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Jill was pulled out of her slumber with a jolt. It took a moment to realize the sounds she was hearing were real and not part of a dream. She got out of bed and moved over to the open window. Men were yelling. It sounded... chaotic. Frantic. What was going on?

She plastered her face against the screen but the view was too angled away from where they were. The enormous tree outside her window also prevented her from seeing much. A couple of men ran toward the garage. With guns?

She thought about taking the screen out of the window to get a better look but wasn’t sure she could get it back in. 

The commotion simmered down. If she had to guess from the little she’d seen, those men had gone to the Quonset. It was a building she’d found by accident on one of her daily walks. One, she’d been warned to stay away from it. From her window, she could just see the peak.

There wasn’t a sound coming from inside the house but something alerted her to a presence. She dove for the bed, pulling the sheet up over her. 

Leave!

That had been on her mind for a while but this was the loudest she’d heard it. Where would she go? How could she keep him from finding her?

Her body vibrated with the need to take action. There was a click. It wasn’t loud but it was distinct. Someone had entered her bedroom. Everything froze - her breathing, her movement, everything. But the pressure built, such that her head felt like it would explode. That would be a give away that she wasn’t sleeping. She sucked in a slow, steady breath, and slowly breathed out.

Something whispered across her cheek. It took all of her willpower not to react. She held herself still but tried to appear relaxed. She kept breathing slowly and deeply. Even after she heard the click of the door as it closed, she didn’t move. She didn’t dare to.

How was she going to get out alive?

~~~~
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“It better be good.” Tom sat down at the foldable table but he didn’t invite his guest to do the same.

“It is.” The man was insulted but held his tongue as he waved over one of his men. The man approached, setting a case on the table, opening it and turning it.

Tom glanced inside with a bored expression. “It doesn’t look like much.”

“That’s because you haven’t seen the potential.” He snapped his fingers. His guy pulled a tablet out of the case and opened it to a page before giving it to him. He turned it to face Tom.

“In its current form, it is worth thousands. As you can see here.” He swiped the page. “In its polished form, it is worth millions. Your choice of course.”

The buyer’s bored expression hadn’t changed. Not understanding how this person couldn’t be excited by the potential, he handed over a piece of the product for Tom to hold.

“It has its own charm—”

“—What do you need from me?” Tom hefted the product as though he was considering throwing it.

“Your contacts, of course. Your lines of moving product. You’ve done very well for yourself in your area of expertise, which you’ve kept under the radar. We could partner up. I thought—”

“—wrong.” Tom stood up abruptly. “Leave.”

“I know it’s not your usual line of business but this could—”

Four armed men appeared from nowhere. Each holding a semi-automatic. Not something even remotely legal in Canada. He was expecting to have to sell Tom on the idea but hadn’t expected this kind of reaction.

“Sure. Sure. I’ll leave that with you” He indicated the piece that Tom still held. “It will give you some time to think it over.” The menacing look he got suggested he wasn’t going to hear back anytime soon. Or ever. He took out two more pieces and set them on the table. “In case you change your mind.”

He tucked the tablet back inside, closing up the case and handing it to his guy. He should have brought more security but hadn’t thought he’d need it. Next time he’d be prepared. Firepower would meet firepower. Although there was another way...

“I have a great opportunity for you but there is a limited window.”

“Not interested.”

He opened his mouth to say something but when the guns were hefted up, he nodded to his men and headed for the door of the large shop. “If you change your mind, let me know.”

The man didn’t bother to look back as he walked out. He climbed into the back of his SUV. The two men he’d brought, got in the front. There was nothing but silence as they drove away. His men knew better than to talk to him when things hadn’t gone to plan. This was the deal that was going to make him. This buyer was his ticket. This product was gold. Not literally but it could make them both very rich. Beyond even what the buyer was currently making in their other endeavors.

The buyer had to come on board. It was the only way to get the product shipped without detection. The buyer had a system that had been working for years to bring all sorts of contraband into the country, undetected.

The man cocked his head. If Tom wasn’t interested... he really only needed his connections, not him. If Tom wanted out... it could be arranged.
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[image: ]


“What do you think?” Tom hefted the rock he’d been given, slightly curious as to where his guest had gotten it.

