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by
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She was kidnapped not once but twice and now someone wants her dead because of it... Her life was a lie!

Bailey knew her upbringing wasn’t normal but she’s worked hard to stabilize her life. At 29, she finally has a good business, a stable home. Her life is miles from that of her childhood. Then suddenly her mother dies, leaving a gaping hole and a discovery that they may not even be related. If Guy, the private investigator is to be believed, her life is a lie.

Using the skills she learned on the streets, Bailey travels back through a sketchy and dangerous past, to find answers. Dodging bullets, staying ahead of those who want her dead and convincing Guy she can do it alone, are making it difficult to discover not only the secrets of her mother’s past but that of a family claiming she is theirs. 

Everyone seems to have a story... but who’s telling the truth? And who wants her dead? Is Guy part of the solution? Or part of the problem? To discover the facts, she’ll have to untangle a web of deceit, lies, and secrets, dating back over thirty years.
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Captured Lies is the first book in The Caspian Wine Suspense/Thriller/Mystery Series. All books in this series can be read as a standalone. This is a suspense/thriller with some strong language, and scenes that might bother some. Loose ends are tied up by the end of each story. This is a story that will keep you guessing. Enjoy!

"Captured Lies is an outstanding book and it was a book I couldn't put down..." Dee Sauter (Linda Howard Book Junkies)

“Captured Lies” (Book #1 in the Caspian Wine Series) is one of the most original and well-crafted suspense novels I’ve read in a long time!...” Jenna Brewster - IBR
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From the Toronto Star, Saturday, February 14, 1983


Two-day-old Cassidy Jane Lefevre was stolen from Gracefield Hospital, snatched from the nursery between 1:00 and 3:00 a.m. The hospital is cooperating with the official investigation. Cassidy’s parents, Bottle-Up magnates Gina and Daniel Lefevre, are devastated at the loss of their first child. Five million dollars is offered for the return of their baby. There are no suspects but there are a few people of interest, including a missing nurse. In the past year, four newborns have been abducted from hospitals in Quebec and Ontario. Is there a black market?



Mary scanned the rest of the five-month-old article. It sounded so ugly. Some people were so desperate for a baby they didn’t know where else to turn. Kids deserved parents who’d love them, not keep them as prizes. Rich people were all the same.

“Excuse me. Would you like something to eat or drink?”

Mary looked blankly at the stewardess. “Something to drink... oh... no... No. I’m fine, thank you.” Mary folded the clipping and stuffed it in the brown envelope she’d propped beside her hip, shuffling the baby to her other arm.

“She sure is cute.” Smiling, the stewardess tilted her head and clicked her tongue.

“Well, thank you. I think she is too. She’s a beauty. My best... g-grandchild yet.” Mary looked down at the baby sleeping in her arms and then back at the stewardess. She beamed at her. “Aren’t you just the sweetest thing to say so? Thank you. It means a lot when others notice what I think is true.”

“What’s her name?”

Mary’s hand shook as she patted her carefully coiffed, dull gray hair. Her scalp itched but she didn’t dare scratch. The wig would no doubt shift, so she restrained herself, glad the charade was almost over. “C-candy.”

“Ooohhh. Sweet.”

“How about you? Do you have kids?”

“No.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. Why, I bet you’d be the best mom ever. It would sure be the cutest tyke too. You with your blonde hair and blue eyes.”

“Thanks.” She grinned at Mary before shifting her gaze to wink at the baby. “Sorry but I’ve got to keep moving. Excuse me.”

The stewardess’ eyes darted from Mary to the man beside her. Mary leaned on the armrest between them, closing the distance. His head whipped around to stare at her, his shoulder bumping her cheek. She smiled indulgently at him before shaking her head and shrugging her shoulders. The stewardess nodded in acknowledgement, rolling her eyes as if saying, “Men.”

Mary took a deep calming breath, reminding herself that this was almost over.

As soon as the attendant moved off, asking others what they wanted, Mary sat upright. She looked around. Her gaze met a pair of blinking, owlish green eyes, partially hidden by streaky lenses that looked as thick as the bottom of a bottle. She pursed her lips as she frowned at her seatmate. He nervously pushed up his glasses before sticking his nose into the stack of papers in his hand. Rooting through the pages scattered over his tray and the empty seat on the other side of him, he was soon oblivious to her.

Mary had been tempted to ask him to scoot over so she’d have more space for the baby but was glad she hadn’t. Better that people think they’re together. She almost reached out and rubbed the smudge of makeup she’d left on the shoulder of his blue shirt. Absently, she gently patted her hand over her face, hoping the wrinkles that had taken hours to make hadn’t been disturbed. Her pale face powder felt a bit creased, just like it was supposed to. She relaxed a tad.

Mary shifted the baby to the side so she could reach under the seat in front of her. The infant cried out. “Hold on.” She snagged the diaper bag and stuffed the paper inside. “All right. All right. Do you have to wake up screaming all the time? Cripes, you’re worse than... my... youngest ever was. And man, could she scream.” She stifled a groan at her near mistake. She’d be so glad when this pretend stuff was over. She grabbed the pacifier and plopped it into the baby’s mouth, who gave a mulish look before starting to suck on the rubber stopper with the suction of a vacuum.

The plane jerked, hard. Mary clutched the baby to her chest as she whipped her head around in an attempt to see what was happening. The man beside her dropped his chest onto the tray table, arms splayed wide, securing all his paperwork. His bulging eyes met her glance.

A voice came over the speaker. “We’re experiencing some turbulence. Everyone please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts.”

Mary looked out the window. Gray clouds, low-hanging and heavily laden, filled her view. Lightning streaked past, followed by a loud rumble. The plane jerked and shuddered.

Passengers screamed and shouted. The stewardesses called out instructions as they raced down the aisle, checking on everyone. “Please remain calm. We’re going through some rough weather. Stay seated and ensure your seatbelts are secure. Put your tray tables in the upright position.” The instructions were issued so quickly they were almost incomprehensible.

More booming and cracking shook the plane as though it was having a grand mal seizure. The aircraft dropped nose down. They were descending rapidly—too rapidly. The stewardesses swayed and scrabbled, grabbing seats, staggering as they lurched down the aisle toward the crew seats. The plane bucked as passengers screamed.

Mary slammed forward, smacking her head on the seat in front of her. The baby shrieked with terror. Mary forced herself back, eyeing the infant in her arms. “Shh, baby. Shh. We’ll be all right.”

Papers flew like frantic birds despite her seatmate’s attempt to catch and hold them. Ignoring him, she peered out the window at the sky, a blur of ominous black lit to gun-metal gray every now and then by flashes of lightning. She wasn’t sure what dropping out of the sky looked like but she figured this was it. It reminded her of a ride at the fair where the floor fell out from under her as she’d spun around in a drum. She’d taken that ride only once and only because she’d been teased into it. And the ride had been hell. She’d puked her guts out when she’d disembarked. Now the lurching of her stomach gave her the same sensation. She swallowed hard.

The grubby passenger regarded her with a solemn gaze. “We’re going to die.” Another passenger had started to pray. Everyone seemed to realize in unison that their chances of survival were slim.

“I’m going to go to hell. I know it.” Mary hugged the baby to her chest. “But you don’t have to go with me. I made a promise that I’d look after you. And I will.” She grabbed the diaper bag, unzipped it and threw its contents onto the floor. She stuffed the screaming infant into it.

“Give me your blanket and pillow.” Mary elbowed the man beside her.

He cocked his head.

“Give me your blanket and pillow.”

He continued to stare blankly at her.

“Give me one of your books!”

He jerked upright and grabbed one of his manuals from the seat on the other side of him, clutching it like a treasure.

She ripped it out of his hands. He looked at her owlishly for a few seconds before again collapsing protectively over his papers, haphazardly spread over the lowered tray table.

She looked down as tear-filled blue eyes met hers. The baby’s bottom lip was trembling. In the five months Mary had the baby she’d never before felt a tug in her heart. Amazed at what fear would do to her, she shook off the feeling. She hugged the diaper bag close against her well-padded belly, glad she was carrying some extra protection her taut stomach couldn’t provide. She curled herself around the crying infant and held the hardcover book in front, providing the most protection she could. Her arms were rigid, the muscles screaming in protest as nearly tornado-strength aerodynamic forces tried to pry the baby from her.

“Mother of God, I hope you can hear me,” she silently prayed. “I know it’s been forever since we talked.” But what’s twenty-eight years between friends? So many occasions I should have prayed but I didn’t believe it would help. Fear crawled up her throat, choking her as she continued her prayer. “I know I’ve taken the wrong path—many times. But please don’t hurt this baby. She’s innocent. Something I haven’t been in a long time. Don’t hold that against her. Take me. Keep her safe. She might actually have a chance to be something.”

Screaming, yelling, fear, anger—the dashing of hopes and dreams. Prayers filled the cabin. The lights flickered. The engines howled like banshees in the darkness. Thunder boomed and lightning cracked. The plane convulsed violently.

“Holy Mother of God. Holy Mother of God. Holy Mother of God.” Mary chanted in an endless stream. She wanted to recite a prayer but couldn’t remember any. The vision of a younger self flashed before her eyes, a young girl forced to spend hours locked away reciting prayers, the nuns convinced it was the only way she’d learn, yet none of it came back to her now.

Mary kept her head tucked, refusing to let in to the temptation to stare out the window at the ground rapidly rushing up to meet them. “John. I’m sorry big brother. I screwed up... again. This is my fault.”

The baby screamed and Mary vainly tried to comfort her.

The cacophony of sounds stopped in an instant as a surreal blackness swallowed her like an insignificant minnow in the mouth of a whale.



​Chapter Two
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Donna Saunders

Born January 5, 1952

Deceased April 21, 2012

Bailey read the information one more time, wondering when life would again make sense. She looked up from the pamphlet clutched in her hand. “What do you mean, it’s all paid for?”

“Miss Saunders, I know this is a trying time for you.” Mr. Sommervold, the funeral director, patted her hand. “I am sorry for your loss.”

Annoyed at his patronizing tone, Bailey leaned back in her chair, effectively removing her hand and herself from any contact with him. It was either that or lean forward and punch him. She definitely had the urge to hit something.

She eyed him critically. His narrow jaw would crumple and his sleek nose would either lie over on his cheek or flatten like squished potatoes. She dropped her head into her open palms, allowing exhaustion to drag her toward the dark hole of sleep. The sound of a chair rolling on the hardwood floor yanked her back to reality. Her head jerked up and she thrust out her hand like a traffic cop. “I’m fine. Just give me some answers.”

Long and lean, Mr. Sommervold had been in the act of standing. Now he reluctantly sat back down. “The funeral and burial are paid in full. You don’t have to worry about any of that. The ceremony will take place here at the gravesite tomorrow, Thursday, April 23. Everything is arranged. It’s all in there.” He waved a languid hand at the paper in her lap.

Bailey’s hand shook as she looked at the picture of her mom. Her red hair stood out like a beacon and her ruby red lipstick was in complete contrast to the dye job. Her face was pale and her aqua eyes pinched as though full of pain. It’s not the picture she would have chosen but then there weren’t many to choose from. Her mom normally refused to let others take her picture. For Bailey’s graduation, she’d made an exception. Her present had been a picture of her mom in the backyard. She’d been happy, one of those rare moments. That’s the picture Bailey would have selected.

“Everything has been taken care of.”

“Where did this photo come from?”

“You really should talk to Mr. Lund, your mother’s lawyer. He made all the arrangements.”

Mr. Sommervold stood, his immaculate charcoal gray suit crisp as though he’d just put it on, though she knew he’d been in it for several hours already. The lady who’d met Bailey at the door had stated Mr. Sommervold started at 6:00 a.m. and was there most days until 6:00 p.m. Funeral directors didn’t get a day off. Death was always at their door.

“But how?” Bailey got to her feet, stared at her clothes and brushed her hands down her wrinkled emerald-green dress. When did I put this on? She rubbed her finger over the faux silk material. Her mom had bought it for her four or five years before. I choose to wear it for the first time when you can’t see it? She rubbed her forehead, squeezing hard to push away the headache pounding her skull.

Everything that hadn’t been right between them came rushing to the surface. Stopping the flow of memories took some effort. The tears that filled her eyes took her by surprise. Where had they come from? She’d cried enough over the last two days to fill a dam. She pinched the bridge of her nose. Not now. Not now. Not now. Just let me get through this.

“Are you all right?”

Stupid question, if I laugh, will he think I’ve cracked up? She felt like she was. The 2:00 a.m. phone call she’d received about forty-eight hours before hadn’t been what she’d expected. If it had been her mom saying their fight had gone far enough and Bailey should grow up and let it go... yes. She was all right with that. Being told her mom was dead... no. She’d caught the first flight out of Victoria and landed in Calgary, rented a car and headed to Foothills Hospital where she’d learned her mom’s heart had given out. The doctors had done everything they could but couldn’t explain how that could happen to a woman at age sixty. It just sometimes did. That she’d been failing for several months hadn’t helped.

Bailey wasn’t sure what had hit her harder—her mom being dead, or her mom having health problems and not sharing them with her.

Straightening, she squared her shoulders. “Just tell me who paid the money for her funeral. Who organized it? It doesn’t make any sense.” She stopped short of telling him that her mom had no friends, just Bailey.

Mr. Sommervold pushed up his round wire-rimmed glasses from where they’d slid down his nose.

“I’m not leaving without answers.”

The door opened as his assistant, a stunning auburn-haired woman, poked her head in. “Mr. Sommervold, the Greenings are here. They have a few things they’d like to discuss with you before the funeral this afternoon.”

Solemn-faced, he nodded then turned to face Bailey. “I don’t know who paid for it. Mr. Lund sent me a letter stating her wishes. He also provided a second letter.” He opened the folder in front of him, pulled out an envelope, closed the file and dropped it into the bottom drawer of his desk. After a short hesitation, he slid the envelope across to Bailey.

She stared at him for a moment before picking it up. Her name was scrawled across it in her mother’s handwriting. She pressed it between her palms.

“I’m sure this will answer some of your questions. For any others you have, you’ll need to talk to Mr. Lund. Here’s his business card.”

Bailey stared at the envelope. Would it give her the answers she needed?

“Now if you’ll excuse me. I have other clients I need to see.”

She jerked up her head. Mr. Sommervold was standing in the open doorway, obviously waiting for her to leave. A bit dazed, she stood shakily and walked past him to the main foyer, where she stopped.

Everything seemed surreal. Even the rich, immaculate oak entranceway was too perfect, too daunting. Soft hymn music drifted through the building. Quiet voices drifted to her in whispered, reverent tones heard only at solemn times. They made everything feel more unnatural.

She felt like a character in dream—no, a nightmare. An unexpected shiver shook her out of her reverie.

She strode out of the building to her rented Hyundai. Once inside she stared at the paper clenched in her left hand. There were designs and pictures covering the back of the envelope. Many would dismiss them as doodles but Bailey knew better. She just wasn’t prepared to decipher what her mom couldn’t tell her straight out. Tracing her finger absently over the heart that had three stick figures within it made her pause, for it looked like a family.

Are you saying you’d wished Dad had been in my life? Whoever he was.

Realizing that she wasn’t in any space to deal with what that could mean, she shook off those thoughts. Sliding her finger under the edge she worked her way across the top, peeling it open. She pulled out the slim, folded piece of paper inside.


Bailey, I know you have a lot of questions. That’s just the way you are. You deserve the answers but I can only give you some. I planned my own funeral so it would be one less worry for you. Just go back to the life you had. Keep helping the poor families. I am very proud of you, Bailey. I’m sorry for all the misunderstandings between us. They’re all my fault. Not yours. You’re a good girl, one any family would be proud of. It’s a miracle that you came into my life. I love you... although I don’t really have the right.

Mom



Bailey crumpled the paper in one hand as her tears obscured her vision. Why had she never cleared up that lie about her career?



​Chapter Three
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“I found her.”

“Oh?”

Guy fought back a smile and wondered how one person could convey so much information in such a short word—doubt... disdain... disbelief.

“Yes Gramama, I did.” He allowed himself a full grin, mostly because his not-even-related-grandmother wasn’t with him to see it and give him hell. He was the only person who could get away with calling Dorothea Lindell that affectionate name. He’d never understood why she’d opened her arms to him anyway, given his dubious heritage.

“Wipe that smirk off your face. I’m not too old to still take a round out of you.” Her indrawn breath sounded like a shop vacuum sucking up a pool of water.

Oooh, I’m scared, Grams. He waited her out.

“How do you know it’s her?”

“Well, Gramama, I know because I’m good at looking at a picture and seeing similar details in someone else’s face. That’s why you hired me to find her. Of course my charm and good looks had to have played a part in that.” He had shown her the facial recognition software they’d used to confirm Bailey was a match. It had confirmed Dorothea’s request that he find her.

She snorted in mock disgust while Guy continued to smile. He loved his relationship with her. He was very fortunate to have it or any acknowledged connection with her. She was a lot softer than people knew but he didn’t plan to share that bit of news.

“Are you sure it’s her?”

He could hear the hope and the fear of what that meant and what it could mean. “I am.”

There was a long silence. He couldn’t imagine how difficult this was for her. Even though she’d sent him to find her, the shock after all these years had to be devastating. Especially with all it implied—someone had stolen her granddaughter.

“Just a moment.”

He could hear his grandmother’s muffled voice along with a man’s. Uncle Geoffrey—or at least that was what his step-grandmother had hoped Guy would come to know him as—was angry as usual. Guy flinched, an automatic response. They’d never gotten along. Geoffrey had hated Guy from the moment they’d met.

“What the hell do you mean to bring that brat into this family?”

“Watch your mouth, Geoffrey. He is my grandson and will be treated as such.”

“He’s no blood relative of mine.”

“No, he’s not but he’s important to me. If nothing else, you owe me the respect I deserve and you need to trust me. I’m asking you to accept this boy.”

“You want me to accept the grandchild of a maid, whose daughter swears she was raped here, on our property? Hasn’t she brought enough embarrassment to this family? You want to raise that brat as one of us?”

“You ever talk like that to me again and you’re out.”

Geoffrey had backed down immediately but he’d seemed angry enough to strike her. And he’d never accepted Guy, treating him the same way he treated chewing gum clinging to the bottom of his five-hundred-dollar shoes, doing whatever he had to do to get rid of it.

Many years later, Guy realized that his grandma held the reins at Caspian Winery. She’d given them to Geoffrey when someone had leaked to the media that her husband, Joseph, was his father. Guy would have loved that. The real reason she’d given up the reins for a while was because Joseph had cancer. He’d been fighting for his life and she’d been right there beside him. Once he’d pulled through all the chemotherapy and radiation and seemed to be on the mend, she’d taken back the CEO position but Geoff remained her right-hand person and had continued to act as though he owned the place.

