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“...The plot was intricate and it made me want to finish it quickly so I could discover all the mysteries...” Author C H-Jackson

They tried to bury an environmental disaster... along with those who got in the way.

With her mom in a coma, Kyara is determined to discover who is behind the brutal attack. Does her grandmother’s recent release from jail have anything to do with it? The police believe that some meth addicted youth are responsible but what Kyara uncovers is shocking. Is anyone telling the truth? Even Ryan who she thought might be able to help her is harnessing his own dark secret. Is he truly trying to help her or does he have his own agenda?

The golf course wasn’t built because the sport was gaining in popularity but to hide a deadly secret. Those responsible are determined to keep it buried and those who know anything are being silenced. Kyara finds herself trying to catch an old woman, stay ahead of those trying to kill her and unveil the truth. But can she do it before a town pays the ultimate price?

"The plot was intricate and it made me want to finish it quickly so I could discover all the mysteries." Author C H-Jackson

"Maggie Thom has characterization down to a science. Her characters really run the show and make the story so fun to read about..." D Gonzales (The Indie Express Blog)

"This book starts fast and gets even faster as you go along! ... You have to read this one." M. Shope

"...I am absolutely hooked. I love how the suspense flows from page to page, chapter to chapter in this book..." CaliBook Reviews
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Chapter One

Elizabeth stretched her arms over her head and arched her back, a symbol of her newfound freedom. Not that she couldn't have done it for the last eighteen years but exposing her soft sides like that would have been too much temptation for some. A shiv would have sunk nicely between her ribs and could reach those few organs vital to keeping her alive. And staying alive had been important. There were people she needed to see but first she had to survive prison. People she was sure had hoped she would have perished inside. The surprise on their faces when she exacted her revenge was so going to be worth the lost years.

The sun on her face felt like pure heaven. She tilted her face to allow herself to bathe in it. The brightness though was like a laser beacon being shone into her eyes. She used her hand to block the glare as she glanced out over the parking lot. A taxi sat at the curb. This was her ride; there was no one else waiting for her. Not that she expected anything different, especially since she'd told the one person who might have shown up not to.

A rare smile touched her lips. She'd known that two of her chickenshit children wouldn't be there to get her. Her third one had wanted to be and would have been had she not insisted it wasn't a good idea. Her one daughter had so much taken from her. No thanks to the bastard who'd stolen her youth. Elizabeth just couldn't add the stigma of having to pick up her just-released mama from jail. Knowing if she thought any more about her precious daughter she'd lose it, so she shut down those thoughts. Now wasn't the time. She'd see her soon enough.

Her other wayward daughters would be almost impossible to find. They had done nothing to stop the flood of information that had come out against her. Neither one of them had been willing to give her an alibi which would have changed everything. Elizabeth would never have had to step foot in the hellhole she'd been incarcerated in if either of them had a backbone. But no, it had been their chance for payback to a mother they hated and a father who had taught them how to scavenge for cash, by any means. They'd gotten not only their bland looks and coloring from the useless man they called a father but his spinelessness as well. They'd been too happy to grab the money from his death and use what he'd taught them and find some sucker who'd be their partner. 

Elizabeth had been surprised at the amount of his life insurance. That alone told her it was guilt money. And that there was much more to his death than his being accused of cheating on her. He'd done that their whole marriage. That seemed to be enough for the jury to say she'd killed him in a jealous rage. She hadn't been living with the man for years and hadn't really cared one way or another the day he died, but that's not how the jury had seen it. They'd bought the story of her being an angry, obsessive wife.

That made her laugh. In hindsight, she realized she'd only married the man to piss off one person. His death had been her payback.

She hadn't been the best mother. Would never have won mother of the day, month, or year, let alone anything else but she must have done something right. One of her three offspring had turned out okay. She smiled. It was good to know she had someone who had her back on the outside. Her one child had tirelessly tried to prove that she was innocent. It had been a balm to an ever-growing sense of doom and having to choke down the lousy pill of life she'd been given. She had needed to know that someone believed in her. Her one child hadn't cared about her father or who he was. To her, he hadn't been there when she was growing up, so she hadn't wanted anything to do with him when she'd become an adult. Not like her soul-sucking sisters who'd latched onto him like he'd been daddy of the century. All they'd really wanted was to latch onto the man he had worked for.

Elizabeth had been so young when they'd gotten married behind his parents' back. So stupid. A mistake she couldn't go back and change, but one she knew that had set her on this path.

A bird squawked. She looked up to see where it was. A raven flew overhead and landed in the parking lot, picking at some small dead rodent. She couldn't believe how good a feeling it was just to be able to look around, to see and hear things. Normal sounds. The wind picked up and rustled the few yellow and brown leaves still on the trees. It was a cool breeze, and the light jacket that she'd had when she went in there wasn't much to combat the chill but it straightened her back and her resolve. Everything came alive at once—rustling, chirping, the hum of tires on the highway that wasn't far away but had felt like it had been on the other side of the earth for the last twenty years. The air swirled around her.

Not that she hadn't heard things when she'd been inside, but she'd never had time to notice the good things or acknowledge them. Her hearing, her sight, her senses had been fine-tuned to what was going on around her. She'd heard everything, every whisper, every sleight of hand, every movement one of the other inmates made, every step that had been in her direction, every grunt, every bite to someone's tone. There was nothing going on in that place that she hadn't been aware of. She'd had to or she wouldn't be alive and able to walk through the door she just had. It had been a long, cold haul, but she'd done it.

It really had been the right sentence for her—convicted of murder—but what they'd gotten wrong was who she'd killed. She really hadn't put up too much of a fight. The threat against her daughter and granddaughter had been enough for her to suck it up and take the fall. Not that she hadn't deserved the sentence, but she wasn't the only one who should have gone down. It was way past time to right some wrongs.

There was a clanking sound behind her. The gate had closed. She didn't bother to turn and look but knew that the camera over the metal cage she'd just exited was trained on her. Someone was watching. She'd hate for them to change their minds. The thought of going back inside was enough to spur her to move and climb into the waiting taxi. The driver didn't move, he just waited for her to get in. Settling back, she also noted he had closed the Plexiglas window between them. He spoke to her over the microphone. 

"Where to?"

"The Hound's Tooth. Do you know where that is?"

"Yes. East side of the city. Give or take."

Her fingers brushed back her thinning, rather straggly hair. A haircut and color were definitely in order. The dull grey she now sported made her look much older than her years. Of course, the stress and worry might have added to that. Time to get a full makeover. If she was going to fight the rich, she would have to look like them. She'd learned a lot on the inside and, if you were going to fight someone with money, you needed to play their game, their way. But some things needed to come first. She'd heard all the rules: check in at the halfway house, meet with her parole officer regularly—she or he would tell her how often to come in—keep your nose clean, no drinking, and a bunch other stuff she didn't care about. They just didn't really understand how the real world worked. An ice-cold beer with a whiskey chaser was exactly what she needed and was first on the list. She didn't plan on following all the orders she'd been given upon her release to a T. She'd do enough to keep them from checking on her too closely.

"I'm to take you—"

"I know where you're to take me but, since the government is paying for you to drive me, I'm sure we can come up with a good reason I had to take a detour. Do you want to make twenty bucks or two hundred?" When his eyes widened, she knew she had him. After giving him directions to where she intended to go, she turned and stared out at the passing countryside. Most would say the view was depressing—dull, grey skies; bare trees having shed their summer glory, their spoils littering the dull, colorless countryside; everything was dead waiting for the snow to arrive—but to her it was beautiful. It was definitely way better than what she'd been looking at for almost twenty years. To her this was life. This was freedom. It was a chance to fix some things, to make amends to those who deserved it, and to make those responsible pay.

As she looked forward to ensure that the driver was taking her where she'd asked, she noticed his license hanging by the mirror. I had his name and age. "A few years before you can retire, I see."

He ignored her but then it hit her, she was now retired. She was sixty-seven, the age the Canadian government now said you had to be to get a full pension. It made her wonder if someone like her who had never worked, at least not for a paycheck, would be eligible for the bit of cash the government figured was sufficient for people to live on in their old age. They'd explained all of her finances and what would happen once she was on the outside. But she hadn't cared. She'd find her own sources and means to get what she wanted. The little pittance the government wanted to give her wouldn't pay for what she needed. She doubted they'd appreciate their money being used for the purposes of buying information and more than likely a weapon or two.

Laughter rolled through her and burst forth in a kind of grinding, guttural sound like that of an old rusted-out train squeaking and clanking along the tracks. The government would pay her while she got her revenge. Life couldn't be sweeter.

She stretched her arms wide, loving the freedom and knowing she didn't have to worry about someone shoving something life-threatening into her side. As she rolled her head around to loosen the kinks and enjoy the free movement, she noticed a car behind them.

"Has that car been following us for long?"

"It pulled out of the penitentiary parking lot right after us."

"Two hundred bucks if you lose them."

The guy didn't even acknowledge her. She was sure he doubted she could pay.

"Give me your phone." She glared at him until he handed it over. A quick phone call and she knew her problem would be taken care of. The person following her could be anyone, but there were several people who would be interested in her release. She just didn't want to waste the first moments of freedom worrying about them.

"Turn on Broadsmoore. Go two blocks, take a hard left on 29th, stay on it."

He nodded and, although he wasn't going as fast as she'd like, she knew that by the time they got there her friend would be ready to create an accident. Knowing that was taken care of, she thought back to the town, which was now a city, she'd left behind long ago. The place she needed to return to but couldn't show up as herself. That would shut people up faster than being hit by a bolt of lightning. No, she needed to come up with another way to get answers and to slip back into Camden, unnoticed. The people she needed to weed out and find knew the system better than her. That's why she'd paid and they hadn't. So, how could she find out what she needed to know?

She'd read a lot about her hometown. A lot of change had happened in eighteen years, some of it for the better, some of it not. One thing was for sure, the ones she needed to visit still lived in the area. For that, she was thankful. If she'd had to look on the Internet, she'd have been lost. She'd taken some computer training while in jail, but just felt too freaked out and overwhelmed to think there was that much information available for everyone. Besides, she didn't need electronic help; cash in the right hands still trumped everything. Her being sent to jail, wrongfully accused, quickly came to mind. Well almost. Someone had upped the ante and decided she was a good candidate to frame. She even had a good idea who was behind it. She'd figure it out. She had all the time in the world with no requirements of her except to check in with her parole officer regularly. Which she would, and she'd be the most repentant old lady they'd ever seen.

It hadn't concerned her that she'd gone to prison because she had in fact killed a man, just not the one they sentenced her for. What bothered her was who and why someone had killed her ex-husband. He hadn't been much of a man, let alone a husband—his eyes and hands had strayed a little too much. The cryptic messages he'd left her a week before he died had suggested things were going on. Things that might have been why he'd been killed.

She ran through all that she knew and had learned over the years, when an idea finally formed.

Hmmm. Maybe it's time to take up golf.

She laughed, something that sounded like wind whipping through a rusty barrel. She was going to fix things. She'd gone to jail for the right reason but the wrong murder and now it was time for someone else to pay. The good thing about being incarcerated is that it was a great place to make connections. Now to gather some of those people who had the skills she needed, starting with a beautiful, bright, young, computer savvy woman who could be bought.

​Chapter Two


Kyara stepped out of her car and opened the trunk. She pulled out her small suitcase, set it down on its rollers, pulled out the handle, closed everything, then turned to head to walk up to the house, only to stop suddenly. It was the picture-perfect cliché that her mother always wanted—the small house, the picket fence, as long as you ignored the peeling paint, overgrown yard, and general look of disrepair. In either—its perfect shape or its current rundown one—it was everything that Kyara hated. She closed her eyes for a moment to find something positive that would fight the sick feeling that immediately washed over her. Strengthening her resolve, she straightened her back, took a deep breath, and took her first step toward the place she'd spent her whole life trying to get away from. A gentle breeze whipped up as though to tell her if she wanted to add to her crappy day, it could be delivered. Dark clouds started forming to the west. She hoped her visit would be short. If it weren't for a note from her grandmother, a woman she wanted to avoid but also wanted to keep away from her mom, Kyara wouldn't be there.

It appears it will be a rainy day in hell.

As she stepped forward, the wind grabbed her shoulder-length dirty-blonde hair and tossed it in her face. Frustrated and already feeling stressed, she impatiently brushed it away. She strode across the tail end of the town sidewalk and through the open gate that hung awkwardly on its hinges. It wouldn't have closed even if someone had wanted it to. The grass had not only grown up around it but had twined its way through the slats. Ignoring it, but not really wanting to look at the dilapidated place she was entering, she kept her gaze focused on the ground and the cracked cement blocks so she could carefully navigate her way. Which was why, when she got to the front door, she was reaching for it before she realized it was partially open.

She stared at it for a second before turning her head slightly to listen. There was no sound. It was out of character but didn't really alarm her. Her mom could have easily forgotten to close it. Just in case though, she decided not to just barge in. She leaned forward, trying to peek in through the two-inch opening. There wasn't much to see. A quick glance over her shoulder ensured there was no one around. She gently and quietly pushed the door open. The entrance and hallway looked exactly like they had the last time she'd been there—like they hadn't been touched in twenty years. Off to her left was the little, white, rickety table with its cotton embroidered doily, with eight designer salt and pepper shakers. It was probably the cleanest place in the whole house. The hallway wasn't all that long. A bedroom stood at the end, with one off to the right and the bathroom off to the left. The place looked abandoned. Suddenly things didn't feel so right.

"Mom?" She stepped through the door, slowly. She looked to her left and gasped. The living room was an absolute mess—the coffee table was overturned, the couch stabbed and ripped apart. Little bits of foam stuffing covered the room like confetti. Springs stuck out of the old floral sofa, popular in the seventies. There was so much chaos, she wasn't even sure what else they had done but it made her very wary. What concerned her, where was her mom?

Did she do this? Is this her payback?

Kyara didn't want to believe her mom would do something like this, but she knew she couldn't rule it out. The reason that she'd really come home could be the same reason this might have happened. Today was a big day. The woman, who had changed their lives, was now out and odds were that she'd show up, eventually. Her note said that Kyara needed to be close. Close enough to protect her mom. Whatever that meant.

Not wanting to think about that or her just yet, she forced herself to focus so she could find her mother. Chances were that she was around since she rarely left the house. Even if this mess had been because of that woman, her grandmother, she knew she'd never hurt her own daughter, at least not physically.

Kyara turned her back to the living room and walked across the short hall into the kitchen. There was a faint sound, but she wasn't sure if it was the floor creaking under her feet or something else. The long narrow stretch that was the kitchen didn't look like anyone had touched it in a long time. It was filthy, but it wasn't because someone had done any damage to it like the living room, although it probably would have looked better if they had. Nothing had been cleaned or put away in a while. It made her wonder what had happened to Daisy, the woman who'd cleaned the house and worked for her mom for years. Obviously, she hadn't been around in a while.

Some odd sounds filtered through her thoughts. She stopped to listen. A loud annoying buzz caught her attention. Her head immediately snapped around to look at the sink. Flies were like a thick, black, moving coat that blanketed the dirty dishes that overflowed the sink and spilled onto the counter. Taking a step toward the mess, she stopped. An awful smell hit her. She clapped her hand over her nose and mouth to block out the stench.

"Mom?" she yelled. There was no answer. Not sure what to do or whether to make a big deal about it, she swatted away some of the flies and opened the window over the sink. Looking in the skinny cupboard to the left, she searched for some air freshener. A can of lemon scent was tucked in the back. Even though it appeared that it may be older than her mother, she quickly sprayed a thick coat of it, only to choke and cough. Several flies dropped dead immediately.

Disgusted and ready to puke, she had known coming home would be an issue, but she hadn't expected this. She set the can down and walked through the arch into the dining room. She turned left and stopped for a split second before rushing forward. A woman was lying on the floor, half in the storage room.

"Mom? Mom?" She dropped to her knees.

Her mother groaned and shifted position.

"Mom, don't move."

"'S okay."

The slurring of her words concerned Kyara. "What happened?"

"Someone . . . hit . . . me . . . Not sure . . . had to . . . be him . . . she's . . . coming."

