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        George

      

      

      A late summer breeze blew steadily across the bay beneath the wide windows of Barlow House. The setting sun threw pinks and oranges into the sky, a radiant explosion of color above the shimmering sea below. The peaceful scene might have seemed welcoming to someone else, but George Barlow knew better. He had been born in this house, raised in it, lived almost every day of a long life within its walls.

      No one knew the truth about this place better than George.

      Though the nearing autumn had not quite brought a chill to the air, the water off the northern Oregon coast was never warm. It was never friendly. Much like George himself, it was cold and hard. Greedy and grasping. Picturesque on the surface, it sent a chill straight to the bone. Riptides and unpredictable currents pulled at those brave and foolish enough to tempt fate.

      Once, the small town founded by George's great-grandfather was intended to be named after their family. Instead it was known as Widow's Point, an acknowledgment of those who had drowned or been lost. The early townspeople, trapped between the sea with its vicious nature and a man with a will like stone, had bent in favor of the sea. There had always been very little in this small slice of the world that was powerful enough to challenge a Barlow, but the ocean was one of them.

      George had always enjoyed a challenge.

      There had never been a woman he couldn't tame, a man he couldn't control, or a goal he hadn't reached. He'd asserted his dominance over everything within reach, master of his domain, and there was no task too difficult, no obstacle too tough.

      Only the fickle sea, with its glorious violence and mercurial unpredictability had ever been a match for him, and more than forty years had passed since he'd first taken an evening swim off the small private beach that made up his backyard. All he'd really needed was a wet suit and a stubbornness that, even back then, had had everyone else subtly rolling their eyes. Now, at more than sixty and with more white than brown in his hair, he still had both.

      There had never been peace between him and the sea and there never would be.

      It beckoned to him now, as it did every day, but he ran a hand over his face as he hesitated. He had been uncharacteristically tired since dinner. Age creeping up on him, undoubtedly, a point that rankled sorely. Caution warred against his pride as he calculated the distance between the house and the gathering clouds barely visible against the darkening sky.

      Rain would arrive within the hour and when it did, the ocean would become a restless beast, hungry and wild. Already it had begun to roll as though it yearned for the storm. A more timid man would have tucked himself away in his library, cozy with a good book in one hand and a glass of brandy in the other as he listened to the wind rage outside.

      George had never admired such men. They were nothing but cowards, every last one.

      He stepped away from the window, rolling his shoulders in a brief stretch. One quick swim wouldn't hurt. It would take him only a few minutes to change and not much more to swim a satisfactory distance from the shore and back again. It was a good bet he'd be inside before the worst of the storm even arrived.

      Behind him, barely illuminated by the last rays of the sun, the white capped waves waited just beyond the pebbled shore.
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        Grayson

      

      

      George Barlow was dead.

      Grayson cradled his phone in his hands, the screen still lit though the call was over, and wondered how such a thing could be true. His grandfather had seemed inhuman. Invincible. Practically fucking immortal. He had always been a man stronger, in many ways, than Grayson had ever aspired to be. If someone had told him humanity had somehow pulled God down from the sky, he would have been only slightly more surprised.

      Drowned.

      That's what that man, that lawyer—whatever his name was—who'd notified him had said. That George Barlow, who had been swimming in those waters nearly every day for decades, had drowned in them. They had found his body less than a stone's throw from his own back door.

      Christ.

      It was impossible and yet ...

      Grayson set the phone aside and eyed the nearly empty one-bedroom apartment around him. He had a bottle of whiskey, gifted by a friend and never opened, tucked away somewhere. He wasn't much on drinking, but if there had ever been a time, surely this was it.

      Countless thoughts tumbled around inside a head emptied by shock as he rummaged through the kitchen cabinets, searched the back corners of the pantry shelves, and finally found it shoved in a rarely opened drawer in the bedroom dresser.

      He carried the bottle, amber liquid swirling, back to the kitchen to find a glass, wondering as he went what else he might have stashed in that dresser and promptly forgotten about. It wasn't like it got much use. If the place hadn't come fully furnished, he wouldn't even have the thing. Most of his personal items were still packed in the bags he dragged from city to city, apartment to apartment.

      Settling in would have meant making a home, and, quite frankly, Grayson didn't think he was capable. He'd spent every waking hour of his adult life trying to escape his home. Running from Barlow House, its people, and its legacy.

      For all the good it had done him, he thought, an edge of bitterness sneaking in to sour his stomach.

      His grandfather was dead, and the lawyers were already calling. Looking for the heir, the next in line to step up and take over. Being a Barlow meant having responsibility, after all.

      To the house.

      To the town.

      To his grandmother.

      He took a long swallow straight from the bottle at that thought, sour stomach be damned. Edith Barlow was still alive, apparently. He'd wondered for years but had never had the courage to find out. He should have been relieved, but all he felt was another rolling twist of nausea and guilt that was strong enough to knock him on his ass.

      And that little weaselly fucking lawyer ... Grayson abandoned his search for a glass and threw himself down in the nearest chair. The little eat-in kitchen had a dining set that was probably a holdover from the 70s and the orange and green plastic on the seat creaked beneath his weight.

