with coffee and asked
whether I wanted company. I said yes, but no
questions. She read a book while I watched the
traffic outside.
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In the afternoon Anna called. She had
decided to show us the copies she kept from
the education fund.

We met at the diner after closing. Anna
locked the front door and turned the sign. She
had already arranged for Ruiz to collect the
originals. We were looking at duplicates,
spread across a table beneath a light that made

every coffee stain appear significant.

The amounts were small enough to
disappear in a larger organization, but the
fund had been small too. A scholarship not
paid. An invoice from a supplier who later said
he had no record of it. Anna's initials beside an
authorization she denied making.

"Daniel signed this one," I said.

"Yes. He approved what was put in front of

him. Then blamed me for putting it there."

"Who else could?"
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"Evelyn. A board member. Rachel helped
with the dinner accounts. The office wasn't a
vault."

She refused to narrow the answer simply
because I wanted it narrowed.

Lucy found a copy of a letter Daniel had
begun to Anna. It was unsigned, but Anna had
received it among her personnel papers after
he died. The typed paragraph acknowledged
irregularities in the accusations against her
and proposed a meeting to review them.

"Why didn't this clear your name?" I asked.
Anna gave me a tired smile.

"Who was going to read it aloud at the

grocery store?”

She had shown people. Some believed her.
Others said a dead man couldn't explain what
he meant. She found work elsewhere and
stopped spending each morning trying to
persuade the same town.
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Lucy pressed her hands flat on the table.
"I heard him say your name that night."
I turned toward her.

She had gone to the Bennett house to
demand the truth about her adoption. Daniel
and Evelyn argued in the study. Later, through
the boathouse's open window, Lucy heard
Daniel say, You let Anna take it.

"Who was he talking to?"

"I heard another voice. I thought it was

Rachel. I didn't see her from where I was."
"You didn't tell me that."

"I told Ruiz. In my written account. I didn't
want to hand you an accusation I couldn't

prove."

I wanted to be angry with her anyway. The
facts arrived so slowly, each person guarding a

different door.

"Did you hear what Rachel said?"
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"Something about everybody losing
everything. Then I moved away. I had just
learned Evelyn was my mother, and I was
angry at all of them. I wanted them to know
what it felt like when someone walked away.'

"Before the noise?"
"Yes."

She rubbed her thumb over a scar on her

knuckle.
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"I had shoved Daniel earlier, in the study. He
stood in the doorway and wouldn't let me
leave while he talked. I pushed past him. For
years I wondered whether saying that would
make people think I pushed him later."

Anna sat back.

"So everyone kept one little thing quiet," she
said. "And I got to live inside the space you
left."

Nobody defended herself.

Before we left, Anna gave me a photograph
of the original fundraiser committee. Rachel
stood beside Daniel, holding the account book.

On the back, someone had written a list of

responsibilities.

Beside my sister's name: deposits and

checks.
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CHAPTER 09
One Lie Each

I asked Rachel to meet me somewhere she
couldn't cook or clean or bring me something
that would make gratitude part of the

conversation.

We chose the little park behind the
courthouse. Lucy came because I asked her to.
The benches were damp, and a maintenance
worker was blowing leaves into a pile that the

wind kept undoing.
"No speeches about protecting me," I said.
Rachel nodded.

I told her what Lucy remembered hearing.
Rachel closed her eyes for a moment.
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"Dad was angry about the fund. Yes. I helped
with the accounts. Yes. That doesn't mean I
took the money."

"Did you go to the boathouse?"
"That afternoon. Before dinner."
"And that night?"

"I went outside. I don't remember exactly

when."

It was the first time her account had

contained uncertainty.
Lucy watched her without moving.

"You told me you stayed in the kitchen," I
said.

"I repeated what we decided to say."

There it was again: we decided. A phrase
large enough to distribute responsibility
among everyone in reach.

"I was twelve. I didn't decide."”

Rachel looked at me. "I know."
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I had waited years without knowing I was
waiting to hear those two words. They brought
no relief.

Lucy told Rachel about pushing past Daniel
in the study. Rachel said she remembered the
shouting. She said Mom was afraid Lucy would
accuse Daniel of something and turn the family
into gossip.

"What kind of something?" Lucy asked.

"I don't know. She was frightened."

"She was always frightened of the person
telling the truth. Never of the thing that made
it necessary."

The leaf blower stopped. In the sudden quiet
[ heard someone laughing on the other side of
the park.