“He’s lying. That’s not the product he wants to move. The product he wants to move is in line with yours.”

Tom held the rock up to the light. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, he is planning a bait and switch. That is a real, raw, uncut diamond. I’m assuming so anyway. It would have to be checked to be sure. What he is peddling is a new drug that looks like that in its raw form. He’s wanting to move it as uncut, raw diamonds.”

“And use me to do it. Hmm.” It wasn’t the first time someone had wanted to use him. The others weren’t around to talk about it.

“Don’t get any ideas about going after him yourself.”

Tom smiled. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

No one, though, was going to step into his territory or use him to swindle others. He was trying to get out of the business, not get in deeper. Clean up his act, as his brother would say. Not that anyone would believe him. But there was someone who would be exceptionally happy. Maybe two.

“Tom. If you want my help to keep you out of jail and put him inside, stay out of this. You’ve done all you need to do. We’ve got it from here. Just keep doing business as normal and feeding us what we need to know.”

Tom looked at the man he’d been working with for a year. If anyone got wind of what he had done, the names and information he’d share, he was finished. So far, he was still alive, suggesting no one knew what he was doing. At some point though, that would probably change.

His contact was giving him an evil eye—listen to me or else. Tom had never done well at staying out of something, especially when it involved him, his family, or something he wanted. He always fought his own battles.

Could he ever really leave this lifestyle behind? Would people let him?

He’d probably have to move to another country. Change his name. His looks.

It was possible.

Would Jill be willing to come with me?

​
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I need to get out of here.

Jill stepped out of the front door. The early-morning sun hit her. She closed her eyes, welcoming the beacon of warmth.

“Tonight, we’re going to do something special. Did you read my note?”

Her eyes popped open, hating that she’d been caught off guard. Tom was looking at her like a child with a big secret. He knew something so exciting; he was ready to burst. She’d never seen him like that before.

She smiled, hoping it erased the panic she was feeling and the plotting she was trying to do. It must have worked as he kissed her on the forehead. Not something he’d ever done before. Kissing her, yes. Kissing her on the forehead? No, that was a whole different kind of intimacy.

“Did you?”

She nodded.

“You look tired. Are you okay?”

She wanted to tell him the same. Since she’d been up half the night, she had to guess he’d been up longer, dealing with whatever it was that had been going on. It wasn’t the first time there had been late-night activity, but it was just the first night it had been so chaotic.

You can’t bury your head any longer.

He was looking at her with a new glow, a new intimacy. Her stomach twisted. The note he’d taped to her bedroom door was something he’d been doing almost from the start, six months before. It had been so sweet in the early days. In the last thirty days that she’d been living there, he’d left one taped to her door every day. They were so much more... It... he...

“I left a couple of books in the library. They’re different from my others. I’ve left written instructions as to where I want them to be placed. Do not add them to the catalogue list. Burn the note I left you.” He’d always made a point of telling her to be careful with his precious books but this was something different. His library of books that she’d never seen him touch. So much money was tied up in it, yet he rarely spent time there. Except of course, when she was trying to do the work he’d hired her for.

“Your necklace?”

Her hand reflexively went to her bare neck. He was quick. It had broken earlier. Maybe her restless sleep had been the reason.

He nodded approvingly. “I’m doing something special for you. Tonight, I’ll explain. I’ll be out most of the day.” He sauntered away with a pop to his step. 

A heavy dread descended over her, like a weighted cloak anchoring her to the ground. He was acting differently. The note he’d left earlier had a different vibe to it. More intimate. More... She thought maybe she’d read something into it but his demeanor had just confirmed what she’d thought. He wanted more.

Oh no.

“Who says?”

“I do.”

Voices off to her right reminded her she wasn’t alone. Ever. Tom’s men. She did not want to encounter them, so she walked around the side of the house and stepped out onto the perfectly manicured lawn. The grass beneath her bare feet felt grounding. It was like it flicked off a switch in her brain and just let her be. Her phone rang. Her shoulders immediately tensed. She debated whether to answer, but she knew that ringtone. He’d call again and again until she talked to him. If only he could help her get out of this mess.

“Carter. What got you out of bed so early?” She loved her cousin but didn’t really want to hear about his busy life or his impending questions.

