

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Site Unseen


			Blakely Moore thought early retirement would be easy. Instead, she’s nursing a broken heart and living in a twenty-nine-foot trailer with her dog, Mabel, and three meddling best friends.


			 


			Then someone starts stalking the seasonal campers and all signs point to Steph, one of Blakely’s closest friends.


			 


			When Blakely’s loathsome former mentor buys the campground, things go from bad to worse. And when a woman’s body is found at the bottom of a gorge, it dredges up memories of the one case Blakely never solved—and the woman she never stopped loving.


			 


			Now, caught between a chilling mystery and feelings she shouldn’t have for Steph, Blakely has no choice but to confront her past before history repeats itself.
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Prologue


			The state of the body lying at the bottom of the gorge was not a surprise. I mean, anyone who fell from that height onto solid rock two hundred feet below would not land in a normal position. Definitely not on all fours like a cat and then walk away, or even two legs, for that matter. 


			The force of the fall would shatter the leg bones into hundreds of pieces if someone tried to land on their feet. But no human would try that. Even the thought of it would be sheer stupidity. A fall like that would force the body to hit in a supine position face up or face down, most likely shattering every bone in the body and crushing the skull. And that’s what it looked like as I surveyed the battered body lying in blood diluted with the water running from Upper Taughannock Falls. 


			I think the shock upon seeing the mangled body made me wonder why anyone would get close enough to topple over the edge. Topple. What a strange word to describe a fall from such a height in a place where most people would not even contemplate the thought of trying such a daredevil feat. No, a daredevil would string a wire across from one side of the gorge to the other and try traversing it. Even so, no one could survive a fall like that. 


			Therefore, my logical mind deduced it had to be a suicide or a murder. Or an accident. I think the shock upon seeing the mangled woman’s body on my first day as a rookie policewoman in the city of Ithaca made these crazy thoughts go through my head. It was a horrible way to die.


			The forensics team had already determined it was a female, a young female—late teenager or young adult. And that news made me feel faint. And it made me want to quit my job. Why then, you ask, was I there? I had recently graduated from the Ithaca Police Academy, and it was just my luck as a rookie policewoman, that this was my first deceased-person case. 


			The thought that ran through my head as I took in the scene was it might also be my last. The violence of this woman’s death enraged me and sent the deepest sorrow coursing through my veins. As a cop, I knew it could have been a suicide, but that didn’t lessen my anger. I had a hard time understanding why someone would end their life, and in that way. How could someone want their loved ones to see them in that condition, knowing they would die inside themselves?


			I stood in the back, behind the throng of Ithaca police personnel. I didn’t want to see the body. It repulsed me and since I was a rookie under Officer Mac Taylor, it was better if I stayed out of the way, in the background. 


			So, as I looked everywhere but at the body, my question was: did this person…strike that…did this woman want to end her life? Or did someone end it for her? Or was she careless and jumped the barrier chain-link fence that was supposed to keep people from getting too close to the edge and got…too close to the edge. So maybe an accident. It happened.


			Taughannock Upper Falls Park was closed while we gathered clues in the gorge as well as from above. They found footprints to match the woman’s sneakers, suggesting the spot where she went over the ledge. Once the medical examiner finished inspecting the body, the female was carefully placed into a black postmortem bag. I cringed as I watched because this poor woman’s body was so mangled and broken, I had a hard time looking at her remains. They struggled to get her parts into the body bag and then onto a backboard. The bag looked more like a regular kitchen trash bag with a normal week’s buildup of garbage from a family of four.


			The whole process of moving her body into the postmortem bag and fixing the backboard underneath, reminded me of cracking an egg into a frying pan and after it’s cooked, tipping the pan and letting it slide onto a plate. To this day, that particular image still made me want to vomit whenever it entered my mind. It was a long time before I ate fried eggs again. My eyes focused on the cadaver pouch as the ME zipped it up. The sound of the zipper threads seemed louder than it really was as each metallic tooth of the zipper connected with its counterpart like a hammer hitting an anvil. I turned away quickly, hoping to stop the noise by putting my hands over my ears or at least hide myself from others at the possible upchuck of my breakfast. Neither would have looked good for a rookie, even if it was her first actual death scene, so I stood stoically.


			Without looking, I knew when they were placing the body on a gurney. I heard the body bag rustle and the plopping sound of the backboard landing on the plastic-covered mattress. When I heard wheels running over the stone bed of the creek with the sound of the rushing water, I looked up. The gurney opened a path in the water like Poseidon opening a path in the ocean.


			Would I be able to do this job? 


			I heard whispers amongst my uniformed colleagues and the detectives as they speculated on the cause of death. If it was a suicide, they feared this could be the start of another rash of people taking their own life by jumping into a gorge. The rate of suicides among college students had increased, starting in the 1970s. For whatever reason, students from the Ithaca’s two universities decided the only way that they could solve their problems was to toss themselves into one of the famous gorges off of one of several bridges on the college campuses. Between 1990 and 2010, twenty-seven people had suicided that way. There had also been deaths from jumps or falls in different places in the Upper Taughannock State Park, but they were either accidental or from recreational jumps into the deeper pools of water below. But this young woman’s death was the first of its kind in that part of the state park, speculating that it may not have been a suicide.


			Suicide. Murder. Accident. It didn’t matter to me. Although they taught you about these things in the Academy, it didn’t become real until you stood at the bottom of a gorge looking at a young female body. I wondered when the faint red color—the mixing of her blood with the creek water—would reach the top of the falls spilling into the water below. It was no surprise when I heard a policeman say they would close lower Taughannock Falls for that very reason and it would remain closed for a day or two until the water was clear again.


			“Moore, let’s go.” 


