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Chapter 1

Sabrina had always heard you can never go back. She certainly never intended to return to the scene of her torturous childhood. The map for her life didn’t include a road to Prichard Stud where her archenemies—the steps—lived. In spite of her best intentions, here she was, headed down the highway that would take her back to the last place on earth she ever meant to go.

Although Sabrina concentrated on her driving, she remained fully aware of the Kentucky countryside flying past her window. Sunlight bounced off white plank fences surrounding picturesque bluegrass pastures where beautiful horses grazed and colts and fillies frolicked close to their mothers. She pulled into a long drive lined with great, ancient oaks. A stately mansion waited patiently at the end of the road.

The end of the road.

Now, that seemed like a good phrase to describe her opinion of that destination. Unconscious of her action, she slowed the rented Ford. She’d spent five years here from the year she turned ten to the age of fifteen when her mother died. Those five years contained a multitude of mixed blessings.

She came to the house a lonely, dark-haired, dark-eyed, little girl who’d lost her father to the ravages of cancer. Shortly after Henry Perry died, she discovered her mother, Susan, had already fallen in love with her boss, Jack Prichard. Barely two weeks after Henry’s funeral, Sue presented her grief-stricken daughter with a stepfather.

Sabrina wanted to resent the man who stepped into her daddy’s shoes, but disliking Mom’s new husband proved impossible. He treated her too well. He stood tall; at least, he had seemed like a tower back in those days. Later, she realized he barely measured five foot eleven, a scant two and a half inches taller than her present height. He had appeared robust and everything about him seemed big: hands, feet, and personality. Dark brown hair liberally peppered with white crowned his head. Twinkling gray eyes revealed his cheerful character. Even to the young Sabrina, he looked handsome.

She’d been enchanted when she discovered her new stepfather owned a horse farm in addition to a factory where he built racing sulkies. When she asked if “sulky” meant someone made them mad, the big man laughed and explained they were light-weight, two-wheeled, one-horse vehicles. The tiny carriages had been dubbed sulkies because the driver rode alone.

But the real reason Sabrina loved him so much, so fast, was because he had seemed completely in tune with her. He had a knack for knowing when she needed comfort and when she preferred he stay away, a trait no one else shared. By the time the adults wed, Sabrina had fallen utterly in love with Daddy Jack Prichard.

On the day of the wedding, Daddy Jack brought mother and daughter to the same house Sabrina headed toward now. She remembered that ride down this lane as if it happened yesterday. Her feelings fifteen years ago had been much like today’s, a mixture of emotions: grief, sadness, fear of the unknown, happiness, and anticipation of meeting the new brothers and sister she’d been promised. The happiness and anticipation were missing this time, replaced by dread.

Sabrina circled the flower-edged fountain directly in front of the white columned mansion and brought the Ford Escort to a halt. Her first time here, she sat in awe, staring up at the four storied house until her mother helped her from the car. Now, she turned off the engine and stepped from the car. She paid no further attention to the gleaming white manor or acres of graceful lawn and primitive oaks that created an impression of Renaissance grace and elegance.

As Sabrina climbed the stairs, mingled scents of magnolias, dogwoods, flowering shrubs and rose bushes swamped her senses. She stood on the porch that extended across the entire front of the dwelling and around one side. She knew the portico led to an old-fashioned patio containing a glass-topped table shaded by a white umbrella and surrounded by an effusion of flowers.

Wary of her reception, she approached the main entrance. There Amos Faraday, the butler, held open one of the ten-foot tall, three-inch thick double doors. She might have believed he offered a courtesy, but since her first day at Prichard Stud, he had treated her with ill-concealed tolerance so she knew he did nothing but his job. He waved her through the door and walked out. Confident he meant to retrieve her luggage and garage the Ford, she stepped inside.

Walking into the fabulous entry had given the little Sabrina an overwhelming feeling of shyness and awkwardness. Beautiful gray slate from a quarry at the back of the farm tiled the floor. Walls were covered with eggshell-colored linen striped with gray. The elegant wall treatment met with rich walnut wainscoting four feet above the floor. Constructed of the same wood, a grand staircase curved gently upward and out of sight. Her middleclass background hadn’t prepared her for anything so splendid. Sabrina had felt as out of place as a peasant in a palace.

Hard-earned confidence guaranteed there would be no awkwardness now. Not on her part anyway. She couldn’t speak for the steps. If she had her way, they would swim in discomfort.