I told them my own part.

"When Mom asked me to copy the
statement, I knew it wasn't entirely right. I

remembered running outside. I signed it
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because she cried when I said I hadn't stayed
in the kitchen."

Rachel reached toward me, then let her hand
fall.

"That's not the same as what we did," Lucy
said.

"I know. But I've spent years saying [ didn't
remember. Some of it remembered. I just
thought remembering differently was the
thing wrong with me."

We sat in silence. No one suggested that
telling one truth had cleared the table.

That afternoon I gave Ruiz the same account.
Rachel and Lucy spoke with her separately. I
went back to the hotel and slept for three
hours without dreaming.

When I woke, Judith had left a message.
Evelyn's bank had supplied records directly.
Several payments to a maintenance company
connected to Peter had no supporting work.
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There were also transfers that needed further

explanation from Rachel.
The review was widening.

An hour later Rachel called to say she had
given Judith access to everything she
controlled. She sounded almost cheerful.

"Let them look," she said. "I'm tired of all of

us being afraid of paper.”

I wanted to believe the change meant
something.

Then she said Peter had asked whether Anna
still kept old records at the diner.

"You didn't tell him."
"Of course not."

I called Anna. She answered after six rings,
breathless.

Someone had tried the diner back door after

closing.
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The Last Repair

Anna called the police before she called me.

By the time I reached the diner, Ortiz was
taking photographs of the damaged latch.
Nothing had been taken. The copies Anna kept
there were already in Ruiz's possession. She
had learned, she said, not to keep the only
version of a thing in the place where people

expected it to be.

She said it without looking at me. I deserved
that too.

Ruiz asked us to stop comparing suspicions
in public places. Peter had approached more
than one person connected with the inquiry.
The diner was not an office, and Anna's
customers were not background scenery in

our family crisis.
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I apologized. Anna accepted it with a nod
and handed me a broom. We swept the broken
piece of latch off the floor together.

That afternoon Judith called all three sisters
to her office. The bank records showed that
Peter's company had received substantial
payments for unsupported work. Some
approvals appeared to be Rachel's; others
were presented as Evelyn's. The accountant

would examine both.

"I want my records checked too," Rachel

said.

She placed her laptop on the table and
provided exports under Judith's direction. I
watched her cooperate and felt ashamed of

how eagerly a part of me wanted her to refuse.

After the meeting, we stayed in the small
side room while Judith took a call. Lucy

suggested creating a group conversation for
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practical arrangements so nobody became the
messenger for the other two.

Rachel asked what we should call it.
"Three Chairs," I said.

They looked at me.

"No head of the table. Just three chairs."

Lucy smiled. Rachel named the group exactly
that.

Our first messages were ordinary: meeting
times, the location of a folder, a photograph of
Anna's repaired door with a request that we
pay for the repair if she would let us. I sent a
picture of the green-taped dictionary. Lucy
replied with a small drawing of a lopsided
chair.

It felt almost embarrassing to be hopeful.

After Lucy left, Rachel stayed to finish
explaining a set of approvals to Judith's

assistant. I could hear her from the side room,
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patient and precise, naming dates, searching
her inbox, correcting an address without
irritation.

I remembered sitting at her kitchen table in
high school while she helped me complete a
college application. Mom thought Philadelphia
was too far away. Rachel found the train
schedule and wrote the travel time beside
every objection. When the application asked
what kind of work I wanted to do, I said I
didn't know. Rachel told me uncertainty

wasn't a reason to stay where I was.

It was difficult to reconcile that woman with
the person who helped me copy a false account
of our father's death.

When she came out, I told her I remembered

the application.

She smiled. "You wrote the first essay about

a microphone."

"You said I needed to mention people too."
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"You made the microphone sound much
more interesting."

For a moment we were laughing about
something without using it to defend

ourselves.

Then she asked if I still had the acceptance
letter.

"Somewhere in Mom's boxes."
"She was proud of you."

I waited for the familiar addition: even if she

didn't always show it. Rachel didn't say it.
"She could have told me," I said.
Rachel nodded. "Yes. She could.”

The answer was small enough to trust. I kept
it separate from the larger ones I couldn't.

Ruiz called that evening with information
she could now share. A neighbor's exterior
camera showed Peter's van at the Bennett

house during the evening, not merely
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returning at nine. The footage did not show the
kitchen interior. It did, however, undermine
his first account.

