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 Chapter 1 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny Walker fought the urge to grab Paulina. Rather than get directly involved, he leaned against the back wall of Gerard Maddox’s home office while she swayed and clutched the arm of the chair next to her. Her face, perfectly made up, was as pale as her platinum hair. She stared at her champagne flute, apparently unable to swallow another mouthful. Considering the conversation that floated around her, he hardly blamed her. 
 
    “It was your job to dispose of her and get the money back.” Maddox sat back and flipped a slim silver pen over the backs of his fingers.  
 
    “I know.” Dunnsforth stood beside the oversized mahogany desk in Maddox’s office, his face ashen and anxious, despite the party going on outside the French doors to Danny’s right. His worried gaze darted toward Danny then to the window overlooking the front gardens.  
 
    Paulina’s head bowed after having drank enough champagne to incapacitate every man in the room. She shut her eyes, her cheek swollen and red from where Maddox hit her before everyone congregated in his office. She’d said Maddox looked like a stereotypical gangster. Then he hit her. In front of Danny.  
 
    “I ought to pitch you right out the window and leave you for the wolves.” Maddox chuckled and eyed Dunnsforth. “It wouldn’t surprise anyone if you committed suicide when your wife sleeps around with the most powerful men in town.” He waved a hand to Joseph Roland, the third partner in DMR Architectural. “Present company included.” 
 
    Dunnsforth’s jaw sagged. “You pig.” 
 
    Roland stood and pulled out a gun. “Leave me out of this.” 
 
    Al, one of Maddox’s men, pushed him back onto the couch. Roland lowered the gun and wiped a thin veil of white powder from his nose.  
 
    “I guess she got tired of watching you have all the fun.” Maddox brushed lint from the sleeves of his tailored Armani suit, his hair slicked back. He looked dangerous, like Andy Garcia in Ocean’s Eleven.  
 
    From the death grip on her glass, Danny, whom Maddox and the others knew as Private Detective Donovan Wild, guessed Paulina had taken enough punches for one night. Her lip was swollen and cut. What she needed was to have another drink to block out the rest of the night. Liquid Amnesia, she called it once. Drinking life away was one of her many talents, according to Maddox.  
 
    “You’re too soft, Dunnsforth. She should be dead by now.” Maddox, unofficial overlord of DMR, talked about her, not to her.  
 
    “Shut the hell up,” Paulina muttered under her breath and wrapped her arms around her stomach. She sank into a leather chair, her gaze locked on the champagne bottle.  
 
    No one else had touched their drinks. They must have known about the drugs. Paulina didn’t. She was drugged by the champagne she hoped would take the edge off. Exactly what Maddox wanted.  
 
    The room grew warm with stress and body heat. Danny longed to scratch at the fake beard glued to his chin, but with Maddox already on edge, he was afraid to make any sudden moves. 
 
    “We’ll take care of her, Boss.” Chevy Duvall looked, walked and talked like a bear on steroids. No amount of bravery—liquid or otherwise—would make Danny unafraid of him.  
 
    His cousin, Al Duvall, resembled a pointy-nosed weasel and had a voice that grated on nerves. “I know a place where no one will ever find her.” 
 
    “Well, you can take Dunnsforth there once he does the deed. He screwed up by involving his secretary. Now he needs to tie up the loose ends.” 
 
    “I’d kill her just to listen to her scream.” Al shoved his face into Paulina’s.  
 
    She gave him a half-hearted shove.  
 
    Danny yanked him away. “Leave her alone.” 
 
    Paulina’s brilliant blue eyes narrowed. She’d never made it a secret she didn’t like Donovan. Everyone else who worked for DMR wore expensive tailored suits and smelled like expensive cologne. Donovan Wild was the exception, and he’d enjoyed the notoriety while he could. Thankfully, his assignment would soon come to an end. 
 
    “Back off, Wild.” Al straightened his suit jacket. 
 
    “It’s time.” Maddox’s smile faded. 
 
    It was official. Paulina Chourney went from executive secretary to loose end in less than an hour. Her boss was supposed to kill her to appease Maddox. Her lover. She knew too much.  
 
    For the past five years, she was trusted to keep Dunnsforth’s secrets. Danny had pictures of her photocopying contracts and memos Dunnsforth hid in a safe in his house. Paulina shopped for gifts for his wife and kids and arranged dates with his string of mistresses. Dunnsforth introduced her to Maddox, who made her his mistress who lived the life.  
 
    Was any of it worth Maddox’s scorn? From the way she covered her face with her hands, he was sure even drinking herself to death sounded preferable to taking a bullet. 
 
    Danny had a gun beneath his black leather jacket, but he doubted it would do much good when everyone else had similar weapons. “What do you want me to do?”  
 
    “Nothing.” Maddox shrugged. “Enjoy the show. This is Dunnsforth’s problem to take care of. If not, we’ll have to take care of him.” 
 
    Dunnsforth sat and poured two glasses of champagne. His hands shook and he spilled on Paulina’s blue dress. The wet blotch turned purple. “Drink up.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, drink up.” Maddox interlaced his fingers. “Enjoy your last taste of champagne.” 
 
    “I don’t want it.” 
 
    Chevy forced the glass to her lips.  
 
    The white French office doors flew open and Margaret Maddox, a tall, lean woman in a slinky red gown slit to her upper thigh, scowled. “Honestly, Gerard. You invite all these people over then disappear into your office with your cronies. Give them the night off from your petty demands to celebrate. It’s not every day your company completes a hostile takeover.” 
 
    Paulina knocked the champagne glass to the floor and ducked away from Chevy. She bumped into Danny, glowering when he didn’t move. She probably wanted him thrown into Lake Erie with an anchor around his neck. 
 
    “Margaret.” Maddox frowned and fastened the buttons of his jacket to cover the butt of his gun. “Knock before you disturb my meetings.”  
 
    Margaret, another platinum blonde with long legs and a revealing skirt, waved her champagne flute. “It’s a party, darling. All bets are off. Either you and your cohorts come mingle or I’ll bring the party in here.” 
 
    Roland snorted. “I need a fresh drink anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” Dunnsforth skulked out of the room and headed for the bar. 
 
    Paulina followed so fast she stumbled into him then grabbed his arm and spun him around, her voice sharp. “What have you done? Why does he want you to kill me?” 
 
    Danny moved in closer to eavesdrop.  
 
    Dunnsforth downed a shot of scotch and grabbed her arm. His words were lost when the pianist struck several heavy chords.  
 
    Danny wavered. If he appeared drunk enough, they might not care what he overheard. He scratched at his beard, glued on since his hadn’t filled in as quickly as his commanding officers had liked.  
 
    “—get out of town,” Dunnsforth said. 
 
    Paulina pushed him away, spun on one heel and headed for the patio door. She knocked aside whoever stood in her path. No one asked about the cut on her lip. 
 
    “She’s pissed.” Dunnsforth turned to the bar. “What did she think was going to happen?” 
 
    Danny ordered a drink. “What’s she drinking? I’ll see if I can calm her down.” 
 
    “She drinks whatever the hell she can get her hands on.” He downed a second scotch then signaled for a third. “What do you want, Wild? I thought you were Maddox’s spy. I’ve got no more secrets. You’re out of luck.” 
 
    “Just concerned Paulina might cause trouble.” 
 
    Dunnsforth laughed. “Son, you’re about three years too late for that. Margaret’s known about Maddox and Paulina since the night they met. She’s one shrewd woman.” 
 
    “Boyfriends, too, from what I hear.” Danny glanced toward the patio. 
 
    Paulina stood in the moonlight. Pretty but lethal. If Maddox caught him looking at her, his body would never wash up on shore. 
 
    He meandered through the crowd and noted where the main players were. Maddox argued with his wife near the office. Roland lounged on a leather couch, one hand on a blonde, the other wrapped around a hi-ball. Al and Chevy stood guard near the buffet table. Dunnsforth, held up by the bar, was joined by his wife, a waif with glittering white-blonde hair and a large set of implants. 
 
    Paulina paced the stone terrace and tugged her wrap tighter against the April breeze. A caged animal wearing a wide blue scarf with a silver floral print. Why hadn’t she left yet? Her life was in danger. Was she waiting for one last meeting with Dunnsforth?  
 
    Danny held out a glass of wine. “Need a drink?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “That’s not like you. Everything okay?” 
 
    She scowled. “I’m a dead woman. Everything else is great. Any other stupid questions?” 
 
    “I thought you would’ve left by now.” 
 
    “I came with Maddox.” 
 
    “He looks busy.” Danny sat the wineglass on a table near the door. “I could take you home.” 
 
    Paulina’s nostrils flared. “So I can be a notch on your belt too? At least you have nice eyes. You should shave.” 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” Maddox’s eyes were dark. Threatening.  
 
    “Keeping an eye on her,” Danny said.  
 
    “Get back inside.” Maddox stopped Danny. “Not you. Her.” 
 
    Paulina’s gaze met his. She headed for the door, stopping to pick up a glass of wine and taking a defiant gulp.  
 
    Margaret appeared. “I’m going home.” 
 
    “You’re waiting for me.” Maddox spoke over his shoulder, eyes on Danny. “As for you, Dunnsforth needs a reminder of how things work around here.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Keep his wife busy. Al and Chevy are taking him for a walk.” 
 
    Margaret cleared her throat. “I’m sending your whore home. The cab’s on its way.” 
 
    Maddox’s eyes closed. “Don’t get married, Donovan. Wives and mistresses are nothing but trouble.” He rejoined his wife and strolled into the crowd. 
 
    Danny waited until Maddox signaled Al and Chevy, who walked over to Dunnsforth at the bar.  
 
    “Heather?” Paulina beat him to his intended target. “I have something to say to you.” 
 
    Danny intercepted her. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you think.” 
 
    “You will in a few minutes.” 
 
    She downed the entire glass of wine. “You want me. Let’s go to your car. Which one of us will Maddox kill first? He only lets me sleep with other men when he watches.” 
 
    Maddox walked past alone. “Plans have changed. Take her to my office. I’ll take her home after I find someone to keep Margaret busy.” 
 
    “Still want to wait for him?” Danny grasped Paulina’s elbow and led her to the office. He pressed a speed dial button.  
 
    “Bobby’s Bakery. What’s your order?” Bobby Holland was Danny’s partner on the force for the past two years. 
 
    “Move.” 
 
    “I am.” Paulina tried to shake off his hand. 
 
    “Where are you?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “Office.” Danny hung up when she cast a suspicious glance his way. “What?” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so rude. Move. Office. You’re a caveman.” 
 
    He yanked her, stumbling and swearing, out the patio door to his rented grey Mazda.  
 
    “I’m going to be sick.” She leaned on the hood.  
 
    “Get in. We don’t have time for that. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “Slow down, big boy. What’s your hurry?” Paulina slurred her words and tumbled into the car. Her cheek banged against the steering wheel. 
 
    “Buckle up.” He pushed her over and glanced toward the house. No one had followed them. He hoped he’d get her to the rendezvous point before Maddox realized she was missing. By the time she sobered up, another officer would have her in protective custody. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good.” She sat up then vomited twice.  
 
    The smell made him gag as he put the car in gear. He rolled down the window. The crime lab would have to clean it up to search for evidence anyway. “You okay?” 
 
    She groaned and passed out before they reached the end of the driveway.  
 
    Danny, death grip on the steering wheel, was glad for the silence. He was antsy to take off the itchy blond beard and wig. Life was so much easier when he only had one personality, Danny Walker, police officer who didn’t have to worry about saving the lives of people he would rather put behind bars.  
 
    Maddox, Joseph and Dunnsforth had ruined more lives than a twister. He still had doubts whether Paulina was an accomplice or a victim, but she was the best witness he could have asked for. She would literally know where all the bodies were buried. All he had to do was keep her alive.  
 
    Another glance in the rear-view mirror. No vehicles. He briefly checked on the one witness who was going to bring them all down. She was out cold but still breathing.  
 
    Up ahead, an onslaught of police cars raced around the corner on their way to arrest Maddox and his entourage. Danny let his shoulders relax a quarter inch and worked his stiff jaw. If he went by the clock and didn’t run into traffic, he’d have Paulina locked up in a motel room in less than an hour.  
 
    By then, her coworkers should be in jail.  
 
    Hopefully, before anyone wound up dead. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Paulina 
 
      
 
    Paulina opened her eyes. Every cell in her brain throbbed in unsynchronized rhythm. “What the hell?”  
 
    She took a ragged breath, everything was hazy after Maddox hit her and gave her a drink. What had he slipped her this time? Rohypnol seemed most likely since she was sleepy and her vision blurred. Bile rose and she leaned over the edge of the bed. A dry heave racked her body and she used one hand to guide her along the wall to what she hoped was the bathroom. 
 
    “Jeez. What the hell happened last night?” Her stomach churned, but there was nothing left to vomit. She crouched next to the toilet and pressed her bare chest to the cold porcelain.  
 
    She’d never awakened in a motel room alone and naked before. Someone had always taken her home. Usually Maddox. She pushed that thought out of her head and splashed water on her face. In the mirror, her skin seemed almost green in the bad lighting. Someone had beaten her, probably Maddox, judging from the bruise on her cheek and the cut on her lower lip. Probably from the diamond he wore on his pinky.  
 
    Beside the toilet, bright blue fabric speckled with purple spots along the hem hung over the shower rod. Her favorite dress. The one she wore yesterday. At least she thought it was yesterday. She fingered the spots and fought off a wave of dizziness.  
 
    Blood stains. Whose blood?  
 
    All the men in his office wanted to kill her, yet someone brought her here and tried to wash the blood out of her dress? It didn’t make sense. She struggled into the damp dress and used water and her fingers to comb her hair.  
 
    She still looked like hell, only cleaner.  
 
    Her purse sat on the chair near the window. Her wrap wasn’t there. She must have left it at the party. Next to her purse lay a room key. Stunned, she rummaged through her bag, but nothing seemed to be missing only added. A card for Wild Blue something and a number. No name. The only Wild she knew was Maddox’s latest sidekick. The hairy detective. Him she could do without. With his scruffy beard and wild mane of blond hair, Donovan Wild was a wild card. She rubbed her eyes and dropped the card back inside her purse.  
 
    Her head pounded as though it harbored an entire percussion section. She shook a few painkillers into her hand and swallowed them. The pills stuck in her throat. If only she had a bottle of wine to wash them down. Considering Maddox would kill her when he found her, suicide was a less painful option. She clutched her head in her hands. She wasn’t ready to die. If she wanted to live, she needed to keep her head clear. 
 
    A taxi sped her across Newville to her penthouse apartment. She avoided the driver’s looks by making sure they weren’t followed. Al and Chevy she could pick out in a heartbeat. She had no idea what Wild drove.  
 
    She locked her apartment door, latched the chain and threw her keys in the crystal bowl on the side table. Then she stopped short. An envelope and black carry-on bag sat on a chair in the living room.  
 
    Her breath stuck in her throat and her heart raced so fast her legs turned to sponges. “Who’s here?” 
 
    She grabbed and unplugged the lamp off the side table for self-defense and searched the apartment. No other signs of an intruder.  
 
    Still clutching the lamp, she picked up the envelope. A letter signed by Dunnsforth, dated two weeks earlier. If you’re reading this, you have a chance. Here’s five hundred thousand dollars. Enough to get you far away. Paulina Chourney can no longer exist. Make her disappear. Today you become Katie Mullins. Create a new life elsewhere. I set up everything you need, but you have to get your story straight. You’re my insurance policy. Keep safe. 
 
    With the money were a passport, a driver’s license, a social security card, credit cards—everything she needed to start a new life. A second envelope contained a dossier. Her new life story.  
 
    Her breath stuck in her throat. Dunnsforth gave her money and a new identity so she could escape and…and what? A chill seized hold of her body. 
 
    “Are you serious?” She crumpled the paper and tossed it into the bag.  
 
    She knew way too much and, if the district attorney’s lawyers found her, they’d turn her into their star witness and put her in witness protection. That was the best she could hope for. Maddox or Roland would kill her. Money laundering. Embezzlement. Murder. She’d signed her name to paperwork she hadn’t bothered to read. Guilt by association was still guilt. She was as bad as the men who pulled the triggers or set up the schemes.  
 
    If Dunnsforth escaped, she’d take the fall alone. 
 
    If Dunnsforth was dead, she’d be framed and hunted.  
 
    Shock crept in like a killing frost. Her hands shook. “He planned this. He planned everything right down to my new identity. That’s impossible. The man couldn’t even plan dinner.” He had to be desperate. 
 
    No time for a shower, but she had to change clothes. She balled up the dress and threw it in a plastic bag to toss down the garbage chute on her way out. She’d never need it again anyway. The shoes, she kicked aside.  
 
    In the bathroom, she peeled the irritating blue contact lenses out and flushed them down the toilet. It wasn’t like she needed them. After scrubbing off the worst of the blood, she caked on makeup to help her blend in and hide. Maddox liked things rough and had hired a makeup artist once to teach her some tricks to hide the worst of the bruises. Dark sunglasses, a hasty makeover and an ugly hat would have to disguise her until she was safe. 
 
    On her way back into the bedroom, she tripped over something on the floor and kicked it into the closet. She jammed what she couldn’t live without into a single suitcase, keeping the black carry-on bag in sight. As an afterthought, she stuck a revolver in her purse. Maddox gave it to her months ago for protection. He also taught her how to use it.  
 
    There was no time for lingering good-byes. She dialed her parents’ number and left a message. “I love you but I have to leave.” For years she’d automatically dropped the phone back into her purse. Today she clutched it in one hand. Not only would the cops be able to track her, but Maddox had her phone on his GPS. He’d find her before she left town.  
 
    She set the phone on the front hall table and hauled her luggage to the underground parking garage. With no idea where to go or what to do, she drove around Newville. The Jaguar was one of the perks of being Maddox’s lover but, like the phone, it was traceable. She needed to get rid of it. She considered stopping to sell the car then moved on. Ironically, the half a million in cash in the carry-on, Maddox’s drug money, no longer interested her like it used to. He would come looking for it but wouldn’t kill her until he had every cent back. She’d have to come up with some cash on her own and keep his separate. Just in case. 
 
    The bank manager wasn’t thrilled she withdrew so much cash from her account. She gave him a long story about wanting to buy a tropical vacation for her boyfriend and didn’t want him to know. He reluctantly filled her request then walked her to her car, concerned about a beautiful woman carrying so much money. If only he knew. Then he waved her—or was it the money?—good-bye.  
 
    She parked in a far lot at the airport and tucked the money from her purse into the carryon. Ten grand in large bills was a good start to a new life. She put on the sunglasses and a hat. She flagged down a taxi to the subway station. From there, she walked across the street and took a different taxi to the Greyhound terminal, paranoid someone would discover the half a million in her bag.  
 
    What the hell was she thinking? If anybody mugged her, at least she had a gun to fight back. Her troubles would be over if someone did kill her. 
 
    Dizzy, she took a deep breath. Truth was, she couldn’t think and, if she didn’t focus, she’d hyperventilate. Her plan was to take the bus to Buffalo then hop a plane to Hawaii or Jamaica. She’d figure out which when she got to the airport.  
 
    “One way to Buffalo, please.” Her hands shook while she dug cash from her purse. 
 
    “Hey, I was here first.” A tiny woman in a red hat with garish purple feathers elbowed her away from the window. Ringlets of silver hair strayed from beneath the hat. “I need a one-way ticket to Packham so I can get to my grandson’s birthday party. I can’t be late.” 
 
    Paulina caught her balance and fought to remain calm. The last thing she wanted was a scene. She prayed not to see any familiar faces. “Look, I don’t want to fight with you. I just need to catch my bus.”  
 
    The woman peered over her glasses. “A hat and sunglasses? You some movie star? Whoever did your makeup should be burned at the stake. Your boyfriend give you that cut on your lip?” 
 
    Paulina’s jaw dropped. “You’re an evil little woman.” 
 
    The ticket clerk, a trainee, looked slightly unnerved. “Where did you say you wanted to go, miss?” 
 
    “Buffalo.” 
 
    “Packham.” The woman threw a handful of cash on the counter. “Give me my ticket. I’m old. I don’t have time to wait. I could die any second.” 
 
    His gaze met Paulina’s while he printed off a ticket. The old woman snatched it out of his hand and muttered while she hobbled across the room with her orange cane.  
 
    Paulina stepped up to the ticket window. “One-way to—” 
 
    “It’s okay. I got it.” He mumbled something she couldn’t interpret. “Board at Gate Ten.”  
 
    Still no sign of Al, Chevy or Maddox. She turned and collided with someone. Her ticket fluttered to the floor.  
 
    “You again.”  
 
    “What do you want?” Paulina cringed. “Will you please leave me alone?”  
 
    “You made me drop my ticket. Pick it up.” 
 
    Paulina appeased her then made sure the woman was gone before she entered the bathroom, making sure she was alone. She put her glasses on and flipped through the package Dunnsforth gave her, studying all the information on the cards before she placed them in her wallet. She stared at the old cards then broke each one in half and flushed them down the toilet one piece at a time then stared at her reflection.  
 
    “Hello, Katie Mullins. You look like shit. I need a better disguise before those weasels find me. This is great. First day on the run and I’m already talking to myself.” 
 
    She slipped the gun into her suitcase—damn, she forgot to check it—and scowled at the carry-on. She couldn’t stow it anywhere out of sight. She hoped the driver had a sense of humor. 
 
    At Gate Ten, the driver took her suitcase and yawned when he took her ticket. He glanced at her then turned away quickly. “Hey, kid, get out of the compartment. I don’t put up with stowaways on my bus.”  
 
    “My ticket?” Paulina interrupted his rant. 
 
    “Here.” He separated the part of her ticket and shoved one at her without even looking at it and ran toward a greasy, long-haired teenager at the rear of the bus. Focused on the teenage boy, he didn’t stop or look back.  
 
    She hesitated outside the door, torn between boarding the bus and waiting. Finally, with one parting glance at her suitcase, she clutched her carry-on to her chest and boarded the bus. She didn’t bother to take off her jacket or store her bag. When a woman sat beside her with a shopping bag full of knitting wool, she leaned her head against the window and pretended to fall asleep before the woman could ask questions.  
 
    While she was drifting off, she remembered the dress in the plastic bag and had a moment of suffocating panic. She’d forgotten to drop it in the garbage chute. After a few days in a closed up penthouse, it would start to smell. No point worrying now. There was nothing she could do. 
 
    Paulina awoke when the hum of the engine stopped and the woman beside her got off the bus. She peered out the window. This wasn’t Buffalo. More like some small town time hadn’t only forgotten but skirted around on tiptoes. She frowned. According to her watch, she’d only been asleep an hour. “This isn’t Buffalo. Where are we?” 
 
    No one answered. Most people were either asleep or had gone to collect their baggage. 
 
    She held onto her carry-on and crept down the steps toward the driver. “Excuse me. Where are we? When do we get to Buffalo?” 
 
    “We’re in Packham.” The bus driver set her luggage at her feet. “If you wanted to go to Buffalo, you got on the wrong bus, honey.” 
 
    “No. He told me this bus. I bought a ticket to Buffalo. How did I end up here?” 
 
    He shrugged, not breaking his rhythm while he unloaded the bus. “Hell if I know. Go ask the guy inside. Maybe he can help.” 
 
    The man at the ticket counter wasn’t helpful, either. “Your ticket says Packham.” 
 
    Paulina stared at her ticket and frowned. Packham. When the old woman ran into her, they must have mixed up their tickets. Either that or the trainee at the counter gave them each the wrong ones. She’d have noticed that. She’d checked the ticket, hadn’t she?  
 
    Right before she collided with the granny from hell. Not after. Her shoulders sagged and she marched up to the counter. “I’ve never even heard of this place. Why would I want to come here?” 
 
    He shrugged again, which made Paulina want to gouge out his eyes. “What’s there not to like about Packham?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous. Somebody screwed up. I wanted to go to Buffalo.” A full-blown diva tantrum was only a stomp away. She paused and took a deep breath. “Where does this bus go?”  
 
    “Detroit, but you’re ticket says Packham. If you want to get there, you’ll have to pay for a new ticket.” 
 
    Outside, the bus doors closed. Detroit or Packham. She didn’t like either option since she’d never been to Detroit, but she had to get to an airport. “Of course I do. Then give me a ticket to Detroit. I also want to talk to your boss.”  
 
    “Next bus leaves at six tomorrow morning, but my boss doesn’t come in until two hours later.” 
 
    “The next bus? What about that bus?” She turned around in time to see the bus pull out of the parking lot. Nauseous, she leaned on the counter. “You’ve got to be kidding me. 
 
    He shrugged. “Why don’t you take a room in the motel down the street for the night? We can straighten all this out in the morning when my boss is here.”  
 
    Paulina cursed again. She had no option. “This is ridiculous. How far is the motel?” 
 
    “A couple blocks.” 
 
    She stormed into the tiny public washroom and locked the door. She set her luggage on the floor then stepped over it to turn around and splash her face with cold water. “All I wanted was to go to Buffalo. Why is this so difficult?” 
 
    Defeated, she carried her suitcase and carry-on to the small motel and rented a room under her new name. Her next mission was to walk across the street and buy a bottle of rye and some Coke. If her life was going down the tubes, so was her taste in alcohol.  
 
    At the drugstore next door, she bought red hair dye, glasses and sharp scissors. Maybe she’d wake up tomorrow from what could only be a bad dream. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    There was nothing on the news about her that night. Not on either of the two channels. She’d check the newspapers in the morning. Maddox would have called in the army to search for her. He loved her. Didn’t he? 
 
    She took a swig of rye, glad for the mix to dilute it. Her head hurt. Her body ached. She couldn’t think straight. After another drink, she shut out the past and stripped to her underwear to dye her hair. Her choppy new haircut made her look younger and more innocent.  
 
    That was a laugh. Paulina Chourney hadn’t been innocent since she’d run into Dunnsforth at a nightclub and met Maddox, who’d promised her a brilliant future both with DMR and him. “You have the looks, the brains and the body to make us both very happy.” 
 
    What a mistake that was. DMR Architectural, an acronym for Dunnsforth, Maddox and Roland, was nothing more than a front for money laundering, prostitution and murder. Dunnsforth was a talented architect and did some real work, but it was Maddox’s and Roland’s portions of the business that brought the real money. The most money, anyway. That it was real was debatable.  
 
    She slid on a pair of cheap, wire-framed reading glasses from the drugstore. She needed to lose the Dolce and Gabbana sunglasses to be less conspicuous. She’d abandon them somewhere around town. Surely someone would take them.  
 
    At least she looked nothing like she had an hour earlier. Good. Coming to Packham, wherever that was, could be fate more than a mistake. Dunnsforth, whatever his reasons, gave her a chance to start a new life as someone else. A whole new chance to screw her life up. It wasn’t tropical or exotic, but it had possibilities. Plus, who’d look for her here? 
 
    She took a hot shower then collapsed onto the bed. If she rented a car, she could drive to Buffalo and still go somewhere exotic before anyone found her.  
 
    On the other hand, she could lay low for a couple of days and stay in this godforsaken town. Playing tourist might be a good idea while she made plans for the rest of her life. Or at least what was left of the rest of her life. 
 
    Maddox would stake out the airports. He’d never believe his precious Paulina capable of going anywhere less than a four-star resort. She’d prove him wrong.  
 
    Right after she had a few more drinks to get over the shock and get her story straight.  
 
    Tomorrow Paulina Chourney would start her new life as Katie Mullins.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Dunnsforth’s body lay on the beach. His legs bobbed on the waves of Lake Erie entwined in the blue and silver scarf clutched in his left hand. The late afternoon sun cast strange shadows over his ashen face. Shoe prints dented the mud where Dunnsforth and his shooter had stepped off the rocks.  
 
    Danny held his breath while the forensics guys pulled the corpse higher onto the rocks. He knew that scarf. Paulina wore it to Maddox’s party the night before. Did she have it when they drove back into the city? Whoever shot him wore high-heeled shoes, which eliminated the males at the party. Although, Al Duvall had potential. If he wore a disguise and shaved his moustache, he would make a passable woman.  
 
    “Shit.” Bobby Holland was tall and tanned. Both he and Danny joined the Newville Police ten years earlier, but were only paired up two years ago to investigate DMR. “You’d think a classy guy like this could get shot somewhere nice and sunny. I could really use a tropical vacation about now.” 
 
    “Same here.” Danny grimaced. The day was a blur of paperwork, evidence gathering and now body collection. “Looks like he took a souvenir from whoever shot him. It looks like the scarf Paulina wore last night.” 
 
    “Shot in the right temple. You sure this isn’t a suicide?” 
 
    “With Maddox involved? No way.” Danny glanced toward the glass, brick and steel building, Maddox’s summer cottage, the site of the festivities less than twenty-four hours earlier.  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, grateful he didn’t have to wear his disguise for much longer. The shaggy blond wig and beard itched and gave him a rash. He loved undercover work, but hated the makeup. 
 
    “Did someone pick up Paulina this morning? We’ll need her statement to make things stick against Maddox and the others. Keep her away from the others.” 
 
    Bobby hesitated. “That’s a problem. Oswald got into a fender bender. By the time he got to the motel, Paulina was gone. He went to her apartment but—” 
 
    “Let me guess. She skipped town, which means we can’t eliminate her as a suspect since she might have caught up to our vic.” Danny frowned. “Unless you think there’s another body out there.” 
 
    “I think it’s worth a look. DMR’s offices are secured, Maddox’s house locked up and some of the people we arrested last night are already out on bail. There are a lot of loose cannons running around.” 
 
    One of the forensics investigators picked something off the scarf with tweezers. “Any of your suspects have long blonde hair?” 
 
    Bobby chuckled. “Five or six.” 
 
    Danny sighed. “Paulina was the only one wearing a scarf like that though.” 
 
    “Shit.” Bobby’s smile faded. “You really think she’s the shooter?” 
 
    “Anything’s possible. We need to find her.” 
 
    They searched over twenty of Maddox’s known hangouts but didn’t see him, Al or Chevy. Frustrated, they stopped at the police station then split up. Bobby left for DMR, but Danny ran into a young officer who waved a piece of paper in his face.  
 
    “I just got a call from the airport. Someone spotted Paulina’s car in the long-term lot. Should I arrange for the flight records?” 
 
    “Yeah. Bring it to the chief. The D.A. will get you the paperwork. Move fast on this, though. I doubt she skipped the country under her own name though.” 
 
    He paled. “You think she had an alias? How do we find her then?” 
 
    Danny patted the young man’s shoulder. “Process of elimination. That sounds like a good job for you. Let me know how it goes.” 
 
    Danny left the station and arrived at DMR Architectural around seven thirty that evening. Uniformed officers packed boxes full of papers and computers while Joseph Roland lay sprawled on the leather couch, one hand cuffed to a chair and an ice pack clutched to a nasty purple bruise on the side of his head.  
 
    He snorted. “About time someone else showed up. What are you, a cop too?” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass. Where is everybody?” 
 
    “No one else is here.” Bobby walked into the room, closed his notebook then leveled his gaze at Danny. “Who are you and how’d you get past security?” 
 
    “Donovan Wild. I work for Maddox. I’m a private detective.” 
 
    Bobby scoffed. “Somebody cuff this so-called PI before he causes trouble.” 
 
    “Maddox’s security team. I thought he’d be out of jail by now.” He let one of the officers slap handcuffs on him and hoped Roland bought the explanation. “Who beat you up? Was it one of these guys? Get his badge number and I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “Shut up.” Bobby cuffed him on the side of the head then waved to another officer. “Get rid of Roland. Put him in interrogation and keep him there until I get back.” Once Roland was out of the room, Bobby lowered his voice. “The guys have been here for hours and have nothing. Where were you? I looked for you all over the station before I left.” 
 
    “Got a tip someone found Paulina’s car at the airport so I left an officer to figure out what happened from there.” 
 
    For appearance’s sake, Danny remained handcuffed and sat on Maddox’s desk to supervise while officers boxed everything. Much to his delight, Maddox walked into the room in the middle of the evidence gathering. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” He wore a black trench coat, a rumpled tuxedo and a bow tie undone around his neck. When his gaze fell on Danny, a sneer curled his lip. “What’s going on, Wild? What are the police doing here?” 
 
    Danny was glad he’d worn his disguise despite the itch. Maddox couldn’t learn the truth yet. Not until Paulina was in custody. “I don’t know. I just got here.” 
 
    “He’s under arrest.” Bobby grabbed Danny by the arm then threw him against the wall.  
 
    “For what?” Danny shot Bobby a glare. 
 
    “I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “There must be some mistake. Mr. Wild is with me. I spent the entire day with top notch lawyers convincing your superiors they have the wrong idea about me and my associates.” Maddox stood in the middle of the room with his palms up. “I’m on my way to a fund-raiser. Please release this man so we can be on our way.” 
 
    “Not a chance. Come on.” Bobby yanked Danny toward the elevator. 
 
    Maddox’s voice raised an octave. “You can’t take him. I need to talk to him. Where’s Paulina, Wild?” 
 
    Danny froze. If Maddox had no idea where she was, things were more complicated than he thought. Or Maddox was a liar. “I thought she was with you.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t see her at the police station, either.” He frowned. “We need to find her. She has something I need back. She could be in trouble.” 
 
    “Mr. Wild’s not being charged, yet, just detained and questioned.” Bobby motioned to one of the other detectives to hold Maddox back. “I’m locking this one in interrogation before this loser sneaks him out under a lawyer’s coat.” 
 
    Down the hallway, Bobby threw him into the elevator. They rode down in silence, aware of the video camera behind the ornate mirrored walls. At street level, Bobby shoved him into the back of a cruiser.  
 
    “Hey, take it easy. Maddox can’t see us down here.” 
 
    “I’m not taking any chances.” He glanced in the rear-view mirror. “That guy has more eyes than a horsefly.” 
 
    Danny blew out a breath and sat back, his wrists already chaffed. “Good point. Drop me off at Wild Blue.” 
 
    “No way. You’re coming to the station to make it look good. You can sneak out the back later and grab your car.” 
 
    “They’re still processing it. Paulina threw up all over the inside when we left the party.” Danny squirmed to find a comfortable position, glad he didn’t have to ride in the backseat often. “We need to find Paulina and put her in witness protection until the trial. If the D.A. accuses me of murdering her, Maddox would get off her trail so she could appear as a surprise witness later.” 
 
    Bobby shook his head. “We have to find her first. She can’t testify if she’s dead or missing.”  
 
    Danny blew out a long breath. They’d worked hard to dig a lot of skeletons out of closets over the past two years and probably still didn’t know the half of it. After spending the night shuttling between Maddox’s house, DMR and the police station, he was too exhausted to chew anybody out. “Drop me off at Wild Blue so I can check my messages. Maybe she found my card in her purse.” 
 
    “Wishful thinking. She thinks you’re a thug and will tear it into pieces.” He pulled over to the curb to drop Danny off. “I still don’t like this. You should come down to the station and at least let Maddox see you behind bars.” 
 
    “We need to find Paulina. That takes precedence over keeping Maddox happy.” 
 
    Bobby scowled. “Get out.” 
 
    Danny laughed. “When’s the last time you rode back here? You know I can’t so don’t be a jerk. Open the door and take off the cuffs.” 
 
    “I should leave them on and see if Leo can get them off you.” Bobby got out and opened the door.  
 
    “He could. In about three seconds.” Danny turned so he could remove the cuffs. “You want to come up and say hi? He’s probably in the office by now.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? That guy scares the hell out of me. He’s like half Rambo and half Einstein rolled into one scary dude. I’m damn glad he’s on our side.” 
 
    Danny was halfway up the first flight of stairs when his phone rang. When “Hannah Diggly” appeared on the display screen, his shoulders sagged. He needed sleep and lots of coffee before he talked to his sister, but that wasn’t going to happen today. “Hey, Sis.” 
 
    “You need to come home, Danny. Uncle Ray fell down the stairs of the bookstore again. He’s fine, this time. I’m afraid one of these days he’ll fall and break his hip or neck.” She paused for a quick breath. “We need to put him in the seniors’ home.” 
 
    “It’ll have to wait.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. You’re busy. You’re always busy.” Anger filled her voice. “Just remember who took us in when Mom and Dad died and who made a lot of sacrifices so you could become a cop.” 
 
    “Dad’s Uncle Ray.” His words echoed in the stairwell. “I’ll come as soon as I can. Bye, Sis.” Danny dragged his body up the remaining flight of stairs of a nondescript brick building then opened the door to Wild Blue Detective Agency. “I’m home. Anybody miss me?”  
 
    “Shut the door, wipe your shoes and don’t get blood on the carpet.” Leo Blue sat at a beat-up desk staring at a laptop. The desk was marred by burns and scars, much like Leo. 
 
    Bobby was right, only Danny figured Leo was more like two-parts Rambo and one-part Einstein. “When did you get back to town?”  
 
    “Five minutes and thirty-three seconds ago.” Leo’s eyes never left the computer screen.  
 
    Danny rubbed a hand over his face and yawned. He’d called Leo in to back him up on the DMR case and to build a fake detective agency. Ironically, Leo thrived on the whole business and had taken several minor cases on his own over the past few months. When he didn’t disappear for days on end.  
 
    “You working a new case?”  
 
    Leo smirked. “I wish. Video poker. I’m up two grand. You want to go to the gym?” 
 
    “I can’t. Just left Maddox’s office.” He stood in front of a mirror to remove the wig and fake beard.  
 
    “Is that where you’ve been?” Leo whistled. “You’re a mess. Whose bodily secretions are you wearing today? You reek.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    He waved a hand. “Bro, I’m playing video poker and winning. I’ve got time.” 
 
    “The bust at Maddox’s last night went bad. We arrested them then they all got out, thanks to good lawyers and loopholes. Paulina disappeared before backup picked her up. To make matters worse, someone shot Dunnsforth between his release this morning and three this afternoon, and all the evidence points to Paulina.” Danny straddled a chair. “This day’s been crap.” 
 
    “Whoa. Paulina? The D.A.’s star witness? How’d she disappear?” 
 
    “I screwed up.” Danny lowered his voice. “I took her to a motel and left her there passed out. When backup got to the motel, she’d come to and taken off. Bobby and the guys stormed the DMR offices. We’ve got boxes of evidence and a body but no witness.”  
 
    “A falling down drunk got away from all of you big, bad cops?” Leo burst into laughter. “Kudos to her. From what you’ve said, I didn’t think she had it in her. What happened to Dunnsforth?” 
 
    He blew out a breath. “He was shot in the head near Maddox’s summer cottage with Paulina’s blue scarf in one hand. Maddox wanted him dead and could have planted the scarf. There were blonde hairs on it but half a dozen of the women at the party last night were the same shade.” 
 
    Danny grew somber and scrubbed his face with both hands. Phone calls from Hannah about Ray had become more frequent over the past six months. “I have to go to Packham. Ray fell down the stairs again. I’ll be there and back in a couple of hours. Longer if I sleep. I need you to do some legwork before the trail gets cold.” 
 
    “So you’re leaving town and Bobby and I get stuck cleaning up the mess.” The chair creaked when he leaned back. “You should’ve brought me in a lot sooner. I’m wasting my talent with all these petty cases. I’d go toe to toe with Al and Chevy in a heartbeat. No sweat.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Then I’d have to search for you instead of a drunk.” Danny grinned. “The odds are better with the drunk.” 
 
    Leo shrugged and tapped his keyboard. 
 
    Danny should have brought him in sooner so Paulina would be safe instead of missing or dead. He walked over to Leo’s desk and laid his hand on Leo’s shoulder. “I have a brown envelope in the safe that has copies of information we’ll need against Maddox. If anything happens to me, give it to Bobby. For now, I need you to run around town and see if anyone has seen her lately. Her car was at the airport, but that’s too easy. Maddox taught her too well.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” The card game disappeared, replaced by the mountains of Tibet. Leo’s home away from home. 
 
    “Nice screensaver. You don’t have plans to desert me, do you?”  
 
    “I’m a rolling stone, dude. I could be gone by the time you get back from the bathroom.” 
 
    He laughed. Leo was the last person who’d leave without warning. Gypsy or not, he’d never turn his back when a friend needed help.  
 
    “Find out everything you can about Paulina Chourney.”  
 
    Danny rifled through his desk and added a flash drive to an envelope that already held assorted paperwork and three flash drives in the safe. All he needed was someone to back up the evidence on the witness stand and Paulina Chourney would be perfect.  
 
    If he found her.  
 
    He’d avoided her in the past simply because she belonged to Maddox. In hindsight, she was the one person he should have gotten close to. Secretaries always knew where the bodies were buried. Paulina, being Dunnsforth’s secretary and Maddox’s girlfriend, knew more than most. 
 
    Leo whistled. “She’s a babe. I’ll bet I can sniff her out in no time. What kind of perfume does she wear?” 
 
    “I know you can but I’d probably scare her less.” 
 
    “What?” He waved his hands in the air. “I’m harmless.” 
 
    “You?” Danny studied the scars on his face. Rumor had it Leo once killed a man with one punch. Danny didn’t doubt it. “You’re as harmless as a cobra. I need you to go out and show her picture around town. Cover the airport, the bus terminal and the train station.” 
 
    “You want me to use a police badge? Sometimes it helps people remember.” 
 
    “No. Play it straight. You’re a private detective looking for a runaway.”  
 
    Leo waved his arm toward the printer. “Your pictures are printing. I made duplicates for me. She’s cute, you know. I’d like to meet her sometime.” 
 
    “Careful what you wish for. She comes with a lot of big, ugly baggage.” 
 
    “Yeah and I don’t?” Leo, severely wounded while stationed in Afghanistan, was both a former professional boxer and third degree karate black belt. He was the one person Danny wanted to have watch his back, especially in this situation. “You want my opinion?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Maddox had more influence than you think. He beat her for years and she stayed. If she doesn’t go back to him the first chance she gets, she’ll get a new identity and hide somewhere nearby.” Leo shrugged. “Or she’s already dead.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help much. You don’t think she’s on a tropical beach blowing his money?”  
 
    “Gut instinct?” Leo paused then shook his head. “Nope.” 
 
    Danny raised his left eyebrow. “If she was smart, she would be. She’s probably as far away as she can get from Newville. I know I would be.” 
 
    Leo laughed. “You wanna bet on that?”  
 
    “You’re on.” Danny dug into his front pocket. “I don’t mind taking your money.” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “This isn’t even a contest, Bro. She’s an abused alcoholic. I don’t think she’s all that predictable.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The drive to Packham, an hour west of Newville, gave Danny time to think and avoid the media circus unleashed by Maddox’s arrest. Maddox would send his lawyers to talk to Wild, only to discover he wasn’t held in any holding cell and would assume the police were after bigger fish. Donovan Wild, aka Danny Walker, was a detective, not a thug and hadn’t done anything wrong. Technically. 
 
    The closer he drew to Packham, the more tension drained from his shoulders. His curiosity for Paulina Chourney took a back burner to his concern about his uncle. Ray Colter, in his early seventies, was increasingly prone to slipping on the wood floors and down the steep stairs in the used bookstore he owned. If he didn’t check on Ray, Hannah, tenacious as a squirrel with a corn chip, would call every half hour.  
 
    He picked up two cups of coffee before heading to the bookstore. One black and one loaded with cream and sugar. 
 
    “Hannah said you put the store up for sale.” Danny handed Ray the cup of black coffee. “Are you moving?”  
 
    “I’m not selling. Your nag of a sister is.” He limped across the room and sat on a wobbly stool behind the counter. “I fell down the stairs again and she’s been on my case ever since.”  
 
    Clutter had claimed more aisles since Danny last set foot in the store. The stairs were rickety, wooden and steep. His sister was right to be concerned. Ray either needed help to fix things up or he needed to move. “Hannah wants what’s best for you.” 
 
    “She wants me to move out to the middle of nowhere with her and Nate.” 
 
    “I thought you loved the farm.” Danny sat on a worn wooden stool. “What do you want?” 
 
    Ray grimaced. “Her to leave me alone.” 
 
    He laughed. “You’d miss her nagging. She asked me to get some boxes so she can clean this place up. No one will buy it when it looks like a dump.” 
 
    Ray snorted. “Don’t bother. Anyone who wants it will have to take it as-is. Complete with my butt on this stool.” 
 
    “Who’d want this place as-is? It smells like mold and B.O. If you’re not going to sell, then you at least need to hire someone to clean it up and help you.” 
 
    “No.” His uncle got off the stool and hobbled around the store.  
 
    Danny had insulted the one thing Ray loved most. The grey brick walls and weathered barn board that supported sagging shelves. Whoever bought it would either gut it or torch it. “This place does have a lot of potential.” 
 
    “Then you buy it.” 
 
    “I already have a job.” He sighed. “Let Hannah clean it up so you can get a good deal.”  
 
    “What about you?” Ray raised his eyebrows. “What’s so important you can’t take a couple of days off to help? You think she’ll clean this place alone?” 
 
    “She’ll have to.” The last thing he wanted was to involve Ray in a case. “She’ll get rid of the books that aren’t worth anything and dust. Nate can shore up the shelves so they’re safe.” 
 
    His uncle snorted, not about to make this easy on anyone. 
 
    Danny patted his arm. “Start sorting through the books. I’ll be back in a few days. Hannah will help you clear some stuff. Then we can shore up these shelves and the stairs.” 
 
    “I’m not selling.” 
 
    “You need help, Ray. You also need a safer place to live. One of these days you’re going to fall down the stairs and break half your bones.” 
 
    “Then you can sell the place when I do. It’s all I have left.” 
 
    Danny shook his head. “You have Hannah and me and neither of us thinks you’re safe here alone. Look, if you won’t sell the store, at least hire someone.” 
 
    Ray didn’t look impressed with the request. “Deal.”  
 
    “Good. I’ll call Hannah.” 
 
    “You think she’d run the place?” 
 
    “No. She’d strangle you by closing time.” He grinned. “You need someone who doesn’t know you. Let them worry about the day-to-day stuff so you don’t have to sit here doing nothing. You could get out and do what you want.” 
 
    “Huh.” Ray caressed the old wooden countertop he and Danny sawed and finished by hand. “That might not be so bad.” 
 
    Danny blew out a breath, relieved he’d finally said something helpful. “You could come and go as you pleased.” 
 
    Ray placed his hand on a stack of books. “I could get a hobby.” 
 
    “Yes, you could.” He had no idea what interested his uncle anymore other than making his and Hannah’s lives miserable.  
 
    At the counter, Ray stared at the loft and grinned.  
 
    Danny raised his eyebrows. “Uncle Ray? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yup. Better call your sister. I need some work done around here.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie walked around Packham for the fifth day in a row, numb and unable to keep from looking over her shoulder. It was warm for early April. She slung her jacket over one arm and tried to lose herself in the charm of the small town.  
 
    Maddox was still out there somewhere. Everyone at the party had been arrested then released on bail. Indictments were made, hearing dates set and the offices—including hers—cleaned of all incriminating evidence.  
 
    Still, there was no mention of her disappearance, but plenty about Dunnsforth’s apparent suicide. Maddox wouldn’t have let him take the easy way out. Either the police hadn’t figured out who killed him or… 
 
    She shuddered. Or they’d released as few details as possible.  
 
    Any sleep she’d had this past week came only after a good cry and half a bottle of whiskey or, her new favorite, vodka and cranberry juice. Too many things to think about. Too many plans to make. Too many nightmares of waking up in the motel with no idea how she got there. 
 
    Packham, as much as she’d hated it, offered her a warm welcome. Not everyone here was a potential threat. Packham was more like home than Newville ever was. People smiled more and even asked how she was enjoying her stay and what she’d seen so far. The lady at Java Jo’s Coffee Shop knew her preferences by day three and gave her a free coffee on day four. By day five, she felt like she’d returned home after an absence.  
 
    If she wanted to stay, there were a few things she’d need:  a job, a place to live and to stop drinking. The library was the one place Maddox, who was likely to focus on her avenues of escape, would never think to look. She’d gone there several times to read newspapers and try to find a job. Dunnsforth gave her a background and resume. He’d probably made sure anyone who checked her past would find nothing unusual.  
 
    She’d strolled up and down Main Street and browsed the stores of Packham so many times she knew them all by heart. Her favorite haunt was the dusty old used bookstore with the brand new For Sale sign in the dirty window.  
 
    The first time she walked into the bookstore, she nearly backed out of the clutter and dust. Stacks of sagging boxes stood near the back of the store. Although someone had made half-hearted attempts, the store was unkempt and needed to be scoured, possibly even sandblasted and painted. Browsing through the shop daily made her immune to the chaos and opened her mind to the possibilities.  
 
    While she hated the dusty shelves, grey walls and dirty windows, something drew her in. She could hide and have all the romance, adventures and childlike wonder of life simply by picking a book off a shelf. If she bought the place, they could be her shelves and her books. The idea, as farfetched as it sounded, had merit. 
 
    She loved the smell, the gilded letters on old novels and the shiny covers on new ones. The scent was better than coffee. Stores that combined the best of both were her favorite haunts. All Ray’s Used Books needed was a coffee bar and a month’s worth of cleaning. 
 
    The old curmudgeon who owned it always sat hunched over a weathered wooden countertop scrutinizing a letter. Who’d want to buy books from someone who looked like he slept in his clothes and smelled like a wet dog? 
 
    Katie winced. Maybe he needed some help—even if only to clean the place up so he could sell it. Then she could go through the books, one at a time. The old man reminded her of an old family friend she hadn’t seen in years. It was almost like finding a favorite moth-eaten sweater.  
 
    She approached cautiously. “Are you Ray?”  
 
    “Good guess.” He had a layer of white stubble. “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “I wanted to ask about your For Sale sign.” She’d blurted out the words before she could change her mind.  
 
    “The sign’s not for sale.” A curious glint lit his eyes and he frowned. “Neither is the store.” 
 
    “The sign in the window says it is. Maybe I can help you out.” 
 
    “Talk to my niece or my agent.” Ray handed her a business card. “You got a phone?” 
 
    Her phone was one of the things she abandoned in her condo since Maddox and the police could track her. “No.” 
 
    “What kind of kid doesn’t have a phone these days?” He handed her a black rotary phone. “You can use mine but it’ll cost you.” 
 
    Katie stared at the phone that belonged in a museum. “Uh.” 
 
    Ray tilted his head and handed her the receiver then dialed for her. “You sure you want to own a bookstore? You don’t seem that bright.” 
 
    She scowled. “I’ve run a business before.” Sort of. “Oh, hi. Is this Penny Clayton? I’m calling about the used bookstore.” 
 
    His gaze penetrated her the entire time she talked to his real estate agent and she found it nerve-wracking. When she hung up, she forced a smile. “I’ll be back with the agent later. I hope the store’s cleaner by then.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll get somebody right on that.”  
 
    Katie wandered up Main Street and grabbed a cup of coffee then sat back to think about her future, or lack thereof. Buying a bookstore probably wasn’t one of her better plans. She hadn’t really thought the idea through. Only a week ago Maddox threatened her life. She should be hiding in a cave along the Nile somewhere. Maybe Ray was right. She wasn’t all that bright. 
 
    Katie took a coin from her pocket. Heads, she stayed in Packham. Tails, she caught the next bus out of town. She flipped it three times and got heads each time. Then five more heads in a row. Fate had plans for her. 
 
    “How long have you been in Packham?” Penny Clayton, the agent, had a non-fat latte and bran muffin. Safe and sensible, just like her beige suit and tan shoes. She was blonde with delicate features, was probably popular in high school and hadn’t left Packham much.  
 
    Katie hesitated. “Um. Not long. You?” 
 
    “I was born here.”  
 
    She showed Katie the spec sheet on the store and answered all of her questions. 
 
    “Does the bookstore do good business?” 
 
    Penny laughed. “It could. Ray’s owned it for over thirty years and it needs new blood. Did you want to take a look?” 
 
    “Can we go there after he closes?” 
 
    “Ray doesn’t like me to bring clients around after hours since he lives in the upper level. We could go now.” 
 
    She nodded. “Now is good. Will he be moving when he sells?” 
 
    “Of course.” Her answer was too falsetto. She wasn’t sure. 
 
    Katie’s first instinct was to run back to the motel and forget the bookstore. A voice in the back of her head told her to follow Penny and keep her mouth shut.  
 
    Ray hadn’t left his stool. Even the phone, coated with a fresh layer of dust, sat in the same spot. 
 
    “This is Katie Mullins.” Penny waved a hand in her direction. “She’s interested in the store, so be nice and don’t blow it.” 
 
    “We’ve met. Thanks for the warning.” Ray scowled. “Hello again, Katie Mullins. I’m not selling so you’d better get that through Hannah’s thick head.” 
 
    Penny groaned. “How many times do we have to go through this?” 
 
    “Dunno. How dumb are you?” 
 
    Katie stifled a laugh and followed Penny through the dusty store, covering her nose to fend off sneezes. The kitchenette and bathroom at the back looked like they hadn’t been cleaned since the early nineteen fifties. The storage room off the kitchenette was crammed with even more dusty boxes.  
 
    Penny winced. “Hannah tried to tidy up, but Ray’s a little stubborn.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” Katie opened a cupboard. The burst of light sent bugs scurrying. “Is he serious about not wanting to sell?” 
 
    Penny pawed away a spider web. “His niece and nephew want him to sell the store and move somewhere he won’t be alone all the time. He’s been here so long he refuses to leave.”  
 
    “How can they make him sell if he doesn’t want to?”  
 
    Penny lowered her voice. “When Ray fell down the stairs last fall, his niece got a power of attorney in case something happens to him.” She hesitated. “Don’t get me wrong. Hannah wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t in his best interest. He looked after her and her brother when their parents were killed. Ray slipped again last week and she’s worried he’s going to fall and no one will find him in time.” 
 
    They climbed the narrow, creaky stairs to Ray’s quarters, where an unmade twin bed was shoved against one wall next to a dresser missing a drawer. A white Formica table with a half-finished puzzle and a partially eaten sandwich stood against the opposite wall. Stale food and dirty laundry perfumed the air. 
 
    “Whoever buys this place has a lot of work to do.” Penny’s voice was soft. “His niece tries, but Ray’s a little thin-skinned and a lot thick-skulled. He goes to her house for dinner all the time.” 
 
    Katie stopped halfway down the stairs and looked around the store. She didn’t see dusty shelves and stained carpet. Instead, she visualized freshly painted walls, tiled floors and art on the walls. The clutter had to go. So did Ray. She could get rid of at least half the antique books and stock the store with new ones. Her gaze wandered to the second level, which could be opened up to house used books. They continued down the stairs. 
 
    “You haven’t run off screaming yet.” Ray raised his bushy eyebrows. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Katie nodded. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Good.” He hesitated. “You want a job? I need someone to clean this dump up.” 
 
    Penny ignored him and dug through her briefcase. “I’m sure you need time to think about it. I can put you in touch with someone to arrange a mortgage.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a call in the morning.” 
 
    “Dammit. Why won’t anyone listen to me?” Ray shoved his way between the two women. “I’m not selling the bookstore.” 
 
    Penny pulled out her cell phone. “I’ll call Hannah.” 
 
    “Stop threatening me and put that damn phone away. I have a better idea.” 
 
    “Ray, once you put the store on the market—”  
 
    Katie looked him in the eye. “What’s your idea?” 
 
    He stepped back. “Look, lady. I need to move and you need a job. You obviously want the place. Although, God only knows why. Let’s put the two together.”  
 
    Penny groaned. “Ray—” 
 
    “You butt out.” Ray held up a finger to her then turned back to Katie. “Let’s make a deal. You work here and fix the place up. Every month you pay rent and we use that as your mortgage payment.” 
 
    “A rent-to-own deal?” 
 
    “Yeah, only I still get to tell you how to run the place.” 
 
    Penny raised her eyebrows. “Hannah’s not going to like this.” 
 
    “Hannah, shmannah. It’s my store. Go find something else to sell, you vulture.” Ray snorted. “That’s the only way I’m leaving this place. I’m not selling outright.” 
 
    “You’d rent your business so you don’t have to sell? Will you give me sweat equity for all the renovations I have to do?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Yes.” Penny’s voice was firm.  
 
    Ray’s mouth tightened. “Yes.” 
 
    “Can we renegotiate later if you decide to sell?”  
 
    “Possibly.” He shrugged.  
 
    Penny groaned. “Yes.” 
 
    “How much for a down payment?”  
 
    “Five grand.”  
 
    Penny moaned. “Ray—” 
 
    Katie blew out a breath. “I’ll let you know tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    After yet another restless night, Katie wandered up to Java Jo’s and read the morning paper over coffee and a toasted bagel. Maddox and Roland were each free on their own recognizance. The article made no mention of Al or Chevy, which meant they were either in jail or still on the loose. A lump of bagel stuck in her throat. She washed it down and asked for a refill, wishing for a hefty shot of Irish cream. She flipped a coin then borrowed the phone to call Penny. 
 
    “Does Ray want cash or a bank draft?” Katie asked when Penny arrived at nine.  
 
    “Are you sure? It’s kind of a weird deal.” Penny raised her eyebrows. “You have that much cash? I mean, you don’t look like…”  
 
    Katie handed her a plastic shopping bag containing five thousand dollars and thought fast. “It was a buy-out. My ex-boyfriend and I owned a condo. He paid me cash so I’d leave and he could move on.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Penny lowered the bag beneath the table and peered inside. Her jaw dropped and she tucked the bag into her briefcase without counting the cash.  
 
    “I’m not.” She thought about the many times Maddox beat her. “I’d rather invest the money than hide it in my mattress.”  
 
    “I’ll take care of everything.” Penny’s hands shook. She’d probably never seen that much cash before. “Including Ray. I just need your address.” 
 
    Katie closed her eyes. That was the one thing she hadn’t gotten around to doing. “I’m kind of ‘in transit’ right now. I didn’t know where I was going or what I was doing. I’m in a motel.” If that didn’t make her sound suspicious, nothing else would.  
 
    “Oh.” Penny’s face went blank then she lowered her voice. “He was abusive.”  
 
    Her face burned. She didn’t want to be labeled an abuse victim, but it seemed to carry some weight with Penny. At least it wasn’t really far from the truth. She nodded. 
 
    “My sister went through the same thing. Sometimes things happen faster than you expect.” She pulled out her cell phone. “My husband’s grandma has a room for rent. I’m sure she’d love to meet you. I’ll set up a meeting and put in a good word.” Chatting on the phone, with papers shoved beneath her arm and her briefcase clutched to her chest, Penny left the café.  
 