Kyara shook her head. She knew all about who was coming, that's why she was home. But this made little sense. "What? Him who?"

Her mom's eyelids fluttered and then closed.

"Mom? Mom?" This time there was no response. She pulled out her cellphone and called 911. They told her an ambulance and a policeman would be there within minutes. While she waited, she checked her mom over. Her chest was still moving slightly, so she wasn't too worried about her breathing, but she wasn't sure what her injuries were. She said she'd been hit. There were no visible signs on her face. Tentatively, Kyara felt around her mom's head. It wasn't until she searched the back of her skull that she felt something wet. Pulling back her fingers, she stared at her mom's blood. Searching for where she was cut, Kyara found a spot just behind her right ear that had a walnut-sized lump, which is where the blood seemed to ooze from. Someone had hit her with quite a whack. Starting with her mom's shoulders, she methodically and carefully felt for further damage as she moved down her body. Her left wrist was swollen and might even be broken. Kyara assumed it might have happened if she'd put her hand out to protect herself from a fall. Without her mom awake to tell her though, she had no idea what had happened.

It felt like an eternity, but she realized it couldn't have been more than twenty minutes before the paramedics arrived, checked her mom, and had her loaded and were off to the hospital. The policeman who had also shown up wanted some answers. Kyara reluctantly watched her mom leave. She gave the EMTs her contact information and let them know she'd be along soon.

She answered all the questions the police officer had as best as she could.

"Do you have any idea who would do this to your mom?" No.

"Is there anything missing?" I don't know.

"Does she leave her doors unlocked?" I don't know.

"Does she live here alone?" Yes, sort of.

"Has this ever happened before?" No. Not that I know of.

With each question, the guilt that she'd pushed away earlier pounded at her like a jackhammer. She never should have left her mom alone or ignored her. Two years was a long time to only stop in once a month, convince her mom to walk with her to the local park just down the road, and be back on the road within the hour. It was as short a visit as she could handle to let her know her mom was okay and harness the guilt that gnawed at her gut. In her mind, she'd been doing her mom a favor, getting her out of the house, but in reality she just hadn't wanted to go there. She had wanted to avoid the house altogether. Remorse ate at her insides. She'd convinced herself she'd done her daughterly duty. She'd shown up, made sure her mom was still alive, asked all the relevant questions—are you eating, feeling okay, need anything—and then left. The monthly phone calls weren't much better.

"Hi Mom."

"Hi Kyara."

"How are you doing?"

"Fine. And you?"

"Good. What have you been up to?" I prayed she'd tell me something.

"Nothing much."

"Going to come and visit me?" I already knew the answer to that.

"Nope."

"I'll come and get you on Saturday and you come and spend the day with me."

"Nope."

"Mom, you can't keep hiding in that house for another twenty years. Let me take you out for dinner at least?" The walk to the park and back took all of five minutes but hadn't counted as an outing.

"Nope. Got food here."

"Mom, come on. We'll just go to My Mother's Kitchen in Tilden. Cynthia would love for you to come to her restaurant. I know she checks on you regularly but think how much it would mean to her for you to go and see her. I know she'd love it. Okay?" Kyara had hoped that bringing up Cynthia's name, someone who had been a friend of her grandmother's and who she knew had been watching over her mom, would entice her mom to go out. After all Cynthia had been a big part of their lives.

"Nope."

"Mom—"

"Have to go dear. Bye."

It made Kyara sick to think she'd allowed that same conversation to happen for so long without forcing something to change. And that she really hadn't done more to make sure her mom was okay. The park was only about one hundred steps from her mom's door and was as close as she'd been able to make herself go. A few times, she'd stood on the grass just down the street and stared at the dilapidated house. It had gotten her close enough to convince herself that she was doing right by her mom but far enough that she couldn't really see the state of the place. She'd been so mad at her mom for locking herself away. It had been that way most of Kyara's life. It had been just too tiring to fight it anymore. When her grandmother had lived with them, Kyara had someone to take her out and show her how to do things and attend her events. She couldn't remember too many occasions when her mom had even left the house. She'd gone a few places with them when her grandmother had forced her to go along. After she'd left—Kyara snorted, that lie of her grandmother leaving, had been what she had to tell people to save face. Everyone had known where she'd really gone but not many had corrected Kyara when she'd say, 'She's moved away for a while.' Those kids who'd tried often ended up with a broken nose or a damn good scrap on their hands. And some were scared that she was a lot like her grandmother, able to kill someone else.

She sighed heavily, feeling the old guilt and sadness from the lies her life was based on. And the fact that she'd failed her mother. She did leave the house. She just never went anywhere with Kyara. All Kyara had ever wanted was to force her mom out of her isolated life and to finally be a part of hers. To act like she existed instead of hiding away in that decrepit shack. The draw for her to hide indoors, never made sense to Kyara.

It had bothered Kyara when at fourteen she'd been kicked out of school. The penalty was only a few days of expulsion, but she'd hoped it would mean they could move. Instead, it had broken her mom's heart. And her grandmother's, who had somehow, in the midst of her trial, been able to make it clear to Kyara that she was to smarten up, there were people watching over her.

Kyara had hated it but the one person whom she could never refuse, even when she was trying to rebel, was Getty, her grandmother. Getty had made it clear Kyara needed to go back to school, get good grades, and go on to University or she would end up like her—doing jail time for something she didn't commit. Besides, there had been her mom, someone had to look after her. Kyara had tried, but she'd finally realized her mom was happy in her little world and, if Kyara wanted a life, she had to get out. When she was twenty, she'd found Daisy who had been the perfect companion to her mom. It had meant she didn't need to worry anymore. Kyara had left, barely looking back, thinking everything was taken care of. And for a long time, it had been. So, what had changed?

She's coming back and everything has gone to hell.

Now that she thought about it, she couldn’t remember the last time she'd talked to Daisy. There hadn't been any need. Things were good. Her mom was happy or content or whatever she really was. But, for the last several months at least, there had always been a reason Daisy hadn't been around when Kyara had come for her short visits—she's out getting groceries, she's visiting her sister, it's her day off. The excuses had been many, but she hadn't really thought about it. So how long had it been since Daisy had been there? She'd have to deal with that later. For now, she'd make sure the payments stopped immediately.

She thought about the real reason she'd come home. It really hadn't been to see her mom, not directly anyway.

What kind of daughter does that?

Kyara had always wondered if there had been a man in her mom's life if things would have been different. There had never been one. Not even her father, whoever he was. Her grandmother had told her to stop asking; he wasn't around, and it wouldn't do her any good to know anyway. Tired of the stonewalling, Kyara had let it go. Well mostly anyway, that niggling wonder of who he could be had never really gone away. And now she kind of wished there was someone around to deal with the mess she needed to untangle. There was one thing she knew—someone had hurt her mom and she couldn't shake the feeling that it hadn't been random. The timing was too coincidental. There was one person who really could wreak havoc on their lives. All of this was connected to her somehow. Her grandmother had been out for almost six months and there was no doubt she'd be coming back.

But when? As Kyara looked around at the mess, she couldn't help but wonder if she had already been there.

​Chapter Three


"Hey man. How are you?"

Ryan grabbed Jasper's hand in a firm clasp and let his old buddy pull him in for a man-chest-bump greeting. It was a bit over the top, but Ryan felt it wasn't worth saying anything about. It had been a while since they'd seen each other.

"Buy you a beer?"

Ryan's hands clutched his chest as he dropped into a chair and gasped out, "I don't think my heart can take it. I never thought I'd ever hear those words."

"Funny." Jasper flipped him the bird before signaling the waitress with two fingers for her to bring two beers, like the one in front of him.

Ryan chuckled as he chugged back a good third of the bottle as soon as it was set down. "I thought it was. Really, for a rich guy you've always been rather cheap."

Jasper grinned. "God it's good to see you. Been too long. Too many ass-kissers out there. No one wants to give me any grief, in case they piss off Uncle Jeb."

"Hey, you're the one who had to skip town, live it up, be the party animal, show he was big stuff. You're what? On your third divorce? If the rumors are true."

Jasper's smile disappeared as he intently stared at the bottle, peeling the label off of it.

"Hey, sorry. Didn't mean to be a dick. I'm sure you've been getting plenty of that since you've been back. Your uncle—"

Jasper snorted. "Yeah, he's been a bit of a prick but that's who he is. Always has been and always will be. Did you see how fat he is now?"

"He's put on a few pounds."

"A few? He's well over two hundred and fifty now."

"Kind of sad for a man who used to be built like Arnold Schwarzenegger in his younger days."

"And he has the nerve to tell me I'm nothing but trash. At least I've kept myself in shape." Jasper patted his taut stomach and made eyes at the passing waitress.

Ryan shook his head at his friend. "Really? The ink isn't even dry on your divorce. Or has it even been signed?"

"No, she's holding out for more money. She found out who my family is and that they own a good chunk of this town. Now she wants half of that. Thank God the first two weren't smart enough to figure out who I was and didn't ask for more. Living away from here was a godsend, I could be anybody."

"What do you mean? Gina grew up with you and was in love with you. That's why she ran away with you. You guys were what seventeen? Eighteen?"

"Jealous? Okay, so she knew who my family was, but she was smart enough or dumb enough not to ask for more. Not my problem."

Ryan picked up his beer, now having second thoughts about stopping by to see Jasper. The guy had always been egotistical, but he seemed to have taken it to a whole new level. In school, they'd hung out a lot and had fun together. They'd gotten into some major trouble a time or two, but Jasper's connections had always gotten them out. Even though Jasper's dad had died when he was young, he'd built up quite a legacy and now owned half the town. His family did anyway. Jasper's grandmother and Uncle Jeb had expanded the business, big time, in the thirty years since they'd taken over.

"Sorry. I know. Gina was a great person. I screwed up. I'd be more than happy if she'd take me back but it's not too likely that will happen. She's married, has three kids. Seems happy." He guzzled the rest of his beer and ordered two more. "I didn't come here to go through all my screw-ups. We'd be here for days, weeks if we did that. I've been told I have to shape up or I'm cut off."

"You mean you might have to work a day in your life?"

"Ha-ha. But essentially yes. I want to talk to you about coming back here and taking over the running of our golf course. What do you say?"

"No."

“At least let me finish—”

"No."

"I know there are a thousand reasons why not. Mainly my family—"

"No. And no." He wasn't going to be used, he wanted this but didn't want to seem too eager. Besides it had to be on his terms, or he knew he’d be railroaded. Jasper was easy to handle but his uncle was not.

"Come on, I'd give you a huge salary increase and all the perks you can imagine."

Ryan shook his head, not even bothering to respond. He knew there'd been some underhanded reason Jasper had wanted to meet with him. Even though it had been about eight years since they'd seen each other, he thought his friend might have grown up. Nope, Jasper still used people to his advantage. If there was any way of getting out of normal work, he'd work hard to find it. It almost made him want to punch Jasper, since the guy knew that Ryan would almost kill for this job. He stood up. "Sorry you'll have to get off your ass and run the place yourself. It looks like you'll have to actually work at a job."

"NO! Dammit! I'm not asking you to come and run one of the family businesses, so I don't have to. I want you there because—" His voice suddenly dropped to a whisper. "There's something going on. There's something wrong and I need someone I can trust. I think good old Uncle Jeb is trying to sabotage me. I need to prove myself and, well, you know how that usually works. I'd be your boss. I'm the new VP for Jesperson's Landings Ltd. Well not new, I've been doing it for well over six months."

Ryan dropped back into his chair. "Really? You're second in command?" He tried to look shocked, as he wasn't really supposed to know anything about what Jasper was doing. Since Ryan's adopted parents had moved about seven years before, which was what had really gotten him to wake up and realize he didn't want the lifestyle that Jasper lived, he'd never made it back to his old hometown. Or kept in touch with anyone except one person. He'd been too worried that if he hadn't run when he had, he'd be propped up on a barstool, drooling or locked up behind bars. Or divorced three times, like his old high school friend.

But now, he was back to get the job that Jasper was offering him. Only he thought he'd have to work a little harder to get it. It almost made him feel like he was being played by someone.

Jasper laughed and shook his head. "No, I'm only in charge of this one small company. I think there are eight in total that my Uncle Jeb, well great uncle—although what's great about him I have no idea—oversees. This is one of them. Grandma Rose still runs everything; she just lets Jeb think he does. They sure do have that in-law, or should I say outlaw, thing down—they fight all the time. Anyway, I manage the golf course, the driving range, the campground, and the park. That's it."

Ryan wanted to laugh. It annoyed the hell out of him that Jasper had his dream job. Ryan had busted his butt going to school and working to pay for it. Being a golf course manager had been what he wanted for a career; one he'd tried to follow by attending secondary school. But the competition for jobs was fierce. He was the assistant manager at a nice nine-hole course that looked like it had been built in a farmer's field. Good experience but not where he wanted to be.

Ryan’s buddy, who hadn't even graduated high school, at least that he knew of, was living his dream and then some. It made him rather melancholy to think that the guy he used to hang out with all the time when they were teenagers was really a stranger to him. Jasper's uncle, who Ryan remembered to be a man who had no time for either of them as teens and who had always been preaching to Jasper to get his act together, had given Jasper an important job. Had Jasper gone to college or university? It was doubtful as he'd have had to get his GED first. Ryan couldn't see that happening, not from the Jasper he knew. Or known, he reminded himself. He looked at his friend, who was watching him intently. His intense stare had been a look he'd perfected in school, when he was trying to con the teacher into believing he was sincere when, really, he was full of crap.

Ryan dropped his gaze to the beer in front of him. There had been that smartass look in the depths of his eyes, if one knew what to look for, but there had been something else—fear, maybe? It was not something he'd ever seen from Jasper; the guy had run at life with his sneakers on, his parachute closed, and his arm around the current beautiful woman in his life. Nothing stopped him and nothing scared him.

What was really going on? Had anything really changed with him since high school? Is he screwing with me? It had been Jasper's favorite pastime back in their teen days. It just seemed too coincidental that he had arranged to meet Jasper, hoping to figure out how to get a job at the golf course and now it was being handed to him.

Taking his time to digest what he'd heard, Ryan ignored his friend's anxious look, something else that seemed out of place and drank his fresh, cold beer. His thoughts immediately went to the golf course near Camden that he was being asked to manage. He'd learned to golf there. Not that anyone knew that, as he and his parents hadn't been able to afford the over-inflated prices Jasper's uncle had charged way back then. And, he hadn't wanted to mooch off his friend. So, he'd done the only other thing that he could. He learned at night, long after it had shut down. Jasper had offered to teach him, which he'd accepted. But Ryan's adoptive family had already attracted enough negative attention thanks to Ryan's adopted sister. At eighteen, she'd run off with a married man and father, twice her age. His adopted parents had been devastated as they had been a hard-working Christian family, as his adopted mom used to remind him. They had really come down on him, watching his every move and doing what they could to keep him away from Jasper. That hadn’t worked out too well, as Ryan had often gotten into trouble with his high school buddy. That, however, had meant there was no way Ryan could ask if they'd allow him to golf with a Jesperson.

Golf had been his first love. He'd wanted it badly but knew his parents would flip. They hadn't liked that he'd hung out with the town's bad boy, but the fact that he was a Jesperson had annoyed them to no end. They had tried many times to get him to stop hanging out with Jasper. If they'd known he'd been golfing on a golf course that they said was built with blood money on blood, something he'd never understood, they'd have shipped him off to military school. So, it had become a secret nightly habit. Sometimes Jasper joined him, but after the first month he'd gotten bored and rarely showed up. At least until they'd turned fifteen and Jasper had brought girls and booze onto the course. Once Jasper's uncle found out about that, it ended Ryan's nightly golf ritual, at least for a few months. He'd just gotten smarter after that and didn't let Jasper know he was still playing.

When Ryan had turned fourteen, he'd promised himself he would run that course one day. He'd never been sure though if it had been to prove to his parents that the course was legitimate or to prove to the Jespersons, Jasper's rich family, that he could. They had owned almost everything in the town when he was growing up and he'd just wanted one small piece of their world. Now it was being handed to him. But why? Nothing was ever that simple with this family.

