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Revenge is a dish best served cold.
But for Mercy Pryce her revenge will scald one’s soul and leave
behind a burnt-out husk if she has her way.

 


Mercy has returned to her hometown
of Cartleigh, New York after twenty years. The lakeside community
is the perfect location for Yakim Zeldovich, her Russian
billionaire employer’s state of the art manufacturing facility.
Acting as a consultant for Zeldovich, she’s on an undercover
mission, not as an angel of mercy, but one of mischief, deceit and
torture. Her ultimate goal is to ruin Cartleigh because of a
horrible trauma she suffered in high school. The one responsible
for her wrath is Colton Hahn, Cartleigh’s beloved mayor, and the
object of her retaliation. The town’s golden boy, who she once
adored as an impressionable teenager, brutally raped her and left
her for dead at seventeen.

 


Consumed by years of grief and
growing rage, she has targeted Colton, who may also be responsible
for the death of her best friend, Marina, his fiancé. She will
avenge Marina and finally take down the monster who tried to ruin
her life.

 


Her success may come at a horrible
price. But it will all be worth it if she can take away everything
Colton holds dear, including him surrendering his heart and soul to
her in the process.


 


 


Dedication

Some say revenge is both a science and an
art. For those seeking revenge, the outcome may end up as far away
from science and art as possible. The art I create is the perfect
revenge because it will remain long after I am gone. Find something
that will immortalize you so those who feel you should be
forgotten, will have lost. Because in the end, you would have won,
which is the ultimate revenge.


CHAPTER ONE

 


I saw my first blow job the last time I
visited a cemetery when I was thirteen. The blow job happened after
the funeral—my grandfather’s. While Grandmother welcomed thoughts
and prayers from those who attended, I strolled around the grounds,
checking the gravestones while I tried mourning Grandfather’s
passing. I passed a maintenance shed and noticed a man in a golf
cart. His head was tilted back and his mouth wide open. A woman lay
over his lap. He held her by her hair, and for some strange reason,
her ass jerked in the air like someone fucked her from behind. I
froze, shocked by what I watched until the man turned his head in
my direction. I ran away, shaken by the scene.

My memory was like a sponge. I remembered
everything, which could also be considered a curse. It was why I
had returned to my hometown after twenty years, the same place that
caused me such grief because of the people there. Or, rather, I
should say one person. The same person was now the mayor, my
rapist, and possible murderer of my childhood best friend.

I had come for vengeance, so sayeth the
lord, the same lord or god millions worshiped without question.
The biblical phrase had become my mantra even though I found
religion a joke. Yet here I was on so-called holy ground, in front
of Marina’s grave, despite the humidity and gummy heat that stuck
to a person like glue. I was here to fulfill my self-proclaimed
promise to make her murderer suffer—her fiancé, and my rapist who
stole everything from me a Saturday night in June after high school
graduation, when I would have gladly given him what he took from
me.

I was a blast from the past, ready to leave
destruction in my wake with an incredible lack of sympathy or
concern for the collateral damage that would occur. My name would
be taken literally—Mercy Pryce. A price would be paid, but as for
mercy, it was buried as deep in the ground as Marina’s corpse. Six
years gone, forgotten by most, with the exception of one
person—me.

 


###

 


The ride from the cemetery to my
grandparents’ house where I grew up was ten minutes by car.
Cartleigh, NY, was the jewel of the Hudson Valley with a population
of thirty thousand and two hours away from Manhattan. Cartleigh was
known for two things—their fall festival and Sitala Lake that
flowed into the Hudson River. My grandparents’ house was one of
many encircling the lake, actually the first house near the
entrance to the lakeside. Their house, or I should say mine since
Grandmother passed away eight years ago, had been in our family for
over one hundred years. I could sell it for five hundred thousand
minimum if I chose. But the property was a status symbol. Not that
it had been when I was growing up even though it sat directly
across the lake from the Hahns’ three-story shingle-style manor.
The Hahns owned another house in the middle of the town, but their
lake house was a status symbol to the community. It had become the
permanent residence for their only son—Colton Hahn the third, the
respected mayor of Cartleigh and the subject of my hate and
scorn.

My fingers throbbed from clutching the
steering wheel of my compact rental car. It had been some time
since I had such a physical reaction to Colt. He was always in the
corner of my mind, lurking there to remind me of my lost innocence.
I tried to think of him with a critical eye, to remain detached
from the current situation. Reminiscing about our history sometimes
made me lose a sense of reality.

