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            BIG BAD TEASE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra and her twin brother Herc have been best friends with Titus since they were pre-teens. Titus practically lives at his friends' sprawling estate in the North Carolina mountains. Although Cassandra has always harbored a secret crush on Titus, she's never been given any indication that he might be interested in seeing her as anything other than a friend.

      With her busy social life, she prefers group dates, group hangs, no commitment. She's holding out for one man and doesn't care if immature boys consider her a "tease." Now that she, Herc and Titus are heading off to college, Cassandra dreads that everything is about to change -- including how often she gets to stare at her crush.

      

      Easygoing Titus has always had a little bit of a thing for his best friend's twin sister, but never acted on it because the man does not like change. He's had enough upheaval in his life, and so have the twins. He wouldn't want anything to ruin their friendship. But when the twins' lives take a major turn, Titus becomes even more enmeshed. His urge to protect Cassandra from single-minded college boys will force him to face his feelings, and to admit the truth to his best friend.

      

      This brother’s best friend/friends to lovers romance is the final stand-alone in the Beta Beta Psi trilogy!
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      Cassandra

      

      “Tennis. That’s your meal ticket.”

      Those ironic words from my dad echo in my brain whenever I serve. 

      Although it’s August, today is a pleasant enough morning to hit some balls. My twin brother Herc woke me up a few minutes ago and told me to grab my racket before the temperature spiked.

      I grumbled, but I wasn’t complaining. I love the sport. More importantly, I love beating my brother’s ass on the court. This morning is no exception, as he thunders like a Clydesdale up and down the court, dripping so much sweat he can barely grip his racket. Stopping on a dime is not in his skill set. Bless him. 

      “Do I need to call the paramedics, brother?”

      Breathlessly, he spits back, “Shut your Reese’s hole.”

      “Ooh. Good one,” I cackle as I slam the ball an inch above the net, and it bounces just out of his reach.

      Poor thing.

      Herc is a football fanatic and an up-and-coming linebacker for the school we both plan to attend in a few days. Still, we’re twins, and we like to work out together. Since he’s got about fifty pounds on me, I prefer tennis to his sport of choice. I don’t want to get tackled and injured before joining my new tennis team at Pine Mountain University.

      The Treadways have always been an athletic family. When we were six, Herc and I worshiped our father, Dex, a legendary point guard who led his school to multiple NCAA championships. We’d begged him to let us try out for rec league basketball, but he’d surprisingly advised against it. “You won’t get anywhere with basketball in North Carolina. Too much competition. Stick to tennis. That’s your meal ticket.”

      I think it’s odd that he’d care about that from such a young age instead of simply letting us have fun and worship our hero. Dad’s a wonderful guy but has always encouraged us to take our own paths, separate from his own. His athletic and career paths earned us an amazingly privileged life, a gorgeous home in the mountains outside of beautiful Asheville, and a beach house in the Outer Banks—both outfitted with regulation tennis courts. So, I don’t see what’s so bad about following in his footsteps.

      I didn’t understand Dad’s dry sense of humor until I was an adolescent. “Meal ticket” isn’t something that applies to our family. We’re…how do I put this…rich.

      Dad retired from the NBA because of an injury after only a few seasons. Shortly after that, he married Momma, and they bought the largest chain of massage spas in the United States. Not those kinds of massage places, like the “happy ending” sorts of “spas” you see advertised to truckers along the interstates. Spas, as in sports and legitimate therapeutic massage. We’re in almost every mall in America; you’ve probably gotten a gift card to one at some point in your life, or you will.

      People joke about college athletes majoring in business, but those spas were the best investment Daddy could have come up with. Herc and I never took the bus to school; we had a driver. Dad’s assistant would sweep in with a checkbook when the school needed anything.

      The business does keep Dad too busy, though.

      Mom was involved with PTAs and never missed one of Herc’s football games, my tennis matches, my cheerleading competitions, debate meets, or plays. But we seldom saw Daddy at one of our events. Occasionally, he’d show when we would advance to regional or state. I never held it against him, though.

      Today, Dad has an early morning meeting at the central office downtown. After that, he’s made it clear he wants to spend the rest of the day with Herc and me before we head to our first year at PMU tomorrow. I don’t know who he’s having a meeting with this early on a Sunday, but I chalk it up to Daddy being a workaholic.

      As Herc and I volley back and forth this morning, I can hear more traffic coming up the mountain road than usual on a Sunday morning.