      That lawyer with his quiet judgment and his expectations. It was all “Yes, Mr. Barlow” and “No, Mr. Barlow” and “I'm sure your grandmother is looking forward to seeing you again, Mr. Barlow.”

       No, the lawyer didn't just have expectations. He had assumptions. He assumed Grayson was going to drop everything and go running home like a good little boy because ... Because his grandmother needed him.

      Damn it.

      Could he really ignore that?

      Okay, sure, it bothered him that they assumed. Bothered him more how quickly they'd found him, as though he'd never really been lost to them at all. Had they always known? Tracked him from place to place as he ran away like a frightened child all these years?

      Surely if they had, though, that would have been his grandfather's doing. Edith had never been anything but kind to anyone, and he had no reason to believe his leaving would have changed that.

      Grayson took another swig from the bottle and let the burn chase away the churning spin of his emotions. Mixed feelings about his grandfather aside, he couldn't pin his anger on Edith. She'd been through enough. She deserved better than his resentment now and, if he was being honest with himself, better than he'd treated her when he'd left all those years ago.

      He'd had his reasons, but those things were in the past. Dead and fucking buried, he realized with a little drunken snort. Besides, it wasn't like anyone else would have understood those reasons anyway. Barlow House held its secrets well, as old houses tended to do. People saw what they wanted to see and judged you accordingly.

      Damn it.
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        * * *

      

      Widow's Point was the same when Grayson returned to it as it had been the day he left. Well, not exactly the same. There were some small differences here and there. A house painted a different color. A business with a new sign. A fresh layer of asphalt down the main street. Despite that, the heart of the place was untouched and the few details that were different didn't change the feeling that he had come home.

      He hadn't expected that after twelve years. Surely, he'd grown and changed, even if the town had not. It should have been like trying to put on a shirt that had grown too small since the last time he'd worn it. Instead, peace settled over him the moment the town came into view on the thin and winding highway. The feeling was butter soft and warm, like a pair of worn-in slippers.

      Maybe it shouldn't have surprised him as much as it did. Generations of Barlows had walked these quiet streets. Built their quiet little houses and this quiet little town. Too stubborn to move on to bigger and better places, they'd made a life on this rocky shoreline. Typical, Grayson thought. They'd always had too much pride.

      Still, he winced a little as he drove past the sign welcoming him to Widow's Point. The town might have grown faster if that far-back grandfather had been successful in naming the place Barlow. Widow's Point, however accurate, didn't sound like the kind of place most people would like to set down roots.

      Of those that called the town home, most were families that had been here since the beginning. Since before they realized how dangerous the waters were for boats and people. Grayson could see the bay just beyond the town, below the cliffs. Shimmering in the near autumn afternoon sunlight.

      If there was one thing around here more powerful than the Barlows, it was the sea itself. Some said it was an unpredictable riptide and strong currents that made it so difficult to navigate, but it often felt more sinister than that. Temperamental and selfish, it seemed as though the bay had a mind of its own. Either way, it showed no mercy to the people of the town or anyone else.

      Not that his family had ever seen sense.

      They'd sniffed and rolled their eyes and then built their houses closer to the shore. Pride or stubbornness or simple foolish vanity hadn't stopped them. Eventually they had built Barlow House. Tall against the cliffside, it loomed over the small semi-circular beach below. A tower triumph built of aged wooden siding and spotless glass that shone bright against the often-cloudy gray sky.

      George had embraced that inheritance as a testament to his superiority. Grayson, on the other hand, had fled from it at the first opportunity and refused to look back.

      He sincerely hoped that wasn't the only difference between them, though the chance at comparison would have been better before the old man had died. Maybe if Grayson had come back sooner, made an effort to reach out once in a while ... People changed sometimes. It was possible George had mellowed in his twilight years. Become more reasonable and less ... less ... well, less like George.

      Grayson shook his head, unable to picture his grandfather as anything other than what he'd always been, as he passed the grocery store and a familiar park. It amused him to see the local teenagers were still fond of placing brightly colored ladies' hats on an old statue of the original Barlow, standing stern and unsmiling in bronze as he looked out over the playground and browning grass.

      Today's choice was a wide brimmed monstrosity of a beach hat in a stunning pink with what looked to be red and purple flowers on one side. Truly inspired fashion choices, and he wondered which terribly embarrassed mother would have to climb up and reclaim her borrowed property.

      Alone in the car, he didn't bother to try and hide his laugh.

      He'd done the same thing in his high school days, the fact that the man was a direct ancestor of his somehow making it even funnier. George would have come down on him like a hammer if he'd known, but it was one of the few things Grayson had ever truly gotten away with.

      Hell, knowing how much George looked like that statue, the same cruel face, the same pinched disapproval in the mouth, might have been why he was so determined to do it, even knowing the risk. He'd never been liked well enough by the other kids to worry about peer pressure, though that was the excuse he'd given himself at the time for one of his few rebellions.

      There had been plenty to rebel against, but he'd been too afraid to do more. It was fear that had kept him in line then, it was fear that had kept him from contacting anyone here since he'd left home at eighteen, and it was fear that had him pulling his car into the parking lot of a downtown diner to grab a late lunch instead of driving straight to Barlow House.