“Who says I’m out of bed? Unlike you, sleeping with that ravishing man, I have to get my sex where I can.”

He’d been awfully snarky about that lately. It made her wonder who had snubbed him. As for her raving sex life, it was nonexistent. “Do not tell me about your latest conquest.” He was not very loyal or discerning about whom he slept with.

“Uh. But see, Mommy would be proud.”

“Let me guess. A politician?”

“You are so smart. You won’t believe who—”

“Thank you. No details.” He had so many partners, it was impossible to keep up. “What do you need?”

Carter chuckled as he responded, “Did you think about what we talked about?”

“No. And no.”

“So in other words, yes, you did but no, you don’t want to do it. Not even for your sweet little ol’ cousin?”

Jill laughed, shaking her head. “It’s got nothing to do with you. It’s who you’re asking me to do the favor for. The answer is no. I gotta go.” Her aunt sometimes—always—overstepped the bounds of decency.

“She won’t be happy. It’s just a simple meeting. She just wants to meet Tom at his house. As do I, which you already know. She just wants it to appear—”

“—as though we’re a close-knit family and she’s just the sweetest little ol’ thang.”

Carter burst out laughing at her mimicking his tone.

He’d been hinting like mad that she introduce him to Tom. She’d thought about it but hadn’t really wanted to cross that line of family and her work. The one time she’d mentioned her cousin to Tom, he’d given her an unreadable look and had gone quiet. Later he’d quizzed her a bit about her siblings and her parents, and her relationship with them. He’d also asked a bit about her cousin and aunt and uncle. Tom had known enough about each of them to make her uncomfortable. He’d checked her out. It didn’t surprise her but it bothered her enough that she’d never broached it again.

“Come on.”

“No. There is nothing simple about your mother. I thought we agreed you wouldn’t tell her who I was working for. She is a social-climbing pariah who will step on anyone’s head—”

“—hey. That’s my momma you’re talking about,” he said, halfheartedly insulted.

“Besides knowing her, she’d make your dad run a picture of her and Tom in the newspaper.”

“Nope. He’s retired.”

“Tom? Oh, you mean your dad? Since when?” She hadn’t heard anything.

“Since Mom wants him to run for Councilor or some such political position. The business, although it had many benefits, wasn’t getting her where she wanted to be. I mean, get him where she wanted him to be.” Carter sighed heavily. “Okay. Forget her, them, but I wouldn’t mind meeting your man again.”

“What do you mean, again?”

“Slip of the tongue. Oh, I wish. He is one tall drink of goooooeey. You lucky girl, you. Momma just wants to meet him.”

I should never have hinted there was something more.

“Your southern accent is slipping but it is still no. Talk to you later.” Jill hung up. There was no way she was even going to consider her aunt’s demand. The woman didn’t just ask for anything, she just took. She devoured. She screwed people over as if they were nothing more than a tumbleweed blowing across her path. Her aunt would be annoyed but all Jill had to do was to avoid her for the next twenty years or so.

Again, Carter had broken his promise not to tell his mom anything. Tom wasn’t her beau. Although that was her own fault that he thought that. She’d kind of let him spin it that way. It was also what Tom appeared to want but not her. 

Working for him was one things but the one or two nice adventures he’d given her - a helicopter ride to a mountaintop for a meal, a ride or two in his Ferrari, at speeds that were definitely not legal, and flying them in his private jet to a Toronto Blue Jays game and sitting in his private Executive Suite - might have given a different context.

Her phone dinged. Carter sent her a picture of himself, posing naked in someone’s bed with the sheet barely covering his groin area. She rolled her eyes. Her real world was Carter, who couldn’t keep out of trouble nor keep his mouth shut. He was an idiot but he was her best friend and had been since they were children. The things he’d gotten into. The things he’d gotten her into. She shook her head.

And now he was telling his mom everything. The jerk was painting Jill as some sort of climbing socialite. Which his mom loved and wanted to use to her advantage. She’d have him swindled and spinning and not have a clue what had happened. Tom was a shrewd, successful businessman but she doubted he was a match for her relative.

Not happening, Aunty. Sorry.