      “I wonder if that’s Daddy,” I say to Herc, knocking the ball deep and to his left.

      “Should be,” Herc says, then grunts as he backhands it back at me. “He said he wanted to drive us to orientation tomorrow himself.”

      I hope that’s him.

      “You never know what can happen in this world; tennis will always take care of you,” Daddy likes to say. He never says that sort of thing about football. I wonder if that bothers Herc.

      Herc hits the ball so hard that I have to jump to return it when it bounces.

      “I can’t remember the last time I saw him drive,” I say after hitting it back.

      “I hope he’s serious. If he’s not,” Herc says, hitting the ball back to my right, “we’ll have to let Titus know we need a ride.”

      My stomach tightens at the mention of our best friend. We could always call for a car, but I’ll never dismiss the chance of spending time with Titus.

      “Can he even fit all of us and our stuff in his truck?” I ask casually.

      “Eh. Maybe?” Herc replies with a chuckle. “He’ll probably have a duffel bag and nothing else.”

      Carefree Titus. The unrequited love of my life.

      Things are going to change a heck of a lot, and soon. And I’m dreading it. Even though Titus will be attending Pine Mountain University with us, I know we’ll see less of each other.

      Herc and I met Titus at Twin Oaks Community Center tennis camp when we were 12 years old, and the three of us instantly took to each other. Titus was gangly and goofy at the time, but to my eyes, he was so dreamy. He was different from my big, soft-spoken brother. The other boy was always laughing about something, tossing back his floppy hair. The way Titus would talk to people while chucking his racket in the air and catching it without even looking was my sexual awakening. 

      Titus practically lived at our house that first summer together and every summer after. He would bike up the mountain, turning down the offer of our driver picking him up. As a result, Titus rode his bike everywhere and was tanned, freckled, and had dark hair streaked with blonde. He had calves that made all the girls on the beginner cheerleading squad weak.

      When Titus finally hit puberty, I was an absolute goner. Not only did he bulk up and his voice change, but his hair grew even darker, which made his hazel eyes all the more striking. His changing face took on a more masculine jawline and cheekbones, and he would often catch me staring at him when I let my guard down.

      “What are you looking at, Squeaks?”

      I’d narrow my eyes and say, “You have spinach in your teeth!”

      Titus had started calling me Squeaks because of the noise of my wet flip-flops one summer afternoon. Herc had been away with travel football, and Titus and I had the house to ourselves. I was so overwrought with emotions while alone with Titus that I’d clammed up, which was unusual for me.

      “Well, if you’re not gonna talk, then I’ll talk to those squeaky flip-flops,” Titus had remarked. “Is that so, flip-flops? You don’t say…tell me more about why Cassandra’s acting so weird?’”

      I roll my eyes whenever he calls me Squeaks, but I want to kiss him for even thinking about me enough to give me a nickname. I’m such a freaking head case around the boy.

      By the time we were 14, Titus was on a first-name basis with everyone on staff at the house and even with Daddy and Momma. “Dex and his better half,” he called them. Everyone was scared of Dad except for Titus, and somehow that made Dad laugh. 

      Our mom, Libby, adored Titus and always made a special effort to cook his favorite food when he visited. That started as soon as she’d heard that Titus’s mother had taken off when he was just a baby and that his dad was raising him alone. From that day forward, Mom always had a guest room ready for Titus and a cupboard full of his favorite snacks.

      Some days, when Titus was not visiting for whatever reason, I lived on Facebook and Instagram, watching for signs of him. I realize now that was a bit much. But I was a teenager, and I was completely infatuated.

      If there were any evidence of Titus having a girlfriend, I would feel my heart racing and my blood boiling. Jealous? Yes. I would investigate until I found out who the woman in the photos was, and nine times out of ten, it was a cousin, a teammate, or just a random friend. But you’d better believe I couldn’t sleep until it settled in my mind that he wasn’t dating anyone.

      On the outside, I was just fun-loving Cassandra. I was captain of the cheer squad, dance team, tennis team, debate team, and drama club, and I never said no to a party. I casually dated in friend groups but never exclusively dated anyone. My line was always, “I’m in high school; I don’t want to be tied down.”

      Those were the words my mother had prepared me with. I’d confided to her that I had a crush on a boy who would never notice me. She’d told me not to chase him but also that I should date around and have fun while I waited. “Maybe someday he’ll notice. Or if he doesn’t, you’ll have moved on. Either way, you won’t waste time pining when you could have been having fun with your friends.”