There they stood, the same as before, the sister and two brothers Daddy Jack promised. She remembered how eager she’d been to meet them, to have someone with which to share her childhood, someone to lend comfort in her despair. She’d needed love and acceptance more than she needed physical nourishment. They left her starving.

Sabrina stopped just inside the door to observe the three people who had waited for her arrival. Angela stood closest. The tiny woman hadn’t changed much in the last ten years. Angela probably measured no more than five foot one, and she had such a delicate bone structure she looked like a fragile china doll.

Beside her, Sabrina felt like an ox.

Angela had cute bow-tie lips painted a lovely shade of coral. Her eyes were the most perfect sky-blue color Sabrina had ever seen. Angela had enhanced them with a film of blue applied so expertly the eye shadow seemed natural, unnoticeable. A halo of curly blonde hair covered her head. She looked so perfectly groomed that Sabrina felt positively bohemian.

Looking at Angela made her more aware than usual of her own ordinary appearance. At twenty-five, Sabrina stood five feet eight and a half inches in her stockings. She had a mop of long, dark brown hair that she almost always wore pulled straight back and clamped to her head with a clip. A smooth, clear olive complexion framed dark brown eyes and full lips. Her slim hips and small breasts drew plenty of male attention wherever she went.

She earned her living as a nature and wildlife photographer which kept long legs strong and shapely. Toting heavy equipment and hiking long distances to locate the perfect subjects for prize winning photos kept her body lean and muscled. But the attributes lauded by others completely escaped Sabrina’s notice. To her eyes, her appearance seemed commonplace.

Sabrina shifted her gaze to the next Prichard. Steve, the youngest of the three, had taken a belligerent stand behind and to the side of Angela. Sabrina noted the changes in this young man. He had transformed much more than his sister. His eyes were blue too, but unlike Angela’s, they were more of a stormy-day blue. He still had blond hair, but his curls had darkened several shades and now looked light brown. His mouth still turned down in a pout that had been understandable, even acceptable, in a boy of ten, but looked plain ugly on a man of twenty-five.

There, any resemblance to Steve’s former self ended. He stood about five foot ten now and every inch consisted of rock-solid muscle. He’d crossed his beefy arms in front of his broad chest as if daring her to start anything. She couldn’t help her reaction. She smiled.

“Find us amusing?”

The question came from the third and oldest member of the trio. From what she knew of their mothers, Cordoba Prichard proved as different from his half-siblings as his fiery Latin mother had been from their sweet, docile one. Sabrina guessed he stood six-one, maybe six-two. Although he looked slim, his shoulders were as broad as those of the stockier, shorter Steve, but where the younger brother looked muscle-bound, Cord had the appearance of sleek elegance and gracefulness—steel covered with satin.

His skin looked dark and smooth, like polished walnut. He wore his full bodied, coal black hair combed back from a side part, but those same two locks that had always fallen forward over thick, black brows still showed a wildness that couldn’t be tamed. His eyes had constantly fascinated the young Sabrina. They were so dark blue as to look nearly black when he became angry, like now.

Sabrina straightened her spine. “I’m always entertained by people who take themselves so seriously.” She delivered her answer with scorn, but before she had a chance to elaborate, which she fully intended to do, a fourth person joined her welcoming committee.

“Hello, Sabrina.” A man came toward her with both hands outstretched. He stood almost as tall as Cord with lean strength, snow white hair, and a matching mustache. Wire-rimmed glasses perched on a noble nose. Light brown eyes twinkled with warmth.

At last, a friend.

“Hello, Mr. Finch,” she responded as he clasped her hand between his two.

“Please, call me Grady. Remember? We agreed.”

“Sorry. Grady.”

He smiled. His eyes conveyed the welcome no one else had extended before he turned to the others. “Come now, where’s the enthusiasm for the homecoming of your sister.” Grady delivered the modest slap on the wrist as he placed his arm around Sabrina’s shoulders. “This young woman is here at your request and, I might add, a lot of pressure from me. So let’s see a little gratitude.”

“I think, Grady, you’ve wasted your breath.” Sabrina recognized their united front of old. “You’ll remember I told you I’m not wanted here. The only reason they didn’t lock the door tight is because they need me.”

“Surely you jest. After all, you are their kin!”

Grady’s statement did not go unchallenged.

“She’s our stepsister,” Cord asserted. “There’s no blood relation.”

Sabrina met the eyes of her stepbrother across the entry. His navy blue ones were as cold as a glacier. Her dark brown ones were filled with fire and brimstone. “That’s right.” Sabrina voiced the agreement with calm. “And I thank God every day for that blessing.” She turned her back to her step-siblings and spoke only to Grady. “I’ll stay the required time, but I’ll tell you right now, I won’t put up with these morons. You’d better make it clear. They stay out of my way, or I leave.”

