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      “I just can’t believe it.” Pamela smiled across the table at her husband, reaching for him affectionately.

      “You can’t?” Lewis Dewitt grinned, entwining his fingers with hers. “Twenty years and you still take my breath away.” Rubbing the back of her hand with a restless thumb, his thoughts grew distant, filled with the memory of the day they met. His voice softened. “Did you ever think we would make it this far?”

      “Not a chance.” She gave him a quick squeeze before withdrawing her digits, and the waiter placed their steaming plates before them. “Wow, this looks delicious.” Using her fork, she inspected the vegetables and began cutting her steak with the oversized knife.

      “You didn’t think we were made for each other?” he quibbled, adjusting his napkin and preparing to devour his own.

      “Of course not.” She flicked her soft blue eyes at him. “But you were so persistent. At least we had the sense to finish college before we married and then waited three more years before Bailey was born.”

      “Right.” He nodded between bites. “Our baby girl is growing up, Pam. She’ll be a senior next year, and then she’s off to college. We should do everything we can to spend time with her before she goes.”

      His wife laughed gently at the suggestion. “She doesn’t really have time for us anymore, honey. You know, with all those Advanced Placement Courses and cheerleading. God forbid she gets a boyfriend.” She inhaled a long breath through her nose, exhaling it through a relaxed jaw. “I try not to think about it, and I take what time I can get.”

      “Yes,” he agreed quickly, sorry he had put a damper on the mood with his observation. “Don’t worry. She’ll still have time for us. And maybe she’ll follow our lead and wait until she’s old enough to appreciate certain things before she starts getting involved in any relationships. You know, she has a good head on her shoulders. Takes after you.”

      His wife grinned at the compliment. “She takes after both of us. It’s those boys that are going to be trouble. I swear, if I had known what a handful they would be, I might have passed on the fertility doctor!”

      “Oh, stop it,” Lewis chided. “You love those boys, hot mess and all. Besides, they’re half grown as well, and then it’ll be the two of us. About the time that Bailey starts to give us some grandkids to dote over, I should think.”

      Pamela blinked at him for a moment. “You just gave me the craziest swarm of butterflies! I don’t even want to think about grand babies yet, much less about the boys growing up.” It had been a long road with Jase and Jess, and although they were nine years old, it was hard not to think of them as small and delicate, the way they had started out in life.

      The skin around Lewis’ brown orbs crinkled with his smile. “It’s ok, babe. We’ve got twenty years in tonight, and what…another forty to go?”

      “You bet we do.” She raised her glass of wine as a toast. “To the man I wasn’t supposed to marry and thank God every day that I did. May we do this again in another twenty years!” Her mate raised his own crystal, allowing them to touch with a soft tinkle before he swallowed the delicious libation and returned it to the fine linen cloth that covered the table.
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      Bailey lay staring at the ceiling, listening intently. A moment later, she heard the loud banging again, followed by the ring of the doorbell in a string of peals. What the hell? Rolling over enough to see her clock, she noted the time—one thirty-six. Watching it, the last number flicked to a seven while the ruckus continued, and she decided maybe her parents couldn’t hear the racket.

      “Hard to believe that,” she grumbled to herself. Sliding out of the bed, she pulled on her favorite fluffy housecoat and fumbled her way into the hall. Making her way down the stairs, she stretched and yawned, wrapping the gown more tightly before she opened the wide wooden covering. “Do you have any idea what time it is?” she shrieked before catching her breath at the sight of the men before her.

      “As a matter of fact, we do,” the officer spoke through pursed lips. “Is this the Dewitt residence?”

      “Yes, it is.” Bailey could feel her heart in her throat. “My parents must not have heard you. Give me a minute, and I’ll get them.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” the other uniformed visitor, Olsen by his name tag, offered quickly. “May we come in?”

      A sick feeling of mild panic crept up her spine as she pushed at her long auburn hair. “Sure, this way.” She indicated the sitting room to her left. Her mind turning, she debated whether or not the two men were actually cops or if she had let a pair of murderers into her home.

      Removing his hat, Officer Olsen ran his fingers through his dark curls. “When was the last time you saw your parents, Miss Dewitt?”

      “Last night,” she replied coolly, curling her toes nervously inside her soft slippers. “It was their anniversary, and I watched the boys so they could go out.” Surely they don’t suspect my parents of anything! She mentally struggled to get a grip on her scattered thoughts. And I’m sure they don’t interrogate people in the middle of the night in their bath robe, either.

      Lifting a finger to graze the edge of a silver photo frame, he nodded. “I’m sorry ma’am, but we’re here to inform you of an accident. A few minutes before midnight, a semi took out a black BMW over on Clayton Hill. Crossed the line in a curve and both the truck and the car tumbled to the bottom of the canyon. I truly am sorry.”

      The girl stared at him with wide green eyes, her face like fine porcelain, frozen for an instant before it cracked. “That can’t be,” she stammered. “My parents are here. The boys and I went to bed hours ago, and my parents came home. I’ll show you!” she called over her shoulder, making a dash for the staircase.

      Reaching the second-floor landing, “Mom!” her voice cried loudly, and her hands shook as she flung open the master suite’s door. “Dad!” Inside the room, she stopped short, her robe hanging open and allowing the cool air to wash over her body. Before her, the bed lay empty and hadn’t been touched.

      Shaking her head, hot tears began to streak down her face. “NO, NO, this isn’t right!” Hearing the floor creak, she spun around to face the two men, who had followed closely behind her.

      Raising a hand to grasp her shoulder, Olsen gave her a squeeze. “We need to call someone, a relative or friend of the family, who can come over.”

      Her fingers trembling, she covered her face. “Yes,” she sobbed her agreement. “I’ll call my grandmother. She’ll know what to do.”

      Her hand trailing the banister on the way down, Bailey made her way to her parents’ home office, to the right of the entrance. Inside her mother’s desk, she would find the small brown address book that contained all the important information for both clients and family, her mother’s backup in case anything ever happened to her cellphone.

      Standing in the foyer, the two men allowed the girl to make the call, her voice quavering while she asked the woman to come over quickly. At being questioned, the girl gave a simple and non-committal reply, “There’s been an accident, Nanna. We need you here as quickly as you can come.”

