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Dodging bullets and staying ahead of those who want her dead is making it difficult to discover not only the secrets of her mother’s past but that of a family claiming she is theirs.

Everyone seems to have a story... but who’s telling the truth? And who wants her dead? Is Guy part of the solution? Or part of the problem? To discover the facts, she’ll have to untangle a web of deceit, lies, and secrets, dating back over thirty years.
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From the Toronto Star, Saturday, February 14, 1983


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



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

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

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

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

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

“What’s her name?”

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

“Ooohhh. Sweet.”

“How about you? Do you have kids?”

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He cocked his head.

“Give me your blanket and pillow.”

He continued to stare blankly at her.

“Give me one of your books!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The baby screamed and Mary vainly tried to comfort her.

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

Born January 5, 1952

Deceased April 21, 2012

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Everything has been taken care of.”

“Where did this photo come from?”

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

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

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

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

“Are you all right?”

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

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

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

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

“I’m not leaving without answers.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

Mom



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

“Oh?”

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

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

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

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

“How do you know it’s her?”

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

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

“Are you sure it’s her?”

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

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

“Just a moment.”

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

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

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

“He’s no blood relative of mine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thanks, but I don’t—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Guy smiled. “Kiss mine.”

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

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

“How’s it going? Any luck?”

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

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

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

“What happened?”

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

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

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

“You think it’ll be over that fast?”

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

“So what’s in Calgary?”

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

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

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

“Good choice, ol’ boy. Ta for now.”

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

Glancing out his window, he noted that Bailey was finally on the move. He started his SUV and pulled into traffic four cars behind her. His gut clenched, twisting his insides. This case might not to have the quick finish he wanted.
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“Mr. Lund? Miss Bailey Saunders is here to see you.”

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

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

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

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

“Isabel.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Bails.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s in her Will?”

“Customarily we discuss that after the funeral.”

Bailey glowered at him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“All right. Fifty thousand up front.”

“That’s pretty steep.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What if someone else finds it?

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

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

He had started it and now must end it.

All because of a damned picture.
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​​​​Chapter Five
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“Oh Heavenly Father please accept Donna into your arms. Take care of her for those on earth who loved her...”

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

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

But not yet.

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

But she’d known.

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

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

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

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

It’s all fixable.

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

This... this isn’t fixable.

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

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

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

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

But maybe it had been something else.

Was it part of your illness, Mom?

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

“She was taken from us...”

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

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

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

“Excuse me, Miss Saunders?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bailey smiled wanly at them.

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

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