“Sounds like you haven’t changed a bit.” Cord spoke to her back. “Still running away at the first obstacle you come up against.”

Sabrina whirled to face him. “In this house, I never had only one obstacle. There were always at least three. Now, if you’ll excuse me…or not, I’ve been traveling for two days straight and I’m much too tired for your verbal lashings.” She turned to Grady. “If you’ll show me where these high society horses’ asses have decided I won’t contaminate anything, I’ll bed down for a day or two.”

An acid dart shot from Angela’s sweet looking mouth. “I’m sure we can find an open stall for you in the stable.”

Sabrina recovered from the barb instantly and hooked her hand into the crook of Grady’s arm. “Suits me fine. Safer than sleeping in a den of vipers.” She enjoyed Angela’s startled gasp as she led Grady from the room.

He ushered Sabrina across the entryway and up the sweeping staircase. They remained silent until they moved out of earshot of the Prichard’s they’d left below.

“I’m sorry,” Grady said in a low voice. “I didn’t know the atmosphere here would prove so difficult for you. I know.” He raised an arresting hand. “You told me, but I thought, even if they had once treated you badly, they would welcome you home now.”

“You mean because they need me? Forget it. They’ve hated me since I walked in that door at ten years old. I don’t think any amount of time is going to change their opinion.” Sabrina put on the bravest face she had in her repertoire for the older man. “Don’t worry. I can handle their nasty attitude for three months. Then I’ll never have to see them again.”

She hoped she could handle this grim situation. Not for anything would she admit how much facing their animosity hurt. She was an adult now. Putting up with their meanness should be easier. But their condescension felt as painful now as it had at ten. She trusted she had managed their rude behavior better today than she did then. They were like a pack of ravenous wolves. At the first sign of weakness, they would tear her apart. She didn’t intend for them to spot any of her frailties.

Grady showed her to her old room. The literally unchanged condition of the large, airy space filled her with surprise. Evidently fumigating to rid the room of her aura hadn’t damaged the pink rosebud wallpaper. Or the matching bedspread. Or the items she left on the dresser and night stand. Sabrina walked over to the vanity Daddy Jack had given her on her fifteenth birthday. Her belongings remained the same. There sat the jewelry case he gave her with the music box and dancing ballerina. Beside the case sat her bottle of cheap teenaged-girl perfume and the pencil holder she made for her mother in second grade art class. As far as she could tell, the comb and brush set she took when she left were the only items missing.

Tears welled in her eyes. Daddy Jack had loved her. And she’d loved him right back. How she would miss him. Twice a year, like clockwork, he came to see her wherever she lived at the time. On each visit, he issued the same plea. Come home. Sabrina couldn’t make him understand this place wasn’t home for her.

But he was.

Daddy Jack represented the only home she’d known in the last ten years. His cards and letters filled in the blanks between visits. His gifts were mementos she used to keep his presence alive when he returned to his real children.

Sabrina blinked away moisture. She had to keep her guard up at all times. Mustn’t let the pit vipers see any emotion. They’d go for the jugular for sure.

Putting her brave face back on, she turned to Grady. “You’re certain they intended for me to have this room?”

He nodded his assurance. “Oh yes, I’m positive. See? Faraday put your bags in here.” He gave her a big smile. “Are you pleased?” She nodded in return. Encouraged by her agreement, Grady expounded. “Cord set up a dark room in the basement as per your request, and he assures me the cabinets are stocked with all the equipment and chemicals you need to develop and print.” Grady reached into his inside jacket pocket, withdrew his wallet, and extracted a business card. “Here,” he said, handing the information to her. “If you need anything, call me. My cell phone and home numbers are on the back. Call anytime. Now try to rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He patted her arm and left the room.

* * * *

Alone at last. She could relax without fearing someone would find fault with her. Just like the old days.

In spite of the similarities in the situation, she really had changed a lot. Sabrina had become self-sufficient and made a good living with her photography. She didn’t scare easily now either. She lived an independent life and answered to no one. She intended to guard her freedom. As long as she didn’t need anybody, love anybody, she would remain invulnerable to hurt.

A slight movement in her peripheral vision drew her attention, but when she looked toward the floor, she didn’t see anything. She shrugged away the incident, lifted her bags, and placed them on the bed. She didn’t want anyone else touching her stuff. Therefore, she would unpack for herself.