			I turned to see Officer Mac Taylor, my mentor, waiting impatiently for me. I could tell he wasn’t happy having a woman as his first rookie. Or maybe he just didn’t like me. Or maybe he saw the beads of sweat on my forehead, and the green tint to my skin as I fought to keep the bile down while I contemplated whether I was going to cut it as a cop or become a waitress. I knew after my first day with him when I overheard him tell another cop that women weren’t good enough to be cops that the next six months with this man would be brutal in more ways than one.


			I took one last look around, and just as I turned to leave with him, I noticed something caught in a clump of weeds in the water. I walked over to a thin gold, chained bracelet tangled in strands of wet grass and mud. A small charm dangled from the chain, swaying back and forth with the downward flow of the water in the current. I began to sway with it.


			“Come on, Moore, get your ass in gear,” I heard him shout to me. “What is it now?” he yelled in total exasperation when I didn’t move.


			“I found something, sir,” I said, struggling to speak.


			I heard him call for the forensics team, telling them he found something. He. Found something. That was yet another clue among so many that had stared me in the face since I began working with him. I should have quit then and there. 


			The other officers approached, standing focused on the piece of jewelry sparkling in the rays of sunshine. Even though my commanding officer and the forensic team crowded me out of the way, I managed to make out the shape of the charm, a tiny image of Tinkerbell. I fought to keep the tears back as I watched the item be photographed, picked up with tweezers and placed in a clear-plastic evidence bag. 


			I was so close to losing the contents of my stomach.


			The condition of the body, the smashed head and face, would make it impossible to identify the body without forensic testing. I wasn’t even sure dental records would be helpful as her teeth appeared to be shattered, but now I knew. There was no need for me to tell them who I knew it was. It would only open a door I did not want, and I could not open.


			Tinkerbell. I fought harder to keep the tears from rolling down my cheeks by wiping them with my sleeve. My head pounded, and I bounced back and forth between feeling faint, and wanting to vomit, but I couldn’t do either. I was a cop. Cops weren’t supposed to faint or vomit at a crime/suicide scene. 


			The Tinkerbell charm told me who she was. It said, at the very least, she was young at heart, a believer in magic—not the fantasy kind of magic, but the magic of life and love, and she was so full of life and love. Yet, the one thing she needed, represented by this bangle, was hope. Hope for dreams to come true, for the wonderful life she had planned, for luck and love. She had had it. Once. But she had lost hope in the few moments before her body took the plunge.


			I thought my heart would explode through my chest like in the movie Alien when I realized that either she thought she had no hope and that was why she jumped, or she realized seconds before someone pushed her over the edge that hope was gone. 


			I felt like I was lying on the gurney with her as my heart broke into a million pieces. I knew then there was nothing more devastating than to lose all hope. She had died without it. 


			Now, I would live without it.


			









Chapter One


			“Blake, wait, don’t open the slide-out yet. You forgot to lower the stabilizers,” I heard Myra yell from outside. 


			“Crap,” I muttered under my breath. I had arrived at Rock Creek Campground in the late afternoon and still had to unpack. I had planned on carrying everything into the trailer and unpacking it after I had the trailer set up. It was a system that I went over and over in my mind. That was how I worked. I was a big planner, and I thought I had this thoroughly and logically organized on paper. But when I jumped the gun to do something out of impatience—like pushing the button to extend the slide-out before I had time to put the stabilizers in place—my planning skills went right out the window. 


			I had a good explanation for my momentary stupidity. This was the first time I had opened my trailer for seasonal camping. In fact, it was the first trailer I owned. I had read the manual over and over, taken notes, and made my plan, but now I had to admit that I didn’t really know what I was doing. I had to accept I still needed help.


			Enter Myra Lewis, my second-best friend who was the master at opening trailers, closing trailers, and of how the workings of the tin cans, well, worked. Even though I was a cop, and systems worked for me (in the judicial, crime kind of way), I felt somewhat at a loss on the whole cranking-before-opening, septic-hose-attaches-here, open-this-valve-and-that-valve camping thing. It was all Greek to me. Obviously, studying the manual hadn’t done me much good. I guess I had to see it done to learn how it was done.


			Myra Lewis owned a very successful contracting company that she built from scratch. Her employees were all women, making us doubly proud of her accomplishment. She’d worked hard for many years to make the company the financial success it was, and because of that, she could now work remotely from the campground in the summers. She handled the financials, and contracts for the clients, and assigned the work to her contractors. 


			Myra didn’t do the manual labor anymore, but she inspected every job her workers completed. Sometimes, she visited sites when there were problems, and at the very least, she stepped in when she didn’t have enough employees for a job, or when her friends (like us) required something to be fixed or we requested she build something for us…like a deck on our trailer. 


			Myra spent most of her days on her computer and phone, but she made sure to take one or two days off during the week to spend with us, along with the weekends. While Myra worked, her wife, Jen Anderson, played housewife, gardener, errand runner, and anything else she felt was needed to keep Myra happy at home while working. That was the advantage of being an elementary school teacher—summers off!


			I went outside to the back where Myra stood, grinning at me with her trademark lopsided grin, and opened the compartment where I stored the crank. I had come before the season began and placed pieces of two-by-six short planks into the compartments to be used beneath the stabilizers. This would keep them from sinking when the ground got saturated on rainy days. Annoyed, I pulled everything out. One day, I would get this right so I could do it by myself without breaking something that would be too expensive to fix, and then I’d have to dip into Mabel’s savings. 


			Mabel was my dog—half poodle, half Pomeranian with two very large blue-brown eyes. A rescue, who had spent the first seven years in a crate having one batch of puppies after the other in a disgusting puppy mill. She was the sweetest dog you could ever meet. 