      Unable to bring herself to say more, Bailey pushed the button to end the call. She returned the house phone to the little pedestal and blinked at the glowing light that indicated it had been seated correctly.

      Hovering by the front entrance, Olsen watched the girl adjust her robe and reach for tissues. She kept her back to him, her shoulders rounded and hunched. After a moment, he called out softly, “We should move to the other room. We can sit in the living area so we can hear the door and wait.”

      Moving to comply, Bailey made her way across the hall, her slippers sliding smoothly on the polished hardwood. Perched on the front edge of the sofa, she sat up straight, her eyes darting around at the formal furnishings. Her heart pounded anxiously against her ribs, and her palms tingled. She felt odd and recalled, I’ve never sat on this couch before.

      The girl rocked slightly, back and forth, considering her mother’s rules and procedures. The children were not permitted in the front living room—or pretty much anywhere in the house for that matter. A playroom had been constructed on the back side, off of the kitchen, when the boys were born. That was theirs, that and their bedrooms. Everything else is off limits.

      Staring at the large clock above the fireplace, she watched the minutes tick by. Her tears had stopped, and aside from the occasional sniffle, it was impossible to tell she had ever been upset. Squeezing the tissue in her palm, she waited, unsure how she would break the news to her mother’s mother. Fortunately, she wouldn’t have to.

      When the bell sounded, Officer Olsen moved to allow the elderly woman inside and explained the situation to her. Bailey could hear the commotion as her grandmother bellowed, an odd sound really, as they were not a family accustomed to such displays of emotion.

      Standing, Bailey held out her arms, relieved that someone else was there—someone besides the two stiff policemen, who could do nothing but bear bad news. Nanna will fix this, she reassured herself as she clung to the frail body. She’ll know what to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It isn’t fair, Bailey thought to herself while sitting in the bay window of the breakfast nook the day after her parents’ funeral. Blinking back tears, she reached up to trace a drop of moisture while it ran down the pane. It had been raining almost non-stop since the morning the police had brought their dark tidings. Exhaling a deep sigh, she pulled her knees up to lean on.

      “Why can’t we stay here?” she demanded bitterly, no longer afraid of upsetting her grandmother. “If you don’t want to let us live with you and Gramps?”

      “Because you’re only sixteen years old,” her grandmother countered firmly.

      The girl didn’t take her eyes off of the glass and the garden beyond. It’ll be blooming in a few weeks, she pouted slightly. “This is our home, Nanna. And I’ll be seventeen in two months.” She could hear the disgruntled noise behind her and tried a different track. “Either way, you should let us go and live with you if we can’t live here anymore,” she implored. “Please.”

      “In the retirement community?” her grandmother quipped. “Our little apartment only has two bedrooms, and you know this. Besides, we’ve done our part, raising your mother and her brother. It’s our time to rest and enjoy our old age.”

      Old age, Bailey scoffed, then dropped her legs and twisted on the seat, watching the grey hair move about in their kitchen. Her eyes narrowed at the way her uncle was referred to as your mother’s brother regularly. “You don’t even like Uncle Peter. No one does. Why would you make us go and live with him?”

      “Because your father didn’t have any relatives even remotely able to take you. Peter is young, he has a good job, and he can support you.”

      “And his wife died, and he doesn’t have any kids of his own,” Bailey insisted. “Don’t you think he’s going to be unhappy if you force us on him? Besides, he’s older than mom was, and therefore not young.”

      Sipping from her ceramic mug, the elderly woman remained calm, a small smile teasing her lips. “Such is life, my child.”

      Hearing the doorbell at the front of the house, Bailey cringed. The boys were the first ones there, chattering loudly at the arrival of their favorite, and only, uncle.

      She wasn’t sure what she had expected, having not seen her relative in over a decade, but whatever it had been, this wasn’t it. Her jaw hanging open slightly, she managed to clamp it shut as the tall, sandy-haired man made his way into the room, the twins badgering him every step of the way.

      “Well, if it isn’t little Bailey looking all grown up!” He smiled brightly at her while she ignored the comment and turned back to the rain with another sigh, curling her legs beneath her.

      Peter Mason was a slender man, a few years over fifty, with shaggy curls that held only the slightest hint of grey. An ex-marine, he was still in excellent health, with toned muscles and flat abs beneath his shirt and leather jacket. “I missed you the last time I was here,” he called out to her, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “Something about summer camp.”

      “That was ages ago,” the girl replied without moving. “I see the boys remember you.”

      He laughed at her observation, shooing the pair out of the room with the promise of coming up stairs shortly. Making an excuse, his mother followed them, leaving uncle and niece to get reacquainted.

      “No, they really don’t,” he replied. “They were only two last time I was here, but that’s ok. At least they’re excited.” He took a seat at the table, facing the girl. “I really am sorry, Bailey. I know things aren’t working out the way you would’ve liked.”

      She swung her legs off the bench to sit up straight and glare at him. “Not working out? How could my parents dying suddenly possibly be anything less than perfect?” she demanded coldly.

      Pete’s jaw dropped slightly, rocking side to side. “You get that from your mother, you know. It’s what made her such a damn good attorney.”

      “What?” the girl practically screamed.

      “Your tough as nails attitude.” He smiled genuinely. “When we get back to Texas and settled in, you an’ me are gonna be great friends. I can tell.” He sipped his brew calmly, waiting to see if she would bite.

      Blowing out a disgusted breath, the girl didn’t engage. Instead, she stood and stomped noisily out of the room and up the stairs. Taking care to make as much racket as possible, she punctuated the move by slamming her bedroom door behind her.

      I’m not going to Texas, she promised herself silently. Flinging her body across the bed, she managed to hide in her private space until it had grown dark outside, and she was no longer able to ignore the angry rumble in her gut.

      Making her way back down to the kitchen, she discovered the rest of her family, such as it was, gathered at the table and eating pizza. Looking around, she sniffed noisily, then poured herself a glass of soda. “Where’s Nanna?” she finally huffed, grabbing a paper plate.

      “She went home,” Jess eagerly volunteered.