I finally got out of the car and inspected my
property and childhood home. Calm came over me, a fondness for this
house and the energy surrounding it very strong. I assumed I’d feel
the same inside because of who had lived there. Pride filled my
chest because the house had been well taken care of. The last time
I lived here had been two weeks before I left for college.
Grandmother carried me away from this place to protect me. Only she
knew my secret at the time. After her death six years ago, I
finally revealed all to another. Yakim Zeldovch, my best friend and
employer was key in giving me the confidence to succeed.

He was responsible for the upkeep on the
property. The cedar siding was freshly stained, a new roof had been
installed, and the landscaping of newly planted trees and colorful
bushes and flowers was something out of a garden spotlight
magazine. A cleaning service had been hired to prepare for my stay.
I was here to help with the negotiations on behalf of Alzmeya, who,
with Cartleigh, was in the final stages of building their US
headquarters that would create thousands of jobs and billions of
dollars of revenue to the state. Their international headquarters
were in Saint Petersburg, run by the very wealthy Russian, Yevgeny
Zeldovich. Yakim, his youngest son, proposed the office here at my
suggestion. It had been decided six years ago, coincidentally after
Marina’s death and Colt’s winning the mayor’s seat. His father’s
blessing on the new headquarters was all part of the plan Yakim
helped me orchestrate. Six long years of waiting and scheming had
finally come to fruition.

It was eerily quiet for a warm Saturday
afternoon in September. Not one boat on the water or any swimmers.
Clouds had formed in the sky, but it was still sunny. There would
probably be a late-day thunderstorm. Those were the best kind
because they arrived without warning, were powerful, and might
leave some damage behind. I had been born during a storm in June,
or so Grandmother had told me. The weather had been violent, but my
birth had been easy. My mother’s labor had lasted under ten hours.
Unfortunately, her death hadn’t been the same.

I should have settled in after my long trip,
but the water called me. I still had a few hours until I checked in
with Yakim. We talked every night regardless of where we were in
the world. My smile widened and then fell to a straight line. My
emotions were fleeting, even when it came to people I thought
fondly of. Yakim was always first in that regard, but physical
reactions such as smiling, frowning, or laughing were far and few
between. I was good at pretending. He made sure I had enough
practice for my current mission so I wouldn’t be caught in any
lies.

I toed off my sandals and walked to the end
of the short wooden dock. If it had been closer to nightfall, and I
was certain there wouldn’t be any witnesses, I would have slipped
off my dress, unclipped my newly dyed eight-inch burgundy hair, and
taken a dip. But the windows of the Hahn house across the way
stopped me. So, I hiked my skirt to my hips and sat then dangled my
legs to allow my feet to submerge in comforting liquid.

A cackling bird broke the silence as the
vibration of thunder in the distance became more prominent. I
wanted to close my eyes, but the Hahn house made me well aware I
wasn’t alone. It may just be a building, and an expensive one, but
it felt as if it spied on me. I would play coy, feeding Colt’s ego
so he would grant me entrance to his home and perhaps his heart.
The heart I would mash to pulp.

Storm clouds moved closer with flashes of
lightning and thunder booming creating a violent symphony. I lay on
the wood with my arms spread wide, willing the coming rain to soak
me. A drop splashed my forehead, and, for the first time in almost
forty-eight hours, I closed my eyes to rest.

 


###

 


Colt liked long hair, so I hadn’t cut it in
two years. I squeezed out as much water as possible as I unlocked
the door to the screened-in porch. My feet were covered in mud and
grass from what was more than just an Indian summer thunderstorm.
Rain still fell. I would have liked to remain on the dock, but I’d
started to shiver and decided to take shelter. I did get naked then
because the deciduous trees stopped any peeping, not that I
expected any.

I grabbed a beach towel hanging on a wall,
and, after drying off, I wrapped it around my head. I was far from
ashamed of my body, and enjoyed wearing as few clothes as possible,
but I had never been a fan of wearing my hair loose. But the style
I chose was one of the small sacrifices I recently made.

After locking the door behind me, I went into
the kitchen. There had been some updates since I left for college,
mainly new appliances, such as a microwave and toaster oven. No
coffee maker but a state-of-the-art espresso machine, a gift from
Yakim, along with a huge basket filled with fruit, crackers,
cheeses, and two bottles of red wine. A generous welcome, but as
much as I would have liked him to stay here, he wouldn’t. If he did
visit, he’d reserve a posh suite at the most expensive hotel in the
area. He embodied a life of luxury and displayed his wealth from
the clothes he wore to the food he ate and the company he kept. The
basket was an example of his opulence.

I sat on a bench in front of the island and
opened the basket for a pear. While I ate, I read the short note
attached. Welcome home. Next to the basket was a white box
holding something extra special, but not edible, and would remain
on my person whenever I left the house.