    Katie sighed and bought a second cup of coffee. Was she getting in over her head all over again?  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny had left Leo to follow up on a couple of leads and search for Paulina Chourney. He ditched his DMR disguise—the sandy wig and bushy beard—to help Hannah and Nate move Ray and about one thousand of his favorite books into a retirement home. Although he’d warned them he had to get back to Newville as soon as possible, Ray hadn’t packed a thing.  
 
    Cursing the whole time, Danny threw most of the furniture into the dumpster since it was beyond repair anyway. The books and dust he left for the woman taking over.  
 
    “That retirement home smells like old people,” Ray muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, not like the bookstore.” He’d rather follow up the leads he gave Leo than throw out month-old, half-eaten apples. “It’s cleaner, too.” 
 
    Danny was glad Ray had found an investor for the bookstore but had yet to see the elusive Katie Mullins, who was conveniently nowhere to be found. He supposed she’d wait until Ray was physically gone before she took over. Probably a wise move. Ray didn’t adapt well to change.  
 
    “Have you met her?” Danny closed the flap on the last box of Ray’s clothes and yellowed photographs. “Are you sure he didn’t make this all up?” 
 
    “No, but Penny Clayton arranged the whole deal so she exists. Apparently, she’s pretty and willing to put up with Uncle Ray, so that says a lot.” Hannah leaned on the wobbly table. “I’m still worried about him, though. This store was a part of his life for so long I’m not sure he’ll keep his nose out. He’ll drive her crazy and she’ll either run away or burn the place down.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Danny picked up the box. “I’ve got bigger things to worry about.”  
 
    She let out a sigh and pushed back her dark hair. “I know. Thanks for being here to help. I know Uncle Ray appreciates it too.” 
 
    The store below was so quiet his footsteps echoed. How had Ray stayed sane in the silence? He’d go mental after a week.  
 
    “I’m sure Katie will be here soon.” Ray fished handfuls of pens and reams of yellowed paper out of the drawers while Nate pressed buttons on his cell phone.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure she will.” The more his uncle talked about her, the more Danny tuned him out. “Nate? Have you talked to this Katie person?” 
 
    “Not in person.” His brother-in-law, Nate Diggley, held up a finger. “I just sent a text to her via Penny. She wants to do some renovations. Ray says she’s a skinny little thing with fancy fingernails, so I doubt she’ll tackle them on her own. I’ll give her a hand for half my usual fee.” 
 
    “Good of you to offer.”  
 
    “Good of her to take over this dump so Hannah can sleep at night.” He shrugged. “Besides, I have to take the work where I can get it these days. I’ve got two growing boys to feed.” 
 
    When word had gotten out someone new was moving into the retirement home, a long line of seniors with walkers and wheelchairs, mostly women, staked out the hallway to get a glimpse. Ray seemed to know most of them. The men each shook his hand and told him what time the card games started. Several women slipped him pieces of paper, which Danny guessed contained room or phone numbers. That thought made him shudder. 
 
    The place smelled like old people, like Ray said, as well as some harsh disinfectant that burned Danny’s nose. He sneezed so hard he fumbled the box he carried. 
 
    “Hello, darling.” An elderly woman with a walker leaned in the doorway of the room across from Ray’s. She flashed Danny a wide smile and adjusted her tiara. “You’re a handsome hunk of man. Are you related to that old coot?” 
 
    “Ray? He’s my uncle.” 
 
    “So, you’ll visit from time to time.” Her purple eye shadow sparkled when she fluttered her eyelids. “Finally, something to look forward to in this den of misery. I’m Mimsy Lexington, darling. Do make sure you come by to say hello.” 
 
    As a child, he’d heard stories about Mimsy and the entire Lexington family that made his hair stand on end. He’d probably even met her once or twice in passing, but she hadn’t left nearly the same impression she did now with her long gown and stage makeup.  
 
    “Leave him alone, Mimsy.” Ray shot her a look that made her laugh and turn her back. He muttered and tugged Danny into his new room. 
 
    Nate clapped a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “At least we don’t have to worry about him misbehaving. The women around here will keep him in line.” 
 
    With Ray settled, Danny drove down Main Street to refocus his mind from packing and moving to finding Paulina. He called Leo who hadn’t come up with any solid leads, despite canvassing Newville with her photo.  
 
    “So, what’s our next move?” Leo sounded as tired as Danny felt. 
 
    “We keep looking until forensics finds evidence or we get lucky. First, I’m going to grab a coffee and get back to the city. There’s nothing more I can do here.” 
 
    He pulled up across the street from Java Jo’s and sighed. Paulina went missing just over a week ago, so they still had a fighting chance. Slim was better than none. He needed to get back to the airport, airlines and taxi companies in the hopes someone saw her. Anything would help. 
 
    “Large coffee to go, please.” 
 
    The woman behind the counter flashed a smile. “You bet, hon. Did Ray move out of the store?” 
 
    “Yeah. To right across the hall from Mimsy Lexington, who was checking me out.” 
 
    She winked. “You should be used to that. Half the women in Packham check you out.” 
 
    “I didn’t need to know that.” Danny’s face burned.  
 
    He gave a small wave and walked straight into a woman with a mop of dusty red hair. When the top of her head hit his chin, she took a step back and looked at him with sea glass green eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. Something about her seemed familiar. Probably someone he went to high school with and had ignored. “Sorry.” 
 
    He sat in his car, blew out a breath and wondered where to start looking. The red-haired woman walked out of Java Jo’s and down the street to unlock the door to the bookstore. The elusive Katie Mullins had made a brief appearance.  
 
    “Interesting.” He opened the door to follow her but his phone jostled his pocket.  
 
    “I have a list of all the women at the Maddox party so I can match it to the arrest list,” Bobby said. “Maybe we missed someone who got away and killed Dunnsforth.” 
 
    “The only person missing was Paulina. The others were still there.” He scribbled a note on the folder next to him. “As far as blonde women, there was Paulina, Margaret Maddox, Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth, and two girls Roland brought. I doubt either of them had a reason to kill him.” 
 
    “Works for me. I’ll recruit someone to split the list with. How’s Ray?” 
 
    “He already hates the seniors’ place. It smells and he knows everyone there.” 
 
    “That’s Ray.” Bobby laughed. “I’ll stop by next time I’m in town. We checked a couple leads, but nothing stuck out.” 
 
    “Anything from the lab?” 
 
    “No. We’ll search Paulina’s apartment. With her as a missing person of interest, I want to get as much as we can before she reappears. We did hear from her bank manager though. It seems she withdrew a large amount of money right before she left. Said it was for a tropical vacation with her boyfriend.” 
 
    Danny nodded. “She and Dunnsforth were tight, but it was a working relationship, not sexual. The only boyfriend I know about was Maddox.” 
 
    “Anything particular I should look for when we search her place?” 
 
    “Yeah. A blue dress with blood stains, matching blue shoes and a blue scarf with silver flowers. If she went back to her apartment and packed, she would have changed and those things should be there.”  
 
    “And if they’re not?” 
 
    Danny hesitated. “Then she’s dead.” He hung up, not liking that option. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next two months, Danny focused on work with no time for frivolities or blind dates, despite Ray’s pleas. He had to find Paulina, or at least her body, and Dunnsforth’s killer. Three of the five female suspects on his list left town despite police warnings. All three women had reason to want him dead, the other two he left for other officers to find since they didn’t seem viable suspects. 
 
    From everything he saw, Dunnsforth treated Paulina like an equal. She had no reason to want him dead. Not unless there was truth in the rumor they’d embezzled a sizable sum of money from DMR and he took her share. Danny’s gut instinct was that the whole embezzlement story was a ruse. Dunnsforth didn’t seem as ruthless as the others. While Bobby did find muddy shoes in her closet along with the blood-stained dress crumpled into a ball inside a plastic bag, she wasn’t the prime suspect since, in Bobby’s words, “there wasn’t enough blood.” 
 
    Margaret Maddox had little contact with Dunnsforth except at social events. According to Oswald, two days after her release from jail, Margaret hopped a plane to visit her sister in Phoenix.  
 
    Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth was a pampered princess who’d hire a hit rather than get her hands dirty by something as distasteful as murder. Once released from police custody, she grabbed her kids and disappeared before Dunnsforth’s body was ready for burial. 
 
    The phone rang while he contemplated banging his head on the wall in frustration. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to come for dinner and to meet Katie?” Ray asked for the umpteenth time that week. Yet another attempt to get Danny back to Packham. “I think you’d find her interesting.” 
 
    Danny rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t have time. I’m trying to find a murderer.” 
 
    “She’s cute.” Silence. “Well, she’d have potential if you slapped some makeup on her and gave her contact lenses.” 
 
    Danny stared at his computer screen. He’d shown Paulina’s picture everywhere and talked to everyone who knew her. In all that time, he’d never given a thought to her eyes. Nobody’s eyes could naturally be so blue. If she’d changed the color of her eyes, she might have changed a lot more. Dyed her hair. Undergone plastic surgery.  
 
    “Uncle Ray? What color are Katie’s eyes?” 
 
    There was silence.  
 
    “Green, I think. I don’t know. She doesn’t look at me much. I think she hates me.” 
 
    “Why would she hate you?” Danny grinned. “You’re a lovable old dog.” 
 
    “I give her grief about all the money she spends on the store. First, she hired Nate then she put up new shelves and hung some ugly art. Did you know she replaced the staircase and even changed the name of the place?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Ray’s Used Books really doesn’t apply now.” 
 
    He snorted. “Now she calls it Tales and Retales, sells new and used books and she painted the place the same color as the rust on my Honda. That’s not a real color.” 
 
    Danny massaged his temples. “Yeah, it’s called rust. Uncle Ray—” 
 
    “She tore out the walls of my apartment.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “She what?”  
 
    “She knocked down the walls upstairs so you can see the whole darn store. My apartment is gone. At least she kept the countertop we made. Didn’t even touch it. Just added some cheap baskets underneath.” His voice softened. “She might not be so bad after all.” 
 
    Danny tried to picture the bookstore, but his mind was still on contact lenses. “I haven’t seen my nephews in a couple of months. Maybe I can spare an afternoon to come for a visit. It’s one of the boy’s birthdays this weekend.” 
 
    “And check out the new bookstore lady.” 
 
    He laughed aloud. “Only so you’ll leave me alone.” 
 
    “Can’t make any promises. You find that murderer yet?”  
 
    “Not since we’ve been on the phone.” Danny frowned. “There’s been no trace for two months. She had a run-in with some old woman going to Packham. From there, we lost her trail.”  
 
    “Packham? Hell, if she ran into any of the old biddies from around here, she probably got spooked and drove off into the sunset.” 
 
    “I agree. The question is how?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    When the hunched over, balding pharmacist next door called out, “Good morning, Katie,” her hand flinched and her heart raced. It took her nearly a full minute to remember she’d been Katie Mullins for two months and she’d better answer before he got offended.  
 
    “Hi.” She nodded.  
 
    The drugstore opened at eight every morning and it was now quarter to ten. Must have been a slow morning if he had time to stand in the doorway with a large cup of coffee rather than hanging out behind the back counter. “You’d best convince Ray to get some air-conditioning for that store before your new books curl up and warp. It’s beyond me how he’s never lost half his books every summer.” 
 
    “Dust absorbs the humidity.” She smiled wryly. “I don’t think we can afford air-conditioning this year.” 
 
    “I know a guy who’ll give you a quote. He’s not bad looking once you get past the bug eyes and scars. I can call him, if you’d like.”  
 
    “Maybe some other time.” Like when hell froze over. 
 
    He waved and went back into the drugstore.  
 
    Katie drew in a deep breath. The air was fresh from last night’s rain and the hint of a breeze mussed her hair. In two months, the only thing to find her was the sunshine and a case of withdrawals that made renovations hell. Nate, bless his heart, had had more compassion while she fought “the flu” than any man she’d ever met.  
 
    She blew a strand of stray copper hair out of her mouth and jiggled the door lock. Another thing that needed to be fixed before winter. She should have done it during renovations, but it hadn’t seemed as important as books and workmen. Luckily, Nate worked cheap and she hadn’t had to dig into the money from Dunnsforth. The money was tucked up in a box in the backroom, fastened with half a roll of duct tape. She’d ask him to fix the lock when he delivered her order later.  
 
    The door opened with a groan. “It’s about time.” 
 
    There were two things she knew:  books and business. An avid reader, she’d been an editor for a small publisher. Dunnsforth lured her to DMR with the promise of money and challenging work. Then he’d introduced her to Maddox. A shiver ran deep through her body and she refocused.  
 
    This was her reality. Her bookstore. Well, hers and Ray’s technically. 
 
    It was a hair after ten when the first customer flew into Tales and Retales. “Mr. Humphrey, you’re out and about early. How are you?”  
 
    The fifty-something man’s clothes were rumpled and his grey hair mussed. His face contorted and his nostrils flared. “A stupid, ugly, orange cat kept me awake. It sits right under my window and yowls like a banshee every bloody night. I need to know how to trap the blasted thing. My wife won’t let me shoot it. Too inhumane. Not like it’s a kid or anything.” His breath would have gassed the cat if it ventured close since he’d neglected to brush his teeth after breakfast, which smelled like it had included raw onions. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” Katie found an assortment of outdoor survival and hunting books. “One of these should have something to help.” 
 
    They flipped through book indexes for twenty minutes until finding a pattern for a live skunk trap. He grunted and threw some wadded-up bills on the counter. “You got a bag for that?”  
 
    “Of course.” Katie slid the new book into a bag and handed him his change. “Happy hunting.” 
 
    “Smart ass.” Mr. Humphrey strode out of the store and ran smack into Laura Davidson, her cashier. 
 
    When Katie had realized she didn’t have enough energy to deal with renovations as well as withdrawals, she stuck a help wanted sign in the window. Laura came highly recommended. She was the only middle-aged woman in Packham who got away with wearing miniskirts and high-heeled shoes.  
 
    “I can’t stand that man.” Laura stuck her purse beneath the counter. “He gives me the heebie-jeebies. He’s always got weird stains on his clothes that look like blood.” 
 
    “Blood?” Katie gulped. “Does he work at a slaughter house or something?” 
 
    “No. I’m not sure what he does, actually. He hangs out in the crime section when he comes in though. Maybe it’s the survival books he looks at. They are close together. Think we should move them?” 
 
    She shivered. 
 
    “Open the damn door,” a man yelled.  
 
    Katie jumped, expecting to see Maddox or one of his cohorts.  
 
    Ray kicked at the wooden front door, carrying a cardboard coffee tray with three large paper cups. A plump bag of bakery treats balanced on top of the lids, held in place with his chin.  
 
    “Will you relax? It’s just Ray.” Laura laughed. “Honestly, you’re jumpier than a one-legged grasshopper. Are you sure you’re over the flu? Maybe you should go get some rest. We could put a cot in the back room.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” Katie opened the door and lunged to grab the bag before it toppled to the floor. “Good morning.” 
 
    A week after she reopened the store, Ray bought a wicker chair from the antique shop next door. He’d gushed about the wider staircase and sturdy railing while he set up a reading nook in the new loft. The week after that, he brought in a matching table to hold his coffee. He’d started to shave and shower regularly and dressed nicer than before. Apparently, she was doomed to have him as a permanent fixture and had to make the best of it. Had fate brought her to Packham for more than one reason?  
 
    “Good morning?” He scowled. “Some crazy woman nearly made me wear our morning coffees. You know I’m a grouch until I have my first cup.” 
 
    “Says who?” Laura asked. 
 
    He pursed his lips and stared. “Says you, every blessed morning. What did Humphrey want this time?” 
 
    Katie sighed. “Trapping books.” 
 
    Laura opened the bakery bag and fished out three muffins. “So, what took you so long? Usually you’re out of bed and here before we are.” 
 
    Ray shuffled toward the staircase with his muffin and coffee. “Slept in. That crazy old dingbat across the hall kept everyone up with her typing and talking to herself.”  
 
    Katie touched the eraser of her pencil to her lips. “What does she write?” 
 
    Ray sloshed coffee on the sleeve of his shirt. “Probably letters to prison penpals. She’ll probably lure one here to steal us all blind.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Yes way.” Ray grimaced. “All he’d have to do is reply and she’d invite him over for tea. I’m tired of her hammering away on that stupid old typewriter. One day, I’d love to make her life as miserable as she makes everyone else’s.”  
 
    “Why don’t you all just pitch in for a computer?” Laura asked. “At least it would be quieter.”  
 
    Gradually, they settled into their daily routine. Laura tidied shelves. Katie caught up on paperwork and ordered merchandise. Ray climbed the stairs with his coffee and the newest bestseller by John Grisham.  
 
    “Don’t get that book dirty or you’re buying it,” Katie warned. “Full price.” 
 
    He snorted, as he always did, and she smiled then shook her head, as she always did. A month ago, she’d have chased him down and wrestled it from his greasy grasp. Now it was like chastising her grandfather. She tried to sound stern, but couldn’t bring herself to follow through with her threats. She’d make a lousy mother. 
 
    The chimes above the door jingled shortly after lunch. Katie flinched, still not used to the sound. A groan erupted from Ray on the upper level.  
 
    Mimsy Lexington clunked through the doorway with her walker, followed by her grandson Mark who slid his dark sunglasses to the top of his head and nodded. Thin and wiry, a shock of brown hair dangled over the permanent scowl on his face.  
 
    Katie smiled. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Lexington. Mark.” 
 
    “Darling, I keep telling you every week to call me Mimsy.” She tossed her long, white hair, her voice a sultry drawl only the very rich or eccentric could pull off.  
 
    Mark huffed and rolled his eyes. He was obligated to drive her everywhere. According to Laura, he was the only member of the family willing to do anything for a buck, including following his grandmother around town while she spent his inheritance on paperback romance novels and chocolate. 
 
    “Of course, Mimsy.” Mimsy’s lavish red velvet gown revealed the crêpe skin of her chest right down to the soft swells of her breasts. She’d left her thick, hip-length hair loose and poured her body into a push-up bra and girdle. Despite her age and limited mobility, she fancied herself a beautiful young countess from the books she absorbed each week and commanded everyone’s attention when she entered the store.  
 
    “Do you have any new stories for me, Katie dear?” Mimsy’s amethyst eyes sparkled with excitement. “My hair and nails are done and I’m ready for a decadent afternoon of tea, chocolate and romance.” 
 
    Mark grunted something under his breath about a crazy old biddy and scoured the magazine racks. Mimsy turned her head but didn’t bother to comment.  
 
    Katie set a selection of ten books on the counter. “Personally, I’d go for the new Katarina von Herrington book. I read one last month that was fabulous. The newest one just came out last week. I’ll grab you a copy.” 
 
    “She’s overrated.” Mimsy smiled smugly and waved a hand. “I’ll take the top three today.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I trust you, darling. You wouldn’t steer me wrong.” She patted Katie’s hand. 
 
    Mark growled. 
 
    “So, my darling, what do you like to read?” Mimsy paid for her books. “Aside from our dear friend Katarina.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve read a lot of different authors lately.” Her face warmed. “I don’t favor one or another right now.” 
 
    Mimsy leaned over the counter. “Surely there’s a writer who captures your fancy or speaks to your soul? Do you like romance or adventure?” 
 
    “Adventure. With some romance.”  
 
    Mimsy squealed and grasped Katie’s forearm, her nails painted a shade reminiscent of red rose petals. “I adore romance novels. It’s been far too long since I’ve had a real romance in my life. Men my age could care less about being romantic. They’re more concerned with keeping their pants from sliding off and their dentures from falling out.” 
 
    Katie thought about Ray engrossed in a detective novel upstairs. Mimsy’s outlook on life amazed her. She hoped she’d be half as enthusiastic when she was eighty. Of course, she also hoped whoever ended up hauling her around town had a better sense of humor than Mark.  
 
    “Is that everything today?” Laura asked. 
 
    “It is unless you carry Playboy,” he said. 
 
    Mimsy gave a dramatic sigh. “Paper dolls, Mark. You’re better off to find a real girl, like Katie here. Or that lovely Debbie Morris who works in the candy store.” 
 
    Mark winced. 
 
    Katie wrinkled her nose but, for a split second, she was offended he wasn’t a little attracted. He could have winked or something.  
 
    She reconsidered. Laura bagged his magazine and gave a sympathetic smile. “Paper dolls don’t collect alimony, Mimsy.” 
 
    “Amen.” Mark grinned with the straightest, whitest teeth she’d seen in Packham so far. He’d be a real charmer if he shaved, found some better-fitting clothes, got a job… Was she really that desperate?  
 
    “You know,” Mimsy studied Katie. “If you’re interested in doing some writing of your own. There’s a great little writing group in town. You could get out once in a while and make some new friends.” 
 
    Writing was something Katie had considered when she was twelve, but not since. “I’m pretty busy getting the store going. I don’t really have the time.” 
 
    “Too bad. It would be a lot of fun.” Mimsy clunked toward the door as graceful as possible with a walker. Below her skirt appeared a spiked heel. 
 
    Katie tilted her head to the left in hopes of a better view and realized Laura had done the same. “Did you see that?”  
 
    Mimsy stopped and did a quarter-turn. “Oh. I forgot to show you my new shoes.”  
 
    She raised her long red skirt until clear plastic pumps with three-inch heels became visible then pointed one toe like a ballerina and giggled. “I feel like Cinderella. Maybe I should lose one and see who returns it. What do you girls think?” 
 
    “That might be fun.” Katie laughed. 
 
    Mimsy walked out to Mark’s battered blue Ford pickup.  
 
    Laura shook her head. “It’s no wonder she needs a walker. Eighty years old and she still wears stiletto heels. If I age half that gracefully, I’ll do well.” 
 
    “You’re fifty-two and can wear miniskirts. I think you’ll be okay.” 
 
    Laura flashed a smile. “I just hope my brain doesn’t go blank. I’d hate to be one of those people who forgets everything they’ve ever done. Granted, you’d have no regrets. You wouldn’t remember what you ate that morning, but you wouldn’t have any memories either.” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone who’d wear outfits like that unless they were on a stage.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt she’s borderline crazy.” Laura tapped the counter with her nails. 
 
    Katie slid onto her stool behind the counter and toyed with her coffee cup. Her mind wandered to all the things she wished had never happened. “Do you think Mimsy has regrets?” 
 
    “Nope. I don’t think Mimsy has a real life anymore, just the fantasies of Duke von What’s-it and Baroness de la Who’s-it.” Laura laughed then became serious. “That’s the way to be, isn’t it? Live like the whole world really is a stage and you’re stuck in the most torrid romance novel of all time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen an eighty year old wear a push-up bra before though.” 
 
    “I think she’s cool. I want to be like her when I grow up.” 
 
    Ray cleared his throat upstairs, which made them both jump. “Push-up bra, huh? Personally, I think she’s pretty hot for an old dingbat. Maybe I’ll ask her out sometime. Soon as I find my dentures.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny sat in the bus terminal and reread Leo’s interview notes with the ticket agent. The guy ogled Paulina’s picture for nearly ten minutes and said she looked familiar. The ticket agent was tall and spindly and had ears like a bat. He opened the soda Danny bought and sat back. “I don’t know what else I can tell you. It was my first day and I was nervous. Like I told those other guys, she looked like someone beat her up and there was some old lady shoving her around.” 
 
    “So I heard.” Danny paused to glance at the notes he made earlier. “Did the woman with the sunglasses have luggage?” 
 
    His face paled. “I don’t think she checked any. She had a bag over her shoulder she kept a death grip on. I wondered if she had a top secret script or something. She looked like somebody famous and I tried not to stare.” 
 
    “Okay.” Danny blew out a frustrated breath. “Which gate did she depart from?” 
 
    “If she went to Buffalo, gate three. If she went to Packham, gate ten.” 
 
    Danny leaned his forearms on the table. “Which gate did you tell her?” 
 
    The ticket agent swallowed so hard his entire body lurched from the effort. “Ten, I think.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you gave her the wrong ticket?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. Yes.” 
 
    “Did you tell anyone else you screwed up?” 
 
    He fidgeted in his chair and glanced at the doorway. “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The ticket agent lowered his gaze. “It was my first day. She didn’t come back to complain, so I assumed I got it right. She and that old lady argued and I got confused. I couldn’t remember which ticket I gave her.” 
 
    “Did the old woman come back?” 
 
    His face darkened to the deep red of borscht. “Yes.” 
 
    “Which is how you knew you gave her the wrong ticket. What did you do then?” 
 
    “Nothing. The bus to Packham had already left and the old lady made such a scene I had to call security.” He glanced at his watch. “Can I go now? I’m gonna be late for my shift and they already have enough reasons to fire me.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Danny spoke to the bus driver who’d returned from his latest run and was grateful for the offer of coffee and a Danish. He showed the driver Paulina’s picture. 
 
    He bit into his Danish. “She wasn’t much of a talker. I took her ticket then chased some kid away from the bus. The same kid tried to stowaway on my bus last week. I gave her ticket back when I went after him. What did she do, anyway? There sure are a lot of guys looking for her.”  
 
    “There are?” Danny asked.  
 
    “You, some red-haired guy who could bench press my bus and a couple of guys that should be in a gangster movie.” He stirred a third packet of sugar into his coffee. “She wore a hat and sunglasses and looked beaten up. I felt sorry for her.”  
 
    “Did she have a lot of luggage?” 
 
    “Couple of suitcases, I think. No. One. A blue one. I only remember because I watched the video tapes with one of your cop friends. Anyway, she boarded with a black bag and fell asleep before we left the city limits.” The driver raised the Danish to his lips then lowered it. “You know, I don’t think she took her coat off or anything. She just wrapped her arms around that bag like it was her baby and went to sleep.”  
 
    Clutching the bag as though it were her entire life. Twenty million dollars was a lot to carry around town in a duffle bag.  
 
    “Now that you mention it.” He stared at the tabletop and frowned. “She wasn’t too happy to be in Packham. Got off like she was Alice in Wonderland then melted down like the Wicked Witch. I got the feeling she wasn’t expecting to be there.” 
 
    Danny walked through the parking lot and muttered. The scarf found with Dunnsforth’s body was Paulina’s, the heel print at the scene belonged to a woman her size and sure as hell she had motive to want her boss dead and gone.  
 
    Didn’t she?  
 
    His step faltered. What did Paulina have to gain by Dunnsforth’s death? A promotion? Not with DMR under scrutiny.  
 
    Why had she disappeared? Did she have help? 
 
    He sat in his car and let the thoughts flow. He needed to go to the station and work through the list of suspects and his even longer list of doubts. In his single-minded focus on the case, he’d forgotten to call Hannah and check on Ray. He picked up the phone then froze.  
 
    What if… 
 
    After two months of ignoring Ray’s chatter about the new bookstore lady, Danny mentally kicked himself. It was a stretch, but Paulina might still be in Packham. She might have been right under his nose in Packham since she left Newville. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to share his epiphany with Bobby yet. He needed to see her for himself and make sure before he called in reinforcements. No one on the force knew her as well as he did. He’d lost a lot of sleep over this case. Once it was over, he’d take his sister’s advice and open a garage in Packham. The bad guys could run amok without him. 
 
    He raced home and called Leo at the office while he packed. 
 
    “You’re going where?” Leo’s chair creaked every time he moved.  
 
    Danny fumbled the cell phone while he stuffed clothes in his duffle bag. Finally he pushed the speakerphone button and set it on the bed. “Packham. That’s where the clues from the bus terminal lead. Our witness remembered things I need to check out.” 
 
    “So what? You want me to water your plants and walk your dog? What are you calling me for? You should be calling the client.” 
 
    “If I do, he’ll kill her. Besides, I don’t have a dog or plants. I’ll call when I’m sure it’s her.” He threw clean socks into his bag. “I just wanted you to know I’ll be out of town.” 
 
    “You clear that with your supervisors?”  
 
    “Sort of.” Danny had called the station but, since Maddox had eyes and ears everywhere, he was vague. He simply said he was following up a lead and would be in touch. 
 
    “I don’t get it. You’ve been to Packham since she went missing. Didn’t you see her then? The place is the size of a quarter.” 
 
    He picked up the phone and turned off the speakerphone. “I think she’s changed her appearance. I was looking for a platinum blonde with blue eyes, not a redhead with green eyes.” 
 
    “So you’re going to go as yourself so she won’t recognize you.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Precisely, dear Watson.” 
 
    He gave a low chuckle. “What’ll you tell Maddox about your new look?” 
 
    “Hopefully, that won’t be a problem. If it is, I’ll tell him I’m looking for a promotion and need to save up for the designer suit.” Leo was right. A new look was in order. “I’ll keep in touch. I seriously don’t think Paulina had the time or mental ability after whatever drugs Maddox slipped her to lure Dunnsforth to the lake or to shoot him, but someone did. Follow up with Bobby about lab results and call her parents. See if she called or sent a postcard.” 
 
    “Right.” Leo sounded skeptical. “She’s a fugitive and she’s going to send a postcard for us to follow like bread crumbs. You’ve been sniffing bus fumes too long.” 
 
    “Probably. See if you can dig up more dirt on our other murder suspects without getting caught. They have to come back to town sometime, especially Margaret.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that? I live for getting caught.” Leo was at least entertaining. 
 
    Danny grinned. “You’ll get caught alright. You’ll either get killed or married.” 
 
    “Right back at ya, Bro.” He laughed then got quiet. “Do you seriously think Paulina would stick around Packham?” 
 
    “Maybe.” If she had a reason. 
 
    “Need-to-know basis?” 
 
    “If you get caught, it’s best you don’t know details.” 
 
    “You sure you were never in the military? Works for me. I hate being everyone’s confidante anyway. Too much pressure. By the way, who am I checking out?” 
 
    “Margaret Maddox and Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth. There were two other blondes at that party, too. Bobby has their names.” Danny hung up and dropped his cell phone on the bed.  
 
    Paulina wouldn’t only be his star witness at the DMR trial, but the bait he needed to nab Maddox and draw in Dunnsforth’s killer. The first thing he needed to do was get in touch with Bobby and arrange to have him work with the local police for a while. If Katie Mullins was Paulina, two sets of eyes would have an easier time tracking her.  
 
    After a shower and a close shave, he hardly recognized himself, which meant there was no way Paulina would either. His skin was irritated where the glue from the fake beard had been for the past week. He was sick of that thing. When his cell phone rang, he glanced at the screen and cringed. His plans to leave town had to wait.  
 
    “Wild, we need to talk.” Maddox hung up.  
 
    Danny left his bag on the bed, donned the wig and glued on the fake beard again and ran down to the lobby of his apartment building. He walked out the back door and three blocks over to the address he’d given Maddox. The apartment was rented under Donovan Wild to help maintain his cover. He wasn’t stupid enough to live there or he’d already be dead. He walked into the back door and out the front. Sure enough, Maddox’s black sports car idled in the crescent-shaped driveway. The fact he’d brought his sports car made Danny’s hands sweat. No henchmen. No witnesses. This was a one-on-one meeting. Never a good thing when one of those men was as twisted as Maddox. 
 
    “What took you so long?” He had a white-knuckle grip on the gear shift. Not a good sign. 
 
    Danny slid into the passenger seat and shut the door. “I had to do my hair. How’d you get away from Al and Chevy? I thought they went everywhere with you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy.” He pulled away from the curb and into traffic, constantly glancing into the rear-view mirror. “You have any new leads?” 
 
    “I’m retracing her steps.” Danny checked the rear-view mirror. Maddox’s paranoia was contagious. “Airport, bus terminal, taxis, that kind of thing. I might get lucky and find somebody who remembers her.” 
 
    Maddox glanced at him. “Anything so far?” 
 
    “A couple people thought they saw her but—” 
 
    “That’s funny. Al and Chevy asked around, too. Some people thought she took a cab to Buffalo. Others thought she took a bus to Detroit. Most had no clue.” 
 
    “I guess they don’t want to get involved.” More likely, Al and Chevy scared the common sense out of them. 
 
    Maddox grinned. “Maybe I should offer a reward or something to get some answers. Make a public appeal on the news.” 
 
    “Then you’d have a thousand yahoos crawling out of the woodwork with leads that take us nowhere.” And his case would be compromised.  
 
    “Good point. What would you suggest?”  
 
    “Let me run with it for a little while longer. If I keep poking long enough, something will ooze out.”  
 
    Maddox had driven in a circle. They returned to the apartment building less than ten minutes after they’d left. “I’m tired of waiting and I’m tired of the games.” He put the car in park. “Have something for me by the end of the week or your friend at Wild Blue will have to search for your body.” 
 
    Danny ran back through the alleys to his building. He threw his duffle bag in the trunk of his car before he second guessed himself and hit speed dial on his phone. “Bobby, you have to cover for me. I’m leaving town for a day or so.” 
 
    “You can’t just walk away in the middle of an investigation. I need your help.” 
 
    “And I need yours. I think I know where Paulina Chourney is.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie straightened the books on a shelf. Murder mysteries. Her thoughts went to Dunnsforth. She hadn’t heard anything about his murder being solved yet.  
 
    “You know, babe.” Laura stood three feet away. “You could be a real hottie if you tried. I could give you a makeover that would make men melt all over your ugly loafers.” 
 
    Katie showed up for work in jeans, a T-shirt and a cardigan sweater more out of practicality than to make a fashion statement. In Newville she never left her bedroom without her face painted to perfection and wore outfits that would make Laura blush. It was her job to make the customers at DMR happy. No matter what. 
 
    These days, her version of makeup was a swipe of mascara and lip gloss and she swept her hair up in a ponytail. After starting renovations on the bookstore, she’d bought a functional wardrobe from the local thrift store, glad to leave the whole sex-kitten image behind. Her new life was less complicated and she liked it that way.  
 
    Katie stared at the papers on the counter. “I’m fine the way I am. Thanks.” 
 
    “You could be such a babe if you tried a little harder.” Laura folded her arms across her chest. “You have great legs because you walk everywhere.” 
 
    “I can’t afford a car.” 
 
    “You have sexy hair.”  
 
    Choppy hair. “I haven’t had time to get it trimmed.” 
 
    Ray hobbled down the stairs. “Stop being a pain and work with the woman, will you? She’s trying to help you get a life.” 
 
    “I have a life. Right here in this bookstore and, until this place turns a decent profit, it’s the only life I’ll have.”  
 
    “Yeah, you and Mimsy Lexington.” Laura folded her arms across her stomach. “You’re going to be thirty-five soon, with no Mr. Right in sight. You don’t even have a blip on the radar. Do you want to spend the rest of your life in La-La Land with Mimsy?” 
 
    “I hear it’s nice there.” Katie scowled. “Besides, I’ve only been in town a couple months.”  
 
    “I keep telling you,” Ray said, “I have this nephew who—”  
 
    “Stop trying to set me up.” There was no way she’d entertain the possibility of being attractive to any man. They only wanted one thing and always at her expense. It wasn’t worth it. 
 
    Laura pulled Ray aside. They whispered and made hand gestures.  
 
    Finally, Ray gave a loud groan and trudged over to the counter. “Okay, you. I’m supposed to tell you that since you’re the boss, you have to take one day off this week and do something nice for yourself.” 
 
    She covered her eyes with one hand. “Was that your idea?” 
 
    “Hell, no. I lost Rock, Paper, Scissors. The Mean One wanted me to tell you since she has a job to lose and I don’t.” 
 
    “You old coot.” Laura stormed over to the counter and nudged him aside. “Look, doll, go out for a little while and treat yourself to a new haircut or something. Whoever did your last one must’ve been drunk or hated you.” 
 
    Katie hid her grin.  
 
    “Go get a facial. Get a massage. Go for a tan. Whatever makes you feel good. Spend twenty whole dollars on yourself.” 
 
    She laid her pen down. “Do I look that bad?” 
 
    “You look older than me.” Laura smiled. 
 
    “At least you didn’t say I looked older than Ray.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Hell, if you looked that bad, we’d just toss you in the dumpster out back and have a big sale.” 
 
    Laura held up a finger and picked up the phone. “Hey, sweetie, how are you? Does your daughter still cut hair? Where’s she at now? Perfect. Thanks.” 
 
    After a second phone call, she stuck a bright pink Post-it note to Katie’s forehead. “Nine tomorrow morning at Queenie’s Hair Studio, four blocks up Main Street from here. The new girl there is the daughter of a friend of mine. She’s an angel and a damn good hairdresser. Give her a nice fat tip.” 
 
    “Like I have a choice. If I show up here, you’ll probably drag me there.” Katie sat back, her arms folded across her chest and gave a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Yup.” Ray grinned. “Then I’d have to watch the store and you’d have to pay me time and a half because I’m old and have thirty years experience.” 
 
    Katie leaned her elbows on the counter and set her chin in her palms. “Looks like I don’t have a choice. I can’t afford to pay Ray.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny stopped at Hannah and Nate’s to drop off his things before he ventured into Packham. He peered out the upstairs window at his nephews playing on the tire swing Ray hung in the backyard. The same swing he and his sister fought over as kids. When the boys raised their voices and stared each other down, he chuckled. Some things never changed. 
 
    He ran down to the kitchen and kissed Hannah’s cheek while she scrubbed vegetables in the sink. She smelled like fresh bread and laundry detergent. “You need anything while I’m in town?” 
 
    “Won’t you be hot in that coat?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Better than getting road rash if someone hits me.”  
 
    “Ah, the motorcycle makes its spring debut. You know if anyone hits you, road rash will be the least of your worries.” She turned to face him and tilted her head, her long black ponytail a dark waterfall down the front of her white tank top. “Is everything okay? You don’t normally come out during the week. Aren’t you on call or something?”  
 
    His sister had built-in radar. It was eerie how she always knew when something went on in his life. Business or personal.  
 
    “Yeah. I asked Bobby to cover for me so I could spy on you and Ray. I’ll go back tomorrow.”  
 
    “Dinner’s at six. If you could grab garlic bread, you’d save me some work.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Are we having spaghetti for dinner?” 
 
    “Lasagna. Flowers would look good on the table.” 
 
    “Is that a hint?” Her cooking was worth a lot more than one lousy bouquet of flowers. He’d get a bottle of wine and dessert, too. “Is Ray coming?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe you could pick him up. Oh, never mind. I forgot you’re taking your bike.” 
 
    Which wouldn’t be good for flowers, either. “Maybe I’ll tell Ray to pick up some flowers on his way.” 
 
    “Sure.” She hesitated. “Don’t get into trouble.” 
 
    He feigned innocence. “Me?”  
 
    “Oh, right. Your partner in crime isn’t here.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Leo.” Hannah laughed, reminding him so much of their mother it startled him. “I’m not surprised you ended up working together. You two are notorious. If there was ever a prank to be done, it was by the two of you.” 
 
    “You worry too much. See you later.”  
 
    “Behave, kiddo.” True, she was three years older, but he was six inches taller and hadn’t been a kid for years. “Oh, and get some lotion for that rash on your chin. Maybe you shouldn’t shave for a couple of days to let it heal.” 
 
    The marks from the glue. He supposed her smothering had more to do with being his caretaker after their parents died than anything. She, Leo and Ray kept him from self-destructing. 
 
    The drive into town through maple and birches made him homesick for the swimming holes and hiking trails. He’d spent many summers in the hills around Packham. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought about moving back. He wandered down Main Street to soak in the atmosphere and stopped in at Java Jo’s. The aroma of fresh brewed coffee greeted him like a warm hug. 
 
    The lady behind the counter flashed a huge smile. “Hey, stranger. How are you?” 
 
    “Great. How’s life treating you?” 
 
    “Wonderful. You here for business or pleasure, Officer Walker?” 
 
    He flinched. “Why would you ask?” 
 
    “You don’t normally come to town unless something’s wrong with Ray or Hannah.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m always glad to see you. You have good timing. Ray’s due any minute. He picks up coffee for the girls at the store on his way by.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “Ray doesn’t work at the store any more. He sold it.” 
 
    “That hasn’t stopped him from being there every day anyway.” She chuckled. “I thought you, of all people, would know that.” 
 
    Normally, he would have. “I haven’t been around town much lately.”  
 
    “What’s been going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. Been busy at the station.” He glanced around the empty cafe. “I’m thinking about looking at a property to invest in.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Moving back? Good for you. It’ll be nice to have you around again. Hannah must be thrilled.” 
 
    “She will be when she finds out.” 
 
    “There’ve been some changes around town. Have you met our new bookstore lady? You should pop in and say hi. Ray will happily introduce you to her. I swear that man still thinks he lives there.” 
 
    “Are you trying to set me up?” Danny’s face warmed. “I don’t need help. Work kind of consumes my life, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Hers, too, from what I hear. If you want to check her out, Laura told me she’s getting a haircut at Queenie’s this morning. If you go now, you might catch her.” 
 
    “Catch who?”  
 
    “Katie Mullins. The lady who took over Ray’s bookstore.” 
 
    His head bobbed. “Keep that coffee warm. I’ll be back in a few minutes. I forgot to pick up something for Hannah.” 
 
    She giggled. “Like a haircut?” 
 
    “Very funny. For your information, I promised I’d bring flowers and dessert for dinner.” 
 
    “She loves maple coffee. I’ll grind the beans while you get your hair cut.”  
 
    “You have a shrewd little mind. Do you know that?” 
 
    She winked. “Tell Queenie I said hello. Oh, and call Penny when you’re serious about moving back.” 
 
    Danny frowned. What made her think he wasn’t serious? 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie expected a mousy, nondescript, small-town woman. Instead, her hairdresser was about twenty beneath the bold theatrical makeup. She stood nearly six feet tall, was supermodel thin and had shoulder-length black hair streaked with burgundy highlights. Her burgundy fingernails glittered with tiny stars every time she moved.  
 
    “You have beautiful hair.” The hairdresser sighed, a dreamy expression on her face. “You have hair like Mimsy Lexington’s. She’s such a bookworm. I go to the retirement home once a week to do the ladies’ hair. Mimsy’s is so long and thick it takes an hour to wash, dry and style.” 
 
    “Have you seen her glass slippers?” 
 
    “Seen them?” She leaned back, swinging her long hair out of her way. “Honey, I bought them for her at a convention last week. She nearly fell off her walker when she opened that box.” 
 
    “At a stripper convention no less.” The salon’s owner and namesake, Queenie, rolled her eyes. “Did you tell Mimsy that part?”  
 
    “Of course I did,” the hairdresser laughed. “She thought it was cool and wants pictures of their costumes the next time I go. Something about research.” 
 
    “Did you tell her your mother nearly strangled you for going?” Queenie asked. 
 
    Her lips pursed. “I kind of skipped that part. Mama was beyond mad.” 
 
    The shop was quiet so Queenie sat in the next chair to curl her grey hair. Before long, a cascade of ringlets hung down the sides of her face.  
 
    “They have conventions for strippers?” Katie looked up in surprise.  
 
    She grimaced. “This was the first year I’d heard of it. Anyway, I made a lot of great connections and got some job offers from salons in Newville.”  
 
    “Most from horny guys who wanted blow jobs.” Queenie scowled.  
 
    “Cut that out.” Her hairdresser put her hands on her hips.  
 
    Katie nearly doubled over laughing. 
 
    “Actually, there were nightclub owners who want to make their dancers look more professional. This one guy, Joey Roland, plans to build a casino and needs a makeup artist and a hairdresser for his chorus line. He even offered to give me a free weekend at his hotel once it’s finished.” 
 
    Katie swore her heart stopped. Joseph Roland had always had ambitions Maddox shut down to avoid competition. Her hands shook and sweated beneath the black cape. Had that added to the dissention in the company? On the verge of a panic attack, she closed her eyes. 
 
    Queenie rolled her eyes again. “Take my word for it. Guys like that only want one thing.” 
 
    “Oh, please. He’s a legitimate businessman who wants to open a chain of gyms, including one in Packham. He already has investors, too.” 
 
    Katie broke up the argument to distract her anxiety. “With all those job offers, why are you still in Packham?”  
 
    The hairdresser ran her fingers through Katie’s hair. “You should put some lowlights in your hair. I haven’t done those since I worked in the city. Women here don’t like them as much.” 
 
    “The lady asked you a question.” Queenie primped in the mirror. 
 
    “Mama won’t let me leave.” She frowned. “She insists she’ll have a heart attack if I go. She did good when I went to Hawaii to visit family for six weeks, but if I even joke about moving away, she has chest pains. She has nine-one-one on speed dial.” 
 
    Queenie refreshed her bright red lipstick. “She’s not doing this girl any favors. Any talk about moving and her mother, Noni, faints right here on my floor. It saves me sweeping up but doesn’t look good when we have customers. She’s not very easy to step over.” 
 
    The salon’s door chimed as the hairdresser finished blow-drying Katie’s hair.  
 
    Katie twitched, amazed how many sounds still made her jump. She shut her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Roland and Maddox were miles away and she was still safe.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my favorite hunk in the whole world,” Queenie said. 
 
    Katie opened her eyes. 
 
    A tall, broad-shouldered man filled the doorway and scanned the room reflected in his sunglasses. Tight blue jeans, an unzipped black leather jacket and a white T-shirt hugged his muscular body. A fringe of little black curls turned up against the back of his collar. Katie itched to run her fingers through them.  
 
    When his eyes met hers over the top of his sunglasses, her chest tightened. Something about his eyes and the way he stood in the doorway, like he owned the place, made her heart pound. It was like she knew him from somewhere, but she would have remembered the curve of his jaw unless he’d had a lot of facial hair. Since she wasn’t a fan of beards or moustaches, she probably wouldn’t have looked at him closely. 
 
    Queenie approached him with open arms. “Honey, I haven’t seen you since Christmas. What are you doing back in town? Are you looking to get a trim?” 
 
    He slid off the sunglasses and stuck one arm of them into his collar so they hung off his shirt. His voice was smooth and buttery. “You got time?” 
 
    “For you, darlin’?” Queenie hooked his arm and led him to a chair in the back. “All the time in the world. What happened to your chin? Shaving accident?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Katie’s mouth went dry when he walked past and smiled at something Queenie said. When his gaze met hers for a heartbeat, her stomach lurched. 
 
    The hairdresser glanced over her shoulder, lips barely moving. “He is cute.” 
 
    “Yup” was the most intelligent thing Katie could say. 
 
    “What do you think?” Her hairdresser handed her a hand mirror and turned her chair. 
 
    Katie used the hand mirror to take a quick look and stole a glance at the man in back with Queenie. “Looks great.” 
 
    While Queenie seated him, Katie followed her new favorite hairdresser to the front. Her attention was still on the man at the back of the shop.  
 
    “I’ll bet he’s married with kids.” The hairdresser sighed. “Guys that yummy are never single for long. If they are, there’s a good reason.” 
 
    “True.” Katie gave her a nice tip. “I think I’ve seen him in the store once before.” 
 
    “You think? How could you forget? Holy cow. That face is etched in my brain already. He’ll definitely appear in my dreams later.” 
 
    Drugs. Alcohol. He could have been one of the men Maddox brought to her or he could have simply been a man getting his hair cut. It was unlikely she’d ever remember.  
 
    The man chatted, a serious expression on his chiseled face. He was a definite heart-stopper. She scolded herself. She wasn’t in the market for a man. Any man. Considering what her life was like a short time ago, it was best she kept a low profile.  
 
    “I’d love to run my hands through his hair.” The hairdresser winked. “Don’t you dare tell Queenie I said that. She’d tell my mama and I’d be grounded for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Katie stole one last glance at the man in back and shut her imagination down cold. Outside the salon, the air was muggy with the scent of roses and car exhaust. She stopped at Java Jo’s for a muffin and latte and headed to work relaxed and energized.  
 
    One glance at the cardboard and books scattered across the floor and the showdown taking place would make customers run the other way. Apparently, neither Laura nor Ray had heard the chimes. They stood nose to nose in the middle of the store, Ray’s jaw was tensed but the fierce look in Laura’s eyes said he didn’t stand a chance. She’d clobber him with the cardboard shelves in her hands if need be.  
 
    Katie gave a loud whistle. “What on earth is going on?”  
 
    Laura folded her arms across her chest. “I was trying to set up the new display like you wanted, but Grouchy won’t let me.” 
 
    “What’s the problem, Ray?” 
 
    “It’s ugly. She doesn’t know squat about displays.” 
 
    Katie was certain Ray had never put up a display in his life. “It’s a cardboard bookshelf. You put it together and load it with books. How could she get it wrong?” 
 
    “I built it exactly like the instructions showed.” Laura’s arms remained in place. 
 
    “It’s ugly.” He hauled the cardboard display toward the back of the store.  
 
    Laura followed, complaining at the top of her voice.  
 
    Katie’s breathing quickened and her nostrils flared. “Leave it.” 
 
    They both stopped in their tracks and turned, eyes wide. He dropped the cardboard on the floor, looking at Laura in confusion. “What’s her problem?” 
 
    “Beats me. You want coffee? I’ll go to Jo’s. By the way, your hair looks cute, Katie. I would’ve told you sooner but you don’t seem to be in a very good mood. You coming, Ray?” 
 
    “Nah.” He climbed the stairs to settle in his wicker chair. 
 
    Katie leaned her head back and thumped it on the wall several times. “You’re going to make them lock me up and throw away the key.”  
 
    “Careful or you’ll give yourself a concussion.” A man’s voice startled her. 
 
    Her arms flailed and she leaned on the counter to catch her balance. She’d made so much noise banging her head it was the first time she hadn’t heard the chimes. “That’s the least of my concerns. What can I do for you?” 
 
    He ran a hand through his short blond hair and wore a thin smile. “My wife, Penny, and I need a pregnancy book to guide us through the next seven months since it’s not good enough for her that her husband’s a doctor. I suppose she’d feel differently if I wasn’t a veterinarian.”  
 
    “Penny Clayton?” Katie left the sanctity of her stool to show him the prenatal books. “How’s she doing?” 
 
    He jammed his hands in his front pockets and hunched his shoulders. “Hard to tell. She’s in the bathroom so much lately I don’t really see her.”  
 
    “It’s hard to enjoy that.” She handed him a couple books. “These are my best sellers.” 
 
    “If I take one, maybe she’ll stop calling Dr. Milton five times a day.” He sighed. “Our grandmothers tell horror stories of bearing kids in the old days and she’s convinced she’s not having a normal pregnancy. It’s driving me nuts.” 
 
    “That would do it.” Katie had heard similar stories when her sister was pregnant, which was why she never wanted kids. Ever. 
 
    He tossed a pack of flowery sticky notes onto the counter then pulled out his wallet. “She’ll mark things for me to read later. Animals are so much less complicated than the females of our species, you know. They get pregnant, gestate and give birth without sudden hormonal outbursts and midnight runs for chocolate ice cream.” 
 
    “Amen,” came a voice from the loft.  
 
    He grinned. “Hey, Ray. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Better now I’m not outnumbered.”  
 
    Laura came back into the store balancing three cups of coffee in a tray. “Hey, how’s Penny?” 
 
    “Great.” He forced a smile. 
 
    “Did you get real coffee this time?” Ray asked. “You know I don’t like those mocha-latte-fluffy things.” 
 
    Katie bagged the veterinarian’s purchases and groaned. “Here we go again.” 
 
    “Ray and Laura are at it again? You know, at work, I lock the animals in separate cages.” 
 
    “Thanks but I don’t think that’ll work. They’d poke each other with sticks.” She hesitated. “How much would two extra large cages cost?” 
 
    He let out a laugh. “Give my office a call. I’ll give you a good discount.” 
 
    Katie finished her cold latte as well as the large raspberry chocolate coffee Laura brought then buzzed around the store high on caffeine. She dusted every shelf within reach, as well as the banisters. That done, she headed into the back room to drag out the big ladder to reach the tops of the wooden bookshelves. It was buried behind three boxes of books and a box of paper towels.  
 
    She huffed and set to work digging it out. 
 
    “We have a customer.” Laura peered around the doorway. “A really good-looking man is here for a book on dating.” 
 
    Katie groaned. “So serve him. I’m kind of busy back here.” 
 
    “I could send him to give you a hand. He’s a friend of Ray’s.” 
 
    She dropped one of the cases of books and caught her big toe. “Damn it! Laura, just go help him before I kill myself back here.” 
 
    “Right.” Laura laughed. “No more coffee for you today.” 
 
    She withdrew from the storage area and left Katie to peel off her sock and nurse her throbbing toe.  
 
    “Sorry, she’s busy breaking bones right now. You’ll have to come back later when she’s in a better mood. I think she has a dust allergy. Cleaning makes her grouchy.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice. Thanks.” Katie rolled her eyes and pulled her sock back on. By the time she’d wrestled the ladder around the corner, the customer was long gone. 
 
    Laura leaned on the counter with a smug grin. “He said he’d come back later. Something about picking up coffee and flowers for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “I’m just surprised he bothered to even show up.” Ray, usually in his seat until closing, got up to leave around one. “You guys are no fun today. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Bye.” Katie waved from her precarious perch at the top of the ladder. 
 
    “Ahem.” Laura motioned to the magazine Ray had stuffed beneath his arm. “You need to pay for that.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” His jaw dropped. “I own this place.” 
 
    “Wrong. You only own half of this place.” 
 
    Katie contemplated leaving and letting the two of them fight it out. Either way, she’d have an awful mess to clean up when it was all over. 
 
    Ray huffed. “I’m a senior on a fixed income. I can’t afford new ones.” 
 
    “Then go to the library.” Laura wasn’t put off so easy. 
 
    “I like it better here. The librarian doesn’t let me bring my coffee.” 
 
    “You old coot.”  
 
    “Her prices are too high. She should’ve stuck with all the used books and forgotten about all this new release and bestseller crap.”  
 
    Katie laughed. “Then you wouldn’t have any magazines to steal.” 
 
    Ray pursed his lips and glared. “Why, in my day, I—” 
 
    “You what?” Laura put her hands on her hips. “You charged way too much for musty old books and were a lot smellier and grouchier than you are now.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” He placed his palms on the counter and leaned toward her. “I do still own this place, you know. I can fire you.” 
 
    “No, you can’t. I need her.” To avoid a blood bath, Katie gave Ray an employee discount to keep some semblance of peace.  
 
    Once Ray left, she sent Laura to lunch then sat on her stool to enjoy half an hour of peace. She was in a better frame of mind by the time Laura returned. The first words out of Laura’s mouth nearly changed that.  
 
    “Ray didn’t come back?”  
 
    “No,” Katie clenched her teeth. “I think he was afraid I’d dust him.”  
 
    “Did the other guy come back?” 
 
    She flinched. “Who?” 
 
    “The one who came in earlier. He…oh forget it. He’ll be back. We need to talk.” Laura folded her arms across her chest. “When’s the last time you had sex? I think you need a man.” 
 
    Katie hoped the two customers browsing hadn’t heard her. “Keep your voice down. What has that got to do with anything? Don’t you think that’s a little personal?” 
 
    “I guess.” Laura shrugged. “It’s just you’ve lived here for a while now and I know for a fact you haven’t had a single date. I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m busy with the store.” 
 
    “You have me working for you and Ray’s usually here to keep an eye on things. Besides, we close at five thirty all week. That means you can go out to dinner or take a day off and go have some fun.” She pulled out an emery board and filed her nails. “You should really have come out of hiding today. He was cute and he was asking about you.” 
 
    Luscious Strawberry nail polish. Katie tuned Laura out. She only remembered the name because Laura spilled the bottle all over the table in the back room the week the store opened. It took a whole bottle of remover to get it off the marbled Formica surface. When she tried to toss the damaged table out and get a new one, Ray repainted it and told her to live with it.  
 
    “Here I am telling you all about a man who is interested in you and you’re not even listening to me, are you?”  
 
    Someone was interested in her? Katie couldn’t believe her ears. Her stomach lurched and her palms sweated. She’d have to find out who and put an end to that fast. That thought was banished quickly. It scared her how much she thought like Maddox sometimes. She really needed new friends. Normal friends. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you even remember how to have fun? You know dancing, dinner, movies? I’m sure men have asked you out since you moved here, right? Haven’t they? Let me fix you up with him then I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    She walked around the store and muttered, trying to escape Laura’s helpfulness. “Why is it when you’re single, people have to fix you up with someone? Then when you’re with someone, people want you to get married. When you’re married, people want you to have kids. When you have kids, people want to know when you’re getting a divorce so you can start all over again.” 
 
    She paused next to a dark-haired woman flipping through a writing book and barked, “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Ah…no.” The woman’s whiskey-gold eyes widened. “Thanks.” 
 
    Katie turned to shelve an errant book, chiding herself for being so rude. A parade of men had trampled through her life in Newville. Before DMR, she was too busy with work and dinner meetings to carry on a serious relationship. Then she thought she’d found Mr. Right. Maddox was perfect and they were compatible in so many ways until he wanted to kill her and she had to disappear and leave her whole life behind. A life she would rather forget.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Laura seemed to take Katie’s silence for anger. “I don’t want you mad at me. I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    Both customers made hasty escapes from the store. 
 
    Katie nodded, not really listening. Mr. Right wasn’t worth losing sleep over. He hadn’t done anything for her that didn’t benefit him in some way. Now he was history. She forced a weak smile. “I am happy. I love this store. It’s mine. This is a dream come true and I’m not ready to share it with any man. Well, except Ray. I like that I don’t have to be responsible for anything but my little corner of the world.” 
 
    Laura nodded. “I’d love to have something that special I didn’t have to share.” 
 
    “Thanks for understanding.”  
 
    “Now buzz off, right?” She grinned. 
 
    “You got it, Sister.” 
 
    As a child, Katie dreamed she’d meet a man and fall in love. There had to be someone out there she’d marry and have children with. Someone who’d like a woman who knew her mind. Of course, that was before she knew how few of them were out there and how all the men she got involved with wanted her to look good and keep her mouth shut. Maddox had even tried to make that permanent. 
 
    “You know, if you ever want to meet someone…”  
 
    Katie held up a hand. “Laura, please. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will. Just don’t wait too long or you’ll get old and shrivel up like Mimsy.” 
 
    “I’d have a really great wardrobe.” She’d also be able to forget it all ever happened. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Maddox called as Danny left Java Jo’s. Right after his haircut and his pointless visit to the bookstore to meet the mysterious new owner.  
 
    “Anything to report?” To Maddox, all of the media and police attention seemed a minor inconvenience and he appeared to be conducting business as usual.  
 