"All right, tell me what's going on." All he knew was that his mom, his real mom, had told him he needed to come home. She needed his help to solve an old murder, namely his father's, along with another man's whose name she hadn’t shared but said she would in good time.

"I can't keep staff. They start and then within a week or two, or if I'm lucky a month, they leave. When I ask why, they look at me like I'm a leper."

"If you'd keep your hands off them—"

"I swear to God, I haven't touched any of them."

Ryan frowned but tried to hide it by rubbing his thumb across his forehead like he had a headache. For once, he was almost ready to believe Jasper was telling him the truth. Which was a shocker, but for him not to take advantage of girls that worked for him? That sounded a bit too farfetched. Yet, he sounded genuine.

"What do you expect me to do?"

"I think if someone else was their boss, maybe ..."

"You'd swear on a Bible which, just in case you're not familiar with it, is a religious account—"

"Ha-ha. Pull one out and I'll swear on it. I am and have been a legitimate businessman. I haven't propositioned any of them ... I haven't even tried to get them into bed. Uncle Jeb is sure I'll screw up so I think he's doing what he can to make that happen. He wants to put Sam Kessler in as manager."

That slight hesitation was telling so he knew that Jasper had propositioned a few women, but there was something that told him for the most part his friend was telling the truth. "That name sounds familiar."

"He used to be the janitor at that electrical plant that shut down thirty years ago. He's pushing sixty and has never touched a golf club in his life. It's the most idiotic thing I've ever heard."

"That's the plant that your family used to own, right? In fact, didn't the golf course get built on it?"

"What better way to use industrial land that no one wants because it used to house an electrical plant that many people felt was dangerous? You got it, build one of the most popular outdoor sports—a golf course. It's not like you'd glow in the dark or anything." Jasper chuckled. "Sam's been working for Uncle Jeb for a long time. I'm not sure doing what, but he's a man who knows how to look after himself. I wouldn't want to cross him, so you can imagine my—"

"Fear? Hey, wait. Isn't he the guy that used to box?"

" —angst at being given the job over him. And, yes, in fact he now trains boxers. So, you can see why I'm a little concerned. There have also been weird things happening, threats ..."

"Like?"

"Like golf tournaments booked but not on the books and no one has admitted to booking them. Let me tell you, I've scrambled on a couple of occasions. Stuff is going missing—ledgers, equipment. I found a golf club handle shoved into a patron's tire ..."

"Did you call the cops?"

"Are you kidding me? Jeb took control and said he'd look after it. No idea if he called his friends in high places or what he did. I never heard a word about it again and got told to keep my nose out of it. Golfers who come here still talk about it though. The stories are all over the place, about who did it and why. The consensus is that it was an affair gone bad. I think it was something else. Get Jasper to fail at all costs."

"But Jeb took care of it and there were no repercussions?"

"I know. It's just something. I hear what people are saying and they expect me to fail. They expect Jeb to race in and save the day. I'm not a failure."

Ryan took a long drink on his beer before setting it down, refusing to comment.

"How is your grandma?" Ryan had never really liked the woman. She was as hard-ass as they came, especially when he was a teen, but she'd been the one to raise Jasper which was why he was so spoiled and why he was appointed the job in the first place. The woman had been one hell of a savvy businesswoman but blind when it came to Jasper. She'd had to bail him out so many times that she just started inviting the judge over for weekly dinners. It had saved her regular phone calls.

"She still thinks she needs to save my bacon." Jasper grinned. "I can't knock it. She's been there for me and, for a change, I want to show her I'm not a complete screw-up."

"And that's where I come in."

"See, you're smart. That's why I want you to work for me."

"Okay. I'll take the job."

"Whoo-hoo. Party man, let's have a drink."

Ryan shook his head, regretting his decision already. "First, we set some ground rules."

​Chapter Four


Kyara pulled up in front of the house, having a hard time believing it had only been twenty-four hours since she'd returned. Exhaustion zapped her energy, making it difficult to climb out of the car and make her way up the sidewalk. The new padlock she'd installed gleamed in the bright sun, like a beacon to a ship on the ocean. Only she wasn't sure she liked it. She couldn't decide if it really would deter or attract someone, enticing them to see if they could break it as well. Smiling tiredly, she was sure the door would fold in on itself sooner than the lock would give.

The police seemed to think it had been a random break-in. There had been several in the neighborhood. She wasn't sure she believed them, but she was too tired to care right then. She unlocked the door and staggered back a couple of steps. When she'd left for the hospital the evening before, where she'd slept, she'd secured the house, closing all windows, and locking the door. The smell slammed into her, with the force of a sewage plant. Clapping her hand over her mouth and clutching her stomach, she turned away. After a few moments of getting her dry heaves under control, she reached in the bag dangling from her fingers and slipped on the face breathing mask she'd picked up just in case.

The first thing she did was walk through the house, opening every window and door. Then, taking a chance, she descended the rickety, steep basement stairs to find the fan she prayed hadn't up and died. Once she got the fan working, she realized there was no way she could sleep with the place like that. The thought of her cozy, warm, comfortable bed only an hour away almost had her jumping in her car and heading there. But she was sure if she did, she wouldn't return.

Knowing there was no time like the present, one of her grandma's favorite sayings, she walked back out to the car, pulled out the two big plastic garbage cans she'd bought and hauled them into the house. She started in the kitchen, not because it had been attacked but because it was why the house smelled so bad. The four-foot green and gold counter had zero empty space. An aging microwave, that was huge and bulky and looked like it had been one of the first invented, took up most of the area. What was left was covered in dishes, rotting food, bugs, and flies. Gagging, she slipped on some rubber gloves and grabbed all the dishes out of the sink and tossed them in a trashcan. She kept her head averted, mostly so she could avoid the smell, but she also didn't want to have to clean up puke from the area as well.

Once she got started, it was like she became possessed. She yanked open cupboard doors, some that came loose in her hands, and took out the out-of-date packaged food, the chipped bowls and plates, everything she could grab. Stuff was flying into the garbage, faster than she could even check to see what it was. It didn't matter. It was all going. She didn't even want to know what was there. When she flung open the last cupboard door, it seemed the bit of weight on one end was too much. The whole thing shifted. Startled, she jumped back but when it didn't collapse it just made her even more determined. She just grabbed and yanked, not concerned that half of what she pulled out went sailing onto the floor. She just kept grabbing and throwing, grabbing, and throwing, until the next thing she knew the cupboard had come off the wall and if she hadn't quickly grabbed it, she would have been under it. Slowly lowering it, she rested it on top of the microwave. Thinking it was secure, she stepped back and turned to go grab the bag of cleaning supplies. She'd barely stepped into the hallway, only to be jolted by the crash behind her. It surprised her so much that she jumped and spun, smacking into the wall. Slowly righting herself, she saw the mangled mess of wood sitting like a drunken crown atop a pile of garbage, now spilled across the floor.

Shaking her head, she stepped around it and moved to the other side of the sink. It barely registered when she'd filled the other garbage can—rags, cleaners, and all the food in the fridge went. Realizing that behind the fridge was probably as disgusting, if not more so, she slowly shimmied it back and forth, moving it forward. Once she could squeeze behind it, she almost gagged when she realized that some sort of creature, a mouse she would guess, had died there at some point and was nothing but a ball of fur and bones. She grabbed it with her gloved hand, having to turn her head as she was worried she would not be able to stop gagging. Tossing the dead animal into a bag, she closed and tied the bag tightly and took it immediately out the back door. She stood there for several minutes, drawing in deep breaths as her stomach was still threatening to upchuck the granola bar she'd snagged from a hospital vending machine.

When she felt a little more settled, she headed back in and almost kept walking through and right out the front door. She'd only been home two days and already she wanted to run. Getty's voice though, stopped her cold—'only a sissy would run, girl.' That had been another one of her grandmother's favorite sayings, one that Kyara wished she could forget. Stiffening her spine, she turned and headed into the kitchen, the destruction of what she'd done shocked her. It looked like someone was demolishing the place. She knew she couldn't stop to think about what she was doing. Instead, she grabbed her pail, filled it with fresh water, and set about scrubbing behind the fridge. The floor and wall were so caked with grease and dirt it was like a gummy glue. It felt more like she was smearing the stuff around rather than actually making any progress. After the fifth pail of water, she could finally see the yellow and green wallpaper. Someone had drawn or written all over it. Assuming it was her handiwork as a child, she didn't bother to look at it, she just moved the fridge back into place.

She moved from the kitchen to the dining room. The china cabinet with all of her grandmother's dishes stopped her. She'd never dream of throwing those out, no matter what. Knowing that she wasn't being fair to her mom and was partly to blame for the sad state of the place, she stepped back and turned. The door to the pantry stood open, almost like it was framing or pointing her toward her mom's blood, a congealed dark mass that made almost a perfect oval puddle. It wasn't huge, but it carried a punch. She gasped. It didn't seem real. The truth of what it meant hit her like someone had placed their hand inside her chest and was squeezing her heart.

Who would do this to Mom?

Not wanting to go near it but unable to stop her feet from taking her there, she stared down at it. A fleeting thought went through her mind. How do I get blood stains out? As she looked at the spot, it took her back in time. She was climbing the tree in the backyard, even though she'd been told many times not to. But the one time, she'd scared a robin that had been nesting high in it. The bird had dived at her. Kyara had freaked, jerking sideways, falling off the branch she'd been perched on. She hadn't broken anything, the branches had slowed her fall, but they had also provided her with her first piercings and many scrapes, burns, and cuts. Her mom had to have heard her cry and had arrived to scoop her up, almost the minute she'd hit the ground, and carried her inside to the bathroom. She'd carefully stripped Kyara's clothes off, cleaned and bathed all of Kyara's injuries.

Kyara cocked her head wondering why she'd had that memory. The only thing that came to mind was that her mom hadn't hesitated, she'd done what needed to be done. Same as Kyara now needed to do, get stuff done. Stepping out of her reverie, she grabbed a pail from under the sink since she didn’t see the one she'd been using earlier. She dumped out the sludge it had caught from leaky pipes, refilled it with hot water, hoping that it would clean up the mess. The strong metallic smell of blood hit her so hard and fast, she felt like she could almost taste it. She closed her mind to what she was doing, readjusted the face mask to keep her from smelling it, and scrubbed like a woman trying to erase years of scars.

What finally made her stop she had no idea, but the aches in her arms and knees let her know she'd been at it awhile. Now, after the fifth dumping of water, there was still a dark stain on the hardwood floor but now she could convince herself it wasn't blood. If she hadn't known what had happened, she wouldn't even be concerned about it. It could have been a water stain.

But she knew what happened and she knew what it was. She just didn't know why.

What was she missing? There had to be some clues why someone would break in and beat her mom almost to death. It sure hadn't been for money or for any valuables, there weren't any. Getting to her feet, she stepped around the mess in the kitchen and headed for the living room. With the back of her hand she wiped her forehead, surprised by the sweat there. She eased down the face mask. Exhausted, she wanted to sink down on the hole-ridden, spring-bare couch but she didn't for fear she'd fall through.

Why would someone rip it apart?

Any movie she had ever watched meant that it was someone looking for something or it meant random kids were just having fun destroying things. Although that had been the police officer's stand, she didn't buy it. Someone had been there for a reason, looking for something.

But what?

The couch was too cliché, but she figured it was as good a place as any to start. With her gloves still in place, she eased her hands down into the edges of the sofa. Feeling all the way around, other than a few crackers, paperclips, twenty-five cents in change, and some things she couldn't identify, although guessed they were probably dried food, there was nothing of value. On impulse, she flipped the couch. Or attempted to. It was heavier than it looked so her first attempt failed with her feeling like her back would seize. Bending at the knees and grabbing in the middle, she lifted the heavy, old Chesterfield. Her arms and legs shaking, she got it up almost onto its back, only to realize she should have moved the junk lying on the floor behind it. It tilted at an awkward angle but wouldn't tip all the way over. Holding it in place, she bent and tried to look underneath it. It was hollow and there was nothing under it, except a lot of old dust-covered springs. She had no idea how old the sofa was but bet it was at least from the seventies and was built when things were still solid. Frustrated, she was about to set it down when something caught her eye. Inching her fingers down the front, while holding it in its awkward position, she reached for the piece of paper tucked along one side. As she reached for it, she realized it was probably just the manufacturer's tag, but she wanted to check to be sure.

The doorbell rang.

She jerked, swore, then leaped backward as the couch slipped from her grasp. A stray cushion and the overturned coffee table impeded her movement, sending her stumbling and flopping onto her back, smacking her head against the only bare spot on the floor.

The doorbell rang again.

Pissed, she grabbed her aching head, climbed to her feet, and headed for the door which she ripped open, flinging it against the wall. The loud smack snapped the smartly dressed person on the doorstep to attention and made him stumble back a few steps.

"What do you want?"

"Uh, is Julie home?"

"No. Who are you?"

"I'm an old friend of hers. Who are you?"

"I'm her daughter."

There was a slight widening of his eyes, but it was the intensity of his stare that bothered her the most. "When will your mom be home?"

Since she didn’t know who he really was and found it odd that he'd show up just after her mom had been clobbered, she wasn't about to give him any information. "What did you say your name was?"

"Peter."

"Well, Peter, why don't you leave a note with your phone number? I'll have her call you when she's free."

His shoulders drooped slightly, although it was hard to tell as he was standing as rigid as a new cadet in the military. She tried to wrack her brain to see if she remembered anyone by that name. No one came to mind.

"How do you know my mom?"

"We used to be good friends."

The tone he used gave her the impression that he was talking about something a lot more intimate. Maybe he knew more about what had happened. About to step back and ask him in, her cellphone rang. Pulling it out, she checked the phone number.

"I have to take this." She closed the door but not before seeing his surprised awkward look, the one where the person really wants to say something but doesn't know what. The little niggling of guilt that was her mother's voice telling her how rude that was reared its head. She took a deep breath and answered her phone.

"Hello."

"Miss Wilson. Your mom seems to be coming around."

"Don't let anyone near her until I get there." She yanked open the door, almost careening into the man who had the nicest blue eyes she'd ever seen. "I'm sorry. Give me your phone number and I'll pass it on to my mom."

He rattled off some numbers that she quickly entered into her cellphone. "I'm only in town for a few hours, I had a layover on my flight so thought I'd stop by. I was hoping—"

"Sorry. The best I can do is pass on your information. I'm sure Mom will call as soon as she gets a chance." She wasn't about to tell a complete stranger her mom was in the hospital. She padlocked the front door and scooted down the driveway to her car. Jumping in, she started it and was about to drive off when she realized the man hadn't moved. She stuck her head out the window.

Before she could say anything, he asked, "Is everything all right?"

"No. But then that's none of your business. How long have you known my mom?"

"Forty-nine years, give or take a few." He smiled.

"Damn." She wished she had time to talk to him but wanted to get to her mom's side. She stomped on the gas and took off, spitting gravel behind her. Glancing in her mirror every few seconds, she made sure the man wasn't following her. He truly looked harmless and seemed to be a nice person. Something about him looked vaguely familiar but she was sure she'd never met him before. When things weren't so crazy, she just might call him. Maybe he could fill in the gaps of her mother's childhood.


​Chapter Five

Jeb flung the cigarette far into the bushes before pulling out ten breath mints and some spray to hide the telltale smell. She would have a conniption fit if she ever figured out he hadn't quit, especially after she'd paid an exorbitant amount of money on every gimmick out there to help him kick the habit. He could hear her telling him again, 'It doesn’t look good for you, or the Jesperson name, to still be smoking in this day and age.'

The hypnotist had been the most fascinating. There was nothing like screwing with someone who thought they could use mind control on you. The gimmicks weren't too bad, but when she’d started talking about getting him a prescription he knew it was time to fake that he'd quit. Medication messed with too many things, he would not be a slave to that—one medication to quit, one medication to counter the side effects, another medication to counter the side effects of that one ... and on and on it went. He was not playing that game.