The hinge Owen bought was the last
documented item delivered while Evelyn was
alive. Peter had acknowledged receiving it
after being confronted with the receipt. He
now said he stayed longer because Evelyn

wanted to discuss repairs.
"And Owen's collision?" I asked.
"Still under investigation."

She did not tell me about every lead. I
reminded myself that a detective's job was not
to make waiting bearable.

That night, Lucy sent a message to Three
Chairs. She had remembered where Nora kept
a second set of photographs from 2000: a
small portfolio in the trunk that remained in
storage. She would ask the administrator
about collecting it with a witness present.
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Rachel offered to drive her. Lucy said she
preferred to go with Judith's assistant. No one
argued.

Before bed, I read our first handful of
messages again. The little chair drawing made

me smile.

At two in the morning, an unknown number
sent me a photograph.

It showed Peter standing beside our
mother's kitchen table. He was holding a
folder. Evelyn faced him with one hand
extended, apparently speaking.
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The image was a still from a phone video. I
couldn't tell who had filmed it or why.

Beneath it was a line of text.

Ask what she wanted to give you before he
stopped her.

I forwarded it to Ruiz and put the phone

down.
Then I picked it up again.

In the reflection of the dark kitchen window,
behind the person filming, I could see the edge

of a familiar tan coat.
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CHAPTER 11

At the Waterline

Rachel said she had taken the video days
before our mother died.

"Mom wanted me to record the problem
with the cupboard hinge. Peter was there with
the maintenance estimates. It isn't what you
think."

"I haven't told you what I think."

She sent the complete video to Ruiz. In it, our
mother demonstrated a cupboard door that
swung open by itself. Peter held the estimates
and waited. The still image had turned an

ordinary conversation into a confrontation.

Someone was teaching me how easily I could
be made to see a crime.
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The clip had been shared among Rachel,
Evelyn, and Peter so he could order the correct
hinge. Again, more than one person had
possessed the material. Again, the most
frightening explanation was not the only one.

"Who sent it?" I asked Ruiz.

"We're trying to establish that. Preserve it.
Don't engage."

By then I could have recited the instructions
myself. I followed them anyway.

Lucy collected the portfolio with Judith's
assistant. Inside were photographs of the mill,
the garden, and a birthday dinner at Nora's
house. There was also a contact sheet for the
photograph someone had left at my hotel: the
child in the red cardigan below Daniel on the

stairs.

The complete sequence showed Lucy
handing me a life jacket. It was an afternoon in
July. My father was waving toward a boat
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beyond the frame, not threatening the child
beneath him.

We took the contact sheet to Ruiz. For the
first time, one of the images used against me
could be placed firmly in its harmless original
context.

I should have felt only relief.

Instead I felt angry with the frightened
version of myself who had believed it. Lucy
told me that was another way of doing the
sender's work.

We walked afterward along the public river
path, keeping well away from the boathouse
stairs. The water had risen over the lowest
boards. Leaves caught in the railing made it
look as if someone had hung small ruined flags
there.

"I pushed him," Lucy said suddenly.

I turned.
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"In the study. I keep thinking about how
those words sound without the room around
them."

"You told Ruiz."

"Yes. But I didn't tell anyone for years
because I thought the sentence itself would
decide what happened.”

T understood. An edited sentence had almost
decided what kind of sister I was.

Lucy said Nora had kept another box beyond
the portfolio, filled with notebooks and
correspondence from the months after Daniel
died. They had not opened it yet. It was listed
in the storage inventory. She wanted to
examine it after the current inquiry settled,
with someone who could document the order

properly.

74



THE MOTHER'S SECRET

"Don't wait for settled,” I said. "We keep
waiting for a version of this that doesn't hurt."

She nodded.

Near the mill gate, a man in a blue jacket
stepped from the service lane.

Peter.

We stopped. I took out my phone.
"I'm not here to frighten you," he said.
"Then keep walking," Lucy replied.

He stayed where he was.
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"Evelyn left something that doesn't belong to
the estate. It concerns another person. Giving
it to the police will ruin a life for no reason.”

"Whose life?" I asked.

He looked at Lucy, then at me.
"Ask your sister."

"Which one?"

For the first time, he seemed not to have

prepared for the question.

I called Ruiz in front of him. Peter walked

away before she answered.
Lucy watched him go.

"He didn't say it was his life," she said.
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CHAPTER 12

What Peter Wanted

Peter's lawyer contacted Judith the following
morning.

