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Elizabeth stretched her arms over her head and arched her back, a symbol of her newfound freedom. Not that she couldn't have done it for the last eighteen years but exposing her soft sides like that would have been too much temptation for some. A shiv would have sunk nicely between her ribs and could reach those few organs vital to keeping her alive. And staying alive had been important. There were people she needed to see but first she had to survive prison. People she was sure had hoped she would have perished inside. The surprise on their faces when she exacted her revenge was so going to be worth the lost years.

The sun on her face felt like pure heaven. She tilted her face to allow herself to bathe in it. The brightness though was like a laser beacon being shone into her eyes. She used her hand to block the glare as she glanced out over the parking lot. A taxi sat at the curb. This was her ride; there was no one else waiting for her. Not that she expected anything different, especially since she'd told the one person who might have shown up not to.

A rare smile touched her lips. She'd known that two of her chickenshit children wouldn't be there to get her. Her third one had wanted to be and would have been had she not insisted it wasn't a good idea. Her one daughter had so much taken from her. No thanks to the bastard who'd stolen her youth. Elizabeth just couldn't add the stigma of having to pick up her just-released mama from jail. Knowing if she thought any more about her precious daughter she'd lose it, so she shut down those thoughts. Now wasn't the time. She'd see her soon enough.

Her other wayward daughters would be almost impossible to find. They had done nothing to stop the flood of information that had come out against her. Neither one of them had been willing to give her an alibi, which would have changed everything. Elizabeth would never have had to step foot in the hellhole she'd been incarcerated in if either of them had a backbone. But no, it had been their chance for payback to a mother they hated and a father who had taught them how to scavenge for cash, by any means. They'd gotten not only their bland looks and coloring from the useless man they called a father but his spinelessness as well. They'd been too happy to grab the money from his death and use what he'd taught them and find some sucker who'd be their partner. 

Elizabeth had been surprised at the amount of his life insurance. That alone told her it was guilt money. And that there was much more to his death than his being accused of cheating on her. He'd done that their whole marriage. That seemed to be enough for the jury to say she'd killed him in a jealous rage. She hadn't been living with the man for years and hadn't really cared one way or another the day he died, but that's not how the jury had seen it. They'd bought the story of her being an angry, obsessive wife.

That made her laugh. In hindsight, she realized she'd only married the man to piss off one person. His death had been her payback.

She hadn't been the best mother. Would never have won mother of the day, month, or year, let alone anything else but she must have done something right. One of her three offspring had turned out okay. She smiled. It was good to know she had someone who had her back on the outside. Her one child had tirelessly tried to prove that she was innocent. It had been a balm to an ever-growing sense of doom and having to choke down the lousy pill of life she'd been given. She had needed to know that someone believed in her. Her one child hadn't cared about her father or who he was. To her, he hadn't been there when she was growing up, so she hadn't wanted anything to do with him when she'd become an adult. Not like her soul-sucking sisters who'd latched onto him like he'd been daddy of the century. All they'd really wanted was to latch onto the man he had worked for.

Elizabeth had been so young when they'd gotten married behind his parents' back. So stupid. A mistake she couldn't go back and change, but one she knew that had set her on this path.

A bird squawked. She looked up to see where it was. A raven flew overhead and landed in the parking lot, picking at some small dead rodent. She couldn't believe how good a feeling it was just to be able to look around, to see and hear things. Normal sounds. The wind picked up and rustled the few yellow and brown leaves still on the trees. It was a cool breeze, and the light jacket that she'd had when she went in there wasn't much to combat the chill but it straightened her back and her resolve. Everything came alive at once—rustling, chirping, the hum of tires on the highway that wasn't far away but had felt like it had been on the other side of the earth for the last twenty years. The air swirled around her.

Not that she hadn't heard things when she'd been inside, but she'd never had time to notice the good things or acknowledge them. Her hearing, her sight, her senses had been fine-tuned to what was going on around her. She'd heard everything, every whisper, every sleight of hand, every movement one of the other inmates made, every step that had been in her direction, every grunt, every bite to someone's tone. There was nothing going on in that place that she hadn't been aware of. She'd had to or she wouldn't be alive and able to walk through the door she just had. It had been a long, cold haul, but she'd done it.

It really had been the right sentence for her—convicted of murder—but what they'd gotten wrong was who she'd killed. She really hadn't put up too much of a fight. The threat against her daughter and granddaughter had been enough for her to suck it up and take the fall. Not that she hadn't deserved the sentence, but she wasn't the only one who should have gone down. It was way past time to right some wrongs.

There was a clanking sound behind her. The gate had closed. She didn't bother to turn and look but knew that the camera over the metal cage she'd just exited was trained on her. Someone was watching. She'd hate for them to change their minds. The thought of going back inside was enough to spur her to move and climb into the waiting taxi. The driver didn't move, he just waited for her to get in. Settling back, she also noted he had closed the Plexiglas window between them. He spoke to her over the microphone. 

"Where to?"

"The Hound's Tooth. Do you know where that is?"

"Yes. East side of the city. Give or take."