      Shifting her glare to her uncle, Bailey could feel the flush rising in her neck. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.” Pete shook his head slightly, biting off of a fresh slice. “We’ll pack each of you a suitcase either tonight or in the morning. Our plane leaves O’Hare at eleven o’clock, so there won’t be any need to rush.”

      “I’m not going.”

      Her brothers stared at her, dumbfounded by her response, but her uncle remained cool. “We’ll talk about that in a bit. After dinner.”

      Refusing to let it go, she countered, “What about all our stuff?” She waved her hands to indicate their belongings. “You expect us to go off and live with you with only a suitcase full of clothes?”

      “Your grandmother has arranged for someone to pack your rooms. All of your personal items will be sent to us.”

      “And what about everything else?” she demanded loudly.

      “It’s up to Louise to decide.” He continued to chew. “Look, Bailey, you grew up in this family the same as I did. I’m sure by now you’ve figured out that Louise Mason runs the show, and whatever she says goes.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we’re in this together, you an’ me.” Pete cut his eyes over at the girl. “An’ we’re gonna make the best of it.” Glancing back at the boys, he hoped everything they did wouldn’t be such a hassle, but if she were like every other woman in the Mason clan, he knew that would be wishful thinking.
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      Bailey lay in her bed, blinking at the suitcase she had reluctantly packed the night before. Watching the light slowly surround it and bring it out of the shadows, she thought about the argument she had given her uncle over her moving to Texas to live with him. In the end, he had won, mainly because she realized she was going, one way or another, and if she wanted a say in her wardrobe when she got there, she had better do the honors.

      Sliding out of bed, she slunk over to her computer and switched it on. Her parents had purchased it for her the year before, when she entered high school, but she rarely used it, preferring her phone for keeping in touch with her mass of friends. Leaning on her elbow, palm mashing against her cheek, she watched the screen go from black to blue, and her icons began popping into place.

      What the hell am I going to tell them? She had many friends on her page and typically made several posts a day. Since her parents died, she had only made two, and they were brief at best. However, the time had come for her to make the announcement; she wouldn’t be returning to school after all.

      Typing the text into the box, a single tear slipped from her eye and rolled down her cheek. Wiping it away in frustration, her gaze darted over to her memo board on the wall next to her desk. Covered with pictures of her and her friends, it held images of her adventures as a cheerleader and all of the other clubs and organizations that she belonged to.

      Drawing a ragged breath, she reached for a tissue, her mind still caught up in the memory of her social life. Mom saw to it that I was able to do whatever I wanted. She would be heartbroken if she knew they were making me leave it all behind. Turning her attention back to the wide screen, she began to compose her message.

      Using agile fingers, Bailey typed out a status update: As many of you know, we have suffered a tragedy at our house, and I will not be returning to Lincoln. I will miss you all dearly and keep in touch. Clicking the blue post button, she released a heavy sigh and slumped back in the seat.

      Well, that wasn’t so hard. She could imagine how upset her friends would be to learn of her situation and of her forced move to Texas. She felt glad she had refrained from posting every grimy detail, as many of the girls she knew would have done. But that wouldn’t be proper. Mom taught me that.

      As a wealthy attorney, sharing a practice with her husband, Pamela Dewitt had taken great care in the grooming of their daughter and sons. The family held a high status in the mid-sized town, and having any dirty laundry aired publicly was a huge no-no. Things were always kept in order, with children that behaved as they were expected.

      Glancing at the photos once more, the girl made it to her feet and began the process of getting dressed. Then, a random thought entered her mind, and she sat back on the edge of her chair. Navigating to Google, she typed in Midland, Texas, to find out what she could about their destination.

      A few clicks later, she wanted to throw the keyboard onto the floor in disgust. It’s hot, it’s dry, and it’s in the middle of nowhere. She grimaced. On her feet again, she shut down the machine and finished gathering her things while fuming in a loud whisper.

      Downstairs, she pulled her suitcase up next to the door, her head popping up when she recognized her grandfather’s laugh. “Gramps!” she called, bouncing towards the kitchen. Throwing her arms around his neck, she was prepared to make one last attempt. “Please don’t make us move to Texas. Or let the boys go with Uncle Pete, and I can stay with you!” Perching on his lap, she clung to him for effect.

      His green eyes that matched her own stared at her vacantly for a moment. “What? You mean you would let those two go off without you? You’re their big sister, Bailey-girl. You’re supposed to be looking out for them. Now how’re you gonna do that if you stay here?”

      Slowly removing herself from his arms, she could feel the hopelessness creeping over her. “So, you think I should go with them, too?”

      “That’s right. You belong together. I’m really disappointed you didn’t see this for yourself. We always take care of our own. With your mom and dad gone, your little brothers are your responsibility.” His brow crinkled when he spoke, and Bailey hung her head slightly at his rebuke.

      “I’m sorry, Gramps. I just thought Uncle Peter would be good enough, and they don’t really need me.” Moving away from him, she took out a bowl for cereal, noticing for the first time her brothers seated at the table, observing in silence.

      “You don’t wanna go with us?” one of the twins asked in a dejected voice, his eyes wide with emotion.

      Tilting her head to take in his small, round face, the girl could see his hurt, easy to read in his wide brown eyes. “It’s ok, Jase. I’m going with you. And I’m going to look out for you, too. I promise.”

      The boy’s chin lifted immediately, and a smile exposed the gap where his new front teeth had begun to poke through the gums. Returning her gaze to her breakfast, she stifled the urge to sigh loudly. I don’t want to go, she rationalized, but keeping up the argument isn’t helping, and they have sidestepped me at every turn. I need a different plan.

      Two hours later, the group arrived at the airport. Making it through security easily enough, Bailey and Peter took seats next to one another in the gate area while the boys pressed themselves against the wide section of glass to watch the planes.

      Removing her phone from her pocket, Bailey opened her Facebook app and began to skim through her news feed. Normally, she would have done this several times a day, but since the accident, it didn’t feel right. Something about seeing everyone’s happy news and liking their posts made her feel even more lost than she already did.