And nothing had changed. Guy had learned to stay out of Geoff’s way.

“Guy, we’ve got a problem,” his grandmother said.

Guy shook off that horrid memory of meeting Geoff. What else was new? Geoffrey always had something crawling up his butt. Guy just hoped his grandmother hadn’t shared with him what he was really doing. “What do you mean a problem?”

“Geoffrey just told me we’re having issues with our new acquisition in Southern California. They want more money. Since I’ve been bragging about your skills as a negotiator, he seems to think I should hire you to run our south shore winery. Well, the one that will be ours if he doesn’t screw up the deal. You’d be very good at least when I got done with you, anyway.” She huffed.

“Thanks, but I don’t—”

“Of course, you don’t have time right now. I need you to keep working this case.”

Guy shuddered. He wished he had the nerve to tell her outright there was no way he would be going into the family business. Ever. Definitely not while Geoff was there.

After a short silence, she said, “Send me a report on all you’ve found out already. And no, don’t email it to me. And yes, I do know how to use it. I just don’t trust it. You can tell me all the firewalls and antiviruses that keep it safe but I believe if someone wants the information, they’ll find a way to hack in. Fax it to me. Make sure it’s her, Guy. Make sure.”

He tapped his index finger on his chin, a quirk he’d involuntarily picked up from his grandfather. He chuckled, remembering his grandfather always done that whenever his grandmother challenged him. “It’s her, Gramama. If you could see her, you’d know it too. Don’t worry, I know what I need to do. I’ll keep this quiet as long as I can. You need to prepare Gina and Daniel, though. They need to hear this from you.”

She huffed again. “Don’t tell me how to handle my daughter. I’ll let them know when I’m good and ready. And when I am as convinced as you are that she is the one. I won’t have her hurt this family again. When I meet her, I’ll decide what’s right.”

He shook his head. He understood her anger but she couldn’t blame it on a kidnapped baby, the only innocent party in the mess.

“Take care of yourself,” she said as she rang off.

He wished she hadn’t said that. She wasn’t sentimental, so a strong sense of foreboding hit him like a smack in the face with a newly caught fish. Uneasy, he stared at the phone as he tapped the end button on his Smartphone and then searched for his business partner’s number.

He watched the woman known as Bailey Saunders walk out of the funeral home, looking dazed and confused. He had to add to her burdens and regret struck him, along with sheer fatigue. He almost wished he’d taken that vacation he’d been putting off. And off. And off. But as soon as this was done, he was going to go far away and lie on a beach.

Despite the hard work, he loved being a computer geek. Although he’d only been at it for a little more than a year with his partner, Graham Knight, Guy had excelled. Knights Associates had been tough slugging for a while to get clients. And when they had business, the hours had been long and grueling.

Their other cases tended to involve cheating spouses but the work was impersonal. The private investigators who hired them wanted any online traces of emails and pictures that would support their theories of infidelity. He and Graham didn’t care for those jobs but they had paid the bills in the beginning. Some interesting cases had come along from the police department, wanting them to check fraudulent activity in a few companies. Then Guy’s grandma had approached him with finding the lost baby, a task way outside their normal work. Finding someone who was stolen almost thirty years before wasn’t their usual assignment and although it fascinated him, he hadn’t wanted to take it. In fact, he’d begged Graham to do it. Graham had just smiled that knowing smile and had shaken his head.

The tears that had filled his grandmother’s eyes when she’d asked had really been his undoing. He’d never seen her shed a tear or even come close. And she’d had plenty of reasons to over the years, especially when he’d been brought into the fold—an offspring from an ugly situation and no relation to her at all. But she hadn’t turned him away and had insisted that he consider her his grandmother. She hadn’t turned him away when his mother had died in a car accident, nor when the scandal of rape had hit the newspapers, for a second time. Nor when his grandfather, her husband, her friend, had died suddenly.

She’d taken it all in stride. Her one goal had been to protect him at all costs. She’d known he was innocent and would not let the media nor his maternal money-grabbing grandmother use him to smear the Lindell name and gain fortune.

He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. He would do anything for Dorothea. She’d been the one to save him from a life of hell in foster homes. For that alone, he'd have helped her.

Hitting the number two on his favorites, he waited for it to be answered.

“Are you calling because you need advice, you miss me or your grandma is giving you a hard time?” Graham asked.

Guy smiled. “Kiss mine.”

“Ah but then one would presume that I wanted to and after catching Mr. Simon doing that exact deed with Mr. Traemont, I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to get that vision out of my head. I think the only thing worse was telling Mr. Simon’s wife, ‘yes, he was cheating but no, it wasn’t a younger woman but a younger man.’ Not cool, especially when we are talking underage. And catching anyone in the act, is not a vision I care to carry around.”

Guy burst out laughing. Graham had worked as a private investigator for a large company for a few years. He’d been hired on to do computer work for them but he’d soon found that they’d really needed an extra body to do legwork and he’d been it. Investigations had never been something he’d wanted to do but he loved to share the stories of the stakeouts he’d been on.

“How’s it going? Any luck?”

“Well, after covertly entering the plane and flying all the way across country, I landed in the airport. After several hours of sleuthing—”

“Don’t tell me you got some dumb luck and found her right away?”

“You won’t believe it. This case might be over before it starts.”

“What happened?”

“I get off the airplane at Victoria Airport, walk into the terminal and guess what? There she is in line getting on a plane. So I get in line, buy a ticket and now I’m in Calgary.”

“Alberta? What in the world are you doing there? Are you sure you didn’t just decide to take that vacation you keep saying you will and are actually calling me from Cancun after one too many rum punches?”

He tapped his finger on his chin as he took a deep breath. Things were good. “I seriously am doing that once this case is over. In fact, I should get Sherry to book me a trip for next week.”

“You think it’ll be over that fast?”

He’d thought a lot about it. His role was to find her and tell her who she really was which made him uncomfortable. How would she feel? Then he’d hand her over to his step-grandmother who would decide how to handle the rest. He’d already done half the job. “Yeah, it’s looking like it.”

“So what’s in Calgary?”

“Her mother. And unfortunately, her mother’s funeral.”

“Shit. Sorry to hear that. It’ll make it tough telling her she’s not who she thinks she is.”

You have no idea. “I’ve got to go. Tell Sherry to check out some prices for me. Hmm... Hawaii, I think.”

“Good choice, ol’ boy. Ta for now.”

Guy chuckled as he ended the conversation. Graham’s snobby British accent was bad but it sure lifted Guy’s spirits.

Glancing out his window, he noted that Bailey was finally on the move. He started his SUV and pulled into traffic four cars behind her. His gut clenched, twisting his insides. This case might not to have the quick finish he wanted.



​Chapter Four


––––––––
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“Mr. Lund? Miss Bailey Saunders is here to see you.”

Bailey stood by the reception desk tapping her fingernails on the polished wood surface. The secretary glared, sniffed indignantly and then shifted sideways, her hand cupped around the phone mike resting against her cheek. She talked quietly into the phone receiver. A brash, no nonsense voice on the other end of that phone though, came through the earpiece, loud and clear.

“Right. Uhm, I need the file on Donna Za—. No. No, forget it. I’ll get it. Give me twenty minutes.”

“Okay.” The receptionist turned toward Bailey with an insincere smile. “Please have a seat. He’ll be a while. That’s why you should have an appointment.”

Although Bailey wanted to slam her hands on the desk, she slid them to her sides and slowly curled her fingers into her palms until her nails pressed into the flesh. She pasted on as sincere a smile as the receptionist. “I’m sorry. I didn't get your name?”

“Isabel.”

I’d have guessed miserable... Bailey squared her shoulders. “Isabel, look, I really need to see Mr. Lund. My mom just died and I...”

Isabel’s demeanor changed like the flip of a coin. “I’m so sorry. That’s got to be really tough.”

Unsure of what to do, Bailey nodded and instinctively took a step back. Something in her actions must have gotten through to the other woman because she switched back to her professional self but with a softer edge.

“You have a seat and I’ll see if I can speed up Mr. Lund. Can I get you something to drink?”

Bailey shook her head before walking across the expansive chrome and glass lobby. A picture of the CN Tower in Toronto caught her eye. As she got closer, she realized it was a painting, not a print as she had first thought. It was an incredible picture. She glanced at the name of the artist. D. Zajic. Hmmm. Never heard of him.

She had jumped to the conclusion that the painter was male and smiled ruefully at that slip. She wanted to ask the secretary about it but was concerned the woman would continue talking to her. Wandering around the office, she looked at all the artworks displayed. Some carried the same theme of high rises in Ottawa or Toronto while a couple were nature scenes. The rest of the pictures adorning the walls were nature photographs. Someone had an eye for seeing the beauty in the mountains and in streams flowing over a rock. The scenes were amazing.

She studied one directly opposite the receptionist’s desk which depicted a lake with overhanging trees in the foreground. On its left was a painting of a river and mountains. She cocked her head. The scenery looked familiar... too familiar. An icy chill crawled up her neck and wrapped around to brush at her temples. She jerked back.

“Excuse me, Miss Saunders. Mr. Lund will see you now.”

Bailey glanced over her shoulder at the starched and pressed receptionist.

Shaking off her unease which she attributed to fatigue and stress, she snapped out of her trance and followed.

The receptionist led Bailey to a plush room that could have easily housed ten individual offices. Behind the desk was a well-dressed older man in a blue-gray fitted suit. His thinning white hair carefully slicked to the side and the hard lines around his mouth disclosed he was past his prime and nearing retirement. The curve of his lips might have resembled a smile, except that it never reached his hard black eyes. He strode purposefully around his massive cherry wood desk.

“Bails.”

“What?” Her eyes widened as she stared hard at him, waiting for an explanation.

“Whales. I’m sorry. I was just finishing up on a case I’m working on.” He extended his hand. “Miss Saunders. I’m glad to finally meet you.”

She carefully schooled her face in only a slight frown but her mind was racing. Something wasn’t right. Her mom was the only one who had ever called her Bails. She tilted her head, wondering if she had heard him correctly. Exhaustion and a thousand unanswered questions might have added to her wariness but she knew she needed to listen to her gut instinct. It had always served her well.

It went against every impulse she had but knowing it was the expected norm, she accepted his handshake but dropped his hand as soon as was acceptable.

“I’m really sorry for your loss. It was such a shock.”

Scrutinizing him, she asked, “You weren’t aware of her being sick?”

His eyes remained hard and fixed on her for a moment before he reassumed his seat behind the desk. “No. No. I was quite surprised that she had died.”

Bailey pondered what she knew but nothing added up. She continued to examine his facial expression. “Yet she had her funeral organized and paid for. Who put up the money?” She sat on the plush leather chair facing him.

“Donna told me you’d be full of questions. Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you. Client Confidentiality.” He sounded smug.

His attitude grated. “You don’t know?”

“What I can share with you is what’s in Donna’s Last Will and Testament and that her funeral was paid in full, in cash.”

“What’s in her Will?”

“Customarily we discuss that after the funeral.”

Bailey glowered at him.

He grabbed a file on top of a stack to his left. “Well...” He read aloud the formal introduction and sailed through the three pieces of paper that were the last connection she had to her mom.

She wrapped her mind around the information and asked, “Essentially I get everything except the house? What about the Dandy Candy store and inventory?” She slumped back in the soft leather chair.

“Uhm, there’s a letter to do with the store.” He picked up an envelope.

As she accepted it from him, she could barely restrain herself from ripping it out of his hands and leaving immediately. Turning away from him, she opened it, careful not to distort or ruin any of the doodles on it. She read the note inside then put it in her bag, careful to hide the extra page that was in the envelope. She’d save that to decipher later.

What the hell is going on? Her fists thumped against her thighs. She strode over to the large windows that overlooked the river valley. The Bow River flowed freely, winding through the concrete and noise to continue on its journey from the mountains across the prairies. She wanted to walk right into it and let the water take her where it would. Tempting, but she had to get this over with. She sighed.

Turning, a framed picture on the wall caught her attention. The name “D. Zajic” was again scribbled in the bottom right-hand corner. The picture was a tree with branches that draped over a creek.

The cabin was nestled in trees, with the gurgle of a river nearby. The rutted road was rough and overgrown, hiding the entrance. She was running and laughing. A man was chasing her. She giggled and ran faster, loving the game they played.

****
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Lund picked up his phone and dialed a number he knew well. “Follow her. Keep me informed who she talks to. Where she goes. What she does.” He almost said what she finds.

“All right. Fifty thousand up front.”

“That’s pretty steep.”

“Yeah, and you wouldn’t be coming to me if you weren’t desperate.” Lund’s caller laughed. “Is she a looker?”

“Touch her and you’ll answer to me.” He shuddered as he thought about Payme’s grimy appearance—stringy, matted brown hair, grease-stained clothes, runners that looked more like sandals now. At least that was how he had appeared the last time he’d kept his butt out of jail.

“Good one. You might be a big shot in your world. But you’re nothing in mine. Remember that. The price goes up if I have to dispose of anyone.” Payme, as he had been dubbed due to the graffiti he always wrote by his victims, ‘pay me with your death’, might have been a small, wiry man at 5’4” but also very deadly. Lund had hoped never to use Payme again, once had been more than enough. Unfortunately, fate had a different agenda and he needed someone who was loyal enough and could take her out, if the necessity came. He’d rather not get his hands dirty again, if he didn’t have to.

“Hopefully we won’t have to discuss that. Just keep me informed.” He set down the receiver with a shaky hand, knowing he was into something that may backfire on him. He was already going to hell for what he did. What he was. What he had done.

This, though, was something he’d thought would die with Donna. Only she’d stolen a photo taken of him a long time ago and hidden it. Actually, she’d led him to believe she’d destroyed it but the photocopy that had arrived today had been enough to know it still existed. He’d burned that little present in a pail with a liter of gas. It was just like Donna to reach from beyond the grave to let him know he wasn’t off the hook. He’d pay for what he’d done to her.

It had been an invigorating game, letting Donna think she’d been in control. He could have taken her out at any time. He’d made so much money because of her. He chuckled as he sat straight in his chair and slowly climbed to his feet. It had been too easy. She’d been a scared rabbit, trying to act tough. He was going to miss her hard smackin’ demands. She’d fed him so much information about all those men in government. Her husband included. Really, he was going to miss her. She’d given him enough to blackmail at least fifty more people. Ah... the sins of the rich and powerful.

He brushed his hand back over his hair as he made his way across the room to his scotch. As he reached for a glass, he froze.

What if someone else finds it?

Feeling lightheaded, he rested his fingers on the table to steady himself. The picture should have been little more than an embarrassment, one he could have explained away or cast him as a victim. His in-laws didn’t like him, though, and would do anything to get rid of him. If they knew the photo existed... well, the things he’d done to protect himself—the bribes, the blackmail, the man he’d murdered, the extortion—and the lifestyle he lived, were acceptable. People finding out about him and his real preferences in life was not. He made a lot of money from just that kind of secret. If his were known...

He shuddered. He couldn’t take the chance. His game of twenty-nine years would have to end. He just had to make sure that not all parties were aware of what exactly he’d been playing at. It had been so damn invigorating and thrilling, especially knowing a degrading picture of himself existed that would have solved all their problems, had they gotten their hands on it. One of them would surely like to actually put the bullet between his eyes that he’d been threatened with on many occasions.

He had started it and now must end it.

All because of a damned picture.



​Chapter Five


––––––––
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“Oh Heavenly Father please accept Donna into your arms. Take care of her for those on earth who loved her...”

The minister’s voice droned on. Bailey bowed her head, letting the tears fall freely. She couldn’t understand why her mom hadn’t told her she was ill. They never really talked about anything personal without it turning into a disagreement, but she didn’t think that was an excuse for her mom to withhold something of this magnitude.

Bailey dug in the right pocket of her long, blue coat for a fresh tissue. All she managed to find was a mangled one that had seen better times. The left pocket was already full of used ones. She held the shredded pieces together and blew her nose as best she could. Stuffing it back in her pocket she raised her head. The few other attendees, whom she had no idea who they were, still had their heads bowed. Thankful for the reprieve from the I’m-so-sorry look everyone was giving her, she looked straight up. Clouds and blue sky mixed, letting the sun play hide-and-seek. She let herself drift with the ever-changing sky, blanking out all that was going on around her. A stiff breeze whipped around her, enveloping her in its cool biting presence. She shivered. She shifted from foot to foot. Normally two-inch heels didn’t bother her but today they were pinching like crab pincers. The minister’s voice carried on in a monotone that was an instant sleep inducer. She tuned him out. Sleep was something she could use. About seventy-two hours worth.

But not yet.

She’d had a conversation with her mom just the week before. It had been awkward and stilted and about the weather and politics rather than their fight several days prior. Her mom never said a word about being unwell.

But she’d known.

Bailey clenched her hands. She was tempted to look at her watch but she could hear her mom telling her it would be just plain rude. ‘It’s over when it’s over.’ She didn’t want to do anything that would upset her mom on this day. Maybe she could do something just once that would make her proud.

The pressure sitting on her chest felt like a hundred-pound anvil, teetering, ready to crash. Anger, frustration, anguish, fear, sadness, rolled, twisted and churned in Bailey’s stomach as all the times she and her mom used to fight ran through her mind. They came fast and furious, spinning like a top, zipping from one to another and back again. Startled by the speed with which it hit, she guiltily looked around as though exposed, as if everyone knew what she was thinking. And thinking she deserved it.

She forced her thoughts to other things. Had she called Tina before she left? She hoped her friend hadn’t driven across the city to find out she wasn’t there. A niggling memory of something planned with Tina and Deb this weekend popped into her mind but she couldn’t remember the details. She’d have to call them.

They’d be upset. It wasn’t the first time. The other times had involved her mom too. Not that her friends knew that. She’d never discussed her family or lack of it. This was another rule she’d had to live by.

It’s all fixable.

Looking up, her gaze was caught by the sight of the casket. The finality of what it meant slammed into her.

This... this isn’t fixable.

She buried her face in her hands and pushed hard. Not here. Not now. She wanted privacy when she let loose. Until now she’d been too numb to really take it in. But this...this was final. There was no going back. No, ‘I’m sorry Mom. We disagree but that’s okay. I still love you.’

Why didn’t you tell me you were sick, Mom? Or did you?

A few months before, a time when she’d left her friends high and dry to zip home because of her mom’s urgent and very bizarre phone call wouldn’t be pushed away. She’d phoned and demanded that Bailey come home immediately.