      The diner, cleverly named On the Rocks, was still in the same tiny white building at one end of Main Street, noticeable only because of the hand-painted sign out front. Touched up every year, it bore the diner's name above an uncannily accurate depiction of the town's rocky cliff side above a restless sea. Operational in Widow's Point since 1935, the place might as well have had its own historical marker. Diner by day and the town's only bar by night, Grayson had thought the name was pretty funny once he was old enough to understand the pun.

      Some of his first memories were made in that building, and he sat in the parking lot for several minutes trying to get up the courage to go inside. What would he do if no one recognized him? What would he do if they did?

      He couldn't decide which one would be worse, and imagined both scenarios in painful detail, unable to convince himself to reach for the door handle. As long as he stayed in the car, he still had the choice to simply turn around and leave. He could make himself lost again and pretend he'd never been found. Once he went inside, he ran the risk of being recognized and if he was recognized, someone would tell Edith. She'd be heartbroken that he'd been so close and hadn't come home.

      The inside of his mouth tasted like sawdust.

      The door of the diner swung open, a laughing woman with arms full of take-out bags suddenly taking up all the space in Grayson's panicked tunnel vision. His first impression was of a pair of legs in a pair of thin cotton shorts—not much time left for those before autumn rain and colder temperatures set in—with a gray T-shirt that must have been two sizes too big and hot pink flip flops.

      Not exactly the most fashionable woman Grayson had ever seen, but there was something about her that drew his gaze and held it there as she stepped out onto the sidewalk. Sunlight glinted off the gold necklace she wore as he took her in, shamelessly staring and cataloging one rich feature after another. Wild, wavy brown hair that barely touched her shoulders lifted with the breeze, fluttering around a face that was as captivating as it was surprising. Dark brows cut thick lines over wide eyes, high cheekbones, and a thin nose. She was beautiful, any fool could see that, but even in laughter, there was a closed wariness about her. Her expression was almost devoid of the softness one might expect to find there, a contrast that made him feel uneasy.

      There was red lipstick on her wide mouth, and that mouth quirked up on one side when she met his gaze and found him staring. She gave him a look, part confusion and part warning, and he flushed, ducking down behind the steering wheel, and pretending to look for something he had dropped. Exactly what he needed, the first person he'd seen since he arrived in town now had perfectly good reason to think he was a creep. He didn't think he recognized her, so he'd just gotten caught making odd faces at a stranger.

      Whether that was preferable to getting caught making faces at someone he'd once known and probably grown up with remained up for debate.

      It took several minutes for him to finally lift his head above the dashboard, but when he did, he was relieved to see the mystery woman had left. A quick look around the parking lot confirmed she was nowhere in sight, and he popped open the driver's side door and made his way to the entrance of the diner as fast as he could without drawing any more attention to himself. It was best to get inside before anything else happened.

      He greeted the waitress when he walked in, looking around the seating area as he followed her to a booth at the back. Same wood paneled walls. Same forest green upholstery. It seemed the only thing new was the waitress herself. She looked about the same age as Grayson, and this woman he definitely did recognize, though he couldn't immediately recall her name.

       She gave him a subtle second glance as he sat down but didn't say anything as she took his drink order. Her brow was furrowed in thought as she walked away, and he would have been willing to bet she'd have his identity worked out by nightfall if she kept at it.

      Unfortunately for him, it didn't take everyone quite so long. His peace lasted only long enough for her to return with his coffee and take his order for a heaping plate of fries and fried fish.

      "Grayson!" A man in jeans and a red T-shirt sat down in the booth across the table without waiting for a response or an invitation. "I wondered if we'd be seeing you around here again."

      Widow’s Point's sheriff had aged since Grayson had left town, but he was still recognizable enough even without the uniform he'd worn nearly every day for most of his life. At more than six and a half feet tall, with hair whiter than the driven snow, he was a hard figure to miss. He had also been close friends with George for more than five decades.

      Grayson tried to keep the irritation he felt out of his expression. Of all the people he could have run into, it would be someone that had been in and out of Barlow House so often they'd practically helped raise him.

      "Sheriff Levine." Grayson rubbed a hand over the short stubble of his beard, rough from days on the road when shaving was the last thing on his mind. "How'd you know it was me?"

      Sheriff Levine laughed loudly enough to have the waitress lifting an eyebrow as she passed by on her way back to the kitchen. "After all these years, you still can't call me Patrick? And what do you mean, how did I know it was you? You look just like your grandpa and your dad, too."

      Grayson nodded, but he was more than half lost in thought. He'd always resented those Barlow genes, but the older he got the harder it was to deny that they'd made their mark on him. The sheriff had known at least three generations of Barlow men, and they all had the same easily tanned complexion, the same square jaw and long nose, the same deep brown hair and eyes the blue-gray color of a storm-tossed sky.

      Sheriff Levine's smile faltered for a moment when Grayson didn't immediately respond. He drummed his fingers on the tabletop, a short and nervous beat. "Ah, sorry about that. Getting careless in my old age. Losing your parents when you're just a kid and now this? Like losing a dad all over again, isn't it?"

      Not exactly.

      That's what Grayson thought, but he had the self-control to keep it to himself. If it showed in his face, Sheriff Levine didn't notice. No one ever did.

