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Everyone is famous in a small town. 

For Rae Lynne Grimes returning to Leeward brings the nightmares into the light. Everyone 

in town has an opinion about her thanks to a video of her being gang raped going viral after 

her first high school party.

Learning to trust again doesn’t come easy. How can she allow herself to fall in love when she can’t even trust herself? 

Logan Birdsong is determined to prove he is not his father’s son. He has worked hard to succeed and take care of his family. He risks losing all he has worked for to protect the 

woman he loves if he doesn’t do business with a sociopath. 

When her dates start dying, Rae becomes the number one suspect and the target of a 

killer. She can’t prove her innocence if she is running for her life.

“Rae, what’s wrong?” He reached for her hand.

Pulling her hand away, she said, “Nothing, what makes you think anything’s wrong? 

It’s just time...” Her breath shuddered on a sob. “I can’t—I’m okay with wham-bam-thank you-ma’am, but I don’t know how to act with this.” She waved her hands.

Logan leaned forward and asked, “Romance? Seduction?” 

Rae blinked. “That’s not my style.”

“Why not, it’s the fun part of sex? The build-up, the teasing and touching.” He traced 

his finger along her arm.

She shook her arm and moved away, her body trembling. “It changes things.”

“How’s that?” He edged closer, resting his hand on her shoulder as he toyed with her hair. 

Jerking away, she stomped to the dish washer and turned it on. “It makes it important.”

“Sex should be important.”

“No, sex is a need, an itch that needs scratching.”

Logan shook his head. “But it can be fun, or serious, or comforting...”

“Nope, it’s just—”

“Wham Bam!” He sighed and turned away. 

“I know, I’m seriously screwed up.” Rae laughed. “Aren’t you glad you’ll be getting out of here tomorrow?”

This book is dedicated to all who have had a dream 

but have been too afraid to make it happen.

Don’t let fear steal your dreams.

This is mine.

You are never too old to make your dreams come true!

Visit me on my website https://sherrilhollister.com 
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Prologue

Twenty-one years ago

Marisol Grimes staggered, her heels snagging the oyster shells covering the drive. The unforgettable scent of dying fish hung heavy in the humid air. She kicked off her shoes, the jagged surface of the weathered boards rough on feet no longer used to running barefoot around the docks. 

What am I doing here? Malcolm’s tense voice on the phone earlier had the little hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. “Damn it, her cousin was one of the girls.” 

Seeing her boss’s Mercedes aglow in the moonlight made her stomach twist. She looked around, he’d told her he would make inquiries tomorrow. 

Years of sore fingers, back aching from hours of being hunched over a metal table picking crab meat was a memory she knew would never truly fade. Buddy Grimes had saved her from that life, but her husband didn’t think she was qualified for anything more than being a housewife. Marisol Grimes was no dumb Mexican fresh from the farm. Her job with Malcolm Bryant proved it. Please don’t let him be involved in Juanita’s disappearance.

Marisol tread slowly across the weathered boards careful not to get a splinter or make a noise. Voices raised in anger, their words ripped away on the wind, slowed her steps. She turned the corner by the cookhouse and the sound suddenly amplified, reverberating off the water. “You need to get rid of her.” She slid between the cookhouse and a storage shed and peered out at the loading dock. Two women lay bound and sobbing on the loading dock.

Malcolm’s wife, Elva Bryant, held a huge pistol pointed at an older man. Marisol held her breath, releasing it slowly when she saw he wasn’t Malcolm. She leaned out to get a better look, el Jeffe—Mr. Sawyer, owner of the seafood processing plant. Sawyer hovered near two sobbing women. One of them could be Juanita. Marisol finger-nailed her palms as she watched Mr. Sawyer jerk a girl to her feet. 

He waved his hands, arguing. She couldn’t hear his words, but obviously Elva Bryant was not happy with what he had to say. An explosion shattered the stillness. Night birds flew up from the rushes. 

A pop of sound, suddenly there, after the numbing silence. The echo of the gunshot was like cotton suddenly removed from her ears. Surprised, Marisol realized she was screaming. 

Elva Bryant turned, her eyes hard and cold, even from a distance, Marisol could see there would be no mercy. People were shouting and running towards her. Frozen, she started to hyperventilate. Malcolm leapt from behind a stack of canvas bags and pushed her across the boardwalk inconsiderate of her bare feet. She stubbed her toe and stuck a splinter in her foot. Malcolm clicked the fob on his key chain, opening the door he shoved her inside and hurried to the driver’s side.

Bullets pinged the side of the car. Her scream filled the car as several men rushed into the parking lot. Malcolm put the car in reverse, spinning tires. He slammed on brakes, forcing her to brace her hands on the dash.

“What are you stopping for?” She demanded her panic rising.

