

Chapter One

			Phoned it in and the connection was bad! That’s the best way to describe Wyatt Whitlock’s latest thriller. Believe me, using the word thriller for this latest work is like trying to squeeze a forty-inch waist into thirty-inch jeans. You can try it, but it’s an exercise in futility. Take my advice—skip this one, and try the Yellow Pages instead. It’ll be a much more riveting read than Clifton Heights.

			 

			Wyatt Whitlock read the review, syndicated in dozens of newspapers across the United States, for the fifth time, waiting for the urge to strangle Antonio Skuller with a typewriter ribbon to pass, but no such luck. The slimy asshole took pleasure in other people’s pain, especially if they wrote books. The truth, though, was that she couldn’t find fault with his review. Clifton Heights had started off fine, but then writing it had become like pulling words out of her ass. The problem with pulling anything out of your ass was that it stunk. No matter how fond you were of your crap, it was still crap. You could dress it up, and you could title it, but your shit still stunk. Or was it stank?

			“Are you blaming your shit on us?” Her mother’s voice popped into her head like it’d been doing for the last three months, as always, uninvited. “I don’t need an invitation—I’m your mother. As for the other thing, it’s not our fault the gas line in the house shot us into oblivion at two thirty in the morning. Maybe write about that. The unfairness of life? That you can complain about, but it’s still no one’s fault.”

			“Listen to your mother, kid.” Her father’s voice hadn’t been left out during her slide into a quite humorous but pronounced insanity. She blamed it on the fact that she’d spoken to her parents at least once a day all her life, and in an instant, her sounding boards full of advice and ideas went silent. The quiet some people craved was grating on her nerves and blowing out the creative streak she’d had from age five when she’d written her first two-page book.

			She balled up the review and threw it into the fire. The intense but brief fireball gave her a bit of satisfaction. Antonio deserved to get hit, but not necessarily killed, by a city bus. Maybe one of those double-decker numbers always going to Times Square, so the tourists could get pictures and videos of the fucker, moaning as he got gum in his hair. Once the accident made the news, she could write a review about Antonio’s pathetic namby-pamby performance.

			The white screen with a blinking cursor from hell said otherwise. Her brain had run as dry as the Sahara when it came to the written word. Who would’ve guessed her creative muses were a contractor and housewife from Brooklyn? Well, that wasn’t strictly true—she knew, had always known, her parents’ influence. They’d been her biggest cheerleaders and had filled her with the confidence to pursue her passions. That unending support had landed her here.

			The brownstone off Central Park was beautiful, according to her mom, and had good bones, according to her father. Now it felt more like a cell than a home, and she had to get out of here or suffocate. She hadn’t left it since the funeral, not in the mood to deal with people and their false sympathy. Those insincere voices full of pity were enough to drive her over a cliff. She’d finally ripped the phone out of the wall after some people didn’t get the hint when she didn’t answer the door. People meant well, but pain was hard to work through. Someone telling her they were sorry didn’t mean shit.

			Her thoughts ran amok like a mouse who ran a maze in search of cheese but only slammed into wall after wall. She kept slamming into memories of all the opportunities to spend time with her parents she’d missed, times she’d blown them off to work or whatever. Knowing that she’d never have that chance again made her want to go to bed for the next year.

			“What the hell are you saying? Are you an idiot?” Her brain had gotten her mother’s inflection and word choice down perfectly. “Do you think we want you moping around forever? You spent more than enough time with us. Any more and the world would’ve demanded you go to therapy for your codependence issues. And you look horrible in sweatpants.”

			She glanced down at the sweatpants she’d been wearing for five days straight and grimaced at the jelly stain on her knee. Then again, who the hell was going to see her, aside from her dead parents? They dropped in more now than when they were alive.

			“We visited plenty despite the crippling traffic into the city. Now, do me a favor, and take those clothes off, take a shower, and go to bed. You’re stinking up the place.” Her mom would call often with that advice whenever she was battling a deadline. “You’re never going to find a wife if you keep acting like personal hygiene is something I never taught you.”

			One more glance at the laptop confirmed that the screen still hadn’t miraculously changed from the blank page, so she slammed it shut and stripped for the shower. The hot water did make her feel more human, and the sheets felt better against her skin as she fell into a dreamless sleep. It was a godsend of oblivion where she didn’t have to think about her life and everything that had gone wrong.

			As she slept, the blank spaces in her brain started filling with rather vivid pictures, which came with interesting narration by her parents. They supplied a roadmap of what her next steps should be, and their strange plan had nothing to do with writing anything. She woke a few hours later, and the notepad next to her bed held some scribbles, but at the center in her handwriting was: New Orleans.