			After hearing about the horrific conditions the breeding dogs were kept in, I researched and read everything about these dogs that I could find. The literature said she would be so unstable that I’d need to fit her for a white coat, but Mabel was gentle, meek, mild, and as time went by, the puppyhood she had been refused during the first years of her life began to surface. She would explore, want to play, and loved to cuddle with her two moms. But, like most small rescue dogs, Mabel had to have her teeth cleaned because of total medical and dental neglect that was common for so many of these animals. The cost was outlandish, so I started a savings account for her in case something else major came along that could cause a big dent in my retirement savings. It was a good thing because soon after her dental surgery, she needed knee surgery for a luxating patella, and I saw another dent in my savings. I increased the monthly amount I put into her account and by the time she was ten years old, I often joked that she would be financially better off in her retirement than I would be in mine.


			I placed a piece of wood on the ground where each leg of the stabilizer would land and then turned the crank to bring it down. Maybe in time, the setup would become natural to me. After all, I’d only be doing it twice a year—once when I opened the trailer in the late spring and then again in the fall when I closed it. Which reminded me…


			“You know, Myra,” I said as I cranked. “You’ll have to help me close it too.”


			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Keep cranking.” She chuckled. Her arms folded, she watched me like a teacher grading a final. It was a warm day and there were beads of sweat dripping from beneath her short brown hair. She was an inch taller than me and that inch contained a whole lot of tenacity.


			I had Covid to thank for all of this. Like for so many, Covid had shut down the possibility of traveling on vacation for a few years, especially if you had anxiety about catching the disease like I did. I was getting close to that magic age when you retire and you can do whatever you want while adding a greater risk of catching a myriad of illnesses—the worst at that time being Covid.


			I watched both parents of my friend Steph die from it. Others spent time in the hospital, some on ventilators, and others ended up with long-term Covid. It totally freaked me out. I wore the mask, always positioned myself more than six feet away from other people, and ordered things online to stay out of stores. I was very cautious to the point of obsessive, so I began to relax a little and not be so worried about getting sick. And then, despite all my overzealous cleaning and other precautions, I got it.


			I won’t go into details because who wants to hear about your bout with Covid? What I will say is I was scared again and found myself struggling to stay off the anal train I had been on before catching the disease. Me. A cop. Getting scared. Kind of sad because I wasn’t scared of your average break-in criminal or a gang shooting. I was afraid of dying from something unseen that attacked my body, and I had no control over. So, when I finally got to the other side of one very nasty illness, I was ready to retire at the ripe young age of fifty-seven, from my job as a criminal profiler. 


			My friends suggested it was time to go camping, hoping it would relieve my stress, and it might possibly do that since this would not be the tent-kind of camping where you sit cramped in a nylon box on rainy days getting bored and feeling a chilly dampness seeping into every pore of your body. No. I had already been that route and now I wanted a bed, a toilet, air-conditioning and heat—everything a trailer had to offer. They called it glamping. 


			So, I bought a twenty-nine-foot trailer built for two (which worked for me since there was only…me. I’ll get to that in a minute). It was made with living space and comfort in mind. I also wanted to spend my summers in an area that offered lots to do. I didn’t want to travel too far from home in case I needed to get back for something. I looked at many campgrounds, but nothing came close to the campground south of Ithaca, where my friends also had their trailers. 


			Back where I had spent my first days as a policewoman. 


			I had spent some extremely difficult years in Ithaca, but the beauty and splendor of the countryside were hard to refuse. Another plus was the close proximity to over one hundred and fifty waterfalls and more wineries, breweries, and distilleries than you could visit in one summer. 


			But the number one reason I was going to try Rock Creek Campground was that my closest friends were there. I promised myself if it became too hard for me, I would find another spot. Make new friends if I had to. But I knew it wouldn’t because the campground was far enough away from the small city that I wouldn’t have to be reminded of those rookie years every day. There would also be no reason to go to the center of the metropolitan area where the police station was if I didn’t want to. The newer, main drag on the south edge of town had everything one needed: restaurants and big chain stores of every kind.


			After I walked off my rookie job in 1993, I spent the next thirty years in Rochester as a member of the RPD profiling criminals. I didn’t want to just quit. I wanted to stay in law enforcement because I came from a long line of cops and I needed and wanted to carry on the tradition. 


			My father always wanted a boy who would one day follow in his footsteps. But you don’t always get what you want and he ended up with a girl. I never knew of my father’s disappointment until my mother cried the day I told her I wanted to attend the police academy when I was older. She said my father would be so pleased and proud, and how he always hoped he’d have a son who would become a policeman like him. My heart sank, but it never hit bottom, because then she said, “But, he will be on top of the moon that his daughter, who he loves more than life, will be the one to follow him in his footsteps.” 


			It had taken me a long time to reach my full potential as a criminal profiler, but I worked hard to attain my Bachelor in Criminology and Masters in Applied Behavior Analysis. I was proud of my accomplishments and the job that I did. I also worked hard to tuck the memories of my years on the Ithaca police force back into the recesses of my mind, vowing never to let them run my life. 


			Soon after I took the position, I met my ex-wife, Tess Angler (ex is the key factor here). She worked for the largest health insurance company in the city. We met at a local bar and over a couple of martinis, we found we had a lot in common. She was of average height, average weight with curves in all the right places. Her skin was soft, her shoulder-length auburn hair shone in the sun and her baby-blue eyes had magical sparkles in them when she smiled. It may not have been love at first sight, but it was close. 


			Throughout our relationship, we actually found ourselves spending many weekends in the Finger Lakes area hiking, biking, kayaking, wine tasting, festival going…well, you get the picture. She met my friends. They took an instant like to her and she to them. We took the time to explore the many breathtaking waterfalls near Ithaca, doing enough hiking to help keep us physically fit in our younger years. So, it wasn’t just the presence of my friends at Rock Creek Campground that persuaded me to plop a trailer on a campsite at the age of fifty-eight, but the attachment I had to the area over many years. I also knew there were other lesbian and gay couples included in the eighty seasonal campers. So, good and bad.


