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“Excellent story that unravels decades' old secrets...” Karla B.

She thought they were a normal family.

Andi's life takes a terrifying turn when her once trusted mother starts keeping secrets... dangerous secrets. And evading her. To make matters worse, their neighbor—the surrogate mother she cherished—is now armed and skulking about, wielding a gun like a dark omen. In a shocking twist of events, Andi inherits a secluded country estate from the man she fondly called Uncle Scott. Yet, lurking within is a sinister figure exploiting it as a hub for drug trafficking. 

The people that Andi thought she knew and could trust are suddenly doing dangerous and out of character things. Who can she trust?

Lost and desperate, Andi finds herself tangled in an elaborate web of deception and has no choice but to turn to Marc. He is a lawyer and her enigmatic new neighbor, living a luxurious lifestyle well above his means. But he holds vital information and is somehow connected to Uncle Scott.

She uses him to help her unravel the truth, stash away the illicit drugs and discover their rightful owner, dodge mortal peril, and safeguard her vulnerable family—with whatever it takes.

With drugs, betrayal, and an unexpected twist, Fractured Lines will keep readers on the edge of their seats, questioning whether family can truly be trusted.

“...The twist and turns were enthralling. It was a good read. I liked that it was perfectly believable...” Nigel Keeble

"A well written adventure/romance that will stay with you long after you read it..."

Sandy Morgan

​

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual people, alive or dead, business, establishments, locales or events is entirely coincidental. Any references to real events, business, organizations, or locales are intended to only give the fiction a sense of realism and authenticity.
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​​Chapter 1
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"I can't believe you've done this to us, to our family. It's always what you need. It doesn't matter what our daughter or I need. I'm gone."

"You can't." He reached for her.

"Oh, but I can. I need to. You realize what your family will do when they discover our daughter. We've fooled them for too long. Your father—"

"Dammit! It's not fair. I don't want to lose you. I can't."

"We don't have a choice, when he figures out you have a child—" She shuddered. "He'll never accept her. He doesn't accept me. I'm the garbage he never touches and never sees because he has servants do that for him. I come from the lowest life form to him, I live in a trailer park."

"You can't run, you'll never be safe. I'll never see you again." He reached for her hand which she let him hold but wouldn't let him pull her close.

"He's done everything to keep you away from me. Even trying to pay you—he'll destroy—"

She didn't tell him she was sure she was being followed. And had been for a while. She was sure he was being followed too. His family came from a very different world than hers. A world that didn't like poor, wrong-side-of-the-track type people entering their hemisphere, unless they were bringing a way to make money. And she had no clue how to do that. She'd fallen in love with the wrong guy. They thought they'd be safe because she lived far enough away. But not far enough that a wealthy man couldn't easily reach her.

She'd been very careful to make sure their daughter was never seen. But what kind of life was that for a child? And how long could she really pretend that a man, who ate his food off a gold and silver embossed plate and used gold utensils, would not do something about her? Someone who barely scraped together enough pennies to pay her rent each month, never mind finding enough money to buy food.

"Why did things become so complicated? I love you. I have since you came to my rescue seven years ago, when I was 12 and you were 14. I hadn't wanted you to know what that meant, you sticking up for me."

It had seemed so long ago.

She'd been so happy to get out of there. Her box size apartment, two hours away from where they'd both grown up, wasn't much, but it had gotten her out of the human snake-infested world she'd grown up in.

"I can't put our baby through this." She started sobbing. "Why did I fall in love with you? Such a mistake."

He pulled her into his arms. "Don't say that. You're the only good thing that's happened to me."

She clutched at him. If she let go, she was sure the love that was so dear to her would be ripped apart by gale force winds, leaving nothing but destruction in its wake. They stood there for a long time.

"We've hidden us for a long time. We've managed to hide our girl, but my father is pressuring me, he wants me to m—"

"Don't. I don't want to hear it. He wants you to marry Miranda." Shifting the tone of her voice to a deeper but regal voice, she continued, "A fine upstanding young woman who comes from the right stock—bred in captivity, never seeing the light of day nor having the brains to fend for herself. She will always be dependent upon her husband. The perfect mate.' Oh, and she just happens to be the daughter of Janson Wynter, whose money is older than God and who could buy heaven if he believed in it."

He smiled sadly, which made her feel even more lost and alone.

"Your brother must find that funny."

He grimaced. "My brother is turning out to be a wild, out-of-control clone of my father. He's getting into so much trouble. I quit lying for him and listening to his BS."

"You'll never be like them."

"Father expects him to become this mega-mogul who will one day take the family business to a whole new height. And I'm expected to get on board and follow 'the way.' But I can't. Father is playing this game that he belongs with the mega-rich and famous who could, and probably do, buy and sell governments. He's destroyed others, just because he can. He takes their wealth, their dignity, their families, and their beautiful mansions—all in the name of money. Cal is like him, but worse."

"Yeah. I don't think your dad has stooped to selling drugs, theft, and whatever else your brother has gotten into. He scares me. I'm sure I'll be on his hit list one day." She ducked her head, not wanting him to realize she probably already was. "I can't do this."

"No. I won't let that happen. Dammit. Give me some time to figure this out. Please. Promise me you won't do anything rash? Just be patient. I'll get us away from them, safely." He kissed her deeply before pulling back. "Here's the money to get set up in a new town, a new place. If you move to Vale, it's only an hour away. Far enough, but also close enough."