With her particular method, Sabrina sorted articles into piles. After two trips to the closet to hang her clothing, she once more stood beside the bed when she heard the noise. It sounded like a baby rattle gone wild.

She froze.

She prayed.

A pair of bikini panties lay on top of a small stack of underwear waiting for placement in the dresser. With economy of movement, she slowly picked them up and dropped them an arm’s length from her side. Immediately she jumped backward and watched as a huge rattlesnake sank venomous fangs into the sleek fabric.

Frantically, she searched for something she could use to immobilize the angry critter. The reptile wouldn’t hang around, would be gone already if it hadn’t tangled its ugly head in her silk panties. Sabrina grabbed one of the open draws from the dresser beside her. Quickly she slammed her make-shift weapon down on the neck of her would-be attacker. She put her weight on the drawer and watched closely to see if she’d succeeded in trapping the thing. As it twisted and curled and squirmed, she concluded she had it out of action for the moment.

Now what? In an instant, Sabrina discerned she had the head trapped beneath the drawer. Reaching down, she wrapped a trembling hand firmly around the part of the body closest to the wooden container, relieved the tiniest bit of the pressure, and slowly pulled.

Sweat popped out all over her body. Sabrina refused to give in to the fear that clawed her insides. She continued pulling the writhing body a millimeter at a time until at last she hit a bump and hoped the bulge was the snake’s head. She wiped a damp palm on a pant leg and, grasping the neck with all the strength she possessed, lifted the drawer.

Prayers she hadn’t even known she said were answered. She had hold of the snake’s neck right where it attached to the hideous, hazardous head.

Ignoring the panic churning in her stomach, Sabrina used her free hand to open a case of supplies where she kept some rubber bands. She extracted a strong one and lowered the snake to the floor, putting her knee on its body to reduce the wiggling. Using both hands, she slowly worked one forward until she could hold that dangerous mouth closed, and then she snapped the rubber band around it. Just for good measure she added another one. With a hand that had now started to shake badly, she grabbed a cotton tote from the miscellaneous pile on the bed and dropped the snake into it, knotting the top with the handles.

Sabrina sank to the floor, every one of her limbs so weak and trembly she could hardly move. Several minutes later, the adrenalin of anger kicked in. This was no accident. Someone meant to scare her, or worse. Could her life be in danger here? She knew the steps hated her, but couldn’t believe any of them were capable of murder.

Murder!

Rage lent strength to those muscles that had, moments before, been unable to respond to her brain’s commands. She jumped to her feet, grabbed the bag containing the snake, and marched down the stairs.

She didn’t have far to look for the gathering of the family from hell. She burst into the library to find all of them assembled there. In an instant, she digested the scene before her. Grady had remained with the family, sitting on one end of the couch, Angela on the other. Steve had parked in an overstuffed chair situated perpendicular to the sofa. Cord stood by the fireplace, his arm resting on the mantle. His overweight basset hound, Butch, sprawled at his feet.

All eyes turned in her direction.

Not allowing time for anyone to speak, Sabrina strode to the table in front of the couch and dropped the bag on top. “I don’t like your welcome home gift, so I’m returning it,” she told them as she bent to untie the wiggling bag. Everyone leaned forward to see what she hoped to accomplish. She up-ended the tote and the snake tumbled out.


Chapter 2

Angela let out a blood-curdling scream as they all jumped back. How could such a little girl make so much noise? Sabrina assumed she didn’t personally put the rattler in her room.

“What the…” Steve shouted as the frightened, angry snake slithered off the table, and coiled itself into striking position. Angela had climbed up on the couch, still screaming. They had all backed several feet away, except Cord, who showed more curiosity than fear, and Butch, who merely lifted his head, too lazy to move further.

After only a moment of scrutiny, Cord walked over, slammed his foot onto the snake, reached down and picked it up by the neck. He held it out for the others to see the cleverly disarmed mouth.

“Doesn’t look like you were in too much danger from this one,” he stated coldly.

“Oh, well, the poisonous fangs weren’t nicely bound like that when my new roommate first appeared,” Sabrina replied just as frigidly. “And I know that’s not the most dangerous snake in this house. You want me gone? Okay. I’m outta here.”

“You set this up yourself as an excuse to leave, didn’t you?” Cord accused her retreating back.

She spun around and eyed him with all the distaste at her considerable disposal. “I don’t need an excuse.” As lethal as the snake still dangling from Cord’s fist, venom spewed from her mouth. “I’m only here because Grady convinced me the three of you needed me. I can see he made a mistake.” Her gaze shifted to the lawyer. “Sorry, Grady. I’ll be gone before lunch. At least, I will if I don’t find any more surprises.”