He powered down his window and shot out several tires and a radiator. He rolled up the window and gunned the motor, fishtailing the car out of the parking lot. 

“Oh my God, my car. I left my car and my shoes. Buddy is going to kill me.” Marisol was shaking, her mind tripping over her thought. “You have to go back. I can’t go home without my shoes and my car.”

“Mari, you can’t go home. Don’t you understand?”

“What? I have to go home. I have two babies...”

The sadness in his eyes nearly brought her to tears. “They know who you are, they’ll kill you.”

She clutched her stomach, rocking forward. “That girl, was she my cousin?”

Malcolm gripped the steering wheel. “No, she was a new girl. Your cousin is gone.”

“Dead?”

“Gone.”

She blinked back tears. My God, what have I done? 

Chapter 1

Present: Eastern North Carolina

Rae Lynne Grimes carried her black leather pumps in one hand and a half empty bottle of Jack Daniels in the other. The cool water of Bond Creek beckoned. She’d missed her morning swim—again. The water was all that had kept her sober since her return to Leeward three months ago. She’d come home to nurse her grandfather. She laughed and took a swig of whiskey letting the burn scald the tears from her throat. I did a bang-up job, didn’t I Pops? She lifted her bottle to the sky in salute. 

Reluctantly, she headed back to the house. The family expected her to act as hostess to the mourners who’d come to pay their respects. Rae veered behind the boathouse to evade the hoard of free loaders who showed up at funerals to gorge themselves on fried chicken and the latest gossip. They were all wondering the same thing—What’s that girl going to do without her grandfather? 

Lifting her skirt, she yanked off her shredded panty hose. A burst of masculine laughter startled her. A group of men congregated at the edge of the patio. Their loud whispers hit her like a punch in the gut. 

“With a rack like that, I’d give her a ten.”

“Nah, only seven, did you see her face?”

Blood scalded Rae’s face. She opened her mouth to tell them off but hesitated, realizing it was Dana they were critiquing. She ducked back behind the boathouse guilt adding to her shame. I should have defended her, she’s my best friend. The fear was crippling, seeing those men who’d been part of Todd Bryant’s gang—Former football players acting as if they were still in high school. Trembling, she prayed they’d not seen her. The fucking bastards still had the power to terrorize her. She braved another look.

Jorge Claudio stood off to the side looking uncomfortable. Memories of a drunken night spent groping in the backseat of his Chevy Nova filled her with dread. How many old lovers and one-night stands would she have to face today? Jorge no longer sported the Bruno Mars pompadour but still looked good, even in his khaki uniform. With his dark, bedroom eyes and full, sensual lips he should be on the cover of GQ, not playing cop in this hick town. Leeward, North Carolina wasn’t the end of the world, but it was surely a dropping off place. 

Sprinting behind her art studio, Rae sagged against the rough wooden siding to catch her breath. A piece of paper pinned to the door fluttered in the breeze. Shoving the bottle under her arm she snatched it down. Leave now, while you still can. The whiskey burned in her belly. Crumpling the letter in her hand, she scowled, wondering which one of the sick bastards had sent the note. She couldn’t breathe. Todd and his gang had made high school a living nightmare. She’d barely survived. Rae rubbed the scar on her wrist as she concentrated on controlling her breathing. 

Three months in Leeward had invalidated two years of sobriety and sanity. Determined to take care of her grandfather, Rae had ignored the snide comments from neighbors and family, believing she was strong enough to handle their scorn. They loved nothing more than to bring up her past, trotting out each of her sins as if she needed an introduction. Shame washed over her. Rae hadn’t forgotten, she remembered nightly how she’d sold her soul for a few minutes of peace. The numbness the drugs offered was never enough. The sex, a tenuous connection as fleeting as smoke. She took another swig of the whiskey as the tears streamed down her cheeks. Her grandfather had been so proud to see her finally sober, a college graduate with a good job. He wouldn’t be so proud, now. She smeared mascara and snot across her face as she crept up the back steps to her grandfather’s office, praying no one spotted her.

The first note had showed up the morning after. He’s dead. Now go. Rae hadn’t seen who’d left it. The house was open. People were coming and going. Anyone with an emergency scanner would have known when the rescue squad had been called. They were all waiting like vultures, ready to swoop down and pick his bones. 

Rae leaned against the doorjamb. Otis Grimes had retired from commercial fishing before she started school. He’d begun Grimes Outdoors so he could be home with his grandchildren after their mama left. He’d offered his expertise as a hunting and fishing guide, teaching Rae and her brother all he knew. She was an excellent shot but too impatient. Rae had learned to channel her energy into art instead. Her grandfather had been her friend and confident. She’d moved in with Pops when her daddy gave up and told her he couldn’t deal with her anymore. Her grandfather was the only person who ever gave a damn about her. Now he was gone.