It still baffled her that Tom had even hired her. She wasn’t even sure how or why she’d gotten the job. She wasn’t complaining, as she was great at organizing but had never catalogued books in her life.

It didn’t make sense unless...

Her head reared back. Had her aunt been behind this? Had she gotten Jill the job so that she, in turn, could have an in with Tom?

It would be typical but it wasn’t her aunt who had recommended her. It had been her last customer. The one she’d all but abandoned.

Jill felt like throwing up. Something had been off from the beginning and the fact that she’d ignored some of the clues until now... Her aunt was a manipulator. She could have done this. Wouldn’t she be embarrassed to know there was nothing between her and Tom. He’d tried to develop something deeper but she hadn’t been feeling it. She was... flattered and so bedazzled by his lifestyle, it had overshadowed her common sense in the beginning.

What would her aunt gain by there being a relationship between Jill and Tom?

He was wealthy, well connected, which was her aunt’s criteria for anyone in her life, but why him?

What had Carter said? His dad was getting into politics. But Tom wasn’t.

It didn’t make sense but it did add to the dread congealing in her soul.

It was time to get out. Because of Tom. Because of her aunt. Because, she should have left already.

It only took a sledgehammer to the head - a.k.a. Tom wanting more, her aunt wanting more, Carter wanting more - to figure that out.

​
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Jill headed across the lawn. She had some cataloging to do and some plans to make. It wasn’t like she could just leave.

Escape. 

The word popped into her head. It wasn’t something she’d thought about, leaving yes, but escaping? That changed her mind set a bit. How would she do that? Her mind was a bit foggy. She hadn’t gotten much sleep after being woken up at 1:00 a.m. Tom hadn’t returned to the house until 4 a.m. She’d heard him come up the stairs. He’d hesitated at the top before going to his bedroom. Had it been he who had checked on her earlier, to ensure she was sleeping?

It wasn’t normal to conduct work at that hour, no matter how many times Tom said, ‘it was just business’. She had to wonder what he’d say about what had gone on the night before. He never liked any of her questions about what he did. And now that she was planning on leaving, she could not ask the questions burning inside her brain.

Who had he met last night?

Who did he meet at any of the late-night meetings?

The other late-night meetings had felt like they were planned, last night hadn’t felt like that. There was a panic in the movement and the shouting. She hadn’t seen what had happened but could she keep ignoring what she knew was going on? 

“Whoa!”

Her head snapped up. Muscles, as she’d nicknamed him, Tom’s right-hand man, was coming out the front door and was a mere foot away. He was someone she would have been happier to avoid. Not only was he solidly built, thanks to lifting weights daily, but he had a flattened nose sitting against a square face. If he’d ever smiled, it would have scared children more than his hardened, deadpan look would have. It made her shiver inside. He didn’t seem to like her. It was mutual.

“I thought you were working in the library?” He’d never really taken to her but he was always civil, although there seemed to be an underlying hint of distrust. Or threat?

“Just took a break for a minute. Heading back there right away.” She felt like saluting him but refrained. “Don’t worry, I’ll be out of here soon.” She brushed past him. His raised eyebrows let her know she really shouldn't have said that last part about leaving. He’d made it clear from the beginning she didn’t belong there but that didn’t mean she wanted him running and telling Tom before she had a chance to tell him herself.

Although she planned on doing that from a distance.

Standing at the base of the stairs, she debated about going up them and going to talk to Tom in his office on the second floor. Or did she head to the library and try to get the work finished up? There were maybe five or six days left. If she was left alone.

Her hand went to her throat. A reflexive habit when she was stressed. Her necklace was missing, as Tom had pointed out earlier. She’d started work earlier than usual, not being able to go back to sleep. After waiting what she hoped had been an acceptable amount of time after everyone had settled down, she’d gotten up and gone to work. There hadn’t been anything dramatic happen, the necklace had simply slid off her neck. The clasp hadn’t been great for a while but she hadn’t had any problems with it until then. She’d left it sitting on a shelf in the library.

She took a step in that direction but heard Muscles’ voice through the open front door. He was on the phone. His gaze met hers for a moment before he closed the door with a snap. He was probably talking to Tom. Tattling. She needed to talk to him first.

He would not be happy.