      "I can't believe he's gone." There was a tug in the sheriff’s voice, a little glimmer in his eyes, that made Grayson shift in his seat and glance over his shoulder for a distraction. Any distraction. He was in no condition to shoulder someone else's grief over George's unexpected death. Not when his own feelings were still so conflicted.

      Luck was on his side, and the waitress chose that exact moment to emerge from the kitchen with his lunch. He turned back to Sheriff Levine with an apologetic smile. "Well, looks like that's my order ..." The implication couldn't have been any clearer if he'd handed the sheriff a business card with the words Please Leave emblazoned across the front, yet he remained at the table after Grayson had received his plate and the waitress had left again.

      "It sure is strange, though, isn't it?"

      Grayson paused with his first fry halfway to his mouth. "I'm sorry?"

      "That whole thing with George." Sheriff Levine had turned to look out the window, taking in the water of the bay with a far-off expression. "He'd been swimming out there for most of his life."

      Grayson ate his fry, mouth full to keep from having to answer the unspoken question. He didn't have an opinion on this, because he hadn't seen George in twelve years. He had no idea what kind of condition George's health had been in when he died.

      "Not just that," Sheriff Levine continued. "He'd been at the doctor a week or two before. Full checkup, that's what he told me. Healthy as a horse."

      He eyed Grayson in the silence that followed, waiting for a reaction Grayson wasn't comfortable giving him.

      "Wanted to do an autopsy, but Edith said no."

      Grayson lifted an eyebrow. "Edith did?" His grandmother never said no to anybody, especially someone like the sheriff. "If Edith said no, she must have had a good reason."

      Sheriff Levine shrugged and took a fry from the side of Grayson's plate without asking. "If she did, I wish I knew what it was."

      "I wouldn't know." The guilt of Grayson’s absence once again rose to choke him and he swallowed it down with the next bite of his lunch. "I haven't made it out to the house yet. Figured I'd get some lunch, maybe stop off at the hotel and get a room first."

      "You'd better not try to stay anywhere but Barlow House." Sheriff Levine shifted in the booth, draped his arm over the back as he considered Grayson the way he might have a kid he’d caught with a beer on a Friday night. Disappointment and disapproval on nearly parental levels. "You know you'd break Edith's heart if you did. She's been sad since you left."

      "Has she?" It was not much more than a murmur, and Grayson didn't wait for an answer. "You're right. It's just ... Well, just a habit, I guess. I tend to move around a lot for my job, and I usually grab a room when I come into town until I can find something a little more stable."

      "Oh? What kind of work do you do?"

      Grayson resisted the urge to squirm under his stare like the guilty teenager he'd once been. "Been doing website design for a while now. Freelance stuff mostly. Nothing flashy but it keeps the bills paid."

      "Yeah? You have to go to school for that?"

      Grayson shrugged and popped a piece of fish in his mouth. Maybe it was rude to eat and talk, but he'd driven straight through more than one meal and, besides, he'd been living in Indiana last. They didn't have fresh seafood in Indiana.

      "I'm sure they offer classes for it, degrees or whatever, but that's not how I got started."

      Patrick looked interested, but Grayson kept the rest to himself. The memory of it was too intimate. That kid, fresh out of high school with no degree and no future, fucking around on the laptop he'd taken with him when he'd snuck out of his bedroom window and skipped town with some truck driver headed anywhere else.

      He'd been a waiter for a while, a shitty one, and happened to mention he'd been good with computers when the owner was looking for a website upgrade. They'd offered him an extra fifty bucks, cash, under the table. Too good for him to pass up back in those days.

      It had taken him a week of digging through tutorials and watching YouTube videos to figure it out, but he'd gotten it done. His boss had been impressed enough to recommend him to a friend, and that friend had done the same for some more friends, and before Grayson had quite figured out what was happening, he hadn't needed the job waiting tables.

      He'd built a solid portfolio in the years since, and his services cost a lot more than a lousy fifty dollars these days. It had kept him going, kept him fed, and was flexible enough to let him move from place to place whenever he got too settled and started to feel jumpy.

      "Well," Patrick said, apparently giving up on waiting for Grayson to elaborate, "I guess you won't have to worry about paying the bills now. Sorry you missed the funeral though."

      He hadn't even known his grandfather was dead until he was already buried, and the thought of the funeral hadn't occurred to him. Had someone been there for Edith? Someone to hold her hand and make sure she was alright?

      "Me too." Grayson dropped the last piece of fish back onto his plate, appetite suddenly gone. "I should have been here."

      "I won't argue with that." Patrick got to his feet and patted Grayson on the back. "Make sure you tell your grandma hello from me when you see her, alright?"

      "Will do."

      "Enjoy your visit, not that it'll be hard to do." Patrick laughed and shot Grayson a confusing, conspiratorial wink. "Barlow House has never been short on spectacular views, but there is something special about having such a nice-looking woman around."

      It was difficult for Grayson to imagine a remark about his own grandmother that could have made him desire a long shower in scalding, cleansing water more than that one did. Sheriff Levine was gone before he could manage to close his mouth and think of a proper response.

      Fucking weird.

      Everyone and everything in this town was just fucking weird. He'd forgotten what it was like, and maybe he had been better off forgetting. He certainly hadn't needed that as a reminder.