Bailey had panicked and taken the next flight. It had been a really bizarre week. Her mom had insisted she just needed to see her daughter. They didn’t spend enough time together but she wouldn’t share more than that. She had sworn she was just lonely and feeling bad about the relationship they had. Everything had felt off. Bailey had felt queasy, the same feeling she’d had growing up, every time they’d fled from their latest location. At her mom’s insistence, she’d finally put the bizarre behavior down to stress, being overworked, worrying too much about the store, about Bailey being in the news.

But maybe it had been something else.

Was it part of your illness, Mom?

Bailey sighed. Exhaustion rolled over her. Her hands fell to her sides, her shoulders sagged, her chin fell to her chest and her mind went blank.

“She was taken from us...”

Bailey shook her head, trying to deny what was happening. Stretching her eyes open wide, she blinked several times. Restlessly she shuffled her feet. The scent of lilac drifted up to her. The funeral home had taken care of every detail. The gravesite was covered with a carpet of lilacs. Her mother’s favorite flower and fragrance from her childhood. One of the few memories she had shared with Bailey. That and the fact there were no living relatives. And the rest of her childhood was too painful to share—especially regarding why there was no other family.

“Let’s bow our head in prayer. Oh Heavenly Father...”

Bailey closed her eyes while the reverend recited the words, not because she was following the ritual of prayer but because she didn’t have the energy left to keep them open. She clasped her hands in front of her. A strong spring breeze whipped around her, slicing through her thin dress coat.

“Excuse me, Miss Saunders?”

It took a moment for Bailey to realize the Minister was talking to her. She blinked at him. Genuine concern was etched in his features and it pulled at Bailey with the deepest yearnings of an emotionally starved child. She barely caught herself from leaning against him. Just for a moment she wanted someone to take this away.

Stand on your own two feet, Bails. I didn’t raise a weakling. Bailey snapped upright as her mom’s words popped into her mind.

“The service is done. Your mother will be laid to rest in the ground later today....”

Bailey blinked several times. Too numb to talk or to really understand what he was saying, she nodded. Squeezing her hand, he said, “May God be with you.”

“Thank you, Reverend,” she mumbled in return. He moved toward a waiting car. The funeral was finally over. Could she finally go home and... and...

“Hello. We’re Mr. and Mrs. Prichard.” They grasped Bailey’s limp hand. “We’re so sorry for your loss.”

Bailey smiled wanly at them.

“We were regulars at your mom’s store. She found some of the most exotic candies I’ve ever tasted. That Delafee Chocolate she imported was very expensive but it was to die for.” The woman’s eyes opened wide as what she said registered. She turned a bright shade of red. “She’d never give away her secrets as to where she got her stuff. She was a very mysterious lady but such a pleasure. I’m really sorry she’s gone.”

Bailey nodded, not sure what else to do. “Thank you. Mom would be happy you’re here.” The middle-aged couple silently made their way toward a beautiful red convertible.

“Ooooohhhhh. My dear—”

“How tragic. This is just so wrong—”

“Your mom was in the prime of her life. I’m so sorry.”

Two stooped, cane-carrying ladies popped right into her face, talking over the top of each other. Bailey looked from one to another and then gave up trying to figure out who was saying what.

“It’s never the right time. But she’s with God now—”

“She’s walking in the hands of the Lord...”

It dawned on her these two might be professional funeral mourners. Her mom didn’t have any best friends—or real friends, for that matter. Everyone was just an acquaintance. That was one of the things they’d argued about over the years. Her mom had taught her from a young age not to make friends—‘they’ll just hurt you or you’ll hurt them’.

Her friends Tina and Deb immediately came to mind. Isn’t that what she’d done to them? Again. And again. She’d tried to be in a friendship, thinking it would solve everything but it only created headaches. She sucked at it as she felt she did at most things in her life.

“Thank you. Excuse me.” Bailey backed away from the two women who were openly bawling like they’d lost their very own child. Sidestepping them, Bailey made her way around the gravesite. A couple and a young girl of about twelve stepped in front of her. Bailey tried to hide her annoyance.

“Hi. We’re sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you.” She tried to go around the threesome but the woman put her hand on her arm, detaining her. Bailey looked at them blankly.

“Your mom was so good to Taylor.” The woman smiled at her daughter. “She used to watch Taylor dance. She taught her more about ballet than the instructors did. Our Taylor blossomed under your mom’s guidance.”

Bailey nodded. It wouldn’t do any good to tell them they were at the wrong funeral. She’d begged her mom to put her in dance school but her mom had said it was an expensive waste of time. She doubted her mom even knew what a plié was. The woman gave her a quick hug before leaving.

Everyone had gone. She took a deep breath before looking at her mom’s casket. The beautiful black onyx shone as though under a spotlight, draped with a white satin scarf and a large bouquet of flowers—daisies, irises, carnations, tiger lilies, pansies, roses and several others she didn’t know. It exploded with colors—reds, oranges, yellows, purples—and reminded her of the hill in The Sound of Music, her mom’s favorite movie.

I think you would have loved it, Mom. Bailey squeezed her hands together as though in prayer then pressed them against her lips for a moment. Her thoughts were rapid fire.

Were there enough flowers? Were they the right ones? Was that the right outfit for Mom? Did it really matter what she wore? The blue one was her favorite, all those frills. The red, sleek dress was the one Bailey would have chosen. It was something else from the old days her mother wouldn’t talk about. Her mom had obviously arranged for the blue outfit. The funeral home already had it. But who had given it to them? How long had she known she was dying? Who had paid for the funeral? What else haven’t I been told?

She took in several calming breaths. When can I get out of here? When can I go back home? The estate—what possessions she had—must be settled. Then she could go. Should I have found more people to come to this?

The letter had made it clear she had not wanted her death advertised. She had placed a small notice at the shop stating it was closed until further notice and only those who had phoned her cell to find out when it would reopen had been told she had died. Stepping backward, she took one last look before bowing her head. Pain radiated through her skull with the blunt force of a hammer. Stopping, she pressed her fingers into her temples and counted to ten.

Maybe this’ll all disappear and I’ll wake up.

She looked about. A bleak, dreary day greeted her along with a clear view of her mom’s casket resting over the open hole that was ready to swallow her. Bailey spun around. Her eyes lit on her car and she walked briskly toward it.



​Chapter Six
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A man stepped from the shadows of the trees to stand beside her Hyundai rental. She stopped and stared. His black suit was appropriate for a funeral but she didn’t remember seeing him at the gravesite. He looked as though he’d just raised his head from prayer, his feet were still shoulder width apart and his hands were clasped loosely in front of him. Why was he looking at her so expectantly and with such a foreboding expression?

Bailey frowned as she made her way along the gravel road, her eyes never leaving his face. As she neared, she noted he wasn’t as old as she’d first thought, and he was kind of cute with a young George Clooney countenance—dark and mysterious. An unexpected shudder caused her to hesitate a few feet from the car.

“Hello. I’m sorry for your loss.”

She’d heard that over and over for the last few days and yet she felt that this stranger actually meant it. She watched him closely.

“Did you know my mom?”

He looked down, his whole body visibly tensing. A couple of heartbeats later he raised his head. “No. Not... No, I didn’t.” His sky-blue eyes darkened. “I just wanted to give you my condolences.” He seemed to study her for several seconds before striding away.

Bailey stared after him in confusion. Something had just happened that she couldn’t quite decipher. It was as though he’d made a decision that was directly related to her. She watched him climb into a dark SUV and drive away, winding his way through the maze of roads as though he knew them well.

That hit Bailey hard. Her mom had known she was dying. Someone had paid for an elegant funeral and ceremony. Could it have been this stranger, a boyfriend she hadn’t told her about? He’s kind of young, Mom, but wow.

For a brief second that brightened her mood. It would be a relief if her mom hadn’t been alone. Bailey sighed. But her mom hadn’t dated and she would never have considered a younger man. She’d always said he’d be eighty and too darn weak to lift his arms.

She grabbed the car door handle. I just want to go home.

Her mind wouldn’t stop though. Who had paid the bill? The couple with the daughter? Bailey snorted. They couldn’t have known her mom, she’d never let Bailey near dance. They’d be embarrassed when they realize the mistake they’d made.

Bailey’s headache pounded through her skull with jackhammer precision. She pressed her fingertips against her temples. The wind whipped up, letting its presence be known as it wound its way through the trees and gravesites. Fear came from nowhere and landed with a punch to her gut and then spidered its way throughout her body. It wasn’t the noise so much as the absence of it. Someone was watching her. She knew it. It was a feeling that had served her well in the past. Looking around, she noted the rows upon rows of granite, etched with names, dates and loving memories that surrounded her. The flowers dotting the graves and the shrubs and pine trees broke up the uniformity but it was still deserted. She couldn’t help but shudder at what all that meant. For a brief second, she had a vision of all the bodies rising up from the graves, with arms held forward, walking towards her.

Then the breeze which had been like a gentle caress blew with a howling force. She staggered at the impact of it. Struggling to stand upright, she looked up. Big drops of rain hit her in the face. Heavy gray clouds encased the sky. She scrambled for the door handle. Grabbing it, she yanked it open and dove in, just as the downpour started. She sat there for several minutes staring at the bleak sight. Sheets of rain obliterated her view. Fumbling around in the unfamiliar car, she managed to get it started and then found the windshield wiper switch. She flipped it to high speed. The deluge hit her window like a waterfall. The wipers were flipping as fast as possible and still weren’t able to clear it for more than a second.

A chill scooted down her spine like a colony of ants. Shivering, it wasn’t clear to her if it was from the cold and rain, the sense of dread that the cemetery had evoked in her, or all that she wasn’t ready to acknowledge. She eased the Hyundai forward, straining in an attempt to see through the curtain of water. Puddles the size of mini lakes formed. The poorly graveled road had turned into a child’s dream, a muck fest. Out of respect, she tried to drive slowly but the car kept losing traction. Fed up with absolutely everything, she sped up, ignoring the mud packs flung from the tires.

As she reached the main street, she sagged over the steering wheel as she peered out at the fast-moving traffic, unfazed by the poor weather. The worst part was she shouldn’t be either. This was normal weather for Victoria. Even that fleeting realization saddened her. And quick on its heels was another—had it really been home or simply a place she’d been hiding out from her mom? Shaking off those morbid thoughts, she eased onto Memorial Drive and headed east toward Deerfoot Trail.

An hour and a half later, thanks to accidents, flooding and the odd impulse to lose an imaginary tail, she pulled up to her mom’s little blue house in Canyon Meadows in southwest Calgary. The rain had eased to a slow, mesmerizing drizzle. No thoughts, no sounds, no smells, nothing intruded on the glazed focus she had out her windshield.

A horn honked and she jerked upright. How long had she been sitting there? A dog shot across the street, disappearing around the corner of a house. She blinked a few times as she became aware of the fogged windshield and the chill invading the car and her thin clothes. She reached for the handle. Leaning heavily against the door, she pushed it open. Exhausted beyond anything she’d ever experienced, she lifted her left-hand overhead and grabbed the support. One. Two. Three. Heave.

Awkwardly and slowly, like a person with severe arthritis, she managed to pull herself out. She wobbled a moment before she found her land legs. After opening the trunk, she pulled out her suitcase and carry-on bag.

Out of habit, she marched to the front door and lifted her hand to knock. Her mom was always in the living room. But just before her knuckles touched the wood, she realized what she was doing and her fist froze in mid-air. Jerking back, she jumped down the four steps and headed around to the side. At the gate she dropped her luggage as she reached up to play with the tricky slider lock. After a few tries she got it open. Closing but not latching it, she continued to the back of the house. She hurried to the table and wooden stool set in the middle of the lawn as the chilly air wrapped around her. In the seat closest to the house a hidden clip had been installed under the seat. Once she’d retrieved the key, she made her way back to the door. Her hand shook as she shoved the key in the lock. It took several attempts to unlock it.

She pushed her way in. The last time she’d left hit her like a locomotive. The fight she’d had with her mom flashed like a movie rerun. They were, as always, yelling at each other.

“Don’t go, Bails. What aren’t you telling me?”

“Not a damn thing, Mom. Like always, you want to control my every move. Well, not this time. And never again. You have meddled in my life for the last time. Bye, Mom.”

“Bails. No!”

Bailey walked out of the house, giving the door a heavy push. The hard slam infused her with a sense of satisfaction.

“Don’t come back, unless you learn some damn manners first! Someone has to look after you and I’m the one who took the job. No one else was there. I’m your mother, Bails!”

She kept walking without acknowledging her mom. Climbing into her car, she drove away.

Her visit had been the same as always.

Fighting.

Yelling.

Storming away.

Tentatively making up.

Moving on.

Bailey shook her head. If she could have the last month back, she would change everything. One month. How was she supposed to know that things would change so dramatically in that time? She could have gotten her mom medical help. She could have done something.

Two years and she could change another confrontation. She’d wanted her mom to visit but she had refused, asking, “Who’d man the store? How would I get there?” Or five years ago, when they’d argued about Bailey moving east. She hadn’t really decided where. It had just been a thought. But she had gone berserk, totally freaking out. She’d scared Bailey more than the hundred times they’d moved at night. Not moving east was another in her mom’s one hundred and one rules that hadn’t made sense.

If she could go back fourteen years to when she'd turned fifteen, she could fix it. Everything had changed that summer and nothing either one of them had done could recover the closeness they’d once felt. This time there’d be no making up. I’m so sorry, Mom.

Bailey felt like she went from free falling to crashing with a driving force. She dropped to the floor, tears already dripping off her face. Heavy, wracking sobs tore through her, starting in her gut and ripping outwards. Her body shook as the pain and anguish coursed through her like a hurricane barreling across the ocean to crash on land, tearing to shreds anything in its wake. She curled on her side into the smallest fetal position she could muster.

Eventually the sound of an old-style ticking clock filtered through her consciousness. Opening her gritty, burning eyes, she closed them just as quickly as the last vestiges of light bounced off the brilliantly shining floor. Bailey pushed herself up, arching her neck so she could see the wall clock. 5:40. Was it morning or evening?

Beyond the window, it was still a dreary day with gray skies and muted light. She guessed evening. Shifting slightly, the hard surface dug into her tender hip. She groaned and then shivered as the cold linoleum penetrated her thin, damp clothing.

Pulling herself to her feet, she grabbed a cup from the cupboard and filled it with cold tap water. The fluoride taste turned her off but she downed it, anyway, hoping it would appease her empty stomach for a while. Her stomach instantly protested by knotting up, reminding her it was more of a symbol for what she was avoiding. Somehow, she found the courage to look at what she had wanted to avoid, the reason she hadn’t come to the house before then.

The city newspaper lay open on a stack of newspapers, just like always. Her mom would read a bit before rushing off to work or running errands, but she’d always return to examine them from front to back. She should be returning to read more... give her opinion on what the government was doing wrong... grumble about who was still in government.

She’ll be back, at any moment.

Bailey’s breath hitched and she pressed her hand to her stomach. Everything else looked the same - clean, tidy, not a thing out of place.

But it wasn’t the same.

She looked down at the mug in her hand—Friends are like sunshine, there for the good times and gone for the bad.

To avoid all of this, Bailey had chosen to stay at a hotel the last two nights. Staying now wasn’t a good idea either but she didn’t have a choice. She picked up the dark red luggage splayed across the floor and made her way out of the kitchen, turning right at the living room to go down the hallway. Her feet took the route that, although not done frequently, was still familiar. Her mind remained focused on the spare bedroom and thoughts of sleep. She stepped into the room and dropped her stuff in the corner.

Immediately, she heard her mom’s voice, ‘You have to put your stuff away. It’ll get wrinkled. There’s no one to pick up behind you. And don’t expect it. You have to do it yourself. You’re not royalty, you know.’ Even living on the streets her mom had made sure that Bailey took care of the meager belongings she had. At eighteen, when Bailey had moved away, she’d been even more adamant about it.

Every chore since she could remember, had been followed by that statement.

Bailey flopped backward onto the bed, her arms flung out at her side. “Ouch.” Sitting up, she pulled out the hair clip she’d carelessly put in that morning. She tossed it on the bedside stand and finger-combed her straight brown hair. She tugged on it and then winced. Something finally felt real.

So many thoughts floated through her mind. It occurred to her that she should call one of her friends, but she wasn’t sure what she would say. She couldn’t really tell them what was going on because she’d never really talked about her family. Her mom had sworn her to secrecy about their past—where they’d lived, what kind of work her mom had done, who her dad was—which she didn’t know anyway, where she went to school, where her relatives lived, sometimes even what her real name was.

Everything was always a damn secret. Even your death.

Tired and wrung out, Bailey closed her eyes. Tears trickled out, ran down her face and into her hair. There’d be no more jokes between them—not that there had been many in a long time. Or ever really for that matter.

She yawned. She knew she should get up and shed her coat, her navy-blue pantsuit, her shoes... maybe change into pajamas but she didn’t have the will that would propel her upwards. If she was lucky, she’d wake up and realize this had all been a bad dream. She could call her mom and make up with her. Forgive her for being so damn obstinate. Something they definitely had in common.

Her mom’s face with one of her rare smiles flashed through her mind. Just as quickly the vision of her lying in the casket followed. When did it end?

Bailey’s body might have been resting but her brain wouldn’t shut down. Thoughts continued to swirl for a long time, until all that was left was exhaustion, pulling her down a deep dark hole.



​Chapter Seven
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The phone rang.

Guy shifted in his seat.

It rang again.

He slouched against the car door.

It rang again.

He stared off into space, thinking he should be used to this by now but he always seemed to forget her little quirk of deciding when she’d answer.

Then came the fourth ring. “Yes.”

Her tone made him feel like he’d been the one keeping her waiting. “It’s her, Gramama. No mistake.”

Silence. Hesitation. He knew she was torn. On one hand, wanting it to be true. On the other, she knew what this information would do to her family. “What’s she like? What does she know about the kidnapping? How greedy is she?” His grandmother’s voice sounded abrupt, angry.

He blew out an exasperated breath. “I haven’t really had a chance to go through much with her. I don’t think she knows anything.”

“What does she look like? And don’t tell me ‘just like Mama did.’ I know she’s the spitting image of my mother. Those pictures you showed me told me that. What color is her hair? Is she a real brunette or is it dyed? Her eyes? Are they green-blue? How much money does she want?”

There was a loud whack sound. He jerked the phone away from his ear. She’d hit her cane against the cherry wood, Montclair credenza desk in her office. A bad habit he’d like her to stop. She needed the cane on occasion but used it more as a weapon or instrument to keep people in line than as the crutch it was supposed to be and sometimes, he wished it would break in two and end her whacking habit.