Peter wanted to provide additional records
and recover personal property from the
household files. Judith said any exchange
involving the investigation would be
coordinated with Ruiz. There would be no

private meeting with Evelyn's daughters.

I felt a brief, fierce gratitude for adults who
could say no without explaining their entire
childhood first.

Rachel said she knew what Peter meant by
another life. He had warned her that some of
the payments were approved from her
account. She believed he wanted her to take
responsibility for the missing money.
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"Did you approve them?" I asked.
"Not all of them."

"That isn't the same as none."

"I know."

We were in Judith's waiting room. Rachel's
hands were clasped so tightly the knuckles had

gone white.

"Sometimes Mom would call and say to put
something through. Sometimes Peter said

she'd approved it. I should have checked."
"Then tell them exactly that."
"I have."

I had no way to know whether the account
was complete. I hated the person suspicion
was making me, and hated more that returning
to trust would not make anyone safer.

Ruiz called me in alone. The investigation
into Owen's collision had produced evidence
of contact between his truck and another
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vehicle. A camera farther along the road
recorded a van consistent with Peter's
traveling close behind him. Investigators had
located corresponding damage after obtaining

authority to examine the van.

"We are still assembling the sequence," she
said. "I'm telling you because you may hear
about it, and because you need to report any

further contact immediately."

I thought of Owen's granddaughter drawing
a dog that would never be adopted by the man

who promised it.
"Can you arrest him?"
"That decision is being addressed."

She asked me to remain available, not to
approach Peter, and not to arrange any
exchange myself.

I promised.

An hour later he called from a different

number.
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I answered because I was expecting a call
from the studio. When I recognized his voice, I
said I would communicate through Judith and
the detective.

"You need to hear one thing first."
"Then tell your lawyer."

"Your mother wrote down what happened in
2000. She didn't hide it because of me."

I stood very still in the hotel corridor.
"What did she write?"
"You know what you did."

The words found something in me older
than reason. Not a memory. A child's readiness
to believe an adult knew the worst thing about

her.

I hung up and called Ruiz. My hands shook
so badly I dropped the phone once.

Lucy sat with me while I gave the account.
She didn't tell me it meant nothing. She told
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me we would not decide what it meant from a
threat delivered by a man being investigated
for two deaths.

That evening, Judith asked us to meet at her
office while an assistant inventoried a final
carton Peter had returned before his access
was suspended. We went separately, during
business hours, with the building occupied.

The carton contained household warranties,
fuel bills, and a sealed brown envelope
addressed to me.

On the front, in green ink, were the words:
Claire's own account.

I recognized the handwriting.

Or I thought I did.
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CHAPTER 13

The Open Door

Judith photographed the envelope before
opening it.

"We record where it came from," she said.
"We don't let the writing on the outside
establish that for us."

Her assistant had already noted the carton
and the date Peter delivered it. Lucy sat beside
me. Rachel was late, delayed at another
property. I had sent her the office address in
Three Chairs, although she'd been there a

hundred times.

Inside the envelope were two sheets. One
was a recent note apparently written by
Evelyn. The other was an account in a child's
hand.
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I read the first line.
I pushed my father and he fell.

The letters swam. I put both feet on the floor

and read it again.

Below it were sentences claiming Rachel had
tried to stop me. The signature at the bottom

looked like mine at twelve.

Judith asked me not to touch the pages. She
placed them beneath a clear document cover
and called Ruiz.

I could hear her speaking, but the words
arrived as separate sounds. Lucy said my
name. I looked at her mouth moving and
remembered a different day when an adult had
told me what I had done.

The office door opened.

Peter stood in the entrance with rain on his

jacket.
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Judith's assistant had stepped out to meet
the courier in the lobby. The outer office
remained open for business. Peter had not
broken in. He had simply walked through the
door like a person who expected the room to
belong to him.

"I need the brown envelope."

Judith remained on the telephone. "Peter is
here," she said into it. Then, to him: "You need
to leave this room."

He glanced at the clear cover.
"You don't understand what that is."
"Then explain through your lawyer."

He moved toward the table. Lucy stood,
putting her body between him and the
documents. I took out my phone and called
emergency services, giving the address before
anything else.

"Don't make this worse," Peter said.
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"Stop moving toward us," Judith replied.

