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      Ready to take a bite out of crime? Join Reg Rawlins, psychic detective, as she investigates a string of mysterious poisonings linked to a wildly popular new brand of chocolate truffles in Black Sands.

      

      Award-winning and USA Today Bestselling author P.D. Workman brings you Tainted Truffle Treachery.

      

      Truffles to die for

      

      Strange things are happening in Black Sands.

      

      A series of sudden and unexplained deaths of three magical practitioners has Corvin worried, and he convinces Reg to join him in trying to track down the cause and the culprit behind them.

      

      As Reg and her friends investigate the deaths with Corvin and Detective Marta Jessup, they uncover a sinister plot involving the wildly popular Mystical Morsels. But who is distributing them and why? Reg follows the trail to Tennessee where, with the help of her foster sister Erin, they track the mastermind behind the poisoned truffles.

      

      But the danger is far from over as they discover the true motive behind the deadly plot and face a dangerous enemy who shows no remorse for the innocent lives lost.

      

      There’s no sugar coating it—with time running out, Reg must use all her sleuthing skills to uncover the source of the curse and stop the distribution of the deadly desserts before more lives are lost.

      

      It’s a race against time in this paranormal mystery that’s sure to leave you craving more!

      

      Praise for the series:
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      Tainted Truffle Treachery is a paranormal mystery novel that will keep you on the edge of your seat. With a touch of witchcraft and a dash of suspense, this book is perfect for fans of small town mysteries and psychic detectives.

      

      Fall under Reg’s spell today.
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      TAMARA SAT IN FRONT of the parole board, feeling like a bug under a magnifying glass. Everyone in the room had watched her enter the room. She stumbled, suddenly forgetting how to walk normally, too conscious of her feet and legs. Gomez directed her into the lone chair waiting front and center, as if she might not know where she was supposed to go otherwise.

      She was in her orange uniform. They didn’t get civvies for appearing in front of the board. It wasn’t like she had anyone to fool, anyone who would think that she was not a convicted felon. Not like when she appeared in court and they were concerned that the jury not be influenced by the fact that she was a criminal. Though that had never turned out well. Her court appearances had been unmitigated disasters.

      They had trusted her to appear in court to testify against the monsters and she had failed, her psychosis worsened by the stress. She didn’t know what the verdicts had been in the cases against Mr. Baker and Glock, but she hadn’t helped the prosecutor like they had expected her to. But that was all in the past. There was nothing she could do about it months later.

      “Tamara French,” one of the parole board members said crisply, looking down at the papers in front of her. She was an older woman, probably a retired judge, deep frown lines carved in her face. Tamara had wondered whether she would know anyone on the board, but the faces were unfamiliar to her. People who didn’t know her personally and wouldn’t care whether she stayed in juvie or got out on parole. They were supposed to be unbiased, but Tamara didn’t suppose they would be starting with the opinion that she was a good little girl who had just gotten mixed up in something that was beyond her control. “Convicted of two counts of murder. Released on parole last year, but violated and returned to custody,” the woman summarized.

      Tamara nodded stiffly and swallowed, a lump in her throat.

      Everyone was silent. Tamara looked around, waiting for someone to say something. Her first parole board had been pretty warm toward her. She’d had an exemplary record before her release a year before. But that had all changed and the board undoubtedly knew it.

      As awkward as it had been to have them all looking at her when she entered the room, it was worse to have them all looking at their papers and files as if she weren’t sitting right there in front of her. Why wouldn’t they look at her? Had they already decided, without even talking to her, without even hearing any evidence from anyone else, that they were going to turn her down? If they had already decided, why didn’t they just say so and send her back away without going through a charade first?

      “Why don’t you tell us why you violated last time?” the frowning woman inquired. The way she said it made Tamara feel stupid for not offering up the information herself without prompting. But she had been following the rules she had been given when her lawyer had tried to prepare her to testify in court. Don’t offer anything. Wait until a question is asked. Only answer what is asked and nothing more.

      “Uh…” Tamara cleared her throat. She needed to sound confident, not like a little girl, so she forced some strength into her voice. She imagined she was talking to one of the guards or one of the other juvies, not someone who controlled where her life was going to go for the next year. “I made some mistakes… I was contacted by an old cellmate and I didn’t say anything to my PO. I was afraid he’d send me back.” She shrugged helplessly. “I made a lot of stupid choices. I… didn’t think it was going to be so hard.”

      “And how are things going to be any different this time?” It was a man who asked this; short, balding, peering at his papers through his glasses and then at Tamara over the rims.

      Tamara concentrated on not saying ‘uh’ or ‘um’ again. They wanted her to be clear and concise, to give the impression that she was being honest and up front and was intelligent enough to change what had gone wrong the last time and over the last year of her incarceration.

      “I know I need to use my PO as a resource. Not to treat him as an enemy. I know that he’s there to help me, not just there to slap me back in juvie the first chance.”

      Tamara closed her eyes briefly, fighting back the memories of Glock telling her the system was rigged against her. That the whole thing was just a way to make it look like they were giving felons a chance when all they intended to do was revoke her parole and send her back at the first opportunity. She couldn’t believe that. She had to believe Mrs. Henson and Zobel and the other people who wanted to help her. Collins was the one who had told her he would speak for her when she came before the parole board again. He’d had to send her back to juvie after everything she had done, but he said he’d speak for her.

