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  Chapter 1

Bryn

[image: image-placeholder]

Beads of sweat drip down my temples as I wait for the camera guy to get his lens into focus.  My hand has been resting on the handle of this shovel for nearly a half an hour in the stifling heat.  It hit record-breaking temperatures in North Carolina today, and my Armani suit can attest.  My brothers are off in the distance, under the tent, like elves waiting for the other shoe to fall.  We’ve waited for this moment for so long it almost doesn’t seem real.  But as sure as the nose on my face, it’s real.  It’s as real as it comes.   
Every major news station is here today, both local and national, for the breaking ground of the most highly anticipated skyscrapers this state has ever seen.  My brothers and I are land developers.  This is our baby.  We waited years for this parcel of land to come into our hands, and our day has finally come.  Nothing and nobody is going to take this moment away from us.  The drawings and models for the buildings await us in the meeting room back at headquarters, and once we satisfy the mayor, whom we’re in bed with now, we can get to work.
“Dale!” I shout to one of my brothers.  “Get your ass over here, man!  And bring the other pansies with you while you’re at it!” I say with a chuckle, as whistles of encouragement come from the audience surrounding us.
“I didn’t sign up for this.” Dale mutters, half annoyed, half embarrassed, which is just the effect I was hoping for.  As he walks to me, with my other brothers in tow, we can hear our closest business associates whistling louder, likely smelling the money oozing from this place already.  It’s no secret that this company is one of the richest in the state.  It rivals the biggest cellular phone company in North America, stationed right here, an up-and-coming car manufacturer with roots in Mexico, but with its flagship location here, and, most ironic, a particular airline that’s seen as many dollars in profit as we have this quarter.
“Ah, just shut up, and paste a smile on that puss of yours.” I murmur to Dale as he stands next to me.
“You could have at least wiped your feet, Chas.” I comment to my other brother, standing next to Griff and Beckett, who look like they missed the boat on the wardrobe call for this event.  I’m the one in the suit, and one of them is in khaki pants and a concert t-shirt, while the other one is wearing a pair of coveralls, like he’s fresh from painting someone’s basement.  Chas, at least, has leather cowboy boots on, which are clean.  “Mama would be proud.” I add.
“Aw, shut up.  She don’t know any different.” Chas whines.
“Yeah, since when do you wear a suit?” Beckett comments, as usual, taking sides with Griff.  “That the same one you wore to daddy’s funeral?” he pokes, and I give him a cold-hearted stare.  That was a low-ball comment.  Hitting below the belt.  But I know that Beckett is pissed at me, as are all my brothers, for not only making them come down here for the photo-op, but also for dragging them into half the business that we have.  Dale, Beckett and I are the only three clearly cut out for this business.  We put our heart and soul in here.  For the last ten years, our blood, sweat and tears has been shed throughout, while the other two hang off the coattails of our success.
But I won’t get into that right now, since there’s a time and a place for everything, and now’s the time to bask in the glow of our success, no matter how welcome or unwelcome it is.  You’d think, after working so hard, for so many years, that my brothers would be more gratuitous.  It’s been like this for a while, I admit.  Ever since our daddy died.  Tore our family apart.  Not that daddy kept it together, mind you.  Truthfully, the man was never around.  Coming from money doesn’t always mean coming from the grand scheme of things, see.  None of us boys ever really knew our daddy.
The man was an enigma.  As rich as the day is long, but it came at a price.  A price that we’ll all pay for for the rest of our lives from the look of it.  It’s funny how that happened.  It’s almost like we were all fine, with an absent father, a mother that kissed the ground we all walked on, and an endless supply of money, but the problem was the truth.  We found out our little family secret by accident, and when daddy got wind of it, at first, denial was his knee-jerk response, but we saw through that.  Being bred from intelligent stock for once came back to kick daddy in the ass.  