But it was time. Past time. Giving him notice had not been in her plans when she’d woken up that morning. She planned on finishing the work and basically packing up and leaving. Now, she had to tell him before Muscles did. At the top of the stairs, she should have turned left to go to his office but found herself going up another flight. 

Chicken.

She was almost to her bedroom before she realized the door was ajar. She slowed, glancing behind her. The hallway was empty. Staying back, almost as though expecting an explosion from within, she stretched out her arm and gently pushed the door with her fingertips. It swung inwards. She snapped her hand back, standing on the balls of her feet, ready for anything. A moment went by. Then another. Nothing happened. No one came charging out. No kaboom.

She stepped forward. The room looked as neat as it had when she’d left it earlier that morning. Her bed was made. Her clothes were out of sight, stashed in the closet. It barely looked like she’d even been there. Her mom would be proud of how clean a guest she was being.

There was something out of place, though. A small gift and a lone piece of paper were lying on the bed. Tom was always leaving her notes. Which reminded her of the one he’d left her earlier that morning. She’d read it and stuffed it in her pants pocket. And ignored.

She picked up the piece of paper up off the bed and held it. Did she really want to read what was on it? Her gaze landed on the small box on the bed. Her first thought was to just leave it all but curiosity won out. She carefully unfolded the page. The words jumped out at her. It was like she’d written it herself.

You need to get out. Now.

​
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Jill flipped the note over, to see if there was anything else written on it. There wasn’t. This handwriting was different than Tom’s. He hadn’t written it. Which didn’t surprise her but who then?

Muscles?

He’d made it clear from the beginning that she should leave. It felt like a sick joke but it was also a reminder of the lifestyle that Tom led. He was on the wrong side of the law. She didn’t know how far... she laughed at herself. She’d been denying the signs from the beginning that told her exactly what he was into. He was definitely into things that painted way outside the lines of the judicial system. Most people would have been in jail or dead.

She’d known it almost from the moment she’d moved in there. Gone to stay there. That was her problem. She’d convinced herself that it was okay to move in to finish up a job that she really wasn’t qualified to do. It was only going to be temporary. Something she was thinking her sanity was these days.

Picking up the small box, she lifted the lid. It was not what she’d expected. It was a lump of glass or rock. She picked it up and rubbed it with her finger.

Someone had left this with the note?

The note had been on top of it. Was that so she read it first? Or were there two different deliveries? 

Closing up the gift, she tossed it back onto the bed. The moment it landed, she had that sense that she wasn’t alone. She spun around. The room was empty. There was just her. The door was ajar. She walked over and after a quick peek into the empty hall, closed it. The note crumpled in her hand. She’d forgotten she was still holding it.

Was it a threat?

There was no way Tom had left it for her. The gift maybe. So if not him, who? This was stupid. Feeling angry that she had been ignoring things, that Tom was pressuring her for something more, and that someone else was pressuring her to leave, she carried the note with her. It was time to talk to Tom and get this straightened out. And then get out of there. She reached the second floor. She was sure she’d heard Tom in that office when she’d gone up earlier. Most of his business with his staff was handled from the office on the main floor. The office on the second floor was only for Tom. He’d told her it was off limits to everyone.

Her hand mangled the paper she was holding. What was she doing? Taking it to him seemed like... a childish thing. What was she hoping to get someone in trouble? Distract him from what she was going to do?

Her feet slowed even before she heard the voices coming from within the office. She’d never seen anyone enter it but Tom. Not even her, and he let her go most places in the house.

“She needs to go.”

Jill froze. Maybe Tom did know about the note, although that wasn’t his voice.

The voices dropped, talking quieter. She leaned forward.

“... Jill.”

Hearing her name was like the click on a safe when all the numbers have aligned so that it will open. It was like a final warning that she stop thinking about leaving and act.

Just leave.

It didn’t take more than that to get her moving. She ran up to her room and grabbed her backpack out of the closet and started stuffing her belongings into it. She thought about taking her suitcase, sitting on the closet floor, but that would make it too obvious what she was doing. Most of what she’d need would fit in the backpack. Somehow.

She’d walk out with the one bag, tell whoever saw her that she had some errands. Some work for another client, maybe. She’d get into her vehicle and leave.