Her fingers brushed back her thinning, rather straggly hair. A haircut and color were definitely in order. The dull grey she now sported made her look much older than her years. Of course, the stress and worry might have added to that. Time to get a full makeover. If she was going to fight the rich, she would have to look like them. She'd learned a lot on the inside and, if you were going to fight someone with money, you needed to play their game, their way. But some things needed to come first. She'd heard all the rules: check in at the halfway house, meet with her parole officer regularly—she or he would tell her how often to come in—keep your nose clean, no drinking, and a bunch other stuff she didn't care about. They just didn't really understand how the real world worked. An ice-cold beer with a whiskey chaser was exactly what she needed and was first on the list. She didn't plan on following all the orders she'd been given upon her release to a T. She'd do enough to keep them from checking on her too closely.

"I'm to take you—"

"I know where you're to take me but, since the government is paying for you to drive me, I'm sure we can come up with a good reason I had to take a detour. Do you want to make twenty bucks or two hundred?" When his eyes widened, she knew she had him. After giving him directions to where she intended to go, she turned and stared out at the passing countryside. Most would say the view was depressing—dull, grey skies; bare trees having shed their summer glory, their spoils littering the dull, colorless countryside; everything was dead waiting for the snow to arrive—but to her it was beautiful. It was definitely way better than what she'd been looking at for almost twenty years. To her this was life. This was freedom. It was a chance to fix some things, to make amends to those who deserved it, and to make those responsible pay.

As she looked forward to ensure that the driver was taking her where she'd asked, she noticed his license hanging by the mirror. I had his name and age. "A few years before you can retire, I see."

He ignored her but then it hit her, she was now retired. She was sixty-seven, the age the Canadian government now said you had to be to get a full pension. It made her wonder if someone like her who had never worked, at least not for a paycheck, would be eligible for the bit of cash the government figured was sufficient for people to live on in their old age. They'd explained all of her finances and what would happen once she was on the outside. But she hadn't cared. She'd find her own sources and means to get what she wanted. The little pittance the government wanted to give her wouldn't pay for what she needed. She doubted they'd appreciate their money being used for the purposes of buying information and more than likely a weapon or two.

Laughter rolled through her and burst forth in a kind of grinding, guttural sound like that of an old rusted-out train squeaking and clanking along the tracks. The government would pay her while she got her revenge. Life couldn't be sweeter.

She stretched her arms wide, loving the freedom and knowing she didn't have to worry about someone shoving something life-threatening into her side. As she rolled her head around to loosen the kinks and enjoy the free movement, she noticed a car behind them.

"Has that car been following us for long?"

"It pulled out of the penitentiary parking lot right after us."

"Two hundred bucks if you lose them."

The guy didn't even acknowledge her. She was sure he doubted she could pay.

"Give me your phone." She glared at him until he handed it over. A quick phone call and she knew her problem would be taken care of. The person following her could be anyone, but there were several people who would be interested in her release. She just didn't want to waste the first moments of freedom worrying about them.

"Turn on Broadsmoore. Go two blocks, take a hard left on 29th, stay on it."

He nodded and, although he wasn't going as fast as she'd like, she knew that by the time they got there her friend would be ready to create an accident. Knowing that was taken care of, she thought back to the town, which was now a city, she'd left behind long ago. The place she needed to return to but couldn't show up as herself. That would shut people up faster than being hit by a bolt of lightning. No, she needed to come up with another way to get answers and to slip back into Camden, unnoticed. The people she needed to weed out and find knew the system better than her. That's why she'd paid and they hadn't. So, how could she find out what she needed to know?

She'd read a lot about her hometown. A lot of change had happened in eighteen years. Some of it for the better, some of it not. One thing was for sure, the ones she needed to visit still lived in the area. For that, she was thankful. If she'd had to look on the Internet, she'd have been lost. She'd taken some computer training while in jail, but just felt too freaked out and overwhelmed to think there was that much information available for everyone. Besides, she didn't need electronic help; cash in the right hands still trumped everything. Her being sent to jail, wrongfully accused, quickly came to mind. Well almost. Someone had upped the ante and decided she was a good candidate to frame. She even had a good idea who was behind it. She'd figure it out. She had all the time in the world with no requirements of her except to check in with her parole officer regularly. Which she would, and she'd be the most repentant old lady they'd ever seen.

It hadn't concerned her that she'd gone to prison because she had in fact killed a man, just not the one they sentenced her for. What bothered her was who and why someone had killed her ex-husband. He hadn't been much of a man, let alone a husband—his eyes and hands had strayed a little too much. The cryptic messages he'd left her a week before he died had suggested things were going on. Things that might have been why he'd been killed.

She ran through all that she knew and had learned over the years, when an idea finally formed.

Hmmm. Maybe it's time to take up golf.

She laughed, something that sounded like wind whipping through a rusty barrel. She was going to fix things. She'd gone to jail for the right reason but the wrong murder and now it was time for someone else to pay. The good thing about being incarcerated is that it was a great place to make connections. Now to gather some of those people who had the skills she needed, starting with a beautiful, bright, young, computer savvy woman who could be bought.
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Kyara stepped out of her car and opened the trunk. She pulled out her small suitcase, set it down on its rollers, pulled out the handle, closed everything, then turned to head to walk up to the house, only to stop suddenly. It was the picture-perfect cliché that her mother always wanted—the small house, the picket fence, as long as you ignored the peeling paint, overgrown yard, and general look of disrepair. In either—its perfect shape or its current rundown one—it was everything that Kyara hated. She closed her eyes for a moment to find something positive that would fight the sick feeling that immediately washed over her. Strengthening her resolve, she straightened her back, took a deep breath, and took her first step toward the place she'd spent her whole life trying to get away from. A gentle breeze whipped up as though to tell her if she wanted to add to her crappy day, it could be delivered. Dark clouds started forming to the west. She hoped her visit would be short. If it weren't for a note from her grandmother, a woman she wanted to avoid but also wanted to keep away from her mom, Kyara wouldn't be there.