      But Tamara had taken a quick glance around the room as she was directed to the hot seat in the middle of the room. Collins wasn’t sitting up at the front with the board and he hadn’t been sitting in the spectator seating. Tamara’s eyes had been drawn to a woman there, square jawed, her blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, who Tamara didn’t recognize. She hadn’t been able to see the woman’s face, only the back of her head, but she wasn’t familiar. Mrs. Henson was there. But there was no long-legged, bald black man. If Collins had been there, he would have been obvious. Tamara fought back the disappointment over his no-show. Would the board still consider giving her a second shot at parole so soon if he weren’t there to speak up for her?

      “Miss French.”

      Tamara opened her eyes and looked at the board members. The frowning woman was speaking again.

      “Your record since you were returned to custody has been interesting… and not in a good way.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’m surprised that you would even apply for parole again after what’s taken place over the past year.”

      Tamara swallowed and shifted in her seat. It would have been nice if they’d at least given her a drink of water. Surely everyone who sat in that hot seat must have a mouth as dry as hers. Were they intentionally making her as uncomfortable as they could?

      “The staff encouraged me to apply,” she said. “There should be letters there from Dr. Sutherland about my… problems… and from other administrators…”

      A couple of the board members shuffled papers, but everyone had undoubtedly read them already.

      “Dr. Sutherland suggests that your psychosis was triggered by your pregnancy. A pregnancy that you kept a secret until it was too late to deal with it.”

      “I didn’t know I was pregnant.”

      “I see. I’ve never heard of psychosis being triggered by pregnancy before.”

      Tamara shrugged. “It’s rare.” What else could she say about it?

      “So that means you’re not responsible for any of the violent incidents on your record during the past year?” challenged another woman on the board. She had long hair in a straight, severe style and slashes of red blush along her cheekbones. She reminded Tamara a little of one of her fifth-grade teachers, a dragon of a woman who had scared Tamara to death.

      Tamara looked down the line of the parole board, trying to analyze their reactions. Things were not going well. Dr. Sutherland and the others had assured her that once the board knew that her problems had been the result of psychosis with an identified trigger, there would be no problem. They could ignore those incidents completely.

      “I know I did a lot of things that were wrong or bizarre…” Tamara said slowly. “It’s hard to explain what was going on in my head at the time… but my thoughts weren’t right. I saw and heard things… hallucinations… and I was really paranoid. I thought… there were plots against me… I couldn’t control my reactions…”

      She had expected further probes from the dragon-woman. Snide comments, disdain, and disbelief. But the woman was quiet, making notes along with the rest of the board members.

      “Which brings us to the next point,” the balding man said, looking down his nose at his papers and readjusting his glasses. “Your pregnancy.”

      “If I get out on parole, my foster mom from last time, Mrs. Henson, she wants me to go to her house and to try to take care of my baby,” Tamara told him, diverting him from any questions about how she had managed to get pregnant during her incarceration. She turned slightly in her chair to nod to Mrs. Henson, sitting in the chairs behind her. “That’s her.”

      The board all looked up from their papers and notes to study Mrs. Henson. Mrs. Henson smiled and nodded.

      “You have discussed this with Social Services?” the man questioned, his brows drawing down as he stared at Mrs. Henson. “They will approve a plan to put an infant into the arms of a girl convicted of murdering two young children?”

      Tamara opened her mouth, unsure what to say. But Mrs. Henson had already been dealing with the prison officials and Social Services on the matter and she spoke up. Her voice was calm and measured.

      “Yes, we have been in consultation with Social Services and already have a Safety Plan in place. There is nothing to indicate that Tamara would be a danger to her baby. In fact, even dealing with the psychosis triggered by the pregnancy, Tamara tried to protect him. She asked for help several times when she felt she might be a danger to him.”

      The balding man’s expression didn’t change as he stared at her. “This is aside from when she tried to commit suicide or tear the baby out with her bare hands.”

      The room was silent. Tamara could hear herself breathing. She hadn’t been sure how much information the parole board would be given on what had happened over the past year. Obviously, they had been given plenty of ammunition against her.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Henson agreed. She was still calm and confident, but there was an extra bite in her voice as well. “They changed her meds after that to try to get better control over her psychosis. But more than that, Tamara learned how to ask for help. She learned how to judge when she was losing control and to ask the appropriate people for help.”

      Mrs. Henson actually made it sound good. Like Tamara had improved and progressed, rather than spiraling further and further into darkness she couldn’t cope with. The balding man nodded and wrote something down. Tamara felt like something had shifted in the mood of the room. Maybe the board would actually consider granting her parole?

      There were more scribbled notes. Murmurs between the members of the board. Tamara let her eyes roam around the small, warm room. The board. Mrs. Henson. The unknown woman. The rest of the audience she could see without turning her head. She could still feel Gomez’s presence somewhere behind her.

      “It says here your former parole officer wishes to make a statement?” the frowning woman said, looking up from her papers to spear Tamara with her gaze.