    “No.” Danny stood in front of the coffee shop with a steaming paper cup in one hand. His cell phone was pressed to one ear and a bag of freshly ground coffee was tucked beneath his arm.  
 
    “Are you sure? No sightings of Paulina?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure.” He scanned the familiar street. This was where he grew up, and he knew everyone. Well, except the cute new owner of the bookstore. He’d checked her out in the salon, but she’d only looked like Paulina a bit around the eyes, which were more green than blue. Sea glass green. Was he wrong? 
 
    “I have this feeling you’re toying with me, Wild. Maybe I should send Al and Chevy to give you a hand. Where did you say you were going?” 
 
    Tires squealed a block away as someone took the corner too fast, but Danny didn’t reply. When he’d gone into the bookstore, she was too busy—and crabby, according to Laura—to even come out and meet him. He’d have to try again later. 
 
    “I like you.” Maddox chuckled. “I’ll give you another chance. My guys have blown it a few times now, but you seem to know your way around. Get Paulina back before the end of the week and I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    “Yeah? How?”  
 
    “Money. Lots of it. Even more than she got.” He paused. “That and I won’t let Al and Chevy kill you. Yet.” 
 
    “That’s thoughtful.” At least Danny had Leo on his side. What did Maddox mean “even more than she got?” Did Dunnsforth leave her money to escape or had Maddox arranged for her to leave town?  
 
    “The D.A.’s office found out about Paulina. Now the police are looking for her too. I need you to find her before they plaster her picture all over the media and scare her off.” He made it sound less like an order and more like a warning. Not once had he mentioned Dunnsforth’s death. Did he already know who’d killed his partner? 
 
    Danny hung up before he said the wrong thing and called Bobby. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “The usual. Your tips pan out?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It could be her. I can’t make a positive ID. I did get something interesting out of Maddox, however. Not sure if he was guessing Dunnsforth financed Paulina’s escape or if Maddox left her money to run.” 
 
    Bobby snorted. “Interesting. Just make sure you have a positive ID before you do anything stupid. Cadaver dogs are searching a few DMR construction sites. I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Me too. I’ll be back in the morning.” Danny needed to talk to Ray about the new bookstore owner in such a way he wouldn’t make his uncle suspicious. Instead, he hung up with Bobby and called Leo. 
 
    “What’s up?” Leo yawned. 
 
    “Bobby said they’re checking DMR’s building sites with cadaver dogs in case Paulina turns up.” 
 
    “Cool in a creepy way. Did you call in to the station? There were a couple officers looking for you. They were assigned to help but can’t track down you or Bobby.”  
 
    “Sounds like they won’t be very useful then. I’ll call in when I’m done with my coffee.” Do me a favor. Find something else to keep busy, will you? We have to keep this detective agency thing looking legit for a few more months.” Danny sat on his Harley and finished his coffee. “At least until we find Paulina and lock up Maddox.” 
 
    “Sure. At least the cops pay me well.” Leo shuffled papers in the background. “I’ve got a guy who needs one of us to follow his wife around.” 
 
    “That’s right up your alley. You love domestics.” Danny tossed his empty cup toward the nearest garbage bin along the sidewalk and missed.  
 
    “Yeah, as much as I love needles. I’m off to see a guy about a job. I’ll fill you in later. Don’t forget to get flowers for Hannah.” He hung up.  
 
    Danny was left to stare at the phone. “How the hell did he know about that?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Queenie walked into the bookstore looking lost and distracted. She brightened when Laura gave her a hug. “I haven’t seen you in ages. You should come by and get a trim one of these days, just a little off the ends, maybe some fresh highlights.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” Laura kept one arm around Queenie. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Queenie blinked and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “I’m in need of something mindless to read. A magazine or a book. It doesn’t really matter. Just something.” 
 
    Laura frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I have to take my husband to the doctor for tests.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie.” Laura caught her in a hug. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I think he’s having panic attacks.” She paused for a deep breath. “He’s convinced his doctor he needs to go for a stress test and a thousand other things. Now he’s got me wound up.” 
 
    Katie bit her lip and fought back a rush of tears. Her father underwent open heart surgery nearly five years earlier and she knew the numbing fear she’d lose him forever. Now there was no way to check on her parents without endangering their lives and hers.  
 
    She blinked hard and shoved aside her emotions. “Have you read anything by Janet Evanovich? They’re fun. I have the whole series on the shelf and her latest book just came in.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect, but…” Queenie’s face reddened and she lowered her voice. “Do you still carry used books?” 
 
    “Of course.” Katie led her up the stairs to the used book section. 
 
    “Money’s tight. He’s been sick for two years and unable to hold a job. No one knows what’s wrong, but I’m starting to think it’s all in his head.” Queenie pressed her lips together. “How do you like your new haircut?” 
 
    “I love it. It makes me feel pretty.” 
 
    “Well, you should feel pretty. You’re a lovely girl.” She patted Katie’s hand. “I’m surprised there’s not a long line of men beating down your door. Actually, there is this guy I know. He’s about your age and handsome and he—” 
 
    “Oh, no. Thank you, but I don’t like blind dates.” Unless it was with the guy she saw in the salon. 
 
    “Trust me.” She smiled. “He’s perfect. He’s smart as a whip and probably the best-looking man you’ll ever meet around this town. You do like men, don’t you?”  
 
    Katie stopped listening when Penny ran through the door and wailed on Laura’s shoulder. Were all small towns like this one, an unending soap opera? All the drama in her life at DMR was handled by violence and bullets. She descended the stairs with Queenie close behind and asked the one question she probably didn’t want the answer to. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Marital difficulties.” Laura winced. 
 
    Ray came in carrying a tray of takeout coffee cups. He paused a few feet from the counter.  
 
    Penny stopped sobbing and sniffed. “I smell coffee.” 
 
    “Yup.” He waved the tray near her face. “Cinnamon hazelnut. You want one? Take mine. I can run back up to Jo’s.” 
 
    Penny’s face paled to the same sun-washed sage of the silk dieffenbachia in the front window. She covered her mouth with one hand and shoved Ray out of the way with the other on her way to the bathroom. 
 
    Ray’s bushy brows collided. “She doesn’t like coffee?” 
 
    “She’s two months pregnant and has morning sickness,” Laura said. “She can’t stand the smell of air.” 
 
    “Oops.” He flashed a sheepish grin. 
 
    Queenie smiled. “When I was pregnant with my oldest, cooked vegetables set me off. My mother-in-law came over to cook dinner for us once a week and always made cabbage rolls. I swore she did it just to make me sick, but she’d never admit it.” 
 
    “What I couldn’t stand was meat.” Laura shuddered. “Hubby had to cook his own burgers and steaks for the whole nine months.” 
 
    Ray looked bored but probably had nothing better to do anyway.  
 
    With no stories of her own, Katie rang up the sale. “That’ll be two fifty.”  
 
    “Thanks, hon.” She set a handful of change on the counter then squeezed Katie’s hand. “Don’t worry. Your day will come.” 
 
    She brushed the comment off and hoped not. “Let us know how the tests turn out.” 
 
    A hollow sensation settled in the pit of Katie’s stomach. A familiar emptiness she used to drown out with a bottle of wine. Since moving to Packham, she’d realized going for a jog or eating cookies were both cheaper and better for her liver. Lately, she hadn’t had much time to jog and eating cookies didn’t make her sweat. 
 
    Laura hugged Queenie. “Call me later and let me know how it goes.” 
 
    Ray hugged her too. Once she’d left, he grinned. “I’ve always wanted to do that. Too bad she’s still with that loser or I’d ask her out.” 
 
    Katie’s jaw fell open as he limped up to his perch in the loft.  
 
    Penny returned from the washroom still wiping her watery eyes. “Sorry. The smell of coffee makes me queasy.” 
 
    Katie and Laura slipped their cups below the counter but weren’t quick enough.  
 
    She covered her nose. “I’m such a pain. I’ll go home so you can enjoy it.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” Katie steered her away from the counter.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Laura asked. “Why were you so upset?” 
 
    “Rick thinks I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Honey, you’re not crazy. You’re pregnant. It’s hormones.” She draped one arm over Penny’s shoulders. 
 
    “That’s just it.” Penny moaned. “I’m pregnant. Everyone tells me horror stories about birth and labor and cravings and it’s freaking me out. Today my husband came home for lunch with a pregnancy book and a pack of sticky notes and I nearly took his head off.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet,” Laura said. “My hubby told me to suck it up because it was all in my head. It’s a wonder that boy still has all his body parts.” 
 
    “No. I know it’s sweet, but I got mad.” More tears welled in Penny’s eyes and she dabbed them with toilet paper.  
 
    Katie winced. This was much different “water cooler” talk than she was used to. “The book’s a bestseller and I thought it might help. He just wants you to be able to enjoy your pregnancy and didn’t know how else to help.” 
 
    “He’s a vet, Penny. He knows a lot about animals but this is new for him too. He’s as big a basket case as you are.” Laura gave Penny’s shoulder a squeeze. “I’ve had three kids and anything that can happen I’ve pretty much been through. Relax. Enjoy your pregnancy. The real insanity comes after the baby’s born.” 
 
    “Oh great. Something else to worry about.” Penny went home with a prenatal yoga book tucked under her arm.  
 
    Katie sagged onto her stool and took a long drink of her cool coffee. The shop closed in one hour. The day had already been an emotional roller coaster and it wasn’t even hers to ride. 
 
    Who was the Mystery Man in the hair salon and was he the same man who’d come in earlier supposedly to meet her? Maddox or one of his men? Donovan Wild? Why couldn’t it take longer for them to find her? In spite of some of its stranger citizens, she’d grown to love the quirky little town.  
 
    She drew in a deep breath and closed the store for the night. Chili, fresh rolls and cookies from the deli up the street sounded great for Hilda and her. Hilda’s favorite takeout was cannelloni from Canelli’s Bistro, which was closer but more expensive. The deli was worth walking the few extra blocks. 
 
    Thoughts of the mystery man kept her glancing over her shoulder. Before today, she’d finally grown comfortable walking around Packham. She’d even managed to half-convince herself they’d never find her in such a small town.  
 
    Apparently, she was wrong. Maddox could be lurking anywhere. Her heart pounded the breath right out of her. 
 
    Half a block down the street, an overweight man in a grey suit and burgundy tie collided with her on his way out of The Tipsy Duck. Katie bit her lip to keep from screaming. He wasn’t as big and dark as Chevy but had the same build—part man, part grizzly bear.  
 
    “Watch it, lady.” His sour breath made her cringe.  
 
    Katie’s stomach ached. She took several shallow breaths and backed away. Laura had warned her about Mitch Davidson who ran the 7-Eleven up the street. According to Ray, he kept his office wall covered in pictures of pin-up girls and a stash of beer in his desk drawer. The Tipsy Duck was his favorite haunt.  
 
    “Aw, geez. I’m sorry, honey. I know I said I’d be home early, but this guy had some business to discuss and suddenly it was three hours later…” He stumbled to the nearest garbage bin and retched. 
 
    Mitch wiped his mouth then narrowed his eyes, studying her with dilated pupils. “You’re not my wife. You’re skinny. She’s an oil drum.” 
 
    “No. I’m definitely not your wife.” Grateful he was sober enough to know that much, she drew in a deep breath in an attempt to steady her hands and took a tentative step back. If he tried anything, she’d run to Java Jo’s. Gut feeling told her to go home and lock the doors. Fear kept her riveted to the spot.  
 
    When Mitch came toward her, her eyes widened and her palms sweated. Fight or flight time. She clenched her hands, ready to strike if she had to, but he pushed past her without a backward glance. The scent of stale beer trailed behind him.  
 
    Up the street, a man in dark clothing cupped a hand over his eyes and peered into the bookstore. The Mystery Man or just some guy too late to pick up a last minute gift for his wife or girlfriend? He glanced in both directions then walked toward the coffee shop. 
 
    She swallowed hard, positive he was the man from the salon. Instinct told her to follow him, but instead, she walked briskly toward home, senses on full alert, The cool evening air sent a chill through her. She shut her eyes and blew out the breath she’d held. They’d order dinner in.  
 
    As she rounded the corner, every sound made her jump and every breath of wind made her shudder. Footsteps behind her sent a shiver slithering down her spine. Someone came into the store and asking questions and wanting to meet her. Now someone was following her home. Her legs turned to rubber. Maddox and his men could be around the next corner. 
 
    Hilda’s house was up the block on the corner.  
 
    Katie’s heart hammered until she’d climbed the flight of cement steps up the little hill in the front yard. The footsteps behind her faltered then continued when she stepped onto the wide white porch and glanced over her shoulder.  
 
    A tall man in a dark coat and blue jeans walked past the house. His hands were stuffed into his pockets and his head was covered with a black toque or dark hair. The man from the salon came to mind. She didn’t even know him. Why would he bother to follow her? 
 
    Katie’s stomach squirmed. She took a deep breath to calm down.  
 
    When the front door opened, Katie shrieked and grabbed her chest. “Geez, Hilda, you scared me.” 
 
    Her landlady peered out in amusement. “I didn’t think I was that frightening.” 
 
    “Sorry. I got spooked.” Katie glanced down the empty street.  
 
    “Did you bring dinner? I was craving chili from the deli today. I love those little rolls they give you. I like their chocolate chip cookies the best.” 
 
    “I know.” She pushed aside her overactive imagination and followed her into the house. “I thought we’d order in tonight. How does Chinese sound? I’ll pick up chili tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I’ll call Ming’s, but I’m holding you to chili and cookies for tomorrow.” Hilda wagged a finger. 
 
    Katie peered out the front window and leaned against the wall. The warmth of Hilda and the house made her feel safe. For now. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Ray always knew when Danny was hiding something. So did Hannah. Cop instincts ran through their family like blue eyes and dark hair. Or maybe Danny’s body gave off an aura of guilt only his family saw. They hounded him about his latest case all through dinner. The only thing that saved him from a night of torture was Nate and the kids telling horrible jokes.  
 
    While the kids went to have baths, Nate and Hannah cleaned up. 
 
    Danny sought peace working in the early evening sunshine in the entrance of the garage, but his solitude was short-lived. 
 
    Ray stood in front of the Honda and planted both hands on his hips. His eyes bored into Danny’s. “What are you up to?” 
 
    He wiped his hands on his jeans and tried to escape his uncle’s glare. Before long, Hannah would notice they were missing and come to his rescue. On second thought, that might make things worse for him. “I thought you wanted me to work on your car?” 
 
    “Stop changing the subject. I know you’re up to something. You looked like you had something on your mind at the bookstore, but I didn’t get the chance to talk to you, what with Laura running in and out of the room like a yo-yo.” He scowled. “You get fired from the force?” 
 
    “I’m not up to anything.” Danny held up his hands. “Honest. Work is fine. I took a couple days off to help out here.” And to find Paulina Chourney.  
 
    His uncle’s head bobbed, but the scowl stayed put. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Danny groaned. “What could possibly happen in Packham? Nothing ever happens here.” 
 
    Ray frowned. “I used to think that, too. Now we have strangers moving to town. Plus, we have a crooked mayor.” 
 
    “Bruno’s not crooked. I went to school with him. He’s so honest he’d make Abe Lincoln look like a gangster.” 
 
    “Says you. He sounds like a crook. Besides, you don’t live here anymore.” Ray folded his arms across his thin chest. “You up and moved to the big city. What’s wrong with Packham?” 
 
    “Nothing ever happens here.”  
 
    “You’d better not be into drugs. Your mother would roll over in her grave if you got into that crap.” 
 
    “No drugs.”  
 
    “Girls?” 
 
    “No, Ray.” 
 
    “Why not? What’s wrong with you? You’re not one of those swishy guys, are you?” 
 
    Danny rubbed his forehead. “I don’t have time for girlfriends. I’m on call all the time and keep weird hours.” 
 
    Ray snorted. “I know someone else who has no time for dating. That silly girl in my bookstore I’ve been trying to get you to meet.” 
 
    “Oh?” This was exactly the conversation he wanted to have. “What’s she like?”  
 
    “Katie? She’s okay.” His uncle’s expression softened. “Kind of pretty. She’s uptight, though. I think she needs a man.” 
 
    Danny pretended not to care, but his interest was piqued.  
 
    “You should come back to meet her one day when she’s not crabby. You might like her.” 
 
    “I tried but I can’t stick around much longer, I’m…” He trailed off before he said the words Ray wanted to hear.  
 
    “Admit it.” Ray wagged a finger in his face. “You’re on a case. Those marks on your face are glue from an undercover disguise.” 
 
    “No. I’m just here for—”  
 
    “Who are you looking for?” He pressed his face into his nephew’s. 
 
    “Ray, I—” 
 
    “Come on. Humor me.” 
 
    Danny’s shoulders sagged. “You know your talents were wasted in the bookstore all these years. You should have been chasing down bad guys.” 
 
    “I’d need a wheelchair. Hurry up and spill the beans before your sister finds us.” 
 
    There was no avoiding the truth any longer. Ray was so stubborn and nosy he’d pry the whole story out of Danny before long. He ran a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. “I’m looking for a woman who worked for a major firm in Newville. They think she embezzled money and left town.” 
 
    Ray’s forehead crinkled. “You mean that place that got busted for money laundering and stuff? What were they called? DMR? What do you have to do with them? Are you working for that bunch of crooks?” 
 
    “I’m not working for them. I’m finding a missing person.” Danny frowned and prayed Ray would forgive him when he found out the whole truth. He dug a photo out of his jacket pocket. “I’m looking for her. Her name’s Paulina Chourney.”  
 
    His uncle studied the platinum blonde in the slinky evening gown and whistled. “She’s a looker. She looks a bit like Katie around the eyes and nose. Her hair’s red, though. Why hasn’t this been all over the news?” 
 
    “Some of it has been in Newville. They haven’t made a state-wide appeal to the public yet.” Danny’s heart pounded and he studied the photo yet again. He’d seen Katie in Queenie’s salon and in the coffee shop and didn’t think she looked anything like Paulina. He hadn’t thought Paulina was smart enough to use a disguise. “She could have cut and dyed her hair.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Ray frowned. “Katie’s like a frumpy librarian. She doesn’t seem like the type of girl to hang out with gangsters. Truth be told, I don’t think she gets out much.” 
 
    “People can change due to necessity.”  
 
    “Not that fast.”  
 
    Danny had to agree. He needed to get Leo to dig into both Paulina and Katie’s pasts, while he checked Katie out in person, like Ray wanted. He studied the picture and tried to remember what the girl in the salon looked like.  
 
    The Quonset door rattled. Hannah leaned against it tapping her foot, a dishtowel dangling from one hand. “I should’ve known. What are you two doing out here?”  
 
    “Busted.” Ray bowed his head. “How does she always find us?” 
 
    She smiled. “Easy. You guys always hide out in the garage.” 
 
    “Where’s Nate?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Putting the kids to bed. What’s going on?” 
 
    Ray and Danny exchanged guilty looks. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You can’t fool me anymore.” She folded her arms across her chest and stared them both down. “I have two kids. I deal with liars on a daily basis.” 
 
    “We were discussing one of Danny’s new cases.”  
 
    “Oh. What are you doing now?” Hannah hated his career choice but respected it was something he was compelled to do. She never hesitated to remind him he could quit and open a garage in Packham anytime, though. 
 
    “Tinkering with Ray’s car.” 
 
    She scowled. “I meant your case. It’s obvious you’re not here to be social.” 
 
    “It’s confidential.” Danny slammed the hood of the Honda. 
 
    “Yet you’ll tell Uncle Ray.”  
 
    He frowned. “Hannah, it’s complicated.” 
 
    “It always is.” She faked a smile. “Are you staying here tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll take Ray home before I come in. He hates driving in the dark.” 
 
    Her mouth worked while she warded off tears. “Good. Maybe he can talk some sense into you.”  
 
    Ray grinned. “I’m not sure I can blast though cement that thick.” 
 
    Her eyes bright and watery, Hannah laughed. “Good point.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t do anything stupid.” Danny hugged her and hoped that promise wasn’t coming too late to keep. 
 
    “Come on.” Ray clapped a hand on his back. “Take me home before Nosy Nelly starts in on your case, your love life and everything else in between. I don’t have all night, you know. I have things to do. And you need some lotion for that rash.”  
 
    She scowled. “I wouldn’t do that. Do you want Nate to follow and drive you back?” 
 
    “Good idea. Ray might need his car tomorrow.” He kissed the top of her head.  
 
    On the way into town, his uncle asked a lot of questions. Danny refused to answer most of them.  
 
    Finally, Ray snorted. “What’s with the secrets?”  
 
    “You’re too close.” Danny drove Ray’s old Honda. 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    He thought fast. “Look, Ray, if Katie really is Paulina Chourney, I don’t want to get you involved.” 
 
    “If Katie is this woman you’re looking for, then I’ve been involved in this whole mess since the day she walked into my store.” 
 
    As much as he hated it, Danny knew he was right. “Which means you think you can spy on her and tell me if there’s anything suspicious going on.” He shook his head. “No way. I don’t want to drag you or Hannah into this.” 
 
    “No? Then what’s your plan, genius?”  
 
    Ray let out a sigh. “You don’t even have a plan. You’re winging it.” 
 
    “You have a problem with that?” 
 
    When the car slid to a stop in front of the retirement home, Ray made no move to get out. “Nope. I used to do it all the time. That’s how I got shot. It’s your funeral.” 
 
    Danny stared out the window. “Look, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to anyone about this. Especially Hannah.” 
 
    “I get it. I was a cop once, too, and a damn good one.” His uncle’s voice softened. “I should’ve been smart like you, instead of becoming a security guard.” 
 
    “That’s just how things worked out.” 
 
    “You’re a good kid, Danny.” Ray punched his shoulder. “I just hope you haven’t gotten in deeper than you can handle.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    He paused with the door half open. “Were you in town today?” 
 
    “Yeah. I got a haircut.” 
 
    “That’s funny. Katie was at a salon this morning. You might have run into her.” 
 
    “Look, Ray. I know lots of fugitives run to backwater towns to hide, but I don’t think she’s one of them.” 
 
    “Why not? I did.” His words hung in the air like ice crystals. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    Danny drove around to park the car in the back lot and wondered what he meant by that. Were there secrets his uncle had hidden from him as well? On a hunch, he’d followed her from the bookstore to her house before he went back to Hannah’s. Some detective he was. He hadn’t even recognized Paulina when she stood right under his nose. Something was different about her besides the change of hair color and the lack of makeup. She looked younger and more relaxed.  
 
    Nate honked the horn behind the Honda. 
 
    Danny jumped out and ran Ray’s car key inside. Ray’s room door was open, but he was nowhere to be found. From across the hall came the clacking of a typewriter. Ray hadn’t exaggerated the noise. The rooms were definitely not soundproofed. 
 
    He hung the key on a hook hear the door and wished Nate wasn’t outside waiting so he’d have time to snoop. Instead, he shrugged and returned to the truck. He’d have to check out Ray’s story later.  
 
    He and Nate were about a kilometer from the farm, chatting about the ball game on the radio, when it hit him. The reason Paulina—or whatever she called herself these days—looked so different was because she was sober.  
 
    Danny smiled. It might be worth a second try at meeting Katie Mullins after all. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    The television offered little to amuse Katie that evening and her paranoid thoughts made her restless. Before she’d had the bookstore renovations and withdrawals to keep her busy. Tonight she was too rattled to sit still and peered out the front window every five minutes. 
 
    She studied the photographs on the living room walls while Hilda put away the dishes. The lavender-scented octogenarian’s life hung displayed for the entire world to see. Photos of her childhood, marriage, children and grandchildren hung in a variety of frames.  
 
    Katie paused to study a yellowed black and white photograph of a handsome young man with a light beard and long-sleeved plaid shirt leaning on an axe in front of a tent. “Is this your brother?” 
 
    “My husband.” Hilda’s voice cracked as she returned to the front room and touched the photo frame. “He was the love of my life. I was six years old when he moved in next door. He was an older gentleman of eight and had seen much more of the world than I had since his father was in the military.”  
 
    She paused to sigh. “He was so adorable with that mop of red hair and freckles that made you want to grab a pen and play connect the dots. Of course, he hated girls, but I never gave up on him. I had a crush on him from the first day I saw him.” 
 
    “Really?” Listening to her landlady’s stories was better than being alone with her dismal thoughts. “When did he finally notice you?”  
 
    “At my tenth birthday party.” Hilda’s blue eyes sparkled when she traced his image with her finger. “Before then, we played softball together and rode bikes when there was no one around. On my tenth birthday, I wore a lovely red velvet dress my mama made and he couldn’t take his eyes off me for the entire party. He wasn’t invited. Papa only allowed girls to attend, but he watched from his bedroom window.” 
 
    “He couldn’t even talk to you?” 
 
    “Not until after my friends went home. He met me at the tree swing under the apple tree in our backyard and pushed me for a while.”  
 
    “That’s sweet.”  
 
    Hilda opened a small treasure chest carved with roses on the mantle. “Sweet was when he worked up the courage to take me by the hand and tell me I was the prettiest little thing he’d ever seen. Then he asked me to marry him.” 
 
    “On your tenth birthday?”  
 
    She opened her hand to reveal a rhinestone ring that wouldn’t even fit Katie’s pinkie. “Of course, Father would never permit us to marry so young, but when we grew up, we dated for real. We even broke up several times. Not only was I pretty, as he told me countless times, but I was a bit headstrong as well.” 
 
    Katie studied a photo of Hilda with her husband and children. “I bet you were.” 
 
    “When he was fourteen, he worked two part-time jobs to earn money for our future.” She didn’t seem to hear Katie. “Some he spent on me, but most of it he saved for school. When he went to college, I still had two years of high school to go and missed him terribly. He studied hard and worked part-time so we didn’t see each other often, but we wrote all the time.” 
 
    “Then he came back.” 
 
    “He was my prom date.” Hilda fingered a golden frame holding a photo of the two young lovers. “After the dance, we parked out by the lake and talked in the moonlight for most of the night. That was the second time he proposed. While he finished school, I waited tables and went to secretarial college. We got married a month after he graduated. Our oldest son was born nine months after that.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s so romantic.” She couldn’t imagine having a child at twenty, let alone being married to the same man her entire life. No man she’d ever met had held her interest for longer than a few hours. Even Maddox went home to his wife now and then. 
 
    Her thoughts drifted back to the man who’d followed her home. She was tempted to mention him, but Hilda would probably say she was being silly. He likely lived nearby and happened to walk home behind her. Still, something about him bothered her. Something was vaguely familiar. 
 
    Hilda dabbed at her eyes then excused herself to make a pot of tea.  
 
    Katie smiled and gazed at the photographs one more time. It was nice to know Hilda and her husband had shared many years together before he died of pneumonia two years ago.  
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by Hilda. “Did you have a boyfriend before you moved here?” 
 
    The truth was a thousand times uglier than any lie. “No. I was too busy with work.” 
 
    “What was it you did again?” Her landlady set a flowered teapot and two delicate china teacups on the table.  
 
    “I drew up papers and stuff.” 
 
    “Like a legal assistant, right? My granddaughter is training to do that. It does sound like a lot of hard work.” 
 
    “It was. I burned out.” Which wasn’t a total lie.  
 
    “So, you opted for a bookstore. That must be a huge change.” 
 
    Katie thought about the past two months. “It’s been an adventure so far.” 
 
    Hilda chuckled. “I take it you’ve met a few of our more colorful citizens. Have you met Mimsy Lexington yet? I can’t imagine her not haunting your shop. She used to drive Ray crazy griping about how much she hated the dust in his store.” 
 
    “She’s been in once a week since I opened.” 
 
    “Mimsy’s a funny bird. It’s hard to believe she used to be a prim, proper lady. When her husband died, she lost her grip on reality and started to live in her novels.” Hilda poured them each a cup of tea. “She not only reads them, mind you, she writes them. She has a fabulous imagination.” 
 
    “Mimsy’s an author?” 
 
    “Katarina von Herrington. Mimsy writes some of the steamiest, trashiest stuff out there and people love it.” 
 
    “I love her.” She shook her head in amazement. “Who knew? No wonder she didn’t want to buy Katarina’s latest novel.” 
 
    “Actually, I think right now only our writing group knows for sure. Her family just thinks she’s lost her marbles.” Hilda leaned closer and rested her fingers on Katie’s forearm. “To be honest, her son is a dirty rat, but I’m not one to gossip.”  
 
    “Is Mark her son? I thought he was her grandson.” 
 
    “He is. I’m talking about Joey, Mark’s uncle.” 
 
    “Do I know him?”  
 
    “Joey? Probably not. He lives in the city. He doesn't come around unless someone’s died and he’s inheriting money. As for Mimsy, I think she’s gotten so deep into her characters she doesn’t know how to get through life without them anymore. She seems much happier this way, though. Please do her a favor and keep it a secret. She’d be mad as a bee for eternity that I told you.” 
 
    “You’re a writer too?”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess I am. I write for a couple of magazines for extra money now and then. Once a month I write for the local paper, too.”  
 
    Katie helped herself to a chocolate chip cookie from the china plate on the table. “Do you have anything I can read?” 
 
    Hilda’s face flushed and she gave a hearty laugh. “Oh, honey, you wouldn’t want to read my stuff. It’s not nearly as good as Mimsy’s. She has far more talent.” 
 
    “I doubt that. From your stories, I’ll bet your writing’s very good.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I’ll find something for you to read later. I’m sure I have something handy I still need to submit.” 
 
    “You know, I never would have guessed.” 
 
    “Kind of fun getting to know new people, huh?” The eighty year old snapped a cookie delicately in two even halves. 
 
    A wry smile touched Katie’s lips. Fun getting to know people period. “It’s funny how I always loved reading, but I’ve never thought much about the authors.” 
 
    “You sure will after you meet this bunch.” Hilda’s eyes twinkled. “Who knows, maybe you can join our group. We meet every Thursday night, usually around seven.”  
 
    “I don’t think so. I don’t have anything to write about.” 
 
    “I’m sure there have been a lot of things you’ve done in your life people would want to hear about. Start small. I have an extra notebook if you’re interested.” 
 
    They chatted for another hour. Katie remained evasive about her life before Packham but was keen to learn more about the writing group. When Hilda offered the notebook again, she took it more out of courtesy than to write her memoirs. The last thing she needed was to have someone discover she was a fraud. They'd throw her in jail for the rest of her life. 
 
    “I think I’m going to have a hot bath and get some sleep.” Katie yawned, although it was only around nine. “It was a really crazy day.”  
 
    Hilda wished her good night and turned on the television. The theme song from Law and Order followed Katie up the stairs to her room. She gathered her nightgown and fluffy blue bathrobe then locked herself in the bathroom. Her entire body ached with tension. While she sank into the warm water and tried to relax, a thousand thoughts swirled through her mind. What was her family doing since she’d run for her life? Books she should order. Where was Maddox looking for her? What would she do if he found her?  
 
    Katie was exhausted by the time she left the sanctity of the bathtub. Warm and covered in lotion, she crawled beneath the covers on her double bed. She tried to read a book she’d found in the used section, but something Hilda said nagged at her. Katie had done a lot in her thirty-four years she could write about.  
 
    There was just no way anyone could ever read it.  
 
    Since she’d dabbled in creative writing as a kid, she decided to find out where Hilda’s group met, maybe sit in on a meeting or two and pick up some pointers. At the very least, she’d meet some new people. Most writers were also avid readers and some of the more tenacious ones would publish books one day.  
 
    Katie opened the blue spiral notebook and stared at the lined paper. The tip of her pen touched the paper, but she had no idea where to start. She doodled until postcard pictures of her parents popped into her head. The pen moved across the page, guided by an unseen hand. She let go and remembered birthday parties, her dad’s stay in the hospital after his heart attack, her mom dancing on the sand at Myrtle Beach last Christmas and her sister’s graduation. All the things she’d experienced now seemed like part of someone else’s life. 
 
    Three hours later, Katie had filled a good portion of the eighty-page notebook. She wiggled her cramped fingers and tucked the book into a suitcase at the back of her closet and lay in bed with a relaxed smile.  
 
    Her last conscious thought was she needed to pick up another notebook. There was so much more to write. Better yet, she’d find a supplier and stock some nice ones in the bookstore as soon as possible. Her hand was stiff and sore, but her mind was at peace and, for the first time in months, sleep conquered her easily.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Leo called later that night. “Your friend Katie Mullins has quite the past.”  
 
    “Fill me in.” Danny yawned and spooned yogurt from a tiny plastic cup, his third in less than five minutes. One hadn’t been enough to fill his sweet tooth or calm his rumbling stomach. The fresh country air, along with helping Nate with evening chores, had brought on his appetite. 
 
    “In high school, she was an above average student and a concession stand girl for a theatre. After that she became a legal secretary. When she graduated, she went to work for Lawrence, Phillips and Dunn before she left town and moved to Packham. I found a high school yearbook picture and a thin paper trail.” 
 
    “You don’t sound convinced.” 
 
    “Call it what you want. It feels wrong.”  
 
    “Lawrence, Phillips and Dunn? Why does that name sound familiar?” 
 
    “That’s the firm that represents—you ready for this? Ambiguous Designs, one of the contractors that work for DMR Architectural. They’re under the microscope right now, too, but only by default.” 
 
    “Default doesn’t smell so good either.” Danny finished the last of his yogurt and tossed the plastic cup toward the trash can. It missed and bounced off the wall, landing on the floor with a thin rattle. “Why would she use that as her background job? It seems a little obvious.” 
 
    “Not really. It took me a while to backtrack and figure out the connection. There’s not a direct link. Ambiguous really is ambiguous. They’re kind of a dorky third-cousin you give a job to because it’ll keep your mother off your back. You’ll like who owns it, though.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Joseph Roland.” 
 
    “Maddox’s boy Roland?” Danny sat at the kitchen table and frowned. “So Katie Mullins used to work for the lawyers representing one of Roland’s companies? Did you find out what else he owns? He hinted a few times at being a major player. What’s he got going?” 
 
    “Just that and DMR. Maddox is an easier cockroach to follow. He’s part owner in DMR, part owner in some factory outside of Newville and sole proprietor of a little pawn shop.”  
 
    “A pawn shop?” Danny laughed then sobered.  
 
    Leo seemed to read his mind. “You think he used it to clean up some cash? He didn’t. It’s one of the only legit businesses he’s owned. It closed two years ago. The place got robbed so many times the manager handed out goods like every day was Halloween.” 
 
    “It went broke?” 
 
    “Flatter than a rabbit on the freeway.” 
 
    Danny nodded. “Check it out anyway. What happened to Katie from there?” 
 
    “Assuming she actually ever worked there? She disappeared. There’s about six months unaccounted for between the time she left the law firm and she showed up in Packham.” 
 
    “Did she quit or was she fired?” 
 
    “Neither. She vanished.” Leo hesitated. “If Katie actually is Paulina.”  
 
    “You have doubts?” 
 
    “I don’t have proof. What I have is a hunch Paulina was supposed to leave town six months ago but something went wrong. Maybe Dunnsforth couldn’t convince her.” 
 
    “Not until Maddox had a gun to her head, anyway.” Danny ran a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. If he’d also left her the means to leave town, threatening her life was added incentive. “What did he have on her that made her stay?”  
 
    Leo had a ready answer. “He was a creep and an abuser. Good girls like bad boys. It’s a scientific fact. My guess is he beat her up, gave her a few fancy gifts then beat her up again. He didn’t need anything more than that to keep her there.” 
 
    Danny had gone on enough domestic violence calls to know he was right. “What else have you got?” 
 
    “As far as Paulina goes, nada. I didn’t find much more than you already have. Do you want me to dig deeper?” 
 
    “No. I’ve gone as far as I can without tying her up and interrogating her.”  
 
    Paulina Chourney’s background was like reading a fairy tale. She and her sister were treated like princesses by doting parents. Mom was a kindergarten teacher and Dad a lawyer. Her passions were dance and riding horses. She was an honor student and was offered scholarships to several universities to study business and finance.  
 
    Danny hung up the phone then stared out the window. “So what the hell was she doing as Maddox’s secretary?”  
 
    He ran upstairs to check his e-mails. All the information Leo had found was instantly at his fingertips. Dunnsforth had covered all his bases. He’d found her high school yearbook, resume and a copy of her driver’s license.  
 
    Leo was right. Something smelled fishy.  
 
    Dunnsforth was the legitimate architect in the company. Maddox and Roland were the “business” men. The guys who masterminded the money laundering and any other details Dunnsforth wouldn’t have considered. He wasn’t the type.  
 
    Danny sat back. The whole corporation was a web of backstabbing, affairs and illegalities that made his head swim. He’d flowcharted and researched all the connections between all the players.  
 
    Dunnsforth would never be able to obtain the documents necessary for himself, let alone Paulina, to start a new life. He might be able to embezzle the twenty million dollars, but even that was doubtful. Not that the man wasn’t smart. He just wasn’t the suicidal type and he knew what his partners would do if he crossed them. 
 
    So who then? Who had enough brains and brass to steal money, forge documents to frame Dunnsforth and want Paulina out of the way, but not dead? And why? 
 
    All questions seemed to lead him back to Maddox. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Refreshed by her first good sleep in months, Katie left the house early the next morning and took a longer route to work. All the money Maddox had ever offered wasn’t so breathtaking. The totems along Main Street were once towering poplar or oak trees. She’d read in a book about the area that, rather than remove the dead trees, the town hired sculptors to carve them.  
 
    Old brick gingerbread houses lined the streets. How many people had lived in those houses over the past hundred years or more? Three blocks from the bookstore, she paused in front of the Presbyterian church to admire the stained glass windows set into fieldstone walls. According to Ray, they were twenty-feet high and made by one of the first settlers in the area. The morning sun probably cast a rainbow of color over the walls and pews inside. Although she hadn’t gone to church since she was a kid, to see the light shine through the colorful windows would be worth attending a service.  
 
    She might even get something more out of it. 
 
    Katie walked into Java Jo’s and breathed in the scent of fresh ground coffee and heated muffins. Comfort foods. None of the customers paid her any attention, which didn’t bother her in the least. She welcomed the anonymity. 
 
    “Hey, hon, what can I get you?” Jo flashed a broad smile. 
 
    She settled on raspberry coconut bars and three large Bavarian chocolate coffees. The large pine counter looked like the one in her bookstore. Had Ray made this one, too? 
 
    A young couple with a tiny bald baby sat at the back of the narrow shop. A pang of envy twanged her heart. She’d doomed herself to a life in hiding with no going back. If she were to have a husband and family, she’d have to shield them from the world—then lie to them for the rest of her life. She didn’t want to endanger anyone.  
 
    More likely, she’d end up like the slender woman with black curly hair who sat in the front window. Alone with her coffee and a macaroon, she wrote in a spiral bound notebook. Another writer. When a ring flashed on the woman’s left hand, Katie sighed. She probably had a husband and a flock of kids at home.  
 
    “Here you go, love.” Jo handed over three cups in a cardboard tray and a white paper bag with “Java Jo’s Coffee House” emblazoned on the side. The jeweled butterfly pin on her shirt caught the sun.  
 
    “Thanks. Your pin’s pretty.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks. My kids gave it to me for Mother’s Day. I’m a huge butterfly fan.” Her voice was warm and gentle. “Every summer I add more plants to my garden to attract them. This year it was a couple of Echinacea plants, a pink one and yellow one. Do you garden?” 
 
    “The only thing I can keep green is bologna.” Katie shrugged and gave a sheepish grin. “Besides, I live in an apartment.” 
 
    “My son’s like that. He started college this fall. If it weren’t for him coming home on weekends, he’d eat so much pizza he’d turn into one.” She gave a deep throaty laugh. “You have a lovely day, dear.” 
 
    Katie stole one last glance at the woman in the window who wrote at a dizzying pace, oblivious to the world around her. She left behind the comfort of the coffee shop and headed to her store and felt like the only person in the entire town of Packham, or at least the coffee shop, with no one special.  
 
    “You beat me to Jo’s.” Laura swung her lithe body out of her husband’s red sports car, which pulled away with a honk. Her husband worked across town at the arena. Except for her youngest daughter, Laura’s kids were grown and had their own babies. Where Katie looked like a dust bunny by five, Laura still looked as fresh as she had before work.  
 
    Katie handed her the coffee and snacks then unlocked the front door. A sigh escaped her before she could stop it. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Great. Not looking forward to unpacking all the stock we’re getting today.” Katie turned on the computer and, when she the store remained silent, glanced up. 
 
    Laura stood in the doorway, a smug look on her face. “You’re a million miles away. What’s going on?” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath and steadied herself. No one needed to know how afraid she was of the shadows in her room. In any room. “I’m fine. Nate will be here soon and I need to make room in the back and remember to ask him to fix the lock. I also want to bring in a line of journals. If you want something to do, you can see what our suppliers offer.”  
 
    “Sure.” Laura seemed peeved. “At least tell me what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I don’t know much about them. Find out what you can and we can take it from there.” Katie brushed her off. She needed time alone.  
 
    When she walked into the back room, her gaze darted to the ornate red glass cookie jar on top of the cupboards. It wasn’t there for decoration. She didn’t want to dwell on the gun it contained.  
 
    A bright blue cube van backed up to the bookstore as she opened the back door. Nate hopped out of the driver’s door with an ear-to-ear grin. “On time as always. I swear if you were ever late, I’d know hell froze over. You always open that door just when I pull up.” 
 
    “Like I couldn’t hear that beast for miles.” She flashed a weak smile. “I thought you said you were getting the muffler fixed.” 
 
    “This afternoon.” He opened the rear of the van and slid out the ramp. “My brother-in-law’s in town for a couple days. He’s a good mechanic, so I’m making him work for his dinner.” He winked. “He’s also single and, from what I’ve been told, pretty hot stuff.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t offer.” Stocky and hardworking, Nate always smelled like he needed a shower. He loaded the dolly, whistling all the while, and deposited stacks of boxes in the back room. A whiff of peppermint wafted through the air while he snapped his gum.  
 
    She ventured back into the store to check on Laura’s progress. There was an impressive selection of colors and designs of journals, so they selected a few different ones along with a rotating wire rack. “Add them to our order. I have a feeling they’ll go over well.” 
 
    “You’re the boss.” Laura saluted. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” She glanced up at the jingle of the chimes. “When I say I’m fine, I mean it.” 
 
    Ray stood in the doorway. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Fine. Everything’s just fine.” Laura stared at the computer screen. 
 
    “Great.” Katie scowled. 
 
    “Good.” Ray looked from Katie to Laura then snorted. “Women.” 
 
    Nate burst through the back doorway. The breeze that followed him caught his clipboard and launched a flurry of papers into the air. Pink and white sheets of paper swirled around him like dandelion fluff. Once they glided to the floor, he gave an exaggerated shrug, tugged up his waistband and crouched to retrieve them. 
 
    “How’s it going?” Ray walked over to Nate. 
 
    “Hey, Ray.” He grinned. “Coming to dinner tonight? Hannah’s making pot roast.” 
 
    “As long as my car runs. The food in the home tastes like Styrofoam, not like Hannah’s. She takes after her mother, that one. My nephew, her dad, was lucky to have met her mom.” 
 
    “And I lucked out when I met Hannah.” He beamed with pride. “How’s your car running?” 
 
    “Sporadically.” 
 
    Nate rolled his eyes. “I thought Danny took a look at that thing last night? What were you two doing out there anyway?” 
 
    Ray’s face reddened and he cast a sheepish glance at Katie. “We got to talking, then I went home.” 
 
    “Get him to take another look at it, and this time make him actually fix it. He’s supposed to help me with the muffler on my truck before I get another ticket or Katie yells at me again. Not sure where his head is lately, though. He keeps taking off on me.” 
 
    “Probably work,” Ray mumbled. 
 
    Nate brightened. “Hey, I have a great idea. You could bring her out for dinner.” 
 
    “Who? Katie?” Ray looked her way. 
 
    Katie shot him a glare. “Excuse me. ‘Her’ is in the room. I thought you were just there last night?”  
 
    “He’s at our house nearly every night.”  
 
    “Sure. We’ll be there,” Ray said. “She doesn’t have a life anyway. What time?”  
 
    “The usual. Sixish?” Nate raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I’ll give Hannah a call, but you know she expects you anyway.” 
 
    “What’s she cooking?” Ray waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter, I’ll be there. I’ll bring some of those chocolate puffy things the kids like from the bakery.” 
 
    Katie cleared her throat. “Excuse me.” 
 
    “What do you say, Katie?” Ray turned to face her. “You want to go to Nate and Hannah’s for dinner tonight?” 
 
    She gritted her teeth and signed the shipping forms, ignoring Ray’s question. 
 
    Nate wore his happy-go-lucky puppy smile. “You should come. I think you’d like my brother-in-law. He’s a cool guy. You’ve probably already met him anyway. I thought he said something about stopping at the bookstore yesterday.” 
 
    The back of Katie’s neck prickled. Was he the man Laura told him was in the store or the man gawking in the window after she’d closed? 
 
    “My wife’s an awesome cook.” Nate winked. “If you don’t like her brother, at least you’ll love her pot roast.” 
 
    She struggled to find excuses. “Thanks. I have plans. Besides, I have books to unpack.”  
 
    “Okay, but don’t say I never invite you. Hannah would love some female company. She’s badly outnumbered.” Nate shrugged, his dusty plaid work shirt leaving a haze in the air on his way out the back door. “Have yourself a good one, Katie.”  
 
    He drove away in a cloud of dust. 
 
    Katie cringed. How awful was his brother-in-law if he needed to be set up on blind dates? 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to like this.” Bobby’s tired voice dragged Danny out of a deep sleep. 
 
    The guest room at Hannah’s was more comfortable than his bedroom at home, and Danny teased her all the time about stealing both the bed and the feather pillows. He groaned. “I already don’t.”  
 
    “No, I mean you really won’t like this.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell me.” He yawned. “Can’t it wait until I get coffee?” 
 
    “You need to hear it then you need to get back here. I need more eyes and ears.” 
 
    Danny braced himself. “Okay. Fire away.” 
 
    “Maddox’s sidekick, Roland, left town.” 
 
    “Joseph Roland left town? Where'd he go?” He leaned up on one elbow, senses on full alert. 
 
    Bobby snorted. “I’m not a psychic. He grabbed a limo to the airport then caught a plane to Greece.” 
 
    “Greece?”  
 
    “I’m just the messenger. Dunnsforth’s wife and kids landed in France, but I doubt they’re still there. From what I gather, she wanted sun and beaches. Either she killed Dunnsforth, knows who did or she’s got the missing money. ” 
 
    Danny scrubbed his face with one hand. “Where’s Maddox?” 
 
    “In and out of meetings with lawyers and police. He’s keeping his nose clean but making a lot of phone calls. We’ve picked up some of them on the cell phone Paulina left behind. Nothing incriminating, though. It’s almost like he’s waiting for her to check in with him. Weird after he threatened her life. Al and Chevy have made themselves scarce. Nobody’s seen them since you left town.” 
 
    He groaned. “Keep an eye out for them.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice. You do the same.” There was a brief silence. “Did you find Paulina yet?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Not positive?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “You’d better hurry up and be sure or get back here to help. I have some leads, but I’m not sure where they’ll take us.” 
 
    “Any word on who shot Dunnsforth?” 
 
    Bobby hesitated. “The muddy shoes we found in Paulina’s apartment made her look guilty until we looked closer. The shoes are the same size as hers and similar in color to the dress with the bloodstains, but they have a special arch support inside. None of Katie’s other shoes have the same insert.” 
 
    “So you think someone else was the shooter and they got the shoes mixed up at some point?” He swung his long legs out of the bed. “How would that happen? Someone else had to be in her apartment before we were.” 
 
    “You confirmed the scarf is hers and we didn’t find another one anywhere else. From the evidence, I’d say that yeah, someone framed her and we’re looking for a different shooter.” 
 
    “Did you search Margaret’s and Heather’s closets?” 
 
    “Yup. Interesting fact. Margaret uses the same brand of arch supports we found at Paulina’s house, but she insists she’s never set foot in the place. Heather has inserts in her shoes, but hers are more for comfort. Personally, you couldn’t get me into a pair of those shoes if you tried. We did find something interesting in the Dunnsforth house though. A blue and silver scarf exactly like Paulina’s.” 
 
    “Interesting. Paulina’s was a gift from Maddox. I don’t think she had her scarf when I took her to the motel. Anyone could’ve found it at the party and planted it. Keep digging. I want proof.” Danny hung up and blew out a long breath.  
 
    The scent of coffee and bacon wafted up the stairs. Hannah was up and getting everyone ready for another day of school and work. He smiled. Danny wanted a similar kind of life. A great wife, adorable kids, a nice house in the country and a job he loved. He liked his job, for the most part. A house was next.  
 
    If Ray thought the photo of Paulina looked like Katie, he was obligated to take a closer look. If it wasn’t her, he’d return to Newville and help search for her body. Maybe he’d get lucky and Maddox would ship him to Europe to look for Dunnsforth’s wife instead.  
 
    He had a better chance of finding Paulina in Packham in the bookstore. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    The store buzzed with people coming and going all day Wednesday. Katie and Laura restocked shelves and keyed the new stock into the computer. When they finally took a break at noon, Katie sent Laura to lunch then sat behind the counter reading a magazine. In her lunch bag was the tuna sandwich Hilda made that morning and, despite her protests, chocolate chip cookies and an apple. The same lunch her mom made back when she went to grade school. 
 
    She sighed. If only she could call her parents without putting both them at risk. Her mother would tell her to own up to her mistakes. Her father would hire the best lawyer they could afford. She wouldn’t be safe, but at least she’d have her family around her.  
 
    Laura returned from lunch and set a paper bag on the counter. She removed a plastic takeout container from the bag. “I got you a slice of chocolate cake. Seems like you can really use it today. Sometimes PMS can be a killer. Or cause killings.” 
 
    Katie checked out the dessert. Triple layer chocolate cake with white shavings on top. A chocolate fix wouldn’t do any harm, except to her waistline. “It looks great. Thanks. Do you think maybe things like this are why we get PMS?” 
 
    “Yes. So we have a good excuse to eat them.” Laura grinned then gave a low whistle and leaned on the counter, her gaze focused on something outside the front window. “Yum. He’s better than chocolate cake any day. Actually, I wouldn’t mind covering him in chocolate cake.” 
 
    Katie looked up. The man from the salon passed by the window. His hair was shorter but rumpled like he’d just rolled out of bed. Her heart skipped a beat. “Wow.” 
 
    “Ah!” Laura’s eyes widened. “You like the bad boys.” 
 
    Katie blushed. “No, I just…” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to explain yourself to me, honey.” Laura grinned. “You going to eat that cake or should I shove it in the fridge for later?”  
 
    “Put it in the fridge. I need to get change. I’ll eat it when I get back.” 
 
    Ray showed up a few minutes later and leaned on the counter to peruse a magazine. Not his usual perch.  
 
    “Where were you all morning?” Laura frowned. 
 
    “With my nephew. We’ve been working on my car and needed parts. He’s gone to pick up some things then he’s taking me out for a late lunch. Is that a crime?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Katie entered another stack of codes into the computer. “She just missed arguing with you all morning.” 
 
    “So he dropped you off here while he went to get parts? That sounds fishy.” Laura brushed her hair back. “Is he coming to pick you up when he’s done or are you meeting somewhere nearby?” 
 
    Ray scowled. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “Nothing, I just hoped he’d pop in to say hi again.” She motioned to Katie then walked away in a huff.  
 
    Katie's gaze met Ray’s. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Got me.” He shrugged then headed for the door and stood watching though the glass like a child waiting for the school bus.  
 
    “Well enjoy your lunch.” She pulled out the bank deposit bag and counted some cash into it. “I need to run to the bank to get change.” 
 
    “You can’t leave.” Ray blocked the door. “He’ll be here any second.” 
 
    Katie laughed. “Why do I have to be here? He’s your nephew. He’s not going to steal anything, is he?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. Laura can watch the store, I can go to the bank and you can go have a nice lunch. See you later.” She pushed past him and let out a sigh, nearly running into a customer in dark clothes heading into the store. He smelled of cinnamon gum and cookies, as though he’d just left the bakery. She ducked around him without bothering to glance up. What on earth is wrong with that man? 
 
    The customer stopped, probably thinking she was a lunatic, but she didn’t look back. All she wanted was to get out of the store and to the bank for change. The sunshine warmed her face and a sweat broke out across her nose. Maybe she’d find a bench to sit on for a few minutes and just breathe. 
 
    By the time she returned, Ray and his nephew were gone. She barricaded herself in the back room and savored the chocolate cake over a novel. The front door opened around two, and Mark sauntered in carrying a white box from the bakery up the street. 
 
    Mimsy strolled in behind him and smiled. “I brought cookies. I didn’t think you’d get out much today. Are you expecting Christmas next week?” 
 
    “Soon enough.” Katie flipped open the bakery box lid and kissed any thoughts of a diet good-bye. Inside lay a dozen of the bakery’s famous Blue Ribbon Chocolate Chip and Macadamia Nut Cookies. Between the cookies and the chocolate cake earlier, she’d have to run for a week straight to burn them off. “Thank you. These look amazing.” 
 
    Laura volunteered to make a pot of coffee in the back room, something they hadn’t done since the day the store opened.  
 
    Mark didn’t even bother to browse or have a cookie. He shot out the door unencumbered by his grandmother. 
 
    Ray came into the store and seemed drawn to the counter by the scent of fresh baked cookies. He kissed Mimsy’s cheek. “You’re an angel. Bless you and the cookies.” 
 
    Katie raised an eyebrow, skeptical the man had ever set foot inside a church. “Laura’s making cinnamon coffee in the back room. Why don’t you stay for a cup?”  
 
    “Oh, I have to stay,” Mimsy smiled. “I need help.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Plants.” She frowned. “I’m doing some…research and need to learn about man-eating plants and some of those tropical ones they use for medicines.”  
 
    “Research? For a…?” Katie was about to say book, but Hilda had asked her not to spill Mimsy’s secret.  
 
    Laura leaned on the counter and shot her a scowl. “She’s just here to hang out. Isn’t that allowed?” 
 
    “Of course but—” 
 
    Mimsy didn’t seem to notice their exchange. “Actually, darlings, today I’m here on business. I need some good books about tropical plants.”  
 
    Katie led them both to the gardening section. 
 
    The scent of coffee followed them through the store. Katie’s knees were weakened from the smell. Then the front door opened and a tall dark-haired man entered. Not just any dark-haired man. The one from the salon who gave her a sense of déjà vu and had walked past the store earlier. She swallowed hard and tried not to stare.  
 
    “Well, well, look who’s back in town.” Mimsy fanned herself with one hand like a Southern lady about to swoon. “Hello, handsome.” 
 
    The man’s dark hair no longer curled up from his collar in delicious handfuls. His jawline reminded Katie of marble sculptures in books about Greek mythology. He smiled then wandered around the bookstore reading titles over the top of his sunglasses.  
 
    “Got it done already?” Ray came down the stairs.  
 
    When the man in the leather jacket looked up and grinned, all Katie’s thoughts left her head. There was something so familiar about those eyes her stomach churned.  
 
    She straightened her ponytail and strolled toward the man in tight blue jeans, a black leather bomber jacket and dark sunglasses. Tunnel vision made her walk right into the small table full of books she’d set up that morning. Both she and the table hit the floor with a clatter. The pain in her thigh would probably leave a bruise. “I’m such an idiot.”  
 
    A strong, tanned hand reached out to help her up.  
 
    Katie’s gaze followed the hand up a leather sleeve to the electric blue eyes peering over the sunglasses. She could neither speak nor think.  
 
    “Are you okay?” His voice was suede-soft and his lips so inviting, she licked her dusty ones.  
 
    Mimsy wandered by still fanning herself, her voice louder than it needed to be. “Laura, darling, can I get some ice water? I think I’m having a hot flash. I thought I was long past those sorts of things.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Thanks.” Katie avoided his offer of help, aware she was dusty and disheveled from unpacking boxes. 
 
    “That’s good. Do you work here?”  
 
    “I sort of own here.” She righted the table and picked up the books. 
 
    “Even better.” He slid the sunglasses to the top of his head. “I could use your help.” 
 
    “You could?” Katie, sure she was having one of Mimsy’s hot flashes, seemed to melt like a gob of peanut butter. Her breath stuck in her throat. “Okay. What can I do to…for you?” 
 
    The stranger’s eyes crinkled in the corners as a slow grin grew. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties. “I need a gift for a seven-year-old boy’s birthday.” 
 
    “Oh.” Katie shut her mouth and chastised herself. He was married with children. Paulina would have enjoyed the challenge. Katie took a small step back. “We have a lot of children’s books.” 
 
    He seemed to enjoy her discomfort and followed her toward the children’s section. “It’s my nephew’s birthday. I figured books might be the way to go this year.” 
 
    She was caught off guard. “What does he like?” 
 
    He stood so close her toes tingled. “He loves to read. He likes this little mouse guy who writes books but I can’t remember his name.” 
 
    “Geronimo Stilton.” Relieved to be on familiar territory rather than thin ice, she smiled. “My nieces love those books, too. I just put the newest one in the series on the shelf today.” 
 
    Katie handed it to him, touching his hand for a split second. The smells of leather, cologne and cinnamon around him made the room full of books seem small and stuffy. She recognized the scent. He was the customer she’d run into on her way to the bank. Had he returned simply to meet her? “We have a lot of superhero books, too.” 
 
    “Superheroes are cool, but I think your first pick is the best. I already got him a set of tools so he can help fix things around the farm. Do you carry magazines?”  
 
    “Yeah. On the shelves at the back of the store past the counter.” Did he knew he had her nerve-racked? Her knees trembled and threatened to buckle any second.  
 
    “Great. Thanks.” He flashed a sexy grin that made her even more nervous. “If I need help, who do I ask for?” 
 
    “Katie!” Laura shrieked from the counter. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “That would be me.”  
 
    “Sounds like she needs you too.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Katie’s face burned while she scurried away, careful not to walk into the table again. She blew out a breath and wished she’d worn something other than blue jeans and a chambray shirt. She brushed back the loose strands of hair from her ponytail. She must look scary.  
 
    “Katie. Now. Please.” Laura clamped one hand over her mouth.  
 
    Mr. Humphrey stood on the opposite side of the counter, a scowl on his face and his arms folded across his chest. Rust-colored stains marred the sleeves of his usual grey flannel shirt.  
 