It appears it will be a rainy day in hell.

As she stepped forward, the wind grabbed her shoulder-length dirty-blonde hair and tossed it in her face. Frustrated and already feeling stressed, she impatiently brushed it away. She strode across the tail end of the town sidewalk and through the open gate that hung awkwardly on its hinges. It wouldn't have closed even if someone had wanted it to. The grass had not only grown up around it but had twined its way through the slats. Ignoring it, but not really wanting to look at the dilapidated place she was entering, she kept her gaze focused on the ground and the cracked cement blocks so she could carefully navigate her way. Which was why, when she got to the front door, she was reaching for it before she realized it was partially open.

She stared at it for a second before turning her head slightly to listen. There was no sound. It was out of character but didn't really alarm her. Her mom could have easily forgotten to close it. Just in case though, she decided not to just barge in. She leaned forward, trying to peek in through the two-inch opening. There wasn't much to see. A quick glance over her shoulder ensured there was no one around. She gently and quietly pushed the door open. The entrance and hallway looked exactly like they had the last time she'd been there—like they hadn't been touched in twenty years. Off to her left was the little, white, rickety table with its cotton embroidered doily, with eight designer salt and pepper shakers. It was probably the cleanest place in the whole house. The hallway wasn't all that long. A bedroom stood at the end, with one off to the right and the bathroom off to the left. The place looked abandoned. Suddenly things didn't feel so right.

"Mom?" She stepped through the door, slowly. She looked to her left and gasped. The living room was an absolute mess—the coffee table was overturned, the couch stabbed and ripped apart. Little bits of foam stuffing covered the room like confetti. Springs stuck out of the old floral sofa, popular in the seventies. There was so much chaos, she wasn't even sure what else they had done but it made her very wary. What concerned her, where was her mom?

Did she do this? Is this her payback?

Kyara didn't want to believe her mom would do something like this, but she knew she couldn't rule it out. The reason that she'd really come home could be the same reason this might have happened. Today was a big day. The woman, who had changed their lives, was now out and odds were that she'd show up, eventually. Her note said that Kyara needed to be close. Close enough to protect her mom. Whatever that meant.

Not wanting to think about that or her just yet, she forced herself to focus so she could find her mother. Chances were that she was around since she rarely left the house. Even if this mess had been because of that woman, her grandmother, she knew she'd never hurt her own daughter, at least not physically.

Kyara turned her back to the living room and walked across the short hall into the kitchen. There was a faint sound, but she wasn't sure if it was the floor creaking under her feet or something else. The long narrow stretch that was the kitchen didn't look like anyone had touched it in a long time. It was filthy, but it wasn't because someone had done any damage to it like the living room, although it probably would have looked better if they had. Nothing had been cleaned or put away in a while. It made her wonder what had happened to Daisy, the woman who'd cleaned the house and worked for her mom for years. Obviously, she hadn't been around in a while.

Some odd sounds filtered through her thoughts. She stopped to listen. A loud annoying buzz caught her attention. Her head immediately snapped around to look at the sink. Flies were like a thick, black, moving coat that blanketed the dirty dishes that overflowed the sink and spilled onto the counter. Taking a step toward the mess, she stopped. An awful smell hit her. She clapped her hand over her nose and mouth to block out the stench.

"Mom?" she yelled. There was no answer. Not sure what to do or whether to make a big deal about it, she swatted away some of the flies and opened the window over the sink. Looking in the skinny cupboard to the left, she searched for some air freshener. A can of lemon scent was tucked in the back. Even though it appeared that it may be older than her mother, she quickly sprayed a thick coat of it, only to choke and cough. Several flies dropped dead immediately.

Disgusted and ready to puke, she had known coming home would be an issue, but she hadn't expected this. She set the can down and walked through the arch into the dining room. She turned left and stopped for a split second before rushing forward. A woman was lying on the floor, half in the storage room.

"Mom? Mom?" She dropped to her knees.

Her mother groaned and shifted position.

"Mom, don't move."

"'S okay."

The slurring of her words concerned Kyara. "What happened?"

"Someone . . . hit . . . me . . . Not sure . . . had to . . . be him . . . she's . . . coming."

Kyara shook her head. She knew all about who was coming, that's why she was home. But this made little sense. "What? Him who?"

Her mom's eyelids fluttered and then closed.

"Mom? Mom?" This time there was no response. She pulled out her cellphone and called 911. They told her an ambulance and a policeman would be there within minutes. While she waited, she checked her mom over. Her chest was still moving slightly, so she wasn't too worried about her breathing, but she wasn't sure what her injuries were. She said she'd been hit. There were no visible signs on her face. Tentatively, Kyara felt around her mom's head. It wasn't until she searched the back of her skull that she felt something wet. Pulling back her fingers, she stared at her mom's blood. Searching for where she was cut, Kyara found a spot just behind her right ear that had a walnut-sized lump, which is where the blood seemed to ooze from. Someone had hit her with quite a whack. Starting with her mom's shoulders, she methodically and carefully felt for further damage as she moved down her body. Her left wrist was swollen and might even be broken. Kyara assumed it might have happened if she'd put her hand out to protect herself from a fall. Without her mom awake to tell her though, she had no idea what had happened.