      Shifting in his seat so that he could observe her actions, Pete kept one eye on her and the other on the boys. After a good fifteen minutes of silence, he leaned a little closer to her. “You know, it’s ok to cry.”

      Her thumb frozen over the device, she cut her eyes over at him before lifting her face. “I don’t need advice from you.”

      Smiling at her show of bravado, he quipped, “Just trying to help. I know this isn’t what you wanted, but we can still be friends.”

      “No, thanks.” She pressed the button to darken the screen and slipped the android into her pocket. Standing abruptly, she made her way over to the boys and took a seat on the ledge next to them. “Anything good out there?”

      “It’s not good,” Jess squealed. “It’s AWESOME!”

      His sister’s lips hinted at a grin at his excitement. Aware that neither of them had been on a plane before, she felt they were entitled. “That’s cool, sweet pea. You enjoy the planes.”

      Glancing around at the rest of the passengers in waiting, she longed to be somewhere else, preferably alone. Her gaze landing on her uncle, she noticed he stared at them…or was it her that he watched so intently?

      Tossing her crimson highlights, she looked away, leaning on her hand and observing him out of the corner of her eye. She could see the odd, half-smile that he wore, making her even more uncomfortable. What was it everyone always said about Uncle Peter? She struggled to recall, but it had been years since anyone in her family had spoken of him at all.

      Shifting, she turned to glare at him, giving him the evil eye. This only caused him to show his perfect white teeth in a wide grin. Damn him. The fact that he didn’t look away after being caught gave her an ominous feeling in the pit of her stomach. My parents didn’t like him… I wish I could remember why.

      Their plane touched down at Midland International Airport at two thirty that afternoon. Exiting the tunnel and surveying the interior, Bailey laughed out loud. “How the hell does this dinky little place warrant the name International? It’s only got five gates, for Christ’s sake!”

      Peter walked beside her calmly, choosing to ignore her negativity. “Did you boys enjoy your first flight?”

      “YES!” they agreed simultaneously, dodging through the crowd.

      Leaving the upper deck and making their way over to the baggage claim, the girl continued to point out flaws in their new surroundings. “Have you ever seen so many stupid hats?”

      “That’s enough!” her new guardian demanded in a clipped tone. “These people are your new neighbors and friends, an’ they won’ take kindly to that attitude.”

      She cut her green eyes over, squinting in defiance but held her tongue.

      Catching the bags, Peter pulled them off the conveyer one by one. Making sure each of the boys had their handles extended properly, they were ready to wheel their luggage out behind them. He then directed them into the covered parking, where what appeared to be a brand-new SUV awaited them.

      The boys scurried into the back seat right away, eager to mess with the video player that hung from the roof. To their delight, a selection of movies filled a small storage box. Giving the front passenger door a heavy slam, Bailey wrinkled her nose. That’s a hell of a bribe, she mentally noted. Aloud, she queried, “Did you just get this thing?”

      “What thing?” her uncle replied, sliding behind the wheel.

      “This car.” She grimaced, opening the glove box, which was immaculate—and empty.

      “Yeah.” He started the engine and pulled out of the space. “I figured I would need a family vehicle if I were going to be carting you three around, so I picked it up before I left.” He didn’t look at her and kept his eyes on the road when they exited the pay terminal, again giving the girl an odd feeling in her gut.

      Gazing out the window, she noted the sparse number of buildings surrounding the airport. This place really is in the middle of nowhere. About fifteen minutes later, they found civilization and soon arrived at the apartment that would be their new home.

      Lugging their suitcases up the stairs, they made their way inside to the living room, which had been furnished with a tan-colored sectional sofa. In the far wall, she could see a narrow window centered above the oversized couch, which allowed whoever was in the kitchen to see out into the front room. To the right of that, a small dining table filled a wide-open alcove, a sliding glass door behind the vertical blinds, which led to the tiny balcony.

      Moving further in, she looked to her right and noticed that the sectional formed a half-wall of sorts, so that sitting on it meant the kitchen and dining were to your back. Everything in the house seemed to face the cherry-wood entertainment center that stood to the right of the front door as you entered, a small blind-covered window sandwiched between them. The large wooden cabinet contained a hefty flat screen television, a blue-ray machine, and two different gaming systems, with two full shelves of movies and games.

      Eyeballing her uncle warily, Bailey bit her lip to keep from asking. She could tell the furnishings were brand new, same as the Suburban he drove. Why get new stuff just for us? It bothered her that he would do so, and she could feel her distrust of the man who was appointed as their guardian growing by the minute. Instead she said simply, “Which way to our rooms?”

      “Back here.” Peter grabbed a boy’s bag in each hand and hauled them down the hall, which exited the living area to the left. Arriving at the first door on the right, he carried them in and put them on the floor next to the chest of drawers. On the far-right wall stood a new set of bunk beds, complete with comforters in the boys’ favorite cartoon characters.

      Staring at the furnishings, complete with pictures on the walls and a desk for them to share, her anger began to boil. “How do you know so much about them?” she demanded while observing that the bathroom lay across the hall from their door and the entire apartment smelled like a furniture store.

      “Huh,” the man grunted, “I asked. Your room is this way.” He indicated the next room down on the right side of the hall, which happened to be the end. “Yours isn’t decorated. I thought I’d let you do that for yourself.” His voice sounded tired, and he didn’t bother to go in. Instead he turned his back and entered the door that faced hers. That being his quarters, he closed the door behind him, leaving the kids to unpack their things and settle in.
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      Bailey reluctantly emptied her suitcase, placing her clothes into the drawers of the small chest or hanging them in the closet. Looking around, her room seemed barren. Mentally starting her shopping list, she would be sure to pick up an ironing board as soon as possible. Being in a new town is no excuse to turn into a slouch.

      While making her plans, she noted that Peter came out of his room, closing the door behind him, and she heard him ask the boys if they could put their own clothes away. Of course they can, she scoffed mentally. Man, he sure doesn’t know anything about kids. Peeking down the narrow passage, she smiled faintly at their eagerness to divide up their new personal space, while the head of the household exited via the front door without so much as a word to her.