He straightened his shoulders, pulled his tie down and made sure it was tucked in and looked crisp. He wasn't going to give her the opportunity to go at him for anything today. Smoking was his one vice and he had no intention of giving it up. It was the only addiction he indulged in. Well, one that he agreed was an addiction, the rest ... well, they were his means of doing business and enjoying life. It didn't matter to him that others would say he was very addicted to the power he wielded and that his lifestyle was less than ethical. No one would dare say it to his face.

The stone steps were overgrown with moss and veiled with vines and, although he offered many times to get them cleaned, she had told him not to touch them. It added to the ambiance and the feeling of the place, she'd said. Old and dead in his mind. But it also hid this back entrance quite well. He could come and go at will, without anyone knowing—unless he wanted them to. Today, though, there was someone he wanted to see. He walked around the octagonal stone partition to the side door.

He released the breath he'd been holding to keep the smoke in his lungs a bit longer and reached for the doorbell. Sarah, the twenty-something-hot-little-maid he planned on bedding, opened the door but quickly dropped her eyes and backed up when she saw him. He smiled.

"Hello, Sarah. I see you're looking as fetching as always." His eyes immediately took in the tight beige blouse that hugged her young curves nicely and the black skirt that he couldn't wait to rip off. He reached out and ran the back of his fingers up her bare arm. She stiffened and pulled back, but he was prepared. He grabbed her wrist and slipped something onto it, holding it up for her to see.

"No. Oh no. Please no. Thank you but no." She jerked her arm back and pulled at the delicate diamond bracelet trying to get it off. "You can't do this now. Are you trying to get me fired?"

"Sarah, who is it?"

Jeb growled at the sound of the gravely forty-year-smoker's voice—one of the main reasons she wanted him to quit, because she had. He quickly removed the jewelry from Sarah's wrist. "You're right, we wouldn't want that old bat to see you with something so nice, would we?"

Sarah winked and stepped back from the doorway, only giving him enough room to squeeze by. He took full advantage of the limited space and pressed his body against her perky breasts, ensuring she felt his erection. "Oh, you are naughty."

The soft click of a door being opened made him immediately step back.

"Jeb, I wasn't expecting you."

His head snapped up. Before he could reply, he noted that Sarah had disappeared. Just as well. "Rose, I've never heard you move so silently." He gave her his endearing smile, the one that showed off the dimple in his left cheek. Her gaze softened. He had her. Things will go well. Which was good, as he wasn't looking forward to the conversation he needed to have with her.

He strode down the hallway to her and tenderly took her in his arms and kissed her. She ended the embrace, quickly looking around to see if anyone was watching. Her wanting to hide what had been going on for over thirty years annoyed him, but he just winked at her like he understood. She wanted to be in control and actually thought she was. It made him feel good to know that he had her fooled. He wanted to grin but didn't want to explain why so he motioned for her to precede him back into her office. As soon as he entered, she walked over to her cabinet in the corner and poured him a glass of sherry, not stuff he enjoyed drinking but he knew she'd done it on purpose. She hated it when he showed up without letting her know he was coming.

Settling himself in one of her comfortable chairs by the windows and her array of new plants, he pretended to sip his drink. He wondered when she'd figure out the reason she couldn't grow a plant in her office was because they didn't appear to like alcohol. He watched her from over the top of his glass. Even though she was technically well past her prime, she really was still quite an attractive woman. Mostly thanks to Botox, hair dye, and a trainer who had somehow convinced her to swim every day to keep her figure. At least that's what she told everyone. He was still sure she had gone under the knife. She denied it, and he wasn't about to argue with her about stuff he really couldn't have cared less about. There was just too much history between them—what should have been their marriage, a business, his deceased brother, and now his great nephew. Rose sat down in her brown leather chair behind her massive glass top desk.

"So, what brings you by today?"

His fingers closed around the glass, imagining it was her neck. The haughty way she thought the business was hers drove him crazy, but he also needed her to think that so she really didn't look too closely at things. He shifted his grimace to a look of concern. "We're being sued."

"We're always being sued. So?"

"Yes, but this one dates back a few years. This one has to do with the old electrical plant."

The color drained from her face, making her makeup look like it was clinging to a statue. He was glad to see that he could still surprise her. She downed her full drink before responding.

“Who? How—how do you know this?"

"Howard called me."

"Why is our lawyer calling you and not me?"

"Because I told him to." He could see the storm brewing. Her face twisted, her hands slammed onto her desk, she thrust herself forward, planting her knuckles on the hard surface. He tilted his head. "And if I hadn't done that, he'd have come to see you here at your home. Or maybe even at the company office. How do you think that would have looked to—well others, but namely Don, our company lawyer, who doesn't know we have another lawyer to deal with some of the things that don't fit into Don's above-board world?"

She held her stance for a few seconds before slumping back into her chair, looking like a woman suffering from heat stroke. He could still put her in her place. She wanted everyone to believe she was in control. After all, she was the president. Technically, he was just the vice president but he ran everything, whether she admitted it or not or really knew what he did behind her back. One thing though, she did not want people to know about the dirty side of their business—at least the part she knew about. And neither did he. It would open up wounds from a long time ago. Ones he was doing everything he could to keep buried.

"I thought we made that all go away?"

"We paid off a few people and relocated those from 'Tumor Town.' Sorry, I know it's not the proper name to use. Thank God that place wasn't more than a speck on the map, with only a handful of families living there. It was easy to make it disappear. The only reason that town existed in the first place was because of the plant. It had been a way to provide cheap housing and bring in labor that was needed. Once we had to get rid of the PCBs and close the plant, we moved everyone out and closed Joje down. No one really remembers why it's now a ghost town, but it appears not everyone has forgotten the secrets it holds."

Jeb held her gaze as he used the tip of his finger to trace the delicate top of the crystal glass, liking the gentle but eerie sound he was creating. "Take Mr. Tan. He was a teenager when all that stuff happened, way back when. He's taught here for twenty or thirty years. It appears he believes that the cancer he now has is because of the place he grew up in. He's not sure why, but he's willing to make a stink about it. He knows we paid off his mom and moved the family out of there after his dad met with an unfortunate accident at the plant. We didn't really need to do that but out of the kindness of our hearts we did. And now he's back for more. His mom, I understand, died a few years after they left. He was brought up by an older brother. Anyway, all eight kids have some health problems and he thinks he's found the answer—blame Jesperson Electrical Plant. Which boils down to he's looking for easy money."

He pretended to take a sip of his drink. "Any way you look at it, we have a problem. We do not need anyone looking too closely at what went on thirty-plus years ago, right?"

"Dammit, Jeb. I thought you'd taken care of all this."

"That's why we need to close the golf course."

She turned her back to him, letting him know how angry she was. "No. You're not touching that. I just gave it to Jasper. Clean up what needs to be cleaned up. It's not closing."

"You what?"

"I gave it to Jasper to manage. He needs something to do and to keep him out of trouble."

"I thought we agreed Jasper would only be there for a short while, that I was going to take over running that place."

"If that's why you had the previous manager, Dan Carter, killed, then—"

"I didn't have him killed. I never touched the guy. The accident was a hit and run however, it wasn't me. But I wasn't sorry to see him go; he was getting a little too demanding."

"Yes, he wanted more money to keep his mouth shut. He'd been with us too long. That flood a few years ago freaked him out. It appeared to have loosened some of the underground. He suddenly seemed to find a conscience and wanted to tell everyone about the atrocities hidden beneath the green playground that golfers love. Anyone we had as an employee back when we had the plant has become a liability or their families have. With Tan opening his mouth, we are going to open an old ugly wound that neither of us may survive. We both know those PCBs are leaking out into the area. However, that flood a few years ago may have opened a toxicity we don't want to have to deal with."

He frowned at her tone. "We still have the stand that the government really didn't give clear direction on how to dispose of those PCBs. They said to stop using them in the seventies. So, along with many others, we did ... eventually. And we buried them in the early eighties. And the government came out with instructions on how to get rid of that manmade deadly toxin in the late eighties and early nineties. We can play ignorant.”

“Yes, but people are much more environmentally conscious now. We could have another Exxon Valdez situation—people went wild over that tanker oil spill just off Alaska's coast. To this day many are still up in arms about the damage done. It'll never be the same. While we haven't done something quite so grand, I'm sure some people would see it that way. We probably wouldn't survive it. Our business sure wouldn't. Protestors from around the world would arrive. Green Peace would be the first to show up and shed light on our little hidden but deadly secret. Never mind that, if anyone starts digging they'll find bodies that were never properly buried. How do we explain that?”

He hated that she was right. They had to kill any interest in the old plant and those damn PCBs, and that meant anyone who threatened their livelihood. Somehow, he had to get that damn golf course shut down. He'd been well on his way to making that happen when Rose gave it to his idiot nephew to manage.

“Did you find those boxes of information Don claimed to have from the plant?”

“No. I had someone comb his place and nothing. I'm looking into where else he had property. At this point, I think he's bluffing but we can't take that chance, can we? After all, he was our accountant for fifteen years, before we made him the golf course manager. He knows or knew everything there was to know about how things ran at Jesperson Electrical Plant.”

"Didn't he have a thing for you?" He almost said and Elizabeth too, but he knew the mention of that woman would send Rose over the edge. He wondered if she knew her old rival was now a free woman.

She sighed as she gave him an indulgent look. It was so condescending. It drove him nuts but also reinforced it was time for change and almost loosened his tongue to play his petty card of ticking her off by reminding her of Elizabeth, her nemesis since they were teens. There'd be time to use that later when he needed her mad and not thinking straight.

"Yes, he did. And, like we agreed, I exploited it for a long time but only to a point. The man had hands like an octopus. He was getting hard to fend off."

"He took you to a lot of places, yet he never shared where he kept that information?"

"Come on, Jeb. I attended some fancy events as his date. I went on a few vacations with him—separate bedrooms. Mine with a padlock." She smiled at her own joke. "And, no, he didn't tell me where he kept anything. I tried to get him to tell me. He'd just say it was in a safe place. Jealous?"

He got to his feet and walked around her desk. She turned and looked at him in defiance and with a hardness that sometimes surprised him. He took her hand and tugged.

"Sure." There were always other ways to get what he wanted. Whether she was telling him the truth was still up for debate.

The wheels spinning in her head were so visible to him. She glanced toward the door, worried they'd be caught, before letting him pull her into his arms. She rested her head on his shoulder for a split second before stepping back and moving around him. The sound of the lock being flipped was definitive, final. He smiled. Things were about to get interesting. He turned only to see her leaving a trail of clothes behind her as she approached him. Something that would have shocked anyone who knew her. After divesting her outer clothes, he noted she was wearing nylons and a garter. Something she never wore.

"Should I be jealous?"

She smiled. "Oh, I knew you'd be showing up at some point and, if not, I'd have had to come see you tonight."

Sometimes he was so lucky. He got to make Rose feel like she was the only woman in his life and still be able to be guilt-free, when he bedded the thirty-year-old new employee, Sarah, they'd just hired, who had aspirations of making it to the top. Tomorrow he'd decide how far she really would go in the company.

He smiled as Rose tugged on his tie and undid the buttons that were straining, ready to pop in an instant. It reminded him he needed to either exercise more or buy a new set of clothes. Women still seemed to love his money and, although he missed his youthful hunky shape, he neither had the time nor the inclination to workout. Bodyguards got paid for a reason. He sucked in his belly ever so slightly, reminding him he still had a bit of vanity for his long-lost six-pack. The thought was fleeting as Rose kissed him and then pulled him toward a hidden door that led to a small bedroom. It had been a large closet, but when he'd complained he was too old for couch gymnastics she'd installed a queen-sized bed in it. There wasn't room for anything else. She'd do almost anything to keep him, and almost everything to keep their relationship, a secret. He didn't mind playing that game. At one time, she had been his world but that had been so long ago. He sighed, letting a rare moment of nostalgia invade his thoughts.

The first time he'd seen her, he'd been struck dumb. She'd been gorgeous, dressed in a stylish short dress, her long hair in a high poof that flipped up at the ends. He'd fallen hard and he'd fallen fast. The only problem had been that she had been his brother's prom date and then his wife. Jeb had been angry at her for a long time because she hadn't given him a chance, given them a chance. It had taken him a while to forgive her, but it hadn't taken much to convince her to sleep with him. After his brother was killed, he thought they'd finally become a couple. Only she'd surprised him again. By then, she had been worried about what people thought. She'd stepped into her husband's role as head of the company and taken to it a little too well. The power had consumed her, changing her from the sweet, beautiful woman he'd fallen in love with to the tigress that had used him to satisfy her needs.

She shoved him down onto the bed. He imagined her twenty years younger, when he still had hope that they'd be together and be invincible. Guilt, power, and family had interfered with that.

Something would have to change soon though. Betty was out of jail. They hadn't discussed it, but, if Rose didn’t know yet, she'd learn of it. Elizabeth would be showing up ... soon. And she'd be out for vengeance. That he was sure of. He just wasn't sure who she'd go after first, him or Rose. That damn letter he received had let him know she wasn't going to let him skate for anything that she felt he had done wrong. And he knew Rose would be on her list. They'd had quite a rivalry that he doubted Betty's time in jail had changed.

It was definitely time to take back control of his life.

Rose's still smooth leg rubbed along the side of his chest. He pushed away his thoughts and went back in time, to when this had been his world and all that he thought he needed.

​Chapter Six


"Mom. Mom? Can you hear me?" Kyara cradled her mom's hand in her own, surprised at how fragile it felt. Although, ironically, that's how she'd seen her mother her whole life—fragile. She brushed some long grey strands away from her mom's face. Trying to tame the wicked, frazzled hairdo, she ran her fingers through her mom's brown hair which had a few strands of grey sprinkled in. The softness of it reminded her how delicate it was but resilient too. Just like her mom. Or at least she hoped so.

The hospital had said her mom was coming to, but there had been no signs of that in the hour Kyara had been there. The doctor said that she was doing well and should recover. He warned there might be some brain damage, but it was too early to determine that. Needing to stretch her legs, Kyara stood up, kissed her mom's forehead, squeezed her hand, and was about to leave when her mom's grip tightened. Surprised, Kyara leaned down close to her face but there was no more sign of her coming to.

"Mom. Mom? I'm here. I'm so sorry. I should have been there with you. Are you okay? I love you. I need you. I know things have been strained between us. My fault. I promise to do better. Just get well, okay." After what must have been another twenty minutes, Kyara's awkward position was sending spasms through her back. But, again, when she tried to let go, her mom's hand gripped hers harder. She sat down.

The nurse came in. "How's she doing?"

"Okay, but no real signs of waking up."

“Oh? She was asking for you, almost crying. I'm sure she'll come to again. Soon.” She smiled. “I just want to check her, if you can give me a minute.”

"Sure." This time, Kyara forced her hand free and walked out, even though the act of doing that made her feel like she was ripping a child from her mother's arms. Beyond exhausted, she headed down to the basement cafeteria. Opting for the stairs rather than the busy elevator, she had just opened the door and stepped through when a noise made her turn around. An old woman, stooped over and using a cane, walked across to the nursing station. It wasn't anything unusual to see in the hospital, but there was something about how she was moving that seemed off. It was like she was faking the need for the support of the cane. And there was something ...  something ... Curious, Kyara decided to follow and see if she knew the woman. Turning, she let the door close behind her. It snapped shut with a solid clicking sound, enough of one that the elderly woman's head snapped around. Although a scarf covered her hair and large wraparound sunglasses protected her eyes, like for those who had gone for cataract surgery, there was definitely something about how agilely she moved. The woman stared right at Kyara before she suddenly pivoted and nimbly moved, way too fast for someone who had been heavily leaning on a walking stick. Kyara hustled after her, unsure why but knowing she needed to. She turned the same corner the woman had, but she was nowhere in sight. There were a few exam rooms, a long hallway, the lab, the x-ray room, a few staff and patients but no elderly person.

Kyara tried to act casual as she rushed down the long corridor, stopping to look in each room. There was no sign of the mysterious lady. Feeling unsettled, Kyara raced back to the stairs and ran up them to her mother's floor. Panting, she stopped at the desk. A young woman, who didn't look much over eighteen, sat behind the counter.

"Hi. I'm Julie Wilson's daughter, Kyara. I was just wondering, has she had any visitors?"