    Katie hadn’t heard him enter the store. She glanced back at the man in the leather jacket. She turned away with a sigh then focused her attention on the problem at hand. At least Laura's agitation made her forget her hair woes. 
 
    “Mr. Humphrey would like to return a book.” Laura’s voice was tight and controlled, betraying an underlying hysteria. 
 
    “You’re not sure how to do that?” Katie’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “You might want to hear the whole story first.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “What seems to be the problem, Mr. Humphrey? Wasn’t the trapping book helpful?”  
 
    “Didn’t even read the damned thing.”  
 
    “Well, then, of course, I could take it back.” She smiled and shrugged, not sure why Laura needed her assistance.  
 
    “Good.” Mr. Humphrey slammed the book on the counter in front of her.  
 
    In pristine condition only two days ago, the book was now a heap of water-damaged, bloody pages stuck with little wads of orange fur. Laura gagged. Katie blinked and tried to convince herself she was seeing things. Ray hobbled down the stairs from the loft.  
 
    “Oh dear.” Mimsy paled. 
 
    Katie swallowed hard then steeled herself and turned back to Mr. Humphrey. “I thought you said you didn’t use the book?”  
 
    “I said I didn’t read the book.” He gave a warped yellow grin. “I threw it at the damn cat yesterday and hit him square in the face.” 
 
    “You what?” Katie fought to breathe. “Is the cat okay?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Mimsy smacked his arm. “Kitty killer. People like you should get life in prison.” 
 
    “It was an accident. I didn’t do it on purpose.” Mr. Humphrey yanked his arm out of her reach. “Even I’m not that sick.” 
 
    Katie ignored the choked laughter that erupted behind a bookshelf across the store. “I can’t take this book back. It’s a health hazard. You should just toss it in the garbage.” 
 
    Ray chuckled. When she glanced at him for help, he only grinned. She shot him a nasty look. 
 
    Mr. Humphrey folded his flannel-clad arms across his chest. For a few tense seconds, Katie was afraid he might throw the book at her next.  
 
    Her heart pounded in her ears and her eyes widened.  
 
    The stranger in the leather jacket chuckled.  
 
    She wasn’t so sure what he found so amusing, especially when she couldn’t help but gag. 
 
    Mr. Humphrey banged the door shut then climbed into a rusty old pickup. The engine struggled to life before he drove off in a cloud of blue smoke. An odd noise caught her attention. The Adonis in the leather jacket was laughing so hard he leaned against the wall for support. Katie stared, suddenly not finding him so attractive. Well, less attractive. Okay, he was still hotter than any guy she’d ever seen. Who did she think she was kidding? 
 
    “You okay, Danny?” Ray asked.  
 
    He nodded and wiped away a tear. “I’m good.”  
 
    “You know him?” Katie narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah.” Ray rubbed his chin and lumbered back up the stairs. “He’s my older sister’s grandson. The guy Nate told you about earlier. He and I are pretty close.”  
 
    Danny regained his composure and walked over to the counter. He straightened his jacket and set the book he’d selected on the counter on top of a copy of Sports Illustrated. “Sorry about that. I’m impressed. You took the whole thing rather well.” 
 
    Katie avoided his gaze while she walked around the counter and kept her voice businesslike out of humiliation. His voice sent a shiver over. It was as if she’d heard it before. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’ve done a nice job with the store.” He pulled a credit card out from a thin black wallet and handed it to her. “For the record, I really do like cats. My sister has a lot of them on the farm, but I’d never throw books at them.” 
 
    No stack of credit cards for this guy. No pictures of a wife or kids either. He did, however, have a cell phone, which buzzed with a text. He checked the message then tapped a reply.  
 
    She glimpsed at the name on his card and gave herself a mental slap to the head. Men were nothing but trouble, especially the handsome ones. 
 
    “We haven’t been properly introduced.” He reached out a hand. “Danny Walker.”  
 
    She avoided his hand. When her eyes met his, her voice grew as weak as her knees. “Katie Mullins.” 
 
    “The new owner of the bookstore I hear. Have you been in town long?” His slow smile spread and he leaned on the counter. “I mean before you took over the bookstore.” 
 
    “No.” Why did he seem so familiar? 
 
    “I’d better put it in a bag.” Katie stared in disbelief at the blood-stained pile of pages on the counter. She should get rid of them before they left a stain. Using a pen, she nudged the tattered book across the counter and into a bag. She wanted to toss the book into the dumpster out back and be done with the whole business. At least Maddox’s bloodlust hadn’t rubbed off on her. 
 
    Ray’s face blanched. “Oh hell.”  
 
    They stared in disbelief at the rusty brown stain on the aged wooden countertop. Blood had soaked into the old wood as a morbid reminder. What little was left of Katie’s energy drained right out onto the floor. She wanted to sit down and cry. “Oh, man.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. We worked really hard on that counter, didn’t we, Danny?” Ray’s voice softened. “You might want to get something to clean that up a bit.” 
 
    “I’m out of cleaner. I have to get more tomorrow.” 
 
    “Drugstore’s still open.” Ray walked away. “Back in a minute. Clean the worst of it up. I’ll get Nate to sand it down later. You want me to get rid of the book?” 
 
    “I can pitch it in the dumpster on my way out.” She wished Ray would hurry up with the cleaner before the stain set in deeper. 
 
    “It still is a great counter.” Danny wiped his eyes with the back of one hand and scrawled his signature on the credit card slip. His phone buzzed again. “These types of things go on a lot around here?” 
 
    “Not usually as bad as this.”  
 
    “Never as bad as this.” Laura disappeared into the backroom. 
 
    Danny checked his phone then studied Katie for a long minute. “Are you doing anything later? Would you like to meet for dinner?” 
 
    “Who? Me?” Katie asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be eating at your sister’s house? That’s what Ray and Nate said.” 
 
    “You could come along. She’s usually badly outnumbered by all the men in the house.” 
 
    “I’ll pass. Thanks.” 
 
    He grinned and nearly made her heart stop. “Then I’ll call her and back out. You do eat, don’t you? What time are you done? I’ll pick you up and we can go somewhere nice.” 
 
    “I’m a mess. I’ve been unpacking books all day and—” 
 
    “Five thirty. Don’t be late.” Laura bustled back into the room. “She’ll wait out front.” 
 
    “See you then.” Danny snagged a cookie from the white box and winked. “I’d better actually do some work on Ray’s car before he comes after me with a wrench. Poor guy can’t afford a real mechanic. Most of the ones around here are crooks, anyway.” 
 
    Katie’s stomach flipped over, making her glad she hadn’t eaten any cookies yet.  
 
    “Yeah. Poor guy.” Laura eyed him like a chocolate éclair. “If Ray weren’t richer than the president and half of congress, I’d feel bad for him.”  
 
    “Ray’s not rich,” Danny said. “He lives in a retirement home with a beat-up old dresser and a television.” 
 
    “Please. You should know better than the rest of us. You and Hannah have Power of Attorney, don’t you? If I were you, I’d keep on his good side and get in that will.” Laura winked. “Someday I’ll fill you in. All you have to do is buy us coffee.” 
 
    Katie gasped as though she’d swallowed a bug. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She smiled. “There have been stories going around about Ray since I was a kid. I’ve heard he was a bank robber, a counterfeiter and even a vigilante. I keep meaning to ask him if any of the rumors are true, but—”  
 
    “I can assure you, they’re not.” Danny’s jaw tensed.  
 
    She held up her hands. “I’m just telling you what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “It’s nothing but gossip.” He turned to Katie, jaw tensed. “See you at five thirty.” 
 
    When he left, Laura set the cookies in front of Katie and handed her a much needed cup of coffee from the pot in the backroom. “That boy is yummy. You think he’d date an older woman?” 
 
    “You’re married.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not dead. I can look. I just can’t touch the forbidden fruit, no matter how good it looks in blue jeans.” 
 
    The door opened again and Danny came in, set a bottle of cleaner on the counter, winked at Katie then left.  
 
    Katie stared at Laura then burst into a fit of giggles. “Can you believe this week?” 
 
    “This week? Honey, this day was hairy enough for me. I nearly woofed my cookies when Mr. Humphrey put that book on the counter. Way too gross for words.”  
 
    “I know. Who knew he was so twisted?” She winced. 
 
    “Not me, although the stains on his jacket should have been a clue.” Laura stared at the cookies on the plate. “I’m just glad you finally have someone you’ll go to dinner with without making excuses for a week.” 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened as realization sunk in. “Oh, my God. I have a date. I’m filthy.”  
 
    “Run home and take a shower. I can finish up.” 
 
    “I have to work on this stain before it soaks in deeper.” She grabbed a rag from the back.  
 
    “You’re going to wreck your hands and reek for your date. I’ll call my hubby. He’s off work soon anyway. He loves working with wood.” 
 
    Katie winced. “I have nothing to wear.” 
 
    “So, wear nothing.” Laura giggled. “Honey, the way he looked at you, you could wear a paper bag and he’d be happy.” 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have something nice to wear.” She nudged Katie toward the door.  
 
    “I don’t even know him.” 
 
    “You know he’s Ray’s nephew and he likes cats, what more do you need?” 
 
    “Laura.” She should have said no.  
 
    “Hurry up and get cleaned up before your knight in shining armor returns.” 
 
    Katie should tell him something came up so there’d be less chance of her slipping up. She didn’t need a knight in shining armor any more than she needed a date, but something about Danny Walker piqued her curiosity. That nagging gut feeling she knew him from somewhere. Something about those eyes. 
 
    She jogged back to Hilda’s house, her heart pounding even without the physical exercise. His eyes. All she’d ever seen of Donovan Wild’s face were his eyes. The rest was hidden beneath a thick beard much like Chevy’s. She’d always had the gut feeling Donovan’s beard was fake, but he’d never let her touch it.  
 
    In fact, he was the only one of Maddox’s men who’d never let her touch him. He always kept his distance. When Maddox offered her to him for a night, he’d politely refused. What kind of man wore a fake beard and refused a night of pleasure with a… 
 
    A hooker.  
 
    She pushed that thought out of her head.  
 
    That was then. This was now. She must know him from somewhere else. Despite recognizing his voice and having a red rash on his face that could be from glue, Danny couldn’t possibly be Donovan.  
 
    Nor was he Maddox. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny didn’t bother to drive out to Hannah’s. Instead, he parked near the grocery store. His right eye twitched. “I have a date with Katie tonight.” 
 
    Ray’s eyebrows rose. “That’s interesting. Where was I?” 
 
    “Getting the cleaner.” 
 
    “Oh.” He frowned. “Have you told Hannah?” 
 
    “Not yet.” His face grew hot. “It sort of just happened.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better. She’ll be worried if you don’t show up for dinner.” 
 
    “It’s just a date.” Katie Mullins wasn’t a girl. She was a case. He didn’t feel the need to mention Maddox was more interested in her than he was. “I’ll call Hannah.”  
 
    “You be good to Katie,” Ray growled. “I know she’s just a case to you, but if you break her heart, I’ll write you out of my will.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money, just your car.” 
 
    “You won’t get that, either, hot shot. You treat that girl like she’s gold. If I find out you were a jerk, I’ll tell your sister on you.” 
 
    Danny grinned. Ray seemed to think the world of Katie Mullins. How would his uncle feel if he knew half of what she’d done? After all the late night meetings at DMR, Danny knew her better than Ray ever would. Somehow, she hadn’t seen through his disguise then and she didn’t seem to recognize him now.  
 
    They bought a few groceries Hannah had texted him to pick up and stopped at the automotive store for parts. On top of everything, he’d promised, repeatedly, to fix both Nate’s truck and Ray’s car. There was no way Danny would get to either of them tonight. Provided the date with Katie went well. He texted Hannah to let her know he wouldn’t be at dinner. 
 
    Ray jumped into the driver’s seat and took him back to the bookstore. “You see. There’s that noise again. It sounds like a squirrel got into the engine.” 
 
    “I’ll fix it.”  
 
    “Maybe I should leave it parked tonight and get Nate to pick me up.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Danny’s attention was on the front door of the bookstore. 
 
    “We’re on time. She’s locking up.” Ray pulled the car to the curb.  
 
    Katie Mullins—a.k.a. Paulina Chourney, if Danny’s hunch was right—locked the front door of the bookstore. She’d changed clothes since he and Ray had left. Her skirt was calf-length and her jacket covered a lot more flesh than anything Paulina would wear. She seemed softer. More human. He liked her better this way. 
 
    “Wow.” Ray blinked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her dressed up before. She looks good.”  
 
    “Yeah, she does.” 
 
    Ray cuffed the side of his head. “Yeah? That’s it? That woman looks amazing and you’d better get your butt out there and tell her so.” 
 
    Panic seized Danny by the throat. What was he thinking? This date was strictly business. He had to be sure she was Paulina.  
 
    “You’d better buy her dinner and make sure she gets home safe or I’m gonna track you down and straighten you out later. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Ray. I…” He sighed. 
 
    When Katie turned toward them and smiled, his heart stuttered.  
 
    Danny was in trouble.  
 
    Lots of trouble. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    There was lots of time for Katie to back out. Right up until she took her key out of the lock as Ray’s cranky blue Honda Civic rattled up to the store. When did the “great mechanic” actually plan to fix it? Maybe after their date.  
 
    Date. She blew out a breath and pushed a strand of hair over her ear. Was she crazy? 
 
    Danny lunged out of the car as though making his escape and Ray drove off yelling at his nephew and shaking his index finger, his shouts drowned out by a frightening rattle from the motor. He paused beside a black Harley Davidson motorcycle, straightened his jacket and jammed his hands in his pockets. “Hello, Katie Mullins.”  
 
    The way he said her name sent a shiver up her spine. “Hello, Danny Walker.”  
 
    “You changed.” He studied her from head to toe and smiled.  
 
    “I was kind of dusty and Laura…” Katie bit her glossed lower lip then raised and lowered herself on the toes of her high-heeled black boots. The appraising look he gave her was worth digging her gauzy red and black skirt and the red blouse out of storage. “I went to change.” 
 
    “You look great.”  
 
    “Thanks.” She tugged Laura’s jacket tighter around her shoulders, more from nerves than from the air temperature. “How did things go with Sophie?” 
 
    Danny stifled a chuckle and moved closer. “I’d rather not get into that until we’re sitting down. I may need a drink to go with it. How did it go with the stain on the counter?”  
 
    The smile on her face drooped. “Oh no. I probably reek of bleach. Laura’s husband came in after work and…” 
 
    Danny cupped her chin and raised her face to his.  
 
    She stopped breathing for a split second until he sniffed. Since Laura had doused her with perfume half an hour earlier, she smelled less like bleach and more like a stuffy room full of spicy roses.  
 
    “You smell wonderful.” Their bodies scant inches apart, his breath warmed her ear. “Where do you want to eat?” 
 
    Katie was speechless. He smelled like cinnamon gum and musky cologne that both mystified and intoxicated her at the same time. She needed to put some serious distance between them before she did anything stupid like kiss him. 
 
    “Katie?” His buttery voice washed over her. 
 
    “Oh. Right. Dinner. Um, how about the Cardinal? Casual but nice.”  
 
    “Also not too romantic for a first date.” Danny grinned. 
 
    “Right.” She slapped her forehead. “I mean…” 
 
    “It’s okay. Ray told me it’s been a while since you’ve been on a date. I have to say, it’s been a long time for me too. Work and all that.” His gaze darted away from her. “Shall we?” 
 
    She gulped and stiffened. She was on a real date for the first time in months. Even more frightening was he knew Ray, who saw her every day. “What else did Ray tell you about me?”  
 
    When his gaze darted away, she wasn’t sure if he was thinking or making something up. She knew from experience people tended to look off into space when they concocted stories. Or plotted where to bury bodies. 
 
    “That I’m supposed to treat you like a princess and if I break your heart, he’ll write me out of his will.” 
 
    “I see. So there’s a financial incentive to this.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t really want his money.” He seemed to miss her point completely. “The worst case scenario is he wouldn’t leave me his car.” 
 
    “The beat up old Honda?”  
 
    “Hey, I love that old rust bucket.” Danny sounded defensive. “I want to fix it up and give it a new paint job, but he won’t let me.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly a good thing to advertise on a first date, you know.” 
 
    “That’s funny.” He grinned. “People say you can dig in your heels with the best of them. I hear Ray had a problem with the colors you picked.” 
 
    “We have a deal. My building. My colors.” She folded her arms across her chest.  
 
    Danny laughed. “I agree.” 
 
    “You do?”  
 
    “I’d better. You look like you’ll punch me if I don’t.” 
 
    Katie covered her face with her hands in embarrassment and her shoulders sagged. “Are you sure we can sit through a meal together?” 
 
    “We’ll be separated by a table, right? We should be okay. Unless you don’t think it’s worth the risk.” 
 
    She examined him from head to toe. Danny had long, strong legs, narrow hips and broad shoulders that screamed he worked out religiously.  
 
    The light breeze tousled his dark hair and he tugged the neck of his leather jacket a little closer. Was he nervous? “You know, if I were made of chocolate, I would’ve melted all over the sidewalk by now.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “It’s not that hot out.” 
 
    “I meant from the once over you just gave me. Maybe we better sit at separate tables so we don’t light the place on fire.” 
 
    With a grimace, Katie brushed past him to the restaurant door and then turned so suddenly he collided with her. His breath warmed her forehead and her breath caught in her throat. “Are you always so rude?” 
 
    “Actually, no.”  
 
    She ignored the fluttering in her stomach. “So it’s just me you toy with like this? Scary.” 
 
    “It would seem so. Do you find me scary?”  
 
    Katie turned and grasped the door handle, not wanting to say something she might regret later. The door flew open and smacked her in the face. She backed into Danny, who got tangled in her flowing skirt. They crumpled to the sidewalk in a heap with Katie practically in Danny’s lap. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing with my wife?” A large man stood over them.  
 
    She sat on the concrete and blinked away the stars that emanated from the pain in her nose. When her vision cleared, she glared at her assailant. “Oh for crying out loud, Mitch, I’m not your wife.” 
 
    Mitch Davidson squinted, teetering dangerously for a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man. His beer-scented breath blasted her as he examined her. “Honey Pie?” 
 
    “No, Mitch. It’s Katie from the bookstore.” Her voice was muffled by the hand she held to her throbbing nose. She guessed he’d inhaled a few too many drinks at Happy Hour and hoped a taxi waited nearby. She pushed him away while Danny helped her up. 
 
    “You could be my wife.” He belched. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t. She apparently puts up with you. I’d…” She wanted to add something violent but glanced at her date and hesitated. She wasn’t that person anymore. 
 
    Danny folded his arms across his chest. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Lately, every time Mitch goes on a bender, he runs into me and thinks I’m his wife. At first it was kind of funny. Now it’s getting old.” 
 
    “I take it you two look alike?”  
 
    “From what I hear? Absolutely not.” She scowled and pointed Mitch in the direction of a taxi. With any luck he’d forget where his car was until tomorrow. 
 
    Mitch wove along the sidewalk, his hands flailing through the air, talking animatedly to no one in particular.  
 
    “Scary.” Danny steered her into the restaurant and remained quiet until after they were seated. “Do you have this magnetic personality that draws loonies your way or can you just not play nice with other people?” 
 
    “Would that include you?” 
 
    “Touché. I had that coming.” He shrugged off his jacket. “Great weather, huh?” 
 
    Katie burst into laughter as the waitress brought menus. “Sorry but you have to face it. If you’re related to Ray, it’s in the gene pool.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve met some of my relatives.” 
 
    “Ray and Nate brought them in to critique the store when it opened. Hannah…” 
 
    “My sister? What about her?”  
 
    “Nothing.” Katie sat back, surprised by the defensiveness in his voice. “I didn’t know she was your sister. Hannah was the only sweet one of the bunch. She brought the silk plant that’s in the window and gushed about the new colors. She’s come in to browse several times.” 
 
    Danny reddened and looked away. “I suppose your family’s a lot more normal.” 
 
    Her family wasn’t a safe topic. She ignored the question and pretended to study the menu she knew by heart. She’d sampled everything on the menu at least once since moving to town.  
 
    “Katie?”  
 
    She looked into his hypnotizing eyes. What was she supposed to say? Technically, she hadn’t dated anyone but Maddox in years. 
 
    Their waitress returned with two glasses of water and turned to Danny. “I know you from somewhere, don’t I? You’re Danny Walker. Ray’s nephew. I heard you moved to Newville and became a cop or something.” 
 
    “A what?” Katie gasped. 
 
    “A cop. He went to school with one of my brothers.” She glanced at Katie and winced. “Sorry. I’m intruding. I’ll be back in a few minutes to take your orders.” 
 
    Katie’s heart fluttered, leaving her breathless. “Are you a cop?” 
 
    “Would it make a difference?”  
 
    “No.” Yes. “You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” He placed his napkin on his lap. “I’m also a lousy poker player.” 
 
    “Ray said you’re a good mechanic, but he never told me you were a cop. That must be an interesting profession.”  
 
    “It has its moments.” Danny toyed with his napkin. “Are you okay? You look kind of pale.” 
 
    “Good work, Officer.” What were the odds a fugitive would end up on a date with a police officer? That thought made Katie nauseous and her mind work overtime. She was fascinated yet scared silly. The familiarity from the salon overwhelmed her again. This close up she was sure he was, at the very least, related to the man in Maddox’s office at DMR. His name was Wild, not Walker, but names were easy to change and fake.  
 
    So were faces.  
 
    A chill seized her. She squinted and tried to picture him with a blond wig and thick beard. Her suspicions grew more alarming. More real. “Sorry. I have a headache. It’s been a long day between all the stock arriving and the whole cat thing.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s probably from when Mitch whacked you in the face with the door. Or from dealing with a dead cat and a blood-stained counter.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure that’s it.” More likely, it was from the panic that welled up and threatened to drown her if she didn’t get away from him. If he already suspected her, leaving would make her look guilty. If she stayed, however, she increased the odds of saying something stupid or incriminating. 
 
    Her hands shook. She needed to find out what she could. “Well, I’m clearly at a disadvantage here since Ray’s already told you all about me. Why don’t you tell me about you?” 
 
    Danny winced. “I hate this part. It’s like skiing downhill naked.” 
 
    “I’ve never tried that.”  
 
    “Truthfully, me neither, but it sounds frightening.” He sat back. “Let’s see. I’m a police officer. I’m single. Kids give me hives and I’m allergic to books with no pictures.” 
 
    She fingered her cutlery, aware he watched every move she made. “Did you always want to be a cop?” 
 
    “My hero when I was growing up was Inspector Clouseau from The Pink Panther movies, which probably says a lot right there. I like the job but it can be frustrating.” He hesitated. “I’m on a case right now that has me banging my head on the walls.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” Katie only asked to be polite. 
 
    “That’s confidential.”  
 
    An uneasy silence fell over them. 
 
    “Of course. Sorry.” Her entire life was a major confidentiality issue. Her stomach was being spun in a washing machine. She wanted a glass of wine so badly she could taste it, but drinking with Danny wasn’t an option. There was too much to lose. Too much she might say. She stood up. “Look, this was…I need to go. I’m really not feeling well.” 
 
    “Was it something I said?” He threw a bill on the table and followed her out. “That I won’t tell you about my case?” 
 
    “No.” Katie kept a brisk pace to Hilda’s house. “It’s just been too long.” 
 
    “Since you dated?” Danny walked beside her the entire way. His step never faltered. He already seemed to know where they were going. “Me too. Work keeps me busy. The last time I had a date, I made a total fool of myself. I dropped her off at home then she went and filed a restraining order so she never had to see me again.”  
 
    Was he the man who’d followed her the previous night? Katie managed a small smile and shivered so hard she couldn’t swallow. “I don’t believe that. You must have done something pretty nasty.” 
 
    “Yeah. I dropped her off and kissed her good night then met her husband when he opened the door.” Danny stopped and studied Hilda’s brick century home. “Nice place. I love the old beveled glass windows. I’ve been looking for a place like this. I’m tired of the city. After a while, the noise and chaos starts to get to me.” 
 
    “I just rent a room and help Hilda cook and clean.” Too much information. She needed to stop talking. 
 
    “What about tonight?” Danny genuinely seemed concerned.  
 
    She caught her breath in admiration. “Laura brought her dinner from Canelli’s Bistro.”  
 
    “What about you? You didn’t eat. We could still salvage this date, you know.” Danny waved at Hilda, whose nose pressed up to the window pane, creating little pools of steamy glass.  
 
    Hilda waggled her weathered little fingers at him then disappeared. A few seconds later, she opened the front door and yelled loud enough for the neighborhood to hear. “Is this your new boyfriend? Laura said you had a hot stud taking you to dinner tonight. He’s cute. I’m Hilda Clayton.” 
 
    Katie was so mortified she couldn’t speak.  
 
    Danny climbed the stairs and reached out a hand. “Mrs. Clayton, it’s a pleasure. I’m Danny Walker.” 
 
    The soothing scent of lavender swirled around her while she slid a thin hand into his. She giggled when he kissed it like a gentleman. “Don’t be silly. Call me Hilda. You’re not Ally Walker’s grandson, are you? The one who was a police officer in New Mexico for a while? Bet that would’ve been quite an experience, roaming around the desert chasing bad guys. Where are you working these days?” 
 
    Katie’s breath caught in her throat and made her cough. 
 
    Danny looked a bit embarrassed as he glanced over his shoulder. “I’m in Newville now. Grandma misses everyone at bingo. She’ll be back from Florida by the end of the month. I’m sure she’ll call you.” 
 
    “I used to get a ride from Mrs. Morrison, but she died this spring of some heart thing, the poor dear. It’s such a shame. She was only seventy-eight. It seems everyone I know is dropping like flies.” She leaned toward him. “I thought a younger roommate might be a great companion, but Katie acts older than me. At least I remember how to have fun. All she does is work and sleep.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot like me lately.” 
 
    “Oh really? Well, do you know she hasn’t had one date since she’s moved here? Not until you came along, you handsome boy.” Hilda pinched his cheek and disappeared inside.  
 
    Katie gnawed on the inside of her cheek and studied him. “Good night.” 
 
    “Already? It’s still early. I thought we could sit and talk for a while.” 
 
    “I have a lot to do tomorrow. I need to get some sleep.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been more upfront about the cop thing. I didn’t want to scare you.” 
 
    “Scare me? How? Don’t most people find it comforting to know they’re being escorted by a man with a gun?” Most people who aren’t wanted fugitives, anyway. 
 
    He shrugged. “Some people don’t like cops.”  
 
    “Some people don’t like secrets.” She was a hypocrite but needed an excuse to escape. “Good night, Danny Walker, if that really is your name.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” Danny met her gaze. “Is Katie Mullins yours?” 
 
    Her heart thudded in her throat and nearly gagged her. She stared at him, hoping to make him realize it was a ridiculous question. “Good night, Danny.” 
 
    “This is stupid.” He stood on the top step and bowed his head. “Look, Katie, I know we got off to a bad start. Can we try again sometime?” 
 
    She needed to find out more about him before they could ever be alone together again and there were only two people who could tell her what she needed to know. Ray and Hannah. At this point, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to know.  
 
    Mostly, she wanted to be left alone to think. If, by a long shot, Danny actually was Donovan Wild, Maddox and his cronies would find her soon. If he was a cop undercover at DMR, she had no idea where his allegiance lay.  
 
    Like Donovan Wild, Danny Walker was a wild card. 
 
    Back in her room, she reached into her purse and found one of the scraps of her former life she hadn’t bothered to get rid of, the business card for the Wild Blue Detective Agency. Wild must have stuck it in her purse at some point, but when? When were they alone together that night? She couldn’t remember. 
 
    She dialed the number, relieved to hear a raspy male voice announce the office was closed. The voice didn’t belong to Wild or Danny, which did nothing to make her feel at ease.  
 
    That meant there was yet another player in the game. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny took a long walk around town to think before he got back on his motorcycle and drove back to Hannah and Nate’s. Katie Mullins was Paulina Chourney. He was positive now since she was too rattled to even sit through one meal with him. Oddly enough, she amused him.  
 
    Paulina had spent her days doing DMR business and her nights entertaining not only Maddox, but any man he told her to take good care of. She wore short skirts, g-strings and low-cut blouses. Maddox had even offered her to Danny—Donovan—several times, but he’d declined. He wasn’t into hookers. 
 
    Katie Mullins, while the same person physically, seemed to be her polar opposite. She’d erected a wall between her and everyone else. Although Danny was sure he’d caught the occasional glimpse of the real person, from time to time, he had no idea who she really was.  
 
    The others were inside the farmhouse, but he needed to be alone with his thoughts for a while longer. He sat outside on the picnic table beneath an old oak and pulled out his cell phone. He wanted to call Katie and make sure she was okay. Instead, he ended up hitting the first number on his speed dial. “Leo, I’ve found Paulina.” 
 
    “So you’ve said. What else is new?” 
 
    “We went on a date. Sort of.” Danny groaned.  
 
    There was silence from the other end of the phone. “When’s the wedding?” 
 
    “I might be in trouble.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant?” 
 
    He scoffed. “Did I wake you or are you acting like a jerk on purpose?” 
 
    Leo chuckled. “Busted, but I’m not acting. What’s going on?” 
 
    He was falling for her. “I’m positive she’s a sober version of Paulina. We went out for dinner. She freaked out when she found out I’m a cop and left. I’m not sure what I should do next.” 
 
    “You’re asking me for advice? Bro, my track record with women isn’t that good. You’d be better off talking to a tree. Since you’ve asked, keep your distance and call in the big guns if it bothers you that much.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lead Maddox and his guys here. I need more time to get her on my side. I need to convince her to testify.” Danny was more concerned about his family and Katie than Paulina, which didn’t make sense since they were the same person.  
 
    “Okay, then strap her to the back of your bike and tell her you’re taking her out for dinner with her good friend Maddox.” When Danny remained silent, Leo snorted. “You asked me for help.” 
 
    “This isn’t helping.” He sighed. 
 
    “You’re getting too involved, Bro. You have to hand Maddox the girl before you’re a dead man or else you have to convince her to be a witness. Does that sum it up?” 
 
    “I know. I’ve never had a case like this one.” He rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “Have you heard from Bobby?”  
 
    Danny narrowed his eyes. “No, why?” 
 
    “He’s going to be in your neighborhood soon. The bosses are relocating him so you’ll have backup. He’s got another officer and are tracking down leads on the murder. We’ve crossed a couple names off your list.” He paused. “Did you always think she was cute?”  
 
    “Paulina? No. I always thought she was a two-bit slut who thought too much of herself. She’s changed since I last saw her.” Danny couldn’t shake the image of Katie out of his head. She’d been pretty rattled to learn he was a police officer. Another clue she was Paulina or at least had something to hide. “Who did you cross off the list?” 
 
    “Attitudes change when you’re trying to survive. I can tell you that firsthand.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll see if I can convince her to confess. If she’ll be a witness, I can put her in protective custody. The list, Leo. Who did you cross off?” 
 
    “If she won’t, then you’d better seek protective custody for yourself. Maddox won’t be a happy camper. You really should’ve thought this through better.” 
 
    “I thought I had. I tucked her away before the raid and planned to have someone pick her up and get her on board.” 
 
    “Guess you should’ve either talked to her sooner or tied her to the bed before you left.” 
 
    “I thought about that. Not tying her up but…” He ran a hand through his hair. “Forget it. I’ve got to go. I need to figure out what to do now. I’ll keep you up to date.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know who’s no longer on the suspect list?” 
 
    Danny groaned. “Please.” 
 
    “Roland’s girlfriends from the party. One died of an overdose and never even knew Dunnsforth. The other one’s brain is so fried she’s not even smart enough to frame pictures, let alone people.” 
 
    “Thanks. Keep digging.” 
 
    Two suspects down. Three to go. Still at a loss, he rubbed his eyes and called Bobby. “Any news from the lab about Dunnsforth?” 
 
    “Still waiting. You find Paulina?” 
 
    “Yeah. We need to move in, but we need to keep her safe. Any suggestions?” His head hurt too much to think. 
 
    Bobby blew out a breath. “I’m packing up to head out your way tomorrow morning. How soon can you get back to the city so we can all get on the same page?” 
 
    “Less than an hour.”  
 
    “I’ll set up a meeting with the rest of the task force. We can discuss some options. The way I see it, Maddox’s got too many places to hide in Newville. If we can draw him out there…” 
 
    “You’ll put the whole town in danger, including my family. No thanks.” 
 
    Bobby hesitated. “You forget, a big chunk of my family’s out there too. It’d be easier to go to Paulina rather than bring her back kicking and screaming. She might alert Maddox, then we’d lose her for sure.” 
 
    “No.” Danny shook his head. “She’s different than she was in the city. She’s sober, she’s alert and she’s afraid. Even of me. She has too much to lose now.” 
 
    “You need to come back. If we’re going to get her into custody, we’ll have to work as a team. No renegade stuff.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Danny ambled from the picnic table to the house to tell Hannah he was leaving. He wouldn’t tell her about dinner or else she’d make him sit and eat. The smells that met him at the door almost made him change his mind. He did cave in when she waved a slice of warm apple pie beneath his nose. 
 
    Once the pie and a healthy scoop of ice cream were history, Danny made his way upstairs to pack. He made sure to bring his receipt from the bookstore, untouched since Katie had put it in the bag, so they could confirm her identity. He needed to be back in Packham early enough to get in Katie’s good graces, especially if she was Paulina. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    “You had a date with my brother last night.” Hannah handed Katie a cup of coffee around ten the next morning. Her black hair coiled like a thick cat’s tail over her shoulder. She had the same blazing blue eyes as her brother but was smaller and smelled like fresh-baked bread and vanilla.  
 
    Katie stared at the cup, not sure if it was a peace offering or full of poison. “Yeah. Don’t worry, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyes widened then she laughed, her teeth perfect and white like she hadn’t drank coffee in her life before now. “I’m not here to tell you to back off. He’s my brother, not my husband. I just wondered how it went. Danny made a lot of noise when he got home, which usually means he’s ticked off about something.” 
 
    “I see.” Katie sat on the stool before her knees buckled. She wished she hadn’t sent Laura to the bank. Ray hadn’t come in yet, which was unusual—unless Hannah had spoken to him first. 
 
    She’d replayed her conversation with Danny so many times she was convinced he was hiding around every corner trying to catch her. Every little creak and thump in the bookstore nearly made her scream. “You think he was mad at me?”  
 
    Hannah picked up a gardening book off the clearance table and shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought maybe he said something to you about…anything. He’s been acting kind of weird and I can’t seem to get much out of him lately. He’s been going back and forth between here and Newville and not getting a lot of sleep.” 
 
    “He’s a cop, isn’t he?” The coffee smelled too good to resist. Katie put her faith in Hannah and took a sip. “Maybe he’s on a case and doesn’t want you to worry.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time. How’s the bookstore going?” The tinkle of little bells sounded from Hannah’s purse. She pulled out her cell phone and smirked. “Speak of the devil. Danny’s stuck in…traffic.”  
 
    “Fine. Busy.” 
 
    “It looks great. Clean.” She smiled. “Ray thinks you’re doing a good job. I know he doesn’t say much to you, but he’s told everyone else in town. If he wasn’t happy, he’d tell you.” 
 
    Katie set her cup down so she didn’t slosh coffee on her hand. “Nate did a nice job on the shelves and floors, didn’t he?” 
 
    Hannah smiled. Her eyes crinkled like Danny’s. “Yeah. He’s a wonderful carpenter. Between him and Danny, they could be great contractors, but Danny would rather work on cars or chase bad guys.” 
 
    “If you want me to stay away from him, I will.”  
 
    Hannah’s gaze swept around the store then focused on Katie. “He’s my brother and he’s a grown man. I can’t tell him or you to do anything. I just wanted to know what happened and make sure everything was okay. Really.” 
 
    “I got hit in the face when Mitch Davidson pushed the door open and ended up with a killer headache. After that, it was all downhill.” 
 
    Hannah’s face went blank then her lips twitched and she burst into laughter. “On my first date with Nate, we went to Canelli’s Bistro and the waiter dumped spaghetti and sauce all over me. I was so embarrassed. I figured we weren’t meant to be, so I avoided him for a month.” 
 
    “How did you get back together then?” 
 
    “Nate built a flower box for the farmhouse and burned my name into it. He told me there was always going to be someone dumping stuff on us so we better get used to it.” 
 
    “He’s a smart guy.”  
 
    Hannah nodded. “So is Danny. Don’t hurt him. Or else.” 
 
    When Hannah left after uttering her threat, Katie swallowed hard, glad Danny’s sister was one of those people who gave others a second chance. Possibly not a third, however. 
 
    “What’s up, kiddo?” Ray strolled in with a bakery bag in one hand. 
 
    The jingle of the chimes made Katie’s muscles clench. The sight of the bag made her drool. Pavlov would have loved her as a test subject.  
 
    Ray narrowed his eyes. “Whoa. You ever think of giving Valium a try?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He opened the bag and waved a butter tart beneath her nose. “This ought to relax you.” 
 
    Unfortunately, it would. “You keep bringing treats and I’m going to have to install a treadmill in here. Why are you trying to fatten me up?” 
 
    Ray shrugged. “I don’t have any other hobbies. How was your date last night? Seemed like it was done awfully early. Danny took off for the city like a shot.” 
 
    “It was fine.”  
 
    When Hannah walked past the front window again, Katie cringed, not sure what to think about Danny’s sister or why Danny would leave for Newville in such a hurry anymore.  
 
    “Sorry. I’ve got some book work to do.” 
 
    By the time Laura returned from the bank, a tension headache had seized Katie’s jaw and the back of her head. She hoped Danny wouldn’t bother to show his face at the store. She had enough explaining to do to Ray and Laura as it was.  
 
    “Okay, time to dish out the dirt.” Laura closed the till. “How was the date?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Her mouth dropped open. “The way you’re twitching at every little noise, I thought he was a psycho or something.” 
 
    “Danny’s no psycho.” Ray snorted from the loft.  
 
    “She wouldn’t tell you either, would she? Come on, Katie. If he was a total jerk, tell us. Ray can straighten him out later.” 
 
    “He wasn’t a jerk.” Not totally. “The date was fine.” She managed to keep them both at bay for then. 
 
    Just after noon Laura sighed. “I’m going for lunch. You want anything?” 
 
    “No thanks.”  
 
    “You’re just gonna live on coffee today? You’re gonna get gut rot.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry. Go get your lunch.” Actually, she wanted to go home and hide in her bedroom under the heavy blankets with an entire bag of gooey chocolate chip cookies and a magnum of wine to contemplate life. She flinched when the chimes signaled Laura’s departure.  
 
    Ray’s groan echoed from the loft above. He lumbered down the stairs and then leaned on the counter. “It’s Danny, isn’t it? The two of you went out for dinner last night and now you’re mad as a hornet. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that boy messed up.” He hitched up his drooping slacks and puffed out his thin chest. “I’ll straighten him out.” 
 
    He moved to the front door.  
 
    “Ray. No.” 
 
               “What? I warned him. I told him you deserved to be treated well.” 
 
    She put her hands on his bony shoulders and sighed. “Danny didn’t do anything. It’s just me. My last boyfriend was abusive. Going on a date freaked me out.” 
 
    He didn’t seem convinced. “Did he walk you home?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he get fresh with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why the hell not? What’s wrong with that boy?” 
 
    Nothing except that he scared the crap out of her. “Ray.”  
 
    He sighed then drew in a deep breath. “Are you gonna see him again?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Her shoulders sagged. 
 
    “Why not? You’re a good-looking girl.” 
 
    “Because I—” When the door opened with a jingle, Katie spun around and ended up with her face in a huge bouquet of colorful lilies and greenery that smelled like summer. 
 
    Danny peered at her from behind the foliage and flashed a sheepish smile. Dark circles shadowed his eyes like he hadn’t slept all night. “I tried to bring flowers earlier but got cornered by a crazy lady in glass slippers and a party dress.”  
 
    “Mimsy Lexington.” That must have been the traffic he’d texted Hannah about. She avoided his gaze and gently fingered a pink lily petal. “She comes and buys every romance novel that comes out.” 
 
    “Oh, you know her.” He handed her the bouquet. “That explains it. She said my first choice wasn’t good enough for you and made me order a bouquet of lilies. Apparently any loser can pick up carnations and daisies. Lilies are more romantic and you, I hear, deserve nothing but the best.” 
 
    Ray shook his head. “Oh, brother.”  
 
    All thoughts drained from Katie’s pounding head. She couldn’t remember the last time any man had bought her flowers. Beyond the bouquet, Danny waited eagerly for her approval. She forced a weak smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” His goofy grin made her laugh.  
 
    “Mimsy likes lilies, huh?” Ray’s voice was gruff. “That old broad’s about as wacko as they get, but she’s still one hot chick.” 
 
    “Yeah, she especially likes the white ones.” Danny hadn’t taken his eyes off Katie since he handed her the bouquet. 
 
    “I’ve got an errand to run.” Ray clutched his coffee cup. “I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    She didn’t even pay attention to the chimes when he left.  
 
    Danny blew out a nervous breath. “I hope you like the lilies, especially after all the trouble it was to pick out just the right ones. Mimsy’s a particular lady, but she does have good taste.” 
 
    “Particular or peculiar? Thank you. The flowers are gorgeous. I’m just having a rough morning.” 
 
    He followed her to the back room and waited while she found a vase. “Is this about last night? Look, I know things got a bit awkward. Part of the reason I’m still single is because I can be a real ass sometimes.” 
 
    Katie looked up in mock surprise. “I would never have thought.” 
 
    “Okay, I asked for that.”  
 
    She plunked the flowers into the water and placed the vase on the counter out front to cover the faint blood stain from the tattered book. 
 
    “Think that’ll cover the dead animal smell?”  
 
    Her eyes widened. “Are you serious? Does it really smell?”  
 
    “No. Well, it does, but not like death.” He leaned on the end of the counter beside her. “It smells like you.” 
 
    “Me?” Katie met his gaze. “I smell like musty books, bleach and paint? How romantic.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” A slow blush deepened the tan of his face. 
 
    Katie had forgotten how mesmerizing his eyes were and regretted being so bold. The tingle started in her lips and flowed in a wave down her body. It vibrated every cell of her being until she struggled to breathe. That she should be afraid of him crossed her mind but was gone in a poof of glittering lust. She needed to escape but couldn’t move. “I meant that you smell like—”  
 
    The chimes jingled. 
 
    “Hello, love.” Mimsy thumped her way across the hardwood floor wearing a long burgundy gown, a mink coat and a glittering tiara. Her usual sidekick, Mark, had stopped for a smoke outside and turned his back to the store. She stopped at the counter and reached for Katie’s hand. “You look unusually pale, darling.”  
 
    “I’m fighting an awful headache.” She forced a smile. When she clasped her hands behind her back, Danny’s hand covered hers. Katie remembered who he really was and shook him off. 
 
    “Do you get those often, dear?”  
 
    “Only lately.” A wave of nausea washed over her. “When I’m around people.” 
 
               “Oh, darling, you should go home and rest. At least get a cup of chai tea. It’s wonderful when you feel unwell. The spices will warm you right up.” 
 
              “I’ll get some when Laura comes back from lunch.” 
 
    Her eyes lit on Danny. “Well, if it isn’t Sir Daniel. I trust the lilies were a hit.” 
 
    “They were.” His face reddened. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Katie raised her eyebrows at him in amusement. “Sir Daniel?” 
 
    “Why, of course, my dear.” She beamed and patted Danny’s hand. “This handsome boy came roaring up to the flower shop on his motorcycle like a knight in shining armor. How could I not help?” 
 
    “How indeed.”  
 
    “That floozy at the flower shop is awful with her advice on flowers for wooing a lady. Why, she probably hasn’t been wooed by a man in at least fifty years, the dried up old shrew.”  
 
    Katie opened her mouth in surprise.  
 
    Danny buried his face in a Vogue magazine. His shoulders trembled then he laughed and traded the fashion magazine for a Sports Illustrated, flipping through it upside down. 
 
    “I’m glad you loved the flowers, my dear.” Mimsy patted her hand. 
 
    Katie turned her attention back to Mimsy. “They’re gorgeous. Thank you for the suggestion. Is there something I can do for you today?” 
 
    “Oh, now that you mention it,” Mimsy rifled through her silver sequined purse, “I’m having a party next weekend. It’s a wine and cheese gala at my son’s new restaurant, and I have invitations for you and Laura. I’ve chosen a literary theme, and I’d like everyone to come dressed as their favorite character from a book.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun.” 
 
    “It will be so much fun. Be sure to bring a date.” Mimsy batted her eyes toward Danny. “Maybe he could come as a cover model. A bare-chested pirate or a cowboy with a large gun. We could all pose for photos with him and his motorcycle.”  
 
    He reddened and moved even farther away from the counter.  
 
    Katie pressed her lips together to stifle the urge to laugh at the fear on his face. “Are you inviting Ray?” 
 
    “Ray Colter?” Mimsy sounded amused. “Well, I shouldn’t think he would stoop to come to one of my soirées but I’d be grateful if you could pass on an invitation. He is a handsome devil for an old man.” She laid three envelopes on the counter.  
 
    “So, who will you be dressed as?”  
 
    “I shall be there as my favorite heroine of all time. Mimsy Lexington.” Mimsy turned, laughed then made her way toward the door. “Ta, darlings.” 
 
    Mark led her to his blue truck and helped her step up like he was a carriage footman and she really was Cinderella.  
 
    Katie stared after her for several seconds before she realized she was smiling. For as unreal as Mimsy acted, she seemed far more sane than Katie lately. Mimsy had no fears, no pretenses and no secrets, save being a closet writer. She might live in a fantasy world, but she was as real as people came. There was no façade. She lived the life she loved. Katie supposed that, at a youthful eighty years old, Mimsy had earned the right to do so a long time ago. At least she didn’t have to worry about undercover police officers or mobsters tracking her down. 
 
    “If she was fifty years younger, she’d have every man in town hot for her.” Danny leaned against Katie, his shoulder warm and comforting, yet unnerving. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Her gaze never left the door. “Aside from the fact she’s obviously taken with you.” 
 
    “What you see is what you get. What guy doesn’t want a woman who’s confident, sexy and wears push-up bras all the time?” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. “You think Mimsy Lexington is sexy? I think there’s something wrong with that. Maybe you need therapy.” 
 
    Danny gave her a nudge. “No. She thinks she’s sexy. Some guys find that hot.” 
 
    “Guys like you?” 
 
    “Guys like Ray. She’s way too old for me.” 
 
    “What about Laura?” 
 
    Danny raised a devilish eyebrow. “She’s too old for Laura too.” 
 
    Katie groaned and rolled her eyes. All of her eye rolling lately was giving her a headache. She needed to break herself of that bad habit before she caused brain damage.  
 
    He leaned closer until his breath tickled her ear. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    “No. Do you want me to be jealous?”  
 
    The door chimes jingled and Laura strolled into the store waving a bag of takeout food. “Hello, handsome. Hey, Katie, I brought you some Thai food. We went to that new place on Branding Drive and it was amazing. I hope you like crab soup and lemongrass chicken.” She disappeared into the back room with the food.  
 
    He leaned over. “She thinks she’s sexy too.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Do I think I’m sexy or do I think she’s sexy?” Danny stared into her eyes then lowered his voice to a whisper. “You are so jealous.” 
 
    Katie shoved him away with her shoulder. “Of what? I don’t even know you.”  
 
    The door opened and a young family came in. She flashed a smile at the parents who had a young girl and a newborn baby in a stroller. In reality, she was one small step away from tossing Danny face first out on the sidewalk and was sure he knew it. 
 
    “No, you don’t, do you?” His face lit up. “And it’s driving you crazy. This has nothing to do with Mimsy. It’s me, isn’t it?” 
 
    Katie shook out two more painkillers and wished they contained condensed booze. “You’re going to make me a drug addict by the end of the week.”  
 
    “I know what you need.” Danny rested his hands on her shoulders and rubbed her tense muscles. “A really great massage.” 
 
    Although a massage sounded divine, she shrugged him off. “I was thinking more along the lines of a few bottles of wine.” Or champagne. 
 
    “I could supply that too. Plus candles.” 
 
    “Let’s try and sit through a real date first.”  
 
    Reality seemed to slip out of Katie’s grasp every time he touched her. Not only was her head racked with pain, but her brain melted into globs of over-medicated goop until she was unable to think straight. “Here, Laura. Mimsy gave me invitations for you and Ray and your dates for her party next Saturday. I’m going to go have lunch, and I don’t want to be disturbed by anything or anyone.”  
 
    “Katie?” Danny sounded concerned. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “I need to be alone for a while. Why don’t you go catch some bad guys or something?” Katie locked the door to the back room unable to look at him anymore.  
 
    She leaned back against the door and longed for something to throw across the room that wouldn’t make holes in the walls she’d worked so hard to paint. Sliding down the door, she sat on the cold cement floor. The pain in her head refused to budge, no matter how hard she squeezed.  
 
    Danny Walker—or Donovan Wild—was a cop, or a private detective if she believed his business card, who was totally hot and hitting on her without mercy. No wonder she had a headache. Katie wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. Her gut feeling, after hours of arguing with herself the previous night, was she was the person he was searching for.  
 
    She was lousy at hide-and-seek as a kid and obviously hadn’t improved any as a grown-up. If she was smart, she wouldn’t only have changed her name but run off to some tropical island. Or Greece. She’d always wanted to see Greece.  
 
    All the choices she’d made over the past few years came back to bite her on the backside. It was only a matter of time before Maddox found her. Maddox. How many times had they talked about running off to Fiji together? Away from Margaret and DMR. The night of the party, he’d wanted to talk to her about something, but they hadn’t been able to escape his wife.  
 
    Was it possible Maddox left her the escape money and planned to use her new identity to find her? The world was a big place. How did he intend to track her down? 
 
    What she knew for certain was there were bowls of crab soup and lemongrass chicken on the table. She raised her weary head and focused on the food. There was nothing she could do to change her past, aside from ignoring it for half an hour to enjoy the present.  
 
    At least until the next crazy thing happened.  
 
    She should probably eat fast. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    The way Danny saw it, Katie should give the store back to Ray and move to Eastern Europe. Hell, he was wise to follow before Maddox found either of them. She was too stubborn to do any of those things. He was afraid she’d think falling into a bottle was easier. At this rate, he’d probably fall in with her.  
 
    On the upside, the fingerprints on the receipt for Danny’s magazine confirmed her identity and his superiors had made hasty arrangements to send Bobby to Packham to help keep tabs on Paulina Chourney. Bobby started his first shift with the Packham detachment that afternoon after a little sleep.  
 
    Danny was grateful for the help. At least he could count on Bobby. Before he got to his motorcycle, his cell phone rang.  
 
    “You find my girl yet?” Maddox asked. 
 
    He didn’t have to fake desperation. Time was running out for both of them. Now he knew for certain she was Paulina, he had to suck it up and talk to Katie without anyone else around. “No. I’m running out of leads.”  
 
    “Where were you yesterday?” 
 
    “Visiting a sick friend.” It wasn’t far from the truth.  
 
    “I tried to call you several times.” 
 
    “My phone died.” 
 
    “I see. I think I have an idea of what’s going on.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Danny’s breath stuck in his throat. 
 
    Maddox gave a laugh. “I think Paulina has played us all for fools. I think she took the money I…Dunnsforth left her and she’s still in Newville. After all, you said she didn’t leave a trail, right?” 
 
    “True.” Danny shut his eyes and rubbed his face. Had he just heard right? Maddox had given her the means to skip town?  
 
    “You also said she ditched the Jag. That tells me she left the car and hopped a taxi. So why aren’t you searching the city for her?” 
 
    Maddox had means and motive to want Paulina gone. Had he actually planned to kill her the night of the party or smuggle her out of the country away from the police and his wife? “I’m on it.” 
 
    “Meet me at Persimmon at ten tonight. Don’t let me down, Mr. Wild. I don’t like it when people let me down. They usually don’t like what happens to them when they do.” 
 
    Danny hung up. He reached for his helmet, but the phone rang again. 
 
    “I should change my number.” He glanced at the screen. “Yeah?” 
 
    Bobby replied before he could draft his resignation from the force. “Leo stirred up a hornet’s nest at the station. You need to get in there now. On top of that, the DMR lawyers are demanding to talk to you. From what I hear, they’re not alone. I have a feeling the chief’s going to make an example of you.” 
 
    “What else is new? I’ve put my life on the line for this case.”  
 
    “We both have. I’ll talk to you later. I have to get in uniform. I haven’t worn one since this whole DMR case began, so this ought to be interesting.” 
 
    Another idea occurred to Danny and he got off his motorcycle. He had an urge to see who owned the bookstore—Paulina Chourney or Katie Mullins. Lucky for him, he went to school with the woman who looked after the land records.  
 
    Tales and Retales was owned by Ray Colter with a rent-to-own deal by Katie Mullins. Katie had erased Paulina from her life completely. The way the day was shaping up, Danny wished he could do the same with Donovan Wild and the Wild Blue Detective Agency.  
 
    He called Leo, who didn’t answer.  
 
    Whatever was going on in Newville, it was not going to be good. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care what she’s doing.” An angry woman yelled from the other side of the door. “You get her out here right now or I’m going in.” 
 
    Katie’s full attention was yanked out of her book before she’d even finished eating lunch. Now what? 
 
    “I don’t have a key,” Laura explained. 
 
    “Then I’ll knock the door down.”  
 
    The muscles in the back of Katie’s neck tensed all the way down to her shoulder blades. She’d finally started to relax over her delicious lunch and the latest steamy Katarina von Herrington novel. Her gaze darted to the back door. She could make a run for it and leave the headaches for Laura, but it would never work.  
 
    They’d find her.  
 
    She tossed the last few bites of her lunch in the trash and steeled herself for whatever awaited on the other side of the door. “What’s up?”  
 
    Hilda’s peach lips puckered, making her look like a miniature pit bull. “Do you have any idea what’s going on in front of your store? It’s disgraceful.” 
 
    Katie took a bracing breath then glanced out the front window and groaned. “Oh, no. What on earth is going on out there?”  
 
    She rushed through the store with Laura and Hilda on her heels. “Mitch? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “No.” Mitch sat in the middle of the sidewalk blubbering. “My life is worthless. I should just throw myself into traffic and get it over with.” 
 
    Since no cars were coming from either direction, it seemed she had time to talk him out of suicide. “Why don’t you sit on the bench away from the curb and we can talk?” 
 
    “I’m tired of people talking. I just want peace and quiet.” 
 
    “There you are.” A heavy-set woman Katie assumed was his wife April wagged her finger at him. “I’ve been looking all over town for you and where do I find you? In front of the bar surrounded by dozens of women. Don’t think you can run away from me.” 
 
    He let out an exaggerated sigh. “I just went in for a drink. One stupid beer.” He held up three fingers. 
 
    “No more excuses.” She shoved a finger in her husband’s chest. “Get your lazy butt into the car and let’s go home. What exactly was he doing here to begin with? Is this the slut you’ve been carrying on with under my nose?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Mitch’s upper lip curled. “She’s too skinny.” 
 
    April made a noise resembling laughter. 
 
    A police car crested the hill at the far end of the street. Katie’s stomach sank. She really didn’t want to deal with police of any kind. She reached down to help him up. “You’d better go, Mitch. She means business.” 
 
    April slapped her hands away from Mitch. “Who are you? Let go of my husband, you hussy. You’d better not have been in there drinking with him.” 
 
    “I don’t drink,” she said, but might start again soon. “Please, Mitch. Get off the sidewalk and go home with your wife.” 
 
    “I don’t want to. She’s a nag. I want a divorce.” Mitch crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I’m not going anywhere with her ‘cause I’m sick of being hen-pecked. I’d rather get hit by a truck than go home with her.” 
 
    The words April used on him next made Katie blush, especially since she used them all in context while Hilda took notes on her hand. Her tirade ended with her stamping her feet and announcing, “I want a divorce.”  
 
    “Mitch. April.” Katie groaned and glanced at the police car now only a block away. “Please go home. You’re blocking the sidewalk.”  
 
    “You’re kicking us out of the bookstore?” April’s jaw dropped.  
 
    Katie winced. “You’re not in the bookstore, you’re on the sidewalk causing a disturbance and the police are coming. They’re going to take you both to jail and I won’t have to worry about you for at least a month.” 
 
    She flared her nostrils. “You called the police on us? What kind of person are you?” 
 
    Katie threw her hands in the air and turned away. She’d had enough. 
 
    Laura chuckled. “Usually you only see people like that on TV talk shows. They’re much more entertaining in real life.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “Look after the store, will you? I need to go for a walk and clear my head.”  
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll cover for you. I think I know those officers anyway.” Laura nudged her. “Just don’t be too long.” 
 
    “Don’t forget it’s Thursday.” Hilda called after her. “My writing group meets tonight.” 
 
    “Right. I remember.” She walked away from the insanity. Walking away was something she was getting a lot better at lately. The sound of sirens propelled her faster. What started as a walk around the block to clear her head, took her several blocks away with no idea where she was. She was about to turn back when she passed a yard that intrigued her.  
 
    The old fieldstone house must have stood there for over a hundred years. The sprawling yard was shaded by a huge spruce, beneath which stood a two-foot tall plastic statue of the Virgin Mary on a bed of wood chips surrounded by a ring of stones. Dozens of faded silk and plastic flowers decorated the flowerbed. A simple stone bench sat a couple feet away with a deep groove worn into the ground in front of it.  
 
    Katie drew closer to the statue, tugged by an unseen hand. She focused on the plastic woman in the faded blue shroud and slid onto the bench. Would it be worth it to take the money and leave Newville, leaving behind everyone she loved? 
 
    A tissue, held by a pair of wrinkled fingers, appeared over her left shoulder and dangled near her head. Behind her stood a man older than Ray. 
 
    Flustered, she wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I just…” 
 
    “You had to sit.” He smiled at her with rheumy blue eyes. “Everyone does when Mother Mary brings them. I’ve found grown men out here at three in the morning, drunk as skunks, babbling their every sin to her.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you to do that.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s not me.” His smile never wavered. He sat beside her in slow motion, as though he might break. “It’s Mary.” 
 
    “The statue?” Katie gaped at the plastic statue before she faced him. Nothing about his serene expression hinted at insanity. “Are you putting me on?” 
 