			“Are you done yet?” I heard Myra call out from the other side of the trailer.


			“Just about. I’ll be right over to do that side.” 


			“Good. Jen is going to wonder what’s taking me so long.”


			When I got to the other side, I saw her checking the seals to the slide-out.


			“Did I ruin them?” 


			“No, no. The trailer is brand new. They can take a misfire.” She laughed. “Just don’t do it again. But remember to grease these once or twice during the summer.”


			“I promise. The first thing I’ll do tonight when I’m sitting in my recliner is write down everything we’ve done and what I need to do.” I turned the crank for the next stabilizer. “Do you gals want to come over for cocktails later?”


			“Don’t you have a lot of unpacking to do?” She stood with her arms folded in that teacher inspecting their students’ work pose once again. At that moment, I didn’t know why but I felt so inadequate and contemplated whether I should go back to police work where my cup runneth over with confidence. It was only a trailer, for God’s sake. Then again, I was never good at mechanics. Except for guns. I was very good at shooting a gun, cleaning a gun and taking it apart and putting it back together. But that wouldn’t help me here.


			I placed another piece of wood under the stabilizer and stood waiting for my master to give me approval. When I thought I had the trailer at a good height to keep it stabilized and level, I stood and said, “How’s it look, Obi-Wan?”


			“You’re such a goof. Stay here and I’ll go check the level.” Seconds later I heard, “You’re good. Now you can open your slide-out.”


			She was waiting inside for me. I stepped in and pushed the button on the control panel that said “Slide-out Extend.” I was like a little kid at Christmas watching the ten-foot-long section of my trailer extend to the outside world. 


			“Wow. It’s so much bigger now!” I exclaimed, with giddiness. “Why would you not have slide-outs?” I turned my body and sidestepped up and down the length of the trailer, acting like I was sandwiched between walls. Then I walked up and down like I was outside with no walls around me whatsoever. “Now which would you choose?”


			Myra laughed as she shook her head. “I get your point. They do make a difference. Sometimes, Blake, I can’t believe you were a policewoman. Okay, let’s finish the rest and I’ll go ask Jen if she wants a drink.”


			We hooked up the sewer, placing wood under the long, hard plastic hose to keep the drainage on a downward slant. She showed me where the drainage levers were and gave me a quick explanation of which one to open first when draining the tanks and how often I should do it. Then we attached the water hose and the electrical cord.


			“Thank God, I came early for the Internet guys. I’ll have TV tonight along with a flushing toilet, running water, and electricity. What more could a gal ask for?” I exclaimed. Then I gave her a big grateful hug and went inside to get Mabel. I was anxious to get unpacked, but first I needed to take her for a quick walk. Settling in would have to wait a bit longer.


			As I walked my dog, I introduced myself to people who interacted with me and waved at the rest. Campers were a friendly bunch, so it didn’t surprise me that everyone I saw stopped to welcome me. That’s what Jen and Myra had told me. They also said I would have no problem fitting in since I already knew a lot of the seasonal campers from having stayed with my friends over many a summer.


			I was back in my trailer deciding which cupboard to put the box of Cheerios in when I heard a voice outside. 


			“Well, if it isn’t the newbie camper. It’s me, Steph.” She opened the door and let herself in. “How’s it going?”


			“Don’t you know it’s not safe to just walk into somebody’s box?” I said as I shut the cupboard door. 


			“That’s why I announced myself.”


			I walked over to her and hugged her fiercely. We had been friends since childhood, and she was the tightest connection I had to Ithaca. We lived next to each other as kids, went to the same high school, and played on several sports teams together, but when we left college, we went different ways. Kind of. She headed to a university to begin work on her medical degree when I entered the police academy. Her dream was to become a medical examiner.


			Neither of us knew that the other was studying a field in the same line of work. So when I saw Steph at that first dead body scene I investigated with my mentor, it was a shock. Part of me wanted to hug her because of the excitement of seeing each other after so many years, but I couldn’t. I was a rookie and she was doing summer intern work under the medical examiner. Being the professionals that we were, we simply nodded to each other, but picked up our friendship as if we had never gone our separate ways until discussions over that poor dead woman at the bottom of the gorge. Disagreements on what happened to her and why I seemed to care so much made her wonder if there was more to it. I said there wasn’t, but that I didn’t think she killed herself. Steph believed she did and we drifted away from each other once again. I saw her now and then in the summer months on cases involving dead people, and we would politely acknowledge each other. Then I left. Went to Rochester and married a wonderful woman. 


			Years later, she contacted me and we put our friendship back together. We promised each other to leave the years in Ithaca behind us. Where they belonged. After that, she was the best friend anyone could ever have. She was always there when I needed her—even when Tess left me for another woman. 


			“How about a margarita? I’ve gotten to be an expert at making them.”


			“Wow,” she said, sitting on the recliner. “Happy hour before five. Retirement has changed you.” She chuckled. “Oh, and I love your trailer.”


			“Right? Isn’t it great? I’m so excited to start this summer.”


			“Then get those margaritas going and I’ll meet you outside.”


			“I haven’t set up any of the outdoor stuff yet.”


			“Where’s your chairs? I’ll do it while you make the drinks.”


			“Chairs are under the trailer next to an outdoor rug. Myra promised me she’d help me get a deck built. Until then, it’s the ground.”


			“Works for me. Just put the awning out. The sun is warm.”


			“Got it.”


			Steph went outside, and I pushed the button on the control panel that read “Awning Extend.” I was in love with the control panel. It explained things in such easy terms. Gone were the days of cranking out the awnings or slide-outs. While I stood there pushing the button, a thought struck me. Maybe I should have bought a trailer with electric leveling. Maybe next trailer.