			Her dreams came back to her, and she groaned. There had to be some other way to get out of the slump she was in, but her destination was there in big letters. Granted, it appeared like she’d written the words while she was drunk, high, and being chased by killer zombies, yet this wasn’t the craziest thing she’d thought about in the last few months.

			She opened her laptop, exited the blank page that had mocked her more than Antonio Skuller, and opened Zillow. Scrolling through the houses gave her a sense of purpose, until she stopped her search when her hand momentarily froze, and she shook her head when she glanced at the property. “No. For the love of God and little baby goats, no.”

			The place didn’t look horrible, but she wasn’t interested in any real estate in New Orleans. There was a perfectly great luxury hotel downtown. The Piquant had been wonderful the last time she’d been in the city for a book signing. She had no need for an old house that was big enough for a brood of twenty she had no interest in having. Children were like golf and macramé—perfectly lovely pursuits for other people who possessed more patience than she’d have in this lifetime.

			That was all true, and yet, she emailed the agent in charge of the property, using more words than she had in weeks. For some ungodly reason, she even made a lowball offer on the place, which for all she knew might just be a pile of rotting boards at this point. According to the listing, the house was last sold in 1913, which seemed strange. Either the owners were a hundred and fifty years old, or the house had been uninhabited for ages.

			Fifteen minutes later, her email dinged with a response from Pippa Potts, the agent. Who in the hell named their child Pippa if their last name was Potts? And if Potts was a married name, Pippa should’ve taken a hard pass on doing that to herself. She’d have to ask if they met, but right now she concentrated on what Pippa had to say. Pippa had contacted the owners, gotten them to accept her offer, and drawn up a bill of sale. In a word, Pippa was impressive.

			Buying a house on the internet wasn’t wise, but Wyatt suddenly couldn’t wait to close the deal. The image of writing on her front porch while she sipped a drink and waved to the neighbors appealed to her recalcitrant muse. After months of looking at a blank page, she figured her muse had packed and taken a slow boat to Tahiti.

			“Why the hell not?” She studied the pictures again and printed the documents Pippa had sent. Maybe Realtors in Louisiana had alarms on their email that ensured no customer got away, no matter the time. She filled out the offer page, signed it, and sent it back. She was losing her mind. Should it be concerning that they’d accepted an offer well below the asking price, with no negotiation and within minutes of the offer? Nah. It would be fine.

			She scanned and emailed it all back, glad she’d at least written her name and contact information a bunch of times. It counted as actual writing. The excitement gave her the energy to change her sheets, and she fell back into bed. She felt like she could sleep for days, but that wasn’t in any way true. She’d gotten really good at lying to herself about a lot, but not that. Still, two hours or so would be better than nothing.

			





Chapter Ten

			Hayley held the phone away from her ear as the woman on the other end raged. The newbie author had never published anything, like, zippo, yet had taken offense at the notes Cheryl had sent on her work. Though this might’ve not been Cheryl’s favorite project, Hayley couldn’t find fault with the edits she’d forwarded, but the author had insisted on speaking to Cheryl’s supervisor. Hayley agreed to take the call only because if she helped a new author break ground it would be an all-around win.

			The author was acting like Hayley had called her a few nasty names while also insulting her mother and entire family. Overall, her behavior was an exercise in what not to do when trying to sell a manuscript. Marlo was sitting in Hayley’s office laughing as Hayley held up her middle finger while she rolled her eyes.

			“All right, enough!” she said, loud enough to break the woman’s stride. “Your submission doesn’t meet our needs in its current form. If you feel you don’t need editing, that’s fine—it’s your work.”

			“I’m glad you understand that. All I need is a contract and a check.”

			“If you can find someone to publish it, I’m sure they’ll provide that—it just won’t be us. You might want to reconsider the term honeypot for vagina, but what the hell do I know. There might be a lot of people like you out there that find that erotic, but I personally don’t know any. Good luck.” She slammed the phone down with satisfaction and groaned. “This job would be so much easier without having to deal with writers.”

			“True, but they’re usually more professional than that. You need to train your admin to weed out those types of calls. They’re a waste of time.” Marlo sipped from her tenth cup of coffee that day and shivered. How she didn’t have any major health issues from all the caffeine and nicotine was a miracle. Cornelius was the same way, and he was about eighty by now, so it must be something in the genes that repelled a healthy lifestyle.

			“That was the fifth time that woman’s called today, and I couldn’t do that to Mel, and Cheryl flinches every time the phone rings. Now that I didn’t give her a contract and a check, I’m sure you’re next on the list of harassing phone calls.” She tidied the stack of work she was bringing home.