None of us are stupid.  Fact, most of us are too damn smart for our own good.  I suppose part of him hoped we’d buy the story.  His alibi was our surname.  There are dozens of us in the city alone.  Kinda like having a name like Smith or Jones is as concealing as having a secret name, since everybody mistakes you for them, when you’re not.  And at the same time, everyone suspects that you aren’t related.  The secret came out not a year before dear old daddy died.  Not saying it isn’t a loss when a man dies, but as I said before, our daddy was little more than a visitor once every couple of months, throughout our lives.
He was a businessman.  But that’s all we were told.  Seems to me like we were paid dearly to keep our mouths shut.  Mama, too.  We never met any family other than mama’s, either.  Birthdays and Christmases growing up were loaded with gifts, but never a visit from the man himself.  He was too busy.  Or so we were told, anyway.  But nonetheless, it was his orders to send us all off to the military, too.  I’d be lying if I said we didn’t resent mama a bit for going along with that one.  
The secret came out when Dale stumbled across the man’s first name.  We were told it was disrespectful to know your daddy’s first name, let alone to use it.  But when Dale called him it once, he took notice real quick.  It’s the one thing about having a common last name that separates you from the rest.  Shit hit the fan that day.  In no uncertain terms we were told to never repeat his name, we were ordered to sign an N.D.A. agreeing to as much, or else daddy dearest would remove us from the family will and cut us off all financial support, crippling us as budding businessmen ourselves.
It never made that big of a deal to me, so long as he forked out the cash to get Crystal Developments going.  Me and Dale named the Corporation after mama.  Only that’s her surname, not her first name.  Remember, it’s shunned in our family to know or use your folks’ first name.  Lord strike us dead for using our surname for the business.  Both daddy and mama would have our hind ends for it if we even thought about it.  But all things considered, it’s been worth it.  As I stand on the hardened soil, cracked from the heat, I can see my vision finally coming to fruition, and to me, everything else comes second.
“Can we get this shit over with, please?” Dale whines. “My fucking shirt is already soaked through.”
“Dude…you ready to roll here, man?” I shout to the camera guy.
He lifts his head from the camera and nods, just keeping one eye open.  “We’re on in five…four…three…” he trails off, using two fingers in the air, and then one, indicating that he’s rolling.
“You got enough B roll?” Some douche bag in a cheap suit, asks.  He’s holding a microphone with the call letters from a national news station printed on it.  He waits until the camera guy has shot us all standing here like a bunch of melting morons, while I hold a shovel, like I’m about to dig my own fucking grave in this sweltering heat, and then he sticks the microphone in my face, and asks me some fruity questions, before I finally drive the goddamn stake in the ground.
Everyone claps and whistles, like they were bribed to do so, but more than likely, we’re all just picturing the money that will pour out of this place, and responding in kind.  This building is going to put Crystal Developments on the map.  And not just in North Carolina, either.  With our experience and contacts, we should be able to turn heads nationwide.  
Douche bag nods, and then the mayor comes busting in, like he owns the place, and I guess, in a way, he does.  He says his shpeel and trots off again, leaving me with the douche bag and the camera guy, who are happy to pack up their shit and move on to the next greatest thing.  We’re in the middle of essentially a dirt plain, with stakes peppered throughout, showing where our land surveyors marked spots for the foundation and other monumental platitudes to be placed. 
“I’m outta here.” Chas scoffs, unimpressed.  
I look at Dale.  “Let’s get back.  We can probably make it in time to head off the architectural department.”
“Sounds good, man.  Let’s hit it.”
It’s just me and Dale back at the office.  Luckily, the camera crew had the forethought to take some stills of us, and he sends them to me, which I forward to our marketing department to add to our website, so we can help boast the new development that’s going on that land.  So far, we only have parts of the architectural plans, animated, posted on our site, but that’s not even scratching the surface.  After a six-hour meeting with the architects, Dale and I are fried mentally.  “Hey, you feel like grabbing a beer or something, man?” he offers.
“Sure.  We’ve never hit that one over on the other side of town.  That one called ‘Mingles’.  You wanna hit there?  I hear it’s quite a happening place.”
“Sure, man.  We can go there.  You wanna take my truck?”
He nods.  “Sounds good.”