      So that’s what I did, on the outside. 

      But on the inside? Zero chill. I would have run off and married Titus if he’d up and asked me.

      But he never has, and now at 18, I do not believe he ever will. Not that I’m itching to get married at 18. But at this age, everything feels like an eternity, especially when the boy you love doesn’t love you back.

      Now that I’m thinking about Titus—and I’m always thinking about Titus—I’d almost rather have him drive us to school than Dad…because I have this sinking feeling something is going to come up that will prevent Dad from driving us. And Mom…well. Sadly, she doesn’t get to see us head off to college. But enough of that terrible emotion. I lock that back up immediately; she’d hate for me to dwell in my grief.

      “There’s a reason he travels light,” I reply to Herc, lobbing the ball back to him. “Titus already has a storage unit near campus. He’s always three steps ahead. It’s a calculated type of carefree.”

      “True,” Herc says, giving me a weird look. Or maybe it’s me just reading into it—I always wonder if Herc’s picking up on my babbling on and on when it comes to Titus. Geez, I have it bad.

      Dad’s car appears around the bend in the tree-lined driveway, traveling much faster than usual.

      Curious about the hurry, I stop and watch the Land Rover speed up the hill. The ball that Herc has just aimed at me smacks me in the forehead.

      “Ow! Idiot!” I cover the spot with both hands, the shock and the impact bringing tears to my eyes.

      “Are you okay? You weren’t paying attention!” Herc shouts, running over to check on me.

      I forget about Dad and the speeding Land Rover. My eyes closed with Herc fussing over me, I hear the tires squeak to a halt in the driveway instead of the garage, the car door close, and the beeping of the keypad at the front door, then the house door slamming shut.

      That’s weird. He didn’t even stop to say hello. I open one eye and peep at two more black cars and a black van driving up.

      Uh…what?

      Unlike Dad, though, those other vehicles park on either end of the circle driveway, blocking the Land Rover. Something is very, very wrong here.

      “Herc? What’s happening?”

      “Huh…I don’t know….”

      The big lug has finally stopped berating me for not paying attention, and we both watch as men and women in dark, plain suits exit the cars. A group of three men leaves the van, and their build and demeanor are unmistakable to me: those are furniture movers.

      Furniture movers?

      Did Dad hire movers and a whole entourage of escorts to take our things to college? If so, that’s incredibly excessive. And it is potentially embarrassing on campus since we’ve decided to live in dorms our first year instead of apartments.

      My hand goes to my sternum as if I might comfort my heart into slowing its rapidly increasing pulse. Because somewhere deep down, I know these people are not here for us.

      One of the men in suits knocks loudly on the front door. Dad takes a long time to answer, and when he does, the man shows him a piece of paper. And looks as if he’s flashing an ID.

      “Herc,” I squeak out without turning to him.

      He blithely says, “Wonder what’s going on.”

      Panic rises in my chest. “I don’t like this. I’m going to talk to Dad,” I say, taking a step forward until Herc puts a hand on my shoulder.

      “No. Don’t,” Herc insists.

      “Dad might be in some kind of trouble; we should go check on him.”

      Herc mutters, “If our father is in trouble with the feds, then that means we’re all in trouble, Cassandra. Stay still. They haven’t noticed us yet.”

      “How do you know those are federal agents?”

      Herc doesn’t answer.

      “Herc?”

      “Shut it,” he hisses.

      Minutes pass. Dark-suited people bustle in and out of the house and the attached garages, leaving all doors wide open. My stomach clenches, remembering how Mom would scold us for letting flies into the home.

      I pull my gaze from the house to check on my brother, who looks worried and hasn’t let go of my shoulder.

      His eyes widen slightly, and I turn to see what he’s seeing. A back door opens and out comes Dad, accompanied on each side by one of the strange men. Feds, according to Herc.

      “Ah shit,” Herc breathes.

      And then I see it. My dad—Dex Treadway, two-time NCAA basketball champion and our hero—is leaving our home in handcuffs.

      “Herc. What the fudge?” I say, my voice rising as my throat closes up. I hate that I sound like Minnie Mouse when I’m upset.

      “Cassandra, hush! They’ll hear you!”

      “We need to talk to Daddy!”

      “No. We need to chill and call Dad’s lawyer,” he says, already dialing up Arthur Gamble in Black Mountain.

      Arthur answers immediately. I can hear him even without Herc putting him on speaker. “Hey, sport. I’m already on it.”