It felt like an eternity, but she realized it couldn't have been more than twenty minutes before the paramedics arrived, checked her mom, and had her loaded and were off to the hospital. The policeman who had also shown up wanted some answers. Kyara reluctantly watched her mom leave. She gave the EMTs her contact information and let them know she'd be along soon.

She answered all the questions the police officer had as best as she could.

"Do you have any idea who would do this to your mom?" No.

"Is there anything missing?" I don't know.

"Does she leave her doors unlocked?" I don't know.

"Does she live here alone?" Yes, sort of.

"Has this ever happened before?" No. Not that I know of.

With each question, the guilt that she'd pushed away earlier pounded at her like a jackhammer. She never should have left her mom alone or ignored her. Two years was a long time to only stop in once a month, convince her mom to walk with her to the local park just down the road, and be back on the road within the hour. It was as short a visit as she could handle to let her know her mom was okay and harness the guilt that gnawed at her gut. In her mind, she'd been doing her mom a favor, getting her out of the house, but in reality she just hadn't wanted to go there. She had wanted to avoid the house altogether. Remorse ate at her insides. She'd convinced herself she'd done her daughterly duty. She'd shown up, made sure her mom was still alive, asked all the relevant questions—are you eating, feeling okay, need anything—and then left. The monthly phone calls weren't much better.

"Hi Mom."

"Hi Kyara."

"How are you doing?"

"Fine. And you?"

"Good. What have you been up to?" I prayed she'd tell me something.

"Nothing much."

"Going to come and visit me?" I already knew the answer to that.

"Nope."

"I'll come and get you on Saturday and you come and spend the day with me."

"Nope."

"Mom, you can't keep hiding in that house for another twenty years. Let me take you out for dinner at least?" The walk to the park and back took all of five minutes but hadn't counted as an outing.

"Nope. Got food here."

"Mom, come on. We'll just go to My Mother's Kitchen in Tilden. Cynthia would love for you to come to her restaurant. I know she checks on you regularly but think how much it would mean to her for you to go and see her. I know she'd love it. Okay?" Kyara had hoped that bringing up Cynthia's name, someone who had been a friend of her grandmother's and who she knew had been watching over her mom, would entice her mom to go out. After all Cynthia had been a big part of their lives.

"Nope."

"Mom—"

"Have to go dear. Bye."

It made Kyara sick to think she'd allowed that same conversation to happen for so long without forcing something to change. And that she really hadn't done more to make sure her mom was okay. The park was only about one hundred steps from her mom's door and was as close as she'd been able to make herself go. A few times, she'd stood on the grass just down the street and stared at the dilapidated house. It had gotten her close enough to convince herself that she was doing right by her mom but far enough that she couldn't really see the state of the place. She'd been so mad at her mom for locking herself away. It had been that way most of Kyara's life. It had been just too tiring to fight it anymore. When her grandmother had lived with them, Kyara had someone to take her out and show her how to do things and attend her events. She couldn't remember too many occasions when her mom had even left the house. She'd gone a few places with them when her grandmother had forced her to go along. After she'd left—Kyara snorted, that lie of her grandmother leaving, had been what she had to tell people to save face. Everyone had known where she'd really gone but not many had corrected Kyara when she'd say, 'She's moved away for a while.' Those kids who'd tried often ended up with a broken nose or a damn good scrap on their hands. And some were scared that she was a lot like her grandmother, able to kill someone else.

She sighed heavily, feeling the old guilt and sadness from the lies her life was based on. And the fact that she'd failed her mother. She did leave the house. She just never went anywhere with Kyara. All Kyara had ever wanted was to force her mom out of her isolated life and to finally be a part of hers. To act like she existed instead of hiding away in that decrepit shack. The draw for her to hide indoors, never made sense to Kyara.

It had bothered Kyara when at fourteen she'd been kicked out of school. The penalty was only a few days of expulsion, but she'd hoped it would mean they could move. Instead, it had broken her mom's heart. And her grandmother's, who had somehow, in the midst of her trial, been able to make it clear to Kyara that she was to smarten up, there were people watching over her.

Kyara had hated it but the one person whom she could never refuse, even when she was trying to rebel, was Getty, her grandmother. Getty had made it clear Kyara needed to go back to school, get good grades, and go on to University or she would end up like her—doing jail time for something she didn't commit. Besides, there had been her mom, someone had to look after her. Kyara had tried, but she'd finally realized her mom was happy in her little world and, if Kyara wanted a life, she had to get out. When she was twenty, she'd found Daisy who had been the perfect companion to her mom. It had meant she didn't need to worry anymore. Kyara had left, barely looking back, thinking everything was taken care of. And for a long time, it had been. So, what had changed?

She's coming back and everything has gone to hell.

Now that she thought about it, she couldn’t remember the last time she'd talked to Daisy. There hadn't been any need. Things were good. Her mom was happy or content or whatever she really was. But, for the last several months at least, there had always been a reason Daisy hadn't been around when Kyara had come for her short visits—she's out getting groceries, she's visiting her sister, it's her day off. The excuses had been many, but she hadn't really thought about it. So how long had it been since Daisy had been there? She'd have to deal with that later. For now, she'd make sure the payments stopped immediately.