"I'm sorry, I'm new. I'm just doing a practicum. Uhm, if you wait a minute the nurse will be back and can answer your question."

"That's okay. I'll come back later." She had an urgent feeling that she needed to get to her mom. Racing down the hall, she zipped past a room, startling a man who was pushing his IV pole in front of him.

"Sorry." She dodged a cart in the hallway and zipped around the corner into her mom's room. Her mom lay exactly as she'd left her. She looked pale and wan but comfortable. Taking a deep breath and feeling like she was freaking out at every little thing, Kyara moved to the bed and took her mom's hand. The strength of her grip surprised her. Her mom knew she was there.

"It's okay, Mom. Everything will be okay."

"Nnnn-hhh."

"What? Mom? What?"

"No. Gooffff."

Kyara frowned, trying to make out what her mom was saying—no, goof. What was that supposed to mean?

"Sin."

Sin? Oh God, is she trying to give me a lecture? Now?

"I know I haven't been the best daughter. I'm sorry, I’ll do better."

"My Ma—afe, sin."

Kyara wanted to cry with frustration, she had never been good at guessing games. She had no clue what her mother was telling her. She ran the words through her head a few times, hoping something would click. Her eyes widened.

"Mom, are you saying My Mother's Kitchen? Cynthia?" There was no reaction or response. Feeling deflated, Kyara realized she was making a bigger deal out of this than it probably was. She needed her mom to know she was trying to figure this out.

"It's okay, Mom. Sleep. We'll talk more when you're better." There was nothing but silence. Kyara sat down in the chair she'd left by her mom's bed, still holding her mom's hand as she wasn't sure she could break the tight grip even if she wanted to. The strength her mom was showing had to be a good sign. At least she hoped it was.

Settling back, she slouched down and let her head drop onto the back of the chair. Exhaustion washed over her like a tidal wave—her mind went blank, her body felt heavy and drained. How long she dozed she wasn't sure, but the next thing she knew there was a constant tug on her hand. At first, she pulled back but when the pressure didn't release her, she tried to pull away again. Only this time, she realized that there was a thrashing sound. Unsure if she was still sleeping or dreaming, she finally pried her eyes open. Her mom was jerking from side to side. Her fingers wrapped like talons around Kyara's wrist.

"Mom. Mom. It's okay. I'm here. You're safe. No one will hurt you anymore. I promise." She'd have to find someone to sit with her mother full-time. Since Daisy wasn't around, she'd have to find someone else.

"Goooofffff. My Ma ... Sin ..."

"I don't know what you're telling me. My Mother's Kitchen and Cynthia are the best I can do."

Her mom's agitation increased. Before she had decided to call the nurse, one strolled in.

"What's going on?"

"I don't know. She just started mumbling and then jerking around."

"I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

Kyara stepped back out of the way as the nurse checked her mom over. "She’ll be okay, right?"

"Please go." The nurse leaned over and pressed the buzzer for the nursing station.

"Mom, I'm going to go. I'll go see Cynthia, okay?" It took her and the nurse to pull her free of her mom's grasp. Tears flooded Kyara's eyes as she stepped backward. When another nurse came racing in with an injection in her hand, Kyara stumbled out of the way. It was too tough to watch them checking her mom over and there was nothing she could do. With her hand pressed to her mouth, she rushed down the hallway. As she opened the door to the stairs, she took one last look toward her mom's room. For a split second, she thought she saw the old lady she'd been chasing downstairs earlier. But this time she was in a nurse's uniform. Kyara closed her eyes for a moment and, when she looked again, there was a large woman in a hospital gown making her way slowly down the hallway with a tiny nurse, half her size, walking beside her.

Spinning on her heel, Kyara rushed down the stairs and out of the building. She felt like she was seeing danger at every corner. Deep down, she knew it was guilt beating her up. Collapsing in the front seat of her car, she pulled out her cellphone and called around to find someone who could sit with her mom. Finally, the health unit suggested a woman's group that she could contact. They often visited seniors in the hospital and might be willing to be a companion for her mother.

The image of little old ladies sitting by her mom's bed, wielding canes to keep her mom safe, made her snort with laughter and then tear up because she really had no idea what she was dealing with. Or if she needed to worry. Could it be a random thing as the police had suggested?

Her gut told her no. Someone had hurt her mom, the most innocent woman she knew, but why?

It all came back to Getty. It always did.



​Chapter Seven


Kyara drove away from the hospital, unsure what to do. First thing though, she needed to call her business partner, James, and tell him she wouldn't be in for a while. He'd be thrilled that she was taking time away from their business, Grasshopper's Pub, but might just have a heart attack when she told him she'd need at least two weeks. Hopefully by then, her mom would be awake and doing better. Then Kyara could seriously look at moving her into something closer and getting her some professional help. She'd wanted to many times, but her mom had always made her feel like it was unnecessary; she was the only one with the problem of how her mom lived. But no more. Kyara was going to get her help and hoped she might live a normal life.

Which reminded her, where the hell had Daisy gone? And when? The woman was supposed to be looking after her mom.

Kyara would have to go through her mom's things and see if she could find a way to contact Daisy. She'd already tried at one point to call the phone number she had for the woman but it wasn't in use. Finding Daisy might help to unravel this mess and determine if the woman had anything to do with it. It didn't seem likely since Daisy had been with her mom for almost ten years. Although that might have been enough for her. Her mom was not an easy woman to be around for long.

Not really wanting to go back to the house, but knowing she didn't have any options, she stopped by the local grocery store to pick up groceries since she'd cleaned everything out. Which also reminded her she needed to buy dishes, cutlery, and glasses. Not much had survived her cleaning spree. Oh yeah, and a few pots and pans would be a good idea. A toaster. Her mind just started filing through all that she needed to get.

She changed course, heading instead to the hardware store to buy the odds and ends she needed for the house, then she'd go and get groceries. As she walked into Scanlin's, a store she'd been to a few times as a teen, she noted not much had changed. Stuff was still stacked floor to ceiling, with shoulder-width aisles. It had carried everything from soup to nuts and looked like it still did. She excused herself as she squeezed past two men standing near the entrance, talking like they were world experts on everything. Not really paying any attention and not expecting to know anyone, she wandered through the store. When her hands were full, she put her items on the front counter as there wasn't room to push a cart and she was too nervous to carry a basket. It might topple over one of the many towering mounds of stuff that hogged the aisles.

Grabbing a few things to finish fixing up what had been trashed by intruders and what just needed general repair, she approached the till and dropped everything on the counter. She looked up with a smile, only to feel her face freeze and her eyes widen.

"Hello, Kyara."

If there had been a dumpster, she would have dove into it. She blinked, not sure how to respond. It had been a long time and she had hoped unmemorable to him. "Mike. Uh, what are you doing here?"

"I work here. My uncle owns this place."

"Oh, right. I think I met him once." Funny that she had dated Mike for a few months but didn't know much about him. Kyara was a little uncomfortable under his intense scrutiny, but he still had the most intriguing hazel eyes she'd ever seen. They said that bad boys knew how to use what they had, and Mike had been no exception. In school, she'd been smitten. His eyes had been the first thing that had drawn her to him. They had this compelling mystery hidden in their depths, well at least to a fourteen-year-old trying to rebel. He'd been her first true crush. They'd spent a lot of time together. He'd opened her eyes to a care-free world, one that she'd been getting addicted to. But, obviously he hadn't, he'd dumped her with no explanation. If anyone should have been doing the dumping, it should have been her. In the few months they'd been together, he'd gotten her into a lot of trouble—smoking, drinking, and skipping school. Getty had been pissed. Her getting grounded was what Kyara was sure had turned Mike off. Who wanted to date a girl whose grandmother controlled her every move and threatened to walk to class in her nightgown, housecoat, curlers, and slippers and sit with her to ensure she stayed there?

Kyara looked down, picking up and then setting down some of the clutter that was normally on the counter. Thankfully, Mike took the hint and started ringing through her purchases. She couldn't help but notice that the fingers on his left hand were brown, stained from smoking. She was grateful that Getty had made her give up that habit.

"So, what are you up to these days?"

Feeling like she was reverting to the teenage girl who'd been taken in by him, she stepped back and shrugged. "Working, paying bills. You? I thought you had moved away. In fact, you left at the beginning or during high school."

He suddenly seemed intent on packing her purchases. "Yeah, been back a while. My uncle needed help. I needed a job. Seemed like a good compromise."

"I thought I heard a rumor you'd gone into law enforcement? I knew someone had to be making a joke. I mean you kept them very busy as a youth."

"That's funny. Here let me help you carry your stuff out." He grabbed two bags and moved out from behind the counter.

"Uh ... sure." Confused, Kyara watched him, wondering why he was in a hurry all of a sudden. 

"Mike. When you're done, I need you to run an order out to the golf course."

"Sure, Uncle."

The man who came from the back of the store was a big burly man, who looked at Mike intently for a second. Then he turned his intense gaze on Kyara. She felt thoroughly judged in that moment.

"I’ve got this, Uncle," Mike said firmly.

The man finally turned and headed to somewhere in the back.

"Sorry. He's ... well ... he's ... Come on, let's go."

"I don't remember him. I thought your uncle was a slender, shorter man." And looked like you.

"Different uncle."

She grabbed the remaining bag and trailed after him. She thought he'd only had one uncle. As she followed him out, she noted how much Mike had changed. He'd always been a slender guy but now his pants hung off his skinny backside and when he turned sideways to squeeze between the two men, still hogging the doorway, she couldn't help but gasp. He looked like he was about the size of a ten-year-old. What had she seen in him?

Once she'd stowed all of her purchases in the backseat, she stood up and slammed the door.

"So, what are you doing back in town?"

She gasped and spun around clutching her chest.

"Didn't mean to scare you."

"I, uh, I just thought you'd gone back in."

"I get the feeling you don't want to talk to me."

"It's not that. It's that I don't know what to say. It was a long time ago."

"Yeah, but I think we had some unfinished business."

The way he walked right up to her, standing very close, reminded her of the times in school when he'd tried to get into her pants.

"I'm not interested Mike—"

"How do you know? You've never given me a ride." His hand slid up her side and stopped just at the underside of her breast. He leaned in close. "I'm really not a creep, Kyara. There are things you don't know. I'm just—"

The heel of her hand drove up at the same time that her knee came up. Before she'd really realized how fast she'd reacted, he was on the ground moaning. Getty had taught her well. Kyara had threatened many customers who'd come into her bar with what she'd just done to Mike if they didn't keep their hands to themselves. That touchy, grabby stuff was crap she wouldn't put up with. So far, there hadn't been much of an issue. Other patrons usually stepped in to set a guy straight if he wasn't following the rules. So, she'd never really had to try it out, at least not since she'd been a teenager. Back in school, there had been too many opportunities to use it, especially after Getty had gone away. She'd gotten too good at defending herself. It kind of surprised her how much it took her back, to being the kid who felt she didn't quite fit in.

"Kyara, no. You don't understand," he garbled out, between gritted teeth.

She shook her head and, without a word, slid into her car. As she did, she noticed the big man whom Mike had called uncle was standing in the doorway, watching them. She quickly locked the doors but found she was shaking too much to do anything else. Mike slowly got to his feet, looking at her with almost a pleading look. Her glare seemed to have the effect she wanted as he turned away. She blew out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding and dropped her forehead onto the steering wheel. A grin spread across her face. It felt damn good to know that at least she had control over something.

Sadly, Mike had only been the first of her bad boy phase. She wondered what had ever happened to him over the years. He'd been in trouble not only with Getty but the law as well. He'd been around for a while but then had disappeared from high school and she hadn't seen him since. If the rumors were true, he'd ended up in juvenile detention. After that, she wasn't sure.

He'd only been the first one that she'd disappointed Getty with. She hadn't been impressed with whom Kyara's second choice had been, either. In fact, her grandmother had threatened to have her sent away or locked up, whichever would get her away from the town's worst playboy.

She hadn't come back for this trip down memory lane. Sitting up, she started her car. Mike was standing in front of the store, looking like he was contemplating stopping her but then his uncle came out and clamped his big meaty hand on Mike's shoulder. It looked like they were arguing.

An unsettling thought passed through her mind. Could he be behind what had happened at her house? Did he know Getty was out and this was payback?

Although it had never been discussed, Kyara always had the feeling that Getty might have been the one to turn Mike into the police back in his youth.

As Kyara pulled away, she noticed that someone was in the phone booth just around the corner of the building. It was not something she had seen in a long time and it struck her as odd, but she didn't give it another thought as she headed back to her mom's place to put some semblance of order back into it.

Mike wouldn't leave her thoughts. Were old debts being repaid?



​Chapter Eight


"What did you find?"

"Nothing. The bitch came home early. Had to knock her out. I got out of there." The man picked at his teeth with fingers so stained they looked black as tar.

Not much surprised her anymore. She'd seen plenty but that simple act almost had her gagging. She closed her eyes for a brief second. "I thought you were supposed to be good."

"I am. I looked through her living room and most of that disgusting house. I couldn't find anything you were looking for. There were no papers, no pictures, nothing. The place was a bit of a pigsty, so I don't think you'll find anything there anyway. I kept up my end, now I want the rest of my money."

She stared hard at him. He stood with his feet shoulder width apart, his chest thrust out, his face angry, defiant. He seemed not to know who he was talking to or what she was capable of. "So why did you hurt her? This was to be kept very quiet. I didn't want anyone to know someone had been in there."

"I told you, she came home. I watched her for a week. She did the same routine every day—left for about an hour, came home with a bag that I assume was full of groceries. Always the same thing, except that day. She came home within ten minutes, caught me off guard. She saw me. I had to do something to keep her from talking."

"Hmmm. You're lucky she didn't die. As it is, we'll have to watch and see what happens." She turned away and stared out over the valley. Was there really anything to find? That was the question that bothered her. In fact, other than for a few minutes twenty-five years before, when threats of exposing her had been flung at her, she'd wondered if the person really had any proof. It had never crossed her mind. She'd been fearless and, looking back, reckless. It had cost her a lot. She wasn't about to give up. The situation back then had been dealt with. She'd done what she needed to do to survive. And survive she had. But things had changed, someone was stirring up the past and wanted to dig up all her dirty little secrets. Not something she was about to let happen.

The guy she'd mistakenly hired though didn't seem to be finished. "Look. I did what you told me. I broke in, couldn't find a damn thing, and got out. No one can trace it to me. Now, I'd like my money."

She lifted her hand to look at her freshly painted fingernails. The brilliant purple made her smile. She'd thought about getting them painted red but that would have been too symbolic of all that she was guilty of. She curled her fingers down so she could look at the color from another angle. Her vanity worked, the guy shifted his stance, puffing out his chest, flexing his muscles. Men were so easily manipulated. The minute she looked like a damsel, they got all full of testosterone. She'd found him through contacts, ones she wouldn't trust again. She'd just needed a simple break-in and to find a few things. Something she could have done but that would have garnered way more attention than she wanted. But, thanks to this idiot, it was something she may now have attracted. All she had wanted was the information that the person may or may not have had. If it still even existed. She thought back to the first time she'd seen it. She'd dismissed it at the time.

"This will bring you back to me."

"What are you talking about? You have nothing I want. Go home. Go back to that bitch. She can have you."

"I'm not some toy to throw around. You love me. We have something special."

"No, what we had was a thing. That was over a long time ago. What we have now is a fling that is over. I just did it to piss her off. Get out Dick."

"Don't call me that."

"Why? It suits you, and it is one of the well-known versions of your name. Suck it up and get lost."

"You think you can just dump me? Wait until this gets out. I'll be rich and you'll be screwed." He waved a picture in front of her.

"Let me see that."

He backed up, holding it so she could see it.

"It's some weird drawing. Oooohhhh, that's so scary." 

"It is. Or it will be when I give it to the right people. They'll wonder what happened to him."

"Right. Get out."

That had been the last time she had ever talked to him. And now that damn photo was coming back to haunt her. She'd have never given it much thought if that damn letter hadn't arrived a few weeks before, telling her that photo would be given to the police. The thought of jail made her shudder.