    “Not at all, my dear. I found her in a garage sale sixty years ago. I was a young priest in Newville then. Finding Mary was a blessing. I found a home for her in the parish. Back then, we could keep the church open all night without vandalism. By the time I retired, we locked the doors every night to keep the church from being used for unsavory purposes.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Kids would hide inside to drink or take drugs. One night, I even caught the police chief’s son.” He shook his head. “Some people have no respect.” 
 
    She agreed.  
 
    “Mary stood in the front hall for years, but I always knew we had a higher calling.” The dreamy smile still hadn’t left his face, which gave her goose bumps.  
 
    “Mary the statue?” Katie wasn’t sure she understood.  
 
    “Mary and I moved here to Packham and I put her where she longed to be.” He waved a hand toward the flower bed. “She’s stood beneath that old tree, availing herself to the people, three hundred and sixty-five days a year for the past thirty years. Two nights after I put her here, I realized she glowed at night.” 
 
    “She glows?” Katie looked for a hidden extension cord beneath the wood chips but saw none. “Where do you plug her in?”  
 
    “I don’t. Her glow comes from within.” He allowed her to absorb his words before a soft chuckle escaped him. “Lots of folks think I’m a bit crazy.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” She cast him a sideways glance and tried to sound surprised. “There must be something in the water, judging from some of the people I’ve met.” 
 
    “There probably is.” 
 
    Katie studied the statue’s unseeing eyes. “Has anyone tried to steal her?” 
 
    “No. She speaks to people. You don’t hear her with your ears. You hear her with your heart. She brings peace to those who need it and guidance to the lost souls.”  
 
    “And you just show up with the tissues.” 
 
    “I buy them in bulk at Costco but I leave the miracles to Mary.” He extended a weathered hand. “Father Samuel Goodman. Everyone calls me Father Sam. I don’t always talk to the people who come, but I’ve never met you. Mary told me I should.” 
 
    “Katie Mullins. I own the bookstore on Main Street.” 
 
    Father Sam’s face lit up. “Of course. Katie. Katie, the bookstore lady. I’ve seen you. Kudos for transforming that eyesore and giving Ray Colter a purpose in life.” 
 
    “Ray?”  
 
    “Why, of course, child.” He clapped her hand between his. “He was ready to give up on life then you came along and took his troubles away. He has more freedom now than he’s ever had. For that, the entire town thanks you. He was becoming quite the old curmudgeon.” 
 
    “Ray Colter? You don’t say.” 
 
    Father Sam’s watery eyes twinkled as he patted her arm. “Don’t think I don’t know he causes you grief. When you took over the store, he bet me you wouldn’t last a month. Then he upped it to two. Last week, he changed it to two years. The old goat has a soft spot for you.” 
 
    Katie was speechless. 
 
    “A lot of people speak highly of you, my dear. They like you and trust you. Why can’t you grant yourself the same courtesy?” 
 
    She wanted to explain, but the words wouldn’t come.  
 
    Father Sam patted her hand like a loving grandfather. An unnerving, loving grandfather. As gentle as he seemed, something about him made Katie’s neck hair stand on end. “It’s okay. You’ll talk when it’s time.” 
 
    “I’d better get back before Laura sells Ray.” 
 
    “No one would buy Ray. He’s too high maintenance. Whenever you’d like to come back, though, Mary and I will be waiting. After all, everyone could use a miracle in their life.” 
 
    Katie smiled, as hollow inside as the plastic statue. Father Sam might be odd, but he was right about one thing. She had a gut feeling Mary would draw her back again. Her life was too crazy lately to go it alone.  
 
    The walk back to the store took no time at all. Katie ducked in the back door. “What’s new?”  
 
    “You didn’t miss much.” Laura leaned the broom against the counter. “The police got here right after you left. They threw Mitch and April in the backs of separate police cars. They took April home and Mitch to jail to sleep it off somewhere she couldn’t hurt him.” 
 
    “That’s good. At least they’re out of our hair for a while.” Katie slid onto her stool behind the counter to do some paperwork.  
 
    She strolled home, soaking in the sunshine and musing about the day. She’d have a lot to tell Hilda over the pork chops she’d taken out for dinner.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    “Oh, crap.” A nervous smile froze on Katie’s lips when she walked through the front door of Hilda’s house just after five thirty. In spite of Hilda’s reminder, she’d forgotten all about the writing group meeting. Was it too late to make an excuse?  
 
    “Katie, darling.” Mimsy, long white hair swept back in a glittering red comb and a red silk scarf over her shoulders, beckoned her to the far corner of the room. “You’re right on time.” 
 
    Clustered in Hilda’s tiny living room, several people called out greetings and waved. Her gaze darted around the room, hoping to see at least see one friendly face. Instead, there were too many friendly faces, mostly customers. She shut her eyes and groaned. This was the last thing she needed.  
 
    Hilda rounded the corner from the kitchen and motioned for her to take a seat. “Perfect timing. I told you my writing group meets every Thursday. I’m hosting the festivities this week since we had a problem with our usual meeting place and had to change location, I thought it would be nice to bump up the time and have tea.” 
 
    A black-haired young man followed Hilda into the living room, carrying a tray of coffee cups and cookies. His dark brown eyes grew wide like Katie was someone he didn’t expect to see. Her presence seemed to agitate him and his gaze swept the room as if seeking a handy exit.  
 
    She sympathized, wanting to escape just as badly.  
 
    “I have something for you.” A familiar silver-haired lady handed a shiny red gift bag toward Katie. She flashed a denture-filled smile. “We do this for all our new members.” 
 
    “I’m not here to join, I…” 
 
    “Oh. Hilda said you were.” She frowned then her forehead creased. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” 
 
    When the woman puckered her lips, Katie’s stomach clenched and she nearly ran out screaming. The lunatic from the bus depot in Newville. At least she’d changed her appearance enough the woman probably didn’t recognize her.  
 
    “Katie. I own the bookstore.”  
 
    “Oh. That’s right. Hilda said that. Honestly, my memory these days.” She sat down. “I love what you’ve done with the place. I’m Edie. Why don’t you have a seat?”  
 
    She held her hands up. “You guys have your meeting. I’m going to grab something to eat and get out of your way.” 
 
    “That’s silly.” A large woman ignored her protests. “Come and join us. You probably recognize all of us from the store anyway.”  
 
    A cleaned-up version of Mr. Humphrey occupied the seat in front of the television. He gave her a crooked grin and motioned to the bag. “You better open that, you might need it.” 
 
    Katie couldn’t recall seeing him smile since she’d first met him. It gave her goose bumps. At least today he wasn’t wearing the same jacket with all the creepy stains. She nodded and fumbled with the shiny ribbons that held the bag’s handles together while she planned an escape route.  
 
    For an instant, she caught the terrified gaze of the young man who carried in the tray for Hilda. He twitched his cheeks like a chipmunk, unsure if he should smile. Katie half expected him to dive through the window behind him. She’d probably fly out right behind him if he did. 
 
    “Come and sit, my dear.” Mimsy patted the empty chair between her and Mr. Humphrey.  
 
    The others shuffled their chairs aside so Katie could walk through the circle then shuffled back into place to trap her in their midst. All thoughts of escape popped like soap bubbles. There was nothing to do now but sit and endure what lay ahead. 
 
    Katie sat down, aware the others watched her expectantly. Was there was some secret handshake or password she should know?  
 
    “Open the bag.” Hilda came to her rescue. “I guess we kind of took you by surprise, didn’t we?”  
 
    “A bit, yeah.”  
 
    “Funny thing about that.” A man in a baby blue cardigan clenched his teeth around an old unlit pipe. His dark hair was sprinkled with grey and his voice reminded her of a pompous actor. “Our regular meeting place flooded so Hilda offered us her living room. She said you planned to join us anyway. We even changed the time so you wouldn’t miss anything.” 
 
    Katie opened the shiny bag and fished out a black coil notebook, a pack of six black and blue pens, an egg timer and a box of Earl Grey tea. “This is nice. Thanks.” 
 
    “Those are our ideas of essentials for every writer.” Mimsy puffed out her chest. “I wanted to put in a bottle of wine rather than tea to celebrate the completion of your first novel. The others thought that sent the wrong impression.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, you probably drank the wine,” Mr. Humphrey snorted. “You want to tell her why you really need that walker?” 
 
    “Henry!” She sounded indignant. 
 
    He leaned close to Katie. His breath smelled of mint mouthwash. “Mimsy celebrates every damn page.” 
 
    Katie stared at him.  
 
    Mimsy gasped and opened her mouth to object but said nothing.  
 
    “Shall we begin before we scare our newest member off completely?” Hilda sat on her blue wing chair and took charge. “When we get a new member, we introduce ourselves then the leader presents a prompt for everyone to write on for ten minutes. After that, we go around the circle and read what we wrote.” 
 
    “Or not.” Mr. Humphrey folded his arms across his barrel chest. 
 
    Hilda sighed. “Or not. You don’t have to read to the group. Some of us find it makes us better writers. It helps to give a voice to our work and makes it easier to hear if it makes sense or not. Shall we begin or do you have anything else to add, Henry?” 
 
    “I’m good.” Mr. Humphrey settled back in his chair with his usual gruff expression firmly in place. 
 
    “I’ll go first.” Mimsy leaned forward. “I am Mimsy Lexington. I have four kids and six lovely grandchildren. I’ve written about thirty romance novels and over a hundred magazine and newspaper articles. Oh, and one spy novel I’m currently working on about a woman named Asa Grey and her two sons who—” 
 
    The woman next to her cleared her throat. She kept her gaze focused on Katie. “I started writing when I was a wee thing. I gave up when I had kids but started again when my husband left ten years ago. I’ve written seven novels, published three and write columns for several newspapers.” 
 
    “Wow.” Katie caught Mr. Humphrey’s grin, which faded as quickly as it appeared. 
 
    The large woman’s child-like voice didn’t suit her bulky frame. She fidgeted like a four year old. “I’ve written a couple of articles and tons of poems but can’t seem to write a whole book.” 
 
    Hilda smiled. “With all the poetry you have, you could fill this room with books.”  
 
    The large woman folded her hands in her lap. “I’ve written since I could hold a pencil. I’ve published four novels with another on the way. I write newspaper columns, newsletters and magazine articles.” 
 
    Penny smiled from her perch in the other blue wing chair. “I’m new too. Since I write for real estate newsletters, Hilda convinced me to give this a shot. These guys are way out of my league though.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine, dear. We’re all nervous. It’s probably too much coffee, but don’t tell anyone I ever said that.” Jo from the coffee shop patted Penny’s hand then gave a little finger wave and flashed an infectious smile.  
 
    Katie laughed. “Yeah, I think between Laura, Ray and I we keep you in business.” 
 
    “Probably not far off.” She laughed. “I’m new at the writing thing too. I used to make greeting cards and wrote stories for my kids. This sounded like fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” The man beside her guffawed. “Writing isn’t meant to be fun. It’s a serious craft pursued by people who should take it to heart or go home.” 
 
    Mimsy fanned herself with the end of her scarf. “Hush, you old fuddy-duddy.”  
 
    The look he shot her nearly froze the tea in the cup Hilda handed to Katie. She caught a glimpse of the indignation on his face. Would it be wise to speak up or run like a demon for the staircase? Instead, she held her tongue and remained in her seat.  
 
    He tapped a finger to his unlit pipe and seemed to look down on Katie. “I have written several tomes on local history as well as researched such monuments as the Grand Canyon, Machu Picchu and Stonehenge.” 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened. “You’ve been to Machu Picchu?” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Studied books on it extensively.” 
 
    “I’ll bet Stonehenge is amazing.”  
 
    His gaze darted around the room. “Yes, well…” 
 
    “The Grand Canyon?” she asked. 
 
    He gave a triumphant smile and saluted her with his pipe. “Been there several times. I know the place like the back of my hand.” 
 
    Mr. Humphrey coughed into his hand. “Phony.” 
 
    Next was the woman who gave her the gift bag and sat, ankles crossed and back straight. Much calmer than when she was the crazy lady in the bus station. Was she taking meds? “We haven’t met. I’m Edie Coombs. I’ve had a couple gardening books published. Before I moved into the home, I had lovely gardens. People came for miles around to walk through them and take pictures.” 
 
    The young man who helped Hilda with coffee sat between Edie and Mr. Humphrey, his skin the same shade as the paper he doodled on. He paused and stared at Hilda like a startled mouse.  
 
    “Who? Me? Already?” His voice belied his paranoia. Probably drug induced. He blinked, pupils dilated, and his hands shook. He wore a silver hoop earring in his eyebrow. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “What do you write?” Mr. Humphrey asked. 
 
    His foot tapped the floor. “Science Fiction and Fantasy.” 
 
    “How many books have you written?” 
 
    “This week? Or in total?” 
 
    Katie’s jaw dropped as the others giggled. “What?” 
 
    “Humor him.” Mr. Humphrey bowed his head in exasperation. “Let’s go with in total.” 
 
    “Twelve.” His foot bounced. “Seven have been published so far. Lyon’s Reach, Sylvania’s Curse, Malacrome, Lord Stone and Execution Day on Beta Nine. The rest I still have to decipher.” 
 
    Katie blinked. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “I wrote them when I was stoned.” His face flushed. “Now I can’t read them.” 
 
    She didn’t dare laugh in case he jumped through the window and made his escape. If she had to suffer, so did he.  
 
    Mr. Humphrey gazed at his calloused fingers and cleared his throat. “My secret is about to come out, Katie. I’m Henry. I write outdoor survival and fishing books and am currently struggling with a piece of fiction.” 
 
    Katie chuckled. “Maybe you should write a book on how to trap cats.” 
 
    Mr. Humphrey—Henry—shot her a weary look as the entire room echoed with laughter.  
 
    When Hilda motioned Katie to take a turn, she froze. What was she supposed to tell them? She took a deep breath, opened her mouth and hoped nothing stupid came out. “I’m Katie Mullins. I’m more of a reader than a writer, which I guess is why I bought Ray Colter’s bookstore. One thing I can do is host book launch parties and give you more exposure.”  
 
    “Oh, no. Not me, lady.” The young man piped up. “I got arrested for that once.” 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened. “For what?” 
 
    “Exposure.” 
 
    Henry tapped his arm. “That was indecent exposure. A far cry from public exposure.” 
 
    “It was in public.”  
 
    The other man fingered his pipe. “You’d never know the boy’s a genius, would you?” 
 
    Hilda handed everyone a yellow sheet of paper then started her egg timer. “Get used to it, Katie. They’re always like this. Let’s do some writing before things get out of control.” 
 
    Katie read the first prompt. How was she supposed to write for ten minutes about a person looking out a window? She drew a little flower then wrote "This is crazy" seventeen times before something triggered her pen to move in another direction.  
 
    Ten minutes later, they helped themselves to coffee or tea before Hilda read aloud her piece about a young widow. Her words made Katie forget where she was until someone applauded. 
 
    Mimsy, who’d lost her husband several years earlier, dabbed at her violet eyes and broke the silence. “Wow. That brought back memories. When I killed off Baron von Santé, it was devastating.” 
 
    Katie raised both eyebrows. 
 
    Henry leaned to his left, circling a finger around his ear. “See what we have to put up with? She’s a loon.” 
 
    “A very wealthy loon,” the man with the pipe reminded him. “She makes a killing on that smut. No pun intended.” 
 
    Mimsy huffed. 
 
    “I’ll go next.” Another blue-haired woman—Dottie?—started to read before anyone objected. 
 
    Katie listened as the others took turns. She had no desire to read her writing aloud. When Henry read about his misadventure with the cat, she laughed so hard she needed a tissue. 
 
    “Wow.” The young man was animated for the first time. “Did that really happen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Henry and Katie said in unison then laughed. 
 
    Penny paled. “It’s bad enough I have to hear stuff like that at home from my husband.” 
 
    “Katie?” Hilda shrugged.  
 
    Butterflies fluttered in Katie’s stomach. “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “I’ll read,” the young man said around a mouthful of shortbread cookie. Crumbs cascaded down his chest and he wiggled in his chair. He swallowed the cookie and guzzled an entire cup of tea before he read. 
 
    “Kardal trod along the rock ledge and looked up at the phallic tower on the top of the cliff. He sensed the Witch of Theodoric inside. She practiced her spells and enchantments while she waited. Her blazing ruby eyes probably watched him like a flame-tongued dragon as he climbed the mountain. If she wasn’t at the oval window in the tower, she’d see him in her crystals. 
 
    “Either way, she already knew he was there. In time, she’d show her hideous face, and he could cut her down with his broadsword. What he came upon a few minutes later was not a hideous witch. It was a maiden with seashell lips and azure eyes. Her chest heaved with fear and her shirt was torn open to reveal one luscious melon he’d love to...” 
 
    Mimsy squeaked, clutching a hand to her bosom in shock. “Oh, good heavens!” 
 
    A streak of crimson lit his cheeks while the others chuckled. “What? You give me crap if I say anything else. What am I supposed to use?” 
 
    “A thesaurus,” she snapped. 
 
    Hilda smiled. “It’s much better than last week’s unfortunate piece.” 
 
    He pouted. “What was wrong with last week’s?” 
 
    There was a round of groaning from the rest of the group.  
 
    Katie leaned toward Henry. “What am I glad I missed?” 
 
    He grabbed the young man’s notebook and rifled through to a tattered page. “Read it to yourself so the rest of us don’t have to endure it again.”  
 
    The page contained the most descriptive, lewd, disgusting scene she’d ever read. She slapped the book into the young man’s hands. “You’re sick.”  
 
    He twisted his lips into a grin. “Sick sells. It’s all in the target audience. You should read some of the sh…crap I’ve published.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Henry winked. “Look at Mimsy.” 
 
    Mimsy pressed her lips together until the lower half of her face turned white.  
 
    The meeting ended at the stroke of seven on that note. 
 
    The young man raced off on his scooter to his job on the cleanup crew at an amusement park. Jo unlocked her minivan and opened the side door while Mimsy and one of the men bickered over which seats they wanted for the ride home. The others chattered and ignored them, waiting on the sidewalk for someone to step in and referee.  
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Katie helped Hilda clean up and make a pot of spaghetti.  
 
    When they’d finished dinner and cleared away the last of the dishes, her landlady confronted her. “Will you read me what you wrote?” 
 
    “Sure.” Katie’s shoulders sagged. “It’s not very good.” 
 
    Hilda sat in her wing chair and nibbled on a cookie. “We all have to start somewhere.” 
 
    Katie’s stomach did somersaults. She sat in the other wing chair, cleared her throat and took a deep breath before she read: 
 
    The window was frosted 
 
    I could not see out 
 
    Someone I’d trusted 
 
    Now filled me with doubt 
 
    My heart beat loudly 
 
    As to give me away 
 
    My fear swallowed proudly 
 
    Today was the day 
 
    My bags stood by waiting 
 
    I knew where they were 
 
    My time started fading 
 
    I had to be sure 
 
    Assurance appeared 
 
    Black words on white 
 
    Then I disappeared 
 
    Gone into the night 
 
    She closed the notebook and bit her lower lip.  
 
    “I think it’s lovely.” Hilda clapped her hands. “Have you always been a poet?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Pressure does strange things to people. Why didn’t you want to read it to the group?” 
 
    “Nerves.”  
 
    Hilda smiled, the wrinkles of her cheeks gathering like two accordion sleeves. “If you say so. You have to deal with Laura and Ray all day. You have tons of nerve. It’s very good.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Her cheeks burned. “Do you want anything else?” 
 
    “No. I’m good, dear. Thank you. I think I’ll watch television for a while then call it a night.” She reached for the remote control and a burst of blue-white light filled the room. 
 
    “Sounds good.” Katie sat back when the television came on.  
 
    Her mind wandered and her body grew numb. Thoughts of Maddox and Danny bounced through her head, but she drifted off and dreamed of flying on an airplane with a witch with red eyes. The witch became Donovan Wild who headed straight for her.  
 
    She jolted awake, mumbled an excuse to Hilda then climbed the stairs to her room. Why would she dream about Donovan Wild? She found his business card again and tucked it in her purse. Tomorrow she’d check out the Wild Blue Detective Agency online. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    The day did not go as Danny planned. He wanted to spend more time with Katie and find out more about her. That ended when she locked him out of the backroom of the bookstore while she ate lunch. Something about him made her wary. Had she figured out he was Donovan Wild? Did she think she was safe from her past?  
 
    He shrugged off the doubts and called Bobby. “I’m heading back to the city. Maddox’s getting antsy and wants to know what I’ve got so far.” He blew out a breath. “We’re meeting at a place called Persimmon. Can anyone be in place to have dinner there around ten?” 
 
    “Can be arranged. There are a couple other officers handling things in the city while I’m here. They can back you up.” 
 
    The change in plans left Danny plenty of time to get back to the city for his meeting with Maddox. He stopped at his apartment to shower and put on fresh clothes. He poked his head out of a fresh shirt then noticed the light blinking on his answering machine. 
 
    “Yo,” Leo said. “Where are you? I’ve got info. See you when they let me out of here.” 
 
    The message was left earlier in the day. Why hadn’t Leo called his cell? Let him out of where? He lifted the receiver and took a bracing breath before dialing. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Home. You?” 
 
    “Same. I’ll be over in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Leo opened his door a crack. “You can’t come in.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Danny forced his way through.  
 
    His partner limped away. “Not much. How about you?” 
 
    Danny lunged and spun him around. Leo’s face was several shades of blue. Beneath one eye was an ugly purple lump. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I met your friends Al and Chevy the hard way. Fists first.”  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Beats me.” Leo shrugged. “All I did was deliver a package to your pal Maddox, and his wife wasn’t very happy about it. Doctor says it’s just a flesh wound. I’m fine.” 
 
    “What package?” Danny’s stomach sank. He sat on the sagging couch and clasped his hands so Leo could say his piece before he did anything drastic. 
 
    “Donuts.” 
 
    “Donuts?” He pressed his lips together to keep from laughing. When had Leo lost his mind? “Why donuts?” 
 
    “Come on, everybody loves donuts. I brought a dozen to his house and said it was a special order.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “I think that was the part that got me in trouble.” He winced. “I said they were from Paulina Chourney. His wife went ballistic and ordered the peons to attack.”  
 
    His jaw dropped. “So you went to his house, got beat up and now they have one more reason to want Paulina dead.” 
 
    Leo frowned. “I didn’t think about that part.” 
 
    Leo’s background as a boxer and martial artist made it impossible for anyone to get the jump on him, especially two apes like Al and Chevy. “You jerk. There’s no way those two could beat you up unless you let them. What were you up to? Why would Maddox’s wife sic them on you? Where was he?” 
 
    Leo met his gaze then hopped to his feet. “Tea?” 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    “I’ve got this new blend. Rooibos and vanilla.” 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    He dropped onto the chair and leaned his elbows on his knees. “I don’t know where Maddox was. His wife wasn’t happy to see me, but at least I got some interesting information out of the deal. Did you know Joseph Roland owns a house near your beloved Packham?” 
 
    Danny stared as though his friend had punched him. “No. Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I intend to find out.” He massaged his jaw. “I may have to invest out there. Seems like a real popular place with lots of action. I hear Roland plans to invest in a new gym out there. Through someone else, obviously. Any deals he does now will be scrutinized by the cops. I haven’t found out who the front man is.” 
 
    “How are you going to find out? Are you delivering Chinese food to them next?” 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” Leo paused, a thoughtful look on his face. 
 
    “Don’t. Look, Leo. Watch your step with these guys. I’m still on thin ice with them.” 
 
    “You should have brought me in sooner.” 
 
    Danny blew out a breath. “I know. Things got out of control that night and I should’ve anticipated it. You know the DMR offices are under police guard and no one is allowed inside. Not even the cleaning staff.” 
 
    “I have my ways. You know what we need around here?” 
 
    “A paramedic?” 
 
    “A psychic. Someone who can predict every move our clients make, where the runners go and where the bodies are buried.” 
 
    “Then no one would need us.” Danny stood. “Speaking of bodies, I’ll be a cold one if I don’t get over to see Maddox.” 
 
    Leo rubbed his puffy eye then flinched. “Where this time?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Bobby’s arranged for backup in case anything happens. After your donut stunt, I’m sure Maddox and his boys don’t have much of a sense of humor left.”  
 
    “Guess that means you don’t need help.” 
 
    “One look at your face and they’d kill us both.” 
 
    Leo frowned. “You want to wear a wire?” 
 
    “No. I have the voice recorder you gave me. The pen.” 
 
    “Fat lot of good that’ll do if they throw you in the lake.”  
 
    “I’m not worried.” Danny headed for the door. “You shouldn’t be either, unless you do something else stupid. If I don’t come back, at least you’ll know where to start looking.” 
 
    Danny met Maddox at Persimmon, a small restaurant on the east end of Newville near a burned out, graffiti-covered warehouse local kids used for parties. He scanned the room and picked out the undercover officers, a man and a woman, instantly. He’d worked with both of them before but never realized they made such a nice looking couple. Maybe when this case was done… 
 
    “Mr. Wild.” Maddox motioned to the vacant chair across the table. “Sit. The chicken is amazing. Very moist.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” Danny hadn’t eaten since lunch. Ham sandwiches and warm coleslaw from a cheap deli on the outskirts of the city was a world away from the tacky Asian restaurant. The dining room was a blend of Thailand, China and India. From the aromas, he assumed the menu was as well. He ordered the chicken.  
 
    “I’m tired of games.” Maddox rested his elbows on the table and tented his fingers. “Your job was to find Miss Chourney. Your time’s almost up.” 
 
    To a man like Maddox, that only meant one thing. Danny’s heart pounded and his palms began to sweat. He wondered if they’d throw his body in the lake or bury him in a construction site. “What if I said I’ve seen her?”  
 
    “You’d pique my curiosity.” 
 
    Al and Chevy sat at a little table near the door with Margaret between them. She didn’t look happy to be excluded from her husband’s meeting. Chevy, with one black eye, sipped a tiny cup of tea and nibbled on egg rolls, his attention on the food. Al, a jagged cut down his cheek, focused on Danny. Neither looked as unimpressed as Margaret, who glared at Danny with dark narrow eyes. Danny guessed his appearance had either ruined date night or she wanted in on the action. 
 
    “Where is she?”  
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say.” Danny swallowed hard. “I lost her in a crowd.” 
 
    “Damn.” He slammed a hand onto the table so hard his water glass jumped. “She’s still in the city, isn’t she? The donut guy was right. Tell me where she is, and I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    Danny cringed at the mention of Leo and hoped Maddox had no idea Leo was his partner. Not yet. “What’s this about a donut guy?” 
 
    “Nothing you need to be concerned about. Tell me where she is.”  
 
    “I will. Just not yet.” 
 
    Anger clouded Maddox’s face. “Why not?” 
 
    “I need to be sure it’s actually her. You don’t want to pick up the wrong person, do you? I want to be positive it’s her before you send Al and Chevy after her.” 
 
    They fell silent as the server set his plate on the table.  
 
    Danny’s mouth was dry from fear, and the chicken, which wasn’t as moist as he’d hoped, didn’t help any. He glanced at Margaret, who stabbed her steak with a sharp knife. When she cut a piece and raised it to her mouth, thin pink blood dripped onto her plate. 
 
    “You have one week.” Maddox looked him in the eyes. “If I don’t have Paulina by then, you’ll be a memory. A very distant memory.” 
 
    Danny waited until he was in his car with the doors locked before he called Leo. “I need you to do some surveillance for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I don’t stick out like a clown at a wake, right? Who am I stalking?” 
 
    “Margaret Maddox.” 
 
    He whistled. “The Dragon Lady? Are you out of your mind? Dude, she scares even me.” 
 
    Danny related the incident with the steak in the restaurant. “To be honest, she’s sat in on meetings before, but this time she was at another table and had no input into the conversation. It’s almost like he’s got her on a short leash and muzzled. Maybe Dunnsforth’s murder scared him.” 
 
    “From what I saw, I’d say she was the one with him on a short leash.” 
 
    His stomach clenched, a combination of the food and the realization he might have missed something important in all his days undercover at DMR. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Leo tapped his keyboard. “Maddox ruined everything. The business is in limbo, he’s got girlfriends everywhere and a huge amount of money is missing. He’s making her look bad. Maybe she’s looking for more ammunition to divorce him and take everything he’s got.” 
 
    Danny ducked down low when the restaurant’s door opened. Al and Chevy emerged first. Behind them came Margaret, regal and determined, followed by Maddox who gawked around like a frightened chicken. Opposite his persona during their meeting. 
 
    “You might be right. It appears Maddox’s in the doghouse. I think our big dog is on the wrong end of the leash, and he doesn’t look happy about it. I wonder if Margaret’s the reason Maddox set Paulina up with fake ID and told her to run.” 
 
    “I thought Dunnsforth did that.” 
 
    “Dunnsforth didn’t have the desperation. Maddox was on the verge of losing everything. The only thing in his life he still had control over was Paulina. Why wouldn’t he want her to run? He could set her up with a wad of cash and a fake ID then track her down and join her later.” 
 
    “So why hasn’t he found her yet?” Leo asked. 
 
    Danny shrugged. “Maybe he’s not looking in the right places. Maybe she stopped playing his game and following the script.” 
 
    Leo made a throaty noise in agreement. “So you think he wants you to find her so he can join her? That doesn’t sound like the same Maddox. Why? What’s changed?” 
 
    Margaret stood next to the black car, waiting for one of the men to open her door. Even Chevy looked afraid of her. 
 
    “I’d say Margaret’s changed the rules, but I have no idea why.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie awoke early the next morning with a goofy smile. She’d recorded the chaos of the previous day in her new coil notebook, focusing on how talented the writers in Hilda’s group were. She wanted to keep track of when their books were published and host book launches for them. The young fantasy guy was debatable. She had no idea what sort of people actually read his books. Plus she didn’t think Mimsy would be interested. She had her secret to keep. 
 
    Katie took her time to shower and dress then applied a little makeup in case Danny stopped by again. Danny Walker the police officer. She dropped her makeup brush into the sink. Crawling back in bed was a preferable option, but she needed more information for her sanity. She ventured down to the kitchen for a cup of Hilda’s killer coffee. Then she’d figure out where and when to confront Danny. For all she knew, his client was involved with Maddox. Or worse, was Maddox. Her level of bravery dropped dramatically and her knees flinched. 
 
    The coffee smelled divine but made better motor oil. Katie poured half a cup and topped it off with milk and a hefty dose of sugar. “Anything interesting in the world today?”  
 
    Hilda sat in her wing chair, her purple velour bathrobe tucked around her legs, her gaze glued to the image on the screen. “They’re talking about some dead guy they found near the lake in Newville a while ago.”  
 
    “Who?” She fingered the remote control so the blonde newscaster’s voice grew louder.  
 
    “Police are seeking help to find a suspect in the murder of fifty-one-year-old Kenton Dunnsforth. Dunnsforth, a former partner in DMR Architectural, was found two months ago shot in the head and left along the shores of Lake Erie. He left behind a wife and two children.” 
 
    Katie tightened her grip around her coffee cup so she wouldn’t drop it on the tile floor. His death hadn’t seemed real when she read about it in the newspaper, not as real as seeing his image at a gala with Heather and then being arrested by police and knowing he was gone. 
 
    “Dunnsforth, pictured here, was arrested earlier this year, along with his partners, Gerard Maddox and Joseph Roland, on charges of racketeering and money laundering. All three men were out on bail at the time of the murder.” Maddox and Roland were both as handsome and dangerous as Katie remembered. She sucked in a sharp breath.  
 
    The solemn newscaster kept talking. “Police are actively seeking Dunnsforth’s former secretary, Paulina Chourney. Ms. Chourney disappeared around the time of Dunnsforth’s murder and is listed as a person of interest. If you have seen her, please call your local police.” 
 
    The photo of her was flattering, snapped by a hired photographer at the firm’s last Christmas party. Platinum blonde hair and twenty pounds lighter, she looked like a different person. Of course, back then she never ate much but drank a lot. Liquid amnesia.  
 
    Hilda glanced to Katie then back to the television screen. “It’s so sad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What is?” Her stomach wrenched. 
 
    Silence filled the room when the television screen went black. Hilda stared at her. “Paulina Chourney. What would make such a pretty girl with such a bright future get mixed up with men like that?” 
 
    Katie blinked away her sudden dizziness. “Why would you even think about that?” 
 
    Hilda sat back, her gaze on something on the far wall. “I’m a writer. I get curious about people’s motives if the cereal aisle is rearranged in the grocery store. The media has followed this case for a while now. When I see cases like this one, I always wonder why things happened the way they did.” 
 
     “So what do you think happened to her?” Hands shaking, Katie set down her cup then sank to the couch, not so sure she wanted to know. Hilda smiled. “I think the young lady got involved because someone either made her an offer she couldn’t refuse or because they blackmailed her.” 
 
    “Maybe she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time and got mixed up with the wrong person.” The smell of her coffee made her nauseous. She ached to jump to her feet and tell Hilda “Yes, I’m a fugitive,” but Maddox would find her and come after not only her, but anyone who kept her from him. 
 
    Her landlady’s face lit up. “The more I think about it, the more I’m intrigued. I could write a great little novel about this murder. You know, write from the point of view of a landlady in a small town who ends up harboring a fugitive. Oh, I can’t wait to tell the rest of the writing group. This will be  the most fun I’ve had in years.” 
 
    “You’d really want to write about her?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s interesting, not to mention beautiful.” Hilda sat back. “But what if she’s dead? That would be so sad.” 
 
    Katie cringed and hoped Hilda hadn’t figured out who she really was yet. “Yeah, that would be very sad.” 
 
    “How would men like them kill someone? Do you think they’d shoot her and leave her near the lake like that Dunnsforth guy or would they kill her in the woods for the animals to eat?” 
 
    “How should I know?” She wanted to vomit then run out the front door and hail a taxi. It wouldn’t take long before someone like Hilda put the news item and her sudden appearance together. All it would take was a bit of research.  
 
    “On second thought,” Hilda said, “maybe I shouldn’t let anything slip to anyone just yet.” 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened. “About what?” 
 
    “My idea for a novel. What did you think I was talking about? Maybe I should do a little research. Find a cop to talk to. What about that nice young man you went to dinner with?” 
 
    Katie frowned. “Danny Walker? Yeah. He might know a bit about murder and stuff.” She didn’t bother to mention she already thought he was looking for her. Donovan Wild was a private detective who could help Hilda as well, but she still didn’t know how he fit in and didn’t trust him as far as she could toss a car. 
 
    Hilda knitted her eyebrows. “Danny hasn’t asked you out again has he? Didn’t your date go well?” 
 
    “I think he’s kind of busy. He is a cop.” 
 
    “Do you think he ever works undercover?” She tapped a finger to her lips. “Just a thought. Could a police officer like Danny, not necessarily him, pretend to be a detective and befriend the missing woman, but really be investigating her and her boss? He would be able to investigate them from the inside, but how would he wiggle his way into the bad guy’s good graces to begin with?” 
 
    “Undercover?” It wasn’t a new thought, but Hilda’s ramblings made it seem more real. “It’s possible.  You’d have to ask him. Honestly, you have a way better imagination than me.”  
 
    Hilda straightened the folds of her robe and blushed. “If someone like Danny was hunting for a fugitive, he’d probably be too late anyway. She’d be in the ground with her friend then he’d have to solve her murder, not her disappearance.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Katie cringed. A restless silence swirled around the two women. The potent coffee did nothing but make Katie more nauseous. 
 
    “Maybe he was waiting for something. Gathering evidence or trying to get a search warrant or a subpoena maybe?” 
 
     “What if she was a witness? Maybe he needs to keep her hidden. Maybe he needs her to testify and tries to have a relationship with her to keep her close.” 
 
    Which is why he asked her out. Katie let out a shaky breath. 
 
    “Okay, enough brainstorming.” Hilda clapped her hands and stood. “Go mind your shop. I have some notes to make and some business to take care of. My newspaper deadlines don’t meet themselves. I might drop by later today to see if that hunky cop is hanging around. I think I need to do some research.” 
 
    Katie faked a smile. The last thing she needed was Danny and Hilda hanging around.  
 
    Hilda cleared her throat as though she sensed Katie’s reluctance. “I know it’s your life and I definitely don’t want to interfere, but—”  
 
    Katie struggled to breathe. “The less people who know, for now, the better for the both of us.” 
 
    “Both of us?” Hilda’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Your book.” Her brain hurt. She focused on hugging the warmth of the coffee mug to calm her, but the coffee sloshed in the cup. “You don’t want anyone asking me questions about your story line and stealing your idea, do you?” 
 
    “You’re right.” One of Hilda’s wrinkled hands created an instant warm spot on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ve made a lot of friends here. That’ll count for something if things get tough with Danny. We’ll all have your back.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Things will be fine. Give the poor boy another chance.” Her landlady padded down the hallway to her room and closed her door.  
 
    Katie stood with only the silent television for company. Her brain swam with a billion questions and a ton of doubt about the answers.  
 
    Someone from DMR killed Dunnsforth, which left Maddox and Roland, who weren’t likely to leave her fluttering around as a liability. If they didn’t already know where she was, they’d find out soon enough. Especially with her picture all over the news.  
 
    If she were smart, she wouldn’t show up at the bookstore today. With her luck, Ray would track her down and drag her to work. Dunnsforth was dead, but her new life had to go on as normal or people would ask questions. She dumped the cold coffee into the sink.  
 
    A gentle rain fell and drummed the leaves of the trees. She hunched her shoulders, snuggled into her jacket against the morning air then put up her blue paisley umbrella. Had anyone found the scarf she lost at Maddox’s the night of the party? 
 
    The chill on her skin was nothing compared to the one that settled in her bones after the news broadcast. Gardens full of phlox and peonies bowed their heads as she passed. When the sun reappeared later, they’d lift their showy faces to the world.  
 
    Katie hoped she’d still be around to do the same. 
 
    There was no one else in the store at nine thirty. Laura wasn’t due in until ten when they opened. She had a half hour of nerve-wracking silence to plan a way out.  
 
    If Maddox or his men killed Dunnsforth, why was she a person of interest? Had Dunnsforth’s wife and kids made their escape before Maddox’s goons got Dunnsforth? Where was Maddox’s wife while all this was going on? She stared out the front window and wished she’d grabbed coffee on her way over. There was still time to run to Java Jo’s, but staying in the bookstore seemed like a safer option. Preferable to being out in the open on the quiet street. She lowered the shade, blocking most of the store from passersby. 
 
    She gave a mournful sigh when she nudged up the heat. The store was a lonely place without people filling it. Including Ray. She’d miss it all when Danny threw her in prison. Of course, that would be the best thing to happen to her at this point. If Maddox found her first, she wouldn’t have to worry about jail or anything else.  
 
    She needed to write a will and name Ray as her beneficiary—with the provision he hold book launches for the local writing group, like it or not, to breathe some life into the bookstore. Thinking about Ray dragged her thoughts to Danny.  
 
    He was secretive but, she supposed, it went with the territory. He was a cop and had to be hunting her, especially after the official announcement. Had he pretended to be interested and asked her out just to get close to her? Whose side was he really on? 
 
    Her thoughts broke off as the jingle of chimes broke the cold silence around her. She was positive she’d locked the front door. Breathless, she grabbed the nearest sharp object. A pen. 
 
    Ray slipped his keys into his pocket and shuffled through the door with a soggy cardboard coffee tray holding two large coffee cups and a plain, damp paper bag. He looked like he’d swam across Lake Erie in his rain jacket.  
 
    “You’re here early.” She hadn’t expected anyone to come in after the news that morning.  
 
    “Goddam rain.” Ray set the tray on the counter. “I got you a pumpkin spice latte. I know you girls like those frilly flavored things some days.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Katie struggled to make small talk, but her throat tightened. She wrapped her shaking hands around the paper cup in an attempt to appear steady. “I missed my morning cup of coffee. I should have stopped at Jo’s on my way.”  
 
    “I stopped at the bakery too. There are some cookies in the bag. ” Ray sipped his coffee. “I couldn’t decide what to get so I got a few of each.” 
 
    She peered into the bag and laughed. “A few? Ray, there’s a dozen cookies in here.” 
 
    “There were lots of different kinds. I’ll take the rest home later.” 
 
    She picked a white chocolate macadamia nut cookie, her mind whirling. “It’s miserable out there. Why aren’t you at home?” 
 
    “At the seniors’ home from hell? It’s bloody depressing. Imagine a hundred old people crammed into a building waiting to die. Half of them wet themselves. The other half can’t walk without canes or walkers. Most of them can’t remember anyone’s name, let alone their own. What’s not depressing about that?” 
 
    “Which group are you in?” 
 
    “I’m still above the average crowd, but it won’t be long before the arthritis takes over and I’ll be a vegetable.” 
 
    “The power of positive thinking.” She managed a small smile. Old age wouldn’t be an option if Maddox found her. The cookie sank in her stomach like a rock.  
 
    Ray shot her a withering look. “You wait until you’re old. Why do you think I hang out here with you and Laura? You two clowns make me feel young.” 
 
    “How old are you?”  
 
    “I’ll be seventy-three next month.” 
 
    “I have a ways to go.” 
 
    “I used to think that too. Now I’m old. My body might be ready to give up, but my eyes and ears still work.” 
 
    Katie tilted her head to one side. “What do you mean?”  
 
    Ray pulled himself onto a stool behind the counter and looked her in the eye. “I saw the news this morning about the dead guy from DMR. What was his name? Dunnsforth?” 
 
    Her heart beat at a dizzying rate. “You saw the news?” 
 
    “I almost called Danny to see what was up, but I wanted to talk to you first.” He paused and looked her in the eye. “Are you Paulina Chourney?”  
 
    She sighed as a piece of her puzzle clicked into place. “Danny’s a cop. He told you he was looking for me, didn’t he? Did he already know who I am?” 
 
    “I used to be a cop. Danny hasn’t been able to keep a secret from me since he was two and pissed on my ficus.” 
 
    Katie hoped that was some kind of plant. “When did you know the truth?” 
 
    “A couple months ago when I moved. Danny was on some big case that was getting to him. I asked questions, but he wouldn’t tell me much.” He stared at his coffee cup. “When he came back, I pestered him. He said he’d lost Paulina’s trail but had a gut feeling she was close.” 
 
    Katie was right. Danny wasn’t only looking for her, he’d found her. Maddox wouldn’t be far behind. “You told him about me.” 
 
    Ray frowned. “I told him you looked a bit like the woman in his pictures, even though she wore more makeup and had lighter hair. You even got here around the same time she went missing. It was your eyes that gave you away.” 
 
    “My eyes?” 
 
    “One thing that’s hard to disguise is fear.” He took a cookie from the bag and avoided her gaze. “You jump every time the chimes jingle. You look around the store and make sure you know exactly who’s in the room.” 
 
    “I watch for customers.” 
 
    “Behind you and in the back room?” 
 
    Katie was speechless. “Did you tell anyone else?” 
 
    “Why would I? Laura’d beat me for even suggesting it. Mimsy’d just go off and write some cockamamie book about you.” 
 
    “You know Mimsy’s a writer?” 
 
    “With that stupid old typewriter clickity-clacking all night? Who doesn’t?” Ray scowled. “It’s either that or she’s got a hell of a lot of prison penpals. We all wish someone would give her a bloody laptop and teach her how to use it.” 
 
    Her secret was out, at least with Ray. Katie had no idea how the people around her would react when they learned the truth. If Dunnsforth embezzled that much money, Maddox would want it back no matter what. In coming to Packham, she’d put a lot of innocent people in harm’s way. 
 
    She should run, which was the one answer she kept coming back to. Maddox wouldn’t expect her to head south toward Florida or north toward…What was north of Packham that was big enough to hide in? Canada? The Arctic? Not going to happen. She hated the cold.  
 
    Joseph Roland was the silent partner. He’d hung back while Maddox made the decisions. He was no angel either, but he wasn’t the one she had nightmares about. If Al and Chevy couldn’t find her, he’d send Roland who wouldn’t play nice. 
 
    “You okay, boss?” Ray laid a warm hand on her icy one. 
 
    Katie jumped. “I’ve been so stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sounds like you were.” 
 
    She made a face but deserved the comment. “I was involved, indirectly, with the money laundering. I didn’t realize I wrote up deals that only existed on paper.” A knot tightened between her shoulder blades. “I don’t know how I got in so deep. You do favors for people and money flows in. It’s addictive.” 
 
    “Did you really steal millions of dollars like they’re saying?” 
 
    “I didn’t steal anything.” The rain beat harder against the front window. With any luck, customers would be afraid of getting wet and stay home. “Dunnsforth gave me five hundred thousand dollars and told me to take a lifelong vacation as someone else. I took the money, ditched my Jag and left town on the wrong bus.” 
 
    “Damn!” Ray smacked the counter with his palm. His cup jumped and spilled coffee through the hole in the top. “If I knew you were worth half a million, I would’ve held out for more money for this dump.” 
 
    Katie laughed, sorely in need of the brief bit of humor. Her coffee still too hot to drink, she blinked back tears and snaked her hand into the bakery bag. The chocolate chip cookies left blobs of melted chocolate on her fingers.  
 
    “So, if you have all that money, how come you live like you just came in off the street?”  
 
    “I didn’t want to make people suspicious. If I came to town throwing money around, it would’ve been obvious.” She bit into the cookie and savored its warmth. 
 
    “Nah.” He waved her off. “You’d be just like all the other big shot city folks who move out here and throw around money they don’t have.” 
 
    “Good point.” Katie’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “I still don’t understand. If I only got half a million, then where’s the rest of the missing money?”  
 
    “Offshore accounts. Precious metals. I’m sure Dunnsforth, or whoever took it, hid it well enough to not be found for a while.” 
 
    “Why would someone think I killed Dunnsforth when Maddox and Roland are crooks? Did someone frame me for his murder? Do the police have evidence against me?” 
 
    Ray shook his head. “I can’t really help you there. The TV said you were a person of interest, not a suspect. I still have some connections. You need to sit tight and act like nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    “That’s easier said than done.” 
 
    “You’ve managed pretty well so far.” 
 
    True. “Oh, Ray. What am I gonna do?” 
 
    He seemed to contemplate his reply then leaned forward. “You do what I did.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Ray chuckled. “You’ve probably heard rumors about me being a rich man. They’re true. I’m worth a bundle. Don’t tell my family or they’ll never leave me alone.” 
 
    “How did you get your money?” 
 
    “Back when I was a kid in my twenties, I worked for a casino in Atlantic City. Acquaintances of mine got it into their heads to rob the place and wanted me to be their inside man.” 
 
    “Nice friends. Did you do it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I was an undercover cop. When my so-called friends found out, they shot me in the back and left me in a ditch to die. That’s why this old body doesn’t move the way it used to.”  
 
    Katie grew lightheaded. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Whether you knew what was going on or not, you were used. Someone thought they could tuck you out of sight then get rid of you later. You became a problem when you left town and they lost track of you.” He waved a hand. 
 
    “They got scared.”  
 
    “That would be my guess.”  
 
    Katie reeled in his words and hugged her cup for warmth once more. Grateful for the silence in the store. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “First, I’ll find Danny and keep him away from you until I know what’s going on in that thick head of his. You need to make some plans. How are you going to handle the goons those guys will send after you?”  
 
    “That’s assuming Danny has already told them or the cops where I am.” Katie didn’t know the first thing about self-defense. Hell, she couldn’t even hide well enough to avoid being found.  
 
    “Let’s assume so. I’ll help you hide. I’ll tell everyone you had to leave town and—”  
 
    “And where would you hide me? The home? Not likely.” Panic seized hold of her chest. It was like being a kid at the seashore scraping together a sand wall that washed away as fast as she built it. 
 
    Ray stared at his cookie. “Nate and Hannah—” 
 
    “No. They have young kids. Besides, isn’t that where Danny stays? How will you hide me from him?” 
 
    “Danny—” 
 
    “I’m not even going to talk about Danny.” Katie held up a hand. “Just do your thing, Ray. I need to think first and hide later.”  
 
    Ray called Danny and they arranged to meet at Java Jo’s an hour later.  
 
    “Where’s your car?” she asked. 
 
    The hard line of his lips became a sheepish smirk. “It died. Nate’s towing it out to the farm. I guess it’s time to let Danny finish his job to get it running again.” 
 
    “I hear he’s a pretty good mechanic.” She smiled. “Ray? How did you get all your money, anyway?” 
 
    “The casino. I couldn’t return to work as a cop after the shooting and inquest, so the casino hired me to work security. They were generous, considering all I’d done.” 
 
    “Right.” Her voice was salted with disbelief. 
 
    “Okay.” Ray winked. “I gambled and got lucky. I had one hell of a poker face. Way better than my nephew’s. I still beat him every time.” 
 
    “You’ve never told anyone about the money?”  
 
    “There’s something to be said for keeping secrets. It makes for colorful stories.” He winked. “The secrets coming out about you, little girl, will leave Packham humming for years. No one will ask about my mythical fortune again till I die.”  
 
    Packham certainly had no shortage of colorful stories. Katie was sure she was about to live through a few of the best ones. Ray was right. There would be stories told about her for years to come. 
 
                “Oh good, you’re both here.” Laura flew in out of the rain ten minutes before her shift started. “Have either of you seen the morning news?” 
 
    “We were just discussing that,” Ray said. “I’m on my way to meet Danny and keep him away from Katie today.”  
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    Katie exchanged a surprised glance with Ray and shook her head. At least she could keep one person oblivious to the truth. 
 
    “There was a murder in Newville.” He watched Laura’s face. “Some guy named Dunnsforth.”  
 
    “Ray, don’t.” 
 
    “Oh that.” Laura scoffed. “I was talking about the street racers they caught on the freeway last night. One of the kids was my next door neighbor’s boy. Serves her right. She always brags he’s such a genius and going to play in the NHL.” 
 
    Ray shrugged. “The police are looking for a woman.” 
 
    “Wow. A crime of passion. You don’t hear about those much anymore. Usually, you read about the gang murders and the murder-suicides.” 
 
    “Her name is Paulina Chourney. Didn’t she remind you of someone?”  
 
    Laura looked at Katie and furrowed her brow. “I did hear that. She was gorgeous. Isn’t she dead or something?” 
 
    Ray slapped his lined forehead in frustration. “Katie is Paulina Chourney. She’s the woman they’re looking for.” 
 
    Laura blinked several times then shook her head. “No way. That woman looked way too classy for all that nonsense. Besides, Katie would never kill someone or steal money, and she’d definitely never disappear without telling anyone.” She paused. “Would you?” 
 
    Katie looked away and wished Ray had been able to keep her secret longer than five minutes. “I was framed. I left town, but I didn’t kill Dunnsforth or steal the money.” 
 
    “Sure you were.” Laura’s cherry red lips curved into a slow smile. “So, is there a reward? I could use a few extra bucks.” 
 
    “Laura!” Ray and Katie chorused. 
 
    “I’m kidding. I get it. What do we do about it?” 
 
    He grimaced. “I’m going to keep Danny out of her hair while we figure that out. I’ll check in later. Don’t let any strangers in.” 
 
    “We’re in a bookstore. That’s difficult. Any other bright ideas?” Katie asked. 
 
    Ray turned to Laura and waggled a finger at her. “Don’t leave her alone, even to go get lunch. Order something to be delivered.” 
 
    Laura huffed, folding her arms across her chest. “I’m under house arrest too? I haven’t even done anything. Why should I be grounded?” 
 
    “You’re not grounded. I just don’t want Katie left alone in case someone tells the bad guys where she is.”  
 
    “Good point.” Laura put her hands on her hips. “Then you stay and keep watch with me.”  
 
    “I have to find out what I can from Danny. He’s a cop and has some idea what’s going on with this whole case.” Ray scratched his stubbly face. Apparently in such a rush to talk to her he’d neglected to shave. 
 
    Laura sighed. “You’re right. We have no other choice. You go find Danny and I’ll stay here and keep an eye on her. Should I be armed in case she’s dangerous?” 
 
    Ray shook his head in frustration. “Woman, there are days I’d love to take you for a long drive into the woods and leave you there.” 
 
    “Make sure Danny fixes your car first or you’ll be stuck with her,” Katie pointed out. 
 
    The rainy morning kept most people away. Katie felt more alone, not to mention more nervous, than ever. Any sound from Laura and every creak in the old building made her jump. It was quiet until the phone rang when Laura returned from her lunch break in the back room.  
 
    “Katie.” Hilda’s voice crackled with fright. “There were two men here looking for you. A big guy and a skinny, sneaky-looking guy. They had guns and said someone phoned and told them you lived in the area. What on earth would they want with you?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Hilda. Where are they now?” 
 
    “They saw your business card on the fridge. I have an awful feeling you need to get out of the store and stay out.” 
 
    Al and Chevy. Someone else must have called them, but who? Why on earth Hilda had let them into the house escaped her. Most people in Packham were simply too trusting. 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened and she checked out the front window. “Where? I don’t know where to go.” 
 
    “Go see Father Sam. He’s at the corner of Bishop and Hazel Street. He’s a little odd, but he’ll help you. Look for the Virgin Mary statue on the front lawn.”  
 
    “I know where that is.” The phone buzzed. Katie’s insides seemed to ooze out onto the floor, leaving her body a cold, hollow tube. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Watch the language, sister.” Laura startled her. 
 
    Katie swung around, hopped off the stool and grabbed Laura by the shoulders. “I have to go. Lock the door behind me, call Ray then go home.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to tell Ray?” 
 
    “That they already found me. If two men in fancy suits come looking for me, you have no idea who I am.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to leave without me.” Laura’s eyes widened. “Where are you going? I can give you a ride.” 
 
    “I have no idea.”  
 
    “Well that’ll make it a lot easier to tell people I don’t know where you are.” 
 
    “Laura…Lock the doors and don’t let anyone inside.” Katie grabbed her coat and ran into the back room. She glanced up at the cookie jar. Things were not supposed to come to this. She climbed the cupboard, grabbed the gun and darted out the back door, hoping the rain would give her some cover.  
 
    Hood pulled up over her head, she ran up the wet streets with the gun heavy in her coat pocket. An image of Father Sam and his statue popped into her head. Hilda was right. She needed a lot of guidance. Fast. She scanned the signs for Bishop Street and watched for Maddox’s car. 
 
    Danny must have shared everything he knew with Maddox. How else would his men know where to find her? That thought made the tuna sandwich in her stomach lurch. Wasn’t this where her life was supposed to replay before her eyes? It wasn’t happening. Maybe she was too young for reruns. 
 
    Katie shielded the left side of her face with her hands when a black Lincoln Town Car turned onto the street two blocks up and drove toward her. She clutched the gun and rested a finger on the safety. Since Maddox always rode in a black Town Car, she wasn’t about to take chances.  
 
    She turned to her right at the next corner and picked up the pace as she strode up the hill. The last thing she wanted was a shootout in downtown Packham. Her hands shook and she’d probably shoot someone’s lawn gnome before she hit either Maddox or his men. 
 
    Up ahead stood the lone pine tree with the plastic statue beneath it. Father Sam, a black umbrella open over his head, sat on the stone bench as if waiting for her. Relief washed over her. Had Hilda called him? He had to be the answer to her desperate prayers.  
 
    Father Sam looked up and smiled. “Hello, Katie, Katie, the Bookstore Lady.” 
 
    She slid onto the bench beside him, hid her face and kept her voice low. “Can we go inside, please? I need you to hide me.”  
 
    “Oh no, I don’t give refuge to murderers.” Father Sam shook his head. “Mary told me you’ve sinned and have yet to repent.”  
 
    “I didn’t murder anyone. Honest.” Katie wished he hadn’t seen the news that morning. “Look, my boss made a lot of stupid moves. He got involved with some very bad people and got himself killed. He’s the one who told me to leave town.” 
 
    “Coming here was the best you could do?” He looked concerned. “Katie, my dear, I’m losing faith in you. You could have gone to Paris or the Bahamas or even the Middle East, but Packham? No one in their right mind comes here.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to realize that. You people are all crazy.” She wanted to strangle him with his clerical collar. “Please, Father, I need help. They’re coming to get me. They want to kill me.” 
 
    “I know.” The eerie calm smile returned to his face. Was he trying to make her crazy?  
 
    Tears welled in her eyes and her hoarse voice betrayed her frustration. “Then why won’t you help me?” 
 
    A car door closed, making her jump. Someone got out of a little red car half a block away.  
 
    Katie panicked. “Oh for God’s sake! Give me some Hail Marys or something. Make me write ‘I’m sorry for making bad choices’ a thousand times. Anything. Just help me.” 
 
    “I did help you, my child.” Father Sam patted her shoulder. “I called the people who are looking for you. They’re coming to get you.” 
 
    “You called the police?” 
 
    “No, silly girl.” He patted her thigh. “I called DMR this morning after I saw you on the news. You do look quite a bit different, but there’s something about your eyes that made me think you’re hiding a horrible secret. Anyway, that Mrs. Maddox is a very nice lady. She’s making a donation to the homeless shelter and said her husband would send someone to pick you up in a limousine.” 
 
    “You took a wild guess, called Maddox and told them you thought I was Paulina Chourney? Are you nuts?” Katie shrieked then ducked.  
 
    He remained as serene as the statue. “God and I had a long talk. He told me you need to get a backbone and put things straight. So I called. Those nice men said they’ll help you if you help them.” 
 
    “They don’t want to help me. They want to kill me.” It was all she could do to not to jump to her feet and run. “When did you call them?” 
 
    “Around eight this morning. Right after I finished my breakfast. They should be here by now.”  
 
    The thought struck her like an acorn falling off a tree. The priest’s retirement had nothing to do with his age. “You really are insane.”  
 
    Father Sam smiled, his wispy hair flapping in the light breeze. “Nuts. Crackers. Flipped off my rocker. Call it what you will. Personally, I like to think of myself as slightly askew. It sounds more poetic, don’t you think? I guess I’ve heard one too many confessions that made me doubt if any of us are really sane.” 
 
    “I’m with you there. I don’t think there are any sane people in this town.” She stared at the old man. If she stayed, he’d probably help Al and Chevy roll her into a rug and toss her in the trunk of their car. Worse, he might try to play hero. Complete with cape and tights. She shuddered at the thought. She was becoming as loco as the locals. 
 
    “I have to go.” Katie backed away, careful to keep her hand off the gun in her pocket. 
 
    Father Sam giggled. “Okay, dear, but be sure to take the back alley. There’s no point in them finding you too soon.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” She raised her eyebrows. 
 