Sabrina stormed out of the room while Cord stuffed the snake back into the tote and handed the squirmy bag to Steve.

He caught up with her at the top of the stairs. “Wait!”

She ignored him and continued on to her room. He followed her inside, taking in everything at a glance—the dresser drawer and panties on the floor, the rubber bands scattered over the bed. Those observations, coupled with her chalky complexion, made him question his knee-jerk reaction. “Will you slow down for a minute? We have to talk.”

Sabrina rounded on him. “You don’t talk. You order, you lash out, you demand, but you don’t ‘talk.’”

Her accusations brought him up short. “Is that what you think of me?” His question held true surprise.

“Nah, that’s just the good stuff.” Quip delivered, Sabrina walked to the closet to retrieve the clothes she had minutes before hung there.

“Please,” he said.

Sabrina stopped and stared. In all the time she’d known him, she didn’t remember Cord ever saying please to her. Now he said the word with no apparent trouble. She felt hers resolve weaken. Get a grip. He needs something, that’s all.

“You’ve got five minutes.” She checked her wrist watch. “Starting now.”

“I admit I have a hard time imagining anyone deliberately putting that rattler in your room.” He took another look around. “This space hasn’t been used since you left. I guess it’s possible the thing crawled in without anyone being the wiser. I could just as easily think you brought it with you as I could believe someone put a snake in here on purpose.”

Sabrina snorted. “You’re losing ground.” She moved to the bed and started stuffing clothes into the open suitcase.

“What could we gain? If you leave, the farm will be in a mess. I can’t sign checks without your signature. I can’t buy feed, or pay entry fees, or hire jockeys. The factories will make enough money to support us, but the stables will suffer a terrible set-back. I have a seventy million dollar stud that needs daily maintenance. I can’t think Dad had this in mind when he left the two of us co-owners of the family farm.”

She thought for a moment before she answered. “Which only means that if I should die, you will have complete control, right?”

“That’s ridiculous. I’m not a murderer! I can live without the money, or the farm, but I can’t live with blood on my hands.” Cord’s sputter halted as she jammed another article of clothing into her suitcase. “Stop doing that,” he yelled. “Look, you haven’t even seen the darkroom. It’s state of the art. Why would I go to all that trouble if I intended to kill you off? Come. Look at your new playroom and see what I mean.” Cord motioned her toward the door. “I promise I won’t stab you in the back on the way down.” He paused, pasted a look of total sincerity on his rugged features, then delivered the clincher. “Please?”

Now why did that one word destroy her defenses faster than any other? Sabrina let the last article of clothing drop from her hand and took a deep breath. “All right,” she muttered, “but just so you know, I’m not turning my back on you. You go first.”

Cord smiled for the first time since she arrived and it took all the air she had just inhaled clean out of her lungs. That was something else she’d forgotten. The man could make her feel all trembly and goose-bumpy without even trying. Get over it, she told herself.

They didn’t say another word as they descended the stairs. Three floors lower, Cord stopped, opened a newly installed door, and flicked on a light. He entered the room and held the door open, so she stepped inside.

Sabrina gasped. The room had obviously been recently renovated. New cabinets hung on one wall over countertops with stainless steel sinks. Stainless steel film developing tanks had been purchased for the chemical solutions she would use for processing. She knew they were much more expensive than the plastic ones she generally used.

She opened the cabinet doors and drawers and found them full of the supplies she had yearned for but could never afford. In one drawer lay a thermometer, a must for checking chemical temperatures during processing. A darkroom timer and a glass graduate used for mixing and measuring chemicals had been stored in one cabinet right above film developer, stop bath, and fixer—the three main ingredients used for processing. Sabrina noted fine grain developer, both negative and positive film, and the best photo paper money could buy. There were special brown plastic bottles for storing mixed chemicals used to keep out the light that could so easily deteriorate them. Even the film clips and lines for drying hung in place.

The darkroom seemed perfect, showed attention to details she would have sworn not one of the steps knew anything about. Sabrina never dreamed of results like this when she made her request.

She turned to look at Cord. Apparently, he waited for her reaction. Careful, girl. Don’t let him see inside your brain. Sabrina controlled the slight smile that wanted to burst into a full-fledged grin. “Nice,” she condemned with faint praise.

Cord looked away. “Can you honestly think we’d go to so much trouble and expense if we were going to kill you off the minute you arrived?”