She should have asked way back then what the hell it had meant. It had taken her thirty years to understand the significance of what it was. It was enough to take down the Jesperson empire. The thought of Jeb's explosive reaction made her smile. Time to ensure that she was the one in control of any changes that affected that family. Once and for all, she'd get what was rightfully hers. She turned to Sam, a man she knew she could trust, and gave a slight imperceptible nod.

"This meeting is over. Your money will be deposited later today into your bank account. I would hate for you to have to carry around that kind of cash—you might get mugged, or worse."

"Well, good then."

"Let me show you out." The big burly man escorted the visitor out the door, their boots clomping on the wooden veranda as they walked around the side.

There was a bit of a scuffle.

"Aaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhh!" was the next sound she heard. A few minutes later, a door slammed which sounded odd. She was about to investigate when Sam opened the door and walked back into the cabin.

"It's all done."

It didn't bother her that the man's body would be discovered. The wolves in the area would destroy most of the evidence and scatter it for miles. Besides, no one was about to climb down the cliff to the rocky ground a hundred feet below. No one would dare trespass on Jesperson land either, not without similar consequences. Jeb never allowed anyone out there, only him and his hunting buddies in the fall, which made this the perfect place for her to use as her retreat.

"Sorry. I should have asked you to do this job, but I wanted to keep it far away from us. My mistake. The man royally screwed up. I truly hope Julie doesn't die. I might be a hardened bitch, but even I don't want that."

"Which was my mistake. I should have insisted I do this."

"Oh Sam, you're so good to me." She walked over to him, touching the fresh cut on his cheek before leaning into him as she went up on her tiptoes to kiss him. He wrapped his arms securely around her. "Sorry you got hurt."

"Part of the job. But now we have a mess to clean up."

"That syringe you planted in the front yard should lead them to think it was drug related. I think we're okay, but maybe you can check with your contacts and see if they have anything. I'd ask, but they'd be a bit too interested in why I want to know. I need to keep my nose clean, as it were. I can't be anywhere near people like that." She looked up at him with big innocent eyes. "The question is, what do we do now?"

"I have a couple of hours before I have to meet Jeb."

"That right?"

"He'll be pissed if he ever finds out."

She smiled as she ran her hands over his well-muscled physique, shivering slightly at the thrill that shook her body. It had been too long since they'd been together. Way too long. "That's a problem for another day. I'm sure we can figure out something to do with the time."

~~~~~
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Jeb looked up as his door opened. "Sam, hi. Just give me a minute to finish up a few things." He knew he didn't have to tell Sam to sit down or make himself comfortable; the man had been in his office so much over the last thirty-five years that it was almost like it was his. He glanced up as he watched Sam do what he always did—go to the window and observe the area through the partially open blinds. Sam had recommended that Jeb take a few more precautions, not having the windows wide open was one of them. Not that Jeb was all that concerned. He may have only been on the third floor, but it never concerned him that someone would try to shoot him. It reminded him though that he needed to check on how his new eighteen-story office building was coming along. It had been a long time in the works. Getting the land he needed had taken a lot more persuading than he'd thought it would. He typed a few more things into his computer before closing out the program he was using.

Sam still stood at the window, watching for any threats or anything out of the ordinary. That was what Jeb liked about this man, he always looked out for him. Sam knew so many secrets and yet had never told them to anyone nor had he tried to extort money. Jeb was sure that his man would die for him. He was a rarity. It surprised him that the one good deed he'd done in his life had bought him a fierce supporter. The first time they'd met, Sam had been a tough sixteen-year-old kid who'd looked like he could have taken on anyone. Anyone but the man three times his size who'd been kicking the crap out of him.

It had sickened Jeb and pissed him off. At twenty, he could still see his father doing the same thing to him. He'd learned to be like Sam, wild and quick with his fists. When he'd come across the situation, he didn't need to think twice. He hated seeing a man beat the crap out of his own kid, Jeb had had enough of it in his lifetime. So, he had stepped in and taken the man down. Sam had been the one to actually kill him, by stomping on the unconscious man's throat, but it was the two of them who'd gotten rid of him. Jeb could do no wrong in Sam's eyes. Jeb had gotten Sam a job at the electrical plant, working after school and on weekends. Once Sam graduated from high school, Jeb had gotten him a promotion and full-time work. Sam had never let him down.

And now he needed Sam more than ever.

Jeb should have listened to his gut. Betty was out and she was gunning for him. He didn't doubt it for a minute. He took the letter out of his jacket pocket, the letter that had started this whole mess up again.

'I know you killed him. I know you framed me. I know a lot about you. It's time the truth came out. The stories I can tell. Do you know who really killed Richard Wilson? Because I do and I plan on telling. I also know there are many deaths that happened at the electrical plant. You know, the one you owned. PCBs are deadly, did you know that? Polychlorinated biphenyls—quite a name for something so unhealthy. There's a lot of controversy about how deadly it is, but I bet the families from Joje, the ones that got sick, got cancer, became sterile, amongst a mountain of other health issues, knew that the problem was their drinking water. They probably even knew that the PCBs from the electrical ballasts that your plant buried in the ground were leaking into their water system. But believe me, you are not done paying.  Hmmm, you have a lot to answer for. You should see the evidence I have against you. It will be so much fun to take you down. You won't know my next move until it happens. Too bad you'll always have to run the business from behind the shades.'

He glanced toward his partially drawn blinds, wondering if she was watching him right then. He'd known it was from her. Only he hadn't killed the man she accused him of. But he doubted she was about to listen or believe his innocence. No, they had too much history. He had to find her, find out what she had. He truly believed this was her way of rattling him and had no truth to it. But, then again, she knew his family well and knew secrets that were costly. After his brother, John, had been murdered, which was still unsolved, Rose had become the president of Jesperson Enterprises, although he was the one who truly ran the place. No one outside of Rose, Sam, and himself knew that.

He couldn't afford to take the chance of what Elizabeth really knew or didn't know, what she could prove or couldn't prove. It was way past time to get rid of her.

Elizabeth, Betty, whatever name she went by. Such beautiful names for such a vicious bitch. Time to remove her once and for all.

He'd thought jail would solve his problem but it seemed it hadn't. Everything had been calm for so long, people had stopped asking questions about the electrical plant, the deaths, Joje, but now it was all being stirred up again. It was time to plan her disappearance, for good.

"Sam, I need your help with this one. There's someone I need you to find, but I need you to keep your distance. This can't come back to me. So, you really can't do it yourself. Do you have someone you can trust? Someone who can do the job and then go away without anyone noticing?" He knew he didn't have to ask. Sam had taken care of stuff for him over the years. Jeb hadn't cared how the man had gotten his job done, just that he had. And he'd never let him down yet.

Jeb took a deep breath. For the first time since he'd gotten that stupid letter it felt like things were back on track. History would stay where it belonged ... in the past.

​Chapter Nine


"Jasper? Jasper?" Ryan sighed, unsure why he thought this time would be different. He banged on the door, only to have it swing open. Someone had damaged the frame. It was so typical of Jasper. He stepped in and stopped suddenly. The place was trashed—busted furniture, garbage and broken glass scattered everywhere. It wouldn't have been out of the norm for one of Jasper's parties in the past, but Ryan needed to make sure his friend hadn't been hurt. He ran through the place, unsure where the main bedroom was. This was his third time in Jasper's new house, which he'd had built several years before but hadn't lived in for a long time. Ryan zipped by the living room and took the hallway straight ahead rather than the one to his left. At the end of the hall, the door was closed; he ripped it open. Sprawled across his bed, buck naked, was a snoring Jasper. His tan body marred with several bruises across his back, legs, and knuckles.

Sighing heavily, Ryan backed out and went to the kitchen. Searching through half empty cupboards, he could not find a pail, so he emptied the garbage can and filled it up with water. Back in the bedroom, he dumped the entire cold contents onto his friend.

"What the f—" Jasper flipped over and shot upright.

Ryan gave him an insincere smile. "Good morning. A little late for our meeting."

"Oh, crap. Sorry. Things got out of hand last night."

"Yeah, I can see that. Party get a little wild?"

"What? I didn't have a party."

"Get dressed so we can talk. I'm rethinking my decision." With that, Ryan walked out. Since he knew that Jasper wouldn't make it in under twenty minutes, he started cleaning up.

"What the hell?"

Surprised, Ryan turned to look at his friend who looked shellshocked. "This is kind of the norm for one of your parties, isn't it?"

"I know you won't believe this, but I hardly ever have those wild events anymore, usually only when I want to piss someone off. Last night, I had a few friends over and these two jerks showed up, around midnight or so. They barged in, talked like macho guys, and started a fight." He winced as he moved to inspect a painting on the wall, it was a swirl of blues, greens, and yellow waves. It was very dramatic. Or at least that was how Jasper had described it to him. "Thank God this didn't get wrecked. It cost a fortune." 

Rolling his eyes, Ryan wanted to ask what didn't in this place, but refrained.

"I'll help clean this up."

Ryan ignored him, knowing he'd have to have a shower, try to sober up, get dressed, and since cleaning wasn't something he knew how to do, it was easier for Ryan to get it done. Forty-five minutes later, he'd loaded the broken coffee table, two end tables, some pieces he wasn't sure what they were from into the back of his truck and thrown the six bags of garbage on top. All by the time Jasper showed up.

"Hey man, I said I'd help."

"Yeah, I got that. Make some coffee." He followed his friend into the kitchen. "What do I need to know about the golf tournament this weekend? Better question, is Jeb giving you a hard time about it?"

Jasper poured him a cup of coffee and then led him out back onto his patio. "I told you he wants me out. So, no, he's not happy. I mean, anything that makes money is good just not when I do it. Why do you ask?"

"Because he's called eight times looking for you. And that's just today. I guess he's shown up twice. Both times, I was out on the golf course checking it over. Does he know I'm working for you?"

Jasper looked out over his pool.

"You never told him. Did you tell your grandmother?"

Jasper ran his hand through his mop of hair.

"Really? When are you going to grow up?"

"Easy for you to say. You never grew up with a crazy-ass uncle, a mean grandmother, no mom and no da—shit, man. I'm sorry."

Ryan took a deep breath. It was either that or deck the guy. No, he hadn't grown up with parents, at least not his own. He stood up.

"Don't go. Look—"

"Make sure I don't have either of them to deal with. I'll make the tournament a success but keep both of them away from me and away from the running of the course. That's all I ask of you. Got it?"

Jasper nodded like a five-year-old who had been scolded.

"I've loaded your garbage into the truck and will drop it off at the dump. I'm assuming it's still out on Marlin Road?"

"I don't ..."

"Right. You don't do garbage. Forget it. All I need from you is to keep them away. I'm not putting up with your bullshit anymore, Jasper. And keep whoever's husband or boyfriend you've pissed off away from me. I'm assuming that's what last night was about."

"I don't—"

"Save it. I don't want to hear it. Just make sure you make nice to whoever you've pissed off. I don't want this kind of crap happening at my golf course." He strode out, slamming the door behind him.

~~~~
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Slamming the trunk, Kyara brushed off her hands before heading back into the house to get her keys and purse. She headed out of town, going south. It felt good to load up and be able to get rid of the pile of junk that she had in the trunk. However, a lump of guilt lodged in her stomach, that she was doing it without her mom's or grandmother's permission. It almost had her turning around. But she knew the damage had already been done. She just needed to get rid of the stuff, which would really take two or three loads. This was just the start.

As she drove past the golf course, she noted that the parking lot was just about full. The place seemed to be busy. Golfing was not something she'd ever been good at, although her grandmother's friend, Cynthia, had tried to teach her a time or two. The area looked good, a lot of big trees, nice and green, but the sprinklers she saw running on a few holes would explain that. Once past the area, she took a left, which she knew would also take her to the river. As a kid, Sunday mornings had been a ritual. They'd take the garbage to the dump. Once they'd gotten rid of it, they'd drive about an hour north of the city and go fishing.

It made her smile as she thought about trekking through the tall grass with her grandmother to get to the river. Her grandmother would then get two fishing rods ready—one for each of them. She'd only last about twenty minutes before she'd get bored and go exploring.

As she turned the last curve on the winding road, the first thing she saw was a chain link fence and a closed gate. Frowning, she slowed down and slowly rolled forward until the nose of her car almost touched it. Climbing out, she realized that she should have asked if the dump had been moved. It didn't surprise her as it had been around forever. There was a big sign, 'Stay out. Trespassers will be prosecuted.' Someone had added with spray paint, 'And kissed you know where.' Disappointed that she would not be able to get rid of the garbage from her mom's, especially since it had taken her forever to get the nerve to dispose of it, she decided to explore the area.  She'd never been allowed as a kid. Getty had made it clear not to explore there. They disposed of the garbage, then they got out of there.

Kyara walked around the far end of the high fence but looked with dismay at the armpit high weeds, grass, and brush. The sound of another vehicle approaching caught her attention. A truck pulled in beside her car. A guy about her age got out and looked around.

"Hi. I didn't realize this was closed. Do you know where the new landfill is?"

She shook her head. "No, I didn't know it was closed either."

She realized that he was still watching her and that she was standing in a weird place. "I was just looking around. I haven't been here in years."

"Yeah, I was always curious about this area too."

It must have been one of the highlights of growing up as a kid—take your trash to the landfill. She shrugged. It may not have been a glamorous event, but she'd loved it, mainly because she knew that Getty would take her fishing upstream after.

"Can you get to the river from here?"

The definite sound of gently flowing water filled the silence as the man walked toward her. She had a moment of panic when she realized they were alone and her mom had just been attacked. Just as she was getting good and freaked out, he moved past her and stepped into the high grass. There seemed to be a faint path in that direction. She looked at him skeptically as he didn't even hesitate, stepping into the thick mass in his pressed golf shirt and pants.

She watched him for a few minutes, feeling the pull to follow while her common sense told her to flee. Cautious but curious, as it had been some place she'd never been allowed to go, she took a few steps in his direction, staying well behind him. Not even twenty steps later, Kyara gagged. "Oh my God! What is that disgusting smell?" Without waiting for an answer, she spun around and made a mad dash back. The man’s pounding feet were close behind her. They burst out of the tall grass.

"Wow, does that stink." Stopping beside her car, Kyara sucked in a few deep breaths, realizing that some of the smell had either followed them or she hadn't paid attention to it before.

"Yeah. I wonder if that's why I was never allowed there as a kid. I always thought the area out here was a wildlife preserve or something."

"I don't know. I'd say it's more like a dead animal preserve. No wonder they closed this dump. They may have buried the garbage but whew, that's awful. Oh man. I have to get out of here. I think I'm going to be sick." She hopped in her vehicle and headed back to town, aware of the man following behind her and wondered who he was. At the golf course, he turned in. She drove until she reached her mom's place, careful to make sure no one was following her. Pulling out her cell, she searched for the city's number and called for directions to the new dump. On her way out of town, heading north to the new landfill, she couldn't help but wonder what had happened that the river area would have stunk so bad and why it was fenced off.

Could it just be because of all the garbage? Getty had never let her go to the river while at the dump. She'd always insisted that they had to go upriver, that's where the good fish had been according to her.

Was the dump leaking into the river? Or was the area rotting? And, if so, what was being done about it?



​Chapter Ten


"Hi, son."

"Mom, how are you?"

"Oh, Ryan. Honey."

He cringed, he hated when she cried. She was not a crier, at least that's what he'd determined, when he'd met her twenty years before. Finding his real mother had been something he’d been determined to solve. He was glad he hadn’t given up. "Everything will be all right. I'm back now. I'll be around for quite a while. Okay?"

"I've missed you."

"Me too." He shoved his hand through his black curly hair saddened by the thought he couldn't tell anyone who his mother really was. Once things settled down and he finally got some thirty-year-old answers, maybe then he wouldn't have to be that dirty little secret anymore.

"... she will want answers."

Crap! He didn't know what his mom had been talking about. "Uh, I'm sure she will."

"I knew you'd help. You're such a good man. I'm so glad that I found that family to raise you, they did a wonderful job."