      I hear voices up the hill and look back toward the line of cars. Just before the men briskly encase Dad into the back of a black SUV, I think I see something. Our dad looks over his shoulder in our direction. I get the briefest glimpse of his face, and it takes everything in me not to run to him. Where are they taking you? I want to scream. I’ll come get you, straighten all of this out, get ice cream, and then laugh about the whole thing.

      Herc is eerily calm, and I don’t like it. I’m sweating everywhere, and not just from the humidity.

      I try to grab the phone from Herc, but he’s stronger than me despite being my twin and an equal match in sports. Dammit. Not fair.

      “Mr. Gamble, where do we meet you?” I say, perhaps too loudly again, because once again, Herc shushes me. I’m not too fond of it when he does that.

      “You don’t,” he says.

      “What do we do, Mr. Gamble?”

      Arthur responds slowly and deliberately, enunciating every word, even though it sounds like he’s speeding down the highway.

      “Stick with tennis. Tennis is your meal ticket.”

      “What?” I breathe. “What?! Why is he saying that?”

      Herc stammers. “I-I don’t know what that means. Mr. Gamble, we leave for school tomorrow…but if we need to be here to support Dad….”

      “Listen to me,” Arthur says. “You go to school tomorrow. My daughter, Leela, will find you. Everything is business as usual.”

      Now I’m pacing.

      This is terrible. Daddy wanted to be there to move us into our dorms, but now…my feet keep going as my brain turns over every scenario, trying to figure out what to do.

      That’s my daddy in that car, being taken away from me. He was supposed to be there to write the check at the bursar’s office. I wanted to get a job to help pay for whatever wasn’t covered by athletic and academic scholarships, but Daddy insisted on drawing from our trust fund to pay for college.

      “That’s what it’s there for. You need to focus on school. Work will come soon enough,” he always said.

      A fresh new realization hits me then, and I want to vomit.

      Herc hangs up the phone, watching the black car drive away with Daddy in the back seat. The people who remain behind are removing safes, cases of jewelry, antique vases, desks, marble statues, and priceless works of art and loading them in the back of the moving van.

      There goes Grandma’s Louis XIV settee. There goes Great-Grandad’s coin collection. I am heartbroken. Not over the monetary value. I don’t give a shit about the money. I’m watching memories, the tapestry of our lives, our entire family history being hauled out the garage doors like it means nothing.

      And now, a huge flatbed truck has arrived.

      “Oh no. My Jeep! Herc,” I say, tugging his sleeve, “They’re taking your Mustang!”

      He sighs. “Yep. That’s what they do.”

      I’m starting to hyperventilate, even as I tell myself to remain calm and to think.

      Why did Arthur say that thing about tennis?

      “Herc. What do we do? We can’t stay here,” I say.

      He says nothing. But I see wheels turning in his head.

      “I’m calling Titus,” I blurt. “We can hide out there tonight.”

      He shoots me a look. “Titus? He’s at his dad’s machine shop all day. We can’t drag them into this, anyway. I’ll call the school. If we can’t move into our dorms a day early, I’ll book us a hotel room tonight, and we can do an automatic draft from our trust fund tomorrow. Dad writing the check was just a formality; there’s no reason we can’t do it.”

      One foot in front of the other. That’s Herc. My pragmatic brother.

      I nod as I pace back and forth under the canopy of tall firs that line the tennis court. And while Herc is making calls and booking rooms, I text Titus.

      Me: Hey. I hate to pull you away from work, but any chance you want to leave for school a little early? Dad’s in trouble. IRS, maybe? Cars gone. Need to get to school and lie low.

      He texts back immediately. 

      Titus: Where are you?

      Me: Tennis court.

      Titus: Hold tight, sister.

      Of course, my stupid ego would choose now to feel bruised at Titus calling me “sister.”

      Me: Thank you so much, Titus. Love ya.

      Titus: Don’t be mushy, Squeaks.

      I feel free enough to tell Titus I love him in that casual way. It comes off as platonic, I’m sure. He showed me the same affection when he came to my Mom’s funeral and hugged me, saying, “Love y’all.” He was talking about the family, not me specifically.

      I had sobbed into his shoulder and said, “I love you too, Titus.”

      That day was as close as I’d ever come to revealing my true feelings. I was too raw to put up my cute, casual facade. But the day’s circumstances made it seem like I meant nothing romantic by it.