He grabbed for the cover. Lucy caught the
edge of the table as he knocked into her. A
chair fell. I pulled her back, and the room
broke into separate impressions: spilled water,
Peter's sleeve, Judith stepping aside with the
papers held against her chest.

He stopped when he realized the documents

were no longer on the table.
"Evelyn wouldn't listen either," he said.
No one answered.

"She was going to put everything on me. All
of it. After years of doing what that family

wanted."

Judith kept her voice even. "The police are

coming."

"I only tried to take the folder. She pulled
away. I told her to stop.”
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The dispatcher was still on my phone. I did
not ask Peter to continue. I did not try to
become a detective. I moved with Lucy toward
the far doorway, keeping the table between us
and him.

Peter looked at the open office door. For a
second I thought he would run.

Ortiz appeared in the hall with another
officer. They gave short instructions. Peter
raised both hands, then began explaining. His
words became a stream in which everyone

else had made him do something.
They took him out.

The whole encounter had lasted less than

two minutes.
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Afterward, my body behaved as if it had
happened for hours. I couldn't stop shaking.
Lucy had a shallow cut on her forearm from
the edge of a fallen frame. Judith's assistant sat
on the floor by the wall and cried because she
had let him pass while she was signing for a

package.
"He walked in," Judith told her. "He chose

what happened next."
I'held on to those words.

Rachel arrived as Ruiz was securing the
documents. She saw Lucy's arm, the
overturned chair, my face.

"What happened?”

For once nobody could turn it into one clean
sentence.
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CHAPTER 14

Her Own Hand

The note that looked like Evelyn's claimed she
had spent twenty-six years protecting me.

It said I had pushed Daniel in anger. It said
Rachel had taken care of me afterward. It said
the family had chosen silence because I was
too young to understand what I had done.

The story was carefully built from things I
already knew were true: I had been twelve.
Rachel had cared for me. Our mother had told
me to copy a statement. My father had died
below a flight of stairs.

The lie, if it was a lie, lived in the connection

between those facts.

Ruiz arranged for the documents to be
examined. She asked me to give an account of
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finding them and to identify what I recognized

without accepting their provenance.
"The signature looks like mine," I said.
"Do you remember writing this?"
"No."
"Do you remember pushing your father?"

"No.Iremember running out after the

noise."
"Then that's what your account says."
It sounded too small to stand against a page.

Judith joined us for the next part of the
discussion. She asked whether I had any
questions about the process and made it clear I
could obtain independent advice if I needed it.
Representing the estate did not mean she
represented every daughter in every

circumstance.

I was grateful she said that before I had to
ask. Our family had a long history of treating
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loyalty as a service one person could provide
to everybody at once.

"Will people hear about this?" I asked.

"I can't promise they won't," Ruiz said. "I can
promise that an accusation in a carton isn't
being accepted because someone gave it a
title."

I asked what I should do when relatives
called. Judith suggested I say only what I knew:
the documents were being examined, and I
was cooperating with the inquiry. I didn't need
to deliver a defense to every person who
wanted a more dramatic version of the week.

Ruiz told me that resemblance was not
authentication. A newly discovered document
needed a history: where it had been, who
handled it, whether its materials and content
fit its claimed date. Peter's carton did not
answer those questions merely by arriving at a

lawyer's office.
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Lucy asked whether a paper conservator
could help identify things worth examining.
Ruiz said she could provide observations from
copies, while formal examination of the

originals would be handled independently.

I wanted her to say the paper was false
immediately. She didn't.

Rachel took me back to the hotel. She walked
beside me slowly, matching my pace without
making it obvious.

"I don't believe you did that," she said.
"What do you believe?"

"That Peter wants you frightened enough to

leave him alone.”
"He knew the envelope was there."
"He brought the carton.”
"Did you see it before today?"
Her face closed for a moment.

"No."
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Upstairs, she made tea using the little hotel
kettle. I watched her measure the water. She
knew how strong I liked it. She knew I would
drink something placed in my hands before I
remembered to want it.

"I helped Mom with the first statement,” she
said. "I didn't help with this."

Inodded because I had heard her, not
because the distinction had become easy.

Before leaving, she told me she had written
her own supplementary account for Ruiz. She
wanted everything out now. She couldn't keep
revisiting half a night for the rest of her life.

I said I felt the same.

That afternoon an aunt I hadn't spoken with
in years left a long voicemail. She said families
should handle things privately. She said Evelyn
would be heartbroken by the attention. She
never asked whether I was all right.