The office was just a small bedroom in the old Air Stream. Dark wood paneling from the seventies covered the walls. The only thing keeping it from being tomb-like was the big windows Otis had installed. She breathed deeply of his scent, pipe tobacco, Old Spice and — 

“Well, ain’t you a sight.” 

For ten years that voice had haunted her nightmares. The whiskey churned in her stomach as she looked into the dark, insolent eyes of her stepbrother. Devin Kinnion eased his large frame onto the arm of her grandfather’s chair and lit a joint. His broad muscular chest expanded with the inhalation of pungent smoke. The sweet allure of marijuana beckoned her closer. “What are you doing here?” The note shifted against the neck of the bottle. “Did you send this?”

“Send what?” He rubbed a hand over the dark stubble of his shaved head. 

Rae waved the piece of paper at him. No longer the boy she remembered, this man was far more dangerous. Rae knew she should be concerned, but fueled with alcohol, she was determined to confront the man who’d instigated her ruin. 

Devin took another hit off the joint. “Someone sending you love notes Rae Lynne. Must be Todd, he always did have a perverse sense of romance. You still spreading your legs for anyone with a bag of dope?” He shook the plastic baggy in invitation. 

She lunged, the bottle of Jack Daniels raised. “Get out.” She squeezed the words between clenched teeth, her body vibrating with anger and fear. Devin terrified her, but she’d be damned if she’d cower. She wasn’t fourteen years old now, and he didn’t have his friends to hold her down. “Get the fuck out of here!” 

He snatched the bottle and tossed it out of her reach. “Such language.” Their hot breaths filled the small space between them as each tried to stare the other down. Devin shrugged and flopped into her grandfather’s chair. “Why don’t you come over here and make me?” He propped a foot on the desk and ogled her, taking in the piercings and body ink. “You look like a carnival freak.” He grabbed his crotch and grinned. “That’s okay, I can do freaky?”

Throwing her shoes at his head, she shoved his foot off the desk. God, how could I have ever thought he was attractive?

Devin leapt from the seat, trapping her against the doorframe. He was nearly a head taller and fifty pounds heavier. Rae struggled to get free.   

He sneered, countering her moves.

She brought her knee up. He grabbed her leg. 

“You have a lot of piercings, little sister.” He caressed her leg inching up her thigh. “You like pain?” He leaned into her, threatening. “I’ll be happy to give you some. I owe you. Ten fucking years’ worth.”

Rae pushed at his chest. “Let me go. I’m not the one you owe.” She fought the panic that threatened to turn her limbs to gelatin. The rape had left her broken and the only one who’d ever paid was Devin. 

“I wouldn’t have been there if not for you. Show me what else you have pierced?” He moved his hand up her thigh.

He was too big, too strong. No, not again. Tears pricked her eyelids, but she wouldn’t back down. She continued to fight.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Billy Ray shouted as he stomped up the stairway. His heavy tread caused the old trailer to sway and groan. 

Shorter and broader than Devin, Billy was built like a wrestler. It surprised people to learn they were siblings. He looked more like their dad with his sandy colored hair and freckles. Rae favored their mother with her olive complexion and dark hair. They had the same arch of the brow and dark almond-shaped eyes. The slight pug to their noses was similar, though Billy’s was crooked, having been broken a time or two.

The men glowered at each other. Devin thrust Rae aside.

Rae Lynne stumbled. 

Billy pulled her towards him. “Go.” He pushed her into the hall. 

Rae pitched forward, holding herself upright with the help of the wall. Papa kept a revolver in the desk drawer, she remembered. Worried, she turned back. 

Billy crowded Devin, using his extra pounds to intimidate. “Stay away from my sister or you won’t have to worry about prison, you’ll be dead.”

Devin met her eyes over Billy’s shoulder. “Tell her to stay away from me.” Billy turned to glare at her. Devin pushed past. On the stairs he whispered, “We’ll finish this—later.” 

“Sober up before Dad sees you.” Billy brushed past her and followed Devin out.

Shaking, Rae glanced at the ashtray hoping Devin had left the roach.

Chapter 2

One week later

Churning up a rooster tail in the parking lot of the Depot Café, Rae rode the 1957 Harley she’d just finished restoring. 

“You finished it!” Dana’s curly brown hair glowed copper and gold in the sunlight. She clapped and squealed like the excited schoolgirl she’d been when they’d ruled middle school as the Fearsome Foursome. By high school they’d lost most of their shine as they became the butt of Todd’s cruel joke. Her smile faded, and Rae wondered if the past ever haunted Dana. 

Rae’s stomach fluttered. Todd had to be the one sending the notes. She glanced around the parking lot, the newest letter tucked into her pocket. She wouldn’t let him frighten her away.