We hop into my truck and Dale rakes a hand through his hair.  “What a fucking day, huh.”
“It must have been. You never offer for us to go for a beer.”
“I don’t know.  I’ve had this…bad feeling all day, man.  Can’t shake it.”
I look at him.  Concern is registered on my face.  “Yeah?  Like…what kind of a bad feeling?”
He shrugs.  “Dunno.  Just…like something’s going to go down.  I figured it was with the ground-breaking shit that went on this morning, but that went fine.  The meeting with the architects went well, too.”
Dale is usually a quiet guy.  When he’s got something to say, we listen, so this, I know, isn’t him just blowing shit out of his ass.  “Well, maybe you can drown that feeling out with a brewskie, huh.”
“Yeah, let’s hope.” He scoffs.  He says nothing more as we drive there.  When we arrive, it looks all but vacant, but it’s still early.  Since I’m not much for crowds, nor is my brother, I think we’re both silently relieved.  It’s a nice place.  No puke on the floor, and they’re not even sticky, for that matter.  Tables are wiped clean and the bartender doesn’t look more sloshed than the patrons.  
“What are ya having?” The bartender asks.
“Two beers.  Draught if you’ve got it.”
“Sure thing, man.  Y’all can grab any table you want, or you can hang here at the bar, whatever suits you.  Liz over there’s just finished at the best table in the house, if you want it.” He gestures with his chin to the woman just straightening out the chairs at a table close to the center of the bar.  She sees us and nudges her head, so we know to go to her.  
“You best grab this table now before the throng hits.” She advises.
“You expecting a crowd?” I ask her, noticing how cute her smile is.
“Every night.” She says, matter-of-factly.  “Where are you boys from?”
“From here.” I answer. “We’ve never been here.”
There’s that cute smile again.  “I knew that.  You ever heard of the band, ‘Take Risks’?”
“Can’t say that I have.” I answer, sitting down, taking the beer that the bartender delivers to me, handing Dale one, too.  We both nod in thanks.
“That band started out here.  Wade Ford used to sing here.  We’re still in touch.” He sticks his hand out for us to shake.  “Name’s Blake.  And this, here, like I said, is Liz.”
We all shake hands, and I notice that Liz lets her hand stay in my palm a second longer than she lets it stay in Dale’s, but I shake off the urge to throw that in his face later, like we used to do when we were teenagers.  “You boys let me know if y’all need anything.” Liz says, letting her eyes connect with mine.
Dale takes a long pull of his beer and draws in a deep breath.  “You think a place like this makes much money?”
“Liquor?  Cover charge?” I frown.  “Maybe some.  Nothing like commercial real estate.  Probably make more money collecting rent on this place.”
He shudders.
“What’s up, partner?” I ask, but I already know what’s eating him. I saw the reaction on his face with the mention of something a minute ago.
He waves.  “It’s nothing.  Just old ghosts, man.”
“I get it.”  We don’t even have to talk about it. It’s like an inherent understanding between us now.  “Just…drink your beer and quit thinking about it.”
“Easier said than done.”
“Not really.  You can’t control what you can’t change, man.”
“It can be changed.”
“You gonna change your name, are you?  That’ll be the day.  Good luck trying to explain that one to business associates.  It’ll be worse than if everyone knows the truth, man, and you know it.”
I don’t know why we’re having this discussion again.  It’s like beating a goddamn dead horse.  I see Liz come by again.  “You boys want anything to eat?  Kitchen’s open for another hour.”
Based on the fact that Dale’s beer is already half finished, I figure it’s best to get some food into him now, before I’m pouring him into my truck later.  “Sure, darlin’.  What have you got?”
She flashes me that adorable grin again and gives me a rundown of what’s on the menu.  I order a combo platter with a bunch of stuff that sounds delicious.  That’s one thing about working sixteen hours a day; you don’t often get to eat.  Unless my assistant orders food in, that is.  As soon as Liz leaves us again, Dale looks at me.  “This was a bad idea, man.  I’m getting a really bad vibe from this place.”