      As soon as he left, Bailey felt gripped with the urge to explore the rest of the apartment. I don’t want to get caught though, so I need to make this quick. Scooting across the hall, she entered his room to discover that it held a new matching bedroom suite, complete with a king-sized bed. Opening a few drawers, she found that the top one contained a handful of briefs and six pairs of socks, but the rest were empty.

      Swinging around to the closet, she counted two pairs of jeans, two pairs of dress slacks, and ten shirts at most. There’s no way he makes do with such a small amount of clothing. She hadn’t decided what she suspected the man of, but each new discovery only caused her uneasy feeling to grow.

      After a quick glance towards the front door, she felt safe to head to the kitchen, where she opened the fridge to find a few bottles of water. No condiments. What kind of person doesn’t even have mustard and ketchup in their house? Opening a few cabinets, she found a few canned goods, but the freezer was barren.

      Confident she was on to something, she knelt down to check under the sink. With a quick peek, she discovered a sponge, still in the cellophane, along with a small bottle of dish soap and an unopened box of trash bags. He definitely doesn’t live here. All new, as if he bought it either for show or literally on his way out of town to pick us up.

      Deciding to hang on to her discoveries until they were relevant to disclose, she made her way over to have a look around outside. Stepping out onto the balcony, the girl froze.

      Pete stood at the stairs, leaning on the support post with his back to her. “Yeah, I know, but no, it’s ok. I’ll bring them out as soon as I’m able. An’ don’t worry about the girl. I’ll figure…” He stopped in mid-sentence, allowing the phone to drift away from his ear when he realized he wasn’t alone. “You need something?” he addressed her curtly.

      “No, I was…just going to have a look around,” she stammered.

      “Well, don’t.” He wafted a hand at her to shoo her back inside. “We’ll come out later, an’ I’ll show you the sights.” When she didn’t budge, he snapped the phone shut without even a goodbye to the other end. “What’s the matter? Are you hungry already?”

      “Of course.” She leapt at the excuse. “It’s almost dinner time back home.”

      “This is home,” he countered smoothly, pushing past her to check on the boys. “Hey, guys, you ready for some grub?” His voice had lifted when he spoke to them, and they came bounding out of their room to meet him.

      “Are all those toys and stuff for us?” Jess asked with obvious excitement.

      “Yup, they sure are!” Pete grinned. “An’ I’m gonna get you two a computer to share this weekend. How would you like that?”

      “I don’t think they’re old enough for that,” Bailey bit her words angrily, furious at his obvious attempt to buy her younger siblings’ affections with all the toys and gadgets.

      “Well, since I’m the grown-up here, an’ I say they can have one, I guess I win.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke, and she found his dismissal of her and her opinion more than frustrating.

      Scowling, Bailey helped gather the boys, and they made their way down to the car. True to his word, Peter pointed out the highlights of their apartment complex, including where the office was located, as well as the laundromat, which earned him a disgusted glare. Pulling out onto the street, they traveled down the block to a small restaurant and made their way through the entrance.

      Inside the crowded eatery, they were forced to sit on a bench and wait twenty minutes for a table.

      “Why did we come here?” she demanded crossly under her breath.

      “Because the food is good, and it’s convenient,” her uncle shot back.

      “Well, why couldn’t we find some place we don’t have to wait?”

      “There is no such place,” his voice dropped, still disturbed by her attitude. “Midland is booming, and there’s far more people here than facilities. We take what we can get, an’ we don’t complain. There are long lines, waits, an’ traffic everywhere we go.”

      “Great.” The girl sighed, casting her eyes over the crowd, many of whom were standing in the congested foyer. Well, at least we’re sitting, she consoled herself while continuing to frown.

      A few minutes later, they were shown to a table, and the boys eagerly unwrapped their crayons to work on their masterpieces. Grinning at the youngsters, Bailey inquired, “You guys want chicken strips tonight?”

      Jase and Jess agreed in unison, and Bailey chose a steak with a baked potato and salad. Pulling out her phone, she skimmed through her news feed to discover that a few hundred people had liked and commented on her final post. Darkening her device, she emitted a large sigh. Man, this sucks. I have to find a way to get home.

      Eating her dinner in silence, she peered around at their quaint surroundings. Eventually, she allowed herself to ponder what her friends were doing at the moment, her mood descending further when her mind turned to what her evening would have held in store if she hadn’t been dragged away from her normal life.

      Peter ate in near silence, only occasionally asking the boys a question or answering one of theirs. He noted the two of them were deeply attached and got along extremely well. He grinned while watching them, happy they were taking all the changes in stride. The girl on the other hand, appeared sullen and seldom had anything positive to say.

      Realizing he had to return to work the following morning and the kids had school, he chose to keep their outing short. Only making a quick stop at the grocery store before heading back to the apartment, he wanted to ensure everyone would get a good night of sleep in their new home. In the end, he wasn’t sure what he would do about the auburn-haired girl and her attitude, but he knew he needed to figure it out quick. Otherwise, I’ll have to decide how I’m gonna get rid of her.
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      Rising early after a fitful sleep, Bailey chose her attire for her first day at school. A new place and new kids. She thought she should be nervous but had a dull ache in her chest instead—and the longing to go home. She had been nominated for prom queen, which would be taking place the weekend coming up. She exhaled loudly at the realization she would miss it.

      “Why did they have to die?” she whispered under her breath. It has ruined everything. She knew she wouldn’t win, senior girls always did, but it was still her moment to shine, and it was gone.

      Pulling on her jeans and shirt, she moved to the bathroom, where she put on her makeup and styled her long tresses. Bailey firmly put her dark thoughts aside while she worked. I need to make a few friends here, and carrying around all that baggage isn’t going to help that happen. Besides, thinking about losing her parents was painful, and she would do whatever it took to avoid it.

      Hearing sounds outside the door, the girl finished her primping, then practiced smiling into the mirror. Choosing the one she liked the best, she made sure she could reach the expression easily and began rehearsing her story. Making her way to the kitchen, the eggs and bacon her uncle had prepared smelled delicious, and she sneered at the idea that the role of maid suited him.

      “Do I need to wake the boys?” she inquired sedately.