“God Rae, this is so perfect.” Dana Windley was her oldest and dearest friend. She was a beautiful, formidable, six-foot tall warrior queen, only her constant dieting was evidence she suffered any doubts about herself. 

Dana and her mother were strong, confident women. No matter what ugliness touched their lives, they believed there was still good in the world. Rae needed their faith for her own survival.

Rae fastened the helmet to the bike. She had painted it to match with dark pink ribbons weaving between lighter shades. “What do you think?” She patted the upholstered leather seat with its pink ribbon embroidery. They’d bought the bike to raise money for breast cancer awareness and research, one of Dana’s pet projects. She’d become obsessed after her mother was first diagnosed with breast cancer their freshman year of college.

“Should you be riding it?” The license plate read TATAS. Dana’s giggle burst like a bubble as she sobered. “I just don’t want anything to happen to it after all we had to go through to get it ready.”   

“I had to test it to make sure it runs out okay. Don’t worry, I’ll give it the TLC it deserves before the Run.” 

Dana hugged her. “This will be the best Poker Run ever. We’re going to raise so much money! We’ll never be able to top this. I can’t believe you got it done...” Dana placed a hand on Rae’s arm, her warm topaz eyes filled with tears. “Rae, are you okay?”

Rae fought the swell of emotion, even with Dana, she couldn’t allow herself to cry. “Wish Papa could have seen it finished.” He’d rallied from his battle with lung cancer, excited to help them search for replacement parts. 

Dana leaned against her, giving her a one-armed hug. “He’d get a kick out of people’s reaction to a Pink Harley.” 

“Wow, is that the bike?” Jenna interrupted. She was the third member of the Fearsome Foursome and the new owner of the Depot Café. Jenna had returned home after her father’s heart attack and taken over the McKenzie family business. After filing for divorce, she’d bought the café from her parents. With her runner’s body, she looked more like a co-ed than the mother of a four-year-old. Her long rusty brown hair tied in its ever-present ponytail hadn’t changed since high school.

The bike was just like the one her grandfather had bought when he’d returned from Viet Nam. Rae had grown up listening to stories of his adventures. When she’d found the bike at an estate sale, she’d talked fast, coming up with the idea to restore the bike and auction it off for Dana’s Breast Cancer Awareness campaign. It was Dana who had convinced the old man to sell it to them, but Rae was the one who’d repaired and restored it.

It took months to get the bike ridable, working on it only when she came home on weekends. After moving back to Leeward, the task had gotten a little easier. Rae worked whatever odd hour she could manage until her grandfather’s health became too precarious. She’d hoped to finish it before he died. She had missed it by one week. One fucking week. 

Forcing the sadness from her thoughts, she pointed out different features to her friends. “It turned out pretty good, didn’t it?” Rae shoved her hands in her pockets. The note crumpled against her fingers reminding her she wasn’t welcome in Leeward. It was silly to fear a few words printed on paper. Her heart skipped a beat. Rae glanced around the parking lot searching for her tormentor.

“Pretty good?” Dana exclaimed. “It’s amazing! I’ve gotta get some pictures for the advertisement.” She wiggled her cell phone out of the pocket of her capris and started taking pictures. “I’m so excited. This is going to be the best fundraiser we’ve ever had. I owe you big time for this one.”        

“Good, you’re buying my dinner.” Rae linked arms with both women and aimed them towards the café. “I’m starved.”

Dana said, “You got it. Anything you want.” She paused at the door. “Is it okay to leave it out here?” 

“You are not bringing that bike into my café,” Jenna said. 

“Maybe one of us should stay out here and watch it.” Dana hung back.

“It’ll be fine.” Rae and Jenna dragged her inside. 

“Come on, I’m starved. What’re the specials?”

Jenna led them to a booth and spouted off the daily specials from memory. Rae placed her order and waited for Dana to decide. She made eye contact with the other patrons but only her neighbor, Phil Archer, returned her smile.

“Okay, I’ll take the grilled chicken, no sauce and a salad.”

“What kind of dressing?”       

“No dressing and water with lots of ice.” 

Rae and Jenna shared a knowing look. 

“Who’s the guy?” Rae asked as Jenna left with their orders.

“What guy?” Dana bounced up and hovered by the window keeping guard over the bike. 

The older couple sitting there glared at Dana. After the third time, they tossed their napkins on the table and asked, “Would you like this table young lady?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Dana beamed and waved Rae over.  

The old woman rolled her eyes and stomped to the cash register, muttering, “Some people’s manners.”

Standing by the dirty table, reluctant to sit down, Rae said, “Back to my question. Who’s the guy?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The warm pink hue coloring Dana’s face told a different story. 

“All right, don’t tell me, but you know I’ll find out.” 

Dana began bussing the table. “How did the reading of the will go?”