			“That’ll be entertaining if she tries. Go home—it’s already dark outside.” Marlo finished her coffee and pointed to the door. “And relax. I don’t pay you enough for all the hours you put in.”

			“You’re getting a bargain then, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” She went downstairs with Marlo and saw Fabio packing up. “What are you still doing here?”

			“End of the month crap, and ordering dinner. Here.” He handed her a slip. “That Italian place you like is waiting to hand over your favorite.”

			“You’re the best.” She kissed his cheek and then Marlo’s. Marlo often got Fabio to order dinner for her as a thank-you for the hard work. It was nice to be appreciated.

			The host of the restaurant walked her order out, so she didn’t have to park, and the kindness made her consider her new neighbor. Maybe she should cook and invite her over one night. Of course, the brunette might be the new owner’s contractor, but even so, Hayley could be friendly. With any luck she’d get to find out if the woman had rough hands or not.

			An invitation would also add a voice to the gorgeous package, which would only be a drawback if her neighbor sounded like she was sucking helium. She was more partial to the low burr that didn’t come from too much whiskey and cigarettes. Thinking about Butch last night, watching her touch herself, had made her hot enough to almost lose consciousness when she came. That alone had made her curious about who Butch really was.

			“Either that or I need to find someone to go out with, so my life isn’t all about work and my vivid fantasy world.” She laughed about trying internet dating again. With her luck she’d end up with someone like the author who’d sucked up twenty minutes of her time on the telephone today.

			Her next stop was the grocery close to the house to get milk for her coffee, and something to cook for Lucy when she came over for dinner, once she got a day’s reprieve at work. She grabbed a cart and headed for the small produce section for a salad to go with the fish she was planning. The running list she always had going in her head made her oblivious to her surroundings as she grimaced at the sparse selection.

			“Hello,” someone said loudly, right behind her. George.

			He’d startled her enough to make her jump a step forward, lose her balance, and fall against the bin of oranges. That started an avalanche, so she threw herself on the rest to stop them from rolling off and falling on the ground. One of these days she was going to have to have a talk with George about his questionable behavior. As she slowly got up, she noticed their new neighbor standing at the end of an aisle, watching her strange interaction with George. At least her expression telegraphed in neon red that the interaction was indeed strange. She’d get no argument from her.

			“A little warning next time would be good, George.” She straightened her clothes, not surprised Butch had moved on. Watching her spread herself over fruit couldn’t have been too sexy, so her plan for a dinner invitation might need some more planning while she regained her dignity.

			“Sorry, I thought you saw me.” George moved his cart to trap her in the sea of oranges. She started picking them up, and he got the message and helped her. The old guy who owned the store had a habit of banning people, and she didn’t want to ever be put on that list.

			“I didn’t see you because you were behind me. Here’s a helpful hint—if you keep doing that, I’ll never see you.” Keeping her voice upbeat when she was being sarcastic took a talent she didn’t possess, but one screaming match was enough for the day.

			George completely ignored her bad mood. He shrugged, and she expected an aw, shucks, but thankfully he refrained. “I’m glad I ran into you. I got a call from DJ today.”

			“The plumber or the car guy?” One of the neighborhood mysteries was why one of them didn’t just use their first name. It’d keep everyone from asking that question every single time.

			“Plumber, and we bowl on Wednesdays, but he couldn’t wait that long.” George followed her once all the oranges had been corralled. “He started redoing the Fuller place. Total gut job, he said.”

			“That’s fascinating.” Why the hell was she a magnet for weird people? Not that she didn’t love weird people when they were weirdly interesting. George was just weird.

			“I thought so because she had a lot of questions about you.” George reported that in a whisper, making her think he was going to give her a tape that would self-destruct after she listened to it.

			A quick stab of panic drilled through the middle of her head when she thought about last night. Had Butch seen her and asked DJ the plumber about her after telling him what she’d been doing? She exhaled when she dropped that thought. Her self-relaxation techniques were still her secret, she was sure. “What kind of questions?” She was sure George was dying to tell her, but he wasn’t going to until she asked. Petty but effective.

			“She wanted to know what you did for a living.”

			She stared at him for what seemed like a full minute until she was sure he didn’t have anything else to say. “And?” She made a rolling motion to help him along.

			“There was more, but he was at the plumbing supply place buying stuff for the job. They start at six tomorrow. He had to get going so he could go to bed.” He slowed, and she took a chance and turned down one of the narrow aisles.

			“Okay then,” she said, waving. “See you soon.” She waved again, wanting to make him understand the conversation was over. Saying anything else was chancing the black hole of time that was George.