      “Not yet,” Pete replied, filling their plates. “I’ll call them in a few minutes.” Replacing the skillet on the stove, he gathered some papers and took his seat in front of the steaming meal. “Let’s get you squared away first. Then I can deal with them.”

      Glancing over at the stack, “What’s all this?” She could tell one of the items was a map, but its purpose, so far, was unclear.

      “Well, you don’t have a vehicle, and since everything is spread out, you’re gonna need a way to get around,” he replied calmly, causing the girl’s jaw to drop.

      “Mom or dad took me everywhere,” her voice squeaked slightly. I hadn’t thought of that.

      “Yeah, well, as there’s only one o’ me an’ I work all day, you’ll be taking the bus.” He pushed the map towards her as he spoke, ignoring her gaping expression. “This’s the layout of the routes, an’ I marked the area where you’re allowed to go. All o’ this stuff”—he dragged his fingers over portions that had been shaded with a pencil—“is a no-fly zone. You can go to school, and you can be here at the apartment. This’s the mall.” He thumped the page. “An’ this’s Wal-Mart.”

      “Wal-Mart?” she scoffed. “Who the hell shops at Wal-Mart?”

      Cutting his eyes up to glare at her without raising his chin, he clipped, “From now on, you do.” Folding his hands in front of his face, he tapped his extended index fingers against his lips, resisting the urge to belittle her. “I know your mother had her way of doing things, but she’s gone. You’ll find that I’m a lot simpler t’ live with. A lot less complicated. No maids, no entertaining—just ordinary.”

      The girl stared at him, turning her fork over her plate. Clenching her teeth, she could feel the hot flush rising in her neck. “What’s wrong with the way my mother did things?” she demanded curtly, emphasizing the word mother loudly.

      “Not a thing.” Peter lifted his cup to sip the warm brew. Leaning back in his chair, he allowed the pause to grow long, watching the fire in the girl’s green eyes. “You’re a lot like her. Uptight. You should learn to relax more. Enjoy your life, Bailey.” Rising, he left her to look over the materials while he got the boys up and ready to leave.

      Reaching over with an extended finger, the girl pushed the map to the side, finding a few pieces of paper and a card with Bus Pass in bold letters across it. Lifting it to inspect it more closely, she discovered she could use it for an unlimited number of rides, valid for the entire month.

      “I guess I’ll get a new one when I need it?” she asked, her voice considerably quieter when he rejoined her.

      “Yeah.” He flopped into his seat. “I’ll get you a new one on the first. It’ll do to finish out this year, an’ we can discuss your transportation for next year after you’ve settled in.” He smiled at her, noticing the small pout that she wore. “You’ll be ok. The bus is perfectly safe. Stick to the places I gave you, an’ you’ll be fine.”

      The boys joined them at that moment, and Bailey quickly downed the rest of her breakfast while they ate cereal and milk. Rinsing her plate and fork, she loaded them into the dishwasher and went to brush her teeth, a little forlorn at the sound of her brothers’ laughter. They don’t even seem to care that mom and dad are gone.

      The small party arrived at the elementary school a short time later, where registering the boys only took a few minutes. Bailey and her uncle walked them to their class, their excitement easy to see as they chattered to one another and pointed out their new surroundings.

      Hanging back while her uncle introduced the boys to their teacher, she speculated the fact that they had each other made it seem so easy for them. Me, on the other hand… She rolled her eyes with a sigh. I’m on my own.

      Returning to the Suburban a few minutes later, the silence hung heavily between them. During the ride the few blocks to the high school, Bailey gasped. “What about the boys…if you have to work? How’re they getting home?”

      Peter grinned at her sudden concern for someone other than herself and collected his thoughts a moment before he responded. “They’re going to a daycare after school. They’ll be picked up, an’ I’ll get them on my way home in the evening. There’s food at the house, an’ since you’ll be arriving first, I’d appreciate it if you’d start dinner for us around five o’clock.”

      Her mouth hung open slightly. “And what makes you think I can cook?”

      “There’s some frozen dinners in the freezer from our shopping last night. Just follow the directions on the box. You can read, can’t you?” he suggested, baring his perfect white teeth as if to mock her.

      “Yes, I can read.” She turned back to the window, noting the size of the building and the amount of traffic surrounding her new campus. “How many kids are here?”

      “I think it’s two or three thousand,” he replied. “There’s two high schools, and they’re both full. Like I said, the town’s booming right now, so there’s not enough places to live, and everywhere you go, it’s crowded.”

      “You found a place to live.” She turned to watch his reaction to her prodding.

      “Yeah.” He pursed his lips. “My company pulled some strings to get the apartment for me so you guys would have a place to stay.”

      She frowned at his simple and brief response but let it go for the time being.

      Parking in a visitor’s spot, the pair climbed out of the vehicle and crossed the busy street. “I see the bus stop down there.” Peter pointed to the left side of the building. “That’s where you’ll catch the bus this afternoon. You’ll have to swipe your pass, so make sure you don’t lose it or you’re stuck.”

      Bailey grunted with a nod, still angry that she was going to be taking public transportation. “I won’t lose it. I’m not stupid,” she spat, earning her a dark glance at the front doors.

      Inside, her schedule waited for her, as her records had been faxed from her previous school. “Do I need to walk you to class?” her guardian teased, his eyes darting around the bustling breezeway outside the office.

      “God, no! I don’t need a babysitter.” Bailey turned her back on him and walked away, leaving him standing alone in the sea of bodies.

      Making it through her day, Bailey used her smile often, glad that she had worked it out before leaving the house. Eager to begin rebuilding her network, she found a group of girls to go to lunch with and took great care not to get too personal with them. Like her uncle had said, the town was booming, and therefore new kids weren’t that unusual; she didn’t even have to explain why she was there.

      Catching her bus at the end of the day, she noted a boy she had met in a class took a seat on it as well. Watching him from the corner of her eye, she studied the wide holes in his ears that his gages held in place. She could also see the large silver ring he had placed in his nose, which had not been there earlier.

      Noticing her stare, he smiled. “I have to take it out every morning and put it in after school. They don’t let you wear anything but earrings on campus.”

      “That’s stupid,” she responded, moving to the empty seat next to him. “Have you been here long?”