“Buddy, I think you ought to take it easy, man.  Maybe you’re not dealing with things so well.” 
“I’m fine, I’m just…there’s something about this place.  Something made me want to come here.  It’s fucking with my head.  Never been here before, but, I don’t know, something made me come here.”
“It’s just what we talked about, Dale.  You’re letting it get to you.”
He shakes his head once for emphasis.  “Na, it’s more than that.”
I tilt my head.  “What do you think it is?”
He stares at the half empty glass of beer in front of him and shakes his head again. “I don’t know, man, but I feel like eyes are on me.”
“Is it from the news coverage this morning, maybe?  I know how shit like that fucks with your head.”
“Maybe.” He nods.  “It’s like whenever daddy used to come around again and he’d threaten us that he’s always watching us and shit.  Stuff like that.  It’s like…sometimes I feel like his ghost is here with me. Freaks me out.”
“Dale, man, maybe you ought to talk to someone about this.  It doesn’t sound like you’re dealing with his death all that well.”
“That’s bullshit, man.  And you know it.” He says, irritated.  “He was never around long enough to even get to know the guy.”
“Well, maybe that’s it.  Maybe that’s why you’re all fucked up in the head, Dale.  He’s gone and you never got to know him.”
“But he’s been gone…what…a while now, man.  Why is this shit just popping up now?”
I shrug.  “Dunno.  Sometimes it takes that long for shit to come to the surface, man. I don’t know.  I’m no shrink.  I’m just saying that maybe you should talk to someone about this.  Before it turns into full blown fucking P.T.S.D. or something.”
“I already went through that shit after the military, Bryn.” He says, leveling with me.  “It ain’t that.”
“Well, it’s got to be something, man.  Shit, you’re starting to give me the willies here, now, too.”
“Cut the shit, Bryn.” He bites.
“I’m not shitting you, Dale.” I say with a serious scoff.  Liz comes around, bringing us our combination platter, and she brings us each another beer, even though we didn’t ask for them.
“Thanks, Liz.” I say, blurting her name, even though I don’t really know her.  I’d love to get to know her.  That smile, the smooth, soothing voice.  Something about the way she carries herself, too.  But fuck it if I can ever get involved with a waitress.  My brothers would never let me live it down, despite the fact that my last date was paid for.  I hired her from an elite escort service, since I haven’t got the time or the patience to meet someone on my own, and I had to go with a plus-one to this pompous gathering for some stuck-up fundraiser that mama set me up with.  The woman was all class until I only gave her a one-hundred-dollar tip.  
I’m dying to ask if I can take her out sometime, but I know nothing about her, and she’s not wearing any jewellery, so shit if I know if she’s married, and I’m not asking, either.  Dale isn’t paying any mind to her, either, which is a relief.  He does way better with the ladies than I do, but I’ll never tell him that I know that.  And he doesn’t rub it in my face, either.  His face is pale with worry, and I wish like hell that I could read his fucking mind.  I start to think that coming here was a big mistake, and then I hear his phone ring.  As he glances at the display, I check my pockets, realizing that stupidly, I’ve left my phone in the truck.
“It’s Griff.” Dale announces, picking up the call.  If we weren’t in a bar, he’d put him on speakerphone, I’m sure.  He addresses our brother.  “Griff, what’s up, man.” He says as more of a statement than a question.
Normally, Griff has some cocky comment to start, and I wait for Dale to chuckle or smile in response, but he doesn’t.  In fact, his face pales, and I watch his Adam’s Apple bob up and down again.  “Fuck.  Where.”  A pause.  “Okay.  We’re on our way.”
He hangs up and rakes a hand through his hair.  Today was supposed to be one of the most exciting days of our professional lives.  Today was the day that things, since our daddy died, were supposed to start looking up.  Yet it seems like all the ominous, foreshadowing feelings that my brother’s been experiencing aren’t for naught.  Dale says two words that make me realize that things are about to turn to shit even more so than they’ve already turned to shit.
…”It’s mama.”