      Tamara nodded. She swallowed and cleared her throat. “I don’t know where he is…”

      “Call Mr. Collins in.”

      Tamara heard the door behind her open. She didn’t turn around to look, afraid they would judge her as easily distractible, impulsive, and unable to control herself. There was another guard there; it wasn’t Gomez’s voice that called in the larger waiting area for Mr. Collins. Footsteps sounded, the guard and Mr. Collins entering the room. Consuming more of the air in the already-close room.

      She wasn’t sure whether he was going to sit behind her or stand in front of the board with his back to her. As it turned out, he stood at an angle to Tamara, so she could see his face in profile as he addressed them. He gave Tamara a nod. He gave a casual, confident greeting to the members of the board. It appeared that he knew them. Tamara supposed it wasn’t the first time he’d given a statement.

      “You were Miss French’s parole officer last year,” the frowning woman said.

      Collins gave a nod. “She had a number of problems, but I believe that if she’s willing to communicate with her parole officer, she can successfully reintegrate with society. She did turn herself in. In fact, she has twice. That shows me she has what it takes. With a better understanding of the challenges she is going to face once she’s left here and more open communication with her PO, she can succeed.”

      “Do you really think that things have changed that much since her last release?” the dragon lady demanded, tapping the end of her pen on the papers in front of her. “I’m not sure her behavior since returning to custody shows a positive turn.”

      “I don’t think she had to change much to be successful,” Collins said smoothly. “She had a lot of pressure from a previous acquaintance. She was, at times, physically prevented from complying. With Glock Spielman now incarcerated, Tamara’s chances of success go up a hundred percent.”

      “You don’t think she’s going to allow herself to be influenced by someone else this time?”

      Collins turned his head slightly toward Tamara, considering. They hadn’t spoken since she had returned to juvie. He didn’t know all that had happened to her since, though he had likely seen some of it on TV.

      “I think she has the ability to resist pressure. She has a desire to do the right thing, which isn’t something that can be said of all of the parolees I’ve supervised.”

      The little, balding man wrinkled his brow. He scratched out a few words in his notes. “Do you think she knows the difference between right and wrong?”

      Collins didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      Tamara waited for him to prevaricate, to temper his statement. Each of the members of the board looked at him, apparently waiting for the same. But Collins didn’t qualify it.

      “Thank you, Mr. Collins,” the frowning woman said.

      Collins stood there for a minute longer, waiting to see if any of the other board members had any questions for him. Then he nodded, and he walked behind Tamara to sit in the chairs and watch the rest of the proceedings.

      “Is there anyone else who wants to make a statement?” the frowning woman asked, closing her folder.

      “I do,” Mrs. Henson offered quickly, before the proceedings could be closed.

      “You’ve already had your say,” the woman countered, clearly ready to go on.

      “No, I only answered your question regarding Social Services’ opinion of Tamara taking care of her baby.”

      The woman rubbed at the lines around her eyes, sighing and nodding tiredly.

      “Okay. You’ve agreed she can be placed in your home, so clearly you believe she can be reformed and is not a danger. Do you have anything else to add?”

      “It’s important for Tamara to be able to bond with her baby. She hasn’t had the opportunity to do that. She hasn’t even held him. If she’s going to have any involvement in his life, she needs to be given the opportunity to care for him. For his mental health and hers. And caring for a baby means she’ll be motivated to make it work. She’ll want to succeed for his sake. A baby can have a huge influence on a young woman.”

      Tamara suppressed a shudder at Mrs. Henson’s words. That baby had already had a huge influence on her, taking over her brain for the months before he came into the world. She knew that he wasn’t actually evil, but she remembered thinking he was, during her breaks from reality. She had been sure he was a demon, something she needed to fight back against. She struggled to keep her expression blank and not let the board see her thoughts.

      “With a baby to take care of, Tamara isn’t going to be out partying or looking for excitement. She’ll stick close to home. She’ll have the opportunity to make friends with other young mothers. She’ll have plenty of social supports. We have been working with teen moms for years. Not all of them are cut out for it… but I believe Tamara is. I think she could be a great mom and this could be her path back into productive society.”

      The dragon lady turned to the others on the board, whispering. Did she think Mrs. Henson was full of hot air? That she didn’t know what she was talking about? Mrs. Henson had a lot of experience, but Tamara still had a hard time believing Mrs. Henson knew what she was talking about as far as Tamara’s parenting skills went. She didn’t know what a pitiful job Tamara had done taking care of Corrine and Julie. It wasn’t just that she had killed them while suffering from the psychosis of an earlier pregnancy. Even before that, the Bakers had criticized and berated Tamara, shouted at her for putting the children in danger, and beat her for her errors. If Mrs. Henson knew what a screw-up she had been with the Baker children, she wouldn’t be so quick to say Tamara would be a good mother to her own baby.

      But it was Tamara’s one slim chance of getting out instead of a delay of another year, trying to show everyone what an exemplary juvie she was. If they could be convinced that she wanted to be a mother to her baby, they had to let her out. The baby was already a few months old. In another year, her chances of being able to bond with him properly would be that much lower. Earlier was better. Mrs. Henson kept emphasizing how important it was.