She hugged him tight. What she was going to do was a bit rash, but it would save them all a lot of heartache in the long run. And maybe they could be together.

~~~~
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"Where is she?"

"Haven't seen her in months. It might even be years now. No idea."

"You're her mother, shouldn't you know?"

"She buggered off. One less mouth to feed." The woman cackled as she took her lighter and held it under the piece of tinfoil, where her current hit of drugs sat. With a glass straw, she quickly inhaled the fumes it created. "She did nothing but complain. Do I care where she went? Hell no. Not my problem."

She held out the tinfoil to her young friend. "Want to try it?"

He stepped up and took a hit. "Whoa, that's good. What have you got for me to sell this week?"

"Some new stuff that's hitting the streets. A new-hit wonder. You'll love it."

"We'll explode this business. I can get drugs in and out of this country, so easy."

"Try to cut me out and I'll castrate you."

The young man stepped back several steps. "Not my plan. I can help though with increasing our base. You keep your daughter away from my family."

"You suggesting she isn't good enough?"

His eyes widened when he realized his mistake. "No. But I don't want her screwing this up. Do you think she'd be happy with what you're doing?"

"She can't be that stupid. She grew up in this house. If she doesn't know, she's gone blind and dumb."

He laughed. The woman laughed with him. He wasn't about to correct her that he was laughing not at what she said, but it was about what she'd said. If her daughter couldn't look at her and see that she was a lying, conniving addict, one who would be easy to steal from, then she really wasn't all that smart. And definitely not good for his family. His brother already played the idiot. He didn't need him finding a woman who was just as bad. This woman's daughter could screw up everything. He had a sweet deal. The fewer people who knew about his relationship with this woman, the better for him.

He was going to get rich and powerful, without his father's help. This woman would be his drug mule to get there. She'd set up a small business right from her trailer. She'd been keeping him high for almost eight years, since he was 15. But now he was ready to expand the business. He just had to find the right time to tell her he could do it. He could take her dinky little operation and make it into something big.

He would be rich. And not because of his old man.

The woman took another hit and then offered it to him. The thought that he really shouldn't, crossed his mind, but it was gone in an instant. He was smarter than all of them and he would prove it. Just not today. Taking a long, deep drag, the effects soon relaxed him into the netherworld that he loved. He flopped backward onto the couch, sending newspapers, wrappers, and dust mites flying.

~~~~
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"Marcy?" He looked at the woman, puzzled.

"It's me."

"Do you know how hard it was to find you? I looked for months. If you hadn't contacted me, I'd have never—" He crushed her to him. "Never do that again. I get it. My father is unpredictable—"

"And an arrogant ass. But your brother is the one who scares me." She laid her head on his chest.

"I'm sorry. I wish I had different relatives. But I don't. You're who I want for my family. You're all I want. You and our baby. Where is she?"

She looked up at him. "Safe. Joan's with her. I couldn't bring her. She's doing amazing. I miss you so much."

"Moving away was smart, but that letter you sent me? He might have read it." He pushed her back. "What did you do?"

"I had a little work done."

With his index finger, he traced her nose, her brow, her cheeks. "But your face, it's so different. I didn't think that was what you would use the money I gave you for. I could pass you on the street and not have recognized you."

"I know, love. That's the point."

"I almost didn't approach you, but you were the only one in a jade-colored dress, sitting by the fountain."

"That's why I did it. That's why I had my face redone. Now, I can hide in plain sight and right next door. And I have been. I'm back living about an hour away. The other direction from where I grew up. It's perfect." She hesitated for a moment before pulling away and sitting back down. "You didn't get married, did you?"

"No! I couldn't. If I had, you'd have heard about it. It would be in every newspaper, on every radio, and, if my dad had his way, on billboards as well."

"How did you convince him?"

"I didn't. I said no. Actually, I told him if he kept pushing, I'd tell everyone I was joining the monastery. He backed off."

She giggled. "Oh, love. You are definitely not joining a monastery." She waved at her face. "This is the answer. No one will know. Now it's your turn. We can be free. We can live anywhere."

"My father would never let me go, love. He'd search forever. I can't."

"So, he wins. I lose." She pressed her hands to her face before she got up and ran.

"Marcy! No! We'll make this work, I promise."
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Andi pushed the cart down the aisle. Her mom stopped every few feet to pick up some vegetable or fruit, stare at it for a few minutes, and then either put it back or put it into the cart. She always looked so deep in thought when she did it. Andi was sure she was trying to figure out if she could use it in one of the dishes she was making that evening for her dinner party. Her meals were definitely five-star. Everyone who was invited always raved about and wanted her recipes. But she always declined, probably because she never followed a recipe and it would never taste the same twice.

"Want to tell me why we drove almost two hours to go grocery shopping? The three stores in our city have always had everything." Andi quirked an eyebrow.

Delilah shrugged. "It's a test."

"A test? What kind of test, to see if they carry the same groceries? Even if their prices are better, you just spent all that by driving here."

"Oh man, you sound like me. Aaaaaahhh."

They both laughed.

"No, really? Why come to Temin?"

"Because that party warehouse we stopped at? Well, they not only have a better selection, but they have better quality. They'll give me a 10% to 30% discount on all the tablecloths, napkins, decorations, whatever I need. And they have gorgeous colors. I can rent the cloth stuff and they'll launder them, not me. I don't have to worry about that. The more parties I have, the better the discount." Delilah waved her hand. "And they'll deliver and pick up ... for free. That's why I'm now shopping for groceries here."

Her mom looked at her sideways. "If nothing else, I figured it would annoy you and, since you always seem so stoic and reserved, I thought it would give you a ton of questions."