                “What’s the fun of hide-and-seek without hiding?” 
 
    Would anyone in this town help her without making things more difficult first? Preferably someone in control of their mental faculties. She ran around the side of his house and through the backyard. Near the gate sat a flowery gift bag with her name written in bold letters.  
 
    “Please let this be something useful.” Inside the bag lay a trench coat, a fedora and dark sunglasses. She threw them on the lawn. At the bottom of the bag lay a handgun. “Geez, this guy really is nuts.”  
 
    What was worse, her running around town armed with two guns and dangerous or Father Sam with a loaded weapon? She took the gun, emptied the chamber and ran to the store via back alleys and shortcuts, glancing over her shoulder the entire way for any suspicious vehicles or Danny. 
 
    Katie crept into the store through the back door and sought somewhere to hide both guns. She glanced up at a red glass cookie jar. Only one fit. Did adding a second one make her a collector? When she pulled a chair close to the cupboard, the leg scraped the floor. 
 
    “Katie? Is that you?” Laura asked.  
 
    “Oh, crap.” She stuck the barrel of one in the waist of her pants and covered it with her shirt. The second gun she tossed into the cookie jar. Adding the slim gun made her pants uncomfortably tight. She had to stop eating cookies and packing guns. 
 
    Laura ran over and grabbed Katie by the arms when she came out of the back. “There were some guys looking for you. Big guys. With guns and a black car.” 
 
    “They were waving guns around?” Katie’s eyes grew wide. She was glad she’d kept one gun handy.  
 
    “Well, no, but they had holsters under their jackets like in the movies.” Laura talked so fast Katie hardly understood her. “It was cool in a bizarre way. One guy was a pretty big dude. He scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    Chevy. “Didn’t you lock the doors?”  
 
    “I didn’t have time. The little guy looked like he meant business.” 
 
    Al. “Did you call Ray?” 
 
    The jingle of the door chimes made them jump toward each other. Ray stood in the doorway with a tray of paper coffee cups in one hand. “I heard we got raided. Did they shoot anything?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you two are excited about this.” Katie’s breath came in strangled gasps. She ran to the front window and completely closed the blinds installed to protect the books in the windows from the hot summer sun. She needed a paper bag to breathe into. The only bags in the store were plastic. Just her luck. If the killers didn’t get her first, she’d suffocate by breathing into a plastic bag. She sagged onto one of the stools and sighed. “At least they’re gone for now.” 
 
    “What can we say?” Laura shrugged. “Nothing ever happens in Packham.” 
 
    “You’re wet. I thought you were supposed to stay here.” Ray set the tray on the counter and pushed the back of Katie’s head down toward the floor.  
 
    When the gun jabbed her hip, she fought back. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Just breathe and shut up. I saw that black car earlier when I went to meet Danny.”  
 
    “Where is he, by the way?” Laura wandered over to the door. “We need a knight in shining armor.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” Katie struggled to sit up, but Ray held her head firmly between her knees, farther than she normally bent without pain. The tight waistband made it hard to breathe. She’d start working out again—if she lived long enough to find a good gym and some cute workout gear. 
 
    Ray hesitated. “Danny’s out of our hair for a while. I sent him on a mission so he stays away from Katie.”
Laura froze. “Oh no. It’s those two guys who were here earlier. Should I stall them?” 
 
    “No,” Ray groaned. “Lock the door. We’ll go out the back.” 
 
    “Yes.” Katie shook Ray’s hand off her neck. She was already out of time and options. Al and Chevy stood right outside the front door. It was time to face the proverbial music.  
 
    She should have locked up and run while she had the chance. Instead, she took a deep breath and feigned bravery. Why had she closed the blinds? Al and Chevy would be glad to have no witnesses while they took care of Maddox’s dirty work. “It’s okay, Laura. I’ll talk to them. With you guys here, what’s the worst they can do to me?” 
 
    Ray and Laura were strangely silent. 
 
    “You’re not going to leave me now, are you?” Katie asked, wide-eyed.  
 
    “Of course not.” He draped an arm around her shoulders. “We’re all in this together. Right?” 
 
    “Well, I do have a dentist appointment…You don’t happen to have a gun, do you? I saw those guys earlier. We might outnumber them, but they have a lot more fire power.”  
 
    “Is that—?” Ray’s words were cut off when the chimes over the entrance jingled and two men in custom tailored black suits strode into the store.  
 
    Her heart grew heavy. She swallowed hard and tried to prepare herself for what was to come. 
 
    Chevy Duvall stood six eight and was as big as the black bears in the zoo that she’d never see again. It was his sunglasses that unnerved her. He wore dark mirrored sunglasses, the kind that kept his eyes hidden from the world. As big as a car and about as talkative, he stood a few feet away from the counter with his feet apart and his hands behind his back. The only thing that set him apart from his cousin, aside from his size, was the huge gold chain around his neck, which reminded her of a dog collar. A really big, filthy rich dog.  
 
    “We’re looking for Paulina Chourney.” Al Duvall held out the same photograph she’d seen on the news that morning. He was shorter by a head and thinner by a person and a half. He wore a tailored black suit and a diamond earring in one ear. The mouth of the team, Al stood in front of her, legs spread slightly, with a greasy smile.  
 
    “You cops?” Ray asked. 
 
    Katie’s heart snaked down her left leg to her foot and pulsated in her big toe. It had been months since anyone had called her Paulina. It sounded wrong. She struggled to keep up her façade and kept her mouth shut.  
 
    Ray stepped in front of both women. “What do you want with her?” 
 
    “We’re Paulina’s friends. We want to make sure she’s okay and take her home. We miss her.” Al sneered and ran a hand through his spiked dark hair. The thin moustache above his lips looked more like a dusting of dark chocolate sprinkles from a donut. His gaze met Katie’s. “Unless, like the old man who called us said, you’re her. In which case, you can’t tell me you’ve forgotten all we’ve been through together.” 
 
    Katie kept her mouth shut and tried to act like she wasn’t afraid, even though she knew all the stories about how they toyed with their victims. Despite their placating smiles, she was afraid of both men for dozens of good reasons and glanced at the door. Now that his goons had her in their grasp, Maddox would likely put in an appearance. 
 
    “You have a nice place.” Chevy reminded her of a car engine, rough and loud. His words reverberated around the walls for what seemed like a full minute. “I’d hate to see it get all messed up and burned to the ground. You know what I mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know who you think my employee is, but—” Ray flinched, but Katie held him back.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a real nice place.” Al bared an incisor embedded with a diamond. “Shame we’ll have to mess it up.” 
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” Laura moved slightly behind Katie.  
 
    Al raised one eyebrow. “Death isn’t a tidy thing. Our friend Paulina has a price on her head. She’s been a bad little girl.” 
 
    “There’s no one named Paulina here.” Laura took a faltering step toward the back room when Katie nudged her.  
 
    Chevy didn’t move his bulky frame even a fraction of an inch. Solid as stone. 
 
    “Yeah.” Al stepped forward to pinch Katie’s chin between his fingers. “Did you ever notice how neat and orderly cemeteries are? Total peace and solitude. It’s too bad you can’t take all your books with you when you die. You’ll have a long time to read.” 
 
    His cologne made Katie nauseous. She used to tease him he should put his cologne on before he showered, but Al preferred to suffocate people with the scent. He claimed it was part of his charm and made people remember him. He’d even threatened to drown her in it if he ever got the chance. 
 
    Al examined her face. “You know, you do look a bit like Paulina. We’d just have to put a blonde wig on you.” 
 
    “Leave her alone.” Ray knocked Al’s hand away. “Just tell us what you want and leave her alone.” 
 
    Chevy laughed. “Did you hear that? The old guy wants us to leave her alone. That’s funny. Does he know half of what you’ve done, Paulina?” 
 
    She flared her nostrils. “My name is not Paulina.” 
 
    “Father Sam says it is.” 
 
    “Father Sam’s a lunatic.” 
 
    Ray winced and leaned close to Katie. “Is that a gun in your pants?” 
 
    Katie nodded.  
 
    “And you’re saving it for—?” 
 
    “You’re safer unarmed.” She whispered then blew out a shaky breath. “Look, guys, if it’s money you want, I can get you some, but it’ll take a while.” 
 
    Chevy looked at Al and they laughed as though sharing a private joke.  
 
    Al shoved Ray aside and stroked Katie’s hair. “This is a nice color on you, Paulina. It is, Paulina, isn’t it? Very sexy. Personally, I like a hot redhead. Maybe before we go see the boss, we could—” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Chevy growled.  
 
    Al grasped a handful of Katie’s hair. “The boss wants the money. The whole twenty million.” 
 
    “Twenty million?” Laura and Ray chorused. 
 
    Katie froze, her voice hoarse, and gave up all pretenses. “I never had twenty million. Dunnsforth only gave me five hundred thousand.” 
 
    Al grinned then his gaze pierced hers. “So you are Paulina. The way I hear it, Dunnsforth borrowed twenty millions dollars from our mutual bosses. You want me to believe he fronted you five hundred thousand to keep your mouth shut then took off with the rest?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her palms sweated. 
 
    “Do you think he was dumb enough to blow his head off when he had twenty million dollars in an offshore bank account?” Chevy’s grin revealed a perfect set of teeth amid the cloud of a dark beard.  
 
    “I’m sure he probably had help with that part.” Katie moved back. If she didn’t shut her mouth, they’d leave her for dead and she’d be eaten by wild animals somewhere in the woods near the lake. Even that was preferable to being thrown in the trunk of the Town Car and seeing Maddox again. 
 
                Laura started to wheeze. “I think. I need. To sit down.” 
 
    “Suck it up, princess.” Al turned back to Katie. “Why’d you stop running? You had the keys to the kingdom.” 
 
                “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Half a million dollars to disappear into the sunset and enough info to put the big guys away for life? I’d be out of the country before anyone could blink. Brazil, Tahiti, the south of France…But no, not you. You hop a bus and buy a bookstore in some backwoods town an hour away. I always thought you were the smart one.” 
 
    An insult sat on her dry lips, but Katie bit it back. “I like it here.” 
 
    “I like lots of places, babe.” Al shook his head and picked up one of her business cards. “If I was gonna disappear with half a million dollars and a price on my head, I’d learn to like farther away places. You’re not so good at this witness relocation thing.” 
 
    Maddox had put a price on her head? Is that what they were doing in her store? “What do you care?” 
 
    He ignored her, flicking the business card with his finger before he stuck it in his jacket pocket. “I always thought you were the smart one. I liked you better than Dunnsforth. You’ve got brains, beauty and a body that won’t quit. Coming to this dump, you blew my image of you.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to respond. “You want me to be sorry?” 
 
    “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” Laura patted her shoulder. “He’s trying to guilt you into going with him.” 
 
    “And killing you,” Ray added. 
 
    Katie didn’t need the reminder. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough.” When Ray reached for the gun, she moved away.  
 
    Chevy sighed. “You know Al and I can’t kill you yet. Not until we get you back to the boss. We kind of like you. We want to give you a chance to plead your case before we blow you away.”  
 
    “That’s nice,” Laura said. “I think.”  
 
    “Not to mention,” Al glared at Chevy, “it’s a pain in the ass to clean blood out of the carpets in the trunk of the car. You know, if we ever get busted, they’re gonna get a car with a few stories to tell. We have a place that’s already set up. No muss, no fuss.” 
 
    “That would be interesting to hear more about.” Katie tried to stall the inevitable while seeking a path out of harm’s way. 
 
    “Whaddaya mean?” Al narrowed his eyes. 
 
    Katie took as deep a breath as her lungs allowed. “I mean, you guys have had an interesting career. You should write a book. I’ve met a lot of writers and—” 
 
    “A book is a great idea.” Ray motioned for her to pull the gun out then muttered, “Either you do it or I will.” 
 
    “Give me a—”  
 
    “Write a book?” Chevy’s round face reddened beneath the bushy beard. “Us? You’re joking. Tie her up.” 
 
    She reached behind her back to touch the gun and swat Ray’s hand away. “Why not? Writers make up stuff you guys have actually done. And done well, I might add. No one’s testified against you yet.”  
 
    “True.” Al grinned at his cousin.  
 
    Katie hoped she’d piqued their interest. “You guys know stuff most people don’t. Not everyone can be a bodyguard to someone like Maddox.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll bet you guys have dozens of stories you can tell,” Laura said. 
 
    Chevy grinned, a gleam in his eye. “You got that right. Hey, Al, remember that guy from New York? The one that wouldn’t fit in the trunk so we had to—” 
 
    “Shut up, moron.” Al’s eyes widened. “She’d never help us do anything. They’re stalling.”  
 
    Time had run out. 
 
    Katie’s expression turned somber. “So, what’re you gonna do with me? Are you going to shoot me like you did Dunnsforth?” 
 
    “We didn’t shoot him. Somebody else got to him first and saved us the trouble. From what I heard, it was a woman.” Al glanced at Chevy who shrugged. “We’ll put you in the trunk and drive around until you suffocate. No blood.” 
 
    “You’re sick.” Laura’s face paled. 
 
    “Yeah, but she’ll yell a lot.” Al looked skeptical. “Some of those back roads are rough. She’ll be banged up by the time we get her to the boss.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet if it means not getting shot,” Katie said. “You can wrap something around me so I don’t bruise. There’s probably an old blanket or a tarp in the back room.” 
 
    Al shook his head. “I dunno. After my divorce, I don’t believe a word that comes out of any woman’s mouth. Especially yours.” 
 
    “What have I ever done to you?”  
 
    “You say you won’t scream.” Chevy shrugged, “but as soon as it gets dark in there and we start driving, you’ll pop open the trunk and jump out.” 
 
    “You can pop the trunk from the inside?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, of course you can. It’s one of those child safety features my wife liked. It’s great to keep kids safe, but it sucks for transporting people.” Chevy spoke casually as one would about the weather. “We’ll have to tie her hands behind her back.”  
 
    A shiver slid like an ice cube down Katie’s back and she wished someone would enter the store. Anyone. Being tied up wouldn’t be a new experience. Maddox dabbled in sadistic pastimes. She’d been trussed up and had ridden in the trunk of the Town Car before. That time hadn’t been voluntary either. Maddox simply needed to show her who was boss. 
 
    “Where’s Danny when you need him?” Ray whispered. “We need help.” 
 
    Katie’s nostrils flared. “You got rid of him, remember?” 
 
    Al glanced at his Rolex. When he looked back up, his eyes bored into her. “Time to go, pretty lady. The boss is waiting. Can these losers lock up?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Katie glanced at Ray and Laura. 
 
    “You don’t wanna leave the store unattended, do you?” Al asked. “Anyone could help themselves to your books or your cash register. Maybe we should take the money as a precaution. We need to gas up on the way back, and it’s always better to pay in cash. No paper trail.” 
 
    “No!” Katie regained her indignation. “You know what? You guys aren’t taking me anywhere. If Maddox wants to talk to me, he can come here. Make him ride in the trunk.” 
 
    Chevy raised his eyebrows, apparently amused. “You don’t get it, do you? You don’t know—” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” Al nudged him. “We’re gonna drive back to Newville and stuff the boss in the trunk? You’re the one who owes us money, you mouthy little slut.” The back of his thin hand caught Katie on the cheek. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t do that!” Laura stepped forward then retreated when Al glowered.  
 
    Ray grabbed the gun from Katie’s waistband. “This thing better be loaded.” 
 
    After Laura startled her in the back room, she’d lost track of which gun she’d ended up with. She had no idea if there were bullets in it or not. “Are you kidding me? Put the gun down.” Chevy’s mouth dropped open. His expression grew solemn.  
 
    “Hey, we just want her to come peacefully. We don’t want to have to hurt anyone. I mean, we will but—” 
 
    “Shut up.” Al reached for Katie, but she kicked him in the crotch. He fell to his knees on the floor.  
 
    Katie hadn’t caught either of them at the top of their game. They must have been up all night looking for her. 
 
    Chevy lunged toward her, but Ray waved the gun in his face. “I’ve got you covered, Katie. Get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving. They’ll kill you.” 
 
    He snorted. “I’ll deal with them. Go.” 
 
    “Okay.” Katie walked into the back room and kicked the door shut on her way past. She raced out the back door and shielded her eyes from the emerging sun.  
 
    Al and Chevy let out yells when the back door slammed.  
 
    Laura and Ray let out cries as well, but Katie forced herself to run, hoping Maddox’s men would give up and let them go.  
 
    She flew over the retaining wall and landed head first in a hydrangea bush in a lush garden. When she rolled across the grass and stood, one foot landed in a fish pond full of koi. With a gasp, she hopped out then glanced around the yard for an escape route. While she searched, gunshots cracked and two people ran past. Ray and Laura had escaped out the back door and were headed for the open back door of the bakery two doors down.  
 
    Seconds later, Al shouted from the other side of the trees, “They got away. You jerk. If you hadn’t believed the old man had a loaded gun, none of them would’ve gotten away.” 
 
    Katie crept through the shrubs toward them. The gun wasn’t loaded? She patted the pocket of her jeans and winced. She’d kept Father Sam’s empty hand gun and put hers back in the jar. Luckily, no one had been killed. Yet. 
 
    “Me? You were the one she nailed. I was keeping an eye on her friends.” Chevy roared. “I should just—” 
 
    “You should what?” Al lunged at his cousin. His face was a foot away from the bigger man’s nose when he stopped. “The boss is going to be livid, she’ll—” 
 
    “Shut up before you make a scene and we have even more witnesses.” Chevy growled. “What do we do about those two?” 
 
    Katie gasped. She? Last she checked, Maddox was a man. What had happened at DMR since she left? Had Dunnsforth’s wife made a play for power? Margaret Maddox was a more likely candidate. 
 
    There was a wary silence. Al waved his gun and cursed. “Let them go. If we take them now, Paulina will run. Her friends live here. They have to come back sometime. Where do you think Paulina would go?” 
 
    “No idea, but if she’s got ties here, it won’t be far. No matter. She’ll be back and so will we.”  
 
    Katie flattened herself against the grass and crawled closer to keep tabs on things. She hoped the rhododendrons and lilac trees gave her enough cover. Between the leaves, she could watch Al and Chevy pace the alley. 
 
    “That bitch,” Al said. “She’s going to get us killed yet. She must be sober. She was a lot easier to catch when she was drunk.” 
 
    “Shit,” Al groaned. “If we don’t get the boss’ money back, none of our lives will have a happy ending.” 
 
    “At least we know where she works and where she lives. She’ll think very hard about that sweet old lady who could get hurt.” 
 
    Hilda. Katie covered her mouth to keep the scream inside. A wave of nausea threatened. 
 
    Chevy straightened his jacket. “Let’s call the boss. We’ll catch Paulina and her friends when they least expect us. Wild’s going to be the next one in line for cement shoes if he doesn’t get his hands on her soon anyway. Of course, we can get a tidy bonus if we bring them back together.” 
 
    “Wild.” Al snorted. “That rat-faced punk. I’m telling you, if we find him before she does, forget bringing him to the boss. They’re both dead.”  
 
    Chevy folded his arms across his wide chest. “Did I miss something? I thought we were on the same team?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, sometimes things get a little fuzzy and the wrong people get hurt and you know our boss. She won’t care who.” Al walked toward the store. “Paulina’s risking a lot of lives being here. ”  
 
    When the chimes jingled from the front of the store, Katie waited to make sure they didn’t return. “Are they gone?” Laura peered around the bakery door and emerged with a doughnut in one hand. “Those guys are psychopaths. How did you put up with them for so long?” 
 
    “Brute force.” Katie crawled out from behind the bushes and sat on the wall. She shook her wet foot. Her ruined shoes would go in the trash later. For now, she had bigger concerns. What did they mean their boss is a woman?  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you had a gun?” Laura stepped back.  
 
    “Didn’t seem important at the time.”  
 
    Ray’s shoulders slumped. He leaned against the retaining wall as the squeal of tires peeled away from in front of the store. “I’m glad they only left a message.” 
 
    “You knew too? Why was I the only one not to know about the gun? Did they say something about a guy named Wild?” 
 
    “Yeah. If my hunch is right, it’s Danny.” She searched Ray’s face for a reaction. “I think he’s been undercover at DMR for months. Maybe he knows who’s really in charge.” 
 
    “I knew he was up to something. If that’s the case, now they’re after both of you.” Ray hitched up his pants. “This is war. Those guys won’t be content to take you or the money and leave. They’ll want everything, including my nephew. I wanna know how he’s mixed up in all this nonsense.” 
 
    Katie draped an arm across his shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “That, my friend, is why we need to find Danny before they do. Any idea where he could be?” 
 
    Ray went inside and picked up the phone. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    They went back inside and Ray called Hilda. Hilda promised to call Mimsy and ask to borrow Mark and his car. When both Hilda and Mark showed up twenty minutes later, Hilda read Katie the riot act for not telling her the truth while Mark drove them out to the Diggly farm.  
 
    “I didn’t want you to be in danger,” Katie insisted. 
 
    Hilda scowled. “Well, here I am. Right in the middle of it with the lot of you.” 
 
    “You might want to stay out here. It might be safer.” Ray pointed to a spot near the garage  near the car. “Besides, we need someone to look out for the black Town Car or Hannah.” 
 
    “Aw come on. I want to help too,” Mark said. 
 
    “Why would a louse like you want to help us?” Ray folded his arms. 
 
    Mark shuffled his feet. “Katie’s cute in a weird sort of way.” 
 
    “Well, gee, thanks for that.” She snorted. “Stay by the car in case we need a fast getaway. Things may get out of hand.” 
 
    “Why would that happen?” 
 
    Katie brushed past him. “Because if Danny doesn’t tell me what I need to hear, I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    Ray shrugged. “So much for nice. You don’t still have the gun, do you?” 
 
    “Lucky for him. No.” She’d left Father Sam’s gun at the store in the safest place she could think of. The vegetable crisper in the fridge. She hoped no one would think to look in there.  
 
    “Good thing.” Hilda wore a green and purple track suit with running shoes. “Wait a minute, since when do you have a gun?” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” Katie winced.  
 
    Danny was right where Ray had sent him. Beneath the Honda in Nate’s garage.  
 
    “Ray? What are you doing here? I said I’d pick you up when your car was ready.” His words echoed off the metal walls of the Quonset as he slid out from beneath the rusty Honda on a wooden board with wheels. Grease was splattered on his hands and T-shirt. “How did you get out here, anyway?” 
 
    “I caught a ride with a couple friends who’d like a word with you.”  
 
    Katie stepped into his view, arms folded across her chest. “We’d like some answers.” 
 
    Danny, his expression wary, took a deep breath and slid back under the car. The three uninvited guests frowned as Danny tinkered, seemingly unconcerned by their presence. “Then you need to ask them while I work. I have to go back to the city tonight. There’s not a whole lot I can tell you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll bet there is.” Katie cleared her throat and wished she could see him through the car’s metal body. “You can start by telling me who the hell you really are and why Al and Chevy Duvall were in my store today.” 
 
    The tool noises beneath the car paused and a deafening silence filled its wake. Danny cursed. His voice was low. “I can’t answer that.”  
 
    Ray hitched up his pants. “Then tell us what you were thinking getting mixed up with the likes of Maddox.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Then tell me you aren’t Donovan Wild,” Katie said. 
 
    Another muttered curse.  
 
    “Then it’s true?” Katie’s voice was louder than she meant it to be. She took a step forward, but someone grabbed her arm.  
 
    “Don’t do anything yet.” Hilda held her back. “Get more information before you hurt him.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Danny asked. “Did you bring the whole damn town with you or what?” 
 
                “Just Hilda Clayton. Oh, and Mark Lexington drove.” Ray bent over to look at the top of his nephew’s dusty head. “We need to know whose side you’re on. Are you looking out for Katie’s interests or Maddox’s?” 
 
    There was another pause beneath the Honda. He blew out a tired breath but still didn’t face them. “I can’t answer that.”  
 
    Ray snorted then kicked the car’s tire. When the whole vehicle shook on the ramps, Katie and Hilda jumped back. Danny’s feet twitched. 
 
    “Standard undercover answer. I thought you trusted me more than that,” Ray growled. “You really are Donovan Wild, aren’t you? Are you still working for the police department or did you go rogue? Are you lying to all of us?” 
 
    Katie jerked her arm out of Hilda’s grip. She stormed around the car, grabbed Danny’s pant legs above his black work boots and pulled him out from beneath the car. The wheels of the mechanic creeper squealed.  
 
    His face paled. “What the hell are you doing?”  
 
    “Getting some answers.” Katie sat on his chest. She hoped he’d argue so she’d be justified to punch him in the face and make herself feel better. 
 
    A slow grin crumpled the corner of his mouth. “If you keep this up, other people will start to ask questions.” 
 
    “I’m asking questions.” Her eyes narrowed. “You need to start talking fast or I’m gonna make sure you’re in way more trouble than I am.” 
 
    He laid his wrench on the concrete floor. “How are you gonna do that?” 
 
    She hesitated. She had no idea. 
 
    Danny laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “You have no clue.”  
 
                “I do so.” This time Katie managed to steel herself with anger so his mesmerizing gaze had no effect, other than to tick her off. “I’ll tell Maddox who you really are.”  
 
    “Liar. You don’t even know who I am.” He slid her down to his thighs and sat up with his hands on the edge of the creeper. “Honey, you may be tough, but you’re no match for me. I play with the big boys.” 
 
    “So do I, and you’re no match for Maddox, or whoever’s in charge now, no matter how big you think you are.” 
 
                He flinched then his expression softened. “Are you worried about me?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m just pointing out he’ll get what he wants whether you help him or not.” She narrowed her eyes. “All I have to do is get word out you’re playing for both teams and Al and Chevy will be on you faster than you can think.” 
 
    “Which would be hazardous to your health too.” 
 
    “Is that a threat? I hate to break it to you, but I’ve been threatened by the best and I’m all threatened out for today.” 
 
    He grinned as though he held all the best cards in the game. “I’m just pointing out the obvious, babe. If you so much as squeak, they’ll find you.”  
 
    “You idiot. I told you, they already found me.” She spoke slowly for his benefit. “Chevy and Al were in my store half an hour ago and planned to cart me off in the trunk of their car. It seems Maddox and his boss are anxious to see me and knew exactly where to find me.”  
 
    “His boss? I don’t know what they told you, but Maddox doesn’t have a boss.” He only laughed with his mouth. His eyes showed concern. “How’d you get away from them?”  
 
    Katie’s jaw dropped open. “You don’t think I’m smart enough to get away from those two? I guess you don’t know me as well as you think you do. I’ve watched those two losers play cat and mouse games for years.” 
 
                Danny squeezed his eyes shut in obvious frustration. He seemed to trust she wouldn’t punch him in the face in the next ten seconds. He placed his hands on her knees. “Katie, you wouldn’t understand what’s going on, even if I told you. You need to come back to Newville with me and—” 
 
    “Which part don’t you think I’d get? The part where I’m being framed for murder and embezzlement or the part where someone wants to kill me?” Her face hovered close to his. 
 
    He paled to a grim shade of grey. “I was only doing what I had to do. The D.A. wants you to—” 
 
    “Do you two need to be alone?” Ray chuckled at the compromising position his nephew was stuck in.  
 
    The fear on Danny’s face almost made Katie laugh. If she wasn’t so frustrated and mad, she’d giggle herself silly. She shoved her hands against his chest and pushed herself up. “We’re not done with this.”  
 
    “No, of course we’re not.” Danny followed her around the front of the car. He grabbed her elbows with his grease-caked fingers and pulled her closer. “Look, Katie or Paulina, or whatever you want to be called, if you were smart, you’d take whatever money you have and leave Packham. Disappear like you were supposed to do in the first place. Go to Africa. Go to the Caribbean. Just go away before the police—” 
 
    “How do you know I was supposed to disappear? Were you behind that?” She shook her head. “You’re the one who told them where to find me in the first place, weren’t you?” 
 
    “No. I’m trying to keep them away from you. It’s my job to find you and I’ve done everything I can to—” 
 
    She pulled out of his grasp. “Damn it, Danny or Donovan, or whoever you really are, this is my life you’re screwing with.”  
 
    “Things aren’t what they seem. I’ve spent the past few weeks trying to—” 
 
    “Don’t you get it? They want to kill me.” Her words echoed through the Quonset and became real. She grabbed another large wrench off the wooden workbench and waved it at him. “This isn’t a game. Someone killed Dunnsforth, and I’m next on their list.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t me.”  
 
    It might as well have been. Danny was on their side. He was one of the bad guys. Katie threw the wrench at him, not the least bit concerned when it hit his right hand with a loud crack and his face crumpled in agony.  
 
    She stormed out of the garage and shoved past Mark. “You were supposed to wait by the car.”  
 
    “Katie, get back here.” Danny groaned in pain and ran after her. “Al and Chevy didn’t kill Dunnsforth. We’re trying to prove who did.”  
 
    “That’s what they said, but I’m not buying it.” Katie stomped across the yard done playing games. It was time to take matters into her hands. There was no one she could trust anymore.  
 
    She turned to make sure Hilda and Ray were coming.  
 
    Hilda followed Danny and waved the wrench behind his back. “Come back here you coward. Let me get a piece of you.” 
 
    Ray didn’t seem to know who to cheer for. 
 
    “Don’t you dare leave.” Danny waved them both away. “I need to talk to you. I have to take you back.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. You won’t have to worry about me ever again.” Katie opened the car door. “Especially if Al and Chevy have their way.”  
 
    “What happened? Is everything okay?” Mark opened the back door for Ray and Hilda. “What can I do?”  
 
    “Just get in the car and drive.” Katie slammed the door. 
 
    Hilda dropped the wrench on Danny’s foot then flew into the backseat when he cried out in pain. Ray climbed in behind her then rolled down the window. “Serves you right. You’ve brought this on yourself, you know, and you’d better figure out whose side you’re on before anyone else gets hurt.” 
 
    “I know who’s side I’m on. Katie, don’t do this. You have to listen to me.” He leaned into the open window, his breathing ragged. “Look, at least take me to the hospital. I think you’ve broken my wrist. We can talk there.” 
 
    “Great. Then you’ll have something to remember me by when I’m dead and gone, which should be in a day or so, thanks to you.”  
 
    “Let’s go home.” Ray rolled up the window as the car began to move.  
 
    She glanced into the side mirror as they drove out of the winding gravel driveway, not sorry for Danny in the least. He deserved the broken bone and more. How dare he not tell her what she needed to know. 
 
    The drive back to town was quiet.  
 
    Mark stopped in front of the store then hesitated. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Lovely. Thanks for the ride.” She stomped toward the bookstore, glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one followed.  
 
    Mark drove away like his ex-wives were chasing him. 
 
    Ray and Hilda bowed their heads and scurried toward Java Jo’s.  
 
    It was just as well. Katie Mullins was nothing but trouble. Just like Paulina Chourney. For a split second, she wanted to laugh at her paranoia. Then she remembered the men after her. Danny had signed her death warrant by telling them where she was. He deserved far worse than a broken wrist.  
 
    She paused and her heart sank. What did he mean Al and Chevy hadn’t killed Dunnsforth? Who did?  
 
    Katie recalled fragments of their conversation and realized he’d been trying to. She should have stopped to ask instead of being so bullheaded. He also didn’t seem to know there was a woman in charge. If he was in Maddox’s pocket, why didn’t he know that either? Maybe what they needed was to work together. 
 
    “Hello, Katie.”  
 
    She spun around and gave a loud shriek. “Oh, Edie!” She sighed in relief and patted a hand on her chest. “I’m so sorry. I’m having a pretty awful day.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. Your nerves are shot.” Edie walked into the store. “Maybe you need to drink less coffee and switch to green tea. It would make a world of difference. Either that or have a good shot of sherry.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure that would change my life completely right now.”  
 
    Laura held up a finger then darted into the backroom. “First, I need to use the restroom then I want to know how it went with Danny.” 
 
    “Danny Walker? Does this have anything to do with your trip to the Diggley farm?   Hilda texted us all to meet her at the coffee shop so she could fill us in.” She patted Katie’s arm. “You know, I think I remembered where I know you from.” 
 
    Her stomach did a somersault. “You did? Where?” 
 
    “The bus station in Newville. You were the hussy with the sunglasses I kept running into. Somehow our tickets got mixed up and you made me late for my grandson’s birthday, so I had to sit and wait for the next bus out. I was furious.” Edie smiled. “It worked out, though. I ran into an old boyfriend I hadn’t seen in forty years and we started dating. Thank you.” 
 
    The blood rushed out of Katie’s head. 
 
    Edie gave her a hug. “It’s nice you have a little meat on your bones now. You look so much better than you did in the bus depot.” 
 
    Her mother had always told her the same thing. Her mother. Her family probably saw the news and would be frantic. Tears swarmed her eyes. How could she do this to them? 
 
    Katie’s mind spun like a Mixmaster. She sat on a stool and dropped her head onto the counter. Visions of Danny hopping mad with a broken wrist didn’t make her feel any better. The sense of revenge she felt when she hit him had died away. Now she was sick to her stomach. “I don’t know what to do.”  
 
    “Hmm. We may be able to help you with that.” 
 
    Katie lifted her aching head when the other woman didn’t say anything more. Edie was already halfway to the front door.  
 
    Laura returned nibbling a cookie when the chimes jingled and the door closed. “Wasn’t Edie just here? Where did she go so fast?” 
 
    “Apparently crazy, along with everyone else around here. I’m just the latest casualty.”  
 
    It didn’t surprise her when Laura agreed. “Did you find Danny?” 
 
    “You mean Donovan Wild? Yeah.” 
 
    Laura waved a hand to coax her along as she waited for the full story. “He really was Donovan Wild? That’s encouraging. What happened?” 
 
    “I sat on him then broke his wrist with a wrench.” Katie sighed. “And if he ever sets foot in this store again, I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    Laura’s eyebrows arched. “Under the circumstances, that seems rational. What if your other friends return?” 
 
    “Al and Chevy? I’ll shoot them too.” 
 
    “I could help if I had a gun.” 
 
    “There are two in the backroom.” Katie looked up with a solemn expression. “One in the red cookie jar. One in the fridge.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Laura stared. “You can’t keep guns in here, especially in the fridge. Does Ray know?” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    “Okay. Now I’m worried about you. Do you need meds? Should I get an emergency chocolate supply for the store or would Valium be better?” 
 
    Katie stared at the doorway. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about Danny or Donovan or whatever his name is, because the next time I see him, I’m gonna rip his—” The door chimes interrupted her in mid-threat. 
 
    Hilda poked her head inside. “There’s an emergency meeting of the writer’s group tonight at seven at our place. Be there.” 
 
    Katie tilted her head to one side. “What kind of emergencies do writers have?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. “You’ve got me, but I’d love to find out. Can I come too?” 
 
    “Why not?” Hilda waved. “We need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Katie held a string of obscenities on her tongue.  
 
    Laura bit her lip. “I’m going to get lunch.” 
 
    “It’s three. You already had lunch.”  
 
    “You didn’t. Your blood sugar’s low and you’re grouchy. I really think you need some chocolate too. I know I do.” 
 
    Katie squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m grouchy because bad guys want to kill me and some of the people I know seem to be willing to help them out, including the guy who could become my boyfriend if I find out who the hell he really is.” 
 
    “It’s probably all a misunderstanding.” Laura squeezed past without batting an eye.  
 
    “Where’s the misunderstanding? That they think I stole twenty million dollars and want to kill me or that both Danny and Father Sam handed me to them on a silver platter?” 
 
    “I’ll get you a sub from across the street. You want a diet soda with that or do you need the sugar.” 
 
    “Fine. Go. Leave me alone for the wolves.” 
 
    “Sugar it is. I’ll be back in ten minutes, I swear.” Laura gave her a hug. “Katie, it’s going to be okay. Ray and I are here for you. You have a lot of friends in town. You’ll see.” 
 
    “I guess.” Katie blinked the rush of emotion away. “I know. I think. Go get my lunch before we close. I still have to sit through dinner and an emergency writing meeting. Could this day get any weirder?” 
 
    “I’ll bring back your favorite.” 
 
    “Danny’s head on a stick?” 
 
    “I was thinking more like ham and cheese.”  
 
    “That’ll do for now.” She managed a small smile. “Thanks, Laura.” 
 
    “No problem. And for the record, I don’t want you dead. I like you the way you are, only less stressed. When I get back, I’ll call Hannah and find out if Danny’s okay.” 
 
    “Why would you want to know that?” 
 
    “Because he’s hot and, despite the fact he’s stupid, you have raging hormones.” 
 
    Katie threw an eraser. It bounced off the door as Laura’s head disappeared behind the wooden frame. She did want to know. There were a lot of things she wanted to know. At the top of the list was who killed Dunnsforth and who Maddox’s boss was.  
 
    Or were they the same person? 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny wasn’t sure how long he stood howling in the driveway before his sister ran out of the house armed with a butcher knife.  
 
    She shook her head. “What did you do now? When I brought you iced tea half an hour ago, you were fine. All I did was go inside and shower.” 
 
    “I broke my wrist.” His voice was hoarse. 
 
    Hannah pried his fingers away from the bruised flesh and winced. “Get in the car. I’ll get the kids.” She dropped her kids at her neighbor’s house then drove Danny to the hospital. “How on earth did you break your wrist?”  
 
    He pressed his lips together and sulked, not wanting to answer stupid questions. After they examined his wrist—and his head—he’d straighten things out with Katie. They were long past the point where he needed to tell her the truth. He should have done so days ago and saved himself some misery. When he’d tried to talk to her today, she was too agitated to listen.  
 
    “I thought I heard a car. Who was it?” Hannah asked when they sat side by side in the emergency room watching other patients come and go. 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Uncle Ray, Hilda Clayton and Katie Mullins. I’m not sure who the other guy was.” 
 
    Hannah stared. “The bookstore lady? Are you kidding me? Did you steal a Sports Illustrated or something? ” 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    She sighed. “Is this about the case you’re on? The one you told Ray about, but won’t tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to get you involved.” 
 
    “Since you need a ride home, you’ll tell me or I’ll make you walk.” She smiled. 
 
    “That’s extortion. I know a good lawyer.” 
 
    “Call it what you want.” 
 
    He was relieved when the nurse came to lead him to x-ray since Hannah would have dragged everything out of him right there in the waiting room. He frowned. His middle name should be Stupid. He knew better than to cross Paulina. Katie. Now he needed to fix things. 
 
    How had Al and Chevy found her already? Obviously, someone in town called them, but he didn’t know where to start looking for the culprit. It could be anyone. The doctor put a cast on his wrist and made a notation on the chart. “I’m giving you a painkiller.” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t. I still have a lot of work to do today.” Find a killer. Figure out who’s running things behind the scenes at DMR… 
 
    “With your wrist in that kind of shape? You have several broken bones.” The doctor chuckled. “I doubt you’ll be doing much of anything. You need to give it time to heal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I need to keep someone from getting hurt, or worse.” 
 
    The doctor brushed him off. More like tuned him out. “I’m prescribing painkillers. Take them after the shot wears off if you need them.” 
 
    Had Hannah already talked to him? She’d probably bribed him to drug Danny and render him useless. Didn’t she and the doctor go to high school together?  
 
    “But I don’t—”  
 
    The needle pierced his skin and the burn of medication surged into Danny’s body. “Shit.” 
 
    On the drive home, Hannah announced, “Okay, now that you’re mellow, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”  
 
    “Why? Did you pay him extra to give me truth serum instead of painkillers?” He scowled.  
 
    “No, although the thought did occur to me. I think you need someone to talk to.” 
 
    “That’s why I have Leo.” 
 
    “Leo’s great, but he’s not here.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Speed dial.” 
 
    His sister pulled the car onto the shoulder of the gravel road and turned off the engine. “We’re not moving until you tell me what’s going on. You’re staying in my house with my family and I don’t want any of them in danger. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Why were Ray, Hilda and Katie in the garage earlier? Does it have anything to do with the news lately?” 
 
    His jaw dropped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh please, I saw Paulina Chourney on the news this morning. She looks an awful lot like Katie. I also saw the photo in your jacket pocket. It fell out the other day. I’m not stupid, you know. I have a degree in art history with a minor in psychology.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re going to diagnose me or put me into art therapy?” He bowed his head and let his shoulders sag. “It was my job to track Paulina down so she could testify. I had no idea she was here until recently.” 
 
    “Who told you she was here? Was Ray in on this the whole time?” 
 
    “No. He just kept bugging me to meet her.” 
 
    “How did you know it was her?” 
 
    “The picture.” He refused to tell her he’d known Paulina for months before she disappeared and took her fingerprints. Some things even his family didn’t need to know. 
 
    “She knew you were looking for her.” 
 
    “She figured it out.” He frowned. “The bad guys found her and threatened to kill her. She thinks I called them and was furious.” 
 
    “Did you?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “I tried to get close to make sure she really was Paulina so I could convince her to testify and put her into witness protection. Once she’s safe, I can say she escaped. If he finds her, he’ll kill her. If I don’t find her, he’ll kill me.” If it really was Maddox who was after her. After talking to Katie, he was even more convinced it was Margaret running the show.  
 
    His sister gasped. “Why would you do that? Why let her go if some psychopath has that kind of hold on you? Do you think she’ll take you with her or something?” 
 
    “No. Right now, she hates me, which is why she broke my wrist.” 
 
    “Katie broke your wrist?” Hannah dropped her head back against the seat. “Please tell me you’re making all this up and the police fired you months ago for being insane.” 
 
    “I don’t have that good of an imagination.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that part’s true.” She started the car. “How did you get yourself into this? Didn’t you think this through before you decided to play double agent?”  
 
    “I was undercover, not a double agent. I thought I did.” Danny sighed. “I was going to get her in witness protection, but Maddox moved faster than I did. Someone in Packham tipped him off.” 
 
    When Nate’s truck drove past them, Ray’s smiling face peered out the window. He waved and beckoned them to follow.  
 
    “Well, at least there’s one thing you can always count on.” Hannah gave a soft laugh. “Uncle Ray’s coming for dinner.” 
 
    “That’s because you spoil him. You’re a great cook. He’ll keep coming until he can’t get out here anymore. You should serve liver more often. He hates liver.” He paused. “Come to think of it, so do I. Don’t serve liver.” 
 
    Hannah gave a tired smile and squeezed his good hand. “Be careful, Danny. I’m scared one day I’m going to wake up and you won’t be there anymore. After losing Mom and Dad, I don’t know what I’d do without you, and I don’t want to have to find out.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    “I hear you have my money.” The voice on the phone sent an icy sweat down Katie’s back, especially since it wasn’t Maddox’s.  
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    A low chuckle shook her eardrum. “An old friend who’d like very much to see you again.” 
 
    “Margaret.” Katie’s hands shook and her breath came out in short puffs. Was that why Al had taken her business card? “What do you want? Where’s Maddox?” 
 
    “Indisposed. You have two days, forty-eight hours, to get my twenty million back into my bank account, little girl, before I’m forced into action.” 
 
    She wanted to vomit. “I don’t have it.” 
 
    “Then you’d better be able to get it.” 
 
    Katie held the phone in a death grip long after Margaret had hung up. Her money? Where was Maddox? Had she missed something? 
 
    “You okay, babe?” Laura set the phone in the base for her.  
 
    “Great.” She wiped her sweaty palms on her pant leg. “I’ve been threatened twice in one day and it’s not even closing yet. Why wouldn’t I be okay?” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    Katie sat on the stool and blew out a breath. “Al and Chevy’s boss. I think.” 
 
    “That Maddox guy? I’ll call Ray.” Laura reached for the phone.  
 
    “No.” Katie grabbed her hand. “I’ll deal with it. Don’t worry.” 
 
    At five thirty, Laura left the bookstore. She offered Katie a ride, but she refused. If Al and Chevy came back, she wouldn’t let them hurt her friends. She’d faced them with Ray and Laura too many times already. Al and Chevy wouldn’t let them escape a second time, especially if Maddox or Margaret came along. Things would get even uglier. 
 
    She peered out the front windows, seeking the Town Car, surprised the two thugs hadn’t followed her to Hannah’s house earlier. Going there wasn’t one of her smartest moves. She’d endangered even more innocent lives. 
 
    The more time she spent behind the bookshelves, Katie felt it less likely Maddox would find her. Instead, he’d sent Danny Walker who found her with ease and was her biggest problem, aside from Al and Chevy. Until Margaret’s call. Margaret had sat in on meetings and been involved in a lot of things at DMR, but she’d never called Katie directly. Maddox had.  
 
    Five minutes later, she closed the front door behind her, clicked the lock shut and wondered if she’d ever see the store again. With a quick glance up and down the street, she walked toward Cooper Street to the century-and-a-half old house she shared with Hilda.  
 
    Her brain rattled with ugly thoughts which kept her looking over her shoulder until she realized with a start she was nearly three blocks beyond her street. “How did that happen?”  
 
    The sign in front of her read “Bishop Street.” Father Sam was right. Mary drew her like a magnet, even when she hadn’t made a conscious decision to come.  
 
    The Virgin Mary statue came into view beneath the huge spruce tree, with no sign of Father Sam. Her heart beat a little faster. Did the statue have a hand in Father Sam calling Maddox? If she appeared on his front lawn again, would he call DMR? She hoped he was away from the house and far away from Al and Chevy, whom she wouldn’t wish on anyone. 
 
    “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners. Now and at the time of our death.” The phrase played on a continuous loop through her mind while she walked across the lawn and ducked her head beneath the branches of needles. It was the only prayer she remembered and it didn’t exactly comfort her. 
 
    She sat on the ground, hidden behind the statue and the tree, and hoped no one had seen. Tears blazed trails over her cheeks as she pressed her face against the statue’s solid robes.  
 
    “Please, Mary, I need your help. I have nobody left to turn to.” Katie wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I haven’t been to church since I was a kid.” She ducked even lower at the sound of a car. “Please, you have to help me. Maddox—Margaret—they’ve all found me, no thanks to Father Sam. Sorry, I hope he doesn’t have you wired so he can listen to us from the house.”  
 
    How many secrets could the statue tell after standing there for thirty years? Probably thousands. She studied the weathered blue folds of the statue’s shroud and the gentle peach of her hands, which looked soft enough to hold. She reached out then blinked and looked again. The hands were cheap plastic with nothing tender about them. Fear of death was making her hallucinate.  
 
    Or was she finally going crazy? 
 
    “What is it about you? How do you do it?” She leaned forward. “You draw people in like a magnet. I used to do that too. I could draw men in with just a glance. Maybe that’s why Danny scares me so much.”  
 
    A car door slammed and Katie peered around the tree at a woman with a large shopping bag who walked toward the house across the street. She blew out a relieved breath and rested her forehead on the statue. “I’m scared of him. Danny. What is it about that man? He drives me nuts, stalks me and yet I can’t stop thinking about him. So what do I do? I beat him with a wrench. Classy move, huh?” 
 
    She toyed with a dead flower that lay on the ground. Someone’s offering to the Madonna. “We can’t be together, you know. I’m not sure where my loyalties are, let alone his.”  
 
    On the brisk walk home through the corridor of old trees, she opened her eyes to the little town around her. Trees that had once shaded the sidewalks were now six-foot tall totems. Hundred-year-old brick gingerbread houses lined narrow streets. Quaint shops wore colorful window displays. The scents of peonies, phlox and geraniums bordered flagstone sidewalks. The windows of the Presbyterian Church on the corner, carefully polished leaded stained glass, shone.  
 
    All of them made Packham unique.  
 
    All of them kept her here and gave her something to live for.  
 
    She paused at the bottom of the steps dug into the lawn in front of Hilda Clayton’s brick house built in 1856. The house on the little hill was perfect, right down to the beveled glass windows and white lace curtains. Something out of a dream she’d once had.  
 
    Katie blinked back tears and made her way up the front steps. She had no idea what to cook for dinner but longed for ice cream and apple crisp for dessert while she still could. 
 
    After dinner she’d call Danny so they could talk. If nothing else, he might protect her while she sorted out what to do next. 
 
    Inside, Hilda set tea cups upside down on matching saucers on the dining room table. “Oh, good. You’re right on time. Be a dear and take down the other teapot for me, will you?” 
 
    Katie’s stomach sank. “Why?” 
 
    “There’s an emergency writing group meeting tonight, remember? I told you earlier. We’ll have a quick dinner then set up. I’m expecting a large crowd.” 
 
    “I forgot.” More like evicted it from her mind. Maybe she could catch the last bus out of town if it wasn’t too late.  
 
    If only she wasn’t afraid of where she might end up. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    By seven, the Packham writing group had returned along with a few friends. Laura and Ray were notably absent and Katie avoided being in the living room while everyone settled. She couldn’t deal with the meeting on top of everything else. 
 
    Mimsy waved her toward the same seat she’d gotten trapped in last time. “Come and sit down. You’ll love this. We’re having this meeting just for you.” 
 
    An icy prickle ran in a wave down Katie’s spine. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Edie and I had a great idea.” Hilda jotted down the list of attendees. “We plan to do a prompt tonight on what we should do about your problem with the mob guys.” 
 
    The chorus of nods and clucks from the rest of the group made Katie’s blood freeze. Her jaw dropped as she looked from face to face. Rumors sure spread fast. “You all know about that?” 
 
    “Yes, and we all want to help.” Father Sam sat perched on a stool between Reginald and Edie with a cookie in one hand and a notebook in the other.  
 
    Katie pointed a finger at him and glowered, astonished he dared set foot in the house. “You’ve already helped enough. You who told them where I was. Why on earth would I want your help now?” 
 
    “You have it all wrong.” His rheumy blue eyes widened. “All I told them was that you would come by to visit Mary again. She’s the one who told me to call when you were on your way.” 
 
    “Who did? Laura?” Katie stared as though he were a talking potato. “Did Laura call you when I left the store?” 
 
    “Mary told me.” 
 
    “Mary. Oh, I’m going to have words with her.” When she remembered Mary was a plastic statue, she covered her eyes with one hand. She’d definitely end up as crazy as Father Sam and the rest of them before long.  
 
    “Relax, Katie. We’re all doing this to help you,” Penny sat on the couch next to her husband who gave a little wave.  
 
    Katie closed her eyes, unable to muster up any enthusiasm, no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    “Okay, folks. You have fifteen minutes to write about how to solve Katie’s problem.” Hilda announced. “Katie, grab your notebook and a pen so we can start.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can do this.” A wave of dizziness washed over her. While everyone else bowed to scribble in their notebooks, Katie wandered into the kitchen.  
 
    Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners. Now and at the time of our death. What was she thinking? Why buy a store in a weird little town like Packham? She could have caught the bus to Buffalo the next morning and run off to some exotic island or stayed in Newville and buried herself in some faceless corporation. Maddox wouldn’t have found her in either place. But no, she took a wrong bus and got sucked into the outer vortex of Hell, also known as Packham.  
 
    What was wrong with her?  
 
    She should call Danny now. At least he’d take her away from the writing group. 
 
    The only rational thought she’d come up with all day was these people were paid actors hired by Maddox to drive her insane. She peered into the living room at the motley crew whose pens scratched on blue-lined paper and rejected that idea in a heartbeat. Maddox wasn’t that imaginative and his wife preferred a more direct approach.  
 
    His wife. Why had Margaret called the store? Was she really Al and Chevy’s boss now? 
 
    She brewed a cup of chamomile tea and popped a couple of painkillers. Life on the run was definitely not what she’d expected. A sigh welled in her soul and escaped through her lips. A tiny bit of tension went with it, but not enough. She shut her eyes and breathed her way toward a stress-free moment until the buzzer rang and jangled her nerves.  
 
    Hilda poked her head around the corner. “Come and hear what we’ve written for you.”  
 
    Holy Mary, Mother of God...  
 
    Sharp pain shot through Katie’s jaw and up the side of her head. She’d clenched her jaw so hard she’d probably cracked a tooth. She cradled the cup of tea in her icy hands and hoped she wouldn’t get the urge to throw it at anyone. Bracing herself, she wandered into the next room with a stomach full of dread. This would be a long night. 
 
    …pray for us sinners… 
 
    “I want to go first.” The young man with the piercings wriggled in his chair as though bugs crawled all over him. “Danny Walker was alive. Barely. He’d been hit in the head, covered with honey and left for dead in a pile of fire ants.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s gross.” Penny scrunched her nose.  
 
    ...now and at… 
 
    “I’ll go next.” The older man with the pipe sat up straight. “I have a much better solution. I think we should kidnap Danny and hand him over to this Maddox fellow. He’s a traitor to Katie as well as to the people of Packham.” 
 
    …the hour of our death. 
 
    Mimsy rolled her eyes. “Oh, honestly. Kidnapping? Isn’t there enough unlawful behavior going on around here lately?” 
 
    “I suppose you could do better?” 
 
    “Sir Daniel rode his white steed through the village looking for the fair Lady Paulina who was nowhere to be found. Unbeknownst to him, the good people of the town had smuggled the beautiful woman out under the cover of night to a secluded tower guarded by a ferocious, fire-breathing dragon.” 
 
    Lord, have mercy. 
 
    Henry snorted and leaned back with his arms folded across his chest. “That’s great. Now all we need is a horse and a bloody dragon. Those should be easy to come by. We’ll just hop onto the Internet.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a smart-aleck.” Mimsy tapped his arm. 
 
    Hilda interrupted the bickering. “Let’s move along.” 
 
    Katie, dizzy and nauseous with disbelief, was ready to run if things got any uglier. She shot a stern look at Hilda. Everyone seemed to have heard about her confrontation with Danny. This whole meeting was a waste of the one thing she didn’t have much of. Time. 
 
    “Give me a chance.” Edie stood up to read hers. “The entire town showed up on Danny’s doorstep, torches and tools in hand like a scene out of Frankenstein,. Two strong men grabbed him, threw him into a cart trussed up like a goose and paraded him around town as a warning to others not to mess with the local townsfolk.” 
 
    Katie’s jaw dropped and gasped. “No!” 
 
    Edie sat down. “You’re right. We don’t have a cart.” 
 
    “I have a wheelchair at the home,” Mimsy offered. 
 
    Henry piped up. “I have duct tape and rope.”  
 
    “That’s enough.” Katie’s jaw dropped. “Don’t you people get it? This is isn’t some stupid novel. If you did any of these things, you’d go to jail. All of you.” 
 
    “Would we have to share a cell?” Father Sam asked. 
 
    Edie bit her lower lip. Her eyes welled with tears. Most of the others exchanged guilty glances and bowed their heads.  
 
    Katie blew out a breath. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I don’t want you getting in trouble on my behalf. These guys are killers. They won’t hesitate to hurt any of you.” 
 
    “But Katie—” Hilda started. 
 
    “No.” Her teary eyes pleaded. “Please, Hilda. Everyone. I’ll take care of this myself. I don’t want any of you to get hurt because I screwed up. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to. They’d kill you.” The young man stepped up and twisted his hands. “There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “No.” Katie was touched by his concern. “Not really.” 
 
    “We just want to help.” He bowed his head and shuffled his feet.  
 
    “No. Just go home.” Katie walked up the creaky old stairs and packed her belongings. There was nothing left for her here.  
 
    Ray could run the store.  
 
    Hilda could get another tenant.  
 
    Danny…Danny might still chase her for a while, but even he had to give up eventually.  
 
    The house seemed unusually quiet. Normally, game shows blared from the television downstairs. Tonight there was only darkness and silence. The meeting was over. The writers had cleared out in record time and Hilda had retired to her room. Something was going on downstairs. Katie had a gut feeling she wouldn’t like it. She pulled on loose pants and a sweatshirt and crept to the top of the stairs.  
 
    She peered out the window. The street light that usually shone through the blue lace curtains was out and the night was blacker than Hilda’s coffee. She shivered. It didn’t matter. The cover of night wouldn’t save anyone anyway—least of all her or Danny. 
 
    For all she knew, the men hunting for her were out there. Her only solace was neither Chevy nor Al could see her. She strained to catch a glimpse of a glowing cigarette or the telltale flash of a lighter or cell phone, anything that gave them away.  
 
    Her paranoid breath fogged up the glass and blocked her view of the world. A crash from downstairs made her gasp. She padded across the cold hardwood floor and reached out in the inky darkness for the hockey stick. Katie choked down the lump that clogged her throat. Hugging the wall with her back, she avoided the center of the stairs where the creaks were loudest. She slid step by step to the lower level, tightening her fingers around the hockey stick, blade end up. The smooth wood was cold and did nothing to make her braver.  
 
    Was she holding the stick the right way? How would she catch whoever rattled through the living room in the dark and what on earth would she do if she did? 
 
    She paused midstep. If Al and Chevy were downstairs, chances were they’d shoot her before she got a crack at anybody’s skull.  
 
    Something snagged her shoulder near the bottom of the stairs. In a moment of temporary insanity, Katie flicked on the light switch, realizing too late the burst of light would blind not only the intruder, but her as well. 
 
    Hilda stood near the front door dressed in an old grey jacket and black rubber boots. She held a flashlight in one hand and clutched a black tote bag in the other. She looked like an antique cat burglar. “Did I disturb you?” 
 
    Katie struggled to find her voice. “What was that noise?  
 
    “Sorry, honey. I knocked over the lamp when I turned it off.” She pulled a dark blue baseball cap over her silver hair. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Where are you going at this time of night?”  
 
    “I need to check on a friend who isn’t feeling well.” Hilda opened the front door. “She lives up the street and I said I’d stop by after the meeting. You go on up to bed. I’ll be back soon.”  
 
    Cold air swirled under her nightshirt and sent goose bumps up her legs to the rest of her body. “It’s pretty late. Let me change. I’ll go with you. You’re not safe out there alone. Not with Al and Chevy running around hunting for me.”  
 
    “No.” Panic filled Hilda’s wide eyes then her face softened and she smiled sweetly. “Thanks for offering, but you go to bed. I could be a while. She’s very ill.” 
 
    “I could help.” Katie moved down a step. 
 
    “No.” Slowly, her expression softened again. “You have enough on your mind right now, dear. You go to bed. I’ll let you know how she is in the morning.” 
 
    The knot in Katie’s stomach grew. She didn't want to be alone. “I don’t mind coming with you.”  
 
    “Why don’t you pour yourself a glass of wine and relax?” Hilda shifted her weight as though the bag was heavy. “I’ll be back in no time. We can talk later.” She slipped out the front door and turned the key in the lock.  
 