      “My baby needs a mother,” Tamara said. “I don’t want him having to go from one foster home to another his whole life. I don’t want him to not have any parents, like me.” Tamara blinked tears. “Lots of the girls in juvie didn’t have a real mom in their lives. I don’t want my baby to end up somewhere like this.”

      The board members looked at her for a moment, then resumed whispering. Tamara could hear Mrs. Henson shifting in her chair back behind Tamara. She knew Mrs. Henson wanted to be there beside her, holding her hand to encourage her and show the board how sure she was and how much she would help and support Tamara. Mrs. Henson was used to getting her way with Social Services, but Tamara wasn’t sure she would have as much sway with the parole board.

      Tamara closed her eyes, focused on keeping her breathing steady. She waited for the board to announce their decision.
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      YOU DID IT!” MRS. Henson cheered, giving Tamara a squeeze around the shoulders. “I told you we could get you out. I knew we could do it!”

      Tamara put up with the hug for a moment, then wriggled to extricate herself. “Yeah. I didn’t think it was going to go my way. I just figured, after all the stuff that happened… there was no way.”

      “You should pat yourself on the back. It wasn’t easy. You did a great job advocating for yourself and telling them you could do it.”

      “It was all you,” Tamara disagreed. “You and Collins. I didn’t say that much.”

      “You don’t have to say a lot. You handled yourself really well. Give yourself the congratulations you deserve. If you’d just sulked and not spoken up for yourself, do you think they would have approved it?”

      Tamara shrugged. But her face got a little warm thinking about it. Mrs. Henson was right. She had done something for herself for once instead of just withdrawing and saying it was never going to work out.

      Mrs. Henson gave her another hug around the shoulders, but Gomez was getting anxious for Tamara to be on her way. “You’ll have plenty of time for that later,” he said. “If you want to get out of here, everything has to be processed properly. I’m not supposed to be letting you hang around and socialize.”

      Tamara already had her hands cuffed in front of her, ready to be escorted back to her housing unit. As nice as it would be to just walk out of the parole board hearing and go home, that wasn’t the way it worked. There would be paperwork to be processed, interviews with Dr. Sutherland and someone in administration, getting her release date approved and her parole officer onside, and a dozen other moving parts before she actually got out the door and was free.

      “Yeah, fine. Let’s go,” she agreed.

      The other woman who had been watching the parole board hearing was standing nearby, watching Tamara and Mrs. Henson closely. She had a hard face. Not unattractive, but not, Tamara thought, used to smiling much. Tamara wasn’t sure who she was. Maybe a news reporter, seeing if there were a story to be told. Maybe some victim’s advocacy group, though she hadn’t spoken up against Tamara being released, so Tamara didn’t think that was the case. Maybe it really wasn’t anything to do with Tamara or her case; the woman was just a new guard or staff member and wanted to see how it all worked.

      She didn’t look away when Tamara looked at her. Tamara was used to some measure of respect in juvie. It wasn’t respectful to just keep staring at her like that. It was a challenge, and Tamara didn’t like to be challenged, especially by someone she didn’t even know.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Henson had asked if she could be the one to pick Tamara up from juvie and to take her home but, for some reason, protocol forbade it. Tamara had to be picked up by her social worker, who had initial custody of her, and then transferred to Mrs. Henson like a courier package. So, just as she had a year earlier, Tamara sat in the receiving room, staring down at her dingy white tennis shoes, waiting for the social worker to sign her out and take her away from juvie.

      The social worker had said she would be there at noon. Tamara sat in the hard plastic chair watching the second hand make its way around the wall clock over, and over, and over again, until two hours had passed. Social workers were always dealing with emergencies and were notorious for being late, so she wasn’t sure why she had thought the one picking her up would be any different.

      Tamara hadn’t eaten lunch, and she was annoyed and angry by the time the social worker finally showed up.

      She was cut from the usual mold. In a skirt suit, hair pulled back away from her face, a narrow, stern face. Tamara bit her lip and looked away from the social worker. It wouldn’t do to start out on the wrong foot. Snapping at the worker for being late was not going to win Tamara any awards.

      “All ready to go, Tamara?” the woman asked briskly.

      “Yeah.” Tamara looked toward the reception counter. “You gotta fill out papers?”

      “All done. We can go.”

      Tamara got stiffly to her feet. The social worker was watching her face. Tamara wasn’t sure what was in the woman’s eyes. Curiosity?

      “You don’t remember me?” the social worker asked.

      Tamara frowned and looked over her. There was no name tag to help her to recall. But the woman’s face did look a little familiar. Tamara couldn’t remember where she knew her from.

      “We met at the hospital. When I picked up your baby.”

      Tamara squinted at her, trying to force recollection. It had been a bad time and her memories were foggy and disjointed.

      “Sorry,” she said finally. “I was pretty doped up.”

      “I’m Mrs. Arbiter. I have to say, I was surprised to hear that you were going to go back to Marion and try to raise your baby. You were pretty adamant at the hospital that you didn’t want him.”

      Tamara shifted back and forth, uncomfortable with Mrs. Arbiter’s keen gaze. “I was going through a lot of stuff,” she explained. “I didn’t know what I wanted.”