She thought about the real reason she'd come home. It really hadn't been to see her mom, not directly anyway.

What kind of daughter does that?

Kyara had always wondered if there had been a man in her mom's life if things would have been different. There had never been one. Not even her father, whoever he was. Her grandmother had told her to stop asking; he wasn't around, and it wouldn't do her any good to know anyway. Tired of the stonewalling, Kyara had let it go. Well mostly anyway, that niggling wonder of who he could be had never really gone away. And now she kind of wished there was someone around to deal with the mess she needed to untangle. There was one thing she knew—someone had hurt her mom and she couldn't shake the feeling that it hadn't been random. The timing was too coincidental. There was one person who really could wreak havoc on their lives. All of this was connected to her somehow. Her grandmother had been out for almost six months and there was no doubt she'd be coming back.

But when? As Kyara looked around at the mess, she couldn't help but wonder if she had already been there.
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"Hey man. How are you?"

Ryan grabbed Jasper's hand in a firm clasp and let his old buddy pull him in for a man-chest-bump greeting. It was a bit over the top, but Ryan felt it wasn't worth saying anything about. It had been a while since they'd seen each other.

"Buy you a beer?"

Ryan's hands clutched his chest as he dropped into a chair and gasped out, "I don't think my heart can take it. I never thought I'd ever hear those words."

"Funny." Jasper flipped him the bird before signaling the waitress with two fingers for her to bring two beers, like the one in front of him.

Ryan chuckled as he chugged back a good third of the bottle as soon as it was set down. "I thought it was. Really, for a rich guy you've always been rather cheap."

Jasper grinned. "God it's good to see you. Been too long. Too many ass-kissers out there. No one wants to give me any grief, in case they piss off Uncle Jeb."

"Hey, you're the one who had to skip town, live it up, be the party animal, show he was big stuff. You're what? On your third divorce? If the rumors are true."

Jasper's smile disappeared as he intently stared at the bottle, peeling the label off of it.

"Hey, sorry. Didn't mean to be a dick. I'm sure you've been getting plenty of that since you've been back. Your uncle—"

Jasper snorted. "Yeah, he's been a bit of a prick but that's who he is. Always has been and always will be. Did you see how fat he is now?"

"He's put on a few pounds."

"A few? He's well over two hundred and fifty now."

"Kind of sad for a man who used to be built like Arnold Schwarzenegger in his younger days."

"And he has the nerve to tell me I'm nothing but trash. At least I've kept myself in shape." Jasper patted his taut stomach and made eyes at the passing waitress.

Ryan shook his head at his friend. "Really? The ink isn't even dry on your divorce. Or has it even been signed?"

"No, she's holding out for more money. She found out who my family is and that they own a good chunk of this town. Now she wants half of that. Thank God the first two weren't smart enough to figure out who I was and didn't ask for more. Living away from here was a godsend, I could be anybody."

"What do you mean? Gina grew up with you and was in love with you. That's why she ran away with you. You guys were what seventeen? Eighteen?"

"Jealous? Okay, so she knew who my family was, but she was smart enough or dumb enough not to ask for more. Not my problem."

Ryan picked up his beer, now having second thoughts about stopping by to see Jasper. The guy had always been egotistical, but he seemed to have taken it to a whole new level. In school, they'd hung out a lot and had fun together. They'd gotten into some major trouble a time or two, but Jasper's connections had always gotten them out. Even though Jasper's dad had died when he was young, he'd built up quite a legacy and now owned half the town. His family did anyway. Jasper's grandmother and Uncle Jeb had expanded the business, big time, in the thirty years since they'd taken over.

"Sorry. I know. Gina was a great person. I screwed up. I'd be more than happy if she'd take me back but it's not too likely that will happen. She's married, has three kids. Seems happy." He guzzled the rest of his beer and ordered two more. "I didn't come here to go through all my screw-ups. We'd be here for days, weeks if we did that. I've been told I have to shape up or I'm cut off."

"You mean you might have to work a day in your life?"

"Ha-ha. But essentially yes. I want to talk to you about coming back here and taking over the running of our golf course. What do you say?"

"No."

“At least let me finish—”

"No."

"I know there are a thousand reasons why not. Mainly my family—"

"No. And no." He wasn't going to be used, he wanted this but didn't want to seem too eager. Besides it had to be on his terms, or he knew he’d be railroaded. Jasper was easy to handle but his uncle was not.

"Come on, I'd give you a huge salary increase and all the perks you can imagine."

Ryan shook his head, not even bothering to respond. He knew there'd been some underhanded reason Jasper had wanted to meet with him. Even though it had been about eight years since they'd seen each other, he thought his friend might have grown up. Nope, Jasper still used people to his advantage. If there was any way of getting out of normal work, he'd work hard to find it. It almost made him want to punch Jasper, since the guy knew that Ryan would almost kill for this job. He stood up. "Sorry you'll have to get off your ass and run the place yourself. It looks like you'll have to actually work at a job."

