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FOR JEALOUSY ENRAGES a man, and he will not spare in the day of vengeance.—Proverbs 6:34

––––––––
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FOR THE LORD OF HOSTS will have a day of reckoning against everyone who is proud and lofty and against everyone who is lifted up, that he may be abased.--Isaiah 2:12

––––––––
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NEVER TAKE YOUR OWN revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay,” says the Lord.—Romans 12:19

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PART ONE


[image: ]


STRATEGY
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​CHAPTER ONE
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June 14, 1993

6:20 AM

Good grief, Wesley Winter thought a few minutes after waking. You don’t realize how uncomfortable these rooms are until you actually have to sleep in one of them. I probably owe Dad and Cole an apology—not to mention some repair work.

He hadn’t slept well the night before, but that par for the course since he had moved into the Inn. It wasn’t much of a relocation, really. He had only gone as far as the bottom of the hill, taking a room in the Dew Drop Inn. Although his grandparents’ house was older, it was also in better repair. Wesley had known it before, but it took him spending some nights here to fully appreciate how long it took for the showers to run hot or how badly the doors and windows rattled in the wind.

It’s OK, though. Olivia’s worth it.

He showered quickly, the cold water spurring him along. Choosing his clothes took a little longer. Between the dirty clothes he needed to take uphill to wash and the clean clothes he had yet to retrieve, he didn’t have a whole lot on hand. At last he settled on recycling yesterday’s jeans to go with a short-sleeved green button-down shirt, dressing himself gingerly. He would have rather done a t-shirt or a polo, but his collarbone wasn’t ready for him to pull anything over his head yet.

Even though he couldn’t wear a t-shirt, he pulled that drawer open anyway. He hesitated for a moment before digging down into the back corner of the drawer, all the way to the bottom. Yep, it’s still there, he thought. Even though he knew it was irrational, that there was no reason why it shouldn’t have been there, checking on it had become a daily ritual. Hiding something so innocuous was overkill, especially since Olivia never entered his room—part of the agreement that they made with Mae when she moved into the house.

Still, he wished for a more secure place to hide it. Installing a small safe in each room was definitely on his wish list, assuming that he ever had the funds and the opportunity to renovate the Inn the way he wanted.

Well, technically, we do have the funds, all that money up in the attic that may or may not really belong to us. It would be so easy for me to just borrow from it....

...If I knew it really belonged to us. If I wasn’t worried about somebody coming back to claim it, somebody who would be willing to kill for it if it came down to that.

He pulled out the little sales pamphlet he had picked up a couple of weeks ago. Moving carefully, almost reverently, he turned to a familiar page and looked at the sparkling diamond engagement ring he had circled with a marker. Covering the price with his thumb didn’t help much. By now, he knew the price by heart.

“Not much longer,” he promised himself, although he still wasn’t sure exactly when. If the money in the attic was truly theirs, then paying cash for the ring would feel like less than pocket change, not even one percent of what was stashed away up there. Without it, the price was a daunting figure indeed.

Brushing his teeth seemed a little pointless since he was about to eat breakfast, but he did it anyway. He wasn’t about to let morning breath cheat him out of one of Olivia’s kisses.

Since the door to his room faced east, he squinted against the dawn as soon as he stepped outside. At least it was summer, guaranteeing that heat instead of cold. The Blizzard of 1993 had been back in March, three months ago now, but it was still fresh in his mind. People were still talking about it, and it seemed as if they might remember it forever.

I know I’ll never forget it. That’s when my whole world changed.

Wesley had barely made it halfway up the hill before the front door of his grandparents’ house swung open. Olivia Lane stepped out onto the front porch, and his pulse immediately quickened. Once again he was reminded of the incongruity of his blessing. She should have been way out of his league, but instead she was just as crazy about him and he was about her. “Good morning, handsome,” she called.

“Good morning yourself, Gorgeous,” he replied. He quickened his pace, so much so that he almost lost his footing once when he stepped on a loose rock. Although he recovered quickly, Olivia stifled a giggle at his clumsiness. “Careful, now. You’re still trying to rehab that collarbone. Don’t break your neck on top of that!”

“Yeah, yeah.” Moving a little more cautiously, he went up the porch steps and slipped his arms around her slender waist, pulling her in for a kiss.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had someone nearly eat dirt trying to get to me,” she teased, goosing his ribs a little.