      “You seemed to have a pretty good idea!”

      “I guess.” They started to walk toward the door. “But things changed… and I didn’t think back then that I’d be able to get out and have anything to do with him. I didn’t think there was any point in trying.”

      Mrs. Arbiter nodded, accepting this. She led Tamara out to her car and didn’t try to keep her talking on the drive to the Hensons’ house.

      Tamara watched out the window as the scenery changed, getting farther and farther from juvie and closer to the house where she had spent those few weeks the last time she was released on parole.

      She would do better this time.

      She had to.
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      THE HOUSE WAS WEIRDLY familiar. It had been only a year since Tamara had been there, but it seemed like a lifetime had passed in that short time. Mrs. Henson gave her a brief hug in greeting. Tamara was starting to adjust to physical contact, but she was still guarded. She appreciated the occasional comfort, but she was hypervigilant, always defensive at first, until she could consciously quiet her body’s reaction. Tamara pulled back. She looked toward the stairs.

      “Is it the same room?”

      She knew it had to be. Nita and Deshawn were still there. They would not have changed rooms. Tamara’s room had been the one with a crib, the one normally used for teen moms who needed support and coaching in learning to care for their little ones.

      “Yes, same one,” Mrs. Henson agreed with a smile. “Go ahead and get settled in. Then we can talk.”

      Tamara indicated her plastic bag containing one change of nondescript clothing. “This is all I’ve got… I don’t exactly need to unpack.” She looked toward the kitchen. “I actually didn’t get anything to eat.”

      “Oh, well go ahead, then,” Mrs. Henson encouraged. “You know where to find everything, and if you don’t, just keep opening cupboards until you find it.”

      Mrs. Henson didn’t say she wanted to talk to Mrs. Arbiter alone, but it was obvious. Tamara complied, going into the kitchen to see what she could find. She couldn’t hear what Mrs. Henson and Mrs. Arbiter had to say when they put their heads together.

      After eating slop in the canteen for so long, being able to go to the fridge and pick out her own food, real food, felt like a gift. Tamara pulled out bread, crisp lettuce, a tomato, and cold cuts. She picked out her own condiments. And instead of some indescribable stew of mush and gristle, she had a real sandwich, like on a sub shop commercial. She sat down at the dining room table by herself, and savored each tangy, crunchy bite.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Henson called up the stairs to let Tamara know her parole officer was there. Tamara looked at the bedroom door, waiting for Mr. Collins to appear. She was doing her best not to look at the crib or to think about having to take care of an infant again and was almost looking forward to seeing Mr. Collins. She needed to thank him for speaking up for her at her parole hearing as he had. She would reassure him that she was going to stick to her parole rules this time. She wouldn’t be talked or pressured into disobeying the rules he set out. If she’d just followed them to the letter last time, she wouldn’t have ended up in such trouble and would have avoided all of the horrible stuff that had happened since then. But she’d gone full-circle and was back, ready to try again. She was going to make it.

      But it wasn’t Mr. Collins who appeared in her doorway. Tamara gasped to see the blond, square-faced woman who had been at her parole hearing. Tamara had known that she might not get Mr. Collins back as her PO, but she had figured he would somehow arrange it. He would want to carry through where he had failed before and see her successfully reintegrated.

      Tamara quickly sat up, knees to her chest to form a barrier, instinctively protecting herself from the new threat. The woman stopped in the doorway.

      “Mind if I come in?”

      Tamara nodded her permission. She bit her lip and faced her new PO, unsure what to say.

      “My name is Wanda Brisk. As you know… I’m your parole officer.”

      It didn’t come as a shock to Tamara that she was a parole officer. She looked like a policewoman. Tough, straightforward, no nonsense. Someone who had dealt with a lot of crap from her parolees in the past and wasn’t about to fall for anything.

      “Uh, hi. I’m… Tamara.”

      Of course, Wanda already knew that. But Tamara didn’t know what else to say to her. Tamara hugged her knees close, reminding herself that she was strong. She was going to make the right decisions, so she wasn’t going to end up in Wanda’s bad books. She wasn’t going to go back to juvie. She was going to succeed, just like Mr. Collins, Mrs. Henson, and Dr. Sutherland all said she could. If she put her mind to it, she could make it.

      “Can I sit here?” Wanda pointed to the end of the bed, away from Tamara but still uncomfortably close. There wasn’t a chair for her to sit in, and Tamara wouldn’t feel comfortable with Wanda standing over her, so there really weren’t any other options.

      “Uh… yeah. I guess.”

      Wanda sat down. She fixed Tamara with a hard stare.

      “Let’s get one thing up front. I’m no pushover. I expect you to do everything you’re told. I’m not going to put up with a bunch of lame excuses. You break rules, you’re going back. I’m no cream puff.”

      “No,” Tamara agreed, shaking her head. Collins hadn’t been a cream puff either. Tamara had been afraid of him, terrified he would revoke her parole and send her back. But instead of keeping Tamara from breaking the rules, her fear had only kept her from telling him the things she should have. She needed to do better this time. She had to be open and to ask for help.