Seen from that point of view, her theory didn’t make a lot of sense. But someone sure put that snake in her room. And the operation must have been carefully planned. You didn’t find a big fella like him too easily.

This room brought to mind another question. “Why did you go to all this expense for such a short stay? I’ll only be here three months.” Sabrina could have sworn his skin darkened. A trick of the light no doubt.

“You asked for it. In fact, you demanded the terms in exchange for your agreement to come.”

“I have another demand.” Sabrina spoke slowly, looking everywhere but at Cord. “I want all the keys to this room. When I’m developing, I concentrate completely on my work. No time to watch my back.” Her words were deliberately rude. Sabrina needed to reestablish some distance between them. She could see the plan worked. Anger replaced the strange expression that on another person might have looked like vulnerability. On Cord? Fat chance!

Cord dug into his pocket and produced the key he’d used moments earlier to unlock the door. “That’s the only one.”

His statement showed not a trace of the defenselessness Sabrina had imagined. Wishful thinking on her part? Probably. Might as well give in gracefully, she thought. “Thanks.” She uttered the one word, plucked the key from his hand and pocketed it with a flourish.

“You’ll stay then?”

“I’m not promising to remain here no matter what, but I will try to last the three months required by Daddy Jack’s will. It’s really up to the three of you whether I stay. You might say you’re all on probation.” Sabrina watched as his dark skin turned red. No doubt about it this time. She had scored a direct hit.

“The situation’s hardly the same,” Cord mumbled so low she could barely hear. “If you’re going to quote me, at least get it right.”

“I believe those were your exact words.”

“All right, but you’d just let a valuable stallion out of the pasture, and I wanted to impress on your young mind that was unacceptable behavior. You knew I had no control over whether you stayed or left.”

“My staying or going is up to you now,” she told him calmly. “And this time, your shortage of welcome will matter.”

Sabrina left Cord with a confused, angry expression clouding his face and strolled back to the death-trap of a room she’d been assigned. Once behind the locked door, she checked under the bed, behind the drapes, in the closet, all the drawers, and in the bathroom. When she didn’t find any more surprises, she bathed, fell into bed, and slept dreamlessly for twenty-four hours straight.

* * * *

She woke refreshed—and ravenous.

As a child, Sabrina had never been welcome in the kitchen, but she wasn’t about to let old habits keep her out now. She knew she could go into town and buy a burger if she wanted, but she had no intention of using up her savings to make this temporary stopover comfortable for anyone in the household, including the cook.

Sabrina dressed in simple jeans and tee before making her way down the stairs and back to the kitchen without running into any of the steps. If luck held, Mrs. Lane would be out shopping.

No such thing.

The old witch stood across the room with her back to the doorway. Today, Sabrina and the fifty-four-years-old cook were close to the same height, but there was a lot more of Mrs. Lane now than Sabrina remembered. And most of the extra weight had settled around her middle. She had always pulled her salt and pepper hair back in a bun so tight her muddy-brown eyes took on a slight oriental appearance. Sabrina took a deep, silent breath and walked in like she owned the place, which she did. At least, she owned half the stud. Or she would when three months passed.

Mrs. Lane turned and almost dropped the plate she held. “Land sakes, girl, you ’bout scared me to death! What you doing, sneaking in here like that?”

“I came for something to eat.” Sabrina refused to show one tiny scrap of the fear that had involuntarily risen inside her at Mrs. Lane’s harsh words. At the scowl on the older woman’s face, the fear quickly turned to righteous indignation. Ignoring her, Sabrina walked to the large refrigerator and opened the door.

“It’s too close to mealtime for you to be snack’n. You wait till I call the family to lunch.”

Mrs. Lane’s fat mouth obviously spewed an order. Sabrina straightened and turned, looking the older woman over as if she were a three day old fish at a boat dock. She stared until the belligerent old biddy started to squirm and then delivered the words she’d always wanted to say.

“Go take a long walk off a short pier.” Sabrina spat the cliché with the flippant attitude of a twelve-year-old. She watched long enough to see Mrs. Lane’s chin hit the floor, then turned back to the fridge. In her distant past, a confrontation with Mrs. Lane would have destroyed her desire for food for at least a day. Now she refused to let the old bat spoil her appetite. She found ham and cheese, dill pickles, mayonnaise, sour dough bread, tomato slices, and carried everything to the counter top where she assembled her favorite sandwich. During every second of the process, she felt the old biddy’s malevolent presence at her back.
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