    What was she thinking letting an old woman roam the streets at night? Katie had the nagging feeling her landlady was up to something and she should follow even though Al and Chevy could be out there watching her every move. If she stayed, they’d know she was alone, but Hilda had been adamant.  
 
    She glanced at the corner liquor cabinet and sighed. Alcohol hadn’t crossed her lips in months. With Maddox out of her life, she hadn’t had the need until tonight but now desperately wanted to cave in.  
 
    Halfway across the room, she caught sight of her reflection in the bay window then closed the heavy blue drapes. She peered outside, searching for movement. There was none. Not even Hilda. She was alone in a creaky old house with her suitcases packed. She could leave now and never come back.  
 
    “I’ll stay until Hilda comes home. Then I’ll call a cab and go.” 
 
    Go where? Maddox and company were probably still looking in all the obvious places. Her leaving town wouldn’t keep Al and Chevy away from anyone here. They’d get mean to get answers. 
 
    She could run, but they’d follow.  
 
    She could stay, but they’d… 
 
    Holy Mary, Mother of God...  
 
    Katie let the curtain fall back in place. She stared straight ahead, not seeing the drapes anymore, but reliving the last meeting at the party in Maddox’s beach house office. The clearest image was of the bottle of champagne on his desk and the incredible urge to drink it. Chevy handed her a glass she’d knocked away.  
 
    Why did she dump her drink? Her stomach churned when she remembered. 
 
    Maddox had drugged her and wanted Dunnsforth to kill her. 
 
    Why hadn’t she planned ahead and gotten a fake ID and passport long before that night? She could have gone to Fiji, taken a cruise on the Mediterranean or a six-month hike across Europe. Even riding camels in Egypt would have been a great idea yet, she’d ignored her gut instinct. Dismissed every alarm bell in her head that told her to run off into the sunset. What on earth was she thinking? It definitely wasn’t for love. Money maybe.  
 
    Katie closed her eyes and sighed.  
 
    Margaret had barged into their meeting that night at the cottage, something she’d never done before. Usually she sat in the corner, sipped martinis and told her husband and partners they were all losers and could all go to hell. Katie had always brushed her off before. Ignored her the same way Maddox had. Was he dead and Margaret had stepped in to replace him? She would have heard something on the news if that were the case. 
 
    Donovan Wild was there that night too. Her stomach lurched again. He’d brought her wine on the terrace and tried to take her home. Or had he tried to talk to her? Tried to explain who he was and how he wanted to protect her?  
 
    She’d been to drunk and too focused on Maddox to care. As Paulina, she’d ignored a lot of things. In the end, she woke up alone and naked in a cheap motel room with no idea how she’d gotten there. Someone had helped her, but the memories wouldn’t come. Maddox wanted to kill her. Wild wanted to… 
 
    A wave of nausea overtook her. Her body didn’t want her to remember. She’d blocked the memories out for so long it probably didn’t matter anymore. She had to get away from it all.  
 
    Katie paced the living room and ran through a mental list of allies. Her list came up pathetically short. She didn’t want to endanger anyone else’s life. She filled her body with a deep breath then released it slowly. Much better than a bottle of alcohol.  
 
    “Who am I kidding?” She let out a deep sigh and walked over to the cabinet. Among the half-empty bottles of hard liquor stood a full bottle of Pinot Grigio. She grabbed the corkscrew and bypassed the glasses. Why dirty a glass when she had no one to share it with?  
 
    Katie double checked the locks on the doors, flicked a light on for Hilda then carried the hockey stick and wine upstairs. She slid between the sheets and pulled her notebook from beneath her mattress. It was time to make plans. 
 
    Plan number one:  find the bad guys. 
 
    Plan number two:  shoot the bad guys. 
 
    Plan number three:  take that hike across Europe she should have taken months ago. 
 
    Katie reread her plan and took a swig of wine. She crossed out the whole list, tore the page out of her book and started over. In reality, no matter where she went, they’d find and probably shoot her, which looked far worse than her original plan.  
 
    The next gulp of wine didn’t help her think any clearer. This plan wasn’t going to be pretty no matter how she wrote it. Her hand fluttered across the paper with a mind of its own. She wrote until the bottle was empty and her pen ran out of ink.  
 
    Katie let out a sigh and shut the book. So this was how it was going to end. Out of ink, out of wine and out of time. Hopefully, Maddox’s men would kill her in her sleep rather than turning her death into a proverbial three-ring circus. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Dinner was late due to Danny’s trip to the hospital. While Hannah and Nate prepared the meal and spoke in low tones, Danny made a few phone calls. Leo didn’t answer. Neither did Katie. He wasn’t sure which bothered him more.  
 
    “Sorry, duty called.” Bobby had dealt with two domestics and a drunk driver who’d wrapped his car around a pole and hadn’t seen Katie all day. “I’ll stop by the store tomorrow.” 
 
    Danny dropped onto the couch next to Ray. “Did you see Katie before you left town?”  
 
    “No. Hilda and I went straight to the home after we left here. She ranted about a writing meeting tonight. Something to do with Katie. I told her to leave me out of it.” 
 
    “A writing meeting?” He raised his eyebrows. “At least they’re both out of trouble for the night. Did you see Al or Chevy lately?” 
 
    Ray flipped channels to a baseball game. “Not since they were at the store earlier. Do you think that’s important?” 
 
    Danny hoped they hadn’t already returned. “Let’s go find Katie.” 
 
    Nate leaned back in his worn recliner. “Not in the condition you’re in. Hannah will strangle you. Why don’t you just call her at Hilda’s?” 
 
    He had. Twice. “It’s either Hannah or Katie. I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    “I’d stick with Hannah, if I were you. Katie has a gun.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “She does? Since when?”  
 
    Hannah pinched Danny’s ear and steered him to a chair before Ray could answer. “You’re full of painkillers and have a broken wrist. If you think you’re going off to save damsels in distress tonight, you have another think coming.” 
 
    “Ray can drive.” Danny sniffed his sister’s homemade spaghetti sauce and garlic bread and couldn’t resist. He’d tucked into his second helping when his cell rang. He ignored it, but the ringing persisted. “Sorry, guys. It’s probably Leo.”  
 
    “I have information about Paulina Chourney.” The caller spoke in a muffled voice making it hard to tell if it was a man or a woman. An uneasy feeling rocked his stomach. Didn’t Katie say Maddox had been replaced by a woman? If his hunch from his meeting with Maddox was correct, Margaret not only controlled Maddox but the DMR empire as well. 
 
    He pushed back his chair and left the table for the quiet of the living room. “Who are you? How did you get this number?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you that over the phone. Meet me.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “Where are you?” 
 
    “In Packham.” The caller stopped to cough. Apparently disguising the voice strained the vocal cords. “Meet me at ten. South end of the skateboard park.” 
 
    Bad idea. Dark would set in long before ten and the painkillers blurred his vision and slowed his reactions. “How do I know you have information I want? Why can’t you tell me over the phone?” 
 
    “You need to see it to believe it.” 
 
    “Can’t we meet…?” he asked, but the caller hung up. 
 
    Danny stared at the flowered couch. His grandmother’s from when she moved here seventy years earlier. If the caller actually had information, a late night meeting was worth the risk. Even if he wasn’t at the top of his game. He could drive Ray home then keep the Honda for the night to work on later. He tried to call Leo but got no answer. Danny cursed under his breath and returned to the dining room. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” He frowned. There was no way she’d let him out of her sight.  
 
    “I’ll drive Ray home after dinner,” Nate said. “I’m sure you don’t feel up to it after the dose of painkillers they gave you.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Danny insisted. “I need to make a stop in town anyway. I won’t be long.” 
 
    “You’re in no shape to drive.” 
 
    “No. I need to go.” He met Ray’s curious gaze. “Ray can help me.” 
 
    Aside from pleasantries to Nate and Hannah, Ray never spoke a word until Danny stopped in front of the home. “There’s nothing you need except a good cuff on the back of the head. You’re hopped up on painkillers and shouldn’t be driving. What’s worth the risk?” 
 
    “I have a meeting with someone who has information about Katie—I mean Paulina.” 
 
    “Can’t it wait until morning?” Ray frowned. “You don’t even know who called, do you?” 
 
    “I’ve gotta go.”  
 
    “You need backup.” He refused to get out of the car. 
 
    Danny sighed. “I’ll call you after the meeting. Just let me go or I’ll be late.” 
 
    Ray eased his body out of the passenger door then turned and scowled. “I don’t think you should—” 
 
    He didn’t bother waiting for Ray’s instructions. He drove around town to think then pulled into the parking lot at a quarter to ten, hoping to catch the perpetrators off guard if it was a setup. The lot was empty.  
 
    He wandered around and noticed shards of glass beneath the four street lamps around the skate park. His stomach clenched. Something was wrong. His hunch was right. He took a step back toward the car to go back to Hannah’s then paused.  
 
    He should find Katie and make sure she was safe. They could sit somewhere quiet and he’d tell her everything he should have blurted out earlier, whether anyone overheard them or not. 
 
    Leaves crackled behind him. The mysterious caller was already nearby. Sharp pain filled his head and he collapsed to the ground. Movement bustled around him and a voice whispered. Something pinched his arm and the burn of drugs coursed through his system before everything went black.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie made a face at the empty bottle of Pinot Grigio on the nightstand, frustrated for giving in to the fear. Once again, she’d drunk herself half-crazy in a lame attempt to forget everything. Once again, it hadn’t worked. 
 
    A weary sigh crept from her lips and escaped the many layers of blankets she was burrowed beneath. The cool air made her snuggle deeper into the bed. Today she’d try to run the store from the comfort of her room. Laura could get out of bed and she’d take the day off. Wasn’t that one of the benefits of being the boss?  
 
    Her heart sank. Al and Chevy would come in and trash the place. She should phone Laura and tell her to stay home indefinitely. If anyone was going to man the store when they arrived, it would be Katie. Alone. Bait for the sharks. 
 
    A sharp metallic noise made her jump. She clutched her throbbing head. Either Hilda had dropped something or her radio was louder than normal. She narrowed her eyes. Something was missing. For a change, the smell of Hilda’s jolting coffee and the odor of burnt toast didn’t hang in the air. She must have come in late.  
 
    Katie gave a reluctant groan and shoved back the blankets. She stumbled over the half-packed suitcase in the middle of the room, got dressed and slid her feet into a pair of socks. Creeping down the stairs, she kept her voice soft. “Hilda? Are you awake?” 
 
    Her landlady’s keys lay on the floor beside the side table.  
 
                Katie turned on the television to see if there were any updates on the DMR scandal. The top story was a plane crash in Texas, no survivors, followed by a story about a missing five-year-old girl from Newville. A cute little thing with a button nose and two blonde pigtails.  
 
    She made a cup of instant coffee, toasted a bagel and slathered it with strawberry cream cheese. A small degree of normalcy. Sanity. She and Dunnsforth were no longer in the top five news stories. The update on the search for Paulina Chourney came at twenty minutes after the hour.  
 
    Dunnsforth’s widow and children were missing. Either Dunnsforth’s wife was a lot better at disappearing than Katie was or Maddox…She didn’t want to think about what Maddox would do. He and his goons had already killed Dunnsforth. If Heather didn’t give the money back, she’d wish she was dead too. 
 
    Katie cleaned up the kitchen and left a note for Hilda before she walked in a daze to the bookstore. If nothing else, she’d make sure to draw Al and Chevy away from her friends. 
 
    The overnight rain had made the day hot and humid already. She gave little attention to the raindrops that splashed from the leaves overhead and evaporated on her skin.  
 
    The story was Dunnsforth had skimmed a huge amount of money from the corporation and was dead. As far as she knew, Al and Chevy were his killers. Dunnsforth’s widow was long gone and might also be dead, according to the newscasters anyway.  
 
    Katie thought it was more likely Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth was on a yacht in the Mediterranean being oiled and fed by olive-skinned hunks with romantic names. Why hadn’t she been brave enough to run off to some little island and live a simpler life? Half a million dollars would go a long way.  
 
    Maddox had daydreamed aloud about how the two of them would run off to some tropical island one day. They’d disappear to a small hut where Margaret would never find them. Had it all been a pipe dream? Maddox was in the best position to funnel funds from the DMR accounts into an off-shore bank. Dunnsforth had too much invested in the company to pull such a brazen crime. Maddox also had the connections to create a whole new identity for her. 
 
    She unlocked the front door and realized she’d forgotten to phone Laura to tell her to look for a safer job. Working in a bookstore with Katie could be hazardous. She cursed and looked around. The street was still quiet, aside from the usual shopkeepers opening up for the day. She hung up her coat and reached for the phone. 
 
    Ray stormed in and slammed the door behind him. “Okay, where is he?”  
 
    Katie shrieked and knocked the phone on the floor. “Where’s who?”  
 
    “Danny. What have you done with him?” 
 
    She steadied herself against the counter. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He shuffled closer and scowled. “He drove me home last night then disappeared. No one’s seen him since. I had to take the stinking bus to get here. He took my car.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him.” Dizziness washed over her and she wanted to vomit. She assumed Al and Chevy had gotten him and would use him to get to her then kill them both. “Maybe he went to Newville. He does work there.” 
 
    “I called his office. Leo hasn’t heard from him. All the cars and his motorbike were parked in the Quonset, including my Honda, which he drove me home in last night.” 
 
    “How is that possible? Someone had to drive it back to Nate and Hannah’s house. If it’s at the house, he’d be there too.” Katie shivered at the thought and sat on the stool before she collapsed. “He has a cell phone, right? Did you call him?” 
 
    “Several times. No answer.” 
 
    “He’s a detective. He’d never go anywhere without his cell phone unless…” She hesitated to voice her idea. “You don’t think Maddox got him, do you?” 
 
    Ray shook his head. “He’s smarter than that. Isn’t he?” 
 
    “Then where is he?” Katie choked back her fear. She wanted to scream. 
 
    “You know those men.” He met her gaze. “Would they torture him or kill him?” 
 
    Definitely. “That depends on what he knows and if they need him.”  
 
    He drew up his hunched shoulders as if trying to find some hidden courage deep inside. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “There’s not much we can do.” There was no one else in the store to overhear their conversation. 
 
    “We need to go after them.”  
 
    “One, we don’t know for sure they have him. Two, if those guys want to kill me, why would I go after them?” She still needed to call Laura. 
 
    “They’ve got my nephew.” 
 
    “Who is an undercover cop and led them to me.” She leaned on the counter. “Like I said, we don’t know for sure they have him.”  
 
    “Would you rather wait for body parts to arrive in the mail? I hear those mob guys do stuff like that. What do I tell Hannah and the kids?” 
 
    “Ray.” She wanted to console him, but no words would help.  
 
    “Hey, gang. I brought muffins.” Laura breezed through the door with a familiar cardboard tray and three paper coffee cups. “Uh-oh, what’s going on?” 
 
    Ray cleared his throat. “Danny was kidnapped.” 
 
    Katie groaned. “We don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “And the bad news is?” Laura set the coffee and treats on the counter. 
 
    “Have a little respect, will you?” Ray scowled. 
 
    “Sorry.” She opened the white paper pastry bag. “Doesn’t he work for the guys who are trying to kill Katie? Aside from the fact he’s Ray’s grandnephew, why should I care if he’s missing?” 
 
    A strained silence took over the room. Katie covered her face with her hands. “I can’t think.”  
 
    “You need food and a cup of coffee.” Laura handed her a cup.  
 
    Ray slurped his coffee and pawed through the muffins. “You didn’t get chocolate chip ones? I love chocolate chip muffins.” 
 
    “I asked. They didn’t have any.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You ungrateful old goat.” She stared at him in disbelief. “Next time I’ll call Jo before I get there and reserve a chocolate chip muffin just for you.” 
 
    “Is it too much to ask for one lousy chocolate chip muffin? It’s my favorite kind and the whole bloody town knows it.”  
 
    Katie touched his shoulder. “Relax, Ray. We’re worried too. Danny seems like a smart guy. Whatever he’s into, he’ll get out of it. Maybe he met with Maddox and can’t use his phone.” 
 
    “Or maybe he lost it in a struggle,” Laura suggested. 
 
    “Laura.” Katie shot her a glare. 
 
    “What? These guys are associated with the mob. You were one of them. Do you think they’d actually send body parts in the mail?” 
 
    “Stop it,” Ray growled. “We’re not going there again.” 
 
    “There has to be a rational explanation for him taking off.” Katie’s head pounded. “I’m sure it has to do with this case.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do in the meantime? My nephew is missing and could be dead.” 
 
    “Try his cell again and keep in touch with his office. Maybe he’ll call in to check messages.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” Ray frowned. 
 
    Laura shrugged. “Maybe you’ll get a package from Maddox.”  
 
    Both Ray and Katie groaned then Katie nudged her aside. “You need to tidy the shelves and quit making us both crazy. Better yet, go home. I was going to tell you not to come in anyway.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get rid of me?” Laura put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Yes. You’ll be safe at home. Al and Chevy won’t know where to look for you.” 
 
    “But I’ll miss all the action.”  
 
    Ray wandered the store. “Danny wouldn’t go anywhere without his phone.”  
 
    “Did Nate or Hannah find it at the house?” Katie asked. 
 
    “No. Not yet.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know he doesn’t have it with him.” Her reasoning sounded right but felt wrong. “Danny will turn up. Sometimes people need a little peace and quiet to think.” She wanted to add “like me” but bit it back. 
 
    Ray huffed. “Not Danny. He’s always got that blasted phone on. It even rings at the dinner table, like last night.” 
 
    “He got a phone call last night?” Katie sat up straighter. “Why didn’t you mention that before? Who called him?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know. He said he had a meeting. He wouldn’t let me go along as backup either. I should’ve insisted or at least called when I didn’t hear from him.” 
 
    Laura’s brow furrowed. “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I fell asleep in my armchair.” His face reddened. “My phone fell under the cushion and I couldn’t find it until Hannah called.” 
 
    “Is that when you found out he was missing?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He wasn’t home when she got up this morning and she wanted to know if I’d talked to him. Come to think of it, she said he wasn’t back before she went to bed last night.” 
 
                Katie thought aloud. “We saw him at about three yesterday.” 
 
    Ray narrowed his eyes. “He was with the whole family for dinner last night. Hannah wouldn’t let him drive back to Newville with a head full of painkillers, but Danny got that call at dinner and had to go out. I drove so Hannah wouldn’t get mad. I don’t know how he thought he’d get home without walking. I’m surprised Hannah didn’t send Nate after him. The kids must have distracted her.” 
 
    “Where did he go after that?”  
 
    “The last time I saw him was when he dropped me off at the home around nine thirty and left for his meeting.” His face fell. “Nate said he went out to the Quonset this morning and found my car.” 
 
    Laura hugged him. “We’ll find him, Ray.” 
 
    “Yeah.” His jaw twitched. “Or get pieces of him by registered mail.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “Maddox’s more brazen than that. He wouldn’t return the car. If Al and Chevy took him last night, we’d already have bits of—” 
 
    “Good morning, folks.” The mailman, Chuck, walked through the door amid a chorus of door chimes. “I have a parcel for you, Ray.” 
 
    Katie gasped. Holy Mary, Mother of God...  
 
    Laura took one look at the box and crashed to the floor, flinging her muffin clear across the room. It bounced on the floor at the bottom of the back door.  
 
    Katie exchanged a horrified glance with Ray, torn at whether to be more concerned about Laura or the contents of the package. She crouched on the floor beside Laura’s inert body and tapped her face and called her name. Neither had any effect other than reddening her cheeks. 
 
    “Maybe if we put her feet up it’ll send the blood back to her brain.” Chuck set his bag on the floor with a thud.  
 
    “What’s the point?” Ray snorted. “She probably hasn’t had blood up there in forty years.” 
 
    When Katie glared, he hobbled off to get a chair from the back room then returned with both the chair and a salt shaker. “In the old days, people used smelling salts for ladies who fainted. We don’t have smelling salts, but maybe this will help.” 
 
    “I guess it’s worth a shot.” Chuck waved the cardboard shaker beneath Laura’s nose. Several grains of salt trickled out and sprinkled her upper lip.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s gonna work either.” Katie pulled the shaker away. “You’d better stop before she inhales it.” 
 
    “Then what are we supposed to do?”  
 
    She scanned the room for anything to use to wake Laura. The muffins and coffees sat on the counter only a few feet away. “Help me sit her up.” 
 
    The two men lifted Laura by the shoulders while Katie grabbed a coffee cup and waved the steaming cup beneath her friend’s nose.  
 
    Laura’s eyes fluttered. “Oh, I love amaretto.”  
 
    Ray groaned. “You know you’re an addict.” 
 
    “I’m glad you are.” Katie smiled. “It worked like a charm to wake you.”  
 
    “What happened?” Laura struggled to sit upright. “There was all that talk about body parts and then that package arrived.” 
 
    Chuck picked up his mailbag, studied Ray’s parcel then looked at Laura. “What did you think was in here anyway?” 
 
    “Body parts.” Her body went slack. Katie caught her before she hit the floor.  
 
    Ray nudged her. “Now cut that out.”  
 
    Laura blinked several times. “I just thought about Danny and...” She wobbled. “I’m good. What was in the box?” 
 
    “I didn’t open it yet,” Ray said. “We were busy trying to wake you.”  
 
    All four of them turned to the box on the counter. A dark red stain seeped through the cardboard and onto the counter. Chuck frowned. “Why would Ray get body parts in the mail? You know that’s illegal.” 
 
    “His nephew’s a cop,” Laura said. “He’s involved in a nasty case and some mob guys kidnapped him.” 
 
    He gave a soft whistle. “And you think I delivered part of his body? Man, the guys at work aren’t going to believe this. Could I take a picture? My phone has a camera.” 
 
    “There’s something familiar about that box.” Ray furrowed his brow and reached out a tentative finger to swipe at the red goo seeping through the brown paper wrapper. He brought the finger to his lips and licked it.  
 
    Laura shrieked. “What are you doing?”  
 
    Katie gagged. “Are you nuts?” 
 
    “Homemade raspberry jam.” Ray grinned. “It’s from a friend in New England. I told her she needs to pack the jars better so they don’t break. I guess she forgot.” 
 
    Katie blew out a breath, relieved it wasn’t blood, especially Danny’s. She sipped her coffee and burned her tongue. Even that hurt less than thinking something awful had happened to Danny. Aside from the broken wrist she gave him. 
 
    Ray packed the intact jam jars in a plastic bag and threw the rest in the trash. “I’ll get Hannah to pick me up and we’ll search for clues. Maybe Danny left a note or something.” 
 
    Katie scrubbed the new stains off the counter, happy it wasn’t blood.  
 
    This time. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny’s vision blurred. He blinked several times to clear his head.  
 
    The room was dark and musty.  
 
    His arms and legs were bound to a chair.  
 
    His mouth was covered with tape.  
 
    He needed help and wished he’d confided in Ray or Hannah. Or at the very least reached Leo. Across the room, someone snored.  
 
    As a dark figure moved closer to him, a sharp pain in his arm made him wince.  
 
    His head lolled to one side and he slipped back into darkness. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Ray hadn’t called by closing time.  
 
    Laura offered Katie a ride home, but she declined and walked away from the bookstore. Her body vibrated with nervous, pent-up energy. Her head swam with visions of Danny, her parents and Maddox. She needed to escape the horror swirling inside her head. While she couldn’t outrun the thoughts forever, a good jog might help her think. The air grew thick with fog and she hoped it wouldn’t get thicker.  
 
    The instant she unlocked the front door, she knew something was wrong. The house stood quiet and still with none of Hilda’s usual blaring television or radio shows. She loved to listen to talk radio shows and yelled it out with the best of them, though no one actually heard her. Once or twice Katie walked in on her arguing with one of the show hosts over the phone.  
 
    She called out twice but was met with more silence.  
 
    Danny was missing, Maddox knew where she lived and to hear nothing from Hilda since the night before was far from comforting. Hilda was the one person who could give Maddox and his men full access to both Katie and her room.  
 
    Her heart skipped a beat and her gaze darted up the stairs to her room. Al and Chevy had said their boss was a woman. Hilda would be more wary if a man showed up, not a woman, which meant she could be in danger. 
 
    This was no time for fear. Drawing in a deep breath for bravery, she ran up the steps two at a time and paused at the top. The bathroom and her room were empty. Nothing was disturbed. Nor was there anyone inside the tiny closet only Hilda could cram into.  
 
    She chided herself for being so paranoid, though she had every right to be. Going for a run would give her a chance to look for both Hilda and Danny, as well as burn off nervous energy before she exploded.  
 
    Katie's heart pounded while she changed into a pair of track pants and a long-sleeved shirt. She decided against leaving a note, in case Al or Chevy found it, then locked the door and tucked her key in her shoe. Her hands shook from nerves and the damp air. Looking around for any signs of trouble, she walked down the stone steps to the street and willed Danny to walk past.  
 
    A steady drizzle had fallen all day and left the sidewalks wet. The ground glittered in the light of the street lamp. She started off at a paranoid walk, checking over her shoulder every few seconds to make sure no black cars followed.  
 
    She pictured Chevy and Al shoving her into the back of the car, where Maddox waited with champagne, eager to get both her and his money back. They’d toast the life she’d once had and the one she’d lose when he killed her with his bare hands. She’d rather ride in the trunk with her hands tied than sit next to him in the limo ever again. 
 
    She hoped with all her heart Maddox or Margaret, or whoever was in charge now, didn’t have Danny. Maddox had honed his methods of torture through the years and she knew exactly what he’d do to Danny if they didn’t execute him right away. If someone else was in charge, the game would change completely, depending on who had control. 
 
    Her thoughts darkened and, thrown off stride, she bumped into a clump of bushes. She forced the negative thoughts out of her head. If her raw emotions took over, Al and Chevy would get her before she could defend herself. Keep focused. Stay alert. She didn’t want to kill herself by simply going jogging.  
 
    Her shoulders relaxed as she let her body’s natural rhythm take over. Breathe. Her running shoes slapped through shallow puddles. Litter bobbed like toy boats in her wake. Normally she hated to be cold, but today she welcomed the chill on her wet feet. The fresh night air on her face made her more alert and made her thoughts flow freely. What mattered most was she was alive, for now, even if she was toying with danger. 
 
    Katie ran down street after street. The light, misty fog thickened and began to close in on her. The stark trees became eerie shadows under the streetlights. The outlines of the houses faded and bright porch lights dimmed. Cars parked along the roads became dark hulks with no defined features. Shrubs that lined the sidewalk grabbed at her out of the dark.  
 
    The fog disoriented her. She shivered and wanted to go home and hide under her bed. Where was she?  
 
    Holy Mary...  
 
    Katie slowed her pace. She turned around and headed in what she thought was the right direction. To calm down, she made a game out of reading street signs.  
 
    None of the names were familiar anymore.  
 
    Her heart and lungs competed to see which would burst out of her body first. She thought of slowing to a walk but would be even more afraid of the spooky night. Where were the signs or landmarks to guide her home?  
 
    ...Mother of God...  
 
    Katie laughed. “I’m lost? Seriously? Maddox wants to kill me, Danny’s missing and I’m lost. That figures.” 
 
    Al and Chevy had to be somewhere in the darkness. She was wet, cold and so lost she’d even be happy to see them. Briefly. At least if they had Danny, she’d have a better chance of seeing him again.  
 
    Panic seized her until a light up ahead caught her attention. A store? A car idling in a driveway? The light was too bright to be an ordinary house light. Relief relaxed her even as rain pelted her.  
 
    When she drew closer to the light, a beacon of hope, it dawned on her where she was. The glowing object became clearer until she made out Father Sam’s statue. She stopped three houses away. Nothing else was visible in the dense fog.  
 
    …pray for us sinners… 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Katie forgot the rest of her prayer. She stumbled through the rain on weary legs and stopped next to the giant spruce tree. Water trickled down her face and soaked her shirt, but she didn’t care. She knelt in the soupy mud and rested her head against the warm statue. “Thank you.” 
 
    The statue glowed like a miniature lighthouse. Katie searched the statue for a cord or a receptacle for batteries. Nothing. Her source of power remained a mystery.  
 
    Katie sat on the wet ground to catch her breath then stood, spirit renewed. She knew where she was and that someone watched out for her, even if it was a plastic statue. More importantly, she knew how to get home. 
 
    She walked back to Main Street then headed toward Cooper Street and the house she shared with Hilda. The rain had soaked her from head to foot, but she wasn’t about to let Mary down the way she’d let herself down. After a hot shower, she’d call around to find Hilda then call her parents. She needed them to know she was all right, even if not for much longer.  
 
    Faint footsteps caught her attention. Who, besides her, would be crazy enough to go anywhere in this lousy weather? Maybe someone on their way to the 7-Eleven. Katie tried to be rational, but her mind whirled. Were they following her? She could zigzag to different streets, but it was safer to stick to the route she knew. Behind her was nothing except thick fog and footsteps.  
 
    No vehicles passed. No headlights lit the street. Blood gushed in her ears and blocked the sound of her footsteps. Her breathing came in raspy, uneven gasps and she blinked back an onslaught of tears. Where was Mary now? Why would she rescue Katie only to abandon her to the fog and Maddox again? 
 
    “Katie?” Someone called out in the gloom. A man. “Katie Mullins?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Her stomach clenched as she wheeled around. “Stay away from me.” 
 
    A flashlight beam appeared out of nowhere, blinding her for several seconds. Fear nauseated her and she fought the urge to run off like a scared chicken.  
 
    “Officer Bobby Holland. Hilda got worried when you didn’t come home. She says you’ve had some problems lately.” 
 
    Katie shielded her eyes and squinted until she saw the baby-faced officer. Her knees wobbled. “Am I ever happy to see you.”  
 
    “I’ve got Katie.” Bobby spoke into his walkie-talkie. “Call Hilda and tell her I’ll bring her home.” The radio crackled in response. “Come on. My car’s around the corner. What are you doing out on a night like this? Don’t you know you could get lost in this fog?” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured that one out.” They were less than a block from the cruiser, yet she hadn’t seen the red or blue flashing lights before now. “Luckily, I found Father Sam’s place.” 
 
    “Ah, the statue. Mother Mary saved me once too.” He grinned. “I got mixed up with a bad crowd and did things I wasn’t proud of. One night I got stoned and wandered around town most of the night until it wore off. If I’d gone home the way I was, my dad would’ve beaten me black and blue. He’s a cop and doesn’t tolerate drug use by anyone.” 
 
    He helped Katie into the passenger’s seat then ran around the car to get out of the rain. “I was so stoned that night I got lost. I grew up right near Hilda’s house on Cooper Street, yet there I was, hopelessly lost. Suddenly, there was this glowing white light. I wasn’t afraid. I was way too stupid to know better. Then I saw the statue.” 
 
    Bobby was probably in his late twenties and had a sweet, shy girlfriend smart enough to be indoors and dry who didn’t have to run from mobsters. “Mary spoke to me. I don’t know if it was the drugs or the fact I was beyond listening to anyone else, but I swear she spoke. She said she loved me and I needed to find a better path in life or I’d be dead before my next birthday. Considering my birthday was two weeks later, I freaked out.” 
 
    “No doubt.” Katie’s hands and knees shook in spite of the heat spewing from the dash. 
 
    “I spilled my guts to my dad. When he calmed down and decided not to send me to jail, he set some ground rules then busted all the guys I hung out with.” 
 
    “Is Mary why you became a cop?” Katie asked. 
 
    “No. My dad. He and I became a lot closer after that, especially since I was grounded for a year and did community service with him. When you work in soup kitchens and referee kids’ basketball games, your perspective tends to change.” 
 
    The car pulled to a stop. Hilda peered through the curtains and smiled.  
 
    He touched Katie’s hand. “Mary told me to open my eyes and my heart so I saw what was meant to be. I think you should do the same.”  
 
    She sighed. “My life’s more complicated than that.”  
 
    “We all think that.” Bobby put the squad car into park then faced her. “At the end of the day, we all eat, sleep, live and love. The complications come when we don’t let the things happen that are supposed to.” 
 
    If she let things happen, Al and Chevy would find her and she’d die. Katie blinked back tears. “Sometimes things get complicated no matter how hard we try.” 
 
    “Sometimes.” He nodded. “I have a feeling your life will be back in order soon, Miss Chourney.” 
 
    Her mouth went dry. “You know who I am?” 
 
    “I watch the news. In my line of work, it would be suicide not to.” 
 
    “You’re not going to turn me in?”  
 
    He shrugged. “What’s the point? If Maddox tries to do anything, we’ll catch him now. The whole town is on the lookout for him. We’ve all got your back.” 
 
    “But I’m one of them. They say I stole twenty million dollars. Doesn’t that mean you have to lock me up or something?” 
 
    Bobby opened his car door. “We’re all firm believers in second chances around here. Most of us have been allowed one or two before.” 
 
    “Twenty million dollars is an awful lot to forgive.” She followed him up the front steps to the warmth of the house, but her mind was already miles away. “Shouldn’t you do something? Lock me up? Arrest me?” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m doing what I have to.” 
 
    Hilda met them at the front door with hugs and thick, warm towels. Her grey curls were damp from the rain and the hems of her slacks were wet. “Dear girl, you’re going to catch your death of a cold. What possessed you to go out alone on a night like this? Don’t you know you could get lost in this fog?” 
 
    “I know.” A tremble spread from her extremities into the core of her body.  
 
    “You’re lucky Bobby was at his parents’ on his dinner break and they live just up the street. He’s come from the city to help them out for a while.” Hilda handed him a plastic container full of homemade cookies and a travel mug that smelled of freshly brewed coffee. “Thank you so much. I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”  
 
    “No problem, Mrs. Clayton.” He grinned. “A big cup of cocoa and a few cookies should have you back to normal in no time, Katie. Take care.” He walked away into the night. 
 
    Katie turned back to her landlady. “How’s your friend?”  
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “Your sick friend up the street. You’re wet. I’m assuming that’s where you were.” She toweled the drips from her stringy hair. “How is she?”  
 
    Hilda recovered quickly and set a few cookies on a plate. “Her arthritis is so bad she can’t get out of bed. I shipped her off to the doctor in a taxi this afternoon so she’s feeling much better now.” 
 
    “That was nice of you.”  
 
    Hilda brewed a pot of tea.  
 
    “I was worried about you earlier.” Katie stared at the flowered plate, tears clogging her throat. “Danny’s gone missing and Ray was beside himself all day.”  
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.” She set down the kettle. “I was just looking out for my friends. I know they would do the same for me.” 
 
    Katie let out a relieved breath and picked up a raisin cookie. “You weren’t up this morning when I left and were gone when I came home. I guess I overreacted.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor dear.” Hilda hugged her. “You thought those bad men had gotten me? I never even thought to leave you a note. I’m so sorry. Go have a hot bath. I’ll whip us up some dinner. I haven’t eaten yet either. How does pasta sound?” 
 
    “Sounds good. There’s tortellini in the freezer and pesto in the fridge.”  
 
    “You go get warm and dry.” Hilda gave her a nudge. “I’ll take care of dinner tonight.” 
 
    She was on her way up the stairs, the mug wrapped in her icy hands, when she overheard Hilda on the phone. Her voice was so soft Katie couldn’t hear the conversation. She gave her landlady the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    For tonight. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    A blindfold blocked Danny’s view. His legs and arms, numb from lack of circulation, were bound to a chair. Aside from his breathing, the only sound in the room was the erratic tapping of a keyboard. Someone else was in the room. 
 
    “I need to go to the bathroom.” His words slurred like he was drunk.  
 
    “Hold your horses.” The tapping stopped. What he guessed was a chair scraped the floor. Someone loosened the ties around his arms but left his hands cuffed in his lap.  
 
    If he lashed out, Danny could knock the man to the ground easily. The drugs had zapped his strength to fight. Knowing Maddox, there were other people in the room who had guns aimed at his head.  
 
    Only, he still hadn’t heard Maddox’s voice.  
 
    A man with a gruff voice grabbed him by the elbow and steered him out of the room. “Move it.” 
 
    Danny’s legs ached with pins and needles, making him stagger. He bumped into the wall enough times to figure out it was a narrow hallway. The man shoved him into a smaller room. When the door latched, he reached up to whip off the blindfold and was startled by his reflection. Pale, ruffled hair and a black eye. No other damage.  
 
    The bathroom was beige with a bamboo print shower curtain and seventies green fixtures that shone as though someone tried to make a good impression. No prescription bottles lined the medicine cabinet, just a bar of hotel soap on the edge of the sink and a faded green hand towel on a hook. Not even a toothbrush lay in sight. Too bad, he could have used one. The window was far too narrow for him to crawl through. What kind of kidnappers was he dealing with? 
 
    His phone was gone from his back pocket. He couldn’t call or text anyone.  
 
    “You done yet?” Someone waited from beyond the door.  
 
    “No.” After one more quick search, he found nothing to pick a lock or fight his captor. He washed his hands as best he could and took a deep breath. “Ready.” 
 
    The door opened and someone slightly shorter than Danny, wearing a Darth Vader mask, stepped inside and tied the blindfold back on. 
 
    “You really don’t need that.” He could fight his way out, but his rubbery legs wouldn’t carry him far. “I’m not going to do anything stupid.” 
 
    “You better not.” The man in the mask marched him into the hallway. Danny knew by the musty smell they’d returned to the other room. The room they’d held him in since they jumped him in the parking lot. There was no way to tell how long ago that was. Something stung his arm. Another needle. Seemed they drugged him regularly.  
 
    Maddox would have beat him up then killed him, so who or what he was dealing with? 
 
    His body relaxed and drug-induced sleep took over again.  
 
      
 
    “Is he still out?” The voice that woke him later belonged to a woman, but Danny’s eyes were covered and his senses dulled by the drugs.  
 
    Maddox didn’t have a lot of women on his staff, except Paulina who was privy to everything that happened. The only other women who’d ever entered Maddox’s office were Margaret or Dunnsforth’s wife, Heather.  
 
    His back stiffened. He wanted her to say something else. He needed to know if it was Paulina, Margaret or Heather. Instead, someone else whispered in a voice so low it was a hum.  
 
    “Speak up,” the woman snapped.  
 
    Definitely not Paulina or Heather. The Dragon Lady. Only Margaret could talk that way in Maddox’s presence without being slapped or beaten.  
 
    There was another hum, voices whispering, muttering. He tried to catch names but was tired. The drugs never seemed to get enough time to wear off and everything warped into one massive hallucination. The kidnappers had him in the dark in more ways than one.  
 
    The phone was back in his right rear pocket and vibrated several times. The battery hadn’t died yet. Normally, it took a couple of days to run down. Had he only been missing a day or two? His sense of time was off kilter due to the drugs. Apparently his captors didn’t think anyone missed him. Ray and Hannah would. Possibly even Katie if she had a conscience.  
 
    Maddox would never have let him have it back. Who were these people?  
 
    He clenched his fists until the handcuffs bit into his skin. His wrists were bruised and cut. Pain. Reality. A rush of adrenaline cleared his head. If he got out of this alive, he’d make it up to Katie. He’d protect her with his life. She wasn’t the person he remembered. She wasn’t Paulina. Since her escape from Maddox, everything about her had changed for the better.  
 
    No one could change their entire personality so fast. Unless they got sober. Was it merely a survival tactic or was that who the real Paulina was all along? Maybe the way she’d behaved around Maddox was the mask and she did what she’d needed to in order to survive.  
 
    It wasn’t only Gerard Maddox who’d threatened and beat her. He tensed. How many times had he walked into the office and seen Paulina and Margaret head to head and toe to toe? Margaret would grab his arm and lead him out of the room, lamenting about the need to find good help. Did she know her husband and Paulina had had an affair? Had she threatened Paulina? 
 
    How could he be so stupid as to get caught, and by whom? He’d definitely lost his edge since going undercover and should never have gone to that meeting alone. Leo was right about two things. Danny was stupid not to bring him up to speed sooner and a psychic in the detective agency might not be a bad idea. Neither would making sure their phones had functioning tracking applications.  
 
    Danny stretched his fingers out, but still couldn’t reach his phone. His head ached and he began to drift into sleep. He fought hard to hang onto one last question. Who framed Paulina for Dunnsforth’s murder? Heather or Margaret?  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie and Hilda followed up their hearty meal of meat-stuffed tortellini with pesto with two cups of tea laced with a tiny bit of brandy to “take off the chill,” according to Hilda. Chill well shaken and legs wobbly, Katie excused herself from watching game shows with Hilda and retreated to the solitude of her bedroom. She nudged aside one of the blue lace curtains and peered out at the deserted sidewalk below.  
 
    Drinking again wasn’t one of her better moves. She needed to keep her wits about her. 
 
    Someone had replaced the bulb in the street lamp and, while fog obscured her vision, it was clear enough to see there were no vehicles parked in front of the house. Chevy and Al hadn't come back for her yet. Had Maddox called them off because a bigger problem surfaced?  
 
    Dunnsforth’s wife was the only logical person to draw them away. The only living person, as far as everyone else knew, with access to their twenty million dollars. Maddox, if he was responsible for taking the funds, would play along and feign innocence until he found Paulina. Roland probably went after Heather, even though he wasn’t in Maddox’s good books either. He’d undermined Maddox and his wife a dozen times too many and would probably be the next partner to die. The second Al and Chevy left, Katie should have closed the store and run to the nearest airport. If Danny had followed her, they could have both lived happily ever after. She still had the option, but if she ran now, Ray might never see his nephew again.  
 
    Why did she have to care about Danny or Ray? Aside from her family, she’d never cared about anyone, yet something about Packham had made her drop her guard. She was more worried about helping to get Danny back than about saving her life.  
 
    Katie climbed into her double bed and buried herself beneath the blankets. She needed to call her parents before it was too late since she doubted there was a good connection at the bottom of the lake. She dialed a number she knew by heart. The ringing made her nervous. What on earth would she say? What if they didn’t want to speak to her? She supposed at this point she could tell them whatever she wanted. Maddox already knew where she was and would kill her soon anyway. 
 
    “Hello?” Her mother’s soothing voice filled Katie’s heart with peace. Tears sprang to her eyes.  
 
    Katie pictured every detail right down to the bobbed grey hair that curled around her ears, almost as if she were in the same room. She fought back tears, but they trickled down her cheeks anyway. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Paulina?” There was a startled silence. 
 
    She shut her eyes. Had she made a mistake in calling? 
 
    “Paulina? Where are you? Are you okay? Do you know how many people are looking for you? You’ve been all over the news.” 
 
    “Paulina?” Her father’s voice boomed over the line from another extension. He was probably in his home office, so small there was room for only him and his grandfather’s mahogany desk. “It’s so good to hear your voice. After they found Dunnsforth’s body and you left town, we didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    She wanted to cry at the relief in their voices. They’d thought she was dead. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to worry, but if you knew where I was, they could find me.” 
 
    “It’s okay, dear.” Her mother calmed her. “Donovan told us everything.” 
 
    She sat upright in the bed and wiped tears from her cheeks with her bed sheet. She asked, even though she already knew the answer, “Donovan who?” 
 
    “Donovan Wild, the detective someone hired to find you,” her father said. 
 
    Katie wrapped the blankets around her and struggled to breathe. “Did he say who hired him?”  
 
    Her parents discussed how Donovan Wild had become involved in the case and seemed to forget she was there. At first, Katie didn’t know half the names they tossed around.  
 
    “I believe it was Ray Colter,” her father said. 
 
    “No, he said he knew Ray Colter,” Her mother argued. “Ray had nothing to do with it. He was working with the police.” 
 
    Katie was breathless. “Wait. How do you know Ray?”  
 
    “He worked with my dad in Atlantic City years ago at some old casino,” her father said. “I’ve known him since I was a kid.” 
 
    “When did this Donovan guy contact you?” 
 
    “A couple days after you left town.” 
 
    “Damn it!” She punched the pillow next to her.  
 
    Was it actually a fluke she ended up in Packham? Ray hadn’t said anything about knowing her family. Since she’d used an alias, there was no way he could have known. Not until her picture flashed across the television screen. Unless Danny told him.  
 
    “Paulina? You are okay, aren’t you?” her mother asked. 
 
    Katie was dangerously close to losing her grip on reality again. She brushed away another tear and wanted to curl up in a ball and cry. “I don’t know. I’m in way over my head this time. Every turn I take seems to involve Ray Colter and Donovan Wild.” 
 
                Her father sounded concerned. “What do you mean?”
She had nothing left to lose. “I bought an old bookstore from your friend Ray Colter. Donovan Wild’s real name is Danny Walker. He’s Ray’s nephew, an undercover cop who’s also the so-called detective Maddox hired to find me.” 
 
    “He what?” her mother gasped. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” 
 
    Katie laughed and tried to ward off more tears. “It seems to me, Danny Walker does whatever he wants. Maddox knows where I am because Danny told him. Now Danny’s missing and Ray’s beside himself.” 
 
    Her father’s voice was as soft as the cashmere sweaters he wore all winter. “And you think Maddox kidnapped him and you’re next?” 
 
    Katie bit her lip and hesitated. “I am next, Dad. I’m the only witness who can tie everything together since Dunnsforth and Danny are gone. I’m next on the list. I know too much for Maddox or anyone else from DMR to let me escape.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I never thought you’d go to Packham of all places. We’ll be there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “No. This is my mess to clean up. My greed got me into this. The funny thing is, no one seems to think turning myself in is a good idea. Even the local police are all waiting to see what happens next.” 
 
    “Don’t they get it?” he snorted. “Those guys want to kill you. Go to the police and tell them to lock you up for your own protection. I’ll sue them if they don’t.” 
 
    Her mother groaned and Katie pictured her rolling her eyes. “Oh, please, like that’ll do a lot of good. Paulina, do you have protection?” 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “A gun, Katie. Do you have a gun?” Her voice was hard and even. “I know Maddox taught you how to shoot. Do you have one?” 
 
    “How do you know he taught me to shoot?” 
 
    “Donovan Wild,” her father said. “He told us a lot of bad things happened before you left town. He said you went to a shooting range with Maddox a few times. Do you have a gun?“ 
 
    She thought about the fancy red glass cookie jar. “Yes.” 
 
    “Would you shoot it if you had to?”  
 
    “I could.” 
 
    “Good,” her mother said. “Then go ahead and shoot the bastards.” 
 
    “Mom!” Katie gasped, stunned her uptight kindergarten teacher mother had just told her to shoot someone.  
 
    “You’re my daughter and I can’t be there to help you, so you need to protect yourself.” Her mother’s voice quivered.  
 
    Katie pictured her five-foot-tall mother brandishing a pistol the size of her head at Al or Chevy. A frightened smiled curved her lips. Her mom was about the same size as Hilda. Her dad always teased she had to put rocks in her pockets to keep her feet on the ground when the wind blew in off the lake. 
 
    “Paulina,” her father said, “they already know where we live. Your friends Al and Chevy make regular visits to our house to see if you’ve shown up yet. They’ll figure out you called us because you have nothing left to lose. We need to stick together to face these clowns.” 
 
    Katie tried to keep the next wave of tears in check.  
 
    “Get some sleep, Paulina,” her mother said. “No matter how it seems, you’re not alone.” 
 
    The phone hummed in her hand when her parents hung up. While she sat and blubbered, they’d probably call Ray then ride into town to save the day. A huge wave of dread washed over her. This was one battle she needed to fight alone. 
 
    Before she moved the phone from her ear, there was a distinct click as a third receiver disconnected. A knot formed in her stomach. The only other person in the house was Hilda. Had her landlady listened in on her conversation?  
 
    Something was going on in Packham that went deeper than Margaret, Maddox and their band of merry men. She had a sinking feeling Hilda, Ray and Danny were all in the middle of things along with her. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Katie crept out of bed and tiptoed to the top of the stairs.  
 
    “I know.” Hilda’s back was to the stairs. Her voice was low and frantic. “I’m only telling you what I heard.”  
 
    When she strained to hear more, Katie’s throat tightened.  
 
    “We have to move soon.” Hilda’s voice raised an octave. “Get the others together.” There was a brief silence until she snapped, “Don’t argue with me. I’m running the show.” She let out a long sigh and her voice softened again. “Stop whining. If you’re hungry, get some food.” 
 
    She crept down the stairs along the wall, avoiding the squeaky boards. Her damp palms slid along the railing. If Hilda had eavesdropped on her call, who was she so desperate to phone the instant Katie hung up? 
 
    Hilda turned and ended her call in a louder voice. “Give me a call if you need anything, okay? I’ll check in on you in the morning. Bye-bye.” 
 
    Katie walked into the kitchen for a glass of water. She flinched when the kettle whistled, but her gaze never left her landlady’s face. “Is everything okay? Is your friend having more problems?” 
 
    “She saw her doctor and took her medication. She’s feeling much better now.” Hilda wiped her hands on the tea towel hanging on the oven door. “I told her to have some dinner and get some sleep. I’ll see her in the morning.” 
 
    “That’s good. I must’ve dozed off. I didn’t hear the phone ring.” Katie faked a yawn, which turned into a real one. “It’s been a crazy day. I guess I’m more tired than I thought. Maybe I’ll just go up to bed.” 
 
    Hilda reached for the kettle. “I need another tea and brandy. I walked to Gloria’s earlier then to the pharmacy for her medicine. My feet won’t warm up and I can’t sleep with cold feet. Why don’t we catch up on the news then call it a night?” She rinsed out the teapot and took out two clean mugs. “Could you be a dear and get me another bottle of brandy? This one is empty.”  
 
    “Sure.” Katie wandered into the living room toward the liquor cabinet. The flash of headlights caught her attention through the front window. She shuddered and slid the drapes shut then paused to steady her hands before returning to the kitchen. There was no point in making Hilda even more suspicious. 
 
                “Has Ray heard from his nephew yet?” Hilda asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of. He’s worried Maddox will kill Danny.” She set the bottle of brandy on the counter with a clunk and tried to sound casual. “You didn’t happen to see Danny after we were at Hannah’s did you? He got a phone call at dinner then drove Ray home. No one’s seen him after that.” 
 
    Hilda’s arm twitched. She missed the teapot and splashed boiling water onto the cupboard. “I haven’t seen him since we were at the garage. Have those nasty boys in the fancy suits been around again?” 
 
    “Chevy and Al? No. I haven’t seen them either. Last time they were here, they planned to throw me in the trunk of their car and give me a ride to the city. They haven’t been back since.” Al and Chevy wouldn’t let her get away without a good reason. 
 
    Hilda merely smiled. “You should be happy they forgot about you then.” 
 
    “What’s strange is I don’t seem like a priority anymore. On the news this morning, they said Dunnsforth’s wife and kids were missing.” She paused to let her words sink in. Did they know Donovan Wild was in town? 
 
    “You don’t think Maddox killed them, do you?” Hilda paled. “I’ll bring the tea. You turn on the telly. There has to be something on the news about what’s going on.” 
 
    Katie flicked on the television. The top story featured the latest political scandal. Right after that, an image of the tanned and beautiful Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth flashed onto the screen. She turned the volume up. 
 
    “Police released new information tonight regarding the murder of Kenton Dunnsforth and the disappearance of his wife and children.” The female newscaster had a long neck and Botox-enhanced lips. “Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth turned herself into authorities in Greece seeking protection in return for her full cooperation. She will testify against the remaining owners of DMR Architectural in their upcoming money laundering trial.” 
 
    “She took the money and ran off then had a change of heart? That’s odd.” Hilda frowned and handed Katie a cup of tea. “Drink up, it’ll help you relax.” 
 
    Acid rose in the back of Katie’s throat. She washed it down with a mouthful of tea and brandy much stronger than the previous cup. “Holy cow, Hilda. I think I’d rather have plain tea. This is making my eyes water.” 
 
    “It’ll help you sleep. Drink that then I’ll make you a fresh cup with no brandy.” 
 
    Against her better judgment, Katie agreed and welcomed the surge of warmth. “I wonder where her kids are.” 
 
    “Her kids? Oh dear.”  
 
    The anchorwoman continued, “Police are still actively seeking thirty-four-year-old Paulina Chourney in the same case. Chourney is sought for questioning in connection with Dunnsforth’s murder as well as the embezzlement of twenty million dollars. If you see Paulina Chourney or come in contact with her, please call police.” 
 
    Katie sagged onto a wing chair, stifling the frightened scream that grew deep inside of her. Her knees weakened, but her mind whirled. “Call the police? I don’t get it. When I turned myself in to Bobby tonight, he told me not to worry. I did everything but put the handcuffs on myself.” 
 
    “You did?”  
 
    “Chevy and Al cornered me like a rat and threatened my life. All of a sudden they don’t seem too concerned about me,” she ranted. “And Danny—”  
 
    “Danny?” Hilda straightened and stared. “What about him?” 
 
    Katie sat back and pursed her lips. She needed to keep talking until things made sense. Her mind churned with the force of a tornado. How much should she tell Hilda, especially after she’d eavesdropped on the phone call to her parents?  
 
    “Danny’s a cop and undercover private detective. He’s been in the middle of things since the start, but now he’s missing. You eavesdropped on my phone call and I’m in the middle of it all. I supposedly know everything, yet...I’m confused.” 
 
    “I what?” she gagged. “What do you mean I eavesdropped?” 
 
    “I heard you hang up.” Katie sipped her tea.  
 
    Hilda stared at the television. “I see. Do you think Maddox has something else keeping him occupied?” 
 
    “You mean like Dunnsforth’s wife singing like a canary to the police? I guess anything’s possible. Al and Chevy said their boss was a woman. Maddox’s wife sat in on so many meetings and knows a lot more than even Dunnsforth did. If she’s taken over DMR, I wonder where that leaves Maddox in all this mess.” She sipped her tea and brandy then made a face. “Are you trying to get me drunk? What did I ever do to you?”  
 
    “What gives you that idea?” Hilda asked. 
 
    “This is potent stuff.” 
 
    “My hand slipped when I was pouring it. I thought I gave you the weaker one.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her body grew numb. She should stop drinking, but the taste had grown on her. At least she could finally relax and think, although she wasn’t so sure either was a good thing. Thinking made her paranoid. Drinking made her forget both the thoughts and the paranoia. 
 
    Hilda was apparently lost in her own thoughts. “Dunnsforth’s wife would be a distraction, but isn’t he better off getting rid of you first?” 
 
    “Maddox? Yeah, he would be.” Katie’s brow furrowed. “I’m scared Heather let her guard down just long enough and they grabbed her kids. They probably want her to testify against me and have a set of phony books to incriminate me. Maddox can plea bargain, get a reduced sentence and lock me up for life.”  
 
    Or kill her and leave the country.  
 
    Hilda gasped. “I’ll be a goose’s grandma. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Dunno.” The alcohol in the tea made Katie sleepy. A warm buzz spread over her body and heated her from head to toe. “I’ll be on trial right beside him no matter what.” 
 
    “Then you need some evidence against him.” 
 
    Katie laughed then laid her head back against the chair as another piece of the puzzle fell into place. A tear rolled down her warm cheek. “I do have evidence. I have a ton of evidence, only it’s all gone missing.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Hilda, now a blurry blob of color, asked.  
 
    Katie blinked several times to refocus, but to no avail. “Danny’s the only person in the world who can keep me from going to jail. Danny is Donovan Wild. He’s been in the middle of everything the entire time. He witnessed and listened and gathered information and now...” She tried to look Hilda in the eye but found it hard to choose from the six she suddenly had. “If Danny’s dead, I’ll be in jail for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hilda’s teacup danced on its blue flowered saucer that was pinched between her fingers. “Danny set you up to be killed by those men.” 
 
    “No! No! That’s the beauty of it.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, her face pale. “Of what?” 
 
    “Danny did set me up. He set me up to draw Maddox and his goons out. Don’t you see? That’s why Bobby Holland wouldn’t arrest me. Danny’s a cop. The police are in on it.” Katie spewed out every idea while her brain connected the zigzagging dots. “Danny made me bait for the bad guys.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. How did he know you were here?” 
 
    “Through Ray. Danny met me by accident because of the bookstore. My parents knew what was going on and that I was safe because Maddox hired Danny—Donovan—to find me. Donovan went to my parents and he made sure they knew I was okay. Why would he do that if he wanted me dead? Maddox didn’t want me to escape. We were supposed to run off and create a new life together, but his wife must have found out. She’d want me dead or gone no matter what.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” Hilda dropped her teacup on the pale pink carpet. “How clumsy of me, I should clean that up.” She grabbed an old towel from the kitchen and mopped up the spill. 
 
    “What? Are you okay?” A knot reformed in Katie’s stomach.  
 
    “Fine. Let me get you more tea. I think both of us need it.” 
 
    “I don’t need more tea.” Katie tried to stand up. She lost her balance and fell back into the chair. The last cupful had turned her legs to pudding and made the room spin. “I think I’m allergic to brandy. And death. I definitely think I’m allergic to death.” 
 
    Her teacup was magically refilled and she took another sip, more out of habit than need. Forget plain tea, there was just as much brandy in this cup as in the last one. Enough to make her eyes water and her throat burn. She both welcomed the numbing sensation and hated herself for it. “I think I’ve had enough. This is going to knock me out.” 
 
    “You need to sleep, dear.” Hilda watched with eagle eyes, her smile stiff. She hadn’t refilled her own cup. “Things will be much brighter tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nope. They’re gonna be pretty nasty tomorrow too.” Katie’s words slurred horribly. “Why are you getting me drunk? Why are you keeping secrets from me? You listened to my call. I think you know more thinks than I think you’re telling me. That didn’t make sense.” 
 
    Despite the fact she’d probably forget everything within five minutes, Katie needed to know. That damned liquid amnesia again. The alcohol numbed her body and slowed her brain. Why had Hilda rendered her helpless? 
 
    “I’m sorry, my dear. It’s nothing I won’t share with you in time.” Her face swirled around like a pinwheel in a terrible nightmare.  
 
    Katie was dizzy. “What time?” 
 
    “When you’re ready to hear it, my dear.” She covered Katie with a blanket and tucked it beneath her chin, just like her grandmother had when she was a little girl. Hilda even kissed her forehead.  
 
    A kiss of death? Katie shuddered and wished she was a little girl again. Life was far less complicated when she was six. “Have you done something to Danny?” 
 
    “Whatever gave you that idea?”  
 
    “You look more scared than me.” Her head lulled to one side and warm drool trickled down her chin. She couldn’t do anything to stop it from soaking the snugly blanket wrapped around her.  
 
    “She’s asleep.” Hilda spoke again, her voice low. “Things have changed.” 
 