When time on my cell changed to seven
o’clock, it rang. Yakim’s number popped up. It was under Y. The
only other person I saved as the initial of their first name was
Leona, whom I also trusted with my life. I wished she could have
been on the call since it was normal for her to be a part of my and
Yakim’s relationship. We were a happy little threesome when given
the chance.

“Hello, Yakim.” I took a bite of my pear.

“Milost,” he responded in Russian,
using his pet name for me, which literally meant mercy. I spoke
Russian fluently, along with three other languages. For this
conversation, we would stick to his native tongue.

I stopped chewing out of respect for the man
I talked to. “I’m sitting in the kitchen naked with only a towel
around my head and eating a fifty-dollar Buddha-shaped pear from
the lovely gift basket you sent.”

“How did you come up with the price of the
pear?” He sounded authentic with his question, which was always the
case with me. With others not so much, but he had excelled at
making people believe he cared.

“A joking estimate based on the price of the
basket. Not curious why I’m naked? You would approve if you were
here because you always want me to unwind.” I finished the fruit
and dabbed the edge of my mouth to erase any juice left behind.

“Send me a picture.” His voice lowered to a
seductive pitch.

“I was caught outside in the rain. You
already have enough pictures of me in states of undress.” Outside
the back window, I could see the rain but it was much lighter.

“No swim in your lake? You must do so this
weekend so you’re refreshed for Monday,” he suggested.

I was tempted to ask him what he was wearing
and his location. But it was close to midnight for him, so he was
probably drinking a scotch and relaxing on some type of couch in
his dress shirt and slacks, maybe barefoot. He might even have
company to help him sleep. If not me, he had a second choice.

“Is Leona with you?” I took one of the
bottles of wine, along with a corkscrew and moved to the kitchen
table. Grabbing another towel, I set it on the chair and sat,
laying my legs on another chair in front of me.

“She’s with Maksimilian. He needed a date for
tonight. She should fare well with him. He’ll make her feel safe,”
he said with assurance. When it came to Leona, the only other
person he trusted with her care was his older brother.

Pulling the cork with ease, I drank straight
from the bottle. No need to use a glass in the privacy of my own
home. “He convinced her to join him? She may see someone from her
past who may cause her to have a bad reaction.” Leona’s issues were
more damaging and deeper than my own. But she used her internal
scarring to her advantage and struck her victims without warning at
the instruction of the Zeldovich brothers.

“She’ll return in one piece. She always
does.” He sighed. “I miss you too much already. It will be a
difficult separation.”

Warmth traveled down my chest and to my
stomach. He had amazing skill at causing me to have these physical
reactions. Because I was in the right frame of mind, with good wine
and the fruit I ate, along with the freedom to be naked without a
care, I could enjoy how he made me feel. I may even take matters
into my own hands later. He would make sure I had all the
instruments I needed if the fully stocked kitchen was anything to
go by.

“We’ll have phone and video calls. It won’t
just be status updates on the good job I’m doing.” I wasn’t just
here on my behalf. I really was here as one of the top legal
consultants for Alzmeya’s project.

“You’ll do an outstanding job. I have total
faith in you. Since the day I saw you jogging around the track at
college, intent on escaping whatever chased you, I knew you were
destined for great things.”

I drank a large swallow of wine. His
accolades always made me feel off-center. “I appreciate the
sentiment.” I raised the bottle in his honor, wishing he was here.
Since we were eighteen, we hadn’t been separated from one another
for more than a few days, a week at most. The distance would test
us both.

“I can always reschedule my plans and come
earlier than—”

“No.” I winced. He would notice my mistake
and keep it for later. Then the questions would start, and I would
answer them all.

I waited for him to respond, drinking until
most of my wine was gone. I slouched down in my seat, splaying my
legs to allow the cool air to sweep between them and tickle my
pulsing tissues.

“Milost, if you need someone you trust
to be with you, I can ask Leona to stay with you until you’re
settled. It has to be a shock to return home after twenty years and
see certain people from your past.” He knew why I returned to
confront Colt. Not only would it help me move on, but it would
complete my revenge on behalf of Marina.

“You still see me as a timid and scarred
eighteen-year-old from New York? I’ve had twenty years to work on
my recovery. I haven’t experienced any flashbacks that made me rock
in a corner. I’m not anxious or nervous at being in the same place
as Colt. His family’s lake house didn’t invite any horror or
frighten me,” I huffed, ruffled at his insinuation I couldn’t
handle myself and succeed at the mission we’d agreed upon.