“The way you’d expect. Uncle Clyde is the executor. Papa left me the fishing camp.” Rae slid into the booth. “Connie and my dad want me to sell it.” She sighed. “There’s some kinda loan attached to it. Clyde is trying to help me keep it.” She picked up a napkin and started shredding it. Dana put her hand out, tapping their fingers together. “It’s the only real home I’ve ever had.” Rae looked away, willing the tears to retreat. 

“You’re not going back to Raleigh?” Dana’s fingers were warm, calming.

Rae shifted in the seat. “I want to do more with my art than design chandeliers.” She’d spent the last two years working for a company that specialized in high design light fixtures. She liked the job, but it did not allow her own creativity. 

“And what about the internship with Graphic Focus?”

Rae shrugged. “I blew that when I came home to take care of Papa.”

“So, you’re going to stay here and what? Paint cars?”

“And motorcycles.” Rae grinned. It was hard to take Dana seriously with her hair curling about her face like Orphan Annie. Dana had played Annie in one of their school plays. Everyone believed Hollywood or New York City was in her future, but that was before—Before Todd, before cancer. Dana had her own demons. She just seemed to cope with them better. 

“You think you could paint a mural for me?” Jenna set down their drinks and a basket of bread.

Rae looked around the café. “Inside?”

“Yeah, I’d like a scene from when it was a train depot.” 

“Sure, I’ll draw up a couple of ideas,” Rae said around a mouthful of hushpuppies.

Jenna gnawed her lip. “Okay but I don’t have a lot of money.”

“I’m sure we can work something out. I like to eat, so how about a year of free eats?”

“A year?” Jenna frowned. “That would be what, about three thousand dollars or something?”

“It’s a little less than I’d normally charge, but you’re an old friend.”

Jenna’s green eyes bulged. “You charge over three thousand dollars for a mural?”

Rae nodded. “If you just want one wall, then that would be about right.”

Jenna blinked. “O-kay, I’ll have to get back to you on that.” 

“Jen, can we use the Depot for one of the stops on the Poker Run?” Dana asked pulling out her computer to make notes. “It’ll give you a little free advertising.”

Jenna nodded. “Sure, but how are you doing all of this and opening a new business too?”

Dana had bought and refurbished the old gym. She was turning it into a dating club. “I like to be busy. Are you going to sign up?”

“I don’t have a bike.”

“No, for the dating club.” Dana chuckled.

Jenna shook her head. “Between the divorce and refurbishing this place, I wasn’t joking about being broke.” 

They turned to Rae Lynne.

Rae held up her hands, shaking her head. “Don’t look at me. I’m not interested in joining any dating club.”

“Come on, it would be good for you to get out and meet some nice guys,” Dana said. 

Rae snorted. “Nice guys and me aren’t a good fit. Wouldn’t know what to do with one if I had one.” 

“Same thing you do with the bad ones, just less drama.” 

“Thought I had a nice guy once,” Jenna said, shaking her head. “I’ll go get your orders.” 

As the lunch crowd thinned, Dana and Rae pushed back their empty plates and began making plans for the Poker Run. Jenna joined them. Dark circles ringed her eyes. Rae didn’t know how she did it, working from dawn until closing with a four-year-old at home. Money was tight after Mac’s heart attack, but if Jen didn’t hire more help, she’d be the one with health problems.

“How’s your mom?” Jenna asked, stretching and groaning like a woman twice her age.

Making notes on the computer, Dana didn’t look up. “She’s got an appointment with her oncologist, but she said it’s just routine.”

A chill tickled Rae’s spine. Sandy Windley was more to her than her best friend’s mom. She could barely remember her own mother and her stepmother Connie... Well, considering everything with Devin, she guessed they were lucky they’d not tried to kill each other—at least not recently anyway.

“Rae Lynne Grimes, how serendipitous to meet you here.” 

The cultured voice held only a hint of a southern accent. Swallowing the bile that churned in her stomach, Rae clenched the table to keep from fleeing as she looked up and met the curious stares of the businessmen shuffling behind her nemesis—Todd Bryant. 

Ten years since the night he’d brutally destroyed her innocence. Todd was still too beautiful to be real, but Rae knew the monster that lurked just below the surface. “Taking a break from terrorizing small children and old people?” Her heart pounded. She was thankful her voice didn’t crack.

“You won’t be joking when you’re out on your pretty little hiney and the fishing camp is mine.”

“It’s not worth anything to you. Why do you want it?”

He moved his eyes over her, making her skin crawl, but Rae refused to back down. She glared at him. “You don’t intimidate me, Todd.” She hid her trembling hands beneath the table.

He lifted his brows and grinned. “You want to make a bet?”

“Come on Todd, let’s get some lunch. I’ve got to get back to work.” Jorge’s dark, sympathetic eyes met hers. 