Andi made a face before grinning. She really didn't care, she loved spending time with her mom. They pretty much always had fun hanging out together, but Andi couldn't resist the urge to needle her. "What about—"

Her mom was back to shopping. Something she took seriously. She picked up a vegetable, or maybe it was a fruit. It was some oddly shaped thing Andi had never seen before. Delilah looked at the food and then glanced up with that distant-to-laser-focused-to-distant look. It meant 'don't bug me while I'm creating.' Making masterpiece meals was her thing. It was really the only thing Andi hated about grocery shopping with her; it was mostly done in silent mode. As soon as she looked away, Andi started making faces behind her back. A young child, sitting in a nearby cart, giggled.

"You're funny."

Andi winked at the little girl as they walked by.

"Making faces again, Andi?"

"I'm too old for that. Come on."

Delilah smiled but went back to her contemplative shopping. Andi was sure her mom had no idea what she was making or buying until she got there. Either that, or she enjoyed picking up, feeling, and smelling the fresh fruits and vegetables and then deciding if they went in the basket or not.

Bored, and knowing her opinion wasn't needed, Andi pulled out her phone and checked her calendar. She had a couple of hours until she had a photoshoot. It was of a family of eight, along with three dogs, two cats, an iguana, and a rabbit.

All Andi could think of was chaos, but it wasn't the biggest or craziest she'd ever had to photograph. That one went to the family that wanted five generations, with the great-grandmother at 93 on a horse, with her pet dog on another horse, and a third horse laying on the ground. The grandmother at 74 balanced on a tightrope, with the rest of the family being rather boring, doing handstands or backbends. They were a family of acrobats. It had been going great, at least until the neighbor's mutt had come racing through their yard barking. One horse got skittish, dancing around. The grandson had caught his great-grandmother as she slipped out of the saddle. The dog, that had also been on the horse, had landed on the mom who was doing a handstand. Everyone had jumped into action to keep the grandmothers from getting hurt. The grandmother on the tightrope hadn't lost her balance, but she'd been doing that kind of work for most of her 70-plus years.

Andi had gotten some amazing pictures of the catastrophe which, ironically, the family loved and bought. They said the pictures reflected their life—crazy, chaotic, but beautiful and unconventional.

Her mom sighed.

"Who's all coming tonight? Is this a fundraiser? Or a meeting for a fundraiser? I have a shoot at 2:00 p.m. It shouldn't take more than two hours, pending things go as planned. So, if you need help, I could maybe be at the house to help you set up around 4:00 or so?" Andi asked as they turned a corner. She sauntered along but realized she hadn't gotten an answer. She turned back.

Delilah had stopped several feet behind her. Her eyes wide, her gaze focused straight ahead. She'd gone pale. 

"Mom?" But she got no response. Andi looked over her shoulder to see what she was looking at. There were several people moving through the bins of fruits and vegetables. No one really stood out. No one was doing anything to make a scene or draw attention. Nothing out of the ordinary. At least, not that she could see. Although, the woman on the red scooter was a bit of a disaster. She was pushing her way past people with the nose of her wheeled transportation. She'd bump people's carts to move them out of her way.

"I wonder if she realizes this isn't bumper cars." Andi chuckled. "Damn. I think that's how I want to be when I get older."

"Get out of my way." The woman's raspy, deep, and if Andi had to guess, smoker's voice had a definite 'don't screw with me sound' to it. There were two huge men behind her, although Andi wasn't sure if they were with her or store security. They just seemed to watch her and anyone who came near, not interfering or commenting on her poor driving manners. 

"Wow. Maybe not that miserable or hardened looking but love the attitude." Andi pulled the cart backward with her a few steps. She put her hand on her mom's arm but got no acknowledgment. Her mom's gaze was locked and lost on whatever she was focused on. Moving closer, Andi put her face beside her mom's, not close enough to annoy her, just close enough to see what was in her line of vision. The only thing that stood out was the woman on the scooter who had stopped shoving her way around. She looked their way. The smile, carved through the pasty-yellow complexion and excessive wrinkles, showing teeth stained an orangey-brown and black, looking as if they'd already died, made Andi shiver.

"Do you know her?" When there was no answer, she glanced around. Delilah was gone, walking away, fast. Andi whipped the cart around and gave chase. "Where are you going?"

"Leave the groceries. We're going. I'll be in the car."

Andi looked at the half-full cart and then at her mom, who had whipped past the cashiers and was already heading out the sliding glass doors. "I'll be right there."

One of the self-checkouts came open at that moment. She shoved her way in front of a few people, shrugging with guilt but not wanting to leave all the groceries they'd just spent forty minutes collecting. Once she'd finished and got out to the car, she loaded them in the back and then climbed in the driver's seat. Delilah was sitting rigid, her purse clenched in her hands.

"Let's go!"

Andi frowned. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

The bite in her mom's voice wasn't something Andi heard much. Maybe three times in her life. Andi was tempted to put her hand on her mom's forehead. This woman had always been patient and kind.

As she backed up, the red-scooter woman came out of the grocery store and sat out front. The woman pulled out a cigarette. The sun glinted off the large gem-loaded rings, looking more like brass knuckles on her fingers. But that wasn't what caught Andi's attention. She was strapped to an oxygen tank with a tube going up her nose. Time to get out of there.

"Doesn't she realize she could light herself up like a suicide bomber?"

Delilah looked out her side window, away from the woman. "Andi, get the hell out of here."

"Don't worry, I don't want to be around an idiot like that either. I'm sure there are stickers all over that canister that say 'hazard, don't smoke within twenty feet' of it. I imagine you saw a lot of that when you were nursing, eh? People just don't care."

There was nothing but silence. Andi glanced over. Tears were streaming down Delilah's face. Andi almost had to bite her tongue to keep from asking why, but she refrained. The older woman was smoking and had a look that defied anyone to say anything to her. The two big, bouncer-type guys who had been in the store, appeared behind her. It would have been an interesting interaction, Security telling her she had to leave or at least put out her smoke or at least move fifteen feet from the door. She was sure, the woman would tell them where to go.