			I mixed the ingredients: tequila, lime juice, Cointreau, and fresh raspberries floating on top into two glasses of crushed ice. Steph had the rug down, and two chairs and a small table set up. I placed the glasses on the table and hooked Mabel to a long lead that I connected to the picnic table. But instead of wandering, my small dog, who lived for routine and repetition, lay down on the outdoor rug that was made of waterproof, plastic material, and I imagined not very comfortable to lie on. So, I pulled out the small bed I purchased specifically for Mabel’s camping comfort from a storage compartment. She hopped right in and wagged her tail.


			“Nothing like spoiling your dog,” Steph said, chuckling. She leaned down and scratched my dog’s ears. “Well, Mabel, what do you think about camping?”


			She lifted her head and gazed her sad eyes on Steph, who laughed out loud at the sight of my sweet girl’s facial expression. Whether she was happy or sad, her eyes were always pitifully sorrowful.


			“She’s not sure what to make of it,” I said. ‘It’s not home, or the routine we had when I was working. She had a hard time when Tess left and when I retired. We’ve only had a few months for her to get used to all of that. Now we have this. Been a lot of changes for her.”


			“A lot for you too, but you’ll both settle in.”


			“We will,” I chuckled. “Right about the time we have to close up and go back to Rochester.”


			We laughed and then discussed the Memorial Weekend events at the campground and the seasonal camper gatherings.


			“So, is everyone pretty open to us gay women?”


			“Yes, they are. I think there is one gay couple and three or four other lesbian couples and they all get along with the heterosexuals.” 


			I laughed at her joke.


			“You and I, however”—she tipped her drink in my direction as if toasting—“are the only singles.”


			“Oh God. The last thing I want is for people to try to fix me up. I’m so done with that.”


			“There are some single men here, and the last thing you want will probably be the first thing that happens to you since you’re fresh meat.”


			I slapped her arm. “Oh, my God. You’re so crass.”


			“Maybe so, but it’s true. All the older couples here, who, by the way, are not a lot older than us, feel that everyone should have someone. They went hog wild with me the first year I was here. It took a lot of no’s for them to finally get the message.”


			“What message were you trying to convey?”


			“The I’m not interested message.”


			“Not the I’m a lesbian and don’t do men message?”


			“Well, here’s the thing. Everyone here accepts us and treats us like everyone else.”


			I snorted. “As long as they don’t have to talk about it or see it.”


			Steph raised her glass again. “Ding, ding, ding. You win the prize.” She set it down without taking a sip.


			“I know things have changed since we were in college and first coming out, but sometimes, it doesn’t seem like it’s changed at all.”


			“I don’t think that’s true. Things have changed. So what if there are still those who don’t like us? There are still people who don’t like people of color, people of certain religions, or Democrats.” Steph said the last word with a twinkle in her eye. “If you don’t put your way of life out there on the stage for all to see, you’ll be okay.”


			“Really?” I shook my head. “I don’t know if I should call you a diplomat or just naïve.”


			“What’s that supposed to mean?”


			“In today’s world, there is no fucking way you can appease everyone.” My response may have sounded angry, but I was trying to sound humorous. We had been over this so many times before it seemed more like a joke. “Come on, Steph. You know that. It’s been that way since the beginning of human existence and will be that way until the end of human existence. So why bother? No matter what you do, there will always be someone in this campground who won’t like two women together in a trailer. Or two men, for that matter. Or a single woman or a Jewish man. You won’t be able to change that with your diplomacy, so we might as well be ourselves and deal with whatever they want to throw at us.” 


			“When did you become so cynical? Oh wait, don’t answer that. Must have been those years on the police force. Good thing you moved out of patrol early and into a desk job. I can’t imagine how you’d be if you stayed on the streets.”


			I glared at her. She knew I didn’t like to talk about my time working with the IPD. During those years, I never admitted to anyone that I couldn’t stomach the violence or the stupid and evil people that committed it and the failure of our system to put an end to it. When I finally accepted that it would never go away (both my stomach issues and the societal issues), I took a desk job in Rochester. And even though the societal issues didn’t go away, my stomach issues did. It was a way for me to attack the evil without having to see it up close and personal. Still, there were days when profiling a criminal made my stomach churn.


			Yet, here I was saying we had to put ourselves out there no matter what people thought of us. The problem was, although I truly believed it, I had difficulty doing it. Steph was right on one thing. Putting yourself out there was just asking for trouble, but as human beings, I truly believed we had a right to do that without being persecuted, and I knew why it was hard. 


			“The police department didn’t do that to me,” I answered her. “Criminals did. I thought you knew that by now.”


			“Yeah, you could help from the back seat.”


			“Ouch.” I didn’t get angry, but the hurt had been with me from the first time we had this same argument.


			“Sorry,” she said, like she did every other time. “But don’t you think it’s a little hypocritical? As a lesbian, you say we should be out front on the stage, yet in the criminal world, you took a back seat. I’m just saying that we don’t have to flaunt it. Heterosexuals don’t flaunt their relationships.”


			I shot her a sideways glance. “Really? They don’t hide them either.”


			“Right. We don’t have to hide, just not set off fireworks every time we walk by. Besides, in campgrounds, everyone keeps their relationships inside their trailers. It’s been that way since the dawn of camping.” She winked.


			“Fine, fine, fine. I won’t hug you unless we are inside with the shades down and the door closed. Does that make you happy?”


			“Just because it’s the way I want to be doesn’t mean I’m happy about it. But I appreciate the effort.”


			My next statement would have been, “If it doesn’t make you happy, then why do you do it?” But like I said, we had been down this road many times before and I knew the destination. The saying, “If you keep doing what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you always got,” was very apropos in this case. So, I closed my mouth and swallowed my sentence. 


			We sat in silence for a few minutes, and I realized it was more the sun that was making my body heated than the argument we had had so many times and would probably have again. The sun was at an angle that the awning wasn’t shading out. “I’m going to drop that side of the awning. I’m getting warm. Aren’t you? Besides, I heard it might rain later this afternoon.”