    What things? What the hell was going on? Was Hilda in cahoots with Maddox or with Margaret? 
 
    There was a long pause. “Get everything ready. We can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    Nausea and déjà vu swept over Katie. She hoped she didn’t wake up naked in a motel room again.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Large hands hoisted Danny into a cold chair with arms then tied him down with even more bindings than before. They jostled around him and wrapped something around his chest and mouth. His left eye throbbed. The room flooded with light and blinded him. He suddenly missed the blindfold. Aside from trips to the washroom, he hadn’t been outside in what seemed like days.  
 
    Amateurs. He was in a two-car garage duct taped to a chair. 
 
    Maddox’s men wouldn’t tape him to anything. Tied him with lengths of rope or chain attached to cement blocks maybe. With Al and Chevy, he knew what to expect. Instant death. He had to find out who his captors were and what they wanted or he wouldn’t stand a chance.  
 
    He squinted. His brain hurt and his body sagged like a worn old couch. He couldn’t tell what drugs they’d given him or if their goal was to turn him into a drug addict. If Maddox had nabbed him, Danny would already be at the bottom of the lake, under a skyscraper or pumped full of enough drugs to look like a suicide. 
 
    A deafening cacophony of cars, voices and birds blended into one irritating sound. The chair moved. A wheelchair. Someone pushed him down the street. At least he wasn’t in the trunk of a car. 
 
    The world around him was unfamiliar until he recognized some of the buildings. Unbelievably, he was still in Packham. All around him, people gloated about the great job they did kidnapping him, tying him to the chair and keeping him out of sight. Until now. Now they paraded him around town and laughed. Their voices grated on his nerves.  
 
    It wasn’t normal. What kind of freaks were these people? Did Maddox take one too many snorts of cocaine? He tried to look around, but his head was held in place by whatever they’d used to cover his mouth. Probably duct tape. If he wasn’t so angry, he’d be humiliated.  
 
    A man in a polyester suit and someone with a cane and who smoked a pipe walked beside him. A hallucination brought on by drugs? 
 
    The person pushing the wheelchair wore perfume he’d smelled before. Lavender or lilac. Something purple and available in half-gallon bottles that reminded him nothing of Maddox or his men. Margaret wore designer perfume. This scent was more like his grandmother or Katie’s landlady 
 
    Katie’s landlady. Hilda Clayton. Besides being his grandmother’s friend, something about the name rang a bell, but the reason escaped him.  
 
    Vehicles drove past and horns honked. He fought against the restraints to get a better view, but whatever held him wouldn’t budge. 
 
    The wheelchair made several turns before he recognized Main Street. When they passed Java Jo’s, Danny cringed. His captors were taking him to the bookstore. Now that they’d gotten him, they were after Katie. Unfortunately, he had no way to warn her.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    A fifty-piece marching band paraded through Katie’s head, and she wanted to vomit. She busied her shaky hands by straightening shelves and moving errant books. Anything to waste time until close. Her mind, however, lacked anything to occupy it other than recent events. Danny’s disappearance, Heather Lewis-Dunnsforth’s sudden reappearance and Maddox’s merry men neglecting to return to load her in the trunk of the Town Car. If Maddox wanted to find her, the bookstore would be the first place he’d look.  
 
    Unable to get in touch with Danny, she still had no answers to her burning questions.  
 
    On the upside, no body parts had turned up. That only meant Maddox hadn’t kidnapped him. Someone else had. Who and where on earth was he? 
 
    The bookstore was quiet. Not even their regulars had shown up since the whole story about Dunnsforth broke in the media. She didn’t blame them. She’d lied to them all for months and led gangsters into their quiet little town. A sob caught in her throat, making her cough at the thought of losing her beloved bookstore.  
 
    Laura spun around like a gunshot rang out. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m a wreck.” Katie sighed. “I don’t want to lose this place or my friends.” 
 
    “No one’s lost anything yet.”  
 
    “Anything but Danny, that is.” Ray set the phone on the cradle after the latest in a string of phone calls. He paced the floor, worry etched on his face. “Hannah and Nate still haven’t heard from him. Nate checked in at Danny’s office, but no one was there.” 
 
    “Can’t you report him missing after twenty-four hours?” Laura asked. 
 
    “It’s forty-eight hours for adults.” Ray’s eyes met Katie’s and he frowned. “His partner at the so-called detective agency knows he was working for DMR, but it seems he’s gone too.” 
 
    “Great.” Dread washed over Katie and she closed her eyes. Her brain was still steeped in brandy with a spot of Earl Grey tea floating on the surface. Something made her restless, a sensation there was something she’d overlooked, but what?  
 
    Ray nodded. “The day we all saw him at Hannah’s, he was supposed to leave for Newville.” 
 
    “Did he go?” Laura asked. “Katie broke his wrist, after all.” 
 
    She rubbed her temples. “Thanks for the reminder. Do we have to rehash this?” 
 
    “Yeah, we do.” Ray’s nostrils flared. “Danny didn’t leave. Hannah took him to hospital then he and I came to town after dinner. He dropped me off at the home then went to a meeting and no one has heard from him since. The car was parked in the Quonset at Hannah’s.” 
 
    “So, aside from his family, we’re the last people to see him. You, me, Hilda and Mark.” Katie’s head thumped. Hilda had fed her enough brandy to incapacitate her for several hours and befuddle her brain for days. She looked at Ray with her eyes wide. “You don’t think Hilda would do anything?” 
 
    “Mark Lexington might not be the smartest wrench in the toolbox, but don’t count him out of this either.” Ray stroked his chin. “What I don’t get is how someone got the car back into the Quonset without anyone seeing or hearing anything?” 
 
    “They could’ve driven it in late at night,” Laura said. 
 
    “Hilda acted strange after the emergency writing group thing. I got fed up and went upstairs for a bath.” Katie babbled as thoughts rushed through her head. “When I came out, everyone was gone. Hilda left the house wearing dark clothes and carrying a bag and flashlight to go to a friend’s house. When she didn’t come home, I thought she’d stayed over because it was so late.” She hesitated and rubbed her temples. “Last night she overheard me talking to my parents. After that, she fed me tea and brandy and got me plastered.” 
 
    The room was silent until Laura laughed aloud. “Oh, that’s a good one. You think itty, bitty Hilda Clayton got you drunk and had something to do with Danny’s disappearance?” 
 
    “No, I think she had everything to do with Danny’s disappearance,” Katie said. 
 
    Ray’s caterpillar eyebrows shot upward. 
 
    “Oh, brother.” Laura groaned. “You’re as loony as everyone else.” 
 
    Katie burst into a fit of giggles. It felt good to laugh at something so outrageous. The thought of Hilda kidnapping Danny was too funny for words. “You’re right. That is silly.” 
 
    Ray cleared his throat. “You do know Hilda was a martial artist until she hurt her hip.”  
 
    Katie grew faint. “Are you serious?”  
 
    “She got her first degree black belt about ten years ago. It was all over the papers.” Ray pulled himself onto one of the stools. “I wouldn’t expect Katie to know, but Laura you have to remember.” 
 
    “Sorry. Drawing a blank.” 
 
    “There’s a shock,” he huffed. “The writing group threw a party at the Legion.”  
 
    “I still don’t remember.”  
 
    “You’re no help.” He waved her off. “Hilda Clayton is one little old lady no one should mess with. She’s conniving and thinks outside the box.” 
 
    “She never said anything about a black belt,” Katie said. “Why would she keep that a secret? That’s a huge accomplishment for anyone, let alone a seventy-year-old woman.” 
 
    “Beats me.” Laura checked her watch. Halfway to the front door, she paused as though she’d forgot what she was doing. Her mouth twitched when she turned to face Ray and Katie then she returned to the counter. “What if...?” 
 
    Katie leaned closer. “What?” 
 
    “What if Hilda really did orchestrate Danny’s disappearance?”  
 
    “That’s it?” She blinked in disappointment. “That’s all you’ve got? You laughed at me when I said the same thing a minute ago.” 
 
    “Hear me out. I have an idea.” Laura folded her arms across her chest. “Her writing group met at your place the other night, right? Wasn’t the point of that meeting to help solve your problems with Danny and Maddox?” 
 
    Ray caught on faster than Katie. “Maybe they came up with a way to make part of the problem go away. The one part they could do something about, Danny.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “You’ve met these people. Most of them couldn’t come up with a way out of a cardboard box.” 
 
    “Well, not an easy way out anyhow,” Laura said. “But if you put all of those creative brains together and gave them a challenge they could.” 
 
    “They’re all well read and published. I’ll bet they had a lot of ideas about how to get rid of someone who’s being a problem.” Ray nodded slowly.  
 
    “I knew she was up to something.” Katie wished Danny would miraculously appear to hear all about her abysmal day. She’d give anything to have him bang on the door and invite her to dinner.  
 
    Silence fell over them like dust. If she ever saw him again, things would be different. She’d give him a fighting chance. As it stood, she might never get the opportunity. The others looked at her when she swore beneath her breath.  
 
    Ray sighed. “You know these creeps who are after you. What would they do to Danny if they had him?”  
 
    “He’d already be dead.” She was tired of sugar coating things. 
 
    “Hilda wouldn’t kill him,” Laura said. 
 
    Katie groaned. “Only with her coffee. She wouldn’t kill a fly unless it attacked first. The rest of them couldn’t lift the flyswatter.” 
 
    Laura nodded. “So we have to hope we’re right and Hilda and the writing group have him tucked away somewhere. How weird does that sound?”  
 
    “It would mean less body parts in the mail.” Ray raised his eyebrows. “I doubt they have the stomach for that.” 
 
    “Well, maybe the young guy,” Katie said. “Actually, he’d probably freak himself out. He wouldn’t do anything unless someone else planned it.” 
 
    Laura gathered her belongings and hugged Ray. “I’d better go. Call me if you hear anything. I’ll keep my ears open.” 
 
    “You’re just going to leave us?” He frowned. “What are we supposed to do?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “Lock up the store and we’ll ask questions around town. We’ll start at Java Jo’s then go see Hilda. I’m sure Katie has a lot of questions.” 
 
    Ray slid off his stool. “Why didn’t we do this yesterday?” 
 
    “Fear Al and Chevy were hiding around every corner.” Katie wasn’t as concerned about Maddox’s men as she was about Danny. 
 
    “Good point.” Ray hobbled to the bathroom. 
 
    Laura leaned close to Katie. “I’ve never seen Ray so worried. It must be awful to have someone you love vanish without a trace. I’d be a basket case.” 
 
    Katie imagined her parents felt the same way when she disappeared and never called to tell them she was okay. Danny wouldn’t walk away of his own volition. He cared too much for Hannah and Ray. His car and his motorbike sat in Hannah and Nate’s garage along with Ray’s Honda, which made about as much sense as a group of writers kidnapping him.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Ray returned from the back.  
 
    “Yeah.” Katie whisked her tears away. “Where are we going to start?” 
 
    Laura peered out the window. “Do you need anything before I go? We could each start searching one end of town.” 
 
    “Go home,” Katie said. “We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    She headed for the door then turned and hugged Ray and Katie. “Call me if there’s any news, okay?” 
 
    “He’s a big boy. He’ll turn up.” Ray didn’t look convinced.  
 
    Katie squeezed his hand, not wanting to shed the tears that threatened to fall. “I just want this to all be over.” 
 
    The front door swung open with a bang and the chimes collided, startling them all. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    Katie 
 
      
 
    Maddox was an imposing figure with dark hair, olive skin and the graceful hands of a concert pianist. He could kill every person in the bookstore and not lose sleep. His lips twisted into a smile, yet there was something unnerving in those cocoa brown eyes. Fear. “Paulina. I never thought I’d see you again. You look…different. You could stand to lose a few pounds. That hair color does nothing for you.” 
 
    She stepped back. “What do you want?”  
 
    “My associate, Mr. Wild, was to find both you and my money. Apparently he failed and someone made him disappear before I could.” Maddox asked. “I don’t like when people play games.” 
 
    “Nor do I.” Margaret walked in wearing a red suit, four-inch heels and a diamond the size of Katie’s knuckle. When her gaze pierced Katie, she had the impression of being doused with ice water and shivered. Margaret knew who Katie was. Knew what she’d done behind her back. There were no more secrets. 
 
    Al and Chevy wore dark sunglasses and stood near the door, hands clasped in front of them. Chevy’s left hand was shrouded in a cast, and a white bandage decorated his forehead. Al bore a black bruise beneath his sunglasses. His right hand was wrapped in a layer of gauze and he had a definite limp. Someone had given them a sound beating. Since Katie was pretty sure it wasn’t Maddox or Margaret, who did that leave? 
 
    “What happened to you two?” Katie asked. 
 
    Al snorted. “Pizza delivery guy got mouthy.” 
 
    “Does he look as bad as you?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Worse.”  
 
    When Margaret shot both men a scowl, impassive stares fell like curtains over their faces. She held her ground while Maddox, oblivious to the exchange, gazed at Katie. His eyes were glassy and wild. Without the telltale wisp of white powder beneath his nose, she could only guess what drugs coursed through his system. Margaret must have learned to control him using his vices. 
 
    Katie glanced at Ray and Laura and wished she could snap her fingers to set them free from Margaret’s clutches. Someone had to save the day. She might have been able to convince Maddox to let them go, but Margaret wouldn’t be swayed so easily. Every muscle in her body tensed in anticipation of what lay in store for all of them. 
 
    “Take what you want, but leave us alone.” Ray stepped in front of Katie.  
 
    Maddox raised his eyebrows.  
 
    Margaret’s lips curled into an amused smile. She stood next to them and trailed a finger along Katie’s jaw. “Accompany me to my car. We have a matter of money to discuss.” 
 
    “Where’s Danny?” Ray asked. “What have you done with him?” 
 
    Maddox sneered. “Who?” 
 
    Ray growled, but Katie cut him off. “Donovan Wild.”  
 
    Confusion filled Maddox’s face. “Wild? Why would I do anything to him? He amuses me.” 
 
     Margaret narrowed her eyes. “We’re not here to discuss Mr. Wild. We’ll deal with him if and when he turns up. Until then, we’re here to collect our money.” 
 
    Maddox glanced around the room. “Toss Paulina in the car. We can deal with Wild later. If he behaves, we might even give him a chance to fight back.” 
 
    Ray sputtered, nudged Katie aside and took a step toward Margaret. “You’re not getting away with this. We have a lot of friends in town who know what you’ve done.” 
 
    Al and Chevy moved forward as well. A live game of chess. 
 
    “Shut up, Ray.” Katie wished she’d been patient enough to learn to play the game. One more thing to add to her list of things to do if she lived long enough. “Don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath, little girl.” Margaret shoved her. “You got lucky at the party, but I guarantee no one will save you this time.” Her steel gaze never left Katie’s face.  “Al, Chevy, bring the girl.” 
 
    A dreamy grin settled on Maddox’s face. “Can I have her now?” 
 
    “Not yet, dear,” Margaret said. “Paulina and I have some business to settle. You can play with her when we’re done.”  
 
    Laura’s jaw dropped open. She turned to Maddox. “Are you going to let her treat you like this? She’s making you look really bad.”  
 
    He wavered. “But she gives me everything.” 
 
    “Money, hookers and drugs get old, you know. Just like first wives.” Katie was grateful Laura had found Maddox’s weak spot. “I thought you wanted me. Isn’t that why you stole the money in the first place? Dunnsforth didn’t have anything to do with it, did he? He couldn’t even do his own shopping.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
     “Maddox set everything up to look like Dunnsforth did the embezzling. Or was that you?” Katie glanced at Margaret. “It was easy for him to set me up with a whole new identity so I could escape. He even made it look like Dunnsforth had done it then got rid of him and tracked me down later.” 
 
    “Did you?” Margaret froze. Her nostrils flared and she leveled her gaze at her husband. “You stupid, drunken fool. You did, didn’t you?” 
 
    Maddox bowed his head. “I left her money, ID, even a plane ticket. She was supposed to use the ticket so we could meet in Fiji and live happily ever after. For the first couple of days, I actually thought she’d actually gone, but then I never heard from her.” 
 
    Katie’s jaw dropped. “There was a ticket?” 
 
    “In the bag of money. I left a second letter with instructions and a plane ticket.” Maddox’s face fell. “You didn’t look?”  
 
    She scowled. “I was kind of in a rush.” 
 
    Margaret’s nostrils flared. “You gave that tramp everything she needed to leave and start a new life? So when did you find her? How long did you know she was here?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I swear. Paulina, I wanted to talk to you at the party that night to make plans to rendezvous and make our escape. I knew all hell was about to break loose and I wanted out.” He averted his gaze. “Then the cops raided the party and you disappeared. The cops kept my computers and made it difficult to search for you. I wanted to find you. I really did but they wouldn’t let me out of their sight.” He sniffed and swiped at his nose. The drugs were talking, not Maddox. 
 
    “Shut up.” Margaret snapped. 
 
    He shook his head. “The last person I saw you with was Wild so I told him to find you. He said he did, but he kept stalling.” 
 
    “Wild?” Katie asked. “He was still working for you?” 
 
    “Still is.” Maddox smiled. 
 
    She looked at Margaret. “So who shot Dunnsforth?” 
 
    “Who cares? The man was a thief and a pig.” Margaret waved to Al and Chevy. “Get the tramp in the car. We have things to discuss that don’t involve the entire town.” 
 
    “I need to know who shot him.” Katie stood her ground. 
 
    Maddox chuckled. “You shot him with my gun. Thanks to all the practice we’ve had, you got him right between the eyes. I saw you both on the beach that morning.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” She flinched. “I wasn’t even there.” 
 
    Maddox stared at his wife. “But Margaret and the police told me you did. I thought you’d done it for me. For us.” 
 
    Katie had no illusions about what was about to happen.  “Why did you set me up, Margaret? Did you think I’d go to jail and you’d live happily ever after?” 
 
    “The thought had occurred to me, but I’m not that gullible. I found your scarf after the party. Once Dunnsforth got out of jail, I lured him to the cottage.” A sneer warped Margaret’s features and her eyes darkened. “Convenient we’re the same size, isn’t it, Paulina? Come. We have a long trip ahead.” She paused. “Some of us longer than others.”  
 
    Ray stepped forward. “You’ll have to go through me first.”  
 
    When Al and Chevy made moves for their guns, Margaret waved them off. “Don’t bother. Tie them up and kill them in the backroom. That’ll give us a good head start. I’ll  take Paulina to the car and tie her up.” 
 
    Katie struggled to breathe, her gaze on Ray and Laura. “I’m sorry, guys. This was never supposed to happen.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, kid.” Ray hugged her then whispered, “Is the gun still in the fridge?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then we all go down fighting.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare do anything stupid.” 
 
    He snorted. “What’s left?” 
 
    “Move it, old man.” Al shoved Ray from behind.  
 
    Laura grabbed Katie’s hand. “This isn’t over yet.” 
 
    When the door chimes rang, Margaret groaned. “Did none of you imbeciles think to lock the door? What now?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny, eye throbbing, sat in the doorway strapped to a wheelchair with a pink silk scarf over his mouth. That he probably looked like hell was the least of his worries. Maddox stood in front of Katie, a gun in his hand and his eyes glassy. Margaret had one hand on Katie’s arm, her fingers white as they dug into flesh. Al and Chevy stared, wide-eyed, at the spectacle before them. At least their guns were still holstered. 
 
    The seniors had shown no mercy, using duct tape, electrical tape, drapery cord and belts to secure him to the chair. Someone pushed the chair to the center of the store seemingly oblivious to the presence of guns. Walkers and canes thumped the ground all around him as the rest of the Packham Writing Group hobbled into the store like a wild west showdown. 
 
    Maddox smirked and motioned for Al and Chevy to get Laura and Ray in their grasps. Danny’s gaze locked on Katie whose face paled. She shook her head so slightly he thought he’d imagined it.  
 
    A man pointed a cane. “Hey, those are the guys who were on television.”  
 
    “You have interesting clientele.” Margaret smiled. “We were just about to go for a drive. It would be lovely of you to join us, Mr. Wild.” 
 
    Katie’s mouth dropped open. “What have you done?”  
 
    “We took the law into our own hands and got Danny away from you,” Henry said. “Why would he want to hand you over to the guys who want to kill you? He seems like a nice guy.” 
 
    “He’s on their side,” Hilda said.  
 
    Ray and Katie shook their heads to silence her. 
 
     “What does she mean by that?” Margaret asked then moved closer to Danny. “Should I know you?” 
 
    Katie tried to shake Maddox’s hand off her arm. “No. You don’t know him. He’s a local troublemaker.”  
 
    “So you kidnapped him?” Margaret laughed.  
 
     “We sure did.” Hilda stepped forward. “We kidnapped him then interrogated him. Not that he told us much. I think we gave him too much medication. All he did was drool a lot.” 
 
    Classy. Danny scowled. 
 
    “It seems Mr. Wild here is a bit of a double agent,” Henry said. 
 
    “Wild?” Maddox’s mouth dropped open. “Donovan Wild? You look different.” 
 
    “He’s a cop.” Father Sam patted his shoulder. “And a fine one at that.” 
 
    Danny thrashed in the wheelchair. Behind the gag were a thousand things he’d scream at the seniors once he got the chance at their trial for kidnapping. Until then, they had bigger things to worry about. Like Maddox and Margaret and their guns. 
 
    “I didn’t have to even lift a finger.” Margaret nudged Maddox aside for a better view. “How fascinating. It seems I’m not the only one who dislikes you, Mr. Wild.” 
 
    Ray groaned. “You lunatics just dragged the fly to the spider all tied up and ready to eat. Nice going.”  
 
    “I agree.” Margaret walked around Danny studying the ties that bound him. “I have to thank you folks. A dead man tied to a wheelchair. The best part is I’ll bet every one of you has fingerprints on that chair. The police will love that.” 
 
    Feet shuffled and seniors whispered.  “These crazy people seem willing to die for you, Paulina. Too bad for them. Mr. Wild will be dropped off on our way back to the city and this relationship between you and my husband will have a sad ending. A Romeo and Juliet type tragedy since you’re both traitors to your families. Do you prefer poison or bullets?” 
 
    Danny struggled against his restraints and shot Katie a glare. How dare she bring all this trouble to his home town? He should have confronted her as soon as he figured out who she was and personally driven her to the airport. At least she’d be someone else’s problem. “Relax. I don’t think we’ll let you go just yet.” Margaret aimed a sneer at him. “I think you’re in the right place, thanks to these lovely townsfolk.”  
 
    He knew what came next. She’d be sweet and seductive until she got Katie into the car then turn violent. A classic abuser to the core. He’d seen Maddox in action and suspected his wife had trained him well. 
 
    Danny scowled. She wasn’t his type and he hated being a pawn. 
 
    Maddox turned back to Katie. “Where’s the rest of our money, Paulina? I know you have it. Hand it over.” 
 
    She met Danny’s gaze and hesitated. “It’s here.” 
 
    “In Packham?”  
 
    “In the bookstore.” 
 
    Margaret’s mouth dropped open. “Are you insane? You hid half a million dollars in this dump?” When Al and Chevy reached for their weapons, she held up a hand and no longer looked amused. “Get it before I shoot you and find it myself.” 
 
    “It’s in the back room.” 
 
    “Sure it is.” Margaret poked Ray in the chest. “Where’s the safe?” 
 
    “We don’t have one.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. “Round up all the riff-raff and tie them all up in the back room. Shoot them one by one until she talks. Use a silencer in case there are more lurking around. It’s time to go.” 
 
    Maddox grinned. He grabbed Paulina’s arm and yanked her toward the backroom while Al and Chevy rounded up the writing group, Ray and Laura. Behind them all, the front door flew open.  
 
    “Holy shit, a party? For me?” Leo stepped inside the store in front of Margaret.  
 
     “Aww, you shouldn’t have.” 
 
    Chevy’s eyes widened over the top of his sunglasses. “Oh crap, it’s the pizza guy.” 
 
    “Who?” Maddox frowned. 
 
    “Who?” Margaret echoed. 
 
    Al waved his bandaged hand in the air. “The creep who attacked us.” 
 
     Leo filled most of the doorway. Aside from a few cuts on his face and a black eye, he didn’t seem badly injured after taking on Maddox’s men solo.“Who are you?” Maddox stood between the doorway and his wife.  
 
    “You heard your flunkies. I’m the pizza dude.” 
 
    Mimsy approached him. “I’d like a medium pepperoni. You can deliver it to my room at the home. I’ll give you a very nice tip. What’s your name, young man?” 
 
    “I’m Leo and, for the record, that thought will give me nightmares for months.” 
 
    Margaret growled. “Enough. Kill them all.” 
 
    “Forget it, lady.” Katie threw a paperback novel at Margaret. 
 
    Danny wasn’t sure at what point the mild-mannered writers of Packham thought they’d stepped into a gangster movie. They fought back with the only ammunition available. Books pelted Maddox, Chevy and Al. Margaret was smart enough to use Chevy as a shield while Ray and Laura ran up the stairs and threw used books at them with amazing precision. Book after book pelted the bad guys and it would get them all killed if he didn’t do something.  
 
    Katie knelt next to Danny and fumbled with the knots on the ties. “I hear your backup coming. They’d better get here soon or they’ll need to bring more than more cops.” 
 
    “I’d forget that idea if I were you.” Margaret pressed a gun to Katie’s temple. “He’s not leaving that chair.” 
 
    Katie closed her eyes. “You’re not me.” 
 
    Margaret smirked. “No, but I own you. I’ve owned you since Maddox met you in the bar that night. There’s no way he’d ever leave the country without me knowing, especially not with you.” 
 
    Maddox lunged between the two women. “Just give her the money and we’ll get out of here, Paulina. I’ll send you anywhere you want to go. You can take the ticket to Fiji and disappear.”  
 
    “It’s over, Maddox,” Katie said. “I don’t want to go anywhere.” 
 
    “Go. I’ll join you later.” He reached for her hand. 
 
    “You spineless junkie, you’re not going anywhere.” Margaret turned and raised her gun.  
 
    A shot rang out and Margaret’s eyes widened. A bloom of red soaked through her shirt in the middle of her chest. Both she and the gun fell to the floor.  
 
    Maddox stood motionless, the smoking gun still clutched in his hand as the door banged open with a tinkle of chimes and police officers swarmed the store. 
 
    Danny dropped his head back and let out a long breath.  
 
     While one called for an ambulance and checked Margaret for a pulse, the others eyed Katie. They helped seniors to their feet and kept their distance.  
 
    “I’ve got some lovely new jewelry for you.” Bobby snapped a pair of handcuffs on Maddox. “As for the rest of you, don’t go far, we’ll need statements.” He knelt down beside Margaret and double checked her pulse. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Katie’s face paled. 
 
    “Her pulse is weak, but the medics are outside. If she lives, she’ll be in jail for a long, long time.” Bobby stood next to her. “You okay?” 
 
    “That depends on a lot of things.” 
 
    “Understandable.” He patted her hand. “You know we’ll need to question you about absolutely everything that’s happened since you joined DMR.” 
 
    “I know.” Katie sighed. “No more secrets. From anyone.” 
 
    Mimsy followed Maddox out the door. “What would you think about doing an autobiography? I’m also a ghost writer.” 
 
    Danny struggled in the wheelchair to remind them he was still bound and gagged. 
 
    Bobby tugged down the pink silk strip that covered his mouth. Beneath it was a wide piece of silver duct tape.  “Those people are cruel.”  
 
    Danny hoped he’d be gentle.  
 
    “Here,” Katie grabbed the duct tape. “Let me give you a hand with that.” 
 
    Ray placed a hand on Danny’s shoulder and winced. “Brace yourself, boy. She won’t show any mercy.” 
 
    Katie smiled then rolled back one corner of the tape and ripped it off with one smooth move.  
 
    Danny screamed then sputtered. Blood trickled from his lower lip. The chair shook and rolled back a couple inches. “Is everyone in this bloody town insane?”  
 
    Bobby cut his restraints, laughing the entire time. “Something tells me you had that coming.” 
 
    Ray patted Danny’s back. “You guys okay?” 
 
    Danny shook his arms and worked a kink out of his neck. “Yeah.” 
 
    Bobby motioned to the door. “Sorry, Ray. You have to go. One of the officers will take your statement.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m going.” Ray nudged past him. “I’d search the place if I were you. She has another gun hidden somewhere.” 
 
    Katie surveyed the damage to the store and seemed to deflate in one long sigh. The store was in ruins, but at least the chaos was over for now until the trial. 
 
    “Would you rather go by Paulina Chourney or Katie Mullins when they arrest you for assaulting a police officer and destroying property?” Danny stood up slowly then dropped a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She blinked tears from her eyes. The damage to the store would be easy to mend. Fixing the rest of her life wouldn’t be as simple. “I guess you want the money.” 
 
    “It’s really here?” His jaw dropped. “I thought you were stalling.” 
 
    “I had nowhere else to hide it.” Katie led him and Bobby into the kitchen. She opened the cupboard above the refrigerator and pulled down the cardboard box wrapped with several layers of tape. “It’s all there. Five hundred thousand dollars. Blood money from Maddox. I kept it and the gun in case of an emergency.” 
 
    Danny slit open the box with Bobby’s pen knife and reached in to unzip the duffle bag then gave a low whistle. He moved around the money using the tip of the knife and found the tickets Maddox had hidden inside. “A one-way ticket to Fiji. His fingerprints will be all over it.” 
 
    “Holy crap.” Bobby blew out a breath. “You kept this in the cupboard for two months and never spent a dime. How’d you keep everybody from finding it?”  
 
    “What can I say? I’m good at keeping secrets.” She shrugged and opened the fridge. “Oh, this is Father Sam’s gun. You might want to lock it up for him. He scares me.”  
 
    Bobby laughed. “You can stare down Maddox and his wife, but Father Sam scares you? Lady, you’ve got to get your priorities straight.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Tell me you’d trust him with a gun.” 
 
    “Not on your life.” He grinned. 
 
    While Danny escorted Bobby and the money out the front door, Katie leaned against an empty shelf. She drew her knees to her chest and ran a hand through her hair. There were a few pluses. Not only was she alive, she still had all her body parts. 
 
    “So, what do you want me to call you?” Danny stood over her. 
 
    She shrugged. “Whatever number they give me in prison. I don’t really know who I am anymore.” 
 
    He slid down next to her. “You’re not going to jail. Well, you are, but I’m sure the DA will cut you a deal in return for your full cooperation.” 
 
    “I’m an accessory to about a billion different crimes. I’ll end up sharing a cell with Margaret for the next fifty years. Did the police get Roland too?” 
 
    “No, he’s in the wind, but we’ll keep looking. For now, you’ll be the prosecution’s star witness. I’ll testify on your behalf.” He rested his good hand on her knee. “Judges like to see people change their lives and start over. You’ve already done that and you have a whole town to back you up.” 
 
    “I risked all their lives. They’ll never vouch for me.” 
 
     “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Seems to me they kidnapped me to keep you safe. It seems like they’re willing to do just about anything for you.” 
 
    Katie bowed her head. “True enough. Are Hilda and the others going to jail?” 
 
     “For a very long time, if I have it my way. They not only kidnapped me, they drugged me and paraded me around town like a circus animal.”  
 
    Katie winced. “Like you said, they were only trying to protect me.” 
 
    “I know, which puts me between the proverbial rock and hard place.” He sighed. “I’ll see what I can do. Twenty years of community service ought to teach them.” 
 
    “Make it two months and I’m in.”  
 
    “Then they’d better talk to a good attorney.”  
 
    “I’ll put in a good word for them.” She gazed around the store at the torn pages that littered the floor and covered her face with her hands. “My insurance is never going to cover this. I’ll have to shut down for a couple days just to clean up.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can get everything taken care of quickly. I’ll help.” Danny dropped his good arm behind her and squeezed her shoulders. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “We’ll help too.” Ray stood in the doorway with the writing group surrounding him. Outside the front window, it looked like the entire town had lined up. Goose bumps made waves up her arms and down her spine and tears welled in her eyes. She walked across the room, careful not to trip, and made several attempts to get her words out. “I’m one of the bad guys, people. I lied and brought all this crap into your town.” 
 
    “Oh, we know that, darling.” Mimsy squeezed her hand. “We’ve all done stupid things in our pasts and we’ll straighten you out. Besides, we’ll write books about this and make Packham famous. You and I shall sit down and write about our adventure.” 
 
    Tales and Retales was about to become the newest tourist attraction in Packham. She’d get a lot more people coming to the store and, while it would be good for business, she wasn’t convinced it was best for her, Ray or Packham.  
 
    “Leave her alone.” Ray nudged Mimsy. “If this story’s going to be told, Katie will do the telling.”  
 
    She scowled. “Very well. I’d be proud to edit it then.” 
 
    “Me too.” Hilda joined them, a half full box of books in her arms. 
 
    “Thanks.” Katie took Hilda by the shoulders. “Promise me you won’t kidnap anyone again. Ever.” 
 
    “If the situation arises—” 
 
    Father Sam wandered past with a battered Bible. “You can’t throw this in the garbage. It’s a holy book.” 
 
    She put her hand on his. “Then take it home.” 
 
    “I called Maddox and handed you over to the bad guys and you’re giving me a Bible?” He raised his wiry eyebrows. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m getting there. You and Mary were right, you know. I needed to face my past and I’m grateful for your help. I’ll set things straight, I promise.” Katie gave up trying to supervise and joined the cleanup. 
 
     “Katie, we need to talk.” Danny grabbed her by the shoulders and steered her toward the counter. 
 
    “Not until you and I do.” Leo blocked their path.  
 
    “Leo.” Danny’s shoulders sagged. “Not that I’m not glad to see you, but what are you doing here? I thought you were working on another case.”  
 
    “I’ve got some news that will make your day.” He rifled through the pockets of his leather jacket. “Some guy wants us to investigate a woman here in Packham. That’s perfect since you and I are both here anyway and it seems like you may want to spend a little more time here.” 
 
    Danny met Katie’s gaze then turned back to Leo. “Speaking of which, maybe it’s time we think about—”  
 
    Katie frowned. “Should I leave you two alone?” 
 
    Leo flinched,  gave her a once over then grinned. “You must be Paulina-slash-Katie.” 
 
    “Katie Mullins.” She extended a hand. 
 
    “You sure about that?” Danny raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, Donovan, I am.” 
 
    He scowled.  
 
    Leo took her hand. “Leo Blue, Danny-slash-Donovan’s business partner. I also deliver pizzas and donuts to bad guys.” 
 
    Danny’s eyes widened. “You actually delivered pizzas to Al and Chevy?”  
 
     “They are friends of yours, aren’t they?”  
 
    Mimsy latched onto Leo’s right arm. “You must be one of Sir Daniel’s friends.” 
 
    Leo raised both eyebrows, but didn’t miss a beat. “Yes, ma’am. Sir Leo of Harley at your service.” 
 
    When they walked away arm in arm, Katie winced. “Do you think it’s safe to leave Mimsy alone with him?”  
 
    “Between the two of them, it’s not Mimsy I’d be worried about.” Danny turned her to face him. “Actually, I’m more concerned about you. What’ll you do now? Are you going to stay in Packham?”  
 
    “Yeah, for a while. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    “That depends. Are you gonna let the writing group get away with taping me in a wheelchair again?” 
 
    “If the need arises. For now, though, I have other plans for you.” Katie smiled and handed him a broom. 
 
    Danny shook his head. “You don’t get off that easy.” He dropped the broom to the floor then kissed her. 
 
    Ray slapped his hand on the handcrafted counter and snorted. “Figures. Where’s a camera when you need one?” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter 1 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny awoke to a cool draft and snuffling near his face. Images flashed through his head sleepy mind. Sitting in an overheated car, a drive through the country, scraping old paint off walls, falling asleep in a dusty sleeping bag at three o’clock when he could no longer keep alert. Finally, he remembered falling asleep in the old sleeping bag at the old Victorian house he’d purchased last month.  
 
    Only now he wasn’t alone.  
 
    “Shit.” Danny opened his eyes in time to see a furry gray and black rump disappear around the corner of the livingroom. The raccoons were back in spite of his many attempts to keep them out.  
 
    He jerked his arms out of the warmth of the sleeping bag, reached for his revolver, and vowed to get those beasts out of his house if it was the last thing he did. By the time he got to his feet, the critter had vanished. So had the pizza crusts from last night’s dinner.  
 
    Danny stomped on the scarred wood floor then ranted to let the raccoons know exactly what he’d do when he caught them. Somewhere in the upper levels of the old Victorian house,  generations of raccoons probably laughed hysterically at him.  
 
    Anger vented, he ran both hands through his rumpled hair. What he wouldn’t do for a cup of coffee. Town was only a fifteen minute drive. Since Java Jo’s would open for business in less than half an hour, he figured he might as well get some work done before breakfast.  
 
    He turned to the cupboards and resumed sanding the ugly paint off the hardwood doors. Who painted their kitchen cupboards puke green?  
 
    Deep in his pocket, his cell phone vibrated. He stopped sanding and hesitated. The only people awake to antagonize him this early were his partner in the detective agency Leo Blue, his uncle Ray and his sister Hannah. When the phone stopped ringing, he blew out a relieved sigh and went back to work. 
 
    Up until last month, living life chasing criminals appealed to him. He’d loved his job as a police officer in Newville. Since meeting Katie then being kidnapped and nearly killed in a bookstore, he longed for a quieter simpler life. Taking leave from the police force wasn’t his idea, nor was meeting with a psychiatrist twice a week to get his head straight. That same psychiatrist was far from thrilled to learn Danny was dating Katie, the cause of both the kidnapping and his near death. So far, he had a long way to go to convince the shrink he was even close to sane.  
 
    His phone rang again.  
 
    This time, Danny set aside the sander and answered. “This better be important.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to call you all night. Where the hell are you?” Bobby Holland was Danny’s partner in the Newville Police Department and current conscience. “I could really use your help on this case.” 
 
    “You know I can’t go back to work until the shrink clears me and so far he’s still convinced I’m crazy.” Danny rubbed grit out of his eyes. “I can’t say I blame him. I haven’t been able to explain to him otherwise.”  
 
    “You were kidnapped by a bunch of crazy writers. Anyone would have nightmares after that.” Bobby’s words weren’t exactly reassuring. “Any other excuses you want me to swallow?” 
 
    He blew out a long breath. “I have another case.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? That domestic you mentioned?” Bobby snorted. “Buddy, I thought you gave up the private detective business for the sake of your sanity so you could get back to being a cop. Taking another case will only confirm the shrink’s evaluation.”  
 
    Bobby was still very much a cop. 
 
    Before he bought the house, Danny was nearly killed by both mobsters and a few senior citizens in his hometown. The department forced him to take a leave of absence to fix the things he hadn’t seen when his life flashed before his eyes. Home. Wife. Stability. Sanity. The basics. “I was, but Leo already committed us to this one so I have to see it through. After this one, I’m moving to New Mexico to run a jackalope farm.” 
 
    Bobby chuckled. “Oh yeah? Well, if you’re well enough to work on a case for Wild Blue, you’re well enough to help me solve a few murders. I need you to get back to Newville and help.” 
 
    “Murders?” He needed a strong cup of coffee far more than he needed to do more work. He could drive to Java Jo’s, but his sister’s house was closer. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “While you were undercover investigating Maddox, the rest of us worked some cases dealing with women on the who’s-who list who were found strangled with their heads bashed in for emphasis.” Papers rustled while someone shouted in the background. 
 
    Danny rubbed his forehead. “Rings a bell. What about them?” 
 
    He growled then lowered his voice. “Don’t you watch the news anymore? The latest was a thirty-five year old woman was murdered in a downtown real estate office last night. The janitor heard noises in the back room, but never saw anyone come in or leave. He discovered the body when he went into an office to clean. From the marks on her neck and face, it’s the same MO as the others. Strangled then beaten.” 
 
    “Then you don’t need me.” He leaned against the dusty cupboard. “You might be able to solve this one single handedly.”   
 
    Bobby sighed. “You would think, but unfortunately, I do need you. On a hunch, I’ve done some digging into some cold cases lately. Over the past few years, there were five unsolved murders with too many things in common. I need you to come back and be a second set of eyes.” 
 
    Danny brushed dust off his bare arm. This wasn’t the news he wanted to hear. “Who’s on the case with you?” 
 
    “An entire task force has been wading through cold case files for weeks. They brought me and a few other guys in after someone found the fifth body yesterday.” 
 
     “Five bodies and no suspects? Are you serious?” Danny nearly slid off the bed. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Correction. Five bodies and an truckload of suspects. We’re wading through thousands of leads and need some fresh eyes. I’ll send you some info. Unofficially, of course. I don’t want you in trouble with your shrink. Or your sister.” Bobby chuckled then hung up. 
 
    Hannah would toss her hair and give him “the look” if he bothered to mention he’d ignored the psychiatrist’s advice. The nights he didn’t collapse in an exhausted heap in his semi-renovated disaster home, he drove the ten minutes to occupy her guest room. Her opinion carried a lot of weight since her kids slept down the hall from him. After their parents died in a car accident when he was ten, he and Hannah had moved in with Ray. Hannah had taken over as his mother and never looked back. 
 
    Bobby’s e-mails began to arrive to his phone less than a minute later.  
 
    Danny ignored them long enough to drive to Hannah’s house. He showered and dressed then chugged down two cups of weak coffee. By the time he got to the desk in the guest room, over thirty messages awaited his attention. A dull ache grew behind his eyes as more and more messages popped onto his screen. The case was far bigger than he’d expected.  
 
    Finally, he threw his pen across his room and blew out a long breath then ambled back downstairs for a third cup of coffee. He needed to think. According to Bobby, the murder cases had several clues that didn’t seem to add up and no witnesses. Even the janitor hadn’t seen anything concrete.  
 
    He returned to his computer and clicked thought through the digital gallery of names and faces Bobby had sent. None of the suspects were low-lives and all had indisputable alibis. Either someone was lying or they all were. The biggest problem was their suspects had all appeared at high society events on the nights in question. Photos and write ups in local papers to confirm all their stories. The victims ranged from corporate executives to a secretary in a real estate firm. All were women. 
 
    To be a good detective, one had to work backward. Start with one body, mix in a handful of clues and a few low-life suspects then retrace your footsteps. As much as he didn’t want to be immersed in the life of a cop again, he couldn’t resist the lure. The challenge of solving the case. The adrenalin. 
 
    There were so many other things Danny needed to take care of. At the top of his to-do list was getting to know Katie Mullins, the attractive red-head who’d bought his uncle’s bookstore. Despite the fact she’d single-handedly brought both Packham and three mobsters, one the notorious Gerard Maddox, from Newville to their collective knees, he slept much better at night knowing she was on his side. 
 
    Number two, was working on the hundred year old Victorian house. Five miles from Packham, and two miles from his sister’s house, it was perfect—aside from the raccoons and long list of repairs that currently rendered it unlivable. Fixing up the house was his feeble attempt at relaxing until the shrink deemed him fit for action. 
 
    With Maddox and his wife Margaret behind bars, Danny decided to close the Wild Blue Detective Agency he’d opened only to go undercover at Maddox’s firm DMR Architectural. Leo, his partner in the Agency, refused to let him. 
 
    A former professional boxer and third degree karate black belt, Leo had waded through hell in Afghanistan before a bomb nearly blew him to pieces. Helping Danny to set up the Wild Blue Detective Agency had given him something to live for. Danny envied Leo’s ability to live like a gypsy, taking off to parts unknown when not solving crimes or helping friends.  
 
    Apparently, Leo had found his calling hunting down bad guys. Danny grabbed his cell phone and pulled up Leo’s name on the screen. He’d need help to catch a murderer and Leo was one person Danny could trust to watch his back in any situation.  
 
    After four rings, Leo picked up. “What now?” 
 
    Danny chuckled. “Time to get out of bed. We need to meet.” 
 
    Leo’s response was something between a snort and a growl. Two-parts Rambo and one-part Einstein, Leo thrived on the whole detective business, even when the agency was little more than a front. “I already told you everything about my case and I’m not going over it again.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with the gym.” He yawned. “Bobby called.” 
 
    “About the murdered woman in Newville?” The tone of his voice changed from half asleep to “tell me more” mode in a blink. 
 
    Danny stifled a laugh at how quickly Leo could flick the switch between sleep and full alert. “Good guess. Women. Plural. He sent me a few files to look over that I’ll forward since you’re good at catching things I might miss.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you everywhere.” Leo snorted, then yawned. “If you’re e-mailing stuff, why do we need to meet?”  
 
    “I need coffee for surveillance and my sister doesn’t have big enough mugs or strong enough coffee. Meet me at Java Jo’s in half an hour.” 
 
    Leo laughed. “You know that stuff will kill you, right?” 
 
    “I’m not giving up coffee so lay off.” Giving up coffee would only make Danny's mental state worse. “Meet me at Jo’s so we can talk.” 
 
    “Fine.” Leo groaned. “But it’s going to cost you breakfast.” 
 
    Danny hung up then called over his shoulder to his sister while he ran down the front steps of the brick farmhouse. “I’m going to work. See you later tonight.” 
 
    The shuffle of soft-soled slippers on the tile floor behind him meant Hannah followed him to the door. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    He stopped on the walkway and searched his pockets. Finally, he glanced up at the silver travel mug and paper bag clutched in her hands. “My coffee and lunch.” 
 
    “And your keys.” She held the keys between two fingers and let them dangle like wind chimes as her loose white shirt billowed in the morning breeze. “And the lunch that you hid in the back of the fridge yesterday so Nate wouldn’t take it to work this morning.” 
 
    Danny’s breath caught in his throat. Hannah looked so much like their mom and he was overwhelmed with gratitude she hadn’t kicked him out yet to protect her own two boys, especially after his last undercover stint. He blew out a breath. “I’d be lost without you, Sis.” 
 
    “I know. You’d better finish renovations on your new place soon or you’re going to run yourself into the ground.” Hannah’s dimples burrowed into her cheeks and she fingered the long black braid that hung over her right shoulder. “You can’t keep doing surveillance all day, work on the house all night, and try to make time for Katie whenever you can squeeze her in. She won’t wait around for a boyfriend who’s never available.” 
 
    He bowed his head. Typical. Hannah had a way of making him feel like a whipped puppy without ever raising her voice. He scratched his chin. He’d forgotten to shave again. If he didn’t remember to shave before he met with Katie next, she’d tease him mercilessly. He seemed to forget a lot of things these days.  
 
    “Where are you off to today?” Hannah walked out into the morning sunshine. 
 
    “Surveillance.” He’d given up lying since she had a built-in radar and saw right through him anyway. “I might go out to the house later and get a little more work done.” 
 
    Hannah leaned on the railing. “Or you might try to get some sleep before you’re caught snoozing on the job.” 
 
    Danny groaned. “Or I might get some sleep.” 
 
    “You’d better see Katie soon or she’ll dump you,” she said in a sing-song voice. 
 
    Hannah was right. She was always right. Danny didn’t know where he’d be without she and her husband Nate. Probably face down with a bottle in his hand. 
 
    Danny sighed, thankful he’d recruited Leo and one of their high school friends, Clancy Davidson, a local tattoo artist and former bouncer. Not only were both men good at talking to people and rooting out information, no computer could keep secrets from either man. Leo and Clancy could access pretty much anything, anytime, anywhere, which made Danny happy they were on his side of the law. 
 
    While Danny still wanted to shut the agency down, Leo fought back, pointing out the case they currently had on the books. Leo had won. 
 
    For now.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy Stephen twisted her wedding rings around her finger and shoved aside all thoughts of writer’s block to focus on her bank statement. She’d never considered writing about murder and mayhem, until the past couple months when her husband had given her a steady supply of material. During their eleven year marriage, she’d strived to be the best wife and mother she could, which didn’t stop Roger from leaving her alone with three kids in a neighborhood full of lecherous men, and other assorted lunatics, while he moved in with Cynthia.  
 
    Her current thoughts lay scattered like the nacho crumbs that littered the hardwood floor. No wonder her shorts were getting tight, she ate cheap junk food every time she called to ask Roger for money. 
 
    She compared the statement to the balance in her chequebook and willed the numbers to increase exponentially. They refused to budge. Clutching her resume reluctantly, she sighed. As much as she wanted to make a living, the meager amount she earned writing didn’t pay the mortgage or feed and clothe her kids. She needed to make the flying leap to get a real job before school started, but the thought of leaving her kids to go to work every day made her palms sweat. 
 
    For the past eleven years, the kids had been her entire world. Her kids and her writing. With Roger gone, she was alone in a strange town. Who would look after her kids while she worked? Who’d cut the crusts off Shawn’s peanut butter sandwiches and make sure Gina didn’t wait too long to go to the toilet? 
 
    She wiped away a tear. Getting emotional wasn’t going to help. If things didn’t turn around soon, she’d have to call her parents for a loan to get her through and listen to them plead her to move back to Seattle. 
 
    The screech of metal on metal came from outside the window and grated on her nerves as it had the entire afternoon. One of her neighbors was outside tinkering with his truck. She tucked her lower lip between her teeth to stifle a scream. Already on the verge of a complete breakdown, the noise pushed her closer to the edge with each passing minute. She reached up and clutched her hair with both hands.  
 
    “Mom,” Shawn, her middle son, called up the stairs. “Dad’s on the phone.” 
 
    She winced. A second phone sat on her desk, ringer off. Normally, she was thrilled to talk to other grown-ups, any other grown-ups,  just not Roger Stephens. She still harbored a few hard feelings, more like a truckload after he’d left her. 
 
    From what she’d learned, Cynthia Mathias was not only rich, but a dozen years older than Roger. Lucy wasn’t surprised when they broke up less than two months later. When Cynthia died, however...  
 
    Lucy shuddered. No one deserved to be bludgeoned by an intruder while alone in her penthouse apartment. She’d read every news clipping she came across trying to make sense of Cynthia’s murder. At least with the kids around for the summer, Lucy was never alone and the odds of such a crime happening to her seemed remote. 
 
    When Roger had brushed off her concerns after Cynthia’s death, Lucy assumed they’d parted on ugly terms. Since Cynthia’s husband was a multi-millionaire, their breakup was probably over money. Roger didn’t have enough cold, hard cash to keep up Cynthia’s lifestyle, or her appearance. 
 
    “Mom,” Shawn shouted again. “Phone.” 
 
    “I got it.” Keeping the enthusiasm out of her voice when she did answer the phone was easy, her husband aroused emotions she’d rather not deal with. She choked back the anger, careful not to say anything stupid.  
 
    “Hey, sweetie.” Roger only called her nice things when he was drunk or wanted something. Mid-afternoon on a Wednesday, drunk was probably out. “How’s everything going?” 
 
    Lucy cringed and her stomach clenched. “Fine. Why?” 
 
    “Wow, don’t sound so suspicious. Did I catch you writing or something?” Roger chuckled then coughed and cleared his throat. “I’ll cut to the chase, Luce, I want to take the kids next week.” 
 
    “What?” Lucy fumbled the phone and let her resume waft to the floor. She hated the way he called her Luce. She was definitely not  “loose”. Another loud screech of metal on metal from outside made her flinch and clench her fist. “Have you been drinking? The only reason you usually call is to say you can’t see them.” Leaving her to sop up the tears and patch their broken hearts.  
 
    “I’m sure that’s the way it seems. I do have to make a living after all.” He hesitated. “Anyway, I’d like to take the kids on vacation next week.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath and waited for the punch line. When one didn’t come, she pinched her leg. Nope, not dreaming. “For the whole week? Are you serious?” 
 
    Roger snorted. “Of course I’m serious. Tanji and I will pick them up Sunday and take them to the cottage for a few days.” 
 
    Like they had last summer when they were still a family only this time his new girlfriend would replace her. She swallowed back the hurt. “This Sunday?” 
 
    Roger hesitated then suddenly seemed more relaxed. He must have taken a few deep breaths.  “Yes. I figure they should have a little vacation time after all the crap we put them through.” 
 
    We? Lucy’s face burned. He’d put them through all the crap and, now had the nerve to thrust part of his guilt on her. “Right. You’re going to take the kids, dump them with your parents and parade your new girlfriend all over the beach.” 
 
    Tanji was girlfriend number three, or was it four? At least Cynthia’s death hadn’t seemed to affect his libido much. 
 
    “You are so cynical.” Roger laughed with no humor in his voice. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I.” Bile rose in her throat. Odd how he had that effect on her now. 
 
    “Lucy,” he said, his voice softening. “I wouldn’t do that. Give me a chance.” 
 
    “You had your chance.” She used to love him with her entire being, but thoughts of him sleeping with other women made her physically ill. He’d been her first and last. So far. 
 
    “And now I’m crawling back for the sake of our kids.” His voice softened. “Please. I just want to see them and I know for a fact they want to see me.” 
 
    “You’re a—” she started then paused, sensing someone else in the room with her. 
 
    Shawn’s eyebrows arched so high they nearly reached his hairline. “Can we, Mom?” 
 
    She let out a deep sigh and covered her eyes with one hand. Her son either eavesdropped on their call or had been a major part of setting the whole plan into motion. “Go downstairs, Shawn, I’ll talk to you in a minute.” 
 
    Her son’s nerve grating whine wasn’t what she needed to hear. “Aw, Mom, I wanna—” 
 
    “Please, go downstairs. I’ll be right down” Lucy struggled to keep her voice even. Deep breath. She’d stopped paying attention to Roger until he spoke again. Her mouth dropped open. “Did you really just say that?” 
 
    “What?” Roger sounded confused. 
 
    “You asked what I’ve done for you lately.” She pictured the smirk on his face. “You walked out on me and your three kids for some fifty-something year old, plastic-enhanced cougar who advertised lingerie.” Cynthia again. Did her memory haunt Lucy simply to torture her? She brushed all ghostly thoughts aside to focus on reality. “You rarely give me any money for support and now you want to what?” 
 
    He huffed. “A father wanting to take his kids on vacation for a week isn’t such an unusual request. Most dads in my situation would do the same.” 
 
    Her jaw tightened. “It’s odd for you. In the past year, you haven’t spent more than an afternoon with them. What are you up to?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Ice in his voice. Now that was the Roger she knew and loathed. 
 
    “Right.” She shook her head. “I know you better than that. We were married for eleven years, remember?” 
 
    “Believe me, I remember.” More icy tones. 
 
    She’d been faithful to him, made their home a comfortable sanctuary, and supported his business ventures, yet he’d turned his back on her . He’d walked away and told everyone she’d ruined his entire life. Only heaven and Roger Stephen knew what his reasons were, Lucy was still at a loss. 
 
    A sudden thought occurred to her. “You’re trying to impress someone aren’t you? Do you have a new girlfriend or something?” 
 
    Roger snorted. “Why would you even ask such a ridiculous question?” 
 
    His vehemence only meant Tanji was nearby. The twenty-five-year old hairdresser, was as dumb as she was beautiful, but must be doing something right. Roger took her to Cancun for their first date, e-mailed photos to the kids, then sent the obligatory t-shirts and seashells. 
 
    The only vacation she and Roger ever took together was a month-long honeymoon in Europe paid for by his parents. By the time they’d reached the Mediterranean, Lucy seriously considered tossing him in the sea and returning home alone. Then she suffered a horrible bout of morning sickness that hospitalized her for a couple days. Even pregnant and on their honeymoon, Roger had insisted she’d cheated on him. 
 
    Lucy sighed. How had she missed all the warning signs? Oh yeah, she’d been in love with the jerk. 
 
    Roger had a zillion excuses for not showing up for school events and whenever he said he’d take the kids for the weekend then forgot. As for alimony and money to  cover the mortgage, he’d promised to get that to her when he sold one more house. It was always one more house. 
 
    She leaned against the kitchen counter for support. “You don’t exactly have an impressive track record, Roger. Normally, you only want the kids when you’re showing off or when your parents want to see them.” 
 
    “That’s a lie.” He sounded horrified. “I want to see them more often, but I have obligations. My job has to come first, you used to understand that. Of course, you wouldn’t know since you don’t seem to be in a hurry to get a job. You’d rather sit around and do nothing with your life.” 
 
    Lucy swallowed her hurt as a dust bunny rolled across the floor. There never used to be dust bunnies until she threw herself into writing, trying to create a career that so far amounted to nothing.  “She’s there now, isn’t she? You’re taking every word I say and twisting it around to make yourself sound good.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” There was that cold, sharp edge to his voice again. 
 
    This was where he always made her out to be the villain when he had an audience. No matter how much she argued, there was no way she’d win. “You’ll going to parade the kids around town with your new girlfriend then dump them at your parents’ cabin for the week so your mom and dad can look after them while you have fun.” 
 
    “Lucy.” After a long sigh, his voice grew softer. “I’d never do that. I want to be a good father. Give me a chance. I promise I won’t even lose my temper with them this time.” 
 
    “That would be a first.” She was right and knew she sounded nasty, but was tired of being played for an imbecile. “You had your chance. You’re the one who walked out and didn’t listen when I told you the kids needed their father.” 
 
    “And now I’m hoping they won’t turn their backs on me after all you’ve probably told them. Please, Luce, I just want to see my kids.” He still never said she was right. If she gave in, he’d let her and the kids down first chance he got. Some things never changed. 
 
    Gut instinct told her not to back down, but she owed it to the kids. They still needed their father. “Okay. One week.” 
 
    Silence. Roger must have expected a bigger fight. “That’s great. I’ll pick them up on Sunday and treat them to lunch on the road, McDonald’s or something. We’ll have a great time. Just have them packed and ready for a week at the lake.” 
 
    Lucy hung up. Roger would show up whenever he felt like. Any sense of responsibility or reliability he used to have seemed to have disappeared with his new found freedom. She wouldn’t be the one to disappoint them. Roger was more than capable of doing that himself. 
 
    There had to be a silver lining. She’d need to do something to take her mind off being alone. Her gaze dropped to her resume lying on the floor, then at her chequebook. A week would give her time to drop off resumes everywhere she could think of since she couldn’t afford to be picky anymore. Roger hadn’t given her a dime in well over a month so everything she did with the kids lately had to be free. 
 
    More grinding from up the street. Lucy cringed. Why did men think they could do whatever they wanted without repercussions? While there was nothing she could do about Roger right then, she could put her neighbor in his place.  
 
    “Can we go for ice cream?” Gina waved a five dollar bill in front of Lucy’s face. “I still have my birthday money from Grandma.” 
 
    The tension in Lucy’s jaw left her body in a rush of breath. She wiped her forehead with her bare arm. “