Pulling out of the parking lot, she was very aware of her mom's silent tears and her distress. Was it because of that lady? What had scared her so much? Had the woman just been a reminder of something from her past? There was a fair bit Andi knew about her mom, but there was also a lot she didn't know. She'd been a nursing aide for a few years. But she'd quit. Other than that, her mom hadn't and wouldn't share much about her past—like where she'd grown up, who her parents were, who Andi's father was ...

Andi had given up that half-hearted hunt long ago. It had come down to the fact that she couldn't hurt her mom by searching for her father. And her mom's friend, Scott, had played some of the father role, mentor, and friend. She hadn't wanted for anything. But now and then, when her mom would get melancholy, it reminded her how much she really didn't know about her mother's younger days.

Like now. Since she didn't know much, and had never seen her mom act like this, she wasn't sure what to do.

A dull headache throbbed in her temples. She pressed the fingers of her left hand to her head to try to ease the torture. But she was trying to do it without being noticed. A quick glance, though, let her know that her passenger was staring out the side window.

What had made her mom go white and try to hide the shaking that had taken hold of her unsettled Andi. Why, she didn't know. But she was getting a sense that she might not want to know the answer.

"I've got to go to my shoot. Are you going to be okay?"

Her mom was silent the whole way home. She'd sat in the car while Andi ran into the grocery store, they normally went to and got the rest of the list she'd scribbled out for her. Now that she'd unloaded all the bags from the car and set them on the counter, she wasn't sure if she should leave or not.

"I'm fine. I have my fundraising committee meeting tonight." Delilah turned her back and unpacked the grocery bags.

Andi watched her for a few moments before leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. "I'll come back and help you set up. See you later."

"No. I'm fine."

Andi ran next door, knocking on Joan's door. Joan opened it. "Hi. Want to come in?"

"I've got to run out. Mom's out of sorts. Can you keep her company? She's getting ready for the party tonight. I think something is stressing her. I don't know what, though." She gave her a quick rundown of what had happened.

Although Joan didn't say anything, her smile disappeared. "I'll just finish up and head over. See you later." She closed the door in Andi's face.

Andi threw her hands up in the air. What the hell was going on? Was everyone acting weird or was it her?

Her cell phone dinged, letting her know she didn't have time to ponder the situation. She had to leave. Pulling away from the driveway, her gaze was semi-locked on the rear-view mirror and the front of her mom's house. The lime green front door screamed, 'I prefer to stand out.' She'd thought it had been crazy to want that color, but now loved it. It was like a beacon and shone bright in the afternoon sun. Nothing was different, and yet Andi had the feeling that everything had changed. She just didn't know what or why.
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​​Chapter 3
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Marc let himself into the house. He'd never really enjoyed going there, but at least when Scott had been living there it had a bit of warmth and life to it. Now, it just felt like he was entering a mausoleum. It was big and ostentatious and so unlike the Scott he knew. But he also knew whose influence and money had built the flashy show-home. The hope had been that it would schmooze clients and investors. And it might have been used like that by the original owner but, as far as Marc knew, Scott had never invited anyone but him there. Not totally true. There was one other person who had probably been invited. Whether she'd gone, he wasn't sure.

His footsteps echoed loudly as he made his way down the hallway from the front door. He was tempted to kick off his shoes, but he could hear Scott telling him to leave them on. It wasn't like they would mar the marble floor. The lone step, as he made his way to the kitchen, was almost worse than the silence of the place.

Everything was pristine as always, it looked like a brand-new house. Hard to believe someone had lived there for forty years or more. Although, he'd never asked when it had been built, he knew some of the history, especially that of late.

Marc dropped the box he'd been carrying onto the floor and opened the fridge. It looked like someone was just testing it to see if it worked. There was a one-liter carton of milk, two apples, an unopened jar of raspberry jam, and one yogurt cup. It reminded him of how stark his fridge had been going to University, only his had been full of beer and leftover pizza. He took out all the food and set it on the counter. Then he opened the cupboard and took out the boxed and canned food. He tossed everything in the box and walked it to the front door and set it down. It was just for looks, should anyone find him there.

He'd always felt like someone was watching him whenever he was in the house. And even though Scott was gone, that feeling had never left. With Scott there, at least he'd felt welcome. Now he just felt the cold, hard glare of his imagined watcher. Hurrying to the stairs, he quickly made his way up the carved wooden stairs.

Once upstairs, he turned right, ignoring the five large bedrooms that could have passed as apartments, and made his way to the door at the end. Unlocking the door, he stepped inside. This was a large apartment, one that Scott had created when he'd taken over the place, twenty years before. There was a living room where he spent a lot of his time, a small kitchen, a bedroom, and a bathroom. Marc closed the door behind him, finally feeling that he was alone and not being spied on.

Leaning against the door, he could feel Scott's presence here, unlike the rest of the house. Scott's cup was sitting by his leather chair. A few magazines and books were scattered on the coffee table. A quick glance at the kitchen, off to his left, he saw the telltale dishes sitting in the drain rack. This is where Scott lived. The only place where there had been a bit of life in the opulent house.

Heading to the kitchen, Marc opened the fridge and realized he hadn't brought a box up to empty it out. It was packed with bread, leftovers, milk, juice ... all that had been missing from the one downstairs. Knowing he'd have to come back, he made his way into Scott's bedroom. It looked almost as stark as the downstairs. The bed was neatly made, no clothes were lying around, nothing was out of place. He'd been taught well.

Opening the closet door, Marc stepped into a whole other room. It was massive, probably bigger than his apartment bedroom. This world was so different from the one he'd grown up in, and still lived in.