			“I’ll keep you updated.” He was close to shouting, and she walked faster. Whatever else she needed she’d get tomorrow on her lunch hour. She was done for tonight. She looked around as she checked out, but there was no Butch in sight.

			When she got home, she heated the pasta dish Fabio had ordered and stood at her kitchen window to eat it. This wasn’t a habit—she ate in front of television like most normal people—but Butch was doing the same thing. Their houses were like mirror images, and Butch’s kitchen and bedrooms faced hers. She couldn’t take her eyes off Butch, but Butch hadn’t really raised her head the entire time. It seemed she was doing something as she ate her sandwich.

			They finished together, and as much as Hayley wanted to keep watching, she had some reading to do before bed. She poured a glass of wine and headed upstairs to change and sit in her favorite chair. The light in the bathroom was on, giving her enough illumination to move around and take her shirt off. She got as far as the middle of the room before she stopped, not wanting to move so as not to scare Butch off.

			She watched as Butch pulled her shirt off in a brightly lit room, followed by her jeans and underwear. “And we have naked.” Unlike the hose incident in the yard, she could see much better now. Butch made her burn.

			Naked Butch walked to the wall and started touching it in different spots. She touched, knocked, and seem to caress the walls before stopping to put on sweatpants and a T-shirt. She dropped into a chair facing the window. Hayley stripped her pants off and waited. Maybe she’d get to see Butch’s technique, but she was disappointed when the book appeared.

			“Still, you did strip for me. It’d be rude not to touch myself now.”

			





Chapter Eleven

			The woman Wyatt now knew was Hayley had been laid out on the navel oranges like some kind of fruit-worshipping nutjob. Wyatt had thought she’d found the perfect opportunity to introduce herself until she’d seen George and decided to take a hard pass. She’d eventually have to formally meet him, she supposed, but certain things in life should be put off as long as possible. Things like setting one’s feet on fire and avoiding people who screamed Danger, I’m a fucking lunatic without uttering a word.

			She’d skipped everything else she’d come for, since the real reason she went shopping was to use the closest available bathroom without having to interact with her neighbors. Hayley’s house had been on her list of possibilities, but she wasn’t home when the urge to pee hit her. Once she walked home from the grocery, she made a sandwich and noticed Hayley at her kitchen window, eating pasta and watching her. That appeared a much better choice than ham and cheese, though the intense staring was a tad disconcerting, but she didn’t move. There was something sexy about being watched by a beautiful woman from afar. She went back to Lydia’s journals, not wanting to scare Hayley away.

			It was like having dinner with Hayley only without the awkward conversations that always took place on first dates no matter how smooth you thought you were. The only people who always got the witty repartee and subtle flirting right were fictional characters. And that was only true because the author had days of tinkering to make sure they got it right. She finally took a chance when she was done eating and glanced across the way. Hayley smiled and looked skyward. If that was a signal for something, she had no clue what it was. Maybe it was I’m getting ready to get myself off if you’d care to watch, and if so, she didn’t want to miss it.

			She went upstairs and stripped with the light on. It wasn’t at all something she’d ever considered doing, but she did owe Hayley a little something for the performance she’d gotten the night before. Hopefully, they’d become friendly if not friends, so she could share how much illumination the streetlight cast into her bedroom. She wasn’t psychic, but she had to guess it was more than Hayley realized and would be comfortable with, should the need to masturbate in front of open windows hit her again. The other thing on her to-do list was to figure out when Hayley showered. With workmen around, she wanted to protect Hayley from giving free peep shows.

			The lights next door weren’t on, so she started knocking on the walls to make sure she hadn’t missed any holes that held more journals. She’d managed to start putting them in chronological order, and now, in her sleep clothes, she sat down on the chair she’d placed by the window with the one she thought was the first, dated before the wedding photo in the house. It was the earliest date she’d found so far. As she read, she allowed herself to be transported to another time.

			March 1985

			The best way to tell a story is from the beginning. It’s important not only to the story but also to the history the two people share. I’m sure everyone thinks their life would make a great romance novel, and I’m not any different, I guess. The thing is, Sam Fuller’s love for me and mine for him is a story that needs to be told. Ours is more than a romance, but I don’t want to be alive when it’s told.

			All you need to know before I begin is that we’ve been blessed with children, so there’s never been time for writing, but I’m ninety now, and it would seem time is finally limited. I’ll try my best to finish before I’m called to the Lord. This tale begins in March of 1913. I’m going to use our real names so you can follow along, and to whoever is reading this, know that sometimes we take secrets to the grave, but they shouldn’t stay buried. So here goes.