"NO! Dammit! I'm not asking you to come and run one of the family businesses, so I don't have to. I want you there because—" His voice suddenly dropped to a whisper. "There's something going on. There's something wrong and I need someone I can trust. I think good old Uncle Jeb is trying to sabotage me. I need to prove myself and, well, you know how that usually works. I'd be your boss. I'm the new VP for Jesperson's Landings Ltd. Well not new, I've been doing it for well over six months."

Ryan dropped back into his chair. "Really? You're second in command?" He tried to look shocked, as he wasn't really supposed to know anything about what Jasper was doing. Since Ryan's adopted parents had moved about seven years before, which was what had really gotten him to wake up and realize he didn't want the lifestyle that Jasper lived, he'd never made it back to his old hometown. Or kept in touch with anyone except one person. He'd been too worried that if he hadn't run when he had, he'd be propped up on a barstool, drooling or locked up behind bars. Or divorced three times, like his old high school friend.

But now, he was back to get the job that Jasper was offering him. Only he thought he'd have to work a little harder to get it. It almost made him feel like he was being played by someone.

Jasper laughed and shook his head. "No, I'm only in charge of this one small company. I think there are eight in total that my Uncle Jeb, well great uncle—although what's great about him I have no idea—oversees. This is one of them. Grandma Rose still runs everything; she just lets Jeb think he does. They sure do have that in-law, or should I say outlaw, thing down—they fight all the time. Anyway, I manage the golf course, the driving range, the campground, and the park. That's it."

Ryan wanted to laugh. It annoyed the hell out of him that Jasper had his dream job. Ryan had busted his butt going to school and working to pay for it. Being a golf course manager had been what he wanted for a career; one he'd tried to follow by attending secondary school. But the competition for jobs was fierce. He was the assistant manager at a nice nine-hole course that looked like it had been built in a farmer's field. Good experience but not where he wanted to be.

Ryan’s buddy, who hadn't even graduated high school, at least that he knew of, was living his dream and then some. It made him rather melancholy to think that the guy he used to hang out with all the time when they were teenagers was really a stranger to him. Jasper's uncle, who Ryan remembered to be a man who had no time for either of them as teens and who had always been preaching to Jasper to get his act together, had given Jasper an important job. Had Jasper gone to college or university? It was doubtful as he'd have had to get his GED first. Ryan couldn't see that happening, not from the Jasper he knew. Or known, he reminded himself. He looked at his friend, who was watching him intently. His intense stare had been a look he'd perfected in school, when he was trying to con the teacher into believing he was sincere when, really, he was full of crap.

Ryan dropped his gaze to the beer in front of him. There had been that smartass look in the depths of his eyes, if one knew what to look for, but there had been something else—fear, maybe? It was not something he'd ever seen from Jasper; the guy had run at life with his sneakers on, his parachute closed, and his arm around the current beautiful woman in his life. Nothing stopped him and nothing scared him.

What was really going on? Had anything really changed with him since high school? Is he screwing with me? It had been Jasper's favorite pastime back in their teen days. It just seemed too coincidental that he had arranged to meet Jasper, hoping to figure out how to get a job at the golf course and now it was being handed to him.

Taking his time to digest what he'd heard, Ryan ignored his friend's anxious look, something else that seemed out of place and drank his fresh, cold beer. His thoughts immediately went to the golf course near Camden that he was being asked to manage. He'd learned to golf there. Not that anyone knew that, as he and his parents hadn't been able to afford the over-inflated prices Jasper's uncle had charged way back then. And, he hadn't wanted to mooch off his friend. So, he'd done the only other thing that he could. He learned at night, long after it had shut down. Jasper had offered to teach him, which he'd accepted. But Ryan's adoptive family had already attracted enough negative attention thanks to Ryan's adopted sister. At eighteen, she'd run off with a married man and father, twice her age. His adopted parents had been devastated as they had been a hard-working Christian family, as his adopted mom used to remind him. They had really come down on him, watching his every move and doing what they could to keep him away from Jasper. That hadn’t worked out too well, as Ryan had often gotten into trouble with his high school buddy. That, however, had meant there was no way Ryan could ask if they'd allow him to golf with a Jesperson.

Golf had been his first love. He'd wanted it badly but knew his parents would flip. They hadn't liked that he'd hung out with the town's bad boy, but the fact that he was a Jesperson had annoyed them to no end. They had tried many times to get him to stop hanging out with Jasper. If they'd known he'd been golfing on a golf course that they said was built with blood money on blood, something he'd never understood, they'd have shipped him off to military school. So, it had become a secret nightly habit. Sometimes Jasper joined him, but after the first month he'd gotten bored and rarely showed up. At least until they'd turned fifteen and Jasper had brought girls and booze onto the course. Once Jasper's uncle found out about that, it ended Ryan's nightly golf ritual, at least for a few months. He'd just gotten smarter after that and didn't let Jasper know he was still playing.

When Ryan had turned fourteen, he'd promised himself he would run that course one day. He'd never been sure though if it had been to prove to his parents that the course was legitimate or to prove to the Jespersons, Jasper's rich family, that he could. They had owned almost everything in the town when he was growing up and he'd just wanted one small piece of their world. Now it was being handed to him. But why? Nothing was ever that simple with this family.

"All right, tell me what's going on." All he knew was that his mom, his real mom, had told him he needed to come home. She needed his help to solve an old murder, namely his father's, along with another man's whose name she hadn’t shared but said she would in good time.