A growing, gnawing feeling settled into Marc's gut.

Meeting Scott had been the best thing that had happened in his life. He'd do anything for that man, which explained some of the craziness of what he was now doing.

Clothes lined both sides of the closet as he walked through to the far end where there was a wall of shoes. On the lower shelves were the ones he wore frequently. They were lined up, each in their specific spot. Most looked exactly the same to him, but Scott explained that, although most were black and made from leather, they were all handmade, one of a kind. A few spots were empty. But he knew why. The upper levels were full of boxes of shoes. They were the more special pairs. The ones a man would collect and only wear occasionally, if at all. And each felt different on the feet. And each probably cost more than Marc spent on all his clothes in a year. And he had to wear suits.

Marc did what he always did when he saw this collection of spit-polished shoes. He looked down at his runners. They were his go-to for everything. He chuckled at the time he'd bought Scott his first pair of runners. Marc had intended for him to wear them, but he never had. No, they'd been a gift, one that he'd proudly displayed in the corner. He looked up but the shelf where they had been displayed was empty. Scott had loved to know they were there and said whenever he needed a lift, he'd go in there to look at them.

They weren't there. Where could they have gone? Who would have taken them? Scott unfortunately didn't and probably never would have a need for them. At least, not now.

Marc felt a pressure over his heart. He pressed his palm over his chest. Today was not the time to allow his emotions loose. Too much was happening. There would be time later to mourn.

Approaching the rows of boxes of shoes, he could never remember which one hid the code to the safe. After pulling out nearly all of them, he found the one that had a big M1 on it. He lifted out the black pair of shoes. He gently rolled the tongue of the right shoe back and looked at the number printed there. Anyone seeing it would think it was an identification code for the shoes. But it wasn't. He reached behind where the box had been and slid back a barely discernible plate, of which there were several on the wall. It was made to look like it was to protect the wall, in case someone was putting away the shoes a bit too harshly. That always made Marc smile. He'd never seen Scott be harsh with anything.

It was all a ruse.

As was what he was doing. But it was necessary.

On the panel behind, he punched in Scott's birthday. There were a few clicks and then the full wall slid sideways. Even though he'd seen it a hundred times, it still amazed him to see the whole wall move. It opened into another room, which was about one-fourth the size of Scott's but probably bigger than Marc's. To his left was a wall of safety deposit boxes. How could someone have so much stuff that they needed that many?

He looked for box 87. He didn't know the significance of that number, but Scott's face had softened and he'd smiled a gentle smile full of happy memories. It had been something he'd wanted to ask him about but couldn't break that trust. And now it just wasn't right.

Holding up the shoe, he entered the ten-digit number. His heart started beating like it was reaching the finish line of a marathon. His mind was suddenly overwhelmed with what he was doing, the part he was playing in this game. He would have done anything for Scott and had frequently, but nothing like this. Nothing underhanded or potentially illegal. Marc had no clue as to the depth of what he was doing and hadn't wanted to ask. What he knew was that the problems that Scott had were so far from his reality and something he often thought was ridiculous. If you had money, pay someone off to get rid of them. If you had money, sue the ass off someone bothering you. If you had money, move, hide, change your identity ... but, as Scott had told him many times, that only worked if the person you were trying to get away from could be intimidated and didn't have almost as much money as Hathaway.

The shoe box size panel slid back. Marc reached into his pocket and pulled out the key he'd been given. He slid it into the lock and turned one-quarter turn to the right. Then counted to five and then another one-quarter turn. He continued every five seconds until the key had turned 360 degrees. The door popped open. All the security measures seemed a bit much, but Marc wasn't about to argue. He knew that Scott was fighting for his life, although most thought he'd already lost that battle. Now wasn't the time to screw up and let people know it wasn't true.

Grabbing the brown envelope inside, Marc quickly tucked it into the back of his pants. He pulled his shirt and jacket down over it. He closed everything and made sure all that he had moved was where it had been. All except for the suit jacket that Scott disliked. Marc took it from the front entrance closet; Scott always said he hated it but just couldn't seem to part with it. Marc tossed it onto the box of food. He picked up the box, took a deep breath, and tried to act like he was doing something normal. He wasn't sure entering a very rich man's house, who had supposedly died and whose house was under constant surveillance, counted. And whose house he was now leaving with some particularly important stuff. Opening the door, he looked down at Scott's jacket. More because he wasn't ready to meet the eyes of the men he knew would be meeting him and because they would probably be armed. He stepped out quickly shut the door behind him.

"Stop!"

Marc snapped his head up in surprise and turned slowly.

"What are you doing here, Marc?"

"Hello, Go—" Marc coughed to hide his almost blunder. It wouldn't have been good to call the man Scott's nickname for him—Godzilla. Scott had said he already thought of himself as God; Scott was just adding in a little better description. He'd only said it once to Marc, but it had always stuck. It had been fitting. "Mr. Gorman. I'm sorry for your loss. Scott was a good man."

The man continued to stare at him as though he was prey.

"I'm just getting a few things that Scott asked me to do before he passed away. He wanted the fridge emptied."

Mr. Gorman nodded at one of the two huge bodyguards. He moved up to Marc and yanked the box out of his arms. The man quickly dug through it, then dropped it. He turned and patted the sides of Marc's body. Marc jerked back, offended. He leaned back against the front door.

"Hey, you've got to take me out for a pizza and a beer before you get that friendly."

One of the bodyguards grunted and took a step toward Marc before Gorman waved him off.

"It's just food and a jacket."

"Leave him the food but take the jacket."

Marc shook his head in disgust, although he'd known this was what would happen. The jacket had been a gift to Scott, ten years before from Gorman Sr. Taking in a steadying breath, he pushed away from the house. "I'm sorry, sir, but I must ask you to leave. You are trespassing."