“Y’all grab us a table and order me a sweet tea. I’ve got business to discuss with Ms. Grimes.”

The other men moved to the far side of the café, but Jorge stayed. “I’m sorry about your grandfather, Rae. He was a good man.”

“Thanks Jorge.” The intensity in his eyes threatened to unnerve her. 

“I came to the funeral.”

“She doesn’t care if you were at the funeral or not, wetback. Go, sit, I’ll be there in a minute.” Todd jerked his head towards the others. 

Jorge’s hand hovered over his holster before clenching into a fist and returning to his side. “I’m not one of your flunkies, Todd.”

“You enjoy wearing that uniform, Whore-hay?” Todd sneered. 

Jorge stiffened. 

“You’ll do what I say, sit.”

Shame mingled with the anger in Jorge’s eyes.  

Rae felt sick as she watched Jorge walk away. Todd enjoyed humiliating people. She stared at the men gathered around the table: Banker Stanley Lyles, the local lawyer, Fred Rowe, and a couple of businessmen she couldn’t call by name. “You’re not getting my camp.” Rae kept her voice down, not wanting to cause trouble with Jenna’s few remaining customers.

“I always get my way. You should know that, Rae Lynne.” His cold blue eyes peeled away her protective layers. He reveled in her discomfort. Leaning close, his hot breath against her skin. “If I want something, I get it. A little resistance makes the reward all the sweeter. Like the taste of your sweet little caboose when I finally took a bite.” He shifted, making room in his pants for his growing erection. His hand hovered over her, not touching but invading her space. “Remember how you fought me, the memory still excites me—”

Rae exploded from the seat, slapping her hands against his chest, and shoved. “Shut up. Shut the hell up!” She gasped for breath as strong arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her away from Todd.

“Rae, stop, don’t let him control you,” Jorge whispered as she struggled in his arms.

“Let me go Jorge. I’m going to kill him.”

“I can’t let you do that, even if he deserves it.” 

Todd raised one golden brow. “Be careful Whore-hay.”

Rae bit back a sob and eased back against Jorge. 

Todd grinned. “Come on Rae, your whole family wants you to sell that land. Better do it quick before you have nothing left, I want.”

Rae raised her fist and growled, “Let me wipe that smug smile off his face.” 

Jorge tightened his hold. “Don’t, Rae, settle down. Don’t give him the satisfaction.”

“Go ahead sweet thing, I’ll have you tossed in jail so fast—” Todd goaded, staying just out of reach. “I’ll even have your friend here do the honors, wouldn’t that be ironic?”

Phil stepped between them. “Enough. Todd, I think you should leave.” 

“Me, leave? Now, why would I want to do that? I’ve not satisfied my appetite, yet.” He leered at Rae. “Perhaps we should ask Ms. McKenzie who should leave.” 

Rae recognized the threat in his eyes. She might save herself, but her friends wouldn’t be as lucky.

Jenna mumbled under her breath. “Stay, I have arsenic in the back.”

“Mayor Bryant?” Stanley called. 

Rae pulled from Jorge’s embrace. “I gotta get back to work.”

“You do that Rae Lynne. I’ll keep an eye on your gal pals.”

Rae shot Dana and Jenna warning glance. 

Dana nodded and mouthed. “We’ll be fine.”

Rae brushed past Todd on her way out the door. 

“I always get what I want, Rae Lynne.” 

“Not this time, not if I can help it,” Shoving her hands in her pockets, Rae hurried out of the restaurant. She kept her head high. It wouldn’t do to let Todd know he’d spooked her. As if he wasn’t dangerous enough, they elected him mayor? Shaking her head, she sighed, “Only in Leeward, North Carolina.”

Chapter 3

Later that day

“Polly, where the hell, are you? Come on Pol.” The doorbell jangled her nerves as the door slammed.

Fueled by whiskey and anger, Rae Lynne stumbled through the front door of the little flower shop, a manila envelope clutched in her fist. Todd was calling in the loan on her property.  She knew he would play dirty, but calling the loan in early...

“Polly!” Polly’s Posies was pretty, pale and shiny, just like its owner. Rae glanced around the shop, everything tidy and in its place. It seemed sterile for a flower shop, but what did she know? She was more comfortable in a garage.

Polly had once been part of the Fearsome Foursome—before Todd. “He’s trying to do it to me again, Polly,” she shouted from the center of the store.

Something fell. Rae pushed open a door and glanced in the back room. “Polly?” Rae frowned, confused by the metal tables and scientific-looking equipment. She’d not realized a florist’s back room would look like a medical lab. The odor was familiar. She blinked away the dizziness.

Polly slid her phone into the pocket of her pale linen pants and scowled. “Rae, keep your voice down.” She pushed Rae back into the front of the store and let the door swish closed behind her. “Is all this necessary?”