“It has only been six years since you lost
your Marina. Her memory is still too strong for you.” He paused and
then whispered something I didn’t catch, possibly some type of
blessing, whichever was the case when he talked of the dead.
“She’ll haunt you while you try to make those responsible pay.”

“There’s only one person she should haunt,
and I will make him pay.”

“Miost, it worries me when you talk
this way.” He did the thing with his voice that usually lulled me
into relaxation, but not this time. “You can’t say for certain
Colton Hahn killed your friend.”

My hand flexed hard around the bottle, the
sudden shooting pain in my wrist welcome. “It’s why I’m here. To
find out the true story of Marina’s death and his part in it.”

“Don’t be surprised if your subconscious
plays tricks on you.”

“You’re starting to sound like your father
when he talks about ghosts and goblins.” I took another swig of
wine. “I won’t lose myself and start hallucinating and seeing
things that aren’t there.” A part of me wouldn’t mind seeing
Grandmother again, even if it was a manifestation in my mind. I
tugged on my silver teardrop necklace, the one thing I wore morning
and night. It had her ashes inside the pendant so she was with me
always.

“I always listen to Father. You should. He
gives great advice.” Yakim worshipped his father in a way I
couldn’t understand. But maybe I had trouble understanding because
I never knew my father, and the only male figure comparable to him,
my grandfather, was someone who didn’t leave a lasting impression
like Grandmother.

“Your father is always fascinating to talk to
whenever we see him in Moscow or Saint Petersburg.” Yakim allowed
me to be critical toward others and let me question him more times
than I could count. But he would never accept anything negative
about his family, especially his father, who could crush me if he
so chose. It was a good thing Yev adored me.

“We’ll see him again during the Christmas
holiday. I’ll let you go, moya golubushka so you are well
rested for tomorrow.” The sound of banging or knocking broke
through on his end.

“You’re having a visitor this late at night?
Someone I know?” I added a layer of fake playfulness to my
voice.

He chuckled. “A short business meeting before
I go to bed. Alone.”

“Like you, I’ll sleep alone tonight, but
wishing you were lying next to me.” I set my hand low on my stomach
and flicked my fingers above my mound. If he was here, he would
replace my hand with his own.

“Sweet dreams. We will talk tomorrow via
video chat.” He ended the call before I said goodbye.

I took another sip of wine, the alcohol
relaxing me. I hoped I’d sleep well tonight. It had been a while
since I was the only one in bed. But I would have to make due. It
wouldn’t last for too long, although the idea of sleeping next to
Colt turned my stomach.

Not wanting to end up sick on the bathroom
floor next to the toilet, I wrapped the towel I sat on around my
body. I paused, spotting a framed shelf mirror near the kitchen
entrance. It was a new addition and something I never would have
bought.

I wasn’t a fan of staring at my reflection.
But I walked over to view my wilted, to the middle of my back fake
red hair, and my medium skin tone, which was of benefit to me. The
majority of people in this town were pale and white, so I would
stand out. Looking somewhat exotic helped me in many business and
social situations. The group of freckles on my nose as well as the
small mole near my left upper lip drew people in. When I was much
younger, these physical traits had attracted Colt. Now with them
amplified, I hope the same would occur again.

I was unmoved by what I saw of myself. I
didn’t feel pride or disgust about my body either way. My form,
like most creatures, was what was presented to the world. There
would be opinions either way based on what people saw. But my mind
was my most important attribute I possessed.

Bored by this exercise, I took the mirror off
the wall and slammed it down. The glass broke on the floor but
stayed in a contained demolition.

Feeling much better, I grabbed my things from
the car.



CHAPTER TWO

 


“Why is the water always so cold?”
Sixteen-year-old Marina asked after rolling off the raft she had
been lying on.

“It’s refreshing.” I laid my chin on the
black inflatable tube, watching Colt and his friends across the way
on his parents’ luxury yacht celebrate the Fourth of July. He had
to have at least twenty people there partying. The music was loud
but didn’t cover the sounds of his guests, mainly kids from our
school. Even though Marina and I had gone to school with Colt since
sixth grade—no private school for him for some strange reason—we
had never been invited to any of his birthday or holiday parties.
We were on the fringe, not accepted by the cool kids. We were the
middle of the road, unassuming and unthreatening.

“Senior year is going to be different for
us.” She swam a few feet away, eyes still locked on the party
boat.

Marina always had her head in the clouds,
while I was a realist. The upcoming school year would be the same
as the last. Colt and his girlfriend Karine would rule the school
with the fellow rich kid townies, while the rest stared in equal
parts wonder and loathing at what they would never have or could
be. Marina was one of them no matter how hard she tried to break
into the group. But living in a trailer park with her mother and
constantly unemployed uncle wasn’t great for her reputation.