“Hush,” he replied, silencing her by putting his lips on hers again. She reciprocated gladly, reaching up to stroke the short hairs at the back of his neck. 

“Come on in, y’all!” Mae hollered from inside the house. “Get your breakfast before it gets cold!”

Olivia pulled back and smiled. “We figured you needed a good breakfast since you’ve got to go to therapy today.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“Is Cole still taking you?”

“Yeah, as soon as he gets off from work. So, what are we having? Something smells really good in there.”

Olivia smoothed her auburn hair. “As a matter of fact, your grandma just taught me how to make your favorite.”

“French toast?” 

“You’ve got it, along with some bacon and an ice cold Mr. Pibb to wash it all down.”

Wesley’s eyebrows raised in pleasant surprise. “Oh, really? That’s awesome! Thank you, Gorgeous!”

She bit her lip nervously. “I hope you like it.”

“I’m sure I will. Powdered sugar on top?”

“Oh, I’ve got your sugar, all right,” Olivia quipped with a flirtatious grin. “But yeah, I put some on the french toast too.”

He took her left hand in his right as they kissed again, thinking about how her hand would feel in his once he was finally able to slip a ring on it.

Soon. Somehow, some way, soon.

As soon as they walked into the house, the phone rang. “I’ve got it, Grandma!” Wesley called.

“Wow, you’re doing that like you still live up here,” Olivia teased as she continued on into the kitchen.

“Force of habit, I guess.” He picked up the phone and put it to his ear. “Hello?”

“Shut up and listen!” the voice on the other end snarled. “You have something that the Old Man wants. It isn’t good to cross the Old Man.”

Wesley froze. Everything that had happened recently flashed through his mind. The discovery of three-quarters of a million dollars in the attic. The attack on his father. The thwarted abduction of his grandfather. Granddaddy’s assertions that the money belonged to a man named Jack Farmer who had supposedly died fifteen years ago, but who Granddaddy said was still alive.

“The Old Man is going to get what’s his. Trust and believe.” Click.

Slowly Wesley set down the phone and gathered himself. There wasn’t much else he could do at this point. The caller had given no ultimatums, no instructions, no deadlines. Even if he reported it to the police, it was so vague that they wouldn’t be led to do anything more than what they already were. It was nothing more than just a little reminder that his nightmare was still playing out.

As if I needed reminding.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​REVENGE IS A DISH BEST SERVED COLD.

​He had always known it to be true, of course. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have waited as long as he did after Homer Winter’s offense to take his first stab at vengeance from afar. The first time around, he had been patient enough to let years pass before sending that hitman up to Briggsville.

​That plan had failed, but it was not a mere failure to take out his target. No, he had managed to get himself killed by a serial killer that the news media referred to as the Outcast before he could even make his move. 

​And that was where I screwed up. I got impatient and tried to make another move too quickly. Ruefully he reflected on everything that had gone wrong with that fiasco, from the last-minute insubordination by Patrick Olson to the interference of three other people, one of whom was none other than Homer’s grandson. It angered him to think of how badly that plan had gone wrong, but he forced himself to face it. 

​THOSE WHO CANNOT REMEMBER THE PAST ARE DOOMED TO REPEAT IT. Reflecting on that failure was better than repeating it.

​This time, I must wait. But not for years this time. Neither Homer nor I have that many years left. Months will have to do this time around.

​There came a knock at his office door, and he looked up quickly. Vanessa, his office assistant, was standing there holding a stack of paperwork. “Yes?” he asked, casually looking her over without tipping his hand. It was a skill he had honed over the years, aided by his age and his lack of overt comments. That way, if she ever suspected anything, she would convince herself that it was just her imagination.

​“Here are the forms for the Nicholson Pest Control account for your signature, Mr. Ranew.” As with all of his other employees, it was the only name that she knew for him. Or at least it was the only one that they would use in his presence; he was sure that some of them had unflattering nicknames for him behind his back. None of them, however, knew that Garrett Ranew was not his birth name. 

​“That’s fine, Vanessa,” he replied as he closed the notebook and set it to the side. “Please, bring them to me.” He watched with feigned indifference as she strode across the spacious office. If she knew what was really going through his mind, she would probably slap him and walk out for good.