Her head reared up. She didn’t have a car. Hers had mysteriously developed a cough. Or something. Tom had it taken to a garage. Where? She didn’t know. It wasn’t that she hadn’t asked but he’d said he was taking care of it. It would be like new when she got it back. And she didn’t have to worry about paying for it, he would. It had been nice.

But now...

How was she going to leave?

There was a spare set of keys for his SUV in the library.

It was something she’d found by accident. The only reason she knew they were for the SUV was because of the tag attached. Which might not be accurate. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure if they were still there but... It was an odd place to keep keys, let alone one for a vehicle. If they hadn’t had a tag on them, she’d have never known what one they were for. She’d take one of his vehicles, of which he had many. She’d call him later to pick it up.

Or she’d just abandon it and let the police find the owner.

Move it.

Feeling urgency, she shoved things into her bag in a frenzy. Some of her clothes were going to have to stay. She couldn’t take everything. Maybe at some point she could get them back. All she wanted was her own belongings, not the full wardrobe Tom had felt she deserved. She didn’t touch any of them. On a few occasions, because Tom had wanted her to dress up elegantly, she had worn two of the outfits. They were beautiful but not something she could touch again. She grabbed only what belonged to her and what was bought by her - her clothes and her possessions. It was a tight fit but she managed to get the majority of them in.

Ignoring the two pairs of shoes and the two outfits still in the suitcase, she searched for anything else important she might have missed. The gift on the bed caught her attention. Why would he have given her a rock? One that wasn’t polished or looked like anything he would own?

She reached for it. It was the only thing he’d given her that she felt any connection to. The extravagant jewelry he’d given her was tucked in the dresser drawer for someone to find and return to Tom one day. As beautiful as they were, they were way outside her comfort zone and her ability to explain how she owned jewelry that cost thousands of dollars.

This item, though, was nothing. It wasn’t elegant or beautiful. It resembled a lump of dirty, roughened glass. This was so different from everything else he had given her or that he owned that was polished and manicured to within an inch of its life, that she loved it. This reminded her of the softer side of Tom. She wondered who the guy would be outside of the world he lived in. The fact that she was allowing herself to see past the glitz and glamor to who she hoped he really was meant it was way past time to leave. She tucked the rock into an inside pocket of her backpack.

The note she’d found earlier was back in its original spot, lying on the bed where she’d tossed it. What was she supposed to do with it? She tucked it inside her bag, mixed in with her dirty laundry. Hopefully, that would be enough to deter someone from searching too much.

She was getting paranoid.

She grabbed her purse, lifting the strap over her head, draping it across her body before slinging the backpack onto her shoulder. Listening intently and being ever vigilant, she made her way to the stairs and down them. There was hustle and bustle coming from the back of the house. The kitchen staff were probably still making breakfast and cleaning up after those who had already eaten. They often made meals for twenty to thirty people. Although Jill had never seen that many humans there, they always prepared a lot of food. She headed in that direction. Halfway down, she turned into the library. Her gaze immediately went to where there would have been a big cat ornament sitting up on a shelf about three feet above her head. The one that had held a set of keys.

It wasn’t there.

Her gaze zipped around the room but there was no sign of that ornament. There were three books sitting on an end table. They had to be the ones Tom had mentioned to her earlier. Barely glancing at them or the note on top, she picked them up. She tossed the note into the garbage and shoved the books into an opening in the bookshelf. It wasn’t quite what Tom had wanted but it made her feel a little less guilty about not finishing her job.

With a quick last glance, she closed the door behind her. Tom was the one who unlocked and locked it daily. As far as she knew, he was the only one with a key. There was no one milling around. It gave her hope that she would get out without talking to anyone. She hastened toward the front door.
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Jill ripped open the front door only to come to a screeching halt. Muscles was coming in. Or had he been waiting for her? She thought she’d heard Tom call him Grey or Greyson, once. But she’d never been sure if that was his first or last name. Or if it was real.

“Where are you off to?”

Jill waved her hand. “I have a new client I have got to go and see. It... well, actually, it's an old client I need to finish up some work for her.” She pulled out her phone and showed him some of the early messages from her client. It seemed the fastest way to get through his distrust.

“I have a few things I’ve been putting off. I need to make them right. I can’t kill my business.” She was babbling but she couldn’t seem to calm her nerves enough to think straight.