Suddenly Colt separated from the group, moved
to the front of the boat, and held out his hand.

“Come join us.” His voice was a whisper on
the water that made me want to obey.

I turned to Marina, but she wasn’t near me.
She popped up behind Colt, curled her arms around him, and sent me
a toothy smile.

“Yes, join us, Mercy Percy. You know you
want to.”

I opened my eyes and sat up in bed, my heart
slamming my chest. I was too warm, as if I ran a temperature. My
skin was sticky and sweaty, and I kicked off the covers. It had
been years since I had such a visceral dream. I usually didn’t
dream. Marina had given me the nickname Mercy Percy after the first
time we played together in kindergarten. I hadn’t minded her
calling me it when we were kids. But her use of it in the dream
wasn’t affectionate, rather menacing, as if she was warning me to
be careful but not because she cared for my well-being. Almost like
a dare, but one I would fail at attempting.

The fragments of the dream and the sensation
it left behind eased away. Not necessarily forgotten but weaker
than when I was thrown out of my precious sleep. My drowsiness
lingered but not enough to make me want to lie down and close my
eyes. I would end up reviewing the dream in my head. But it wasn’t
based on reality or on a memory. It never happened. Maybe it was a
sign, or Marina’s spirit, as Yakim might suggest, warning me to be
cautious. The warning had been acknowledged. I was smart enough not
to get ahead of myself where Colt was concerned.

The urge to destroy Colt erased my unease
over the dream. Shrugging it off, I got out of bed and checked the
electronic alarm clock next to Grandmother’s bed. It was a few
minutes before seven. I walked to the window and drew aside the
curtains to view the lake. Grandmother’s bedroom faced the water,
whereas my room faced the side, next to an oak tree I always wanted
to climb out on but never did. I decided to sleep in her bedroom
because I wanted to be close to her. Her scent was everywhere, and
one I always had on me like my locket with her ashes. The only
perfume I wore was White Shoulders, her favorite. I would have
expected if anyone would send me a warning, it would have been her
and not Marina. Maybe she eventually would, but I was being
fanciful. I didn’t believe in any of that hocus-pocus bullshit.
Grandmother hadn’t, either. Speaking of hocus-pocus, I would attend
Mass tomorrow at St. Anthony’s church and try to instill myself in
the good graces of the pastor there to help move my plan forward.
Colt and his parents were such good Catholics. I would pretend to
act the same.

I would have to push aside my atheist beliefs
and embrace the God I had turned my back on and his righteous
indignation followed by many in this town. Today would start my new
role as Gertrude Pryce’s wayward granddaughter who returned home to
help stimulate the economy with jobs. The community may think it,
and I would make them believe it while I worked on a side project
that would rattle the same people when I finished. They would have
no clue I would be responsible for some misfortune. Then I would
leave as I had arrived but less vindictive and vengeful. The
accumulation of twenty years of resentment would finally pop and
climax in such a satisfying way.

 


###

 


I went for a jog like I did most days. I
started my first year in college, a hobby I thoroughly enjoyed next
to traveling. I ran five miles on average and more when I had the
energy, specifically when I trained for marathons with Yakim. My
first verbal introduction to him had been on the Amherst racetrack.
That meeting changed my life for the better.

Even with the storm last night, the weather
wasn’t suitable for jogging. It was too humid and hot, making it
difficult to breathe if one exerted themselves too much. For the
middle of September, the weather should be cooler, especially in
upstate New York with the lake and the grouping of trees in the
area. But there had been Indian summers in the past, although some
may say global warning was to blame. Jogging didn’t faze me even
with humidity in the air. I sweated more than I usually did, my
heart rate was up, and my pulse echoed in my ears, but it gave me a
nice out-of-body feeling. I would make do even though I spent most
of my summers in cooler climates, such as the Swiss countryside
where the temperature was usually seventy degrees or so.

I would survive the uncomfortable weather,
just like I had in my first eighteen years. A few months here to
face my past and the consequences of my actions were something I
could handle. I had planned for it, just like I had built up my
endurance when it came to jogging. It was the only exercise besides
yoga I did on an almost-daily basis. It was why I decided to run
the four miles from Grandmother’s house to the center of town. I
did it purposely, not only because I wanted to jog but to make my
presence known and give the busybodies something to gossip about.
Someone jogging on the main road where most cars drove on wasn’t a
normal sight. Perhaps Colt would be in one of those cars, but those
odds were slim since most Saturdays, he and his uncle Samuel, the
senior senator from New York, golfed at the local country club
where most of their donors and lobbyists were members. I knew
Colt’s schedule by heart, and we weren’t supposed to meet until
Mass at St. Anthony’s tomorrow morning.