"It's not just because of them that I turned out okay. You were a big part of my life, even if I didn't know who you were for most of it. I understand why you gave me up, I'm okay with it. Someday though, I want the whole story on my father. You do a wonderful job at hiding it, but I need to know. And besides, the more you have me snooping into this other stuff, the more I think you're connected to it. Or at least your past is."

Her quick indrawn breath told him what she hadn't been able or willing to. "There are just some things that need to be left alone. You truly can't let anyone know we're related. Be careful, okay?"

"I always am. Love you, Mom."

"Oh, son, I love you so much. I just hope I haven't gotten you into something you shouldn't be meddling in. These are not nice people. I'm sorry I can't help you more. If I do, then they'll know where the information came from. Just know that the golf course is the link to everything."

I know! He wanted to yell at her to tell him more but knew she wouldn't. He had an old mystery to unwind and it might be life or death. He still didn't know quite how she'd gotten him to agree, this was so outside of what he knew or what he did. Being a spy was damn hard work and he sucked at it. A week in and he truly did not understand what he was even investigating. Plus, he hadn't really had any time. Maybe he really should have followed through with his gut and had his mom tested for early-onset dementia. He had to admit, when she'd first come to him with her story, he'd been sure she'd read it in a book. It had been so out there. But then one time when he’d been visiting her, he'd seen a picture of a man, who had worked at the old electrical plant. He'd known it was his father. Not that he'd shared that with her. The man had been killed in a horrific accident many years before. And, with all that his mom had asked Ryan to look into, it seemed too coincidental. An instinct he didn't even know he had told him he had to follow through. Well that and his mom's blubbering that she needed to right a wrong started long ago. Even when he replayed it in his head, it sounded like it was fiction not fact. The thing that bothered him most was, why now?

"... she'll be home any day and that will change everything."

Dammit! Not again. "When are you expecting her?" Whoever the hell she is.

"Don't you worry about that. I'll look after her, you look after the other. Okay?"

"Sure." There was a lot she hadn't told him, that was about all he was clear on.

"Love you. Get more sleep. You're looking tired and worn out. Are you eating enough?"

"I'm fine, Mom. Love you." He hung up the payphone. He thought she'd been extreme when she insisted he use the payphone just outside the hardware store to contact her. In this day and age of technology, she didn't want there to be any traceable link between them, at least not one that denoted a close relationship. The phone calls they'd had previously could be explained away by him saying he was ordering cinnamon buns. But now they were talking almost every day.

He sighed as he turned away from the phone booth, looking around to make sure no one was watching him. She was making him paranoid. To him, it was more suspicious that he was using the beaten up last of its kind payphone. He was sure he was the only one who'd put money in it in ten years. But some things just weren't worth fighting with your mom about.

Climbing into his car, he sat there for several minutes just staring out at the darkened sky. Digging into someone's past, especially when it included murder, could be offensive and some people just might go to any lengths to keep that quiet. But was Cynthia right? Could it really lead to a modern-day murder?

That thought had him looking over his shoulder all the way home.



​Chapter Eleven


"Well pickle me silly, I think I'm going blind."

Kyara smiled. "I know it's been a while, Mrs—" The raised eyebrow reminded her of the many times she'd been told to call her by her first name and just as many times Getty had told her not to. "Cynthia."

"Humph. I see your memory is going."

"I know. I'm sorry."

The woman, who had been like a guardian to her and her mom, gave her a stern look for a moment before grabbing her and pulling her into a fierce hug. One that made her feel very safe. It was like coming home after a long cold winter and finding a nice cozy setting, hot chocolate and a warm fire. The overwhelm of how much she needed this hit her hard. She had to swallow a few times and squeeze her eyes shut tight to fight of the flood of emotion that threatened her. When she felt she couldn't take anymore, or she'd become a puddle at the woman's feet, she stepped back. Cynthia allowed that but still held her by the shoulders.

Cynthia looked her in the eye. "Your mom will be okay—"

"How do you—"

"Oh, honey. There isn't too much I don't know. I've already been to see her. We had a lengthy talk."

"What? She's been awake? Why didn't they call me?" She'd raced to the hospital the day before, hoping to talk to her mom. No such luck. Her mom had been moaning and moving, which the hospital had been excited about, but it didn't give her answers. She still hadn't been able to talk to her mom or find out what had happened. But now if her mom was awake—she jerked away, ready to run out the door.

"Whoa. Her eyes haven't opened. She's still in a coma. But I know she heard every word I said. And I know what she was trying to tell me."

Kyara smiled wanly, her shoulders slumped in defeat. She didn't know whether to be glad there was someone like Cynthia in their lives or upset that she believed her mom could really communicate with her, while unconscious.

Could that be why Mom wanted me to go and see Cynthia? Was she aware of people who came to visit her?

Not sure if she believed it or not, it at least gave her hope and a sense that everything might be all right.

"Come on, I have some cinnamon buns fresh out of the oven. Fresh apple pie. Fresh bread. What's your pick?"

"All of it." Kyara almost drooled as she followed the stout woman who, at almost seventy, moved like she was twenty and worked like three people. Cynthia headed into the kitchen. Kyara had an urge to follow but knew she'd be kicked out. Not because Cynthia was worried about the rules, imposed by Government Health on her little cafe, but because she didn't like anyone touching anything in her kitchen. It was all done her way. Kyara sat down on a round pedestal seat at the counter that was secured to the floor. The faded red vinyl seat made an interesting rubbing sound as she planted her jean-clad butt on it. As a kid, she'd loved to squirm around just to make that sound.

It reminded her of all the times she and her grandmother had gone there. And often her mom. Cynthia and her grandmother, Getty, had grown up together and been best friends forever. Their relationship was thicker than sisters. Although Kyara wondered if that had changed in the last eighteen years. Getty was a topic they never discussed. Somehow, she would have to change that.

Kyara had been so focused on seeing Cynthia that she really hadn't paid much attention to anything when she'd entered her restaurant, My Mother's Kitchen. As she looked around at the red gingham drapes, that covered the six windows and the matching swatch of cloth placed on each little table, she realized the place was half full. There were ten other people there. The cafe was small but had a steady stream of customers. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays were especially busy as it was known that’s when Cynthia did all of her baking. So, if someone wanted it fresh, they had to show up on those days.

There was a loud roar outside. Like everyone else in the place, Kyara looked toward the front window but couldn't see much as the curtains obstructed the view. Soon the door opened, and she couldn't help but smile at who entered. The car rapping sound she'd heard now made total sense. Some people never changed.

"Hey, Cyn. Got my goodies?"

Jasper, with his hair in wild disarray, dressed in shorts, a tank top, flip-flops, and sunglasses—all of which probably cost more than most people's cars—strode in like he belonged there. It surprised Kyara to see him in such a place. He didn't bother to look around, so she wasn't worried that he would see her. She could decide if she wanted to talk to him or not. It was good to see that he was still alive, though. There had been many times in their teens she'd wondered if he'd make it to twenty.

"What are you doing here, Jasper? I was expecting Dana." Cynthia came out of the kitchen with her hands full of plates.

"Yeah, well, I decided that you probably miss me, so I stopped in. She doesn't do all my errands, you know."

From the look that Cynthia gave him, Kyara knew that was probably stretching it. Kyara could only guess that Dana was either his maid or his latest woman.

"Give me a minute and I'll get your stuff."

Jasper walked up to the cash register and leaned against the counter, snooping through a menu. He looked so out of place, attracting a lot of attention as everyone in the place, including her, seemed to stare at him. By the look of dislike on most of their faces, they knew who he was. Sliding off her stool, she made her way over to him.

"Hello, Jasper."

He casually lifted his head and looked at her with veiled eyes, like he was ready to make up whatever excuse he needed to, to get away from her. He obviously thought she was one of his many followers. That hadn't changed. His eyebrows drew together as he stared at her. She grinned, knowing her dimple in her right cheek would appear.

"Dammit. Kyara." He grabbed her and gave her a big bear hug. "What the hell are you doing here? God it's good to see you."

"You too, Jasper. Glad to see you're still alive."

"Yeah, well ..."

There was an awkward silence. The last time she'd seen him, over twenty years before, he'd not only been partying hard but he'd smoked marijuana and she suspected other drugs as well. When he disappeared, she wondered if his grandmother had succeeded in sending him to rehab or if he'd succumbed to the life of a drug addict. She had to admit he looked good, although he looked way older than his years. He was thirty-two, a year younger than her, but she would have put him several years older, closer to forty. Partying, she would guess, was still high on his list of things to do.

"So what are you up to, Jasper?"

"I run the golf course now." He stood up a little straighter.

"Hey, that's great to hear. I bet your grandmother is glad to have you back in town."

He shrugged. "Some days, I guess. Jeb sure isn't though." He snorted. "I love pissing that man off."

"Some things never change."

"Yeah. So, what are you doing here?"

"I came to see Cynthia. I don't live far away."

Cynthia and another girl came out of the kitchen with several boxes.

"Having a party?"

"Nope, these are just for me." He paid for his items. "Let's get together while you're here. Okay?"

"Sure." She was sure she'd never hear from him again, but the next thing she knew he was taking out his phone and was demanding her number. Then he gave her his.

"Keep in touch."

"How's the house, Jasper?"

"Love it, Cynthia. Thanks for all your help with the construction. Well, finding the construction company, that is."

"From what I hear, you're doing a lot to deconstruct it." She looked at him sternly.

"It's only a party or two."

"A day. Time to smarten up, Jasper."

He shrugged and winked at Kyara as he left.

"Stay away from him.”

Kyara tore her gaze away from the door where she'd been tracking Jasper. Even though he was as sincere as a pinhead, there was still something magnetic about him. She looked at Cynthia.

"Oh?"

"Yeah, he's still bad news. And where he goes, trouble is tripping on his heels."

"Got it." She turned and went back to her stool. That phrase was almost word for word to what Getty had said to her the first time she'd brought him home. Sitting down, Kyara felt unsettled. Something had shifted, but she was unsure what or why. Looking around at who else was in the restaurant, none of the faces looked familiar to her but she hadn't been there much in several years. She watched as Cynthia, in her no-nonsense way, bustled in and out of the kitchen, bringing out her fresh goodies. She had two girls who worked for her but they knew better than to help with that. They did what they were told to do, serve the customers and work the till. Cynthia used to be the one to serve everyone, but at some point had realized she could still go talk with each patron, even if she wasn't the one serving them. Every single person who came in got her personal attention.

Kyara couldn't help but smile as she watched Cynthia charm everyone in the room. It was when she stopped to talk to an old gentleman sitting in the shadowed corner at the end of the counter that Kyara looked twice at him. She could have sworn it was her high school math teacher, Mr. Tan. But this guy looked nothing like the robust, five-and-a-half-foot-tall man she remembered standing in front of the class, booming out his love of algebra, trigonometry, and anything to do with numbers. This man was gaunt and looked at least twenty years older than her teacher would have been. The similarities were there, though.

No one else really grabbed her attention. There was a couple slouched back in their chairs, with the dazed look that all customers got when they'd finished eating and realized that the food was amazing but they'd eaten way too much. A few other people were staring at their desserts, unsure whether to dive in or not. One man, sitting against the wall, looked away when she glanced in his direction. It was that motion of him turning away that made her realize the one person she was looking for was Getty. Some part of her wanted to see the woman who at one time had been her world, and another part of her wanted to turn and run.

"All right, girl, here's your cinnamon bun, pie, and a slice of bread."

Kyara clapped her hand over her mouth as she burst out laughing. She was thinking sampler sizes. She'd forgotten that Cynthia didn't do anything in half measures. The cinnamon bun was the size of a mini cake with cream cheese icing drooling off the sides. The pie was what she liked to call a Trucker's Taster—eight-inch pie that was almost as tall as it was round. Probably why My Mother's Kitchen was the main stop for many truckers. And the slice of bread looked like it was almost a third of a loaf.

"What are you giggling about? You need some fattening up. You've lost a lot of weight over the years."

"A few pounds." Kyara had never been heavy, but she had been stocky, at least according to her grandmother who had always told her it meant she was fit and strong. Kids though hadn't seen her that way, many had called her fat. If she'd kept eating the way she had as a child, she was sure she'd now weigh over three hundred pounds. She'd never be thin, but she was happy with her somewhat slimmed-down size. And this food, the type she'd been raised on, was a definite threat to her lifestyle change.

"I knew I should've kept my promise to Getty and made sure you stopped in once a week to be fed properly. She will be disappointed when she sees you."

Kyara suddenly felt frozen in time. She was aware of everything around her, but nothing was connecting or making sense. On some level, she knew she could still hear, still feel, still see but none of it registered. Getty. Hearing Cynthia say it brought a flood of memories back—learning to shoot a bow and arrow, learning to chop wood, going out in nature and learning what was edible and what was dangerous. God, she missed that but not Getty. She'd messed everything up. Kyara's anger played tug-of-war with the warmth and fun of her memories. One second, she was loving the images, the next she was angry—back and forth she went. How long she sat there, in that fog of emotions, she wasn't sure but finally she became aware of a buzzing sound in her head and then Cynthia's voice.

"—you eat up. I've got a few customers to talk to. Then you and I will catch up."

Kyara watched her walk away, still feeling rather unbalanced. To her, it felt like she had been playing a Jekyll and Hyde routine, one that had been very real to her. But since Cynthia walked away without even commenting, she realized it had all taken place in her head. Her eyes were glued to Cynthia, following her wherever she went. She tracked her to the counter, behind the counter, to a customer's table, to the kitchen, back to a patron. It was like it had become her safe haven from thinking, so she just watched. At one point, she was aware of a black-haired guy, about her age, stride in and order six cinnamon buns to go. She smiled. She understood the attraction to those tasty delights. They were deadly to the waistline though. Checking out his, she realized that his taut stomach could probably handle them, no problem. As her eyes traveled upward, enjoying the journey, she realized that he was watching her. Instant heat flooded her cheeks; she couldn't help but smirk as she turned away. He looked like the guy from the dump. The sunglasses had thrown her, but she was sure it was him. He was kind of cute, now that she got a good look at him. It was as Cynthia handed him his goodies that Kyara thought she saw something pass between them. It was just a look, but it appeared to be way deeper than that of customer and owner. Frowning, she looked away feeling like she was intruding on something, but it made her curious. As she glanced at the front window, her eyes landed on an older man who frowned before quickly looking away. Tempted to put her hand up, to see if she had something on her face or if her hair was a mess, she refrained but couldn't help but feel that unsettled feeling again.

What the hell?

Cynthia hustled past her. That's all it took for all that she'd been trying to push away to come flooding back. How was she going to ask this woman how she could still want anything to do with her best friend, the woman who had killed Kyara's father? The woman Kyara had tried to forget was her grandmother?
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The man sat quietly, looking like he was engrossed in eating the delicious pie placed in front of him. Although he wanted to dive into it, as it smelled incredible, he didn't. It would distract him, and he couldn't be sidetracked. Not now. Too many lives, mainly his, depended on him playing this right. He'd been given a job and he planned on doing it, just not quite how his new boss wanted it done. Really, he had two bosses—both equally dangerous, each playing on opposite sides. They weren't people you said no to and you never screwed up, not if you wanted to stay alive. And he was quite enjoying his life, even if he was leading a double one. It was dangerous, the game he was playing, but he had bigger stakes than either party did. He planned on coming out on top. It would surprise many who he was and what he now did for a living.

Every now and then he glanced up, monitoring the person he'd been told to follow. It was pushing the limits getting this close but, from what he knew, she had a relationship with the owner, a longstanding one. And since his job was to find a woman by the name of Elizabeth Wilson, Betty was all he'd known her by, then he needed to follow this lead. And make sure she stayed safe.

He hadn't really known Elizabeth Wilson, but he had a few things to prove to her. He had met her years before and she'd made it clear what she thought of him. The irony of the situation was that he should have been the one to end up in jail, not her. It still made him laugh, especially since she'd threatened that if he didn't get lost and stay away from Kyara, he'd get worse than jail time. Since she'd been going away for murder, he knew she'd meant what she said. She'd changed his life. At that point, he realized he had choices in life, and it was time he started making different ones. Ones where he wasn't sitting back taking crap from anyone anymore. It had been a long slow crawl out of the pit his life had been, but he'd done it. He now had a chance to show her who he really was. Since both of the women he was now watching knew Betty well, it was an opportunity he couldn't pass up. Besides, he really was curious if Kyara would recognize him. So far, she hadn't done more than glance his way. His disguise was working.