      Wanda was staring at Tamara as if she could see right through her into her brain and analyze everything that was going on there. She didn’t smile. At least Collins had tried to be reassuring. Tamara bit at the skin around her thumbnail, already tender and inflamed.

      “What are the rules?” she asked. “Are the rules the same?”

      “I’m not sure what your rules were last time. You’ve got a curfew of nine o’clock. That means you’re here and you’ve checked in with one of your foster parents. No alcohol or drugs. Any prescriptions need to be approved by me. Anything. I want the names of anyone you’re spending time with outside this house. I don’t care if it’s an old friend or someone at your parenting class, if you have coffee with them, I want to know about it. And you will be attending parenting classes.”

      Tamara nodded. That was something she’d already talked about with Mrs. Henson before ever appearing before the parole board. It didn’t matter that Tamara had taken care of children before, she had to go to a class just like it was her first time and she didn’t know what she was doing. Tamara had acquiesced. What did it matter if she had to take a boring class?

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I honestly don’t know what Social Services is thinking, letting you take care of an infant. That is the last thing I would have allowed if it was up to me. You shouldn’t have any access to children.”

      Tamara bit her nail, then tried to distract herself by running her nails along the seams in the jeans she was wearing.

      “I’ll have help. Mrs. Henson will be here if I need a break or don’t know how to handle something.”

      Wanda glowered at her. “I’m not exactly worried about your poor feelings.”

      “But that’s why before… I got overwhelmed… I didn’t know what to do…”

      “You did not kill those children because you needed a nap.”

      “No, I…” Tamara searched for words. She didn’t want to give excuses and she didn’t want to have to tell the whole story to a stranger. But she wanted Wanda to understand that the baby wouldn’t be in danger from her. Tamara wasn’t going to let that happen again. “It wasn’t just that…”

      Wanda made a cutting motion with her hand. “That’s all beside the point. That decision isn’t mine to make. You’re here, they’ve already agreed to let you care for your baby, so that’s that. I don’t have any say there. But that baby had better be fed and dry and happy if I come by for a check, or I will be making a report.”

      Tamara’s throat tightened She shook her head worriedly.

      “Sometimes babies aren’t happy,” she protested. “If he’s sick or tired or just got up… what if he’s just had his shots? Or he’s teething?” She could already feel panic rising. She needed to be like the nurses and everyone else had been at the hospital, calm and collected even when the baby got grumpy. They had kept reassuring her that there was nothing wrong with letting him cry for a while. It wouldn’t hurt him.

      “He’d better be fed and clean,” Wanda said grudgingly. “If there is any sign he’s neglected or abused, I am not going to stand by. He’ll go straight back to his own foster family. Understood?”

      “I’ll take good care of him. Mrs. Henson will help. I’ll make sure he has everything he needs.”

      Wanda didn’t look impressed by the promise. Her face said that she’d heard plenty of promises from her parolees before and they didn’t mean squat. But Tamara didn’t know what else to say. She couldn’t prove herself until she’d had some time.

      “Is that all my rules?”

      “You need to be under a psychiatrist’s care, seeing them regularly. They need to have my name and number, so they can report anything to me that might indicate a problem.”

      Tamara nodded. “I need your card.”

      Wanda reached into one of the pouches on her belt and came out with a small stack of business cards. She tossed three or four onto the bed between them. “Memorize my number. Don’t just put it into your phone, I want you to know it by heart, so you can call me any time from any phone. Your psychiatrist gets a card. Your foster mom. Everybody needs to be able to reach me. Any time, day or night.”

      Wanda stopped talking. Her mouth went into a straight line, lips pressed together thinly. Did the parole officers come up with the rules themselves, or were they dictated by the parole board or someone further up the administrative ladder? Tamara imagined that if Wanda was the one making the rules herself, Tamara would be locked down more tightly than she was in juvie. A lock on the door. Tracking anklet. Eyes on her at all times. But that wasn’t the way it was. They were trying to get her reintegrated. They wanted her to look and act just like anyone else, as if she were normal.

      “At your hearing, you said that you’d had hallucinations. You saw and heard things.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you know that they weren’t real?”

      Tamara frowned. She scratched the back of her neck, thinking back to the months of darkness at juvie, and before that, when she was at the Bakers’.

      “I didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t,” she said slowly, “but I knew not everything was.”

      “And you haven’t had any hallucinations since having the baby?”

      “For a few days after. But they started to go away pretty quickly.”

      “And none since then.”

      “No.”

      “I want you to really think about it. Any hallucinations at all?”

      “No.” Tamara shifted uneasily and looked away from Wanda.

      “What?” Wanda demanded. “What else? You tell me the whole truth, not just the part you think is technically true.”

      Tamara chewed a jagged piece of skin on her lip. “I have PTSD. So sometimes I have flashbacks.”

      Wanda swore. “Is this on your medical records? Everybody else already knows this?”

      Tamara nodded.

      “What’s the difference between a flashback and a hallucination? Dr. Sutherland says you’re cured because you’re not having hallucinations anymore, but you’re still having flashbacks? What’s the difference?”

      Tamara squirmed. “A flashback is a memory. Not… something new… not… twisted thinking.”