Rae held out the envelope. “Your husband is trying to rape me—again.” 

Polly paled and darted a glance out the big front window. Her translucent skin showed every vein. Her blush glowed like a road flare as she hurried to turn the open sign to closed. “Oh my God, this will be all over town. You’ve got to go.”

Rae shouted at the curious passing by, flinging her hands in the air, “What are you looking at?” Not the best De Niro but it did the trick. Pedestrians hurried past the flower shop with their heads down and eyes averted.

“What is it you want, Rae?” 

The exasperation in Polly’s voice fueled her anger. Rae brandished the envelope under her nose. “This is what I’m talking about.”

“I’m not clairvoyant, what’s in the envelope?” Polly crossed her arms under her petite bosom.  

“Todd is trying to steal my property.”

“Steal it?”

Rae paced the small area in front of a spring display. “He’s trying to force me to sell. I thought, maybe, you’d talk to him.”

“I don’t tend to Todd’s business.” Polly shifted towards the door, Rae’s cue to leave. 

Ignoring the hint, she fidgeted around the shop. Picking up one thing then another, Rae bit her lip. “I can’t lose this land, Polly. It’s everything to me.” She clutched a delicate glass sculpture. 

Polly snatched the figurine and held it out of reach in hands that were perfectly manicured and so unlike her own.

“Rae, I don’t have time for this. I have a business to run.” 

“What happened to us?” Voice thick with emotion, Rae could barely speak the words. “We used to be friends.” 

Polly rolled her eyes. “Yes, well, that was a very long time ago.”

“Don’t you miss being a part of the group?”

Polly gave a delicate snort. “Truly, why would I miss what I never had?”

“We were like sisters.”

“You and Dana were like sisters. I was just the token good girl.” 

“That’s not true.”

“Todd told me how you laughed about me behind my back. I was just your charity.” Polly’s pale eyes burned with anger.

Rae shook her head. “No Polly, he lied to you. It wasn’t like that. We were the Fearsome Foursome. We ruled Leeward Middle School.”

“You ruled.”

Her denial fell like a stone between them. Rae tried again. “He’s even got my dad and Connie on his side.”

Polly let out a frustrated screech. “Just sell it to him. God, you don’t want to stay here.”

“How do you know what I want?” Rae’s anger burned away the guilt. 

“Why would you want to stay? No one wants you here. No one has forgotten what you did—”

What I did? “My days of worrying about what this town thinks are over.”

“When have you ever concerned yourself with what anyone else thinks?”

“Unlike you, who worries what everyone thinks.”

Staring at her piercings and tattoos, Polly sneered. “It’s obvious you don’t care about anything, including your own appearance.”

“You don’t like my hardware?” Rae fingered her newest addition, an eyebrow stud. “No, I don’t care about anything in this town, especially not your husband. I am not letting Todd or anyone else screw me in the ass ever again.”

“Is that vulgarity necessary?”

“I would’ve thought you’d be used to it by now. Isn’t that the way your husband likes it?” 

“You need to leave.” Polly pointed to the door.

“I am not a scared little girl anymore. You tell your husband and his mama, I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to be a constant reminder of what he did to me, to you, to all of us.” Her voice rising.

“We’ve worked hard to overcome the humiliation you put us through. I will not allow you to ruin all we’ve built here. Stay away from me and stay away from my husband.” 

“I’ll stay away, but you tell pretty boy to stay away from me.” Rae plucked a daisy from a clay pot and sauntered out the door singing, “Pretty Polly’s Posies, stick ‘em up your nosies.” 

Rae staggered out of the shop, stumbling over a crack in the sidewalk. Someone gripped her arm, and she came around swinging. Tears blurred her eyes.

“You all right Ms. Rae?” 

Rae blinked at the homeless man, Ditchwater Pete. He’d drifted into Leeward a few months ago, survived by doing odd jobs around town. He seemed to be everywhere and nowhere. She smiled at the twin images of him. “I’m fine Pete.” She swayed against him, surprised at his muscular frame. “I’m making new friends and destroying old ones.” She gave a bark of laughter, but her lip trembled. She bit it to keep from crying.

Billy roared up in his jacked-up truck. “Come on Rae, let’s get out of here.”  

Pete helped her as she stumbled to the curb and climbed up into the four-wheeled beast.  “She called you. Didn’t she?” 

“Does it matter?” He revved the motor. She barely had the door closed before he was spinning tires. “You want to tell me about these?” 

The notes lay on the seat between them, even the balled up one from the funeral. “Someone doesn’t want me here.”

“Obviously,” he grunted. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Rae snorted. “Really Billy, it’s a little late to protect me now.”

He flinched. “Fine, forget it.”

“Sorry, it’s been a really shitty month.” 

“Yeah? No kidding.” 