“Does Tom know you’re leaving?”

She flipped out her left hand in dramatic fashion. “He’s in a meeting. I think.” He had told her he’d be out for most of the day. “I don’t know how long they’re gonna be. I really have to run. I’ll tell you what... you run me to town.” Even before he shook his head, she knew that was the response she was going to get. He didn’t go anywhere without Tom’s say-so. The night before, Tom had said he had some new business he was going to have to deal with for the next few days. He’d be busy. Which meant, so would Muscles.

“I’m just gonna take that black SUV, the one Tom said I could use.” Tom had made a point of telling him that it was hers to use while her car was getting repaired. Not that it had ever been available when she’d asked about borrowing it, though. There had always been someone available to drive, he thought. Needless to say, she had rarely gone anywhere.

“Look, I have to go. Do I call myself a cab or an Uber? If I had my car?” It had been in the shop for a week. What shop and why wasn’t really clear to her. “Or do I walk?”

She brushed past him and started walking down the driveway. “I don’t have time for this.”

“Stop. Stop!” He disappeared inside.

Jill refused to turn around, scared of what she would see. Or that maybe he’d see the terror lurking in the back of her eyes. Or ask questions, like why she’d packed a bag.

“Here.”

The command in his voice had her spinning around just in time to catch a set of flying keys. He even went so far as to open the garage door for her so she could drive out.

Jill’s hands were shaking so much, it took a few attempts to get the key into the ignition. She gripped the steering wheel tightly as she drove sedately down the laneway and waited for the large wrought-iron gate to open. The moment it did, she crept forward until she could squeeze through. The minute she was out, she stepped on the gas. It was time to get the hell out of there.

Where she was going to go wasn’t clear. To go to her apartment felt like it would be too easy to find her and confront her. Maybe it was time to go and visit her family. She needed some quiet time to screw her head back on and think about what she’d gotten herself into. Although her mom’s incessant questioning might make that difficult. Her mom would tell her how to straighten out her life but would also suggest it was time to find a man and settle down.

There would be a million questions about Tom. What could she really tell them? He was good-looking and a nice guy but maybe morally reprehensible? His money probably didn’t come from any legitimate means?

She kept the gas pedal firmly pressed down but wasn’t really paying attention to where she was going. Maybe not the best combination. A little coffee shop she zipped past caught her attention. It had been her daily stop when her life had been normal. It was only a few blocks from her apartment. She turned around at the next intersection and drove back to the lot.

Going home probably wasn’t a good idea. It would be the first place Tom would look.

Work. She was going to need more work. There was Carol, the client she’d all but abandoned. There was work to finish up for her. Maybe she was free. It would give Jill a chance to apologize for basically ignoring her for a long time and it would keep her from thinking about how screwed up her life was. Maybe Carol would have another reference for her.

She was on her own again. Doubtful, she’d get her final payment. Time to go back to the customers she’d had before and see if they had any referrals. If not, she might be slinging coffee at her favorite coffee shop.

She pulled out her phone. Her call went straight to voicemail.

“Carol. Hi. It’s Jill. I still have some things to finish up with you. I thought I’d stop by this morning.” Nothing like abandoning her for a month and then, ‘hey, I’m back’.

It was the process that had worked in the past. At least, before she’d all but ignored her. They’d had some scheduled days but often Jill had called and say she’d stop in. Carol was usually fine with that. Maybe it would work. She hoped so, she needed to get back to some normalcy.

Carol had lost her husband about two years before. She’d decided she wanted to reorganize the house and move some things around. Her kids weren’t happy with her decision and refused to help her. She didn't feel like doing it herself. That’s where Jill had come in. She'd been working for about a year, helping others organize their offices, their garages, their bedrooms, so they were easier to find things. It always amazed her mother that she was so good at organizing others but was a borderline disaster with her own stuff.

How Carol had found her, she still wasn’t sure but she’d been an amazing client. And she’d gotten her the job with Tom.

Don’t go there.

Jill pulled up her notes on her phone, scanning through the work she’d completed and what still needed to be done. There wasn’t much. Maybe a day or two of work. She rubbed the middle of her forehead. If she were Carol, she wouldn’t let her back in.