      He tried to put it out of his mind as he left the diner, making a quick stop by the register to pay what’s-her-name for his meal, and by the time he'd made it to the edge of town, he'd forgotten about everything but his own nerves. It was a short drive from Widow's Point to the small private section of the bay that his family owned. To the house perched on the cliff side, with its faded shingles and shining glass and long winding stairway that led from the back porch to the beach below.

      It was all familiar except the glaring yellow of an old VW bus parked in the driveway. It certainly didn't belong to his grandparents. George would never have bought something like that. Grayson could almost hear the disdain in the old man's voice whenever he'd seen something that he considered hippie trash. 

      No, it definitely didn't belong to George.

      A visitor, maybe? A delivery driver?

      He'd hoped he'd be able to have this little reunion without an audience, especially since he wasn't sure how his grandmother would react to his sudden arrival. Maybe he should have called first, but it was too late for that. Calling from the woman's own driveway seemed like a cowardly move. He considered waiting for the owner of the bus to leave, but he had no way of knowing how long that might take.

      Whoever it was, they were going to have to deal with an awkward family moment.

      He stood on the front porch for five full minutes before he worked up the courage to ring the bell, and even then it was only the potential humiliation of getting caught that kept him from trying to run back to his car. There was an explosion of sound from the other side of the door, a rough clattering of nails on hardwood, something landing and shattering with a crash, a stream of inventive curses using words he didn't think his grandmother had ever spoken in her life. Over it all, raising the volume to truly surprising levels, was a layer of rapid-fire barking. His grandparents had a dog?

      The front door flew open and someone—not his grandmother, judging by the brown hair that was nearly all he could see of her at first—filled the doorway. He took a step back to see more than the top of her head and was met with an angry gaze over a newly familiar red mouth. She was still wearing the same outfit, and it was as unflattering as it had been when he'd seen her in town, but now there was a snarling ball of gray and brown fur tucked under her arm.

      Probably a Schnauzer, he thought wildly, one of the little ones.

      The woman holding it leveled him with a look, all five-foot-nothing of her bristling as she recognized him from their awkward moment outside the diner. Any doubt about her inexplicable hostility was erased the moment she opened her mouth, a single brutal question leaving no doubt that he was now a stranger here.

      "Who the hell are you?”
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        Grayson

      

      

      Grayson could feel the muscle working in his jaw as the tiny guardian blocking the door impatiently shifted the still barking dog from one arm to the other. Who the hell was he? He was pretty sure that's what she'd asked him over the continuing noise, and it was hard for him to wrap his mind around the audacity.

      Who the hell was he?

      Who the hell was she?

      "Well?" She was staring up at him expectantly, brown eyes so dark he could barely see the boundary between iris and pupil. She lifted her right eyebrow, her attitude and the dog's converging in a place that was all bristling challenge, and he had to resist the urge to smooth it back into place with his thumb. If the dog didn't bite him for his efforts, he had a strong suspicion the woman holding it might.

      "I'm Grayson." He had to raise his voice to be heard, another level of awkward humiliation. "Grayson Barlow?"

      "Yeah?"

      "I've come to see Edith." He tried to stand  a little straighter, make his voice a little more authoritative. "She's my grandmother."

      The woman looked him over, a slow head-to-toe as she seemed to evaluate the truth of his statement. It had him grateful for those pesky Barlow genes for once, because whatever she saw apparently satisfied her. "Wondered if you were going to show up."

      The fuck? He didn't have a clue who this woman was, but he was already sure he didn't like her or her infuriating attitude. He'd be catching enough hell from his grandmother, and he didn't need additional servings from some stranger.

      "Well, I have." Grayson didn't say anything else for a long moment, engaged in a silent battle of wills with his small and apparently stubborn adversary. The dog finally settled from full barking to a consistent rumbling growl, a welcome reprieve to his eardrums. It didn’t escape his notice that the woman holding it was cradling it in careful arms, gently petting away as it snarled at him. Apparently, her bad attitude was reserved for him alone, which pissed him off as he waited for her to move aside and let him into his own damn house. "Is she at home?"

      "Oh, she's home." The mystery woman tightened her grip on the dog and cast a quick glance over her shoulder. "And she'll be thrilled to see that you've arrived just in time to cash in on whatever your portion of the inheritance is, but you better hear me now, Mr. Barlow Junior or whatever the hell your name is ... If you hurt her, I'll cut you up into little pieces and feed you to Ruffles."

      "What?" He was still trying to puzzle out why she thought he'd shown up just for money he didn't need when the last part of her threat finally hit him. "Who the hell is Ruffles?"

      She lifted the dog with both hands and held it out in front of her like a weapon while Grayson stood there with his mouth open and his head empty. "Ruffles."

      "Okay..." He drew the syllable out, let it linger and cast his doubts for him, but inside he was resigned. Being fed to a small Schnauzer couldn't be any weirder than anything else that had happened to him today.

      She tucked the still growling dog back under her arm and walked away, leaving him standing in the open doorway as she called back, "Come on in, then, if you're serious about seeing Edith, but remember what I said to you."

      How was he supposed to forget it? Some strange woman standing on the front porch of the house he'd grown up in and threatening him over the well-being of his own grandmother?  Unforgettable. And who the hell named a dog Ruffles?