      “But you still see or hear something that isn’t there.”

      “Um… yeah. Sometimes. Usually, it’s just anxiety… just a feeling… panic… but sometimes I see and hear things, like it’s happening again.”

      Wanda shook her head angrily. “And they think you’re a candidate for mom of the year. Unbelievable. How often?”

      “What?” Tamara stalled.

      “How often are you having these flashbacks?”

      Tamara chewed on her thumbnail again.

      “I want the truth,” Wanda said. “Don’t try to obfuscate by telling me something that is technically true. I want the reality.”

      “I don’t know… it will be different here than at juvie. There are different triggers. Different memories. I don’t know… how often.”

      “How often at juvie? Once a month? Once a week?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Tamara.”

      Tamara cleared her throat. She wanted to lower her voice to a whisper. She didn’t want to have to tell Wanda everything. She wanted to just go back to juvie and hide her face in her pillow. It wasn’t fair that she should have to tell Wanda about her own private thoughts and reactions. Wanda wasn’t a doctor. She didn’t know what it all meant. Dr. Sutherland knew, and he said it was safe for Tamara to be on the outside. He said it was safe, so why should she have to tell Wanda the details?

      “Most days,” Tamara finally admitted.

      “You have flashbacks every day.”

      “Most days.”

      “But that’s okay,” Wanda said in a sarcastic, mocking voice. “Why should that be any concern?”

      “Lots of people have PTSD.”

      “They aren’t under my supervision and taking care of helpless infants. What about Mrs. Henson? Does she know about this?”

      “Yes…” Tamara frowned thinking it through. “She knows I have them… she’s seen a couple bad ones, so she knows…”

      “Does she know they’re happening every day?”

      Tamara bit the inside of her cheek, resisting the urge to correct Wanda again. “I… don’t know.”

      But she did. Mrs. Henson didn’t have a clue Tamara had flashbacks every day. Dr. Sutherland didn’t know she had them every day. No one else had demanded to know that.

      Wanda shook her head. “People have no common sense. None. You are hallucinating every day, and they say it’s fine because it’s flashbacks, not…?” She looked for a word to finish her sentence, not familiar enough with the medical lingo.

      “Psychosis,” Tamara filled in. She swallowed. “It’s not a psychotic break. It isn’t the same thing.”

      “I’ll need to discuss this with Mrs. Henson and my boss. I really hate it when the quacks do stuff like this. You’re on meds?”

      Tamara nodded.

      “I want to see them.”

      Another invasion of her privacy. Even in juvie, she hadn’t had to show anyone else what she was taking; how defective she really was.

      Swallowing her anger, Tamara unfolded herself from the bed and went to the dresser where she had stowed her meager belongings. She pulled out three bottles of pills and handed them to Wanda. Wanda took out her phone, and while Tamara watched, she took a picture of each label and then the pills inside of each bottle.

      “You are to keep the pills in their original prescription bottles. If I find pills loose in your pockets, you’re in violation. I don’t have to identify whether they are legal or not. If they’re not in their original containers, they are illicit. Not even an aspirin. Got it?”

      Tamara could just imagine the scenarios Wanda had been through with previous parolees to lead to this rule. She nodded. “I don’t do drugs. I wouldn’t even take these if I didn’t have to. They forced me to.”

      Wanda’s eyes narrowed. “You’d better keep taking them, too. You go off your meds, it’s a violation.”

      Was there anything that wasn’t a violation?

      “I don’t need them. They are low dose, just in case stress or something other than being pregnant might trigger me. But I’ve never had a psychotic break any other time.”

      “Are you on birth control?”

      Tamara blinked at her. “No.”

      “See a doctor and get fixed up. I don’t want you getting pregnant again.”

      “I’m not even seeing anyone!” Tamara was suddenly short of breath.

      “By the time you decide you need it, it will be too late. Just like last time, right?”

      Tamara tried to close her mouth and answer properly but couldn’t explain to Wanda. She didn’t want to explain to Wanda. “I didn’t—last time—it wasn’t…” She rubbed her forehead, the pressure building. “Okay, yeah. All right.”

      Wanda nodded. “Don’t put it off. I’m serious.”

      “Okay.”

      Wanda got up from the bed so that she was face-to-face with Tamara, though a good head taller. Tamara found herself immediately assessing Wanda as a threat. She was powerfully built. For sure she lifted weights. Tamara would need to be quick. Move fast, grab a weapon, use her lower center of gravity to sweep the woman to the floor and cut and run.

      “Take it easy,” Wanda warned, watching Tamara’s face.

      Tamara took a deep breath. She relaxed her hands and tried to assume a casual stance. Stand down, French. Wanda was just like one of the guards at juvie. There to make sure Tamara followed the rules, but not someone who was going to attack her. She was safe. Tamara breathed out.

      “You know what’s going to happen if you screw up?” Wanda demanded. “You get what’s at stake here, don’t you?”

      Tamara nodded. She’d tried once before. She knew the risks better than Wanda.

      “If you screw up again, you’re going to adult prison,” Wanda said. “You’re sixteen and still have one to six years left on your term. No more juvie for you. You think you’re tough enough to face those women?”