Perhaps someone would mention to him the
pleasant-looking woman with the vibrant-red hair in a braid, who
was dressed in the tight matching yellow sports bra and leggings
wearing bright-purple sneakers. He might not give it a second
thought because he wouldn’t know it was me yet. I was twenty pounds
lighter. My hair had gone from an unmemorable beige to something
men would fantasize what those softs strands would feel like on
their thighs with my mouth wrapped around them. Some might assume I
fucked like a porn star because of my perky, rounded breasts
accentuated by implants. Colt would find out soon enough but only
if he played by my rules.

I arrived at my destination in under an hour.
The High End Center hadn’t changed much in two decades. The
quaintness and tranquility appealed to tourists and visitors.
Nothing bad would happen to you in Cartleigh. Most residents
believed the same or chose to ignore the manipulations of the Hahn
family. I would be the one to free them from those chains, and they
wouldn’t have any idea until it was too late. I wouldn’t need
recognition or gratitude. The downfall of Colt and his family name
was a good enough reward for me.

Flagstones made up the sidewalk, and green
cast-iron lampposts perched on corners next to blue metal trash
cans embellished with Keep Cartleigh Clean in big white
font. Cars parked for free in front of various establishments.
Capital was still invested here for some reason, and it showed
based on the clothing boutiques and cosmopolitan restaurants and
bars catering to a type of patron where money wasn’t an issue. The
optics were blunt and noticeable. It would be very appealing to
those who only saw the surface and not what lay beneath.

A sweet smell brushed my face, and my stomach
responded with a gurgle of hunger. For some reason, the scent of
cinnamon wafting in the air made me want something sugary to take
the edge off. I stopped in front of the Sweet Sharpe Café. There
was a coffee mug and muffin decal in the front window the name of
the café curved on top. I had gone to school with the Sharpes. The
family had four daughters, each a year apart. Did one, or perhaps
all, own the café? It wouldn’t be surprising since their mother
managed the bakery section at one of the local supermarkets.

Curious, I entered the café. A definite
tourist trap, cozy with plush couches and chairs. Cutesy
knickknacks to purchase lined the shelves. The interior was
inviting, but what made you want to stay were the welcoming aromas
and eye-catching baked goods. There also appeared to be an outside
courtyard of some sort past the bathrooms.

I was studying the menu above my head while
waiting for my turn when the animated voice of a woman greeted me.
As I glanced at her and went to give my order, she clapped.

“Oh my saints, it’s Mercy Pryce!”

For a woman who had an extra thirty pounds on
her, she was fast on her feet. She whipped around the counter, and,
without permission, hugged me. I flattened my hands on my legs to
stop from jabbing my nails in her fleshy arms to release me.

The woman let me go and shifted back,
allowing me to see her face. It was Ruby, the youngest of the
Sharpe sisters. Other than a few wrinkles around her face and the
additional weight, she hadn’t changed too much. Even her
shoulder-length curly black hair was the same.

“Ruby?” I played dumb, which she seemed to
like from the way her smile expanded, showing dimples on each
side.

“I guess I should have told you it was me
before I hugged you.” She folded her hands in front of her stomach,
making me stare at her burgundy café T-shirt and the chest I had
been envious of when I was fourteen. “I didn’t mean to attack you
like I did.”

She had always been friendly and was one of
the kindest girls in high school. Even Cartleigh’s privileged
children liked her, as if she were an adorable puppy who welcomed
the pats on her head from as many people as possible.

“It’s good to see you after so many years.
But how did you recognize me?” I swept my hands over the crown of
my head and tugged on my braid.

“I have a thing for faces. The way the right
side of your mouth lifts more than your left when you’re
concentrating did it for me.” She tapped the side of her mouth,
almost making me want to do the same. “Although the different hair
color and your slammin’ body almost threw me off.”

Slammin’ body? Slang sounded weird coming
from her. For some reason, she used a Southern twang instead of the
drawn-out extra syllables enunciation I had been inundated with
since returning home.

“You never left Cartleigh, or did you return
like me?” I inspected her closely, not seeing a woman who may have
traveled the world but a typical townie whose idea of adventure was
a Broadway show in Manhattan. Her almost hunched way of standing
and her high-waisted jeans, unisex café T-shirt, and white tennis
shoes added to my theory. But then again, I might be judgmental.
She’d probably been up before the crack of dawn, baking or whatever
she did here.