      He should have stayed in Indiana.

      He should turn around and go back to Indiana right now.

      Memories of Edith flooded his mind as the familiar smell of home hit him, and he did neither of those things. Instead, he followed the faint sound of growling into the entryway and beyond, closing the door behind him as he went. It echoed inside like the closing of a tomb. 

      A fitting thought since nothing in this house had ever really felt alive.

      The house, like the town, remained much as it had been when he'd left. George had been particular about the look and feel of the place, and it had been kept fairly sparse in terms of decorations. No private or intimate things on the walls or surfaces. No personal treasures. No photos. More of a display case for furniture and ugly art than a home.

      Grayson pictured the apartment he'd lived in most recently, the bare walls and empty countertops. Unused drawers and windows with no curtains over the blinds. It was easy to see, now that he was looking at the place he'd come from, how closely the apple had landed when it had fallen from the tree. It made him a little sick to think of it, and he ran a finger along the cool glass of the ceiling high windows as they passed through the living area. A little smudge wasn't much to leave behind, but it was something at least. Something to tell the house he'd come back, even if he wasn't planning to stay.

      His change was temporary, and would be wiped away during the next cleaning, but he realized as he walked the familiar path from the front door to the kitchen, that George's absence had suddenly opened up a wealth of possibilities for more permanent alterations. Maybe now that she was the only one living here, Edith could finally make her own mark on the house she'd lived in most of her life. Hang a photo or buy a chair that was actually comfortable to sit in. Take the mounted fish off the wall in George's library and throw them in the trash.

      Actually, maybe he wouldn't wait for Edith to do that. If she let him stay a night or two, he might take care of it himself before he left. Those damn fish and their dull, sightless eyes had given him nightmares as a child and George had banished him from the library because of it. Grayson had been a real bookworm back then, finding solace in fantastical fictional worlds after the deaths of his parents, and it had made him cry for weeks afterward.

      He pushed away the memory and tried to focus on the task ahead of him. There would be time to deal with the fish later—and with all the memories that came with them—once he'd tackled the more immediate problem. A problem that, as far as he could tell, was about to be made worse by the apparent grudge the tiny diner woman held toward him.

      "So ..." He took a few longer steps to get closer to her so he didn't have to raise his voice to be heard. "You never told me your name."

      "No, I didn't."

      He waited long enough to make sure she wasn't going to say more, his jaw tightening as the seconds passed. "And? What is it?"

      She ignored him, stepping out of his way as they entered the kitchen. Edith was seated at the island, an empty barstool pulled out beside her and two glasses of wine waiting on the granite countertop. Whoever the mystery woman was, she was obviously close with his grandmother. Grayson couldn't remember the last time someone actually sat at that island instead of at the long formal dining table down the hall. There was a pretty decent chance it had never happened before since George hadn't approved of actually using the eat-in kitchen space.

      "Oh, good, Becka, you're back. I was getting a little worried Ruffles had managed to get out, and you were having to chase her down the beach again. We really should hire someone to come in and help teach her some manners, don't you ..."

      Her voice faded away, the color draining from her face until all that was left was the artificial pink on her cheeks and her lips. Once, her hair had been blonde, but all that remained now was a soft white, pulled back away from her face in a tidy bun that sat just above the nape of her neck. He still remembered the dress she was wearing, a pale blue to match the color of her eyes and always paired with her favorite cream-colored silk scarf.

      She had always dressed the part of the lady of the house. A bit prim. A bit proper. Elegant and soft-spoken. Everything she'd been raised to be and more. He absolutely adored her, something he'd tried hard to block out. It hit him then, as she looked at him like a ghost had walked into her kitchen, a punch to the gut of affection and regret.

      "Grandma Edith." He was rooted to the spot, unable to do more than shrug helplessly and hope she somehow understood all the years of emotions contained in that single, unremarkable gesture.

      "You came back." She was off her barstool and across the kitchen before he'd had time to do more than open his arms to receive her. She was a tall woman, slender and fragile as he enveloped her in a soft hug. More than a dozen years and she still smelled of lilac perfume and old woman. He hadn't even had to ask for forgiveness, and she'd already given it.

      She couldn't have been more different from the wild looking woman now peering at him over a half empty wine glass, eyes narrowed like she was waiting for him to make a wrong move so she could toss him out on his ass. Nothing elegant or forgiving about that one, and she seemed to have all the ladylike grace of her poorly behaved dog. The Schnauzer wasn't the only one that needed training. The woman could do with some manners of her own.

      "Oh, have you met Becka Simmons?" Edith pulled away, dabbing at her eyes with a discreet knuckle. "And Ruffles, of course."

      "We've met," Becka said, her wide mouth stretching into a fake smile at the same time Grayson said, "We haven't been properly introduced."

      "Where are my manners?" Edith was practically beaming. "Becka, this is my grandson, Grayson. I've already told you so much about him that you must feel like you know him already. Grayson, darling, I know it's been a while since we spoke," she glossed over the reason for that entirely, much to his relief, "but this is my caretaker, Becka."

      "Caretaker?"

      "Oh." The flush on Edith's cheeks was no longer fully synthetic. "Well, your grandfather was such a busy man, and I was starting to have a hard time getting up and down the stairs and such, you know? Becka helps with the chores and the cooking and things like that."