			March 1913

			Lydia Blanchard and her sisters took the same path to their father’s store outside of New Orleans as they always did. The fields along the way had undergone a transformation from grass to neat rows of different vegetables, and it always made her want to slow and admire the hard work it took to tend this much land. Her father had told them at dinner a few weeks ago that the farm down the way from theirs had a new owner, but she had yet to see him.

			Today she stopped, and her sisters glanced back when they noticed she wasn’t with them. Lydia’s immobility couldn’t be helped. She couldn’t take her eyes off the young man in the middle of a half-plowed section, having what appeared to be a serious discussion with a mule. The funny part was the mule seemed to be talking back and winning the argument, if the man’s frustration was any indication.

			“What in the world?” her younger sister Daisy asked.

			The new farmer took his hat off and banged it against his thigh, and the mule sounded like he was laughing. That made her sister Millie laugh as well, and the man finally noticed them. She got her sisters walking again but couldn’t help looking back. The new farmer was not only young and tall, but the most handsome thing she’d ever seen in her eighteen years. Her job now was to find as much information about this stranger as she could without seeming forward about it. Mama would not look kindly on that. Good Southern girls were supposed to be demure and spend their days thinking about baking and such, not about handsome young men that made their breath catch.

			“You girls get all those cans on the shelves,” her father said when they joined him behind the counter. Their family had owned the grocery and general store for generations and dealt mostly with the community of day workers and farmers. They didn’t go into New Orleans often, and the people in their little town had been here all their lives and recognized everyone on sight. Fishbowls had more privacy.

			“I heard he was in the Army and got hurt so he bought the old Hister place.” One of her mother’s oldest friends seemed to have all the answers as she gossiped with one of the ladies from their church. “His name’s Sam Fuller, and he hired Lester Simmons to work the land with him.”

			“He seems to be doing a good job,” she said, interjecting herself in their conversation. She got the woman’s order ready, hoping she had all the information she wanted. At eighteen most people already thought she was an old maid, but she was holding out for someone she loved. Her mama had given her that advice and told her to stop listening to the old biddies who used terms like old maid and spinster. It was 1913, for God’s sake.

			“I think so, and I need you to help me carry all this home.”

			“I can go,” Millie said.

			“Next time, dear, this time Lydia has to go.” The woman winked at her and picked up a bag. “She won’t be long.”

			Lydia could’ve kissed the older woman, but her walk back was unsuccessful. The mule and Sam weren’t there, and he was still missing that afternoon on their walk home. The recently plowed rows were done and planted, so she’d missed him, but there was always tomorrow.

			The section ended, and Wyatt took a moment to think about what Lydia had written. Her story wasn’t unique. There’d been countless romances through time about couples from kings to common men and the women they fell for. Everyone fell in love, except her. It wasn’t that she was incapable of falling in love—she simply hadn’t found it and knew all those pie-in-the-sky notions of your one true love only existed in books.

			“Don’t say anything. I already know you two found that,” she said before her mother popped into her head again. The journal was still open, and she used it to covertly study the window across from her. She took a moment to fantasize about whether Hayley wore toenail polish. Not that it would be a total mood killer if she didn’t, but she did love that on a woman. Something in the red family would be fantastic.

			There was no way to find out—all she could make out were the bottoms of Hayley’s feet since she had them on the windowsill again. “What do you think, Lydia?” She closed the journal and tapped it against her knee. “Think she’ll hide if I turn out the lights?”

			It was worth the gamble, and she snapped off the antique floor lamp she’d found downstairs and gave her eyes time to adjust to the dark. Hayley was moving her hips to the pace she’d set with her hand. The light outside gave her a view of what Hayley was doing but not a clear picture of her face. She’d really only gotten a few glimpses of her neighbor, but she knew the woman was beautiful.

			Right now, she wanted to see her since she found nothing sexier than a woman’s expression when her orgasm was right there at the edge of her need. Listening to the short gasps and moans turned her on and was a big part of what she missed about sex. All she could do was content herself with what Hayley was willing to share with her. She was turned-on by the time Hayley’s feet came off the sill and she sat up.

			These were the times she thought about the last woman in her bed. In reality it wasn’t the woman but the sex she remembered because none of the women were memorable. With the shock of the loss of her parents, she hadn’t had the urge to get out of bed, much less think of sleeping with someone. Hayley was clearly starting to wake her up because she was wet and hard. The problem was she was alone with only a woman in the window across from her.

			She took her time and placed her fingers along her clit and squeezed. “Fuck,” she said when she moved her fingers and squeezed harder. All her intentions to go slow disappeared when the desire to come became a desperate thing. “Jesus,” she said as she dropped her feet and took a breath. A pleasant lethargy overtook her, but it was too early to go to bed, so she clicked a lamp back on and picked up Lydia’s journal.