​“Here you go,” she said as she handed over the paperwork. Her facial expression was professionally neutral, reassuring him that he had successfully masked his ogling. Somehow he couldn’t imagine that she was a good enough actress to hide it if she had picked up on anything. There would have been something—a glint in the eye, a turn of the corner of her mouth—but instead, there was nothing. He thanked her and dismissed her, watching intently as she walked away. She didn’t turn around to notice.

​Grunting a little, he went through the paperwork, in character as Garrett Ranew, CEO. As he reminded himself with his writing, Jack Farmer would have to wait. However, now he found himself inspired. Without realizing it, the petite blonde had given him an idea.

​This paperwork was for a pest control account, after all. That reminded him of another wise saying, something that he needed to write down again and again until this spark of an idea crystallized. Then it would be ready for us when the time was right to go after Homer Winter once more.

​BUILD A BETTER MOUSETRAP, AND THE WORLD WILL BEAT A PATH TO YOUR DOOR.

There’s the ticket. I just need a better mousetrap to take care of those pests in Briggsville. If I come up with a better mousetrap, I’ll kill the rat once and for all. His day of reckoning is almost here....
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“Man, you look rough.” Cole Inman said a few hours later as Wesley emerged from the therapy room. “You look like you could get into a butt-kicking contest with a one-legged man and lose.”

Wesley winced. “Why don’t you swap places with me next time I’ve got physical therapy and see how you like it?”

“And since when can you drive with your arm in that sling?”

“Rub it in, why don’t you?” Breaking his collarbone had been a small price to pay for saving his grandfather’s life, but Wesley thought the rehab process was going to kill him. Maybe the therapist had some medieval torturer way back in her family tree. It would certainly explain a lot.

By the time they crossed the parking lot, both men were already sweating. “It’s a shame your truck doesn’t have air conditioning,” Cole said.

“Oh, it does.”

Cole peered over his sunglasses. “Ladies and gentlemen, the heat has officially fried his brain.” He had slipped into his late-night DJ voice, as if this were all a segment of Gage Stephenson’s Graveyard Shift. “You mind telling me how you figure that?”

Wesley slid into the passenger’s seat. “It’s got 260 air conditioning. You know, two windows down and driving sixty miles per hour.”

His friend laughed. “Yeah, right. Sixty. When has this thing ever done sixty?”

“That’s beside the point.”

“Tell you what, man. When I go on the air tonight, Gage Stephenson is dedicating a special song just for this old tub. Sammy Hagar, I Can’t Drive 55. Not exactly what ole Sammy had in mind, but still true enough.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.” This is the kind of friend that my crazy magnet draws in, but at least I can count on him. “Ten thousand starving comedians in this country just aren’t enough, huh? Well, I’m sure all twenty-eight of your listeners will get a kick out of it.” 

“I’m up to twenty-nine now, thank you very much. Just so happens your little redheaded Venus says she tunes in sometimes late at night.” Cole peered over his sunglasses at him. “You know, late at night when she’s in what used to be your bed, while you’re hanging out down at the bottom of the hill with all the rest of us.”

Wesley’s face flushed, adding to the heat. “Look, you know Grandma’s not about to let me and Olivia live under the same roof, and I couldn’t let her stay in that apartment and deal with that creepy landlord. So rather than put her down in the Inn, I....”

“Dude, relax. I get it. I’m just messing with you. You gotta admit though, it’s weird now, now that you’re down in the Inn with us and Homer’s in Spring Valley, and it’s just Olivia and Mae up in the big house by themselves.”

“Yeah, but you know how that goes. And Dad doesn’t need to be up there, either. Even he would tell you that.”

“No doubt.” Cole steered the truck out onto the street. “So are we eating lunch or going to Spring Valley first?”

Wesley checked his watch. “It’s eleven-thirty. I guess we’d better go to Lamar’s first. Olivia should be getting there about the same time we do.”

Cole chuckled. “Dude, that’s a mile from here. You’d better hope her lunch break ain’t over by the time this tub gets us there.”

“The way you drive that motorcycle of yours, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Look, I may be a reckless driver, but I’m not a miracle worker. Of course, you know you technically have the money now. You could get a new truck, fix up the Inn, whatever you want, if only....”