			“Sounds like a good idea. You want to make sure you’ve got it at an angle for the water to run off. Or just put it in when you’re done using it,” Steph said.


			I got up to lower one end of the awning and heard the one voice that had brought terror to me every time it had bellowed at me in the past. The only voice that made me feel like I was on an ancient torture device—like the one where your arms and legs are tied down and someone is turning a wheel that stretches your joints until the ligaments and tendons snap. A rack. Yeah, that’s what they called it. 


			Officer Mac Taylor was my torture device. 


			Memories of my calling him The Rack when I was off duty rushed back, and I swallowed hard to keep them at bay.


			I heard the familiar deep, baleful voice exclaim, “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” 


			









Chapter Two


			Something in the tone and mocking attitude that exuded from the statement made my stomach churn like it did back when I was a rookie officer under his tutelage. I turned to see a man in his late sixties, grayish hair around the temples that betrayed a once-full head of black hair. Bushy eyebrows dipped toward each other, hiding dark-brown eyes that always seemed to have only one expression—loathing and imperiousness. Thin lips stretched straighter than a ruler brought memories of Officer Taylor bellowing, making me shrink into the background. I had never seen his lips in any other shape. No frown, no smile, no nothing. Just straight like he had practiced this look for years as his you’ll never know what I’m thinking mien. 


			After six months of training with him, I learned it was also his look of loathing for me.


			He was sitting in a golf cart, one arm draped lazily over the steering wheel, the other on his knee. “Never in my life did I think I’d see Officer Squeamish again. I thought you ran scared to some city for a desk job ’cause you couldn’t take real work.”


			If ever there was a time I wish I had my gun in my hand, this moment was one of them. I’d shoot that hateful grin right off his face, leaving a big open hole of shock.


			“Well, well, if it isn’t the illustrious Officer Taylor. Still up to your old harassing ways?” I heard Steph cut in.


			She had come over to stand next to me and that put a smile on my face. I knew she wouldn’t put an arm around me to show solidarity for lesbians, but I hoped she might just for support because she knew the most about my time with this bastard. I would have loved it if she had done so to shove my lifestyle and my beliefs down his throat. But she didn’t. Instead, she goaded him. Therefore, I had to join in the fun.


			“So, what are you doing here? In a golf cart, no less? Got a license to drive that thing?” My attempt at cracking a joke was poorly received. It didn’t surprise me. It was a poor joke.


			He snickered, sat up straight, and announced as if he were king of the jungle, “I own the place. I was looking for something to do when I retire, and stumbled on this gem. And before you ask, no, I’m not retiring yet, but I’m close. I just couldn’t pass this up. If you run it right, it’s a cash cow. And I plan on doing just that. Running it right.” His grin said it all. My old nemesis was going to change the campground from a quiet democracy to a dictatorship. 


			He wouldn’t be able to stand retirement without people to boss around, I thought to myself. I folded my arms as if that action would stop me from saying something I would regret. I already regretted my lame attempt at sarcasm, but I didn’t want to regret any further interaction with whom I remembered to be a very vile and contemptible man. 


			I had spent four years at IPD with Officer Taylor speaking down to me, making me the scapegoat for his blunders and mistakes, ordering me into a dumpster for evidence that wasn’t there, sending his friends into the locker room when I was there alone to accost me, whispering in their ears about my lifestyle. He reported to my superiors that he felt my work was subpar, and at his encouragement, other officers would target me, one of whom tried to rape me and got away with it. Memories of Mac Taylor swept the range of nasty things done to me as a rookie under his tutelage, thus my name for him—Officer Nasty. I had tucked it all well away. Hearing him, seeing him at this campground had brought them all flooding back. The memories ran like a soap opera where someone was dying and they put all the pertinent scenes of their life together in one montage. 


			My next words could make my life at the campground, um…difficult or not.


			So, wondering about the previous owners, I asked, “What happened to Randy and Phyllis?”


			“In his words, Randy was sick and tired of catering to a certain kind of folk.” He winked, but not directly at me. His one-eyed gesture was definitely aimed at my friend, thus indirectly at me. “I don’t cater to anyone.” 


			Steph shot me a sideways glance as if to say, “See what I mean?”


			“This is my friend Steph. She has a trailer on the other side of the field.”


			He flashed her an obnoxious male smile. “Yeah. I know her.”


			What an idiot I was. Of course, he would know her. He was on the Ithaca police force. She was the IPD medical examiner. Duh was the appropriate word going through my head at that moment. I was not helping myself where Mac was concerned, as evidenced by his snicker.


			He studied Steph like a man who was sizing up his next female experience.


			I almost gagged.“Most cops here know me,” she pointed out. 


			Another “duh” resonated in my brain. I knew she was trying to help, but I had already looked stupid to Mac. We had never talked about who she did and didn’t know in the police department. Except for the captain. We were both friends with Maddie Spinner.


			“Yeah. Great,” he muttered under his breath.


			Steph was about to say something, but I shooshed her as inconspicuously as I could with a nudge and then said to Officer Taylor, “I never took you to be the camping kind of guy. So what do you go by around here, Officer Taylor? Lord and Laird of Rock Creek Campground?”


			He studied me a moment, as if deciding whether or not I was going to be one of those problem campers. His following smile was far from genuine. “Mac will do just fine. I’m the new owner. Or did you forget that already? Early dementia?” He chuckled. “As I said, I own the place and I’m gonna make it great.”


			Talk about being vague and elusive. “So what changes are you going to make as the new owner?” I asked with no sarcasm, because I really wanted to know. 


			“My office staff will be sending out an email on the new rules and regulations, as well as a calendar of events for the season. Look for it. I gotta be on my way. Things to take care of, you know.” He turned on the motor and said, “See ya round, Officer Squeamish,” laughing as he drove away. He sounded like Vincent Price in Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” video.