			March 1913

			Lydia left early for work the next morning, not wanting her sisters to walk with her. She’d thought carefully about her hair and picked a dress that looked the best on her. Her goal was to make an impression on Sam. The field was just up ahead, and she took a breath to calm her nerves. There he was. Sam and his mule were plowing some new rows and continuing what appeared to be a love-hate relationship. Lydia stood at the fence and smiled.

			A wave got her no response, but it was most likely Sam hadn’t seen her when he turned around to plow in the opposite direction. It took Mr. Oblivious half an hour to notice her, and Lydia wasn’t in the best mood by then. Actually, she was madder than she ever remembered being, and added to that, she was about to be late for work. If her sisters came by and saw her being humiliated, she’d befriend the mule.

			Sam appeared confused as he stood motionless staring at her. She crossed her arms over her chest, and he took his hat off and scratched his head. Lydia was mad, but she couldn’t deny what watching Sam did to her. The man was infuriating, but he was the most gorgeous thing, and he made her think of things she’d never contemplated.

			The way Sam acted, though, made it clear they’d never get anywhere if he didn’t change his aggravating ways. He started walking when she motioned him over. His slow gait made his mule bray like he understood Sam was an idiot. He still held his hat, and the way he pressed it to his chest made her think he was using it as a shield to protect himself.

			“Can I help you with something?” His gruffness meant the mule probably had better manners and social skills.

			“I’m Lydia Blanchard, and I wanted to welcome you.” She had to unclench her teeth to say the words and threw her hands up when he glanced back at the mule. “Do you need his help to be sociable?”

			“Sorry, I’m not used to visitors.” He shifted his weight, and she guessed it might have something to do with the limp she’d seen. “It’s usually just me and Lester.”

			“Is that the mule?”

			“Oh no, ma’am, that’s Plank. Lester’s the only man who agreed to work with me, but he’s over by the barn.” Sam stared at his shoes, and what Lydia took as dismissiveness was perhaps shyness. Sam wasn’t one of those aggressive sorts who’d tried to ask her out.

			“Lester Simmons?” she asked, and Sam nodded. “I know his family, and they’re real nice people. Is there some reason Lester’s the only one who wanted the job?” It was wise to find out early if Sam was some sort of bully or cad before her hormones overtook her brain.

			“I’m not from around here, and I’m retired Army, so people aren’t sure about me yet, I guess. This leg started my farming career sooner than I expected. Sorry I didn’t see you, and thanks for the welcome. I won’t keep you.” He raised his head and made eye contact. “It’s nice meeting you, Miss Lydia.” It seemed he could be social but only for short spurts of time.

			“My father expects you at Sunday lunch at our house. Do you need directions?”

			“I appreciate the offer, but I have a lot of work.” The battered hat wasn’t going to last that much longer with the manhandling he was subjecting it to. He beat it against his leg and used it to wave toward the fields to show what he was talking about.

			“Sundays aren’t for work no matter how much you have of it. Be there at eleven, and don’t be late. My parents believe in promptness.” She pointed to the mule. “And he might be more cooperative if you gave him a nicer name.”

			“That’s the nicest thing we could come up with and be able to say it in mixed company, miss.”

			She laughed at that. “See you soon.” Lydia stopped breathing when Sam smiled. That was enough to convince her she’d made the right decision. Sam Fuller was going to be her husband even if the stubborn man didn’t know it yet.

			 

			Wyatt ran her finger over the writing and could imagine Lydia sitting somewhere, penning the things she thought important about her life with Sam, turning it into a kind of novel of their romance. The story so far hadn’t been riveting, but she did want to finish it. Doing that would honor the woman who poured so much of herself onto the pages.

			Putting pen to paper was how she’d started. It was like her brain shut off as the words flowed, and she enjoyed flying on her imagination until the pieces fell into place. She’d been asked about that once at a signing, and it’d been her best explanation. Her brain didn’t literally shut off, but giving herself over to the work brought her in directions she never contemplated if she was willing to forgo the outlines and rigid storylines.

			She stared at Lydia’s handwriting, and an idea started to form. The process of actually writing something down might be the answer she was looking for, and she wanted to go back to the old ways. Tomorrow she’d have to go out and see if she could find the notebooks her father had introduced her to. Her pens were in her bag, so all she needed was ink.

			“There’s been a lot of days since you stood in that field, waiting for Sam to notice you.” She would’ve liked to have met Lydia. “You were a woman who knew what she wanted and went for it. I can’t imagine that was common back then.” She placed the journal back on the pile.