The desk had once been covered in a very thick layer of varnish. His grandpa had been smart enough to get it sanded and recoated twice a year, as she was just a tad hard on it—same as she was with those in her life. His grandfather had been one of the few who’d known how to handle her and make her smile while he was doing it.

I miss you. You died too young, Gramps. Sighing, he brought himself back to the conversation as his grandmother continued, “I needed you to find her for peace of mind but you can’t bring her home until you know more about her. I will not have Gina and Daniel put on an emotional roller coaster by this woman. I will not have her come into our lives and start making demands. They don’t know any of this. It will be enough of a shock, if things work out. Find out what you can about her. I want to know if she’s going to cost me or if she is the beautiful granddaughter she would have been, if raised by her real mother. Understand?”

Guy didn’t bother telling her he’d already uncovered her background. She was twenty-nine, single, had been offered a lucrative job in Toronto with her own TV show on interior decorating. She’d moved a lot in the first eighteen years of her life then a few times after that but she’d now been in the same apartment for the last five years, the longest she’d been anywhere. He hadn’t talked with any of her clients or friends because he hadn’t felt the need. His task was simple - find her, tell her and get home.

The only piece to the puzzle he hadn’t figured out was how she came to be with Donna Saunders. That piece was still a bit murky. Over the last six months, he’d focused his time on finding her. He still wasn’t clear how his grandmother had discovered the west coast newspaper article on how Bailey had helped a needy family remodel their home. His grandmother had given him only enough facts to pique his curiosity.

“Understand?”

“Yes Gramere. I understand.”

“Don’t call me that. It makes me sound old. And I’m not.”

He silently grinned from ear to ear and he sensed she was smiling too—not that she’d let anyone see her. That wouldn’t compliment the image of the head of the Caspian Wine Company. She was a woman who, against all odds, had risen to lead an empire in a world dominated by ruthless men.

Guy admired the hell out of her.

After the distinct click from her phone, he hit the end button on his. Fighting the urge to get out of his car and stretch, he rolled his head around to loosen the tight muscles. The last time he’d slept in a car he was sure he’d been eighteen and drunk, one of the only times he’d indulged himself. If the hangover hadn’t cured him, the disappointment in his grandmother’s eyes had. That was the only time he’d been relieved his grandpa hadn’t been alive. Guy didn’t think he could have lived with his being disappointed as well.

He shifted a few more times to work out some kinks. A car wandered past and he turned his face away. Once the vehicle was gone, he looked out his window at the house two doors down the street. No movement yet. In fact, since she’d entered the day before, there hadn’t been much of anything happening. He’d been tempted a time or two to check on her but his gut told him to wait. So, wait he did. Fourteen hours later, he was struggling to remain patient. Get him on the computer for that long and he was fine. He could spend hours online and feel useful. When it came to long surveillance, however, he hated it and would dump it on his partner Graham whenever possible. It usually cost him tickets to a baseball game but he gladly paid it.

His stomach clenched, letting him know he was well beyond hungry. Sighing, he wished he’d thought to bring a thermos of coffee or snacks. Everything had happened so fast. He wasn’t quite ready to admit that meeting Bailey had thrown him off track as well. The picture he’d seen of her in the paper—the only one he’d been able to find of her—had fully displayed her attractiveness but he hadn’t been prepared for the vulnerability he’d witnessed.

He’d had his strategy planned—he’d sit down with her, gently tell her that she’d been stolen, listen to her grief, connect her with her grandmother and he’d be done. It had struck him like a sonic boom at the gravesite that he was going to rip someone’s life apart, a life she’d had nothing to do with creating.

He couldn’t do it at the gravesite. So now he had to figure out how to share with her what he knew. He couldn’t even come up with how he’d like someone to tell him. It was one thing to say yes to his grandmother and be reassured his role would be fairly easy and another thing to actually follow through. He missed working with his computer. There were no worries about how a computer would feel. When he’d taken on this assignment, he hadn’t really thought about how Bailey would take the news. At the time, it had seemed as simple as telling her and handing her over. But now that he’d seen her, he felt like he was going over Niagara Falls in a barrel, despite the fact that he hadn’t even done anything yet.

Exhaustion and grit burned his eyes. He pressed his fingers gently against the lids. In the mirror, he noted red road maps that should have meant a night of debauchery—not that he’d ever really had one of those. Knowing he wasn’t going to stay awake without help, he started the car and drove to the nearest service station about eight blocks away. Coffee and food were not something he was willing to give up. What made him think he needed to sleep there overnight, he didn’t know, but that uneasy feeling hadn’t left. In the past, it had always served him well.

Fifteen minutes later he was back in the same spot, though he realized it would have been smarter to park in a different place. Her car was still there, the telltale dew on the windshield an obvious sign it hadn’t moved. And there didn’t seem to be any new cars or movement in the predawn day. He’d driven down the back alley and around the block twice, just to make sure. Even though he had no reason to be that cautious, when he was on a stakeout, he liked to know who else was around and what was going on in the area.

Knowing he was going to confront her with what he knew, he nervously drank his second cup of coffee and ate his third donut. As he waited for a decent hour to knock on the door, it occurred to him there was never going to be an appropriate time to tell her what he’d come there to say.



​Chapter Eight
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Bailey rolled over for at least the tenth time, her body protesting, before flipping onto her back to stare at the ceiling. Frustrated that her eyes were wide open when she felt anything but rested, she finally gave up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her feet hit her shoes which she’d kicked off at some point in the night. She stood shakily and while gaining her equilibrium, she took a deep, almost defeated breath as she shrugged out of her horribly wrinkled coat and tossed it onto the chair in the corner. Her outfit wasn’t in much better condition. Rubbing her hands down over the soft material of her two-piece pantsuit, she worked at smoothing out the haphazard pleats that now adorned it.

She flipped her suitcase onto the bed and opened it, removing her shampoo, toothbrush and toothpaste from the toiletry bag before heading into the bathroom across the hall. She tossed everything onto the counter and grabbed a towel from the closet just outside the door.

Ignoring her mom’s voice ringing in her head, don’t waste water, Bails. It’s a luxury. Don’t get used to it, she spent showered until there wasn’t a drop of hot water left, despite the memories of all the times when they hadn’t had enough clean water to do more than sponge bath once or twice a week.

Sorry, Mom, but I needed this. I think it’s okay I used all the hot water this time.

In the bedroom, she yanked on jeans and a t-shirt and brushed her hair. Her stomach growled. When did I eat last? The thought was fleeting as the weight of the daunting task she had yet to do crowded her mind. Get it done and get home played out in the back of her mind.

After securing her hair in a ponytail, she headed to the kitchen and put two slices of bread in the toaster. She leaned against the sink and glanced outside. Clear blue skies and beautiful rays of sun greeted her. A few cars drove by. Her mom had loved that it was a quiet street off the beaten path.

The toast popped up, the metallic jangle of the toaster echoing in the empty room, barren of anything that suggested love. She had no deep connecting memories in this house. She’d barely set foot in it in the five years her mom had lived here.

One thing was clear, however. Her mom was no longer here. She really was gone.

A vacuum opened up in Bailey, a hole that she didn’t know how to plug. She clutched her chest as sobs rocked her body. They’d never be together again.

Dammit. Dammit. Dammit. What was going on with you, Mom?

Abandoning any pretense she would be able to stop, Bailey dropped into her mom’s chair at the table, laid her head down and gave in to the gnawing pain. Tears ran down her face as she shook with the finality of it.

She’d never touch her mother again.

She’d never hear her mother’s voice again.

She’d never be able to say “I’m sorry” again.

Anguish wrapped her in its claws, holding her tight, closing off her throat. It clawed at her stomach until it was on the verge of heaving. She ached in every corner of her being. Her emotional storm went on for so long, she wasn’t sure it was ever going to end.

Finally, the tears subsided. Bailey remained still for a long time, feeling as damp, limp and fully wrung out as a discarded cleaning rag.

Her belly protested loudly at her failure to feed it, startling her. Pushing to her feet, she walked to the fridge, pulled out the jam and spread it on her cold toast. She nibbled on it as she made her way back and dropped down into her mom’s chair. Resting her elbows on the table, she picked up her mom’s cup and cradled it in her hands. Life is a guilt trip waiting to happen.

Her lips curled slightly. Her mom had loved that saying but Bailey had no idea why, since it was rather depressing. Turning the mug, she noted the smudge of lipstick on the back side. Ruby Red, the only color her mom would wear. She rubbed her thumb just under the spot. She could almost feel her mom’s lips.

Shaking her head once more, she realized she could sit there and morosely think about all that should have been. All she regretted and all she should have done—or she could get busy with the things she had to do. Her mom’s possessions needed to be sorted into those things she would take and those she’d give away. The contents of the house had been left to her while the house itself had already been taken care of. The lawyer wouldn’t budge on what that had meant.

They’d never had many possessions. Her mom had never wanted to own something she couldn’t leave behind or dispose of quickly, just in case she decided to move. And she had been a master mover. Twenty-seven times in the first eighteen years of her life. 

She had three weeks to get everything packed and out, but she wasn’t sure her new job offer would wait that long.

The envelopes her mother had left popped into her mind. She’d stashed them in the glove box in her rental. She needed to give some time to them to figure out their hidden message. But not now kept running through her mind. She’d have to look at it when she had more time.

She made her way to the cupboard, took out a set of keys and headed out the door. She crossed dry, brittle grass as she strode to a small shed in the back corner. She put the key in the lock and then just held it. This was yet another place she’d never been in, another secret of her mother’s.

She turned the key, yanked off the lock and thrust open both doors but her forward movement was abruptly halted. A mountain of boxes filled the shed to capacity. She pried open the nearest box to reveal a stack of newspapers. Pulling frantically, she hauled newspaper after newspaper out, tossing them carelessly onto another box. Then she opened another one, only to find the same thing. Once she stopped acting like a mad woman, ripping and tearing, she realized the containers were dated.

Jan. 2004 to Dec. 2006 – Vancouver and Victoria Newspapers.

Jan. 2004 to Dec. 2006 – Edmonton Newspapers.

Jan. 2004 to Dec. 2006 – Ottawa Newspapers.

She dropped her face into her hands. What was it with her mom and the news? She’d acquired them from across the country. That was how she’d seen Bailey’s picture that had led to an argument. Her mom never wanted publicity for either of them. The idea of it almost gave her a heart attack.

Or maybe it had. The article about her helping a needy family had sent her mom over the top. All Bailey had done was remodel a low-income family’s home. She hadn’t done it for the publicity but her boss at the time had been more than thrilled to use it to drum up business.

Reality crashed in.

“Dammit.”

“Dammit.”

“Dammit.”

There was no way she was going to get through this, if she couldn’t stop those thoughts from creeping in. Later, she could kick the crap out of herself. She shut off her mind and got to work. She finished emptying the box she’d started on and proceeded to empty five more, unsure how many she’d eventually need.

Bailey locked the door, grabbed hold of the empties and headed back to the house. She tossed them into the living room and then went back to the kitchen where she gathered garbage bags and the trash can from under the sink.

She put all of it in the hallway before returning to the kitchen wall where a list of phone numbers was posted. Scanning it, her eyes settled on Lawn mowing—Jason. Perhaps he would empty the shed for a few dollars. After talking with his mother for a few minutes, they arranged for a few local kids to do the job.

The phone clicked as she set it down. The simple act drained her. She rested her head on her arm for a minute and took a few deep breaths. After a brief moment, she stepped back and looked at the list of phone numbers. Not sure why, she tore it off the wall and tucked it into her pocket. Sighing, she forced herself to get to work.

Time to get things cleaned out.



​Chapter Nine
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The single closet door opened easily. Bailey grabbed blankets, sheets and towels and pushed them into a bag. Cleaners, shoe polish, bug spray and stuff she didn’t want to know about, went into a box. She left the vacuum-cleaner sitting there as she knew she’d need it later on.

Next, she went into the bathroom. Squatting, she opened the double doors under the sink to reveal shelves packed so tightly not even a bobby pin would have fit. Grabbing some of the soft items, she pulled on them. Several things tumbled out. Nylons, cotton balls, pads of a brand that were no longer made, hair spray, room freshener. Behind that were old cleaners, more hair spray, hair products and other junk she didn’t feel like digging through. All went in the garbage. In the back were full bottles of shampoo, lotion, hair goop and other stuff she really didn’t want to go through, so she dumped all of it in the bag. Her knees cracked as she stood. The toothpaste, toothbrush, soap and containers were all used and not worth keeping. Everything on top of the counter also got thrown out, as well as everything that lined the tub. Eventually, she stepped into the hallway, her immediate gaze locked on the doorway just down the hall.

“I can’t go in there yet,” she whispered but that didn’t stop her from moving toward it, her mom’s room. The door was wide open, giving her a clear view of the immaculately made bed. Bailey had been sure that she could have bounced a coin off the pristine white comforter. Her mom had reminded her that there was no one to look after her and she better remember that. It was one of the few reasons Bailey was quite glad the woman hadn’t come to visit her. She’d have had to clean for two weeks just to make her place look livable. It would have taken a couple of weeks and an army of housecleaners, to reach her mother’s standards.

There was no physical barrier stopping her but she couldn’t step across the threshold.

Spinning on her heel, she went instead to the living room, which was dominated by a 70’s-style flower-patterned love seat, a rocker-recliner and a china cabinet filled with second-hand items. She hesitated in front of the cabinet, looking through the glass at all the different salt and peppers, the cream and sugar sets. All were quite nice but had no meaning for Bailey, collected after she’d left home. A white sugar bowl covered with tiny red roses caught her attention. She opened the door and carefully picked it up. It really was beautiful and appeared to be in perfect condition. Something rattled as she brought it closer. Reaching inside, she pulled out two items.

Gasping, she stared at what she held. Both were valueless and useless. She’d been seven when she’d given her mom a tiny, plastic rose and a clamshell she’d found on the beach. It had been a Mother’s Day gift. It had made her mom so happy that tears had run down her face.

Mom kept these.

The realization truly stunned her. Carefully, she tucked those two items in her pocket before putting everything back. The collection of twenty or so dishes, had been the one thing her mom had spent hours polishing and sometimes just wistfully staring at as though she’d lost her best friend. It had never made sense to Bailey and now she debated whether to keep the items. Deep down she knew she would, as it kept them connected.

Pack it up. I’ll have to get some newspaper, I guess.

Bailey snorted. That was something her mom had collected a lot of and had a need to devour, every single one she’d come across. She watched every news program from sunup to sundown. Bailey had tried to teach her mom how to use a computer but that had become yet another argument. Her claim was that it was the government’s way of keeping tabs on people. She’d begged Bailey not to ever be on it, to never to allow herself a presence on it—yet another puzzle she had given up trying to figure out.

Pressure built behind her eyes and her nose got that familiar burning sensation. She closed her eyes and took a few slow deep breaths. Her fingers rubbed across her forehead until the overwhelming feeling went away.

She headed for the kitchen and the corner drawer behind the door where important papers had always been kept. She rifled through the junk but couldn’t find the stack of envelopes which should have been there. Opening the deep second drawer, she grabbed the yellow pages sitting on top. It jerked loose in her hand and fell to the floor with a loud bang. Bailey jumped back, glad her pink toes were intact. A few inches more and she’d have been dancing around on one foot.

She set the book on the table and started to clean up the mess—papers, pencils (enough for a first-grade classroom), paperclips and lots of menus—mostly pizza places. She threw out most of it before shoving the drawer back in.

That’s weird. She was sure that her mom had kept all her important papers in those drawers—but there was nothing there.

Pushing the thought to the back of her mind, she began to unload the cupboards, fitting everything on the six-foot counter. Bailey frowned as she studied the meager belongings. Chipped plates, plastic glasses, pitted bowls, stained containers—all went in the garbage.

The horrible feeling overcame her that she was throwing out almost everything. Her mom would have been devastated.

Maybe the second-hand store would pick it up?

Bailey’s eyelids dropped down, her head flopped backwards on her neck and a heavy sigh escaped her lips. There was no way she would get through this if she stopped to analyze everything she did. She needed fresh air. In her bedroom, she flipped open her suitcase and grabbed her running shoes and a gray and blue spring jacket. Once she had them on, she didn’t hesitate to race out the side door.

Heading north, she noticed the neighbor’s rose bushes were covered in pink and peach buds with a heady scent. She breathed in deeply. Pansies, irises and petunias filled the front of the house, although it was early in the season and frost was sure to kill off most of the plants. The next house had flowering trees and many varieties of flowers as well.

Bailey had been fifteen the last time she’d begged to plant flowers in their yard only to be met with a myriad of excuses - they moved too much or they were too much work or she was allergic despite the fact that Bailey had seen her many times stopping to admire and smell others’ gardens. The final excuse had been that all those colorful blooms did was attract attention.

No flowers.

No pets.

No friends.

No pictures.

No home.

No life.

Bailey’s pace increased as the memories flooded back.

She never really understood what her mom had wanted from her. She never seemed to please her or give her what she needed. There were times she wasn’t even sure her mom liked her.

As a sob tore past her lips, Bailey clapped her hand over her mouth. She was running now and barely paying attention to the few vehicles traveling past. At the end of the block, she turned left for half a block and then raced into the park beyond. Majestic poplars loomed over her as she raced down the empty walking path, thankful it was midday, middle of the week. There was no one around.

Her hand clutched her chest as she sprinted on. How long she continued she didn’t know but at one point she became aware of pounding feet behind her. Stopping, she whirled around. The person following behind grasped her shoulders as they collided. He spun, landing on the ground with her on top. Bailey shrieked, her elbow digging deeply into a well-muscled belly as she scrambled upward.

“Ooommph.” He jerked upright and then flopped backward, his arms cradling his gut.

She backed up as the person curled on his side, gasping for breath.

“Sorry,” he finally managed to croak out.

“You’re the guy from yesterday.” Bailey moved back a few more steps, balancing on the balls of her feet.

“Yes. Give me a minute.”

“You’re stalking me.”

“No.” He shook his head emphatically as he sat up and draped his arms over his bent knees. “Uuugggghhhh.”

“Why are you following me? Was there a problem with my mother’s funeral?”

The guy frowned.

“You’re from the funeral home, right?”

Wary ocean blue eyes stared back at her. Secrets were hidden in those depths. That, she would bet on. She was sick and tired of the games people played. Her mother had been a master player. Bailey moved a few more steps back and spun on her heel.

“Wait. Please don’t go.” He sucked in some air and rolled onto his back. “I promise I won’t hurt you... at least not physically.”