			“Real nice of Randy and Phyllis to let us know they sold the place, let alone who they sold it to,” Steph said. We watched him drive down the dirt road toward the barn where the mowers, bobcats, tools, and whatever else needed to run a campground were stored. 


			“And if what he said was true, it’s kind of sad that they left because of a certain clientele.” I finger-quoted a certain clientele. “I thought they liked all of us.” 


			She turned to me with the I told you so look on her face, so she didn’t have to say it.


			“Just because Mac said that doesn’t mean they really said it. You know as well as I do how he can be. He probably made it up.”


			Steph turned her head to look out over the field that stretched out between our trailers. “They’ve never acted that way, and were always very nice to us. They didn’t give anyone a hard time. Even so, it would have been nice for them to tell us they were selling.” She put a hand on my shoulder. “As far as selling to Mac. Don’t take it too personally. They wouldn’t have known the connection between you and him. If they did, I really don’t think they would have sold to him. They know you from all the times you visited us here, and they also knew you were going to be a seasonal.”


			We watched the elaborate golf cart make its way down the dirt road. I expected him to be hosing it off when he got back to the main house, which I assumed he would live in like the previous owners. It was a large Colonial painted brown. I thought the color was chosen to make it look more rustic, but it only made it look worn and old. The building was situated at the entrance to the campground, with a two-lane dirt road running alongside it that opened up to a parking lot. The camp store was attached to the back of the house. Across from the parking lot was another very large one-story building with a stage and a connecting kitchen and bathrooms used for group events. The pool was on the other side of this building.


			“You’re right. I’ve never discussed those years on the force with Officer Nasty with anyone other than my close friends. But even if Randy and Phyllis knew, they probably would have sold it to him anyway. Kind of hard to sell campgrounds, don’t you think? You wouldn’t want to turn down an offer.”


			Relenting, Steph spoke softly, “God, I hope we don’t have to look for another campground.” 


			“I just got here. I hope not either,” I answered. “Let’s see how it goes. If he’s still working as a cop, I imagine we’ll only see him on the weekends. I can live with that.”


			“And if you can’t?”


			“I’ll go home on weekends.” Upon hearing familiar voices near our campsite, I turned to see who it was and then looked at Steph. “I’ve got good friends here. I’d hate to leave that, especially if none of you are willing to go to another campground. But”—I paused for emphasis—“I’m going to keep my options open.”


			Her returned smile was more of a sympathetic sadness that I knew was sweet and understanding on her part, but it pissed me off because it was about something that happened long ago, and that I thought had been put to bed. Now, instead of filtering into my dreams every once in a while, there was a strong possibility it was going to stare me down even when I was awake.


			“I never took you for a brown-noser,” Jen chided as she and Myra approached. “Rubbing elbows with the new owner? Did he give you a discount on your site? I met him the other day,” Jen continued as they watched the high-end golf cart that screamed “I am lord, king, and president” jostle down the dirt and stone road. “He’s creepy. How do you know him?”


			“I think it’s happy hour,” Steph interrupted. “Blake made me a delicious margarita. Maybe if you ask nice she’ll make you one and then she can fill you in?”


			“If you don’t want one, I’ve also got beer and mixers,” I informed my friends. I noticed Steph’s glass was still half full. “Can I get you another one?” I asked her.


			“I’m good,” she replied.


			“We’ll take your specialty drink,” Myra answered. “Have you got any other chairs? I’ll set them up.”


			“In my shed,” I answered while walking toward my camper.


			Myra looked around. “What shed?”


			“Why the one under the trailer, of course,” I said, and then went inside to make the drinks.


			“When we build that woman a deck, I think we need to do a shed as well,” I heard Myra tell the others while I was inside.


			“I’d be a fool to refuse that offer,” I yelled out so they could hear me, followed by their laughter.


			“You’ve got the ears of a bat,” I heard Jen say.


			“Not hard to hear outside when you live in a tin can,” I replied. They sat waiting for my specialty drink, which I had boasted about many times. I wondered if it was as good as I thought it was because Steph hadn’t drunk much of hers. I shrugged my shoulders. It didn’t matter as long as they pretended to like it.


			After teasing oohs and ahhs over the delectable refreshments, we talked about my miserable years working under the new owner of the campground, and how it might be awkward for me. Actually, only Steph and Tess knew the complete story. Jen and Myra had only heard part of it. They knew who he was and that he had not been a nice officer. However, I never elaborated on the specifics of how he treated me and the difficulties I had working with him. Some things were better left unsaid. I had to let them form their own opinions of the new owner and, by Jen’s reference to Mac being creepy, I surmised their judgment of him would be pretty close to mine.


			“Holy shit. I can’t believe the new owner of this place is the same crappy officer you worked with,” Myra said. “Are you going to be okay with him here?”


			“I’ll have to be,” I answered. “I already paid for the site, and for reasons I won’t list, I don’t think he would give me a refund.” 


			I had my reasons for not telling Jen and Myra everything about my years with Mac despite how long we had been friends.  What bothered me was now that Mac was the owner of the campground they resided in, they might want to know more about what happened. Especially if this man decided to take up his old crusade and make my life miserable once again. Even though I wasn’t working for him, I knew he might already be looking for ways to make my first summer as a seasonal camper at his campground a very miserable one.


			I wasn’t stupid enough to think there wouldn’t come a time when I couldn’t keep it from them any longer. The more that jackass was around, the more likely the rage that had been bottled up inside me for years would explode. My friends wouldn’t understand because I rarely acted that way. And unless I could steer clear of Officer Taylor, they might see another side of me I wasn’t proud of. Anger and I never did well together.