			The window across the way was empty, and she couldn’t make anything out even after she clicked the light off again. One thing she should add to her list of things to do tomorrow would be a trip next door to meet Hayley. It was something she was looking forward to.

			“And I thought I’d be bored.”

			She went to bed wondering what other treasures Lydia had hidden in the walls of this place. The odds of picking a house that came with a story a woman wrote to be found after her death were too infinitesimal to consider, and seeing the stack in the dark made her want to get up and read until she passed out.

			Maybe this was the universe’s way of paying her back for all she’d been through. It was a piss-poor compensation for losing her parents, but it was a first step in healing what she was convinced would never stop bleeding.

			





Chapter Twelve

			“What are you working on?” Esther Fox asked. Hayley’s mother called her twice a week to check in, but the questions mostly centered around any potential danger she could be in. She really needed to get her mom hooked on rom-coms.

			“Hmm,” she said, distracted. It was hard to concentrate when the lights next door had started coming on one by one. She’d been in bed when her mom called, and since the sun wasn’t up, it was easy to see her neighbor move from room to room. That wasn’t strange since it was a new house, and exploring it made sense. What didn’t make sense was Butch running her hands over the walls like she had a very unique fetish.

			Hayley couldn’t make sense of what was happening, and she attributed it to having slept like hell. Last night after relaxing herself to the point of unconsciousness, she stayed in her chair and watched Butch read. And she couldn’t be blamed for touching herself after the striptease she’d seen that revealed the most perfect body that was certainly a gift from the gods. Could she?

			There’d have to be a quiet moment later to think about the perfect body because right now she had to concentrate on what had happened when Butch flicked the light off. She’d touched herself. Hayley knew that because she’d watched while reality set in. The mortifying truth was that she’d touched herself in front of a possibly deranged person, not once but twice. She hoped Butch hadn’t taken that stupid move as an invitation to come over and massage her walls before hauling her to the bedroom. Her mother would fly to New Orleans and pack her up before she knew what was happening.

			“Did you hear me?” Her mom spoke louder, and it derailed the out-of-control direction her mind was speeding off to.

			“Sorry.” She closed her eyes and took a breath. When she opened them Butch put her fist through the wall of the bedroom next to the one she seemed to be using. Hayley grimaced when she did it again.

			“Did you fall asleep?” Her mom sounded amused, and Hayley could hear her father singing in the background. Her dad’s morning serenades were one of her favorite things about him.

			“I have a stack of submissions to get through, and I’m editing an erotica anthology.” Butch was now pressing herself to the wall, and as strange as it was, she hoped she’d strip again, though there was no logical reason for her to do so.

			“Nothing like a little smut to work up the masses.” Her mom laughed.

			“It’s the way to highlight new authors. What the masses do with it is up to them in the privacy of their own homes.” She laughed, thinking what she’d done with it. I read it and touched myself for my strange neighbor’s enjoyment. That would be the number one way to kill her mother on the spot. “How are you?”

			“Fine. Nothing happening here that’s as exciting as an erotica anthology. Do I get a copy? It might give me new ideas for your father.”

			That was something you never wanted to talk to your parents about, no matter how open the relationship. “Not unless you leave Dad for your female neighbor.”

			“Ooh, even better. I’ll be happy to help out if you need extra input.”

			She laughed again. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

			“No, your father’s still a stud. I thought it’d help me understand what you think is sexy.” It sounded like her mom blew a kiss. “Now tell me what George’s been up to lately.” Her mom used George’s ramblings as a way to assess any potential threats.

			The real problem was George himself. He rambled, all right, but this time his stream of consciousness hadn’t yielded anything useful other than Butch was a foreigner. Big help that was, she thought, as Butch punched through the wall at a different spot. From this angle she could see her rip through the paper and reach inside the hole. This time she pulled something out, but she couldn’t tell what it was. Curious.

			“We have a new neighbor, and according to the town gossip, she’s a foreigner.” She watched Butch move to the next spot and use her fist again.

			“That’s all George knows? I’m disappointed.” Her mom paused and hummed. “Hold on while I get a pen.”

			“For what?” She was going to keep Butch’s activities to herself for now. Whatever she was up to made her wonder if Butch knew something about the Fuller house that the heirs didn’t. Why else would someone like Butch move into a house that should’ve been condemned years ago? Maybe there was some great treasure hidden in the walls, and Butch was punching a way to it.

			“Does the foreigner have a car?”

			“A truck, actually. Again, why?” The hunt was over, and Butch stood with her hands on the wall as if she was tired.

			“I need a license plate number. Anyone who moved in next door is either on the run from the police or is planning something that will cause them to be on the run from the police. There’s no way I’m going to let anything happen to you.”