After grabbing a coffee and a muffin, from the coffee shop, she headed over to Carol’s. It was maybe a ten-minute drive. Hopefully, Carol wasn’t too upset and would let her finish the work. Was it too much to ask her to be a reference? Jill made a gurgle sound in her throat. That would be a fun conversation.

Hi Carol. Thanks for hiring me and letting me do some work for you. Sorry, I didn’t return or finish it in six months. Or really contact you to let you know I was still alive and willing to finish it. I do appreciate the reference to Tom. Any chance you have any other referrals? Preferably married people or women?

She turned down Carol’s street. There wasn’t any parking available in front of her house. On the opposite side, which bordered a sports field, there was plenty, though during the day. She drove to the end of the street and turned around.

Parking a few houses down, she ate her muffin and drank her coffee. It was more of an excuse not to own up to her bad behavior than she really felt like either of them in that moment. Besides, there was a car parked in her client’s driveway. Maybe she had company. The front door opened and a man stepped out. She’d wait until he left before approaching her client, whom she hoped didn’t hate her. He turned and gave the woman, who was standing in her housecoat, a kiss. Jill smiled. It was good to see that Carol had found someone else. The man turned.

Jill gasped. She lowered her window to get a better look. The man climbed into the car in the driveway. She blinked a few times in rapid succession.

What was he doing there?

Carol stood in the doorway, blowing a kiss. From her reaction of putting up her hand like she’d caught something, Jill had to assume he’d returned it.

He backed out onto the street. She dove sideways across the seat, holding her breath, that he hadn’t seen her. At the sound of the car pulling away, she peered over the dash. Reflexively, she sat up, started the vehicle, and pulled out. Carol had disappeared inside. 

How...?

What...?

Her thoughts were running and tumbling over each other, but she didn’t have the energy to try to make sense of what she was seeing. It was easy to follow the guy through the streets. One, because she knew that car. And two because she had a pretty good idea where he was headed. Morning traffic, as always, was heavy. It wasn’t long before he was swallowed up in the congestion. Jill probably could have kept on his tail but the need to do that had disappeared. Besides, she knew where he lived.

Should she confront him?

Her hand went to her throat, which came up empty. Her necklace. She’d forgotten it at Tom’s. Carter had given her that necklace when she’d turned sixteen. She’d worn it ever since. It was gold with the pinky finger of the two hands intertwined. That was the kind of friendship that her and Carter had. They’d looked out for each other and had pinky sworn their secrecy to each other. 

She often looked out for him more than him for her but now... she had a secret she couldn’t tell him.
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“Carter?”

“Yes, mother.”

“Don’t take that tone. Your father...” Dottie sighed heavily. “He’s not going to make it. I need some help.”

Carter rolled his eyes. His father did not want to be in politics. His mother was insistent that he was. Well, it was either his dad or him. Carter was not a candidate to run in any election. That’s all he needed, his personal life coming to light. He chuckled. Most of which his mother would not believe. She might be an annoying woman but she’d always been there for him, protecting him. If the things she’d done came out...

“Whoaaaaaaa!”

“What?”

Carter smiled. “Nothing. Who’s running?”

The election was at least eight months to a year away but anyone wanting to win had to start getting their name out there early.

“I need him to win.” Dottie was one of those people who wanted to be at the top but she didn’t want to be the face of it. She wanted to run it from the background. Getting her husband to run as a councilor was the first step. She had it all planned out. Her husband would be a Councilor. Then Mayor. Then Premier. And then Prime Minister.

No flaws in that plan.

There was only one way that his father, Oliver Reinhart, was going to win and it definitely wasn’t on his own merit. “Wilson Sesson is running for mayor, but Marty Macer, is the man running for councilor.”

“Such a pretentious name. Like the man himself. He’s been in politics for too long. You need to find out what you can about that Marty guy, then we’ll figure out a plan to get him to step down.”

“Will do.” In fact, I’ll do better than that. I’ll get the mayor to stand down.

A plan was starting to form. Carter’s mom knew everyone. She made it a point of getting to know anyone who had money or was in a high-ranking position. For once, though, Carter was a step ahead of her. He already knew quite a bit about all the politicians running. It would be easy to get any one of them to step aside.
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