      As I pace back and forth in the shade, unable to watch the movers seizing all of our family heirlooms and possessions, I think back to that day of the funeral. The party that had followed the burial was here, at the house. Titus stayed the entire day. He’d insisted that Dad rest and get something to eat in private. Titus had accepted condolences on our behalf when Herc and I needed a break. He’d made sure the three of us stayed hydrated. Titus had remained until the last guest was gone. Then, after Dad went to bed, Titus, Herc, and I stayed up late helping the catering company tidy up and move chairs. 

      He stayed the night in his usual guest room. When I couldn’t sleep, I’d wandered out to the shed at the tennis courts to cry and scream and throw things so that nobody could hear me. 

      I’d sat on the weird old trunk that Daddy kept in there, the one that Momma had said was too ugly to be in the house. I’d pounded that stupid, ugly stagecoach trunk until my fists ached. And then I’d laughed at how much Momma hated it. And then I’d screamed some more and then cried myself to sleep on top of it. In the morning, I awakened in my bed and found Titus in the kitchen making breakfast.

      “Did you…?” I hadn’t even been able to say it. What girl doesn’t have a fantasy about her crush carrying her to bed and tucking her in? The thought of it made my stomach hippity hop. I was sad I missed it. Then my stomach turned, thinking that maybe it had been Herc, which was not as nice of a thought.

      Titus chuckled, but pushed a plate of steaming waffles toward me across the marble kitchen island. I remember how good the kitchen smelled, and the memory forms a lump in my throat.

      “Yeah,” he’d said, anticipating what I was trying to ask. “I found you and brought you upstairs. Hope that’s ok.”

      Oh god, the way my heart thudded, knowing I was asleep and this man—barely a boy of 15—had carried me to bed and tucked me in like a frickin’ Disney princess.

      I nodded and then marveled as I ate breakfast. “Who taught you to cook?” I asked.

      He’d shrugged, then cautiously said, “Libby.” My mom.

      “She…she did?”

      “Sure. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep, and I’d find her awake in the kitchen. And she showed me how to use some of the kitchen gadgets.”

      This surprised me. “Momma…was awake in the middle of the night?”

      “Sure was,” he’d said.

      I’d wondered what could have been keeping her awake at night. She always seemed so happy. But I was glad Titus got to have one-on-one time with her, a mother figure. That made me happy.

      Even though I was grieving, I was content to listen to Titus talk about everything and nothing. He stayed with us for almost a whole week and a half. He was so much more of an adult than any other boy our age.

      Oddly, those weeks after the funeral were among the most grounding of my childhood. Just having Titus there kept me from the edge of total despair. I loved him already, but those weeks solidified everything.

      “Uh…Cass?”

      My brother snaps me out of my daydream, dashing my hopes that everything will be okay.

      Because they most certainly are not.

      “What is it?” I ask, not at all desiring to know what’s wrong now.

      Herc’s light eyebrows are drawn together, and he scrolls through something on his phone. His throat bobs, and his voice has a slight tremble, which only I can hear when he’s trying to be strong.

      “Th-they…ah…they froze our accounts.”

      “What?”

      No. No, no, no. I rush to Herc’s side, snatch the phone, and look at the screen. His banking app is open, and I confirm everything he just said.

      Checking? Frozen.

      Savings? Frozen.

      Trust? Yep. Frozen.

      “Mother fudge-makers,” I hiss, wishing I could be loud.

      I study Herc’s eyes, and my brother has no idea what to do for the first time in forever. His look is vacant, like he’s chosen an out-of-body experience rather than face whatever it is we have to face right now.

      “We’re going to lose our scholarships—all of them. And we can’t pay,” he says, his voice distant.

      “Darn it, darn it, darn it!” I start to pace again. “Dad, what did you do? What did you do?”

      “Officially, we have no idea,” Herc says, scrubbing a hand over his face.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I ask.

      Herc just levels me with a blank stare, then sucks his lips into his mouth, shaking his head from side to side.

      I have to pace. It’s what I do.

      What would Dad say to do?

      I snort out loud, then mimic the baritone of his voice. “If Daddy had wise words for us, it would probably be ‘Stick to tennis, that’s your meal ticket.’ Thanks a lot, big guy.”

      And that’s when I freeze. Tennis will take care of us. Tennis is your meal ticket.

      But no, that doesn’t mean anything…does it?

      The trunk…they argued about the trunk…

      I gasp so loudly that I nearly swallow my tongue. “Herc!”

      He shushes me again. “What, Cassandra? Will you zip your lip and let me think of a plan? We might be able to get in touch with Uncle Harry. I know Daddy lent him money for the down payment on his house, and I know he’s made a million since then. He might still owe him….”