			The passion both her parents had for the lives they chose to lead made her smile. “I think this is more of a case for HGTV’s house flip than a serial killer in training.” She yawned as the sun started to rise and it got lighter outside. The last glimpse she got of Butch was as she fell into bed. “I’ve been slammed at work, so I haven’t had a chance to go over and introduce myself.”

			“Don’t go in the house, whatever you do. That’s how they get you.”

			“I love you too, Mom, and I’ve got to start getting ready.” Hugo rolled over and stared at her. “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

			“Don’t forget the plate number, and be careful.”

			“I promise, and if George comes up with anything new, I’ll report in. He had bowling Wednesday, so he should be dying to tell me something.” She hung up and decided perhaps she should make an appointment to have her head examined. Wishing for George to come over, no matter what, and doing highly personal things to herself in front of an odd stranger were surely grounds for a mental health checkup.

			* * *

			The bed squeaked when Wyatt finally fell into it. She might have time for a short nap before her workmen arrived after she’d had another night of staring at the ceiling. That had finally gotten boring, and to have something to do, she’d gone on a Lydia journal hunt. She’d found another thirty-eight to go with the thirteen she already had, which meant Lydia had suffered very little writer’s block in her long life. Lydia might’ve been popular and known for her cookies and child-bearing ability with the eleven she’d brought into the world, but she’d had plenty to write about and had somehow found the time. Either that or she was a freak of nature who never had to sleep.

			She read a bit more after destroying more of her walls and found more recipes mixed with the novel Lydia was writing. At least that’s what it seemed like she’d been doing. The thought of a small old lady sitting at her desk writing about what was expected of demure Southern girls made Wyatt smile. Yep, Lydia sounded like a woman who’d moved the needle when it came to the women’s movement that’d paved the way for everyone else.

			She enjoyed putting characters like Lydia in her own books as a reminder that all modern women stood on the shoulders of people like Lydia Fuller. The only reason the feminist needle had moved at all was because the Lydias of the world had enough of the bullshit and had done things to change the status quo. Where some of the recent crop of white supremacist conspiracy theorist women in politics came from was a bigger mystery than the thrillers Wyatt was known for writing. They did prove, though, that women could be bigger assholes than men.

			She closed her eyes and managed a good half an hour before sleep became an impossibility, so she got up and thought about coffee. Her problem was water, or rather the lack of it. There were fifteen different choices of things to drink in her refrigerator, but water hadn’t made her list. Water was usually something she enjoyed only after it magically turned into something else, like coffee or an old fashioned. There was no chance anyplace would be pouring coffee at this early hour, but she bet she could walk to the Quarter and get a Harvey Wallbanger. New Orleans did have its priorities.

			“I have to remember to google how to make those, along with what rickets is.” She talked to herself as she dressed to go out and get the last couple of boxes from the back of the truck. She needed to finish unloading her dad’s stuff so that she could go get wood to start her own projects on the house. Swinging a hammer and building something might help her sleep problems, she figured, so she was tackling the porch first. Having one of DJ’s guys fall through the damn thing might put a crimp in their working relationship.

			She eventually pulled the last box out and saw a surprise at the top when she pulled it open. “What’d you use these for?” On the top were five of the notebooks she’d wanted to go shopping for. “Damn, Pop.” There was a sticky note on one that had for Wy written on it in her father’s handwriting. She went into the kitchen to sit and cry. That was something she was getting mighty tired of doing. The other notebooks in the box were filled with her handwriting. Some of them were books she’d published, and others she’d thought were long lost.

			“Stop it, kid. It’s the kick in the ass I thought you’d eventually need,” her father said. It was improbable that she was having conversations with her dead parents, but she hoped this bit of insanity never went away. Losing the sounds of their voices from her memory would only add to her grief.

			The main bedroom had a small desk where Lydia probably wrote in her journals, and that’s where she dropped her dad’s unexpected gift. At the bottom of the box that had held her old journals were a couple of empty journals which actually resembled Lydia’s, right down to the linen paper. “Maybe you are on to something, Mom. Write about the unfairness of life and the things you wished you could change but can’t.” Wyatt’s life was unfair due to all she’d lost.

			Ballpoint pens weren’t her favorite, but she’d have to find a stationery store that sold ink before she could take out her leather sleeve of pens. The ink of a fountain pen penetrated the paper while ballpoint ink glided over it. Penetrating the page made the words permanent, lasting. You were wed to those words you wrote even if they eventually went into a word processing app and were edited. Right now, it was her and the page. Time to prove there was still a small part of her soul that housed the stories that hadn’t been shredded by grief.

			She opened one of the
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