92



THE MOTHER'S SECRET

Ilistened once, saved it, and didn't call back
that day.

Later I sent a brief message saying I would
discuss family matters when I was ready. It
took me twenty minutes to write two
sentences without an apology in them. Nobody
came to the hotel to punish me for it. The
world continued doing ordinary things while I
learned a boundary most people might have

made without thinking.

When I was alone again, I called Isabel. I told
her about the page and how convincing it felt
to see words in a handwriting that resembled

mine.

"We had a subject once who believed a bad
transcript over her own recording," Isabel

said. "People trust print because it holds still."
"What if I really don't remember?"

"Then you don't know. That isn't the same as
having done it."
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I put her on speaker and opened my
notebook.

What I remembered: running toward the
water. Cold. Lucy's hands. Rachel's cardigan.

What I had been told: Rachel stayed in the
kitchen. Dad fell while checking the boats.
Later, that I had pushed him.

What was documented: the old coached
timeline, the returned letters, the photograph's

real date, the newly delivered accusation.

The lists did not clear me. They did
something more useful that night. They kept
one frightening page from swallowing every
other fact.

At the bottom I wrote a fourth heading.
Who benefits if I stop asking?

I left the space beneath it blank.
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CHAPTER 15

Inside the Family

Four days after Peter's arrest, Ruiz asked us to
meet at the station.

The evidence against him now included
financial records, the evening timeline, the
physical findings from Owen's collision, and
his statements and conduct at Judith's office.
Proceedings would take time. There would be
questions the investigators had not finished
answering. But the deaths were no longer

being treated as two unrelated misfortunes.

Peter had been charged. The initial account

of Evelyn's fall had collapsed.

I sat very still while Ruiz explained. I had
wanted this moment with such force that its

arrival felt oddly quiet.
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"Did he admit killing her?" Rachel asked.

"He's given accounts that are being tested
against the evidence. I'm not going to
summarize an interview into a confession for

you.

Lucy nodded. I loved her a little for
understanding why that mattered.

Ruiz said the available evidence indicated a
confrontation over the records, an act of
violence, and an attempt to present the
aftermath as a simple fall. She did not describe
the physical details. I did not ask her to.

Our mother had died trying, too late, to tell
the truth. That did not erase what she had
hidden. It changed the last day of her life from
the story we had been handed.

We went to Anna's afterward. She put out
three cups and waited until we ordered before
bringing food. It was a small act of respect I
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noticed because so much of my life had been

arranged for me.

Owen's daughter came by to collect a
casserole. She said she was glad something
was happening and then cried because glad

seemed like the wrong word.
Nobody corrected it.

For the first time that month, I slept through
the night.

In the morning, Ruiz called me back alone.
The investigation had found information on a
device Peter used. She could not share
everything, but she needed me to identify part

of a message thread.
She placed a printout on the table.
It was a screenshot of Three Chairs.

Our group name appeared at the top. Below
it was Lucy's little drawing and my message
about the portfolio in storage. The screenshot
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included the time we'd arranged for Judith's

assistant to collect it.

I knew it hadn't come from an old family
archive. We had created the group after our

mother died.
"Who was in this conversation?" Ruiz asked.
"Me. Rachel. Lucy."

"Did you forward it to Peter or anyone

connected with him?"
IINO.II

She asked about access to my phone, linked
devices, and whether anyone else might have
seen the conversation on a screen. I answered
carefully. Possibility was not proof. But my
hands had begun to shake again.

"Was there a message with it?"

Ruiz considered, then showed me one more

line.
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She trusts the family story. Keep her looking
backward.

There was no sender name on the excerpt
she gave me. She was still establishing the
route by which the material reached Peter. She
asked me not to confront either sister about it.

I promised, though the promise felt like
placing a glass on the edge of a table.

Outside, Rachel called to ask if I wanted to
have dinner with her and Lucy. She said we
needed something normal, something that
wasn't another meeting in someone else's
office.

99



MORGAN HAYES

"Just the three of us," she said.

I'looked across the street at the diner
window, where Anna was polishing a glass. I
thought of Owen's empty chair. Of the
signature at the bottom of a page I didn't
remember writing. Of our mother's voice
saying she wouldn't wait anymore.

"I'll let you know," I said.
Our mother's killer was in custody.

And someone at our new table had been

saving a place for him.

END OF PART 2

Continued in The Sister Who Lied
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