			His mission in life when he was my mentor was to make my life a living hell. To this day, I had no idea why, he just seemed to get his jollies from it. Now that he owned the campground where I was to spend the summers with my friends, I was pretty sure my presence would give him a new lease on life that would only worsen when he retired. He would never let me be. He never could when I was a policewoman under his direction. Because of Officer Taylor, I believed people like him rarely changed. 


			“What exactly did he do to receive such animosity from you?” Jen asked, holding out her glass to me for a refill.


			I enjoyed being here with my friends. More days than not, someone announced it was cocktail time (we at least waited until afternoon), and we would sit with our drinks and talk away the hours. Our discussions ran from personal to current events to politics and any subject in between. Each topic discussed had all kinds of points of view that every one of us pondered over and respected, whether we agreed or disagreed. It was stimulating, bonding, and full of affirmations that we were no longer in the background but at the forefront of our lives. Still, I kept the Mac secrets to myself.


			Now the time had come when I couldn’t hide everything from my friends anymore. “So, the little things included making me work more hours than any other officer. He always gave me the dirtiest of jobs, like climbing into a dumpster to look for evidence. That would have been okay because it was my job, except he only did it when he knew there wasn’t anything there or the forensics team had already removed it. However, he always knew when the garbage was smelly, gooey, and would make me extremely uncomfortable, at which point he would have a good laugh at my expense.” I sighed, remembering one such forage into a back-alley bin filled with dead rats. He seemed to know which bins had the most vile garbage in them, and I felt like a dog getting sprayed by a skunk. The smell was hard to get off me. 


			“That’s crappy. Didn’t you report him?”


			“Back then, most of the police force was men, and they were either like him or turned their backs the other way. It would have done me more harm than good to report him. Thank God things are different now. Men have a little more respect for their female coworkers. Today, if they had a commanding officer who treated them like he did me, they could report him and something would be done. It just wasn’t that way back then.”


			Myra held up her glass. “Here’s to our generation for paving the way for the younger women of today. We sure put up with a lot not only as lesbians but as women.”


			Steph shot her a glance.


			“Oops sorry. Too loud,” Myra said with a snicker.


			Although Jen understood Steph’s point of view of staying in the shadows, Myra did not and took every opportunity to take a jab at Steph. I directed a disciplinary look in Myra’s direction before she took it too far. She tipped her drink toward me in acknowledgment, smiled, and took a long sip to keep herself from saying anything else.


			Still, Myra and Jen giggled, and Steph, being as good-natured as she was, chuckled in such a way you knew she was aware of each verbal statement, eye roll, and chuckle made in her direction and what it meant. I told Steph once that she didn’t have to take the digs. It was up to her how she wanted to deal with it. “Besides,” I explained. “What’s a little jocularity among friends.” But every once in a while, I had to give Myra one of my disciplinary looks. It was an agreed-upon signal between her and me that worked most of the time.


			So, four friends lifted their glasses in salute because we knew Myra’s toast was full of truth. We knew what it had been like in the ’70s, ’80s, and even the ’90s, not just for lesbians, but for all women. Today, it was better, but we recognized we still had a long way to go.


			“So, what are you going to do about the new owner?” Steph asked.


			“Hopefully, if I steer clear of him, he’ll do the same with me.”


			“He’s never seemed the type to just let something go,” she mumbled.


			“You’re right. I’d like to think he’s gotten better over the years. Besides, there’s nothing left for him to hang on to. We haven’t seen each other since I left Ithaca thirty years ago.”


			“I don’t know,” Myra spoke up. “Creepy guys like that don’t change.”


			Then Jen, who we knew believed all people could change if they really wanted to (which was a great way to be if you taught little children), said just that, followed by Steph who had to put her two cents in. “I agree with Myra. Misogynistic pricks like that don’t change and it’s because they don’t want to. I think they get off on being assholes.”


			Steph’s proclamation surprised me. She didn’t have constant direct contact with Officer Taylor, but from conversations we had over the years, I knew she watched him. I wondered what she had seen that made her feel that way about him. She wasn’t one to dishonor her fellow officers in any way, no matter how bad they were. But her words told me otherwise, however, she would never admit it.


			We all laughed, but underneath there was a tone of uncertainty and mistrust in the evolution of man that we had discussed many times before. Myra and I believed agression seemed to stay in their DNA. We felt that many men had overcome the pull to the dark side, but there were still some that just couldn’t see their way out of the blackness. At that moment, I think the four women, including Jen, seated on folding chairs on a plastic rug outside of my camper were thinking the same thing. That Officer Nasty might be one of those men. I really hoped we were wrong.


			So, I did the only thing I could do. Change the subject. “What are we doing for dinner?” I inquired.


			“First night has always been hamburgers,” Jen offered. “Blake, since you just got here, why don’t we have dinner at our place? We’ve got plenty of hamburgers already thawed. Myra can get the grill going. We’ve also got macaroni salad.”


			Steph sat up straight. “The kind with the big pasta?” 


			“Steph,” I said. “Put the drool back in your mouth.”


			She slurped and then swallowed. “Uh, sorry.”


			We burst out laughing. I, for one, was glad for the change of subject. 


			“And as we are the sugar goddesses, I made dessert for tonight, hoping we would eat dinner together,” I added.


			“Oh, oh, is it that blueberry cobbler thing you made last year?” Steph’s eyes were wide like a child seeing all the presents under a tree on Christmas morning.


			“Have you eaten today, Steph?” I asked, laughing harder. “And yes, it is.” 


			“I’ve got baked beans. Not homemade and not green. The barbecue canned kind.” Steph looked at me and confessed, “And no, I haven’t eaten much today.” 


			“Okay. It’s settled,” Myra said. “Meet you all at our place.”


			“Leave your glasses. I’ll take care of them,” I said.


			Myra and Jen crossed the field that spread out between our campsites and disappeared into their trailer. Steph didn’t move. Then she helped me pick up the empty glasses and followed me inside.
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