She paused, the toe of her right foot barely touching the ground. She glanced around before slowly turning. There still wasn’t anyone around. It was a rather secluded area of the park which wound down toward the river that ran through the city. Her mom had described it as overly popular, a crowded area in which she’d been unable to go for a walk without running into someone. She’d been thinking of moving again.

Great. So where in the hell are all those people today?

Bailey swung her gaze back to the guy, realizing that she probably shouldn’t be taking her eyes off him. If he made a move, she wanted at least a little bit of warning.

“Look. I need to talk to you.”

“So, you tackled me?” Bailey glared at his bent head. “Are you freakin’ nuts?”

“Right now, I’m thinking so.” He continued to breathe as though he’d had the wind knocked out of him. He lifted his head. “Look, you were upset and I guess I’m a sucker for a damsel in distress.”

Cute. He’s cute. Why are all the nut jobs cute?

He placed his hand behind him and made a move to rise.

“Don’t get up.” Bailey’s hand flew up like a cop directing traffic. “If you want to talk stay there or I’m out of here.”

“My butt’s getting wet.” He raked his hand through his thick hair but it fell back into place as though he hadn’t touched it. “I don’t know how to say this.”

“Good. Then I’m gone.” Bailey spun around and started walking quickly.

“You’re not you,” he called out after her.



​Chapter Ten
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He quietly lifted the cane from its resting place across the desk. The walking stick was old but there was nothing spectacular about it, other than one side of it was well-worn and didn’t match the maple brown of the other side. The ferrule was a bit larger than most but not so large as to draw attention to it. That’s why it had taken him so long to figure out where she’d kept the key hidden all these years. Setting down his flashlight so it faced him, he pinched the rubber ferrule and gently pulled. His large garnet ring flashed in the light, prompting a smile at the gift his first lover had unknowingly given him. He never knew how she’d managed to explain to her husband that his piece of jewelry was missing.

The stopper slid off the wood with a gentle pop. The devil’s smile crossed his face as two keys dropped into his hand. He walked around the desk.

There was a creaking sound from just outside the door. He froze with one foot still firmly on the ground while the other half was raised to step forward. He knew it couldn’t be the old bat—that’s how he’d always seen his sister, even though she was only a few years older than him—she slept like a drunken sailor. The snort that automatically rumbled up from the back of his throat was barely muffled by his hand. A long moment crept by before he dared to move. Since he heard no more noises, he imagined the odd sound as that of an old house settling its bones. The mansion had been built in the 1800’s and although it was as solid as any mountain, it still had its moments. When he’d been younger, he remembered believing that the ghosts of the house were awakening to take vengeance for all the wrongs that had been done.

He knew of many of them. Actually, he was responsible for a lot of them and had been a party to many more. There was no question in his mind that he was going to hell. That just meant his time on earth was going to be anything but that. He sat in her chair, sinking into the luxury of the soft leather. His mind wandered to what he would have done had he been given this role that was rightfully his. It didn’t matter in theory he was in charge of everything. He’d never been given the title or acknowledged as ‘the one’.

She’d always gotten the credit.

He ignored the voice from the past reminding him he had no real right to even be there, let alone be given an opportunity to run the family business.

He pushed away his thoughts before sliding the key into the lower left-hand drawer, pulling it open. Knowing what he would find, he quickly flipped through the files—My Will which he’d read many times. Account ledger—something he’d reviewed and was thankful she had no idea it wasn’t totally accurate. Baby Cassidy—. He jerked back as though a snake had struck at him. He pressed his hand to his chest, trying to still the frantic racing of his heart as he stared at the open drawer.

Baby Cassidy. That hadn’t been there before. Slowly leaning forward, he pinched the document between his thumb and two fingers and lifted it out with a straight arm. He carefully laid it on the desk before reaching into his inside breast pocket. Pulling out a handkerchief, he wiped his forehead, damp with perspiration despite the cool temperature of the air-conditioned room.

Grabbing the top side of the file, he gently flipped it open. Guy’s name jumped out at him.

That bastard is out to ruin me!

He knew his sister had been hiding something from him. His hands clenched, his body rigid, his breathing shallow and rapid as he stared at the words, he had feared for almost thirty years.

Somehow, the old bat had found her.

He’d hoped he was home free, since nothing had surfaced in such a long time. After all, no one knew his secret and it was much older than that. Sitting back, he took a few deep breaths before reaching into his jacket for his cell phone. It had been a call he’d repeatedly rehearsed the first couple of years. When nothing had happened, he’d accepted that he’d gotten away with what he’d done.

Unfortunately, he’d become complacent.

Dialing the number, he knew would go to the grave emblazoned on his brain, he waited for the clicks that revealed it was being rerouted. He never understood all the technology but he’d been smarter than the old hag and he’d at least kept up with how to use it. The call would be hard to trace, even for the FBI with all their fancy equipment.

He’d been leaving the man regular messages for thirty years now, but he never thought there’d be a need to change their relationship. John had come into his life at a time in which he’d needed him. John had taken care of his biggest problem—or so he’d thought.

After he thought Mary and baby Cassidy had perished, he and John had struck a new bargain. He still wasn’t sure how they’d reached that point but John had brought him the best, cleanest and most creative whores there were. Discreetly, of course. It had solved his second biggest problem.

His hand shook as he dialed. They hadn’t talked face to face in twenty-nine years. Their weekly arrangement was done through untraceable voicemail messages, a system that deleted all information once listened to. No one would have understood the inscrutable messages anyway. Their enigmatic code had served him well for a very long time. This call would change all that. This time he called the number intended for emergencies only, a number he’d never had to call before.

“John, it’s me.”

There was silence and then, “I take it there’s a problem.”

“Yes. Babies are cute, aren’t they? After twenty-nine years, having one come back from the grave is rather disconcerting.” He filled John in with all he knew. His anger was palpable over the phone.

“She took Mary’s life. She won’t be an issue for long. But this will cost you.”

“Really? You’re the one who screwed up.”

“If you want me to take care of it, it will not be cheap. Take it or leave it.”

With reluctance he’d agreed to John’s exorbitant fee, knowing after this they’d be severing ties. That meant he’d have to find someone else to feed his particular, or was that peculiar, habits.

The line went dead.

His hand shook so badly, he had a hard time hitting the end button. He mopped his forehead, again cursing his mother and father. It was their fault he was in this bind. If his father had kept his pants zipped, he wouldn’t have become the Caspian’s dirty little secret—and he wouldn’t have been treated like the bastard he was. Anger infused his body, clenching his fists and tightening his muscles.

It took several moments of refocusing, using mind control techniques he’d practiced over the years. He’d hated the moments when the anger controlled him. It had nearly destroyed him a time or two. He had big plans, necessitating bringing himself down from the brink. Taking a final calming, deep breath, he let the tension ease from his body. 

He put the folders back in the drawer, closed and locked it. The keys slid easily back into their hiding spot in the tip of the cane.

A steady humming sound startled him and he flinched, shooting the rubber ferrule out of his hand. Listening closely, he realized the staff was vacuuming the front foyer. To be the least intrusive, they often worked in unoccupied areas after everyone had gone to bed. Swearing silently, he peered around the dark room. He shined the flashlight slowly across the floor but it was too difficult to see much of anything with the thin beam of light. He might have been tempted to open the draperies but knew that would undoubtedly draw attention in the middle of the night, particularly by the night guard. Not knowing what else to do, he made his way to the door and flipped on the overhead light. If someone discovered him, he’d just have to make up some story—and then make sure the servants were so frightened of him, they wouldn’t dream of mentioning it to Dorothea.

Wherever the damned piece of rubber, it wasn’t in the open. Cursing, he went to the far corner and slowly walked forward, rhythmically searching from side to side. A snapping sound from outside the window caught his attention. He stepped to the window and peered through the small gap between the curtains. The light from several lampposts lit the groomed, expansive gardens. Nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary. He waited a long moment but nothing stirred He came to the conclusion that it been one of their twenty or so outdoor cats.

He was ready to get down on his hands and knees—something he’d never done in his life—to look for the rubber tip. Being 6’2” and twenty pounds overweight meant kneeling and rising wasn’t something he was looking forward to but it had to be under something. As he stepped back from the window, something bumped his shoulder. He jerked around, almost falling over. The large potted tree he’d backed into annoyed him to no end. He was about to turn away when he glanced down and there, sitting in the pot, was the rubber tip.

“I guess I shouldn’t hate you after all, you grotesque, disfigured excuse for a tree. You just saved my ass.”

He quickly replaced the tip and then gently set the cane across the desk. Making sure everything was in place, he walked to the door, shut off the light and stepped out of the room.

He never looked back. He’d never needed to. Being sneaky was something he prided himself on. After all, that was how he’d found out the truth about himself. And now he knew he had to get rid of Baby Cassidy. Again.



​Chapter Eleven


––––––––
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Bailey stopped so suddenly she wobbled. Who was this nut case? What could he mean that she wasn’t who she thought she was? That didn’t even make sense. Was that how he picked up women?

Slowly, she turned around. He hadn’t moved from his position on the ground but he was leaning forward as though he was planning on chasing her if she took off again. She stiffened. Her gaze raked over his dark hair, blue eyes, pursed lips and a crooked nose—maybe broken once or twice. She couldn’t really tell anything from that. Broad shoulders were covered with a black leather jacket and jeans encased long and what she guessed were athletic legs. Normal. Her eyes wandered back to his face to discover hard lines there. His jaw clenched. The cords in his neck were taut as a newly cocked bow. He believed what he was telling her.

He has the wrong person. “Look. I don’t know who you think I am. But I do.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Know, that is, who I am. I don’t know who you’re looking for but it’s not me.” As she talked, she stepped back slowly. She wanted to tear her gaze away but there was something compelling in the depths of his eyes. Something that begged for her trust yet simultaneously urged her to run like hell.

“So good luck.” She balanced on the balls of her feet.

He jerked upward. “Wait!”

Every nerve in her body fired at his barked command but something about the desperation in his voice kept her in place. He hung his head and swore but didn’t make any move forward.

“I have something I want to show you.” His fingers slid into the pocket of his beige golf shirt. Bailey kept her eyes glued to his hand and took another step back.

“Stop.” He pulled out his hands and held them in the air as if under arrest. The gentle wind tugged at a paper he held in his hand. “You need to see this.”

“Uh...” She shifted her gaze around from the right to the left.

“Look. It’s not a trick. I’d set it down but the wind will take it away. I promise I won’t touch you.”

She looked at his hands. Soft calluses ringed the palms, the hallmark of a weekend handyman. Long masculine fingers gently held the item out to her.

“Who are you?”

He swore again.

She found herself almost smiling. “All I know so far is you have the kind of language that should have gotten your mouth washed out.”

“Actually, it did.” His lip curled upward. “My name is Guy Turner. Please look at this.” His eyes were asking her to believe him and to trust him.

She could hear her mom screaming at her, ordering her never to trust anyone. Shaking that off, she looked around. Three young guys raced onto a grassy field, chucking a football back and forth.

Relieved, she said, “Don’t lower your arms or I’ll scream like there’s no tomorrow.”

He grimaced but didn’t move. At about four feet from him she sprinted forward, grabbed what looked like a picture and sprinted about twenty feet away. When she looked over her shoulder he was standing in the same ridiculous pose. She couldn’t believe he’d listened.

She watched him for a second before looking at the paper, an old black and white picture printed on new photo paper, thanks to modern technology. It was grainy and the woman’s face was faded. Her head was tilted back slightly as she looked off to her right. The dimple high on her right cheek deemphasized the regal look she was attempting. Bailey smiled in sympathy, tempted to reach up and touch her own cheek where she’d been afflicted with the same characteristic. The woman’s hair was neatly pulled into a high bun without so much as a single fly-away-strand. A gem-studded angled hair clip adorned the front.

“She looks affluent. After all, not everyone could afford pictures back then.” She studied Guy, who still had his arms extended as though waiting for a basketball pass. She shook her head. “Drop your hands but no sudden moves.” She almost laughed when she realized how stupid that sounded. Wild west here we come. “Okay. So, what’s the deal?”

He stared at her for a moment before looking off to his right. Bailey followed his gaze. The three guys were hooting and hollering as two of them tackled the third. Testosterone at its finest.

“Look. I can assure you I do not have her crown jewels.” Bailey looked at the single row of gems. “Such as they are. I doubt they’re even real.”

His head swung back, his gaze intent. “Oh, they’re real, all right. Those jewels are worth about five million dollars. Give or take a million.”

Her eyes widened to their fullest extent as she took another look at the classic cut of the diamonds.

“Since I don’t have any jewel thieves in my family, you’ve got the wrong person.” Bailey moved toward him to return the picture but stopped when he swore again. She arched her brow.

“Got it.” He shoved his hand through his hair. “I’m not here because those jewels are missing. I’m here because they’re rightfully yours.”

How the hell did I win this lottery? I didn’t even buy a ticket. “Okay. Game’s over. It’s been fun but this is too weird—even for me.” She thought she’d heard and seen it all, but this even surpassed her unorthodox childhood.

“She’s your grandmother. Actually, your great-grandmother.” He shifted his weight. “I’m a—I’ve been hired to find you.”

She felt a little light-headed. She reached out her arm for something to steady her. Guy’s smooth leather jacket wasn’t what she’d had in mind but she was unsteady enough to clutch it.

She had family. Could this really be her relative? She’d begged her mom on many occasions to tell her about them but she had staunchly refused, never sharing anything—no names, no stories and no pictures. She glanced again at the one in her hand. “Is this where I got my dimple?” For the first time in her life, the slight imperfection didn’t seem so bad.

Guy snorted with laughter. “Could be.” He shifted his stance. “Look. Is there somewhere we could go to talk about this?”

She glanced up barely taking note of him. “Can I keep this?”

He nodded.

She turned away and started walking. Could this really be my great-grandma? Wow. Her fingers traced the face. How old was she in the picture? How many kids did she have? What kind of man did she marry? What kind of person had she been? Had she ever smiled? Not that they did that often in pictures back then. Whoever decided it was bad to look lifelike in a picture? They were always so stern.

She studied the woman’s dimple in the picture and then touched her own. She’d always thought it was unique. Had anyone teased her about it way back when? Many times she’d wished it hadn’t existed. It had been too damn cute. Now it connected her with someone. It meant she had family. Who was she? What was her name? Were there more pictures of her? Where was the rest of her family?

Bailey jerked to a stop. She hadn’t asked any of that. What an idiot. She glanced behind her. There was no one there because she was already at the next-door neighbor’s blue house. She wasn’t sure whether to return to the guy who had given her this gift or wait until he found her again. But something told her he’d be back.



​Chapter Twelve


––––––––
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Bailey hugged her arms around her waist. The warm, fuzzy feeling was so new to her that she almost staggered under the weight of the sensation. This had been her Christmas wish for twenty-nine years. Perhaps she was overreacting and there was a lot more to this story, but she wasn’t ready to hear it yet. She wanted time to absorb the good feelings coursing through her. Hanging onto this new sensation, she walked the last twenty steps home.

Head bowed, she unlocked the side door and stepped through to find it all come crashing back—her mom was gone, there was packing to do, stuff to get rid of and she had a job she wanted but felt guilty about. Her mother’s voice flooded her mind, telling her to stop wanting more—she didn’t need relatives, she had her. Why couldn’t that be enough?

“Don’t do this Bailey, don’t do that. Someone will notice you. Don’t make noise. Someone will hear you. Grab your Miss Piggy, we’ve got to leave, Bailey. Stop crying. There are more important things than that ratty old stuffed animal. I’ll get you a new one as soon as we find a place. I’ll get you new shoes too. Things will change soon, Bailey. Smile for Mom.”

She wanted to scream, ‛They never changed, Momma’.

Her mind was consumed with the torn, isolated feeling of being alone—only she didn’t need to be lonely anymore. How could her mother have excluded the rest of their family? What could they have possibly done to be cut out of her life?

She tucked the picture of her great-grandmother in her bag before heading across the hall into the bathroom. She drenched her face with cold water. It felt jarring but also somewhat reviving. As she grabbed the peach towel hanging off to her right, the nicely folded lace facecloth fluttered to the counter. She looked at it and then at the spot where it had been hanging. Another matching towel and facecloth hung on a second peg. The water ran down her face and dripped off her chin as she stared at that spot. Everything had always been just so. Nothing had ever been out of place. Certain things were put in certain spots. She was sick and tired of it.

She mopped her face, tossed the towel on the counter and stepped out of the bathroom. She stopped in the hallway, dimly lit from the late afternoon sun filtering in through the front window. It looked dark and dingy, so much a reminder of what her life had been.

“It’s dark, Momma.”

“Shh. Be quiet, Bailey. We’re playing hide and seek. Remember you have to be very quiet.”

“No, Momma. I don’t wanna play that again. No, Momma. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. Momma!”

Bailey shivered at one of many memories she’d rather forget. One of the many, when they’d snuck out in the middle of the night. Snuck away like really bad people, always in the dark. That thought stopped her for a moment. She ran into the living room, grabbed the middle of the drapes and yanked them wide open. A peeping tom would never have gotten a glimpse into this house. She yanked open the front door and quickly shoved the window up on the storm door, leaving only the screen. In the kitchen and both bedrooms she pulled up the blinds and parted the curtains to slide open the windows. Shooting out of her mom’s bedroom she nearly tripped over the bag of toiletries from the bathroom. Grabbing it, she dropped it at the end of the hallway.

She stepped into the living room and pulled open drawers, flipping through the meager things she found there. She pulled open the bottom cupboards on the china cabinet to find newspapers, stacks of them, always the precious news. This stuff had to go. She grabbed several garbage bags from the kitchen and proceeded to fill them. She grabbed and stuffed, grabbed and stuffed.

Every now and then a date would catch her eye and she’d remember what was happening in her life on that day.

July 15th, 1990. The year they had moved twice—once from a cute little house in a dinky little town in northern B.C. to a dinky little town in Southern Saskatchewan to...

Bailey couldn’t remember where to after that. She shoved some more paper in the bag.

December 23, 1993, the year they skipped Christmas because they were on the move to Lethbridge, Alberta.

September 5, 1995, yanked out of school the second month to move again and leave behind the one friend she’d finally made—someone who’d moved almost as much as she had.

Bailey started shredding the pages as she went. Pieces were flying as she worked like a mad woman, ripping and filling.

July 14th, 2000. Bailey stopped. She had no idea where she had been on that date—living in Vancouver, maybe? But what had she been doing? She frowned. It wouldn’t come to her. After a few moments she realized how good it actually felt not to know where she was on a certain date. Due to their fluctuating lifestyle, Bailey had kept a diary. Every day had meticulously been marked down, the events recorded, because there had always been something to note. She’d always felt the need to record how she felt about each ugly move. Never allowed to whisper a word of it, she’d written it down. Writing had been her solace, her friend.