      Grayson couldn't imagine how bad his grandmother had to have been struggling before George would have agreed to hire someone to help with chores. That was simply Edith's job, and she had best get on with doing it herself. At least, that's what his grandfather would have said. Grayson could almost still hear it.

      He wasn't quite sure what to say to Becka, and her expression hadn't warmed a single degree, so he turned his attention to the dog she was still holding. "And, uh, Ruffles?" He thought about reaching out a hand for her to sniff but she still didn't seem much friendlier than the woman holding her, and he was afraid he might lose a finger.

      "Becka's idea!" Edith beamed as she took the dog, who seemed to have no problem being nice to everyone but him. "She thought it would be good for me to have someone to spend time with, other than her, of course. I've always wanted a dog, and you know how much your grandfather hated them, so I never could have one, but then Becka suggested I get one now. That was after George's funeral, so he wasn't here to object, and we went to the animal shelter—what a terrible place that is and we are making monthly donations now to help fix it up—but we went to the shelter, and Becka told them we were looking for a little dog, and they had this one ..."

      He waited for a moment, as he always had when she got too excited and started to ramble, timing it perfectly for when she had to stop and take a breath. "But why did you name the dog Ruffles?"

      "She likes potato chips." The answer came from Becka, her voice and expression deadpan. "That brand particularly."

      "So you have a potato chip dog, and you're drinking wine in the kitchen?" None of that seemed like the kind of thing Edith would have done on her own. After all, she'd been living under George's rules for more than forty years. It would have taken more than a few weeks to get her to start acting like that. What exactly had been going on at Barlow House before his grandfather died?

      Edith's smile faltered.

      That was all it took to unleash the tiny terror of a woman behind her. "That potato chip dog makes her happy and so does having an occasional glass of wine in her own kitchen. Do you have a problem with that, Barlow?"

      "What?" Not even in this town, where his family had been everything anyone needed to know about him, had anyone ever called him Barlow instead of his first name. "I wasn't complaining, I was just⁠—"

      "Just upsetting her." Becka glared at him across the kitchen, the tension in her bunched shoulders, a clear indication of how much anger she was holding back, all of it somehow seemingly directed at him. She reached for the gold necklace she wore—a small gold heart at the end of a short chain—and began to fidget with it as she turned away from him to smile at Edith instead.

      "Becka, dear, that's not true at all." Edith took a breath, sliding on a mask of composure Grayson was well acquainted with. This was her hostess face, and nothing could crack it. "Grayson would never intentionally upset me. I'm just a little surprised to see him."

      "I would be, too, after twelve years of not bothering to call." Becka downed the rest of her wine and poured another glass. She did not offer him one.

      Grayson expected his grandmother to chastise her a bit, put her in her place as an employee speaking out of turn to a family member, but after a swift look was exchanged between them, Becka looked away with a sour expression on her face, and Edith turned back to him as though the comment had never happened.

      They were definitely close, and he tried to ignore a swift rush of unreasonable jealousy. He had no right to be upset. He hadn't been here for Edith, a decision he'd made of his own free will, and instead it had been this woman, this prickly and ill-mannered stranger, who had filled his shoes. He couldn't blame Edith for forming a bond with someone else, even if that someone had the basic personality of a badger with one foot caught in a bear trap.

      "Would you like something to eat?" Edith sat back on her barstool and looked around the kitchen. "Becka didn't pick up enough from the diner because we didn't know you were coming, but I'm sure I can think of something that can be put together quickly."

      "No, it’s okay." He thanked his lucky stars he'd already eaten. If Becka did the cooking, he was likely to end up poisoned or with spit in his food. "I stopped for a bite coming into town. Ran into the sheriff."

      He'd also run into Becka, but he kept that awkward tidbit to himself and was relieved when she just rolled her eyes and didn't mention it, either.

      "Patrick does seem to be everywhere, doesn't he?" There was something in Edith's voice that he couldn't quite catch before it faded. "I'm sure he was pleased to see you."

      "He seemed to be." A little too much in Grayson's honest opinion, but he didn't mention that to Edith. "Told me to tell you hello."

      He'd asked a bunch of questions, too, Grayson remembered. Most of them had been about his grandfather. Did Edith know that Patrick wasn't entirely sold on drowning being George's cause of death? Or at least that maybe it hadn’t been an accident? And why had she denied his request for an autopsy?

      He weighed the questions in his mind for a moment, debating the wisdom of asking her about it directly before clearing his throat and trying to sound as casual as possible. "He mentioned some other stuff, too. Stuff about George. Have you talked to him about any of that?"

      Edith reached for her wine, her gaze truly leaving Grayson for the first time since he'd walked in, moving instead to take in the view out over the water. "Did you know your father loved to swim? I wouldn't let him swim in the bay, of course. That was too dangerous for a kid his age, but he loved the pool and probably would have swum in the bathtub if I would have let him. Funny how he had that in common with George, don't you think?

      "Grandma Edith, did you hear what I said? About the sheriff?" Her hearing had seemed perfectly adequate a moment before, and he wasn't sure why she was suddenly acting like she hadn't understood a word he'd said.