Gorman stepped toward him. "Where the hell do you get—"

"I'm in charge of Scott's estate. And I live here, now. So, I have every right. You and your ... friends do not. Please leave." Marc pulled out his phone and punched in a number while he held the old man's gaze.

"You think you're something now? Why, because Scott paid for you to be a lawyer? You're an opportunist. One who will steal from anyone who has money."

"And one who took a bullet meant for your miserable ass, who then fired him for saving his life. I'm sure I have my ethics and morals sorted out. Too bad you can't say the same." Marc was tempted to rub his shoulder where the bullet had grazed him. Gorman had told him it was his own fault. It hadn't mattered that it had probably saved his life. Marc had been cutting the lawn like he'd been hired to do. The man who'd shot him had been another employee who'd been clean for two years. That day he had just snapped. Being that close to that much money, and the arrogance and waste of how it was spent, had been too much. He'd gotten drunk on Gorman's good whiskey, had walked out waving a gun. Marc had seen him and ran. He dove in front of Mr. Gorman and had gotten shot for his heroics. And then fired from his job. The old man had lost it as well. Said he was tired of 'freeloaders.'

Scott was the reason he'd had that job. He'd told his dad to hire Marc, which he'd reluctantly done. But Gorman had used that shooting as an opportunity to get rid of Marc. He had enough bleeding hearts around him, without having his son add more to the list. Besides, he needed someone to blame besides the shooter, who was an idiot and had gone to jail for his misdeed. 

Marc looked at the man that he had, at one time, feared. Now he felt pity. Mostly, because he was missing out on getting to know the best man Marc had ever met, his son.

The two bodyguards grabbed him. Marc wrestled in their grip, trying to loosen it. Mr. Gorman finally raised his hand. They released him but didn't move away.

"You'll pay for this. And don't forget Cal owns half of this property. We'll see who ends up with his morals and ethics, and who ends up with Scott's assets."

"Mr. Gorman, have Cal contact me and we'll talk about his half of this property that he has never set foot on or in." Marc wasn't about to tell him that Cal had signed over all rights years before for a nice bit of pocket change that could have bought the whole property and then some.

Mr. Gorman glared at him before he walked back to his golf cart which, although it was the right size, really couldn't be called that. It wasn't like anything Marc had ever seen before. It looked more like a Batmobile. It had a molded front and two fins, or wings, at the back and it was black with what he was sure was pure gold trimming. The man had been using the thing for transportation around his property, which wasn't his anymore, for a couple of years. It made Marc wonder how healthy he really was. At 78, he should have some health issues, not that he'd ever own up to any weakness like that.

Gorman spun the cart around and drove away. The two goons jogged behind the cart. Marc watched, a bit disappointed. He'd been hoping for it to speed off in a cloud of dust, impossible on the paved path Gorman had insisted be put in. Or at least that he'd take off with a big roar. But it just moved off, silently but quickly. No big exit.

Once they were out of sight, Marc sank back, forgetting he'd moved away from the house. He stumbled backward and ended up sitting down with a hard whomp.