Wesley pushed his glasses up. “Yeah, if only.” If only it was really ours, and if only there wasn’t some psycho trying to kill Granddaddy over it....

#
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OLIVIA LANE WAS JUST stepping out of her Nissan as they chugged toward Lamar’s Diner. Although he had seen her just before she left for work this morning, Wesley still caught his breath. Her skirt wasn’t all that short, just a hair above her knees to compensate for the summer heat. With legs like hers, however, anything shorter than ankle length was plenty enough to pop a man’s eyes out of his head. Her sleeveless top wasn’t half-bad, either.

Cole whistled appreciatively. “Wow. Envy is a sin, right?”

“Right.”

“Lord, forgive me.”

Wesley might have told him not to feel bad, that he wasn’t the only sinner in the truck because lust was a sin too, but he didn’t dare. Not with both windows down and Olivia in earshot.

“Perfect timing, guys.” Olivia greeted Wesley with a kiss as he got out of the truck, careful of his injury. “How was physical therapy?”

Wesley shook his head. “As close to perdition as I ever care to get.”

“Poor baby.” She poked her full lips out. “But maybe you’ll have your arm out of the sling by the time we go that Braves game in a couple of weeks.”

“Hopefully. That therapist is working me like she expects me to pitch an inning that night,” Wesley chuckled.

“Sounds like you’ve earned your steak sandwich and Mr. Pibb.”

“How’d you know?”

“Please,” Cole said with a comically exaggerated groan. “How could she not know that by now? I’m surprised they still bother with giving you a menu.”

The aromas from the grill greeted them, amping up Wesley’s hunger. As soon as they took a window booth, a middle-aged woman with dyed hair and a nametag reading POLLY came up to their table. “Aw, y’all don’t get to see enough of me at the house, so you came here to see me, huh?” 

“How’s it going, Mom?” Cole asked. In the two weeks since she had moved up from Tampa, Polly Inman moved into a vacant room in the Dew Drop Inn and had taken over Adrianna Drake’s old waitress job here at Lamar’s. Once again, Wesley watched the two of them and felt as if he had stepped into a 1970s-sitcom-themed costume party. Just as Cole resembled Dr. Johnny Fever from WKRP, Polly was reminiscent of Flo from Alice. Once again, Wesley’s crazy magnet had drawn someone unique into his world.

Polly smiled and smacked her chewing gum. “Finer than frog hair, honey. What’ll y’all have?”

After she hurried away with their orders, Olivia sidled up close enough for her knee to touch Wesley’s as he took her hand and intertwined his fingers with hers. “Have y’all been by to see Homer yet?”

Wesley shook his head. “Right after lunch.”

“Are Gene and Mae going too?”

“Grandma may have already gone. I have no idea what Dad’s doing.”

“Shoot,” Cole said. “The only one who knows what Gene’s gonna do is God Himself, and that’s just because He’s—well, you know, God.”

Wesley smirked. “Easy now. There’s folks out there who’d say the same thing about you, Grandma being one of them.”

Mere seconds after Polly had returned with their drinks, Olivia stiffened up. “Uh-oh.”

Wesley stopped halfway through bringing his Mr. Pibb up to his lips. “What do you mean, uh-oh?”

“Nothing good ever comes after uh-oh,” Cole observed.

“Hey! Wesley Winter? Is that you?” Standing over their table was a bleach-blonde in her mid- to late-twenties, holding a pen and notepad. Behind her was a wiry man with a bulging Adam’s apple, holding a camera. “I’m Laurie Newton from the Briggsville Bugle, and this is my photographer, Durrell Huckaby. Do you have a minute to talk to me?”

Olivia tensed up, leaving Wesley to guess at her thoughts. She needs to mind her own business. Trying too hard to look hot, going too far and looking like a little floozy instead. The Bulletin doesn’t have a dress code any more? No way that’s her real hair color....

Without giving anyone time to answer, Laurie sat beside Cole. Judging from his wolfish smile, he didn’t mind. “You’ve had quite an exciting few months, Wesley...I can call you Wesley, right?” She leaned forward over the table, giving them an eyeful of her low-cut top.

“You can call him Mr. Winter,” Olivia replied. She gave him a subtle but firm kick under the table. Wesley forced his eyes upward.