      That’s where Vernon had gone. Not only would Tamara be facing older, tougher women, but she would be known. Olivia Vernon might have liked or respected Tamara at one time, but Tamara was the reason Vernon was back in prison. Tamara would be lucky to survive a week at the women’s facility.

      She licked dry lips. “No. I don’t want to go there.”

      Wanda looked grimly satisfied. “Good. Then you’re going to work with me to stay out, aren’t you? You’re going to follow the rules and not violate them, right?”
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      TAMARA WAS SHAKEN LONG after Wanda left her room. She remained in her room, listening for Wanda’s departure. The probation officer stayed and talked with Mrs. Henson. Was she pumping Mrs. Henson for information? Telling her what all of Tamara’s rules were and the tidbits she had learned in the interview? Reminding her that she was responsible for the baby’s safety? It was a long time before Tamara heard the front door close again. She didn’t go down to talk to Mrs. Henson.

      She lay with her face buried in her pillow, remembering things as they had been the previous year. There had been good things. Her excitement over having a real friend. Playing on the volleyball team. Hot showers. Nita and Deshawn, eager to play the role of big sisters and to help her with her clothes, makeup, and hair, as if she were just a regular sister. She thought of how Mrs. Henson had visited her at juvie and kept returning, in spite of Tamara’s anger and instability. Now they would be able to talk to each other without the presence of a guard, able to say and do whatever they pleased. Tamara could be part of a family, if she could just follow the rules to avoid being sent back to juvie. Or to the women’s prison.

      She hadn’t realized how late it was when she heard the front door open and heard several people arrive. Tamara rolled over and looked at the clock on her bedside table. School was out. It would soon be suppertime. Tamara sat up and rubbed her face, making sure it was free of sweat and tears. She heard girls’ voices downstairs, so she figured Nita and Deshawn would be up to greet her in short order.

      She was right. There were footsteps on the stairs, and then a quick knock on the door. Nita’s perfectly plucked eyebrows and classic Mexican features peered through the crack. “You up, Tamara?” She broke into a grin when she saw Tamara standing beside the bed. “How are you doing, girl? Oh, it’s good to see you again!” She opened the door the rest of the way and entered. Deshawn was close on her heels, smiling her brilliant white smile, cornrows cascading around her dark face.

      Nita stopped short of Tamara and made a little gesture, reaching her arms wider. An invitation for a hug, a query whether it was okay. Tamara swallowed and braced herself, putting her arms out. Nita pulled her into a vigorous hug, pressing her cheek against Tamara’s and giving her a squeeze; then she let go. Tamara was relieved it hadn’t lasted too long. She didn’t know what she would do if Nita held it uncomfortably long. Was it acceptable to pull away? Did it have to be mutual, timed so they both withdrew at the same time? Tamara hadn’t ever had any friends who had hugged in greeting. She looked at Deshawn, ready for a hug from her as well. Deshawn was less ardent, reaching around Tamara’s shoulders with one arm, not squashing her. Tamara nodded and stepped back, trying to hold a smile steady on her face.

      “It’s good to see you again too. It’s good to be back.”

      “Missus said she was going to get you back,” Deshawn said. “She kept saying it… I didn’t know if she could! But here you are!”

      “I wouldn’t have thought it,” Tamara agreed. “I didn’t think there was any way I was making parole this time. After everything that happened…”

      “You’ve had some adventures,” Nita chimed in. She rubbed Tamara on the back. “Man… it’s just so good to see you!”

      Tamara nodded, not sure what else to say.

      “We’re supposed to go back down to set the table and help get dinner on,” Deshawn advised. “You coming?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Tamara was relieved to have something to do. It wouldn’t be so awkward if she had a way to keep her hands busy.

      Nita ran her hand along the rail of the crib as she walked by it. She looked at Tamara, eyes twinkling. “And you’ve got a little one of your own this time? When is he coming?”

      “Uh… tomorrow, I think. Missus didn’t exactly say.”

      “I’ll bet he’s just the cutest. Does he have your beautiful hair?”

      Tamara ran her fingers through her limp blond locks. It would look better once she’d had a chance to condition it and use the blow-dryer and curling iron, like Deshawn had shown her the last time. It was impossible to keep nice in prison, with the harsh, electric-orange shampoo that looked like it had been shipped from a nuclear facility and nothing but a comb to style it. Nobody in prison cared. They all looked equally drab and pitiful.

      “I don’t know what he looks like.”

      “Babies change so fast,” Nita allowed. “Their hair and eyes can change after they’re born too, you never know what they’re going to look like after a few months.”

      There really wasn’t any reason for Tamara to point out that she’d hardly even looked at the baby when he was born and that she hadn’t seen him since. Nita probably already knew that. She was just being polite and giving Tamara an excuse for not knowing what her own child looked like.

      She didn’t say anything as they went back down to the main floor and got to work. Mrs. Henson passed out jobs and everyone pitched in. Soon the table was set, a salad and vegetables prepared, and a couple of pots bubbled on the stovetop. Deshawn looked at her watch.

      “Can I put a load of laundry in? Nobody’s going to need to shower until later. Tamara, you weren’t going to, were you?”

      Tamara shook her head
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