She paused for a moment wondering where she’d put her diaries. Some had gotten lost over the years. She hadn’t always had time or the opportunity to grab them when they’d moved. Her mom had shown up at school on three occasions to whisk her away to the next place.

February 14, 1989. Valentine’s Day.

Hmmm. We lived in a trailer park. What was the name of the town?

Shrugging, she tossed it away.

June 23, 1985.

At some point she realized there were only certain newspaper dates in there. She wondered how many years’ worth were in the shed.

May 1, June 1, July 1, 5, 6, 7, 10... August 1, 3, 6, 7, 8... September 1, 5, 6, 10... October 1 and many more in 1983.

How come so many that year... the same year I was born?

Tired of the game and the vagabond feelings it brought back, Bailey shoved all the papers into the garbage bags. Most of them, she absently noted, were the national conglomerate papers.

She stood and looked around. Her mom had been so excited when she moved into that house. It was one of the few times that Bailey had seen her almost giddy. They’d had fun filling the house with finds from garage sales, second-hand stores and even newspaper ads. Then one day a truckload of boxes had arrived filled with things her mom had said she’d put in storage a long time ago. Bailey had become so angry that she’d left. There had been too many times there hadn’t been enough money for food and yet she’d found enough to pay for storing belongings that Bailey had known nothing about.

Looking at the mess she’d made, the bits of newsprint scattered about and the large garbage bags flopped over like sumo wrestlers, she bet it had been the damn newspapers. Stepping over the bags, she grabbed some empty ones and headed for her mom’s bedroom.

Bailey grabbed the bedding off the bed and stuffed it all in one bag, pillows and all. Looking from the bedside stand to the dresser she realized she couldn’t do either one yet. Too private.

The closet was next. She pulled open the tinny metal doors and grabbed clothes. Meant for a figure of 5’3” and slightly rounded, Bailey knew they wouldn’t come close to fitting her 5’8” athletic build. Besides, they were old-fashioned, dowdy cotton dresses like Lucy used to wear on I Love Lucy, her mom’s favorite show.

She yanked clothes off the hangers when most of the hangers were swinging empty, she reached up for the last few dresses. Other than the first one being ugly, she paused as she caught sight of a red silk dress her mom had worn only once. Beside it were two other very stylish, expensive-looking outfits. Where had they come from? She’d never seen her wear them. What were you hiding, Mom?

She shoved them, along with several pairs of shoes into another bag. From the top shelf she pulled blankets, a few sweaters and a down filled winter coat.

None of it had any meaning for her. She kept up a steady pace, not looking at anything she threw out. Nor did she allow herself time to think. Next, she walked into the tiny bathroom off the bedroom. The medicine cabinet was full of prescription and OTC meds. Paranoia had been her mom’s best friend. Maybe she should have pushed for her to get some professional mental health intervention.

There was too much stuff.

Bailey kept tossing everything into garbage bags that were now overflowing. Everything was getting thrown out.

The phone rang. Jumping over bags and scattered garbage, she raced into the living room to grab the phone on the fourth ring.

“Hello.”

“Hello.”

Bailey’s hand tightened on the receiver. “Who is this?”

“It’s me, Guy. We talked—”

“What do you want?”

“I hope you’ve had enough time to go over what I told you this morning. We need to meet and discuss the rest.”

Bailey clutched her hand to her churning stomach. She couldn’t meet with this man. There was no way. How hard would it be for a stranger to find an old picture that looked like you? “Look, there’s no money and nothing of value. And how’d you get this number?”

“Give me the chance to show you what I have. Meet me at six at Stella’s Bar and Grill in Shaughnessy. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes. But what’s the hurry?”

A surprised guffaw was her answer.

The silence stretched. Bailey bit her lip, working her teeth from the right side to left and back again.

“All right. I’ll meet you there at six-thirty.”

After a brief pause, he said, “I’m really sorry about this, Cassidy.”

The distinct click let her know there was no use in responding.

Cassidy? Who the hell is Cassidy? Just like I thought, he has the wrong person.



​Chapter Thirteen


––––––––
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“Hello?” He reached for the remote and flipped off the sound to the six o’clock news.

“She met with a guy in the park today. He gave her a picture or something, from the way she looked at it.” Payme drew in a deep breath before spitting on the ground.

“You have to get that photo from her.” Fear clawed its way up his throat and clung there, fluttering like a cave full of bats. Someone else seeing it after all this time made him sick to his stomach. He’d gotten greedy, too high on himself. Thought he was really above it all. After all, he was the son-in-law of the filthy rich, the Filmores. It occurred to him that embarrassing his rich in-laws might have been a stronger motivator than he’d previously considered. Perhaps there had been a part of him that had wanted them to be humiliated. But now he knew he’d be the one to lose everything. They’d see to that. The only saving grace for hiring Payme had been that he could have him imprisoned and the guy knew that. And since he had a few enemies in prison, the odds of him surviving were highly unlikely.

“Do it now. I want it today.”

This has to end. Twenty-nine years. I make the rules. No one is going to change that due to one miscalculation.

He’d relished being in charge. Now, however, someone had changed the rules. “Do not harm her.” He had plans for her. There was so much she didn’t know about her mother but she might know enough to help him make money in the future. “I don’t think she knows anything about what her mother was doing, or to be able to recognize who’s in the photo. Get it.”

After hanging up the phone, he collapsed onto his leather sofa. He knew if anyone saw that picture he was finished. He’d no longer be the middle-class kid who’d made it into the filthy rich club. He’d be finished. Worse, he’d be a joke—all the way to the jail.

The thought of being sent to prison, where he had helped send many he was supposed to have defended, was not something he could stomach. He wouldn’t last a day behind bars. Bile rose in his throat. He jerked forward and ran out of the room, barely making it to the bathroom sink across the hall.

He splashed cold water on his face and rinsed his mouth, ignoring the mess he’d made. It would be good if his wife Betty thought he was ill, then maybe she’d take care of him like she had in their early years together. Knowing that was highly unlikely, he braced his arms on the edge of the sink. It had never really occurred to him what people would think if they knew about him. He’d never planned on it coming to light. The worst part would be what his dear father-in-law would do. He still held all the purse strings.

There was no way he was going to lose it all. He lifted his head and stared at the wall three feet away. He’d worked too hard for the prestige he now enjoyed. The game had taken a twist he’d never believed would come, a twist that almost had him wishing he’d never helped Donna escape her husband. He should have cut his losses a long time ago. But it provided me with so many people to screw over.

The thrill the game had given him had been so exhilarating. He’d played Donna and her ex like pawns in a chess match. Shuddering, he realized he was being called into check. This is my game. I’ll be the one calling checkmate.

He hated this feeling of fear, of no longer being in control. It was so foreign to him now. But there was one thing he knew would make him feel better—something that had been caught in a photograph, the one thing that would bring him down.

Clearing his throat, he lowered his voice making it sound like a heavy smoker’s as he picked up the phone and dialed a number he knew well. I will not be beaten at the game I invented!

****
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Bailey snatched the ringing phone off the hook just before heading out the door.

“All right dammit. I said I’d meet you.”

A raspy, breathless sound greeted her.

“Listen dammit—”

“No, you listen.”

Chills shook her body.

“Your mother got cocky and demanded too much. You’re going to give me what I want—her little cash daddy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You have the wrong number.”

“No, Bails. You are the one!” His raspy, echoing laugh slithered over her like slime.

Bailey slammed the phone down and rested her head on her arm, waiting for the shakes to subside. The only person who ever called her Bails was her mom.

Pushing away from the wall, she squared her shoulders and headed out the door. She was going to find out what the hell was going on.



​Chapter Fourteen


––––––––
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Bailey whipped into the parking lot of Stella’s Bar and Grill and pulled into the first stall she could find.

With a quick glance at her watch, she noted she was right on time, not her usual ten minutes to half an hour early, but then she usually was going to a meeting that she knew what it was about. This one she wasn’t sure but she had a sense it was going to give her some answers but a whole lot more questions.

She jumped out of the car. Her next rental would have GPS. With the new job she was starting, she’d be able to afford it. As she approached the front of the restaurant, she hesitated. To her right was the entrance to the palm and vine sheltered patio, the foliage blocking her view of all but a few patrons. To her left was a formal front entrance large enough for Paul Bunyan to enter. The massive, intricately carved mahogany double doors made a bold statement against the gray stone wall.

The patio appeared less intimidating, so she strolled through the black wrought iron gates and up two steps. She slowly wound her way around the high tables. There weren’t a lot of people—four people occupied a table off to her right, two sat in the middle of the restaurant and two were at the bar. None, though, were her guy.

She shivered, pulling her spring jacket tighter around her as a cool breeze seemed to have followed her. Ahead was an additional area enclosed with a waist-high lattice fence and pergola with vines interwoven throughout.

She climbed another two steps. The back of her neck started to tingle. She peeked over her shoulder to discover, lounging back in a cushioned chair, her guy. He tipped his beer toward her. Her gaze met his. She’d never worked in a grocery store but she felt scanned, weighed and priced. He came to his feet as she approached the table. She raised her hand in protest before he decided to do any more gentlemanly deeds, like pull out her chair.

“I’m not Cassidy. I’m really sorry you’ve gone to so much trouble only to find the wrong person.” She dropped her arm to her side. “I just want you to know I’m done playing your game. Too many nuts are coming out of the woodwork.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you,” she stared pointedly at him, “and the nut case who called me. I don’t know how many others and frankly, I don’t care. I’m done. I’m going home. So, leave me alone.”

His eyes never wavered from her face but he stayed silent.

Her whole life she’d been told what to do—do this, don’t do that. He wasn’t telling her anything. He was leaving the decision up to her. But his eyes were also letting her know he wouldn’t leave her alone. Not until they’d talked.

She had no idea how long they stood staring at each other while her instincts warred inside her, but at some point, she gave in and sat down. He ordered her a drink.

“Do you always get what you want?”

He shrugged and then downed half his beer. “I need you to just listen. I want to show you some things.” He put up his hand like a traffic cop.

Bailey snapped her mouth closed.

“Would you like to order now?” The young waitress set down Bailey’s drink.

“No thanks.” Bailey tried to smile but wasn't sure it came across as anything more than a grimace. 

“Not now.” Guy, however, was able to give the server his full wattage grin.

“All right. Just wave when you’re ready.” The waitress moved off to another table.

“Have you eaten?”

“No.” Bailey gulped down a healthy swig of beer.

“Dinner’s on me.”

“Well in that case...” She waved at the waitress who was only a few tables away. When the server came, Bailey said, “I’ll have anything that has lobster in it.” The truth was, she didn’t particularly care for lobster and she knew she was being a bitch but she wasn’t inclined to stop herself. Everyone seemed to want something from her. The waitress rattled off three dishes and Bailey chose the most expensive sounding one. Guy ordered a steak sandwich.

She settled back and sipped her beer. For some reason she couldn’t take her eyes off the cleft in his chin. It was kind of cute and somehow added to his machismo persona.

“Here’s what I know—”

“What?”

“That picture I gave you is your real great grandma on your mom’s side. Her name was Catherine Caspian. Here’s a better picture of her.”

Bailey stared, her eyes opening wide. Except for the wavy hair, it was her face. The flat forehead, high defined cheekbones, rounded chin, bumpy nose. Bailey traced her finger over the features. This was her. Why hadn’t she seen this before? What the hell had her mother been hiding from her—and why? Who all these people were that were showing up in her life wanting to know things that just couldn’t be true?

Her hands shook. “What color were her eyes?” It was impossible to know from the black and white picture.

“Glacial green. The same as the glacially fed lakes in the mountains. They have a distinct green-blue hue to them.”

Bailey’s head snapped up.

“Like yours.”

He held her gaze. She stared at him for a long moment.

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.”

She looked at the picture again. The eyes were full of mischief as if she’d been a young girl bent on defying the rules. I would have liked to have met you. “Okay. I want some answers. No more tap dancing. I believe I’m related to her. So where are the rest of my relatives? Why now? They wanted nothing to do with my mother for thirty years so why now?”

“How much do you know about your mother’s family? Or your father’s?”

“None of your business. I want to know what you know. You’re the one who came looking for me. Now talk.”

He guzzled the rest of his beer and then set down the bottle with a plunk. He signaled the waitress for two more. Bailey downed her drink. She toyed with the label, carefully peeling it off the bottle. The new drinks were set in front of them. They reached for them at the same time.

“Your great-grandmother is dead.”

She cocked her head and lifted her eyes skyward, blowing out an exasperated breath.

“All right. Rather obvious.” He rested his elbows on the table. “Your grandmother is still alive though.”

“Really?” She leaned forward with interest, her stomach pressing into the table.

“Yeah.” He studied the beer label. Sighing, he stared past her for a moment as if searching for answers before meeting her gaze. “There’s just your mom on her side but you have two uncles and two aunts on your dad’s side. Then there are the in-law aunts and uncles.”

Stunned, she flopped back into her chair. I have family. Lots of them. “Cousins? Are there cousins?”

“Ten first and some second and third.”

Oh my God. This was too much like the dreams of her childhood, in which her family would find her and make up with her mom. They’d bring tons of gifts and everyone would hug and kiss and they’d stop moving. She’d get to have sleepovers at her grandma’s, at her aunts and uncles. She’d have enough cousins to make two softball teams—real friends to play with. She’d have birthday parties—every year, and not only when her mom happened to remember—which had never been on the same date. If she hadn’t had a birth certificate she’d have been thoroughly confused. It was yet another rule—never get hung up on dates.

She shook her head. “Where do they live? What are they like? Do they know about me?”

“Hi. I’ve got the lobster.” The waitress set the plate in front of Bailey. Startled, she jerked back but the waitress was already smiling at Guy. “The steak sandwich must be yours.” She set the plate in front of him, carefully arranging it.

He smiled at her, flashing almost perfect white teeth. Bailey rolled her eyes. When the girl finally moved off, she asked, “Like robbing the cradle, do you?”

He gave her an indulgent shrug before digging into his food.

She felt a twinge of guilt at her catty remark but shrugged it off. The luxurious aroma of her food soon drew her attention. The lobster was piled carefully into a coiffed mound with steamed carrots and whipped potatoes. Had it been any other time, she would have dug in and enjoyed an expensive meal that she never could have bought for herself. Only she wasn’t hungry anymore. No way was she going to get anything into her knotted stomach.

She looked up and met a pair of sky-blue eyes. They studied her. She tried not to squirm or to open her mouth and be flippant and for some reason, she didn’t.

“Something wrong with the food?” He raised one eyebrow.

“No.” Sighing, she pushed away her plate. “Enough BS, I want some answers now. How did you find me? How long have you been looking? Who hired you?” She looked out over the rapidly filling patio. “Where is my family?” She turned back and stared at the man who had the answers to her future.

And her past.

He carefully cut another piece of his steak sandwich and put it in his mouth. if there had been any other way for her to get information, she might have stormed out. But since he had answers, she picked up her beer and leaned back in her seat to wait him out. She got the feeling he was struggling with how to tell her something, she just wanted him to spit it out. She’d learned to play poker at eight but never how to really play ‛the game’.

“How much do you know about your family?”

“Wrong question. You already asked that. I want to know what you know.” She tipped her bottle to him. “So, spill.”

He held her gaze for the longest time. The overhead lantern provided a gentle, romantic glow that was faint enough that it hid his face in the shadows.

“Just bear with me. I need to know what you know, so I know where to start.”

“Been practicing that line for a while?” She glanced down, her gaze caught by the knight’s helmet and initial insignia on his navy-blue silk shirt - K A. She wondered what the letters stood for.

“All right. Fair enough. Okay. This is going to be hard for you to hear. So...” He shoved his hand through his neatly combed hair.

“Your real name is Cassidy Lefevre. You’re twenty-nine. You were born on February 12th, 1983, in Quebec.”

The sounds of the other customers, the traffic passing by and the noise seemed amplified all at once. She jumped up. “Frick, I knew you had the wrong person.” She mumbled some things as she sat back down just as fast. All her life had been about running. She was trying hard to change that. He had answers. She hoped.

“I know it’s hard to believe but I do have the right person. You saw the picture for yourself. It’s real. Your resemblance to the woman is real.”

Heat crawled up her face. She was glad the place was gloomy and he wouldn’t be able to see her fire engine red face. “It can’t be possible.” Shaking to the core of her being, she placed her hands over her mouth. “My mother...” She glanced away, not sure what she had been about to say. A few people were openly staring at them and obviously eavesdropping.

“I have a lot I need to tell you. Do you mind if we go some place quieter so I can share what I know?”

“Umm... Maybe...”

“I passed a lounge a couple of blocks from here that looked pretty empty. Want to take a chance?” After she nodded, he tossed down some bills.

He motioned for her to go first. His warm hand against her lower back was the impetus she needed to shake out of her confusion. Her strides grew faster but he matched her pace, his fingers a steady presence. It was very tempting to lean back into that warm, comforting hold, something she’d never had in her life.

“Follow me. Okay?”

“Sure,” she said as she slid behind the steering wheel. She watched as he climbed into a new SUV rental.

He’s from out of town too. That’s how she had always defined herself. No matter where she and her mom had lived, she was never from there—she was never from anywhere. Is that why no one could find us, Mom?

A horn honked. She looked up to discover he was waiting for her, so she started her car and pulled out behind him. She did as he asked, all the way to the lounge. She watched him park, get out of the vehicle and walk toward where she was sitting in her car, at the entrance to the parking lot. The Guess Who’s song, Laughing, came on the radio. It had been her mom’s favorite song.

What the hell?



​Chapter Fifteen


––––––––
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Bailey’s heart felt like it was being held by a vise as it slowly squeezing the life out of it. On some level she knew he was going to tell her something that would rock her world in a way it had never been rocked before. It could have been the threat to her peace of mind or an inability to trust, but whatever it was, it was enough to compel her to hit reverse, stomp on the gas pedal and zip into the street. She’d always been in this alone. She’d find her own answers.

His eyes opened wide in shock before settling into a disappointed, knowing look. It was one she’d perfected when she’d learned, yet again, they were moving. The expression on Guy’s face reminded her of too much. She burned out of there, going well over the speed limit. She whipped in and out of lanes, turned down side roads, drove around, at times a bit lost, until finally she pulled up in the back alley of her mother’s place. It was just something she did on instinct. She didn’t question why she’d chosen to hide her car, but her sixth sense had saved her on many occasions. Living on the streets has taught her a lot. It had only been because she’d listened to her gut that she’d saved herself.