Rae let out a breath. “Okay, you didn’t deserve that. It’s just not high on my list of priorities right now.”

“Someone’s threatening you.”

“It’s not the first time.”

“This could be serious.” Billy slowed to turn up her lane. “You’re going to the police.”

She leaned against the window as tears blurred her vision. She didn’t want Billy to know how much these notes frightened her. Heaving a sigh, she said, “Fine, I’ll go to the cops.” Her stomach churned. But would they even believe me?

Chapter 4

Two nights later

The Hard Hat Tavern, on the outskirts of Leeward, had Karaoke every Thursday night. Singing was one of the few pleasures Rae could still enjoy while trapped at the edge of the world. She missed the clubs and her friends. If not for Dana and Jenna, she’d go mad. The loneliness threatened her attempts at sobriety. Shrugging out of her jean jacket, she hung it on the stool and called for a lite beer.

Jorge Claudio entered the bar looking too good for her peace of mind in his faded blue jeans and rib hugging polo. Rae stiffened. Loneliness made him a greater temptation than the whiskey. Devin followed, scowling. Their eyes met in the mirror. The menace in his glare chilled her. She gripped her beer and forced herself to breathe.

She watched through the curtain of her hair as Jorge ordered Devin away. Rae breathed a sigh of relief. Devin tossed a last malevolent look over his shoulder, then stomped to the pool tables. Jorge stepped behind her. The spicy scent of his cologne stirred her senses. 

“You singing tonight?” He propped his hip on the stool beside her. 

“Yeah, only thing to do in this town.”

Leaning close, he whispered, “I can think of a few other things.”

She glanced at his long-fingered hands. He’d always been good with his hands. Even knowing he was here with Devin, he tempted her. The loneliness was a physical pain. A few more beers and she wouldn’t care that he was working for Todd. “Sorry Jorge, I’m not—”

“Rae, it’s your turn to sing,” Charlie interrupted.

She gave the old bartender a smile and slid from the stool. 

A strong hand on her arm stopped her. She flinched. She didn’t like to be touched without permission. Rae stiffened, her hands tightening to fists.

“It’ll wait.” His voice husky with promise.

Shaking her head, Rae hid the panic behind her attitude. “If you don’t remove your hand, Jorge, I’m going to remove it for you.” She hoped he didn’t see the trembling in her hands. She stiffened her knees to keep them from buckling. It’s just Jorge, he’s a friend. 

He tightened his grip. “Why so mean Rae, you used to rip my clothes off? I promise, I’m better now.”

She didn’t doubt it, but she questioned his motive. Studying his dark eyes, she saw worry and fear, or maybe she just wanted to believe he was still one of the good guys. Does Todd have something on him?

Phil spoke from behind her. “It’s your set, Rae.”

“She’s busy, call someone else,” Jorge said. “Isn’t that right Rae Lynne?”

She opened her mouth to deny it, but Phil beat her to it. “Leave her alone Jorge. Can’t you see she’s trying to make a fresh start?”

Phil rarely spoke up. His defense of her, twice in one week, was touching. 

Jorge grumbled close to her ear, “I remember when she’d go on her knees for a pint of Jack. I’m sure you’ve heard the stories Phil. Did you ever give her a try?”

Heat burned her cheeks. Memories of those days haunted her, threatened her esteem and her sobriety. She’d only wanted the pain to end. Sex, drugs, alcohol and finally razor blades, but nothing stopped it for long. 

Phil spoke with quiet authority. “We’ve all done shit we’ve regretted. I’m sure you don’t want yours brought out for inspection.”

Color filled Jorge’s face. Swearing under his breath, he let her go. “I can’t believe you’re defending her.” 

Phil shook his head.

Swallowing her pain, she turned to Jorge, whispering, “I thought we were friends... you defended me—”

Emotions warred behind his dark eyes. Gone was the sadness and only the anger remained. “That was before Todd reminded me of who you really are... you never cared who you hurt or who you fucked.”

Rae flinched. “I hurt you?”

Phil took his arm. “That’s enough Jorge. I think you should go.” 

Jerking his arm from Phil’s grasp, he said, “We can’t keep doing this. Hasn’t she cost us enough?” His dark eyes glistened with tears as he stormed out of the bar. 

Phil met her gaze. “You’ve opened a hornets’ nest by coming back here. None of us are going come away without getting stung.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Phil shook his head. 

Devin sneered at her as he hurried to catch up with Jorge in the parking lot. She watched through the grated window as Devin confronted him. Grabbing Jorge by the arm, he looked ready to fight. 

Charlie whispered, “Sorry Rae, you still want to go next?” The librarian was on the last song of her set. “I can call someone else if you need a few minutes.”

Rae turned away from the scene in the parking lot. “No, I need to sing.” She guzzled the
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