Laurie only allowed herself to frown for a second before turning her toothy smile back on, putting all of her pearly whites on display. “Not too many people in this town can say that they’ve busted two serial killers, especially when they aren’t cops. I’m sure my readers would be thrilled to find out what you have to say about it all.” 

“There’s not much to tell, really,” he said. “I just did what I had to do.” He thought it was a simple enough response, but Olivia gave him another kick, this one considerably harder. A warning shot.

“Not much to tell? Sounds to me like you’re quite the hero. Risking life and limb to save other people from two separate serial killers? And then you saved your grandfather from being abducted, isn’t that right? That sounds like a hero to me.”

She smiled again, all those teeth out. Trying to pour all of her looks and charm and wiles into it, but going too far overboard, like accidentally making sweet tea a little too sweet. Wesley squirmed, partly because of Olivia and partly because all those teeth made him feel like a lone swimmer suddenly face to face with the shark from Jaws.

And then there was Huckaby, still standing over them, his expression never changing. Like a robot. The crazy magnet strikes again.

“Yes ma’am, he was most certainly a hero,” Cole said. “But as I’m sure you know, every hero has his sidekick. Batman had Robin, Sherlock had Watson....”

Laurie favored him with an appreciative nod before turning her attention back to Wesley. 

“I couldn’t have done it without him or my girlfriend,” Wesley said, emphasizing the last word as he squeezed Olivia’s hand. “I’d be lost without her. Ever since we’ve been together, I can’t imagine how I got by without on a regular day, much less situations like those.” He cut his eyes toward Olivia, hoping that would ease her tension. It helped a little, but not as much as he expected.

Laurie didn’t seem particularly impressed either, shooting a dirty look at Olivia before putting her smile back on. “So, a team of heroes! Fascinating! Durrell, quick, take a picture! This might be front page stuff right here!”

Neither Wesley nor Olivia liked the idea, but Huckaby had his camera up before either of them had time to object. Once, twice, three times the camera flashed, and Wesley forced a smile rather than try to hide his face. When he had finished, Laurie stood and dropped a couple of business cards on the table. “I know you’re all ready to eat your lunch, but you can give me a call if either of you guys change your mind about granting me an interview.” Everything about her demeanor suggested that the offer only extended to the two males at the table.

Huckaby spoke for the first time. “And you two, what were your names again?”

“I’m Cole Inman, and this is Olivia Lane.” 

Laurie regarded her for a second. “Olivia Lane. No relation to Brian Lane?”

Olivia suddenly seemed fascinated with her iced water. “That’s my dad.”

“How interesting. Such a small world,” Laurie remarked with a smirk. “Anyway, we’ll get out of your hair now. I look forward to talking to you again.”

As the reporters hustled out the door, Cole whistled appreciatively. He picked up one of the cards and perused it carefully. “Well, I do believe I’ll be giving her a call later.”

Olivia crossed her arms. “You’re crazy if you do.” She gave Wesley a dirty look. “And you shouldn’t have said as much to her as you did.”

“Look out, Wesley,” Cole teased. “Jealous girlfriend alert!”

Wesley was suddenly sweating more in here than he had outside. “But I made sure she knew that we were together. I said you were my girlfriend and that I’d be lost without you, I....”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I heard you. But that’s not what I’m upset about.”

“OK, so help me out here. If it’s not that....”

She leaned in a little. “I started getting vibes off of them before they started talking to us. You know...those vibes.”

“You mean like something evil about them?” Wesley took a big gulp of his Mr. Pibb, his throat suddenly feeling as if it were coated in ash and sawdust.

“Something like that. I don’t trust them, and I didn’t want you talking to them. That’s why I kept nudging you under the table, but since you’re as naive as the wall, of course you didn’t catch it. I know you felt it.”

“I did, but I honestly thought you were trying to tell me not to gawk at her. You’ve got to admit, those kicks—nudges, whatever—only tell me so much.”

“Yeah, I guess. But trust me on this, OK?”

“Always.” He patted her knee, squeezed it a little.

For the first time since Laurie and Huckaby had walked up, she allowed herself a smile. Not as big as her usual one, but enough for reassurance. “OK. Cole, what about you?”

“Wait a minute! I can totally understand you not wanting him to talk to the blonde bombshell, but I don’t get opportunities like that every....”