The irony of the whole situation was he knew where Elizabeth Wilson, Getty, was and had known for quite a while. He just wasn't ready to share that information with his new employer; one he knew he couldn't cross, or he'd be buried near the Beau River. So, he had to play a bit by his rules, following the people in Getty's life and reporting back to him.

The two women were talking. He leaned forward, tilting his head to make sure that he could hear everything they were saying. So far, their conversation had been rather mundane and about Kyara needing to gain weight, which might have been true, but he thought she looked great. She always had, even back in high school. He wondered if he'd ever have a chance to explain things to her.

"It's almost closing time. Do you want me to package that up for you?"

He nodded to the waitress, realizing that his plan kind of sucked. He hadn't expected that Kyara would stay past closing but she didn't seem to be going anywhere. He took his time and waited, until he was almost the last person left, before he paid. He fumbled with his wallet, stuffing the receipt inside, then he slowly picked up his dessert. It appeared the two women were done talking, at least for now. Cynthia was hustling around and Kyara looked like she was staying put. He slowly made his way out the door and headed to his car across the street, driving away just in case they were watching. A few hundred yards down the road, he pulled into a thick, overgrown area that had been a party spot he'd been to many times as a teenager. It hadn't been used in years. He got out and made his way back, moving along the trees, staying in the shadows. When he reached the cafe, he saw that they were in the process of closing. Kyara's car was still parked out front, which meant she hadn't left.

Unsure what to do, he settled back for a long wait.



​Chapter Twelve


"Well, go ahead and eat. You're not going to get fat by smelling the thing."

There was so much she wanted to ask, but a quick look around reminded her this wasn't the time or the place. And, after eighteen years, a little more time not knowing wouldn't hurt her.

Kyara focused on Cynthia, standing on the other side of the counter with her hands on her hips. She remembered as a teenager seeing her do that a lot, especially when she was lecturing one youth or another about making the right decisions in life. And giving them hell for making bad ones. She had made it her mission to get every kid on the right track.

" I—"

Cynthia reached out and laid her hand on Kyara's shoulder. "It's okay, love. I know you're here to talk about Getty. I know that now she's out, you want answers and you want to know if she's behind the accident your mom had."

Her hand flipped up before Kyara could voice her opinion.

Cynthia's voice dropped even lower. "I know it wasn't an accident, but I'm also not going to add to the gossip mill around here. All you need to know right now is that Getty didn't do it. You should be ashamed for even thinking that. The woman would never hurt her own daughter."

There was such a fierceness in her eyes that Kyara immediately sat back feeling chastised. She wanted to believe her.

"Cynthia, I'd like three loaves of bread and two pies to take with me."

Glad that a customer had interrupted them, Kyara picked up her cinnamon bun to take a bite. She knew if she didn't eat something, she'd never get any answers. The incredible taste of it exploded in her mouth and, for the first time in a long time, she felt like she'd come home. She continued to eat, glad to have something to do that would keep her from thinking. She'd been doing way too much of that for a long time. It was nice to just sit and eat. The only problem she noted a while later was that she'd made a healthy dent in all the food in front of her. It was something she would have easily downed as a teen but now her belly was protesting. She groaned.

"Gone soft, I see." Cynthia grinned at her, like a proud mama.

"Oh, Cynthia. I am so overstuffed."

"We will have to work on that to get your stomach back in shape. You barely ate any of this. At one time, you'd have eaten this and asked for seconds. And, of course, you haven't even tried my fried perch."

"You're right. Thank God those days are gone. Your food is still amazing. Are you still going out and catching your own fish in the local river?"

A funny look came over her face. "No. And don't do any fishing around here. If you want to go, I'll give you directions to my secret place, an hour upstream."

Kyara frowned but didn't want to get distracted, she needed some answers. "Cynthia—"

She put up her finger. "Fifteen minutes. I'll have this closed up and cleaned up and then we'll talk. You just keep nibbling on that food."

"NO! Please box it up to go. I can't eat any more, or I'll explode and that won't be good for business."

Chuckling, Cynthia moved away, signaling for her staff to wrap up the leftovers. "Depends how you spin it."

One of the girls came and took the remaining pie and the half slice of bread and put them in a container for her to take home. The cinnamon bun hadn't survived very long, so Kyara asked the girl to please pack her another one.

It was almost twenty-five minutes before Cynthia had shooed her employees out the door and then grabbed a pot of coffee, motioning for Kyara to follow her. They walked down the hallway, past the bathrooms, past the office, and stepped through the door at the end. It opened into a little room. They stepped through and into Cynthia's kitchen. Her house was attached to the back of the restaurant.

Kyara looked around, noting the yellow, orange, and green wallpaper that had given her hours of amusement as a kid, tracing the swirls and curls. It looked dated but still had vibrant colors. A plaque of a golfer on the wall caught her attention. "Are you still golfing?"

"Some but not like in the old days, going out every day or every other day. I haven't gone much since I got that plaque twenty years ago ... well, other than teaching you to hit balls in the backyard after—"

They stared at each other for a brief second before Kyara looked away. Yeah, after Getty got convicted.

"Business was really struggling back then, so I had to put my focus into it. Do you still golf?"

Cynthia had been a very good teacher. Kyara just hadn't been a very good learner. And she knew that for Cynthia not golfing much still meant she was going out two or three times a week. "If you can call it that, yes. But only for an occasional game. You used to be a scratch golfer, are you still?"

"Hardly. Too old. Too miserable. I have about a twenty handicap on a good day and ... well ... we won't talk about the others." Cynthia flexed her fingers. "Arthritis is getting the better of me." She moved around the small kitchen, grabbing a couple of cups along with cream and sugar and set it all on the table.

Kyara noticed that Cynthia wasn't moving as spryly as she'd first thought. Or maybe it was that exhaustion from another long day bustling around her cafe had caught up with her. Whatever it was, she was definitely walking a bit more stiffly.

"I'm sorry to hear that. Are you in much pain?"

Cynthia shrugged. "It is what it is. All right, so what do you want to know about Getty? You know she's out, right?"

She never had liked to approach things delicately. Kyara sighed. "Yes, I know that she was released last October which, if I was any good at math, was seven months ago."

"And you want to know why you haven't seen hide nor hair of her?"

"No ..." Silence followed her simple statement. "All right, yes, I want to know why she hasn't shown up. Where has she been? What the hell has she been doing? What the hell was she thinking?" Her anger spit out of her, like a sputtering truck that didn't want to start.

"You're still pretty angry at her."

"Jesus. Yes. She screwed up my life. She killed someone. How do you do that? She left us all alone."

"Meaning, she left you with your mom who didn’t like to leave the house, who was broken, who was like a child who needed a mother." Cynthia held her gaze. "Tough for a fifteen-year-old girl to become the adult."

Kyara jumped to her feet. "Tough? It was impossible. I was the freak kid who had to lie all the time as to why my mother didn't come to see me sing with the choir, so I quit ... why she didn't come and see me win the award for top athlete, so I quit ... why she didn't come to see me win a scholarship for academic achievement, so I stopped doing that ... I quit everything because I couldn't make up any more excuses as to why I wasn't important enough for my mother, my own flesh and blood, to come and see me or show her face in public for me." She wanted to punch something or kick something, but the fact that Cynthia would probably tackle her and pin her until she was done her tantrum kept her from acting out. She slammed her fists onto her thighs and glared back at the woman, who was watching her closely.

"Your mom loves you. More than you know. So does your grandmother. So stop feeling sorry for yourself and sit down. There are some things you need to know. Some things you should have been told a long time ago. We all have our secrets."

Ignoring Cynthia's intense stare, Kyara dropped back onto the antique wooden chair she'd just vacated. She wasn't sure by her tone if she should be glad or not but the niggling in the pit of her stomach had a very foreboding feel to it. Suddenly, there was a crash from the back of the house. Kyara was on her feet heading for the other room but had barely taken a step when she found it blocked by Cynthia. She was spread eagle in the doorway. There was no way she was getting past her. Kyara frowned. "What—"

"That's none of your business. Can't a woman have a man in her bed without it being a crime?"

Kyara felt her cheeks heat and knew they had turned bright red. There were some things she just didn't want to know or imagine.

"You better go."

Her head snapped up, Cynthia had a don't-mess-with-me look on her face, which was even more intimidating now that her fists were planted on her ample hips. Kyara wanted to argue but realized that she didn't remember a time when there'd been a man in Cynthia's life. She'd never met or heard of one, if there had been. She didn't want to interfere with her love life, but it was killing her not to know what Cynthia had been about to tell her.

"You're around for a while, right?" Cynthia asked as she moved forward with the obvious intent to hustle Kyara back through the restaurant and out the front door.

Truly baffled, Kyara looked toward the back door, which was how she'd always left in the past. So many things had changed. She wasn't sure she liked any of it. "Yes."

"Good, I need help Saturday catering a golf tournament. Be there at nine."

It took a moment for that to sink in. "Uh, what?"

"Do you know anything about the golf course?"

"Do you mean Jesperson Landing?"

Cynthia nodded.

"Uh, it's owned by the Jespersons, but what don't they own? It seems to have done really well. I mean, now it's the only golf course for what? About two hours? The other one or two that were even close shut down. That's all I know. Why?"

"Okay. Be there at nine on Saturday. I need help. You're here and I know you can do the job. It will be just like old times."

Kyara wanted to remind her that it had been fifteen years ago when she helped cater one event. Obviously, Cynthia didn't seem to remember that she had dumped a tray right in the lap of some rich jerk. It really hadn't gone over very well.

"Let me walk you out."

Kyara was truly baffled but allowed herself to be propelled toward the front door.

"Do you know any more about who attacked your mom?"

"No. The police think it was random. Some kids high on meth or some other drugs."

"Hmmm. Could be. There's enough of that crap going around." Cynthia lowered her voice. "There's something I need you to find in your mom's house. Many years ago, I gave your grandmother some containers of stuff to keep for me. I need you to find them. I'm guessing they're in the basement. Also, as a joke, a while ago, I tucked a note under the couch, in the bottom. With all that's happened, I remembered it and would like you to grab it for me. It's nothing really, just a piece of paper with some personal information. It doesn't mean much, but I'd like it back. Let me know if you find the note and my stuff. Okay? And please keep it to yourself that you're looking for it."

Kyara frowned, thinking that sounded odd.

"I just don't want to stress your mom. I know she hasn't wanted to get rid of stuff or move anything in years."

About to reply, she felt Cynthia's firm hand shove her out the door and heard her brisk, "Good night," before the door was closed and locked. Kyara hadn't even closed her mouth which was still hanging open. Stunned, she watched through the window as the older woman hustled her way back through the cafe, leaving just a few emergency lights on as she went. A bit miffed, Kyara wanted to sneak to the back of the house and peek inside, to see who this man was that Cynthia was so intent on hiding. A car zoomed by with teens hooting and hollering. Someone obviously thought they'd see how good their arm was as she watched a bottle sail out the window, narrowly missing the stop sign they went flying through. Tildon was a small town that once had the promise of being a booming place but was now a bedroom community with twenty or thirty houses and one small cafe. The teens didn't have to worry that they'd be caught, the police rarely patrolled there unless they got a complaint and not too many wanted to point the finger at the few neighbors they had. Generally, it was a peaceful town.

It reminded her of Camden, where she'd grown up and where her mom still lived. As a kid, it had been a small city but was now getting quite large. She couldn't remember much violence or destruction happening beyond the usual irresponsible, delinquent acts of teens. And a murder or two. Getty came to mind. Kyara's immediate reaction was to push it away, but something stopped her. Getty had been convicted of murder of her husband. It had just been something that Kyara had accepted—her grandmother had been found guilty. The evidence had pointed at her. It suddenly hit Kyara, why would Getty murder him? She barely remembered the man, her grandfather, as he hadn't been around much at all.

The unsettled feeling she'd had since the day she'd opened her mother's door intensified, leaving her with a ton of questions she wasn't sure she wanted the answers to. The piece of paper that Cynthia had told her about had to be what she'd found the day before when she'd been interrupted. Why would she need that? If it was personal, why so secretive? And why would Cynthia hide it there?
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As soon as Kyara exited the cafe, he sprinted back to his car, thankful for the loud bunch of teens that distracted her. When she drove by a few minutes later, he waited until she was far enough away before pulling out and following her. He'd modified his car, so he didn't have to worry about her seeing his running lights, as they didn't work. He could have just gone back to her place and waited, but he was told to tail her and so he would. She might take a detour. It wasn't that she would meet up with her grandmother, Getty, it was what she would say to her or do with the information that interested him.

As he suspected, she pulled up outside of her mom's house. The thing looked like it should have been bulldozed. Even in the dark, it looked like a drunk propped up against a lamppost.

Kyara went inside. Since it was all open area around her mom's place and there wasn't another one for about a block, he slowly cruised by. He couldn't very well park anywhere near her home as it would be rather obvious. He drove around the area for about five minutes trying to find the best vantage point, when he discovered a dirt road and what he assumed was meant to be a back alley, if they ever continued to expand the city in that direction. There was a huge mound of dirt. He pulled up beside it, figuring he could act like he'd gone there to party if he got caught. Anyone who had known him as a teen would have expected that of him. And, since he'd been back in town, he'd built up that reputation again. It was a good cover. Shutting off his car, he got out of his vehicle and slowly made his way toward her yard.

​Chapter Thirteen


Cynthia waited in the dark for a good ten minutes, until she was sure that Kyara was long gone, before opening the door to her house. As she entered her kitchen, she wasn't surprised by the first words her house guest greeted her with.

"You can't tell her anything."

She looked at her longtime friend. "Says who? Don't you think this bullshit has gone on long enough?" Cynthia slammed her fists onto her ample hips.

"Yes, but she can't find out this way."

"Then what the hell do you suggest?"

"Since when do you swear so much?"

"Since I damn well feel like it. And especially when I'm pissed. This has to end and end now. That girl has been through enough. So has Julie. Which reminds me, what happened to your other two daughters? Got daddy's life insurance money and fell off the edge of the planet?"

"Pretty much. They hated me long before he was killed. They couldn't distance themselves fast enough after they'd convicted me of his murder. Mother of the Year is not a title I would have ever earned."

"Oh, Betty. Julie turned out good."

"Did she? I couldn't protect her when she needed me."

"But you did make things right."

"Yeah, but it still didn't change things for her. She hasn't had much of a life. I should have taken her away from here. Maybe she wouldn't have felt the need to hide so much. Her sisters never came around to see her either, right?"

"If they have, I've heard nothing about them."

"Neither have I. In fact, last I heard, Gwen was in Europe traveling. I don't know about Sally. They haven't been back, and I don't think they ever will be." Betty slumped down in a chair. "I can't change any of that."

Cynthia squeezed her friend's shoulder. "I have some wine."

"I'd love some. Not that we have much to celebrate yet."

"Your parole officer was good enough to let you come here for a few days."

"Yeah, because of Julie's injury. I truly tried to get to the bottom of things, discreetly. But someone went after my baby. I know it's because of me. That means a change in tactics. Someone is still prepared to injure, if not kill, to keep old history silent. I knew it was a good thing I've been in hiding but maybe too long. I think someone really did this to bring me out of hiding.”

The silence stretched between the two. Cynthia wracked her brain for something to say but knew her friend was right. This was about her and it was about to get a lot nastier.

“We'll figure it out.” Cynthia squeezed her friend's hand. “Kyara looks good.”

“She's gorgeous. She reminds me of my grandmother.”

“She reminds me of you.”

Betty shook her head. “She's smart. Avoiding her is getting tough.”

"She is smart. I really think you should talk to her."

"She's too mad. And I don't want her in the middle of this."

"She already is." Cynthia handed a glass to Betty and then raised hers in a toast. "To making things right."

They clinked glasses and drank.

"By the way, I like the new look. I don't recall you ever having your hair short, your nails done, wearing such nice clothes. Oh, and I like the new hair color."
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