  
  Chapter 2

Dale
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Bryn takes the wheel as we peel out of the parking lot, leaving a fifty-dollar bill on the table, along with our untouched food and two untouched beers.  We say nothing to each other on the way to the hospital, because there is nothing to say.  I knew in the pit of my stomach that something bad was about to happen today.  My gut is never wrong.  It’s fucking uncanny.  It’s like I’ve got some sixth sense about when shit is going down.  I even knew that my daddy had died.  Sad thing is we didn’t know for a couple of days, but that’s another story. 
Funny thing is, even though I know why I was feeling so uneasy, it doesn’t help ease the discomfort I still feel at the pit of my stomach.  My mama means everything to me.  She raised all five of us boys practically alone.  And she wasn’t one of them strict mothers, either, no.  Mama always had a way of tearing at our heartstrings instead of punishing us.  Most of the time, we’d rather be punished than suffer that unsettling feeling of hurting our mama in any way.  That’s why when our estranged father insisted that we all join the military after high school, and get our education that way, none of us put up a fight.  We knew it was just a temporary thing, and despite our mama going along with it, we hated our daddy for it, not her.  
Fortunately, I never got hurt, and I wasn’t in combat for long.  I was only on the battlefield for a short time, and luckily, nothing really sinister happened while I was there.  I got my degree and got the hell out of there, otherwise unscathed.  Thank God for that.  I swear that was mama’s doing.  Mama’s and God’s, that is.  My mama’s a praying woman, see.  And that’s why it hurts so much that she’s fallen ill, because none of us boys are much good at it.  She always showed us the way.  Griff is standing in the doorway when we reach the entrance.  He’s not walking, he’s running, as we pull into a spot, and my heart skips a beat.
“How bad is it?” Bryn asks.
“Bad.  We better hurry.” Griff says, literally running back into the building, with me and Bryn in tow.  I see Beckett and Chas sitting on either side of mama, and the sight of her makes me want to vomit and cry, all at the same time.  Her chest heaves, like she’s fighting for air.  Her eyes flutter open as Griff calls her.  “Mama?  Bryn and Dale are here.”
And it’s like she waited until we got here, so her heart could stop.  “I love you.” She manages with her last breath, as all five of us hover over her, clinging to her last moments.  Her last gasp comes quickly and her eyes close, like she’s just been given some lethal drug, and she doesn’t feel a thing.  
“There was nothing the doctors could do.” Griff says after a beat.  “She had a massive heart attack.”
We were given no warning, nothing.  Mama’s been healthy all her life.  Never a lick of trouble.  Nothing more than a cold or a sprained ankle.  But mama’s tired.  Never stopped.  She raised us alone, with the help of a nanny or two, plus she kept up with the church.  We never went without anything, despite all but not having a father.  Mama made sure we didn’t miss a beat.  Bless her heart.  May she rest in peace.  “We better make her proud.” I say, and the statement is for naught.  Mama was always proud.  The only thing we hadn’t given her yet is grandchildren, but we’re all just starting out, and mama knew that.  She didn’t even pressure us to get married.  Couldn’t have asked for a better mother in my eyes.
No doctor is in sight, and I’m guessing that they knew the inevitable was about to happen, so they gave us space respectfully.  “Not sure what all we’ve got to do now.” Griff states.  
Beckett, our oldest brother, intervenes.  “Mama had all her affairs in order.  All we’ve got to do is call the funeral home.  They’ll take care of the rest.”
Beckett’s not only the head of Crystal Developments, but he’s also the head of the family.  He took care of all mama’s books, given that he’s the CFO, it only seemed natural.  Not sure what came first there, the chicken or the egg, or whether Beckett started looking after the books for mama and that’s what made him delve into finances.  He’s also the one that was in the military for the longest, and earned a handsome accounting designation in thanks.  But he’s no nerd and nobody better mess with him.  He’s the eldest and the biggest of all of us boys.  And anyone living in our part of town isn’t foolish enough to stand up to him.  