Olivia patted his hand. “I’m not trying to rain on your parade. I just need you to remember that everything that glitters isn’t always gold, all right?”

“Yeah, fine, but tell me something. Are you sure it was her putting off the vibes? What kind of evil are we talking about here?”

Olivia faltered. “I mean, it’s hard to pinpoint exactly. Sort of like having a metal detector at the beach. It can tell you that something’s there, but it doesn’t always tell you what.”

“So it may not necessarily have been Laurie, then? It could just as easily have been that Humphrey or Huckleberry or....”

“Huckaby,” Wesley said.

Olivia pulled her hand back. “And yeah, it could have been just him. Or just her, or maybe even both of them. In which case you’re talking about a two out of three chance that she had something to do with it.”

“And one out of three that she didn’t.” Cole looked at Wesley. “You’re the big baseball fan. One out of three, that’s a .333 batting average, right? That’s pretty good, right?”

“Well, yeah, in baseball but....”

Olivia groaned a little. “Still, everything that glitters....”

“Yeah, yeah. Not gold. Got it.” 

Polly brought their lunches right about then, and conversation slacked off for a moment. As he bit into his steak sandwich, Wesley offered up a quick prayer.

He got the feeling he was going to need all the help he could get.
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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“So, what did you really think of that Laurie chick?” Cole asked as he backed out of his parking space.

“Olivia’s the one who gets the vibes, remember?”

“And she herself said it’s like a metal detector at the beach. Not exactly pinpoint accurate.”

Wesley stroked his goatee. “She’s never been wrong with it. Any time she picks up a vibe, it’s because there was something there.”

“Yeah, but you heard her yourself. It might not necessarily have been coming off of her. Maybe it was that Huckaby dude, and I say he looked kind of fishy anyway. Heck, for all we know, it could have been anybody in Lamar’s, maybe somebody just randomly walking past right about that same time.” He stopped at a red light. “Look, I’m not saying that Olivia didn’t feel anything at all. What I am saying is that she’s just kind of assuming it was Laurie, because—and I know you haven’t had a bunch of girlfriends to know this—but a lot of times chicks don’t trust each other, especially if you’re talking about good-looking chicks.”

Wesley grunted. Cole had a point, but he was also obviously attracted to Laurie, which probably made him argue her case more than he would have otherwise.

Ironically, they were passing the Briggsville Bulletin office when Wesley noticed a familiar white Buick parked at the curb. Cole must have spotted it too, for he asked, “Hey, Wesley, is that...?”

As if on cue, Gene and Mae got out of the Buick. They started walking toward the front door of the Bulletin, raising Wesley’s eyebrows. “Grab a parking space right quick,” he said as he rolled down the widow. “Hey, Dad! Grandma! Wait up!”

Mae seemed happy to see them, but Gene looked a little annoyed at the interruption. He was wearing khaki pants and a short-sleeved button down shirt, a far dressier look than usual for him. “What are y’all up to?” Wesley asked.

“You go on over there and talk to them, Mom,” Gene grumbled. “I don’t need you following me in there, but I do need to get on in there.” He strode inside without another word as Mae walked over to the truck.

“Say a little prayer for your daddy. He’s got himself an interview,” Mae said, reaching through the open window to squeeze her only grandson’s hand.

Wesley glanced over at Cole, who was peering back at him over his sunglasses. “Interview? What kind of an interview?”

“What do you mean, what kind of an...? Oh. Naw, this is a job interview, not him talking with another reporter.”

“Another reporter? When did Dad talk with a reporter?”

Mae shrugged. “It was while we were out visiting your granddaddy at Spring Valley this morning. Little young thing.”

“Long blonde hair?” Cole asked. “Real pretty? Skinny photographer with her?”

“Man who looked old enough to be her daddy? Yeah, that’s the one,” Mae said. “She asked me and him a bunch of questions.”

Wesley groaned. “Olivia’s gonna love that.”

“Huh? What do you mean by that?”

“Well, let’s just say that the three of us crossed paths with her at Lamar’s. Cole liked her a good bit more than Olivia did.”

“That’s not too terribly hard to figure. Especially if that girl was trying to butter you two boys up like she was your daddy, with Olivia sitting right there. That ain’t nuthin’ but old fashioned jealousy right there.”

Cole swatted Wesley’s shoulder. “See there? What did I tell you?”