      "Of course she heard you." Becka rolled her eyes again and Grayson had to resist the urge to roll his back at her. "You're standing right there. She just doesn't want to talk about that. Why would you bring him up to her and make her sad again?"

      "I wasn't trying to make her sad. I was just⁠—"

      "It doesn't matter if you were trying to." She leaned in for emphasis, brown eyes sparkling with protective menace. "You did."

      It was fascinating—and God help him somehow arousing—to watch her puff up with annoyance until she seemed much more intimidating than anyone her size had the right to be. He half expected her to start spitting chewed nails at any moment. Still, he was the one on the receiving end of her barb, and he wasn't able to pretend it hadn't hurt.

      "I noticed."

      His tone seemed to shut her down—he hadn't done a good job of concealing the naked grief in it—and she stepped back, deflating in on herself as her anger drained away in the face of his ready acceptance of his fault. She seemed determined to be mad at him for reasons he didn't quite understand, but at least she was able to see when it wasn't called for. He'd bet she was going to find something else to get fired up about pretty quickly, but for now she was back in her more docile role as semi-hostile observer.

      Edith had remained quiet through their altercation, the dog in her arms relaxed as she petted it rhythmically. She hated having raised voices around her, it always made her so uneasy no matter who was talking, but she seemed calmer about it than he'd ever seen her before. Either time had changed her or having the dog had been a good idea. He hated to think that Becka might have made a good suggestion—if she wanted to hate him for no good reason two could play at that game—but he was in full support of whatever made Edith happy.

      Even if it was a snarling hellhound that hadn't taken its eyes off him for even a moment since he'd arrived.

      Everyone settled into a tense silence and after a few seconds, Edith seemed to realize they were done with their little verbal sparring session. The two women exchanged another silent look—Edith's expression tired and Becka's apologetic—before Edith stepped in again to take control of the situation.

      "Perhaps you should take your things upstairs, dear." Edith stopped petting the dog long enough to pat his arm instead. Her hands looked so fragile, the bones so long and thin and protected by nothing more than crepe-paper skin. Her wedding ring still sat on her finger, a brilliant diamond, white and cold against a classic gold band. "You must be tired after such a long trip, and I think we'll all feel better after some rest."

      He recognized it for what it was, a polite dismissal. He left them alone and in less than five minutes he was climbing the stairs to the second floor carrying the bag he'd gone out to grab from the trunk of his car. Nothing had changed there either, and he passed by his grandparents'—Edith's—room on his way to his own childhood bedroom. Knowing she was now the only occupant of what had been their room didn't keep him from walking a little more softly, a little more quickly, as he passed. 

      Some things were too ingrained to change, though the realization of what he'd done shamed him. He was an adult now, a fully grown man jumping at ghosts and shadows. 

      His bedroom had been the last door on the right, and he turned the knob slowly, wondering if Edith had kept it as it had been when he'd left. He half expected to find the same posters on the walls, the same blue bedspread on the mattress.

      What he had not expected to find—and yet very much did as soon as he opened the door—was a whirlwind of chaos and clutter. Shoes tossed on the floor. Red lace bra hanging from the back of the desk chair. A pink blanket wadded up and tossed haphazardly on the bed.

      "What the fuck?"

      "That room is already occupied, champ."

      He turned to find Becka leaning on the hallway wall, a little smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. Her lipstick was nearly the exact color of what was apparently her bra, and he found his eyes darting back and forth from lips to lace.

      "This is my bedroom." He couldn't let go of the doorknob, once again frozen in indecision as she stared at him.

      "It was your bedroom, but it's the biggest of the guest rooms in the house, and George and Edith didn't think you were coming back." She shrugged, clearly waiting for him to let go of her door and move out of her way. "You snooze, you lose, or whatever the saying is."

      "I didn't snooze." He pushed his objection out through clenched teeth. "I was here first."

      "You wanna take it up with Edith or can we settle this like men?" She had the most irritating face he'd ever seen, and he was convinced it was mostly because of that red mouth of hers. It drew your gaze right to it so you didn't miss a single amused twitch of her lips.  "You'd have your pick of the other two guest rooms."

      He let go of the doorknob like it burned him. "Fine, keep it, but remember who had it first."

      "Yes, sir!" She gave him a mocking salute—he deserved no less after the childish pettiness of that last remark—and he ignored her as he grabbed his bag off the floor and tried not to stomp his way over to the slightly smaller bedroom directly across from the one she now apparently occupied.

      At least the new one was clean.

      It grated on his nerves and offended his pride to be ousted from his own room but, at least his grandmother was alive, and she'd let him stay. He was willing to put up with a few obstacles to make sure she was okay, including the aggressive dog and the bitchy neighbor across the hall.

      He would worry about them later. For now, all he wanted was to close his eyes and get some sleep. It had been a long drive from Indiana, and nothing had gone quite the way he'd planned once he'd arrived. Surely he'd feel better once he had a few hours of rest.

      That thought was interrupted by the sound of incessant barking coming from the first floor and he pulled the pillow over his head to drown out the sound. It didn't work. He could hear each aggravating woof and yip as it drove straight through his skull and into the soft tissue of his brain. For a small dog, she was really quite loud.

      Happy fucking homecoming.
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