Even though it was him sitting on his butt on the ground, it might not have been pretty or all that exciting, but he'd take it. Round one to him.

~~~~

[image: ]


Glad he had parked elsewhere and walked through the trees to do some sleuthing, he watched Charles and Marc argue and then the grand exit. The old man was not looking good. On one hand, he knew he should feel bad, but he couldn't dredge up that kind of sympathy for the miserable old bastard. A man who had always taken what he wanted and didn't care who he'd had to mow down in the process. He had destroyed so many, some intentionally, some as by-products. He'd been both.

The younger man looked like he'd held his own, at least until the old guy was out of sight. He didn't blame him not showing his weakness. Gorman would have exploited that. And probably still would try to find a way.

Standing in the shadow of the trees, he realized how much this place meant to him. How much he'd missed it.

Making his way back through the bush, he was surprised the trail was still there. He'd spent many hours roaming these woods. He knew them well. And soon they would be his again, now that Scott was gone.
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Andi let herself in. "Mom? I'm here. Tell me you're all finished cleaning up?" And she hoped in a better mood.

Her mom came out of the living room and hugged her. "Sorry, love. I don't want to deprive you of getting to clean up after one of my parties."

Andi did a little fist clench and silent cheer. Her mom was back to normal.

"I have to do a few things. The dishes have been moved to the kitchen. I got that much done." She smiled. "Truly, it's not too bad. There were only nine of us, but we had fun."

"Sure, make Cinderella do all the cleaning and never invite her to the ball." Andi draped her forearm across her forehead as she made her way to the kitchen.

Her mom's laughter rang out as she went up the stairs. Her laugh was something that settled in Andi's soul like a kitten snuggling up to her. It was so perfect and warming. The relationship they had was not something Andi took lightly; she'd seen what kind of family relationships most of her friends had and she knew hers was golden.

Once in the kitchen, she stopped for a moment to assess things. As usual, her mom had stacked everything, wiped down what she could. All that needed to be done was her least favorite job, washing and putting away the dishes.

Delilah knew how to throw a party and make everyone feel welcome. Andi was sure this one had been the same as the others. She'd offered to come back and help, but her mom had insisted that Joan would help her which had been fine with Andi. She'd been tired after her photoshoot. It hadn't gone quite as planned. An old family argument had surfaced. And one of the toddlers had gotten sick. And that was before the clouds whipped in and opened up. Rain had poured down on them. It had been insane and, thankfully, they'd decided to forgo their deposit and not re-book. Andi was fine with that. She'd packed up and had gone home and flopped on her couch.

Glad and sad that she had missed helping her mom the evening before, she filled the sink with water.

Delilah came in and rested her hand on Andi's shoulder. She smiled. "Last night was good. We had so much fun."

Andi continued to clean as her mom told her about the events of the evening before. Even though it was a committee meeting, and there was business to be discussed, there was always time for fun. Agnes Carns had gotten up and had led the group in a belly dance class. At 80, she had moves that a 20-year-old would envy. Andi wished she'd have come just to see that. The woman knew how to move her body. She was so flexible and fluid. Her husband, David Carns, had kept the group in stitches with his corny dad jokes. They were an awesome couple and had been a great addition to the committee five years before.

Delilah's cell phone rang.

"Sorry, I have to take this." She snatched it off the counter and answered it. "Hello?"

Andi shut off the water and immersed some of the dishes. She was only half-listening to the one-sided conversation.

"Yes. This is Delilah."

Andi washed the stack of dishes mounted beside the counter. She rolled her eyes, if her mom kept having dinner parties she should hire help to clean up after them. And that it not be Andi. Or she could at least get a dishwasher that Andi could stack everything into. She chuckled at that thought because, like her mom, she wasn't even sure she knew how to use one.

"No!"

Her mom's shrill voice shocked Andi so much she whipped around. Her hand hit a glass, which caused a chain reaction. Four of her mom's favorite fancy gold-encrusted wineglasses toppled from their perch on the counter and hit the clean tiled floor. The loud crash made her wince. She fumbled around, trying to ensure no more would follow their descent. She looked at the smashed mess and then up, expecting to see a stormy what-the-hell look and explain how that had happened. She was surprised to discover that her mom wasn't there. Taking a careful step to the side so she could see into the dining room, her mom was on the far side, at the opening to the living room. She was clutching the phone like she was going to crush it. She was pale and she was hunched over as though in pain.

Andi ran over to her, making hand gestures.

Her mom glanced at her, gave her a 'not now' look and hand swipe. Her body suddenly went on high alert, looking like a rabbit ready to bolt. And then she did. She ran from the room.

It felt like being in the middle of an intense windstorm with the wind whipping at you, pulling your hair, tugging anything not tied down, and then suddenly it's gone. Andi turned her head to the right and then to the left, just to see if she'd missed something. Her mom had done many things that made Andi wonder about her sometimes, but most had been silly or fun. Rarely had she seen this, whatever this was, from her.

A sense of dread suddenly gripped Andi's shoulders in a talon's grasp and then dropped like a stone into her stomach. Pressing her hand to her belly, she went searching. There was no sign of her mom in any of the downstairs rooms. A banging sound from overhead caught her attention. Heading for the stairs, she hurried up them. Just as she got to her mom's bedroom, where the door was slightly ajar, the door slammed in her face.

Immediately, she remembered when she was 13, angry and pissed off at her mom for not letting her go to a party, she'd slammed a door in her mom's face. It had been the one and only time. Being on the receiving end of that sucked. How her mom had put up with some of her teenage tantrums she didn't know. But this wasn't a teenage tantrum.

"Well, that was rude. Mom! What's going on?" She wanted to barge in, but they'd always respected each other's privacy. Andi had never seen her react like this, ever. Not even when Andi had told her at 16 that she was pregnant. Her mom had freaked which Andi hadn't understood until later, when she'd realized her mom had her at 18.

But after the lecture about unprotected sex, she'd gone right into how they could make this work. Andi would have to finish school. There was no way she was dropping out. She'd have to get a part-time job to help pay for the expenses. And on and on. She'd planned it all out. Andi had only wanted to see if she could rattle her mom, who was always so calm and cool. She'd felt horrible when she had to tell her mom it wasn't true. Then, she'd tried to save face by telling her it had been a school project—testing the psychology of another. That little lie wasn't one Andi had ever cleared up.

"Mom? What's going on? You're scaring me."

They'd always had a direct relationship, with her telling Andi when she was being a brat or when things were weighing her down. But she'd never cut Andi out altogether without some explanation. Other than the day before when they'd gone grocery shopping. Something had changed.

The door opened so there was a little crack. Her mom spoke softly but did not show her face. "I'm fine. I just need a moment."

"You okay?"

"Yes. I just had a bit of unexpected news." The door closed with a gentle snap.