“The only time I left Cartleigh was for
college. I returned after my dad got sick and then decided to open
the café with my older sister.” She moved to a table near the back,
and I joined her and sat facing the front door. I never kept my
back to any door.

If she found my sudden move odd, she kept it
to herself and sat across from me. I wasn’t really in the mood for
chitchat, but then I spotted a political poster calling for action,
dated two years ago. This changed my interaction with Ruby, who
might give me ammunition. If I remembered correctly, she loved to
gossip.

“Are you married and have kids?” If anyone
was a spokesperson for marriage and children, it was her. I could
have shocked her by asking if she was gay, which she may find
insulting, not that I found it to be a big deal. For some reason,
Europeans didn’t mind the question like Americans.

“I have a boyfriend. He’s a mechanic for an
auto shop in the next town over.” She lifted her shoulders. “We’ve
been together for three years. How about you?”

“I’ve had some relationships but nothing too
serious. I’m too dedicated to my work.” I purposely remained vague.
She could assume what she wanted. Maybe she would find the mystery
appealing, wishing she had my life instead of being stuck in a
mundane one.

“What type of work do you do? Did it bring
you back to Cartleigh, or are you here to finally sell your
grandparents’ house? You’ll probably get a nice amount since the
lakeshore is prime real estate.” She rushed through her questions
without taking a breath. It was impressive how she didn’t inhale or
huff after asking. She must have had a lot of practice. It should
have annoyed me, but her authenticity made me want to answer. Then
she would be open to answering my questions.

“I’m one of the legal consultants for Alzmeya
to handle the contract negotiations with the town. I’m here until
the end of the year.” I lifted the bottom of my braid and curled it
around a finger to give me something to do. I usually sat still,
but the way Ruby vibrated with energy made me copy her, to make her
feel comfortable in my company.

“That’s fabulous! Your grandmother Gertrude
would be so proud.” She moved her hand on the table for me to
take.

I swallowed a groan and gave her my hand. The
last time someone held my hand was Yakim, and it was something we
did sparingly unless we were in bed.

“You’re staying at the house, then?” She
blinked three times, reflecting her nervousness at asking.

“Yes. I feel.” Safe. “Content there. I
would like to reconnect with my roots and the people I once knew.”
I indicated Colt’s reelection poster. “You’re not the only one who
remained in Cartleigh. Colton Hahn is a two-term mayor?”

She squeezed my hand. “He’s the youngest
mayor Cartleigh has ever had. He was reelected in a landslide.
Unfortunately, he has bigger plans after his second term ends.
There’s rumors he might run for senate and take his uncle’s seat if
the senator retires in two years.”

I wasn’t surprised by the information. Colt
would try his best to ascend to greatness. With his uncle Samuel in
his corner, he would have a good shot at becoming a senator then
perhaps president. But it wouldn’t happen. I would stop him in his
tracks.

“What’s with the smile?” She sent me one back
and tapped my hand. “I feel the same when I think of Colt. He’s
single, you know?” She winced. “Sorry.”

“What are you apologizing for?” She wouldn’t
have any idea of my secret relationship with him.

“I’m not sure how much you know about him,
but he lost his fiancée six years ago in a horrible car accident,
right before he was elected to his first term as mayor.” Her eyes
widened almost comically. “She was Marina Stein. You were tight
growing up.”

We were very “tight,” or so I had thought.
Except, I didn’t tell her about my secret relationship with Colt,
my rape and the aftermath, until she told me about her engagement.
The way I reacted to her on the phone would haunt me to my grave.
It was the last time we spoke. The next day she was dead.

“I heard about them. We drifted apart after
high school but kept in touch by phone and emails.” After college,
I saw her a total of five times. I had tried to see her more often,
but she was off and running to one thing or another. She loved the
social aspect, the partying and mingling with important people who
could help her career. The last time we saw one another, she tried
to seduce Yakim. After her failed attempt, I punished her by
refusing to see her. The sad thing was, she didn’t care. I wouldn’t
know the truth until our final phone call when she told me what she
really thought of me.

“We all mourned Colt’s loss.” Her eyes
brightened. Was she really going to cry? I wanted to find out as
much information as possible since she was a fountain of it, but if
she started slobbering over two people who never gave a shit about
her, I might lose it. I never overreacted in public or showed
others how I was really feeling. It would give them too much power
over me. I needed to come up with an excuse before she embarrassed
herself.

One of the employees called her name, saying
a distributor was on the phone. Grabbing the edge of the table, she
rose from her seat and did some strange squatting.

“If I sit too long, my legs fall asleep,” she
explained, and I also stood.