Blowing out her breath, she let go of old memories, grabbed her bag and keys, quietly creeping across the lawn to the side door to let herself in. She unlocked and opened the door, gently closing it behind her just as she was grabbed from behind, one hand clamped over her mouth while an arm wrapped around her middle like a band of steel. She was almost overwhelmed by the stench of stale tobacco and rancid alcohol.

Not again.

“Where’s the picture, bitch?”

Long ingrained instincts kicked in. She lifted her right leg forward and then drove her sneakered foot back into his knee while smashing her elbow into his ribs. He yelped and swore but didn’t break his hold on her. They stumbled backward, crashing into the table. She took advantage of his loosened grip, ripping it from around her. She made it to the door and got it open a few inches before his body slammed into her, pinning her there. His hands encased her wrists. “Try that again and I’ll kill you. I don’t care what I’ve been told. Got that?”

She held herself perfectly rigid but didn’t respond.

“Good. Now where is that picture?”

“At the photo store?”

“What?” He grabbed her arms with one hand and yanked a handful of hair, pulling her head back at an awkward angle. “Listen, lady, I’m not here to play games. The picture I’m looking for is old. Where is it?”

Bailey snorted in disbelief. “Pictures. You want pictures. Well, let me tell you something you big over-stuffed—”

He smacked her wrists against the door.

“Uuuuuuhhh... listen—”

He jammed his knee into the back of hers. Pain ripped through her. She sagged forward, trying to will away the agony. “There have been no photos in my life. My mom didn’t believe in them. I... DON’T... HAVE... ANY.”

Grabbing her left arm, he twisted it behind her back, turning her around. He marched her into the living room. In the dim light, she could barely see her way and stumbled over the mess on the floor.

“What’s in those bags?”

“Newspapers.”

“Where’s your mom’s room?”

“Kiss mine.”

He jerked back and up.

She tried not to respond but she was sure her shoulders were but one thread away from being dislocated. Tentatively walking down the hallway, she tried to avoid the overturned bags of stuff that now littered the floor. When she tripped and almost took him down with her, he jerked her arm halfway up her back. She stood on tiptoe to ease the pain and the blackness that was threatening to engulf her.

“Do that again and I’ll rip both arms out of their sockets.”

Biting her lip so she wouldn’t scream, she said, “Then turn on some damn lights. I can’t see a thing and since you saw the need to redecorate, it’s your fault.”

“All right, turn on the bathroom light. Don’t do anything funny.”

She almost snorted at that because when he let go of her wrist, her injured arm flopped to her side. It took a moment for her to lift it and the muscles protested loudly when she raised her hand so she could flip the switch. He shoved her into the bedroom and although flopping on the bed was preferable to having his hands on her, she wasn’t staying there in case he got ideas. A quick move and she was back on her feet but he immediately backhanded her. She fell backward onto the bed, the metallic taste of blood filling her mouth. She swiped at her lip as she propped herself onto her elbows. With a torrent of banging, crashing and smashing, he yanked open dresser drawers and dumped them. The veracity with which he moved made her cringe.

The man’s right hand shook like he was thirty hours into detox. He sure didn’t smell like that though. A week of soaking in a bathtub might have been able to loosen the caked dirt and grime, food, grease, sweat and other things, she didn’t even want to guess at what they might be, coating his body and his clothes, but she wasn’t so sure. “Where’d your mom hide pictures?”

We don’t have any pictures, not even of me growing up. So I don’t know what...

Bailey’s eyes opened wide. The only photo she’d seen in thirty years was the one in her bag—which was somewhere on the kitchen floor. What would he want those pictures for? They were old. There was nothing... The jewels. Had someone stolen it? Was someone going to steal it?

She sat upright. He was bent over the debris now littering the floor, his butt pointing in her direction. He wasn’t paying any attention to her. She lifted her feet and rammed them as hard as she could into his butt, toppling him. Then she ran, heading out through the kitchen, yanking open the door and hitting the lock on her way out. It wouldn’t stop him but it might slow him down. Scooping her bag off the floor, she raced out, slamming the door behind her and sprinting across the back lawn. She spit out a mouthful of stale blood as she went. Once in her car, she hit the gas and drove away, the back tires spewing dirt and grass. Winding her way through the streets, she looked for a main road that would take her west.

Flipping open the glove box, she pulled out the two envelopes. Someone had answers. She feared it might just be her.



​Chapter Sixteen


––––––––
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Guy sprinted across the street when he saw Bailey race through the living room, past the open front door. “Wait!”

She didn’t slow down nor act like she’d heard him.

Leaping up the stairs he crashed into a small, wiry man who was barreling out. The two men stumbled then caught their balance. The smaller man moved quicker, lashing out with his left foot, catching Guy just below the knee, sending him stumbling backward into the railing. The man was already running down the block.

Fear hit Guy like a punch to the gut. Where was Bailey? Who was that guy?

He raced through the house following the direction he’d seen Bailey run. Zipping out the side, he glanced at the street and then sprinted toward the back fence as he looked up and down the back alley. There was no sign of her car. She was gone. Turning around, he made his way back inside. Picking his way over the littered floor, he looked for clues that might tell him what the hell had just happened.

Boxes were flipped over, bags ripped open, drawers piled on the floor, blood spots on the bed. Since there were only a few drops he assumed the person wasn’t seriously hurt. The question was, was it Bailey’s?

He pulled out his cell phone and made a quick call. “Graham. I need you to do some more digging into Bailey’s background. Go back more than ten years. Retrace her steps. I need to fill in the blanks. I skimmed over some of the history surrounding her mom but I think there must be something I missed.”

“Hello to you too. And I’m on it. What’s going on?”

“Not sure. But someone broke into her mother’s house and she’s on the run. I need to know if this was a random burglary or connected somehow to her. I’m thinking the latter.” He knew his business partner, Graham, wouldn’t question his gut instinct. It had served them enough times when there was no evidence to go on. Like the time he’d caught the accountant with the impeccable record, who was walking out each day, with thousands of dollars in his lunch bag.

“On it.”

Guy filled him in on what had occurred that evening. “I’m not sure where to look for her. I’m going to dig around here and see what I find. I’ll get back to you.”

Following her a few days before had at least given him something to work with. The only person she’d met with had been a lawyer. Would she go to him if she was in trouble? Clicking off his phone, he headed back down the hall. The unmade bed and clothes scattered in the spare bedroom caught his attention.

Lifting the suitcase onto the bed, Guy carefully looked through the items. Nice underwear. Shoving the black lace bra and panties aside, he continued to sift through her clothes. He unzipped the inside pocket. Airline ticket—old one. Double Bubble supply—which made him smile. A business card—Creative Interiors. Another one—Mr. Robert Lund, Attorney at Law—jackpot. Lund, the lawyer’s office Bailey had gone to a few days before.

Holding both cards in one hand, Guy walked back to the living room. He made his way to the window by stepping past the overturned items. He didn’t see anything outside that was cause for concern. It looked like the uninvited guest was long gone. He went with his gut instinct and pulled out his cell, hitting the redial button. “Graham, I need you to do a bit of digging on a Mr. Robert Lund. Lawyer. Also see if you can find a home address. I’ll do some searching on my end but it might not be that easy to find. At least not if he’s smart.” He rattled off the information on the business card. “Also do a bit of digging, what do we know about him and his business?”

“Right. Give me ten.”

His hand clenched into a fist as a tightly coiled unsettled feeling sat heavy in his gut. He absently rubbed his stomach. How come I didn’t see this one coming? Nice and easy my ass, Gramma.

He placed his hands over his face and rubbed hard as though it could clear his mind. This was not going to be simple. Blowing out an exasperated breath, he spun around abruptly with the intention of leaving but tripped. With nothing to grab onto, he found himself sprawled across the floor. Since that was a dangerous place to be, he quickly twisted around and jumped to his feet. He booted one of the offending large bags aside.

“Ouch.” He reached down and pulled back the plastic. Newspaper spilled out. Grabbing the top one, he glanced at the topics and then the date.

1985. Who the hell keeps the news that long?

1995. 1999. Who gets that many?

There were only some from each year but they were papers from across the country, certainly not something one could pick up casually at the local store. He flipped through the stacks of them, getting caught up in the stories.

Da-da-dum. Da-da-dum. Da-da-dum. Charge.

He jerked violently, ripping a paper in half. Sighing in disbelief when he realized it was his phone, he pulled it out. Why he’d let Graham’s sister program that ring, he’d never know. It caught him off guard every time. 

“Yeah?”

“I got his address, I’ll text you.”

After reading Lund’s address he straightened. “What else?”

“You do realize it’s after midnight?

“Yes and I also know you’ll be up till the wee hours, getting all you can about the players we know exist so far. So give.”

Graham’s fingers clicked over the keys. “Man, you annoy the hell out of me. Mr. Charles Emerson Lund. Upstanding citizen. Lawyer since 1970. Clean as a whistle.”

“So far.”

“Yeah. So far. He’s too clean. I get the feeling there are some deep dark secrets hidden in this guy’s history. I have a few feelers out with my buddies on the police force. There’s some speculation that he may be flying on the light side.”

A gay lawyer?

“We’ll see what comes back. He’s married to Betty Filmore. The Filmores are a hair’s width from billionaire status. That has to be the crown for a guy who came from a family that marginally made the millionaire mark. The Filmores have their hands in many pies. Besides buying up declining companies, turning them around and reselling them, they own sports teams, have their hand in the shipping business and are partners in a number of multinational conglomerates. Meeting and marrying Betty Filmore, did wonders for Lund’s career. He’s had some high-profile cases. Don’t know why he didn’t join a major law firm and make partner. If he’s got closeted sexual preferences, it’s not something he’s really going to want the in-laws to know about. My thought is that if he’s got that slant, then someone at some time has probably might have used it against him. It’s too classic. Who wouldn’t take advantage of it?”

After securing the house, Guy walked across the street to his SUV. “Do you ever miss it?” They’d met when the two of them were fresh out of university and both had decided to join the police force. Two years was all Guy had lasted. Fourteen months for Graham.

“Police work?” There was a pause. “No. I miss the guys though. If that druggie hadn’t shot me, I’d still be there, but I’m better at behind the scenes snooping. How about you?”

“Nope. I was the worst rookie ever.”

“That’s only ‘cause you didn’t like all the rules.”

Guy laughed along with Graham, recalling how he had trouble with shift work and couldn’t handle the daily stress. Getting enough sleep had become an issue, and he’d started nodding off at any given time, which hadn’t gone over well with the others.

“Thanks for the info. Keep me informed.”

“Don’t park your ass out there.”

Guy took in a deep breath. He didn’t plan on getting shot and although he never would have guessed it from the start, he was now questioning what really lay in store for him. The situation was not at all what it seemed.

****
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John was about to stand when someone exited the side door. His knees were starting to cramp, his tall, muscled frame not lending itself to be folded into a pretzel for long periods. Though he remained fit, age showed itself in the graying of his hair, the etched lines in his face and the aches and pains his body invented. He stayed crouched until he was alone. The woman had almost run him down in the alley when she’d driven out of there like a maniac. A quick dive over the fence had kept her from seeing him, barely saving his hide. He hadn’t been expecting her to run out. He could have killed her then but it would have been messy and he didn’t want any witnesses. He would decide when and where. It would be done right. No more mistakes. This time he’d make sure she was gone.

What a freaking zoo. No one had said anything about having to deal with two men fighting over the broad. John had been scouting the house when one guy had barreled out the front door and the other had tried to stop him. The shoving match hadn’t been much. The little guy had won hands down yet still got the hell out of there in a hurry.

He had been ordered to get rid of the girl. His intel inferred she was pretty much a loner with no real friends, but that seemed to have changed. He’d have to be more cautious, but he was confident he would succeed. He wasn’t in any hurry to follow her. The tracking device he’d attached to her car would disclose her location at all times. Besides, he was curious about the identity of her ‛friends’ and whether they’d be a problem.

He’d get to her soon enough. She was the last person who had the answers some were undoubtedly seeking. Only she didn’t know that and she may never know. He smiled, loving the quirkiness of it. She’d die and never know why. The thought of sharing her history with her was tempting, just to see the anguish, the tears, the fear. He let that image wash through him and shuddered as goosebumps covered his body. Killing wasn’t his first love and not one he’d done often but when someone crossed him, they paid. And she had done him wrong by taking away his only family - the sister he’d tried to protect from his alcoholic father and overzealous, hypocritical, pious mother.

He had to do this quickly, get his money and get out of the country before the police finally tracked him down. They had a warrant out for his arrest. His latest roofing scam had given him hundreds of thousands of dollars and a line on the need-to-question list of the local RCMP. He chuckled wryly as he considered all he was involved in that the police had no clue about. He’d been caught once but never convicted. He wouldn’t go there again. Once he was done with the girl, he would leave the country for good. He’d find fresh victims to bilk.

He waited another ten minutes before he stood. Hugging the darkness of the fence, he walked to the side of the house. His hand shook slightly as he took out his pick. Thirty seconds and he was in. He was a bit disgusted that at one time he’d have been in within five seconds, but he shook that off. He moved stealthily through the house, not making even a whisper of a sound. Though he hadn’t been gainfully employed in this way in a long time, he prided himself on the fact he still had what it took despite his age.

The place was a mess and had obviously been well searched. Regardless, he still did a careful check of all vents and ceiling tiles that might have been moved but found nothing. He needed to make sure there was no link from the past to Donna or her child, certainly nothing the cops could use to extradite him. Even countries without extradition agreements could be bribed. As his flashlight flipped over newspapers covering over half the living room floor, he noted two crumpled cards. Bending, he picked them up—one was the girl’s business card and the other was a lawyer’s. Acid burned in his gut as he thought about the lawyer he’d disposed of. The man had slipped evidence to the prosecution. He’d wanted John to go down for defrauding an old woman of her life savings. He smiled as he remembered how easy it had been to eliminate him.

John pulled out his cell phone and called an old acquaintance, though he knew he’d be charged heavily for the information. Five minutes later he had the home address he needed. He left the house, moving stealthily along the alley for two more blocks to where he’d parked his black car. The fine tremor in his hand was almost unnoticeable but was enough that the key didn’t slide in smoothly the way it should have.

A drink would have been a nice but he’d never allowed himself to indulge—at least not while he was in the middle of something big. And this was big. He was facing the end to a thirty-five-year career, which, he conceded, had really ended when his sister Mary had been killed. Thinking of her still saddened him, but it also made him mad. He still blamed that infant for his sister’s death and for preventing him from collecting thousands of dollars from the people who were to be her new parents. Mary had looked after that baby for months and finding out that toddler had survived into adulthood was too much. Truth be told, he would have killed the girl for nothing but he was a businessman. He planned to get paid and get paid well. That kid had robbed him of a lucrative career—snatching infants from wealthy parents who had an enemy they often didn’t even realize. He’d been hired by family members, relatives, business partners. It hadn’t been easy to kidnap silver-spooned babies but that’s why those hiring him had to have very deep pockets and ingenious resources. He’d had to abandon that prolific career when Mary died.

He wasn’t going to spend his retirement behind bars, and he had no plans nor desire to go to jail. Certainly not because of one dumb bitch who could ruin it all.

He’d do what needed to be done. Then he’d leave for a long vacation, perhaps somewhere south where extradition was unlikely.

The two men who’d stumbled out of the house came to mind. He might have to charge more money for complications. Killing three was really no different than killing one.



​Chapter Seventeen
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There was a loud pounding sound.

The phone rang.

The banging happened again.

The phone rang.

Fumbling in the dark, he reached out to slap at his touch-sensitive lamp. It flickered on. Squinting, he glanced at the clock—12:45.

The phone rang.

The incessant thumping continued.

He swung his legs out of bed, ignored the phone, pressed his hand to his face and stood.

“Mr. Lund open this door. It’s me, Bailey Saunders. I need to talk to you. I think she knew stuff. Stuff that could get one killed.” Her voice drifted in through his open, second story window.

He jerked upright, frozen for a moment, before sinking weakly to the bed. Realizing his wife wasn’t complaining about the noise, he rose once more and walked across the hall to her bedroom. He briefly knocked before opening her door. In that moment, it dawned on him that she was at her sister’s for the weekend. Overcome with relief, he returned to his room and slumped against the door frame.

“Open up. Please! This is important.”

He went into his bathroom, donned his robe and tied the sash around his ample middle. Annoyed at not having the opportunity to at least get dressed, he took his time going down the stairs. He schooled his face into one of concern before pulling open the door.

“Miss Saunders, call my office in the morning for an appointment, and I’ll be happy to discuss whatever is causing you so much distress.” His white knuckles clung to the back of the door while he smiled at her reassuringly.

She tilted her head and stared at him before addressing him. “You’ve known my mom a long time.”

His mind quickly reviewed the odds of answering that backfiring on him. “Y-yes.”

She moved a little closer. “A very long time.”

The way she said it sent shivers up his spine, nearly causing his bowels to empty. He stepped back and started to close the door. “Really. Call me in the morning. We can go down memory—”

She shoved him inside and slammed the door behind her. Leaning against it, she glared at him. “Let me tell you something about myself, Mr. Lund. I’m a very good judge of character. I know that when a man is sugary sweet to you, he wants something, usually to steal you blind. I know that when a man puts his hand on the thigh of an eight-year-old...” She stared pointedly at him.

He gulped. How could she know? She had the picture. He should have told Payme to remove the problem, not follow it.

“He’s not looking for a Boy Scout badge. No, he wants to be the one to initiate that young virgin into the real world. And I know when someone is being honest with me.”

Walking past him, she turned into the first room on the left. Not sure what to do, he followed her. She was already helping herself to his Port. The way she was gulping his $49,000, 1943 bottle instantly enraged him. His blood pounded through his arteries and exploded into his face with a radiant heat. He reminded himself that she was just a street hustler but none were better than he was. You may drink my special brew but you will never be my equal.

Swallowing his anger, he used it to straighten his spine and with several deep breaths, he was able to bring his blood pressure back under control. He walked to where she was standing by his dark maple liquor cabinet and poured himself two fingers of his best Scotch. Her eyes never left his face as he swirled the drink before taking a lengthy sip. Instantly, he felt himself relax. He was back in control.

Maybe she’ll learn a few refined skills.

He moved to his fireplace and with the flip of a switch, it burst into flames. Warmth permeated the room. He settled into his high-back leather chair, facing the fire.

“Come join me, my dear. I’ve learned that life is too short to get stressed over the little stuff.” He smiled winningly at her.

She moved to a chair placed opposite to his. Slowly he sank back into the comfort of it. He looked at her. She was staring at the flames, lost in thought.