“Man, did you just hear Grandma? That means she was flirting with Dad, too. Chew on that one for a minute.”

“That was before she met me.”

Mae leaned into the window. “Cole, quit talking like a dope fiend. It don’t take no rocket scientist to tell that’s just her way of loosening up a man’s tongue so she can get something to write about.”

“Hey, y’all don’t know, I just might be the one! Let ol’ Gage Stephenson do some smooth talking to her....”

Ignoring him, Wesley asked, “So what kind of job is Dad interviewing for? He isn’t exactly journalism material.”

“They ain’t looking at him for a reporter. This is like some kind of manual labor job. Probably not paying too much, but at least it would be some money.”

Wesley adjusted his glasses. “Speaking of money, neither one of you said anything about all that up in the attic, did you?”

“Naw. I ain’t about to tell a soul anything about that, and he didn’t say a word either. Now, she did ask him why somebody was going after Homer like that, and he kind of looked at me for a second before telling her he wasn’t sure.” She shook her head. “I was ready, though. I wasn’t going to let him let the cat out of the bag.”

“Thank God. Last thing we need is somebody trying to break into the house.”

“Amen to that.”

“And if Olivia doesn’t trust that reporter, no matter what the reason,” Wesley paused to give Cole a look, “then that’s enough for me. If she comes back around, don’t say anything.”

“I doubt she will. Heaven knows, even without Gene saying anything about—well, you know—he still told her plenty. That’s when she started asking about you and where she might be able to find you.”

Cole whistled. “Olivia’s gonna love him to death for that.”

“It’s the death part I worry about.”

#
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MOST PEOPLE WOULD SAY that Spring Valley Nursing Home didn’t look much different from any other nursing home. Then again, most people hadn’t had the same experiences as Wesley. In his eyes, it now carried an ominous quality that he didn’t think would ever completely go away, not after all that had happened.

He wished that his grandfather wasn’t still a resident here, but there really wasn’t another option. Alzheimer’s had ravaged Homer’s mind until he was too hard to handle at home, and they had chosen Spring Valley because it was the best nursing home in Briggsville. None of the other alternatives were very good.

With the so-called Death Angel now behind bars, the home’s board of directors had made a big production of beefing up security. It had been a matter of necessity, as several other families were threatening to relocate their loved ones. Homer and the other residents were probably safer than ever now. Unfortunately, that didn’t make the memories of what had happened before any easier for Wesley to take. 

Homer was sitting in one of the common areas with a dozen or so of his new neighbors, watching a Perry Mason rerun on a big-screen TV. In a strange way, Wesley found it comforting. Channel 17 had been airing the show at this time for years, and Homer and Mae had tuned into it religiously every day, whether they actually watched the whole thing or not. Maybe this would give Homer some sense of familiarity, whether his Alzheimer’s let him consciously recognize it or not.

“Hey, Granddaddy,” Wesley said as he and Cole pulled up chairs. He tried to keep his voice low for fear of interrupting the show, but nobody seemed to be paying him much attention.

“Hey again,” Homer said with an amused smile, as if this wasn’t the first time his grandson had greeted him today. He probably doesn’t remember us leaving here yesterday, Wesley thought. Oh well, it beats the alternative, I guess.

“Doing all right this morning, Mr. Homer?” Cole asked.

“OK, I reckon.” Homer regarded Cole with a slightly befuddled expression, one that Wesley recognized only too well. It was the look that seemed to say I know that I’m supposed to know you from somewhere, but I can’t quite place you.

“You know who we are, right?” Wesley prodded, much as he didn’t want to.

“Well, yeah. You’re Wesley, and that’s your brother.”

“Yep, that’s me, Wesley.” No need to argue with him. No point in reminding him that I’m an only child. If he wants to think that my friend is my brother, well, at least he knows my name today. Sometimes you have to take what you can get. To his credit, Cole didn’t correct him either.

“Now Wesley, where’s your wife at?”

“My wife?”

Homer chuckled as if Wesley were the forgetful one. “Yeah, that pretty little redhead who comes up here with you sometimes. Olive, ain’t that her name?”

“Close, it’s Olivia.”

“Interesting,” Cole mused, and Wesley knew that he and Olivia both would hear more about this later. Knowing him, Cole would probably try to play it up big, like didn
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