      I’m barely hearing my brother list off all the people who may or may not owe money to our father—it’s a long list—as I’m now chanting and eating up the distance to the tennis shed.

      “The trunk!” I want to scream now that I think—maybe—that I’ve cracked the code.

      Ignoring Herc’s muttering that I’ve lost it, I throw open the sliding door of the equipment shed and push aside the rolling racks of basketballs and soccer balls, and there it is.

      I can see why my mother never wanted it in the house, splintered, weathered, and enormous. The leather straps are cracked, and the buckles are rusted.

      But maybe Mom never wanted that trunk in the house for a different reason.

      Maybe…

      On my knees, I work one buckle loose. While I’m struggling with the second buckle, a voice behind me makes me jump. “Whatcha doin’, Squeaks?”

      I yelp and turn around, then blow out a breath of relief. 

      Hazel eyes, bright with curiosity and mischief, look down at me. A long-fingered hand scrubs through a head of dark, tousled hair, and a familiar set of enviably thick eyebrows are raised, creasing a beautifully tanned forehead. Titus Butler has arrived.

      “Titus!” I could cry. But not now.

      “Who else would it be?” He chuckles good-naturedly like he had nothing better to do with his day than help me open a trunk.

      “Get down here and help me with this.” I’ll thank him later. Time is of the essence.

      He gets to his knees beside me, and even then, he’s so much taller than me. Gosh, he smells good up close. Like spices and metal grease from the machine shop. 

      Titus tugs at one buckle on the trunk, grunts, and laughs. “Damn, it’s stuck. You don’t have a key?”

      “No. That would be too convenient in a crisis.”

      “Maybe we can smash it with a rock,” he says.

      “I’ll try anything,” I say.

      Unlike Herc, I love him for not asking why I’m trying to open this trunk. As Titus dashes outside to find a rock, my brother’s broad silhouette darkens the shed’s doorway, and he flicks the light on. “What the hell is happening in here, children?”

      I shoot him a pointed look. “Tennis is our meal ticket, remember?”

      Herc blinks at me. I love my brother, but he’s not going to win at an escape room anytime soon. I jerk my head in the direction of the trunk.

      I watch as the proverbial light bulb gradually brightens in his eyes. “Oh, whoa. You mean…no, that can’t be right.”

      I smile. “That’s the difference between you and me, bro. Glass half full,” I say, patting myself on the chest, then gesturing toward him, “glass half empty. It can’t hurt to see what’s inside.”

      Titus returns with a rock about the size of his head, and Herc and I stand back as he smashes the buckle. The rusty metal breaks apart on the third try, and the three of us kneel in front of the trunk.

      It creaks like it’s been sitting undisturbed for centuries.

      But before we look at what’s inside, there’s a knock on the sliding door that sits open.

      My thudding heart once again is in my throat as we spin around to face our sudden visitor.

      The badge she flashes us reads, “FBI.”

      Oh, double fudge. This isn’t a bunch of Internal Revenue Service bean counters.

      We’re thoroughly fudged.

      The agent is deliberately blocking our exit. With a tone that’s way too perky under the circumstances, she asks, “What are y’all up to in here?”

      Without missing a beat, Herc replies, “Just reminiscing about our…dead mother.”

      Good, good, I think. Play the sympathy card. It might buy me time to think.

      The agent, whose badge reads something-something Stephens, smiles kindly but remains firm.

      “I’m going to have to ask you to take your hands off that trunk and step outside. We are here to seize any property of the Treadway residence, that includes any outbuildings,” the agent informs us in an officious tone.

      Herc pipes up, “You don’t seriously think this trunk is worth anything, do you? Look at it?”

      “Then what are you doing with it?” she asks.

      No way my brother is a match of wits for an FBI agent. I have to take control here. I speak fast. “Agent Stephens? Ma’am? My mother…Momma loved this trunk. It’s… all we have left of her. Since y’all froze our accounts, and we won’t be able to attend college, we were just going to use the trunk to get some clothes from the house real quick so we could move out until everything settles down and we can come back home.”

      The agent shifts her weight from one foot to the other and stares at me like I’m a complete loon. “Young lady, your father is being charged with running an illegal gambling ring, money laundering, tax fraud, and embezzlement. I’m sorry to tell you this, but you and your brother will never be moving back to this house. This house is now the property of the Internal Revenue Service.”
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