“It was good to catch up. We’ll have to do it
again soon.” I moved toward the middle of the room to escape any
sudden embraces. She stepped toward the counter. “Get whatever you
like. It’s my welcome home gift to you.”

“How nice of you. I’ll try and stop in again
soon.” I’d remain friendly in case I needed more information from
her.

She didn’t offer her phone number, and
neither did I. Cartleigh was small enough to bump into one another.
Colt was the one I would make contact with and keep it going until
I ended it.

Ruby answered the phone and waved. I sent her
one back. I would buy something small to eat on my walk to check
out St. Anthony’s. Not used to eating sweets, having a scone or a
brownie was unappealing. But I had a part to play, even if it was
only for Colt’s benefit. As I inspected the menu again, something
wet and cold brushed my knee. A golden retriever sniffed my
leg.

“Harriet! You can’t lick strangers.” A man I
never thought I would see again spoke behind me.

I patted the dog on the head and faced Ari
Cobb, my former friend and date to the senior prom.

“Mercy?” He stared at me with a confused
expression.

“In the flesh.” I held out my hand. “It’s
good to see you, Ari.” I meant it.

He shook my hand in a firm grip while keeping
eye contact. His palm was rough and not as smooth as it had been
when he was seventeen. His hair was still the shade of almonds,
although there was some premature gray intertwined on the sides and
in his bangs. A nice amount of scruff on his face, giving him a
rugged appeal. But the compassion he was known for was still in his
eyes and in his smile, which he probably did a lot of based on the
lines around his mouth.

“How long has it been? Twenty years?” He kept
my hand in his, as if he claimed me. From what I remembered, he
wasn’t the possessive type, so it didn’t make me defensive.

“The last time we saw one another was the
Saturday after graduation.” I curled my other hand around his and
squeezed, hoping he recognized the signal to release me. I would
have given him a verbal cue as I sometimes did with people, but it
might lead to some awkwardness between us, especially when I
welcomed his hugs when were kids.

He took the hint and released me even though
his arms didn’t drop to his sides right away. Maybe he wanted to
hold me, to confirm I was real? As much as it was a friendly
encounter, I couldn’t let him go that far with the familiarity
because any emotional attachments would ruin my best-laid
plans.

His dog squirmed in between us, tail slapping
my leg. “Is this Apollo 2.0 but a she with the name of Harriet?” I
patted the top of the dog’s head.

Ari’s brown eyes lit up. He still exuded the
sincerity I had always been drawn to as a teen. It should be
strange he still carried this trait as a grown man, but it was
endearing.

“Apollo died a few years after I graduated
from college.” He bent down to his knee to give his dog a rub. “His
name sounds like Harriet but replace the E with an O. He’s named
after the famous British veterinarian author, James Herriot, and
he’s nine.”

While he spoke fondly about his dog, I
noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Of course, it didn’t mean
he wasn’t dating or in a committed relationship with a woman. The
idea he might be with a man was laughable. But then again, I was
completely different from when he knew me last, so the same rules
might apply to him.

“Does Herriot have a mommy in his life or
another daddy?” I slipped a teasing inflection in my tone so not to
insult him.

Surprisingly his face didn’t turn a shade of
red, or he didn’t avert my gaze at my intrusive question. “I’m
single, and I still prefer women. How about you?”

“Men when I have free time, which hasn’t been
the case because of my work.” He could press me for an answer if he
wanted to, but I would hate to lie.

“Let me guess, you’re here on behalf of
Alzmeya?” He rose to his full six-foot height.

“Yes, I’m here until the new year to assist
with the final negotiations. I’m staying at my grandparents’ house.
I guess it’s mine now.” I would always think of the lake house as
my grandparents even though I had grown up in the house since I was
five.

“I live three blocks away. I bought a house
there five years ago. Herriot likes to take walks around the lake,
so don’t be surprised if we stop by and say hello.” His assurance I
would welcome him and his dog should have annoyed me, but since
this was Ari, I didn’t feel anything other than pleasure at what
sounded like a promise.

“It would be nice to catch up when we have
more time.” I checked my watch. As much as I enjoyed seeing Ari
again, I still needed time to adjust to my first official day in
Cartleigh. The way he almost invaded my space and how his body
hummed with excitement at our reunion was all the proof I needed
that he would seek me out again.

“We take early morning pre-work walks and
post-work sunset walks,” Ari said, and Herriot, tail wagging, sat
on his haunches.

“I’ll make sure to stock the dog biscuits.” I
checked my cell for any texts, my way to finish the conversation or
at least keep from agreeing to a specific date and time. The
earliest would be next week after I made contact with Colt.

“Sounds good. I’ll let you go.” He moved to
the side. I expected
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