"I can't keep staff. They start and then within a week or two, or if I'm lucky a month, they leave. When I ask why, they look at me like I'm a leper."

"If you'd keep your hands off them—"

"I swear to God, I haven't touched any of them."

Ryan frowned but tried to hide it by rubbing his thumb across his forehead like he had a headache. For once, he was almost ready to believe Jasper was telling him the truth. Which was a shocker, but for him not to take advantage of girls that worked for him? That sounded a bit too farfetched. Yet, he sounded genuine.

"What do you expect me to do?"

"I think if someone else was their boss, maybe ..."

"You'd swear on a Bible which, just in case you're not familiar with it, is a religious account—"

"Ha-ha. Pull one out and I'll swear on it. I am and have been a legitimate businessman. I haven't propositioned any of them ... I haven't even tried to get them into bed. Uncle Jeb is sure I'll screw up so I think he's doing what he can to make that happen. He wants to put Sam Kessler in as manager."

That slight hesitation was telling so he knew that Jasper had propositioned a few women, but there was something that told him for the most part his friend was telling the truth. "That name sounds familiar."

"He used to be the janitor at that electrical plant that shut down thirty years ago. He's pushing sixty and has never touched a golf club in his life. It's the most idiotic thing I've ever heard."

"That's the plant that your family used to own, right? In fact, didn't the golf course get built on it?"

"What better way to use industrial land that no one wants because it used to house an electrical plant that many people felt was dangerous? You got it, build one of the most popular outdoor sports—a golf course. It's not like you'd glow in the dark or anything." Jasper chuckled. "Sam's been working for Uncle Jeb for a long time. I'm not sure doing what, but he's a man who knows how to look after himself. I wouldn't want to cross him, so you can imagine my—"

"Fear? Hey, wait. Isn't he the guy that used to box?"

" —angst at being given the job over him. And, yes, in fact he now trains boxers. So, you can see why I'm a little concerned. There have also been weird things happening, threats ..."

"Like?"

"Like golf tournaments booked but not on the books and no one has admitted to booking them. Let me tell you, I've scrambled on a couple of occasions. Stuff is going missing—ledgers, equipment. I found a golf club handle shoved into a patron's tire ..."

"Did you call the cops?"

"Are you kidding me? Jeb took control and said he'd look after it. No idea if he called his friends in high places or what he did. I never heard a word about it again and got told to keep my nose out of it. Golfers who come here still talk about it though. The stories are all over the place, about who did it and why. The consensus is that it was an affair gone bad. I think it was something else. Get Jasper to fail at all costs."

"But Jeb took care of it and there were no repercussions?"

"I know. It's just something. I hear what people are saying and they expect me to fail. They expect Jeb to race in and save the day. I'm not a failure."

Ryan took a long drink on his beer before setting it down, refusing to comment.

"How is your grandma?" Ryan had never really liked the woman. She was as hard-ass as they came, especially when he was a teen, but she'd been the one to raise Jasper which was why he was so spoiled and why he was appointed the job in the first place. The woman had been one hell of a savvy businesswoman but blind when it came to Jasper. She'd had to bail him out so many times that she just started inviting the judge over for weekly dinners. It had saved her regular phone calls.

"She still thinks she needs to save my bacon." Jasper grinned. "I can't knock it. She's been there for me and, for a change, I want to show her I'm not a complete screw-up."

"And that's where I come in."

"See, you're smart. That's why I want you to work for me."

"Okay. I'll take the job."

"Whoo-hoo. Party man, let's have a drink."

Ryan shook his head, regretting his decision already. "First, we set some ground rules."
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​Chapter Four
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Kyara pulled up in front of the house, having a hard time believing it had only been twenty-four hours since she'd returned. Exhaustion zapped her energy, making it difficult to climb out of the car and make her way up the sidewalk. The new padlock she'd installed gleamed in the bright sun, like a beacon to a ship on the ocean. Only she wasn't sure she liked it. She couldn't decide if it really would deter or attract someone, enticing them to see if they could break it as well. Smiling tiredly, she was sure the door would fold in on itself sooner than the lock would give.

The police seemed to think it had been a random break-in. There had been several in the neighborhood. She wasn't sure she believed them, but she was too tired to care right then. She unlocked the door and staggered back a couple of steps. When she'd left for the hospital the evening before, where she'd slept, she'd secured the house, closing all windows, and locking the door. The smell slammed into her, with the force of a sewage plant. Clapping her hand over her mouth and clutching her stomach, she turned away. After a few moments of getting her dry heaves under control, she reached in the bag dangling from her fingers and slipped on the face breathing mask she'd picked up just in case.

The first thing she did was walk through the house, opening every window and door. Then, taking a chance, she descended the rickety, steep basement stairs to find the fan she prayed hadn't up and died. Once she got the fan working, she realized there was no way she could sleep with the place like that. The thought of her cozy, warm, comfortable bed only an hour away almost had her jumping in her car and heading there. But she was sure if she did, she wouldn't return.

Knowing there was no time like the present, one of her grandma's favorite sayings, she walked back out to the car, pulled out the two big plastic garbage cans she'd bought and hauled them into the house. She started in the kitchen, not because it had been attacked but because it was why the house smelled so bad. The four-foot green and gold counter had zero empty space. An aging microwave, that was huge and bulky and looked like it had been one of the first invented, took up most of the area. What was left was covered in dishes, rotting food, bugs, and flies. Gagging, she slipped on some rubber gloves and grabbed all the dishes out of the sink and tossed them in a trashcan. She kept her head averted, mostly so she could avoid the smell, but she also didn't want to have to clean up puke from the area as well.