“So, what can I do for you, dear? I know this is a tough time for you. If you want, I can have someone come and pack the house for you. During these situations I know how difficult it can be.”

“No.”

She didn’t even turn her head to address him. With a hand trembling with anger at her social faux pas, he took another sip of his drink. The rich, smooth taste slid down his throat, first with a tingle and then exploding into an array of flavor. He closed his eyes as he let himself get lost in the sensation, allowing only a tiny shudder.

He set his glass on his custom designed maple table, the engraved vines climbing up the pedestal to end at an orchid shaped glass top. He rubbed his fingers back and forth over the smooth surface. Of all his collections, this was his prize. It was gaudy, it was impractical, and it spoke of having an excess of money. The Filmores, his in-laws, were filthy rich, partly because of him. The fact that they’d started with millions and had thrived without him was of no importance. He’d been the reason they were so successful at taking over small companies, revamping them and selling them for an ungodly amount of money.

As a token they’d given him a commission, not part of the business that he felt was his due. So, he’d had to find his own wealth, his own sideline. He tapped the antique beside him. His thoughts returned to it. The rare piece would be worth millions one day and might be already. It was an insurance policy in the event he had to leave in a hurry and needed money quickly. He’d had four guys bidding for it for years. One day soon, one might be the winner.

“You said the cops would be interested in my past. I think you have...”

She waved her hand at him. “I just needed to get your attention, so you’d let me in.”

Allowing a tiny inner sigh of relief, he smoothed his hand over his silk robe, not unlike one worn by Hugh Heffner, a man he felt he emulated in many ways—quiet, suave, sophisticated. The part he hadn’t quite mastered was Heffner’s disregard for public opinion. Slowly Lund sat forward and faced his now quiet, uninvited guest. He wasn’t quite ready to believe she knew nothing about the relationship he’d had with her mother. She turned to look at him. The side of her face was swollen and red. Blood was caked around the edge of her nostril.

He frowned, wondering if his guy had gotten into a tussle with her. “My dear, what happened? Let me get some ice for that.”

She waved him off and stood. “I’m fine. Here’s what I need to know.” She smiled in a way that made his stomach flop as though plummeting down a twenty-story amusement park drop tower.

“You’re the man who used to meet us each summer. I was about five the last time I saw you. It was at a cabin. I need to know what was going on with my mother at that time. What relationship did you have with her?”

He gazed into the flames. “We were old acquaintances. I’ve known her a long time. Yes, you and she used to come to a cabin I owned in northern Alberta.” He looked at her and smiled. “Those were great times. You were such a daredevil child. Always on the go. You used to love lazy days on my fishing boat. You’d scream with joy.”

Her eyes now held the gleam of restored memories but her shoulders slumped. “That’s it? You were friends?”

He leaned forward. “Yes, dear. What were you looking for, something a little more clandestine?”

A sad smile curved her lips.

He wasn’t sure what to make of it. “Your mom was a good person. We kept in touch for a while but she moved so much I only saw her a few times. Well, up until the last six months.” He looked at her with understanding. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

Feeling better than he had in a long time, he looked compassionately at her. “Your mom really wasn’t one to keep much, was she? Will the cleaning up take you very long?”

She shook her head as she stared at the liquid swishing around the glass in her hand. “No. I’m pretty much done. I just need to have the second-hand store pick up most of the stuff. The rest is garbage.”

“You know, there used to be pictures of when you used to join me at the cabin. I’ve since sold that place but would love those pictures.”

Her blue eyes glaciated. “Pictures? You’ve got to be kidding. There are no photos, paintings, drawings. Nothing. Never has been. If there ever were any, she got rid of them a long time ago.” She jumped to her feet, eyes wide, chest heaving. Then she stopped and stared off into space. “That’s not true. There was one. Mom kept it under wraps. She’d take it out every now and then and look at it. Then one day she just ripped it to shreds. She said something like, ‘enough of the lies, you’ll never hurt me again’.” Bailey paused. “She set the pieces on a plate, took out her lighter, lit it and watched it burn. Tears were streaming down her face. It was odd. I never understood it. And she never talked about it.”

Lund was leaning so far forward he was on the verge of falling out of his chair. “Di...” He cleared his throat. “D-did you ever, umm, see the picture?”

“I peeked over her shoulder once when she wasn’t paying close attention.”

“And?”

When her head whipped around and she frowned at him, he realized his mistake. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh. I just got caught up in the story. Please continue.”

She focused on him. He tried not to fidget as he practiced his polished look, one he hoped people interpreted as genuine sincerity and understanding when his thoughts were anything but.

“It was a grainy, old picture, so worn and crumpled that I could barely make out the images of the people in it. She noticed me right away and concealed it.”

Lund blew out his held breath. “I’m sorry to hear that. No other pictures, eh? I guess with moving so much it was hard to keep anything.”

“There are none of me.” Sighing, she studied him before turning, only to stop and face him again. “Where’s her money?”

“What?” He worked very hard to keep his eyebrows from shooting into his hairline. He jammed his fists into the pockets of his silk robe.

“Where’s the money she was making from the store?”

He cocked his head slightly and assumed his genuine, caring expression. “My dear, I’m not sure what your mother told you but she really wasn’t all that good with finances. It slipped through her fingers like oil. She loved extravagant purchases. Why, her favorite chocolate cost a small fortune.” However, I do have a nice bit of cash put away thanks to her. “You see, I gave her the loan for the store and I just couldn’t curb her spending. I know she’d had it tough for years, so I felt I should indulge her some. Not a good way to run a business. But I’m glad I did it. Who knew she’d have such a short time on earth?” He rose, reaching out to pat her on the shoulder but she side-stepped him. Clenching his teeth, he forced himself to smile. “I’m really sorry, dear.”

She hesitated at the door but didn’t even have the decency to turn and face him before asking, “Uhm, do you have a bathroom I could use?”

Confident he’d successfully diverted her questions, he nodded toward the corridor as he answered her request.

“Just down the hall, second door on your left.”

“Thanks.” She started to turn but hesitated. “I don’t know how to say this but, well... I have...”

“What, dear?”

“Well I have, you know, cramps. It’s my time of the month. I don’t think I have anything to use.”

He had a hard time containing his disgust.

“I feel like I’m kind of leaking. It’s so gross. But I just don’t know what to do. Would your wife or kids have any tam—”

Horrified, he waved her away. There was nothing he hated more than hearing about women’s issues. “Upstairs. My wife’s bathroom is the third door on the right. She keeps supplies for when the girls come. Look in the big cupboard.”

He shuddered as she walked up the ornately curved oak stairs before returning to his chair by the fire. He took the first calm breath he’d had in more than six months, ever since Donna had shown up at his office demanding answers. Picking up his glass and swishing the contents, he allowed himself to indulge in his luxuries.

The picture is gone.

Instantly he felt annoyed at being duped by Donna again after all these years. She’d brought him a photocopy. She’d sworn to destroy the picture so there was only that one copy. No one would have been able to decipher much in the grainy reprint, but it had been enough to get his back up. If she hadn’t been dying...

He could barely contain his mirth as he thought about the measly ten thousand dollars, he’d given her three months before to get her off his back. She’d been satisfied with that. He was just glad she’d been so gullible. It had been easy to lie to her all those years. Even at the end when she’d threatened to expose him if he didn’t pay her more money. It had really been delightful knowing she had been on death’s door, so he’d been generous. He’d given her the cash and he’d agreed to organize and pay for her funeral and burial. The owner of the funeral home had a few dark secrets and had been more than willing to eliminate the bill in exchange for Lund’s silence. He hoped the services had been a sufficient farewell, a final act of gratitude for the financial gain she’d unknowingly given him.

Knowing he was free of Donna and her threats, he allowed himself to relax. He should have known she’d been playing him all these years. Thinking back, he realized he liked the little bit of danger that she’d posed. She’d cost him precious little, only enough money to survive on while she was on the run, only sufficient warning that her husband was tracking her down, and enough misinformation about her husband watching the border to prevent her from leaving the country. He’d told enough lies to keep her right where he could keep an eye on her. And she always bought that he’d sent a cheque to the last address and if she hadn’t cashed it, someone had. How did he know she wasn’t scamming him? He’d played her so well. He’d been fairly confident she’d never have followed through with making the photo of him public. Besides, she’d given him more crooked federal politicians, doctors, lawyers, judges, and too many others for him to keep track. Some of them still had a guilty enough conscience that they continued to pay, even though they were no longer in the public eye.

He sipped at his scotch, his eyes glancing at the door through which Bailey had left. He wondered what the little snot would do if she knew he’d forged her birth certificate. The thought of letting that cat out of the bag was tempting. The fun he could have withholding her true identity. He didn’t know her true identity but neither did she and never would. Donna had never said where she’d gotten the baby and frankly he hadn’t cared. Smiling to himself, he slowly drank the rest of the exorbitantly priced Scotch.

Since no one had found out about him in over forty-five years since his first ‘experience’, he didn’t know why he’d worried so much. It really was a blessing that Donna had that picture and not her husband. He would have blackmailed him for every dime he had and then made it public knowledge, gloating in his ability to bring him down.

Uh, but they lost.

He smiled the first genuine smile he’d had in a very long time.

He was safe.



​Chapter Eighteen


––––––––
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Rising from his crouched position beside a house a few doors down from Bailey’s, Payme watched the guy he’d run into finally drive away. He stood and moved along the shadows of the building. Since the girl had left and he’d already looked through her place to no avail, he may as well get his other career back on track. He walked around the house and onto the deck to peek through the patio windows. The house was spotless. On the table, he could clearly see a note. There was something about the personal touch of a handwritten letter that tempted him to reconsider what he was going to do, but his need to find alternative methods to bring in money won. Mr. L would be cutting him loose soon, especially when he found out the girl had gotten away from him.

He snuck off the deck, found a rock in the flower garden and within seconds he’d broken the glass and had climbed in. The note let him know he had plenty of time. The residents were out of town for a few days and the message was for their neighbor. Crumpling it, he chucked it on the floor before heading upstairs to the bedrooms. They were always the best places to start. Snooping through the house, he’d forgotten how much pleasure he derived from peeking into the lives of others, of taking from the lives of others. He found jewels, valuable coin collections, cash, credit cards—all that he was looking for and more. Since time wasn’t a factor, he took his time searching.

After he had his pockets and a nice leather duffle bag full, he headed out the back door. Slithering into the darkest shadows, he clambered over the fence and scampered through the yard to the next one. The back alley had proven once too often to be the place he’d be caught. Instead, he chose to scramble over fences and dash through yards, only having to hide when the early morning partiers drove by.

His phone rang.

He immediately dropped to the ground, scrambling to grab the damn cell before it went off again. Since he wasn’t used to carrying one, he hadn’t thought about the noise it would make. As he answered it, he fleetingly realized that Mr. Lund would want it back.

“Make sure she leaves the city. Once she’s gone, call me.”

Payme didn’t bother to tell Lund he was across town and not on her tail as he was being paid to be.

“That’s it. What about them pictures?” Payme scratched at his prickly stubble.

“It’s done. You’ll get a nice bonus for your work. Call me later.” There was a distinct click as the call ended.

Payme stared at the phone. Something didn’t feel right. He was to get her out of town and then what? Was he being hustled? He could be identified. It was uncertain whether the man he’d run into had seen his face, but the woman definitely had. It was time to eliminate her, regardless of Mr. L’s orders.

He’d called the girl earlier to scare her. With her gone, he knew he could look freely.

He’d wanted to get that picture, but not to simply hand it over. It just might have been his retirement ticket, but now she’d run to Lund and now he had the damn picture.

Payme slugged back several gulps of the cheap whisky he’d swiped from the last house, shuddering as it hit his empty stomach. He pulled out his pack of cigarettes and holding it below his nose, he took a long whiff. It had been a while since he’d had a fresh pack of smokes. Thankfully, bumming and smoking butts would now be on hold for a while. He reached into his shirt pocket to get his matches but they weren’t there, despite patting down all his pockets. Swearing, he looked around. He’d left his car a few blocks away. Since no alarms had sounded, he was emboldened to take the alley. He was returning to his vehicle, smoking a few cigarettes, sleeping a bit and then he’d call Mr. L to tell him the girl was gone. He’d then grab Bailey when she returned to the house. Once he had her, he and Lund would renegotiate their agreement—after he’d had a bit of fun with her, of course.

Lund seemed way too eager to keep tabs on her, so there had to be some serious money to be made.



​Chapter Nineteen


––––––––
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Bailey drove back across the city, wondering if it was safe to return to the house. A couple blocks away from her mom’s, she pulled over to draw in several calming breaths and steady her frayed nerves.

She tried to make sense of all that was going on. First, there had been the intruder and then Lund with all his lies, and she wasn’t sure which one was creepier. Lund had been good, slimy but good. He’d almost had her believing he was genuinely sad her mother had passed away. But she knew better. Living on the street had taught her a few things. She hadn’t acted the victim since she was about fourteen. She’d perfected the role of the naïve, innocent schoolgirl yearning for a little bit of cash to buy a new outfit. Would the nice gentleman please give her twenty dollars?

That had been her scam for a long time and it had worked, at least until her mom had found out and put a stop to it. It was just another of her mom’s many major disappointments in her. Her stomach clenched at the memories of what she had done just to survive.

Leaning back, she slid her hand into her pants pocket and pulled out the USB keychain she’d lifted from the false bottom of Lund’s desk drawer. She was confused by some of what her mom had doodled on the envelope to her but locating and getting that jump drive had been clear.

She started to chuckle. He’d been so easy. Talking about women’s menstrual cycles always seemed to freak guys out. They didn’t dare question a fifteen or twenty-minute absence. Of course, when she’d returned and given a detailed biological explanation to Mr. Lund on menstruation cycles, it had been his undoing. He had hustled her right out the door.

With her free hand, she reached to her hair to tug out the elastic from the ponytail. She liked the ease of it when it was pulled back but she also knew it made her seem more like a teenager than a woman pushing thirty. The effect on men was the same, they strutted their stuff like they were groomed peacocks.

Without warning, her door was yanked open. She jerked sideways, her arm rising to shield herself, her foot lifting to lash out. Before she could make contact, a body pinned her and a hand reached across her, ripping out the keys. The scream that formed in her throat was swallowed as she met a steely pair of blue eyes. He moved back but not before redirecting her foot to the floor mat. Her hand instinctively wrapped around the flash drive and slipped it into her pocket. Feeling faint with relief, she slumped back. Her door slammed and her would-be thief was soon around the car and opening the passenger side. Sliding into the seat, Guy closed the door, leaned back and glared at her.

Too tired to move, she rolled her head sideways to meet the glower, but neither spoke. She waited him out. After a moment, she raised her eyebrows.

He folded his arms across his chest and turned to look out the window. “Who was the guest at your house?”

“What?”

“Don’t ask me, ‘what?’ You heard me.”

“What were you doing there?”

“Looking for you.”

Since he wasn’t looking at her, she took the time to study him. He definitely had the cute bad boy down pat. All dressed in black with his leather coat and his windblown hair falling over one eye. The scruffy beard was almost going too far.

“I don’t know who he was. I thought maybe he was a friend of yours.”

That brought his piercing gaze around to hers. His jaw clenched. “Aren’t we funny? I never sent him but someone did. Any ideas?”

That had been her thought as well, but that didn’t mean she had to play nice. The lack of knowledge scared her more than she cared to admit, and a shiver began as a fine vibration shimmying down her spine. “What makes you think he wasn’t just a random burglar?”

“Too much that was ransacked was left behind for him to be a burglar. And before you say he could have been looking for drugs, I met your friend at the door. Since I got up close and personal with him, I would agree that he was the slime of the earth. But I don’t think that getting high, was what motivated that break in.”

“How’d you find me?”

“I’ve been following you ever since you left Lund’s. Didn’t know I was behind you, did you?”

Fear shook her body as though she were in arctic weather. Without questioning the cause, Guy smoothly slid the key into the ignition and started the car, turning the heat on full.

“Thanks.” She rested her forehead on the side window, staring out at a black night the muted streetlights vainly tried to penetrate. A dark shape, crouched low, before shooting up and scrambled over a fence and then reappeared climbing over another one as he traveled through one back yard after another. Startled, she sat up but strained to keep her focus on where she’d last seen him.

“What’s wrong?”

Not bothering to look at him turned out to be a mistake. His warm breath brushed the back of her ear as he looked over her shoulder. She suppressed the shiver of excitement that tickled her nerve endings as she pointed off to the right.

“Someone is running through yards. Watch, you’ll see him in a moment between the gray house and the blue one. He’ll scramble over the hedge between the yards.”

A few seconds later a person did exactly that. A thin strip on the neck of the hood glowed in the dark.

“The guy who visited you tonight had on a hoodie, right?”

“Yes.” Forgetting he was so close, she whipped around and they literally ended up nose to nose. She froze.

“I figured we’d end up like this.”

Trying not to breathe in his tantalizing male scent, her eyes opened wide.

“Nose to nose that is. You like to get your way and I like to get mine.”

Exhaling slowly, she eased back. “Are you suggesting that’s the guy who was at my place?” She inclined her head in the direction of their night crawler.

Guy nodded.

“What the hell’s going on? My life was normal.” She ignored the twinge of guilt her remark elicited. “Until you barged in, telling me I’m someone else.” Her hand flipped up to stop his quick retort. “What you’ve said doesn’t make sense. Please don’t. I don’t want to hear it again.”

“You do recognize that you’re in trouble?”

“As dense as you may think I am, yes, even I get that. I just don’t understand why. Except that, back to my theory which I never got to finish, until you barged into my life, I never had people chasing me down. So, when I put two and two together, they add up to you.” Glaring at him, she crossed her arms. “Or add two and two and you get... oh my god.”

The man they’d been watching jumping fences emerged from the back alley onto the street. Once he was under the streetlights, she immediately recognized her burglar by his long, greasy hair and grubby clothes. “That’s the guy...”

A black car zoomed around the corner. Tires squealed and the vehicle swerved, the myriad sounds of a crash blending together. She gasped as the man they’d been watching landed on the hood of the car, only to be shot forward when the man slammed on his brakes. The vehicle spun around.

Bailey reached for the door handle, ready to help when Guy grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

“What the hell’s your problem?”

He jammed the gear into drive, his leg straddling the console as he stomped on the gas pedal. As they screamed away from the curb, he cramped the wheel, so they did a U turn.

She slapped at him, fighting for control.

“He’s got a gun.”

She never saw it but the sound of gunfire was unmistakable. “Give me the wheel and move your damn foot. I know what I’m doing.”

He promptly removed his hand. “Turn right.” After they squealed around the corner, he removed his foot, letting her take control.
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