      “Naw.” He shook his head slowly as he spoke. “My dad got a job here. Half the people I know are from somewhere else.”

      “I see.” She gave him her smile, liking the way his dark hair stood on end, forming three-inch-tall spikes all over his head. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, but I bet this guy would piss Uncle Pete off pretty good. Keeping up the conversation, she pointed out on her map where she was headed, causing him to laugh.

      “I live in those apartments, too.” He indicated the general location of his family’s dwelling. “They’re new. We were one of the first families on the list. Lived in a motel until then.”

      “A motel?” She widened her green orbs, feigning interest.

      “Well, hotel. You know what I mean.” He wrinkled his nose, pointing again. “Anyways, this is where we get on and off the bus.” Arriving at their destination a few minutes later, they stood and exited the transport.

      “See ya later,” he called over his shoulder, his leaving her standing alone surprising.

      Hmmm, he must be playing hard to get, she mused to herself. Bailey had never dated by choice, but she never had a shortage of young men in pursuit of her. She called it keeping her options open, but in reality, it had been done as most things were—to please her mother.

      Glancing across the street, she could see businesses in the next block, which formed a huge strip mall. An enormous banner that read Now Hiring hung on the front of some type of eatery, judging by the tables and chairs on the patio in front of it. Her smile curling into a twisted sneer, she walked quickly to the corner to cross at the light and made her way to the door.

      Inside, she asked for an application, which she quickly completed and returned to the counter. Taking it, the skinny kid at the register surprised her.

      “One sec. My boss wants to see you.”

      So she gave him her smile and stood to the side.

      A moment later, an equally thin man in a dark blue shirt and bright red tie offered her his hand. “Hi. I’m Mark.”

      “Wow. I thought I would have to wait for a response,” she informed him, breathing deeply while he steered her towards a booth.

      “Oh, no.” He chuckled slightly. “We need help, and finding it is hard to do around here.”

      “Is it? I wouldn’t know, I guess. I just got here yesterday.” She gave him a grin.

      “I see here you have no employment history.” He indicated the empty section with a pen.

      “No, I’ve always done volunteer work back home. I can provide some references, if that would help.” She held the expression, growing nervous she might not get the job.

      “That won’t be necessary. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?” He grinned at her encouragingly, and she didn’t hesitate to fill him in on most of her essentials, only leaving out the reason she had made the trip to live with her uncle or the fact that she wasn’t with her parents.

      Fifteen minutes later, he held out his hand and said crisply, “Congratulations. You’re hired. When can you start?”

      “When can you put me on the schedule?” she shot back evenly.

      A slight rumble of laughter escaped his throat. “Nice. Tomorrow night, five o’clock. Here, let me give you a shirt, and you’ll need a pair of black or khaki-colored pants and white shoes. Oh, and don’t forget the belt.” Leading her to the back of the store, he handed her two red shirts. “And welcome aboard!” He shook her hand again heartily.

      Stopping at the small boutique on the other side of the burger shop, she located two black pairs of pants and a belt to complete her uniform. Then, walking briskly to the apartment, Bailey used her key to get inside and rushed to the kitchen to pull a box out of the freezer.

      So much for me being the maid, she quipped as she set the oven to preheat. Guess he’ll have to find his own damn way to cook dinner since I’ll be working. Sliding the baking tray onto the rack and slamming the door, she grabbed her books and headed down the hall, swinging her auburn hair behind her.
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      “You got a job?” Peter Mason demanded loudly between bites. “Why the hell would you get a job?” His voice resonated with angry accusation for a brief moment before he succeeded in reeling in his emotions. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Bailey,” he managed a calmer tone. “You’ve only been here a day, and you’ve got a lot of adjusting to do.”

      “Yes.” She grinned sweetly. “And I’ve always had something to keep me busy.” And being house mother isn’t going to be it, she tossed at him telepathically. “I won’t overdo it. Don’t worry. But you’ll have to figure out what you’re going to do about dinner since I won’t be here in the evenings.” She smiled innocently, hiding her elation that she had succeeded at getting under his skin.

      The man stared at her for a moment, then decided to let it go. “Well, in that case, the boys an’ I will have dinner before we come home. That’ll save us the time of cooking. Or we’ll work it out.” God damn it. I knew this bitch was gonna be trouble. He glared at the girl, mentally stewing in his anger.

      Turning to his nephews, “So, how was school today?” his tone immediately lightened when he addressed the youngsters. “Did you make some new friends?”

      The twins eagerly joined the conversation, having stored up a full day worth of adventures. Peter smiled at the way the pair played off one another, filling in any gaps and painting a vivid picture of third grade life in Midland, Texas. Happy to have the distraction to keep him from making things worse with his niece, he and the boys retired to the living room for games and laughter as soon as the table had been cleared and the dishwasher set.

      Leaving them to their controllers, Bailey made her way to her sparsely furnished room and snatched her phone off the charger. She hadn’t bothered to mess with Facebook or her friends much since her arrival, but after having a look around, she knew she needed the network.

      I think I want a new profile though, she plotted as the system booted. I don’t want these kids here meshing with my friends back home. Keep those boundaries clear. Watching the little wheel spin, indicating the app was connecting, she waited. A minute later, she closed it and started it again.

      “Well, damn,” she cursed aloud when she noticed the small circle with a line across it at the top of the screen. “No bars.” Grabbing the knob and swinging the door wide, she stomped down the hall. “Hey, Uncle Darling, I have no service.” She waved the device at him for emphasis.

      Staring at her blankly, he considered her words for a moment. “Yeah, well, we’ll have to get you switched over to my plan, I guess. Maybe this weekend we’ll have time.”

      Her jaw dropped slightly, realizing it would be four days before she could do anything. “Why can’t we go now?” she bit angrily.

      “Because I’m busy now,” he replied, turning back to the screen and unpausing the game, his attention back on the boys. “Ok, so what do I do with this thing?”

      “You throw it,” Jess continued to give his uncle directions, giggling loudly. “You suck at this, Uncle Pete.”

      “Hey, don’t use that kinda language.” His guardian reached over to poke him in the belly with a stiff finger. “An’ I’m gettin’ better.”