Once she got started, it was like she became possessed. She yanked open cupboard doors, some that came loose in her hands, and took out the out-of-date packaged food, the chipped bowls and plates, everything she could grab. Stuff was flying into the garbage, faster than she could even check to see what it was. It didn't matter. It was all going. She didn't even want to know what was there. When she flung open the last cupboard door, it seemed the bit of weight on one end was too much. The whole thing shifted. Startled, she jumped back but when it didn't collapse it just made her even more determined. She just grabbed and yanked, not concerned that half of what she pulled out went sailing onto the floor. She just kept grabbing and throwing, grabbing, and throwing, until the next thing she knew the cupboard had come off the wall and if she hadn't quickly grabbed it, she would have been under it. Slowly lowering it, she rested it on top of the microwave. Thinking it was secure, she stepped back and turned to go grab the bag of cleaning supplies. She'd barely stepped into the hallway, only to be jolted by the crash behind her. It surprised her so much that she jumped and spun, smacking into the wall. Slowly righting herself, she saw the mangled mess of wood sitting like a drunken crown atop a pile of garbage, now spilled across the floor.

Shaking her head, she stepped around it and moved to the other side of the sink. It barely registered when she'd filled the other garbage can—rags, cleaners, and all the food in the fridge went. Realizing that behind the fridge was probably as disgusting, if not more so, she slowly shimmied it back and forth, moving it forward. Once she could squeeze behind it, she almost gagged when she realized that some sort of creature, a mouse she would guess, had died there at some point and was nothing but a ball of fur and bones. She grabbed it with her gloved hand, having to turn her head as she was worried she would not be able to stop gagging. Tossing the dead animal into a bag, she closed and tied the bag tightly and took it immediately out the back door. She stood there for several minutes, drawing in deep breaths as her stomach was still threatening to upchuck the granola bar she'd snagged from a hospital vending machine.

When she felt a little more settled, she headed back in and almost kept walking through and right out the front door. She'd only been home two days and already she wanted to run. Getty's voice though, stopped her cold—'only a sissy would run, girl.' That had been another one of her grandmother's favorite sayings, one that Kyara wished she could forget. Stiffening her spine, she turned and headed into the kitchen, the destruction of what she'd done shocked her. It looked like someone was demolishing the place. She knew she couldn't stop to think about what she was doing. Instead, she grabbed her pail, filled it with fresh water, and set about scrubbing behind the fridge. The floor and wall were so caked with grease and dirt it was like a gummy glue. It felt more like she was smearing the stuff around rather than actually making any progress. After the fifth pail of water, she could finally see the yellow and green wallpaper. Someone had drawn or written all over it. Assuming it was her handiwork as a child, she didn't bother to look at it, she just moved the fridge back into place.

She moved from the kitchen to the dining room. The china cabinet with all of her grandmother's dishes stopped her. She'd never dream of throwing those out, no matter what. Knowing that she wasn't being fair to her mom and was partly to blame for the sad state of the place, she stepped back and turned. The door to the pantry stood open, almost like it was framing or pointing her toward her mom's blood, a congealed dark mass that made almost a perfect oval puddle. It wasn't huge, but it carried a punch. She gasped. It didn't seem real. The truth of what it meant hit her like someone had placed their hand inside her chest and was squeezing her heart.

Who would do this to Mom?

Not wanting to go near it but unable to stop her feet from taking her there, she stared down at it. A fleeting thought went through her mind. How do I get blood stains out? As she looked at the spot, it took her back in time. She was climbing the tree in the backyard, even though she'd been told many times not to. But the one time, she'd scared a robin that had been nesting high in it. The bird had dived at her. Kyara had freaked, jerking sideways, falling off the branch she'd been perched on. She hadn't broken anything, the branches had slowed her fall, but they had also provided her with her first piercings and many scrapes, burns, and cuts. Her mom had to have heard her cry and had arrived to scoop her up, almost the minute she'd hit the ground, and carried her inside to the bathroom. She'd carefully stripped Kyara's clothes off, cleaned and bathed all of Kyara's injuries.

Kyara cocked her head wondering why she'd had that memory. The only thing that came to mind was that her mom hadn't hesitated, she'd done what needed to be done. Same as Kyara now needed to do, get stuff done. Stepping out of her reverie, she grabbed a pail from under the sink since she didn’t see the one she'd been using earlier. She dumped out the sludge it had caught from leaky pipes, refilled it with hot water, hoping that it would clean up the mess. The strong metallic smell of blood hit her so hard and fast, she felt like she could almost taste it. She closed her mind to what she was doing, readjusted the face mask to keep her from smelling it, and scrubbed like a woman trying to erase years of scars.

What finally made her stop she had no idea, but the aches in her arms and knees let her know she'd been at it awhile. Now, after the fifth dumping of water, there was still a dark stain on the hardwood floor but now she could convince herself it wasn't blood. If she hadn't known what had happened, she wouldn't even be concerned about it. It could have been a water stain.

But she knew what happened and she knew what it was. She just didn't know why.
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