Andi leaned against it, placing her palm flat against the polished wood. She breathed out slowly. This woman was her entire world. She'd singlehandedly raised her. And, in all her 31 years, Andi couldn't recall a time that she'd feared losing this woman or of really even having her world rattled. Her life had been blessed with very few hills and valleys. Not knowing who her dad was had always bothered her, but her mom had made sure that she made up for that lack of a parent in Andi's life.

"I'll be downstairs." There was no answer, so she pushed away and made her way downstairs. She went to the kitchen, slightly relieved that she didn't have to explain what had happened to the fancy glasses. She got the broom and dustpan and cleaned up the mess and then washed the red wine from the floor. She finished up the dishes, wiped everything down, and realized she was still alone. Debating what to do—wanting to respect her mom's space but also wanting to make sure she was okay—she walked to the bottom of the stairs.

"Mom?" She waited a heartbeat. "Mom?" she yelled louder. There was no reply. She leaned against the railing.

A car started up. Andi frowned but went to the front door as it sounded awfully close. She opened the door. Her eyes met her mom's as she put the car in reverse and gunned it.

Andi ran outside, waving her hand, trying to get her to stop. "Mom! What are you doing?"

She got a flip of the hand, one that was a gesture of leave me alone. She drove off.

Andi's gaze never left the last spot where the car had turned the corner and disappeared. She stood on the cold cement in bare feet, with only jeans and a T-shirt against the brisk spring breeze, but it barely penetrated her thoughts. She stared down the semi-busy street.

"Hey, who was that squawking their tires?"

Andi looked vacantly at Joan, her mom's neighbor and best friend, who had joined her.

"If your mom saw that, she'd be flying out here giving them hell. There are a lot of signs in our neighborhood—slow down—thanks to her. She's always looking out for the young kids and the elderly, who don't always watch where they're going."

"Yeah."

"Who was that? It wasn't someone from the party last night, was it? Oh my, that was so much fun. Your mom sure knows the right people to invite. I love that she keeps it fun and full of laughs. Well, after the boring meeting stuff happens. Karen Brentworth, that witch, is still peeved that she didn't get an invitation. She's been trying to get on your mom's board for ages. I love that she keeps telling the old crow no."

"Yeah, she doesn't like people who come for political reasons, personal gain, or to create drama. All three of which Karen is looking to do."

"Yes, she could make Delilah's life hell, but she doesn't let her." Joan chuckled.

"I didn't ask. What is Mom saving money for now? Turtles? Ocean cleanup? Homeless?"

"Single mothers."

Something in her tone caught Andi's attention. Her head snapped around to look at her, but Joan evaded eye contact.

"It's cold out here. If you find out who that was making so much racket, let me know. Actually, I'm sure Delilah will tell me about it next time I see her."

"Mom."

"Yes. I'll talk to her later."

Andi looked at Joan, and then the empty street. "No. It was Mom."

"Get out. She'd never—"

"That's what I thought." She turned and walked back into the house, leaving Joan standing there frowning.

"I'm sure this isn't a midlife crisis thing, but it is kind of odd for her to do this. I've known her for twenty-nine plus—"

Andi shut the door without answering. It was then that she realized she was shaking, only she knew it wasn't from the cold spring air.
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Delilah pressed her hand to her mouth and fought back the tears. She sagged against the wall, letting her grief chew at her and wrap her in its misery. The pain was a living, breathing dragon swallowing her body in its breadth and depth and burning her soul. Or what was left of it.

She wasn't sure which was worse, the latest news or her whole life. It all came crashing down on her in an instant. She'd kept so much from Andi. Stuff she wasn't sure her daughter could ever forgive her for.

Bowing her head, she knew she should ask for forgiveness, but she didn't have the strength nor did she feel she had the right. Taking a deep breath, she did what she'd been doing since she'd been a young girl in a trashy trailer park having to look after herself and keep the predators at bay. She stood up straight and squared her shoulders. Having gotten her breathing back into a normal rhythm, she pasted on the smile that was as familiar to her as the man she'd been in love with since she was 14. Really, she'd probably fallen in love with him when he'd saved her from being raped at age 12, but she'd made him work to be her friend. And he had. He'd jumped through every nasty hoop and mean word she'd thrown at him. After two years of taking her crap, she realized the rich kid was still there, being her protector and, best of all, her friend. She pressed her fingers hard into her eye sockets, squeezing out what was there and forcing back any more tears that might think of coming out. She wiped her face dry.

Scott had been doing so much better. What had happened? After a deep breath and reaffirming her smile, she pushed open the door to the private room and walked in. The cancer, it seemed, had kicked its momentum into high gear. It was progressing much faster than the doctors had thought it would.

"I hear you're trying to get out of work again—no lawnmowing for you." Her eyes instantly filled at her reference to their old joke. She should have thought this through more. It was something he said he'd always wanted to do, but his dad had always hired someone to do the landscaping. It would not have been proper for someone of Scott's stature to be doing something as menial as mow the lawn. It had been the first thing he had done when they'd bought the cabin from Cal. She smiled as it really was a good size house, one they'd fixed up and one that had a lot of meaning to Scott. To them, though, it was their hideaway, their cabin. It had sounded cozier and had helped them to feel like they were far from the world. Even though it truly had been less than a mile down the road.

Her tears were like a burning sensation at the back of her eyes. They were determined to come out, and she was determined they wouldn't. She pressed her hand to her chest to hold back the gasp that was fighting to be freed. Scott lay there, pale and unmoving. Gray and yellow hues seemed to crawl out from under his skin, leaving a sunken, almost corpse-like appearance. He hadn't been looking well in a while, but this ... this was a shadow of the man he had been. The IV lines attached to his arm, the slow beep of the monitor indicating his heart was still beating, and the raspy breathing was all that let her know he was still alive. She reached out and took his hand.

It took a moment for him to open his eyes. The beautiful green that had always made her feel like she was looking into the depths of nature in springtime. Now, they looked like they were swamp green hidden in the shadows. "You came."

The flood gates opened. She started bawling, dropping her forehead onto his shoulder. "Of course, I came. You idiot."

His arms wrapped around her, but instead of loving that feeling, it made her feel worse. They didn't pull her close and hold her tight like they had in the past; although she could feel the want, the strength to do it wasn't there. His arms were a weight that sat on her body like two thin twigs. The pain crushed her heart. This man who had saved her life, who was her life, was losing his.

"I'm sorry."

As much as she tried to fight off the tears, it wasn't working. Giving in, she let her anguish eat her up, knowing this was the last time she would allow it to do so. She moved her head to lay it on the chest that had been so strong but now felt like a frame that was slowly caving in. Her brown hair, which was showing some gray, looked so vibrant against the sallowness of his skin. It was unfair. Anguish leaked out of her like dye from a threatened octopus.

Drained, she finally pushed away the tears and raised her head to investigate the ravaged face of the man being eaten from the inside out. Deep grooves of pain marred his face and, even worse, it made his eyes look like dull beams of muted light. Finding the strength, she didn't know she had, she smiled, wiped her face on his blanket, and leaned forward to kiss him.
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