      Putting her hands on her hips, Bailey wanted to scream. Sorry bastard. She shook her head in disgust, realizing she had been dismissed. He fawns over them like they were the best thing since sliced bread and couldn’t care less about me. I’m the extra baggage, so why doesn’t he just send me home and be done with it?

      She slammed the door to her room as she sauntered inside. That’s what I’m gonna do. I’m going to make him SO REGRET making me come here. I was a nice girl, but those days are DONE. Flopping down on her bed and rolling onto her back, she turned the useless phone in her hands, thinking about the boy with the big ring in his face.

      He’s perfect. I need to get his name tomorrow and start working on how to get him over here so Uncle Dumbass can meet him. Chewing her lip, she continued to go through her day, analyzing the people she had met and her choices along the way. I need a different group for lunch, too. Maybe nose-ring will have some friends and I can tag along with them. They may have forced her to be there, but they couldn’t tell her how to act or who to hang out with.

      Reaching the part about her new job, an idea sprang into her mind, and caused her to giggle. There’s a phone store right down the strip from work. If I hurry tomorrow, I can get there early and find out about getting one for myself. At the same instant, she realized that would be even better, as her uncle would be putting her old phone on his plan. If he’s keeping tabs on me, he won’t know anything because my real phone will be private.

      She continued to smile at her deviousness, feeling proud of her plans for extracting her revenge. Tossing her useless cell on the nightstand, she stood and got ready for bed. Then, grabbing her books, she put her schoolwork in order. Staring at one of the pages a few minutes later, she wondered how far she would be willing to go in her rebellion but quickly decided failing classes wasn’t something she was prepared to do. At least not yet.

      At eight o’clock, Pete stood up to stretch and cut off the PlayStation. “That’s it, boys. Time for baths an’ bed.” He liked the way they grumbled slightly and reassured them they would have plenty of time to play in the days to come. Herding them down the hall and into the bathroom, he felt almost happy to be settling into a routine with them. If only their sister could be as compliant.

      Half an hour later, he tucked them in and switched off their light. Glancing at the room down the hall, he grimaced with an annoyed sigh. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a box of cigarettes. Smacking it against his palm a few times, he packed it, then opened the cellophane. Closing the front door behind him, he knew taking up the habit would make a good excuse for being outside whenever he needed to make a call.

      Sliding one out, he flicked the lighter, then reached for his phone. Watching the smoke rise from the tip of his alibi, he listened intently, waiting for John Cross to pick up the line. “Hey, bud, it’s me.”

      “Yeah, I know,” his old friend quipped. “Who else would it be? You left kinda sudden las’ night,” John observed.

      “Yeah, I got interrupted. Listen, I need to make this quick. I’m gonna need someone after all.” He drew a small drag and exhaled the cloud of smoke. “Let me know if you can swing it. She got a job, an’ I’m gonna let her do her thing for a while, see if she’ll settle in. I am gonna bring the boys this weekend, though. We can get started with them.”

      “Yeah, we can swing it. I already got my boy set up over there with you guys. I’ll let him know. Where’s she working?”

      “Some burger place across from the apartment. You know, the one we ate at when we moved the furniture in here.” Pete flicked some ash.

      “Ai-ight. Anything else?”

      “Nope. I won’t call again, but you can leave me a message if you need to. Otherwise, I’ll see you Friday night at the diner.” He didn’t wait for a response, ending the call and smothering the butt with his boot. On his feet, he noticed the blinds were swaying slightly in the narrow window next to the door, causing him to smile. Yeah, she’s watching me.

      Back inside, Bailey in fact waited for him, having noticed he had gone out again. “I didn’t know you smoked.” She glared at him warily.

      “Yeah, well, there’s a lot o’ things you don’t know about me.” He didn’t look at her as he locked the door. “Go to bed, Bailey,” he commanded, not wanting to fight with her.

      Lifting her chin, the girl made her exit, half-heartedly willing to comply.

      Closing the door to his own room, Peter pulled his shirt over his head, noticing the slight light-headed feeling he had picked up from his time on the porch. Brenda’d sure be pissed if she knew I was smoking again. He had kicked the habit years ago after a great deal of prodding on his wife’s part.

      Standing at the dresser, he lifted an old wooden frame that held a picture of her. “I really do miss you, babe. An’ I sure as hell could use you right about now.” His wife had died from cancer three years before—his soul mate. It had been rough, but he had finally started to feel like his old self again. Or at least he had until he got a call from his mother that sent his world into a tailspin once again.

      It had been nothing short of a miracle getting everything set up—something he would have to thank John for over the weekend. He had purchased a family vehicle, convinced his boss to allow him to move to an office job for a couple of months, and even had someone in the company help him secure the apartment. “Ungrateful wench,” he muttered under his breath as he dropped his jeans and climbed into the shower.

      The boys are happy though, his thoughts continued to churn. And they’ll make a nice addition to the group, after all. What we’re gonna do with the girl, I don’t know yet. I guess we’ll have to wait and see if she can make it on her own.
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      The following morning, Bailey rose early, getting dressed quickly and taking over the lavatory for her morning ritual. Thank God Uncle Loser has his own, meaning she only had to share with the boys. One more thing I miss about home—my own bathroom.

      Observing herself in the mirror while she curled her crimson hair, she thought about nose-ring and what kind of girl he might be attracted to. I may have to do an overhaul. Some black dye, maybe even pierce a few things myself. She gave her reflection a crooked grin at the thought of being bad and damaging her anatomy for the boy. I’m sure it won’t come to that.

      In the kitchen, her uncle had again prepared a nice breakfast for the two of them but refrained from speaking to her, beyond a cursory, “Good morning.”

      Bailey only grunted a reply, eager to finish and get down to the bus stop to await her prince charming. Gathering her things as soon as she finished rinsing her plate, she headed out the door and made her way across the compound.

      The air felt a bit cool beneath the early grey light of dawn, and she stepped inside the small glass structure to take a seat on the bench. A few minutes later, she could see the young man making his way towards her, her breath catching in her nostrils at the smell of smoke that clung about him before she realized he still had the
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