“So, what do we do now, man?” Chas asks, looking every bit as uncomfortable as I am, seeing as we’re all standing around a corpse.  That it’s mama’s corpse is irrelevant.  This could be a usurper for all I care.  Mama doesn’t even look like mama.  She looks like a wax replica of herself.  But I guess that’s what you get when your heart all but gives up on you.  No idea what mama was doing when the attack hit, but I’m guessing that she hadn’t prettied herself up for the day yet.  Not to mention, her skin is a sickly shade of blue.  If I didn’t know my brothers better, I’d second guess the identity of this person in the bed, claiming to be my dead mother.
Until I see her watch.  The pearl-faced one that she said that our daddy bought for her.  Then, sure as the nose on my face, I know that that’s my mama.  And I have to walk away, so the lump in my throat doesn’t take over.  Bryn follows me, as I figured he would.  “It’s gonna be okay, man.” He says, voice cracking.  “We’ll get her looked after and Beckett’ll make sure everything is done right, man.  Don’t sweat it.”
I turn to see a tear fall down my brother’s cheek, and I grab him, slapping him on the back affectionately.  We both sniffle once or twice and let go, wiping our eyes.  Chas and Beckett walk out, with Griff in tow, looking like they just did much the same thing in the room with mama.  “I’ve gotta make a few calls.” Beckett says, followed by a sniffle.  
“You need any help, man?” I offer.
“Naw, man.  Nothing to it.  It’s disgusting how ‘to-the-tee’ this funeral parlor made things.  I’m glad that daddy took care of her all the way to the end, man.”
“You sure about that?” Bryn asks, contempt in his voice.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Beckett asks, pulling his phone out of his back pocket.  
“Well, he might have given her enough money, man, but he never took care of her.  Same as he never took care of us.” Bryn answers.
“Look, man, this isn’t the time nor the place.” Beckett warns.
Chas looks at me, and I know that he’s thinking the same thing that I am.  “Let’s take a walk.” He says.
The five of us walk to a room that Beckett seems to be acquainted with.  It’s a private room, and it looks like it’s reserved especially for families in our exact predicament.  He closes the door and we each take a seat on the two tattered couches. There is a small coffee table in the center of the room, with one box of tissues on each end, and magazines probably old enough to be considered vintage.  “What’s on your mind, Bryn.” Beckett says as more of a statement.
“What’s on my mind?” he barks.  “What the fuck do you think is on my mind, man?  Our mother just fucking died!”
“I was there, man.” Beckett says calmly, and I can tell that it infuriates Bryn further.
“Yeah, you were there.  You were there for all of it, weren’t you, you son of a bitch.  You’ve known all along who the fuck our father really was, haven’t you.”
“No more than any of you, Bryn.” Beckett says, voice too calm.
“Look, man, it’s done, isn’t it?” Chas interjects.  “This whole bullshit deal is done now that mama’s gone, right?” he checks, asking Beckett, the makeshift head of the family since daddy died, or even before, evidently.
Beckett chooses to keep quiet, making me raise a brow.  
Bryn picks up on the hesitation and scoffs.  “I knew it.  You saw the fucking deal, didn’t you.” He states.
“Bryn, do you really want to do this now?  Mama’s body isn’t even cold yet.” Beckett reminds.  My jaw muscles are working, and I can see that Chas’s are, too.  Griff’s eyes are downcast, but I can tell that his wheels are turning.
“Why the hell not?  The damn N.D.A. is null and void now that both mama and daddy are gone, isn’t it?” Bryn barks.
“Just who in the hell makes his own goddamn kids sign one of them things, anyway?” Chas adds.  “Fucking sick if you ask me.”
“He did what he had to do to protect us.” Beckett insists.
“Protect us or protect himself?  He knew damn well that he’d be sunk and lose everything if he didn’t make his own damn flesh and blood keep quiet.”
“He was a sumbitch and knew it.” I mutter.
“Alright, can we all just keep our heads on straight, please?” Beckett argues.  “Look, daddy had his reasons for doing what he did.  I’m not saying that I agree with them all, but I get it.  Now, none of us are stupid, so let’s not get crazy here.  Let’s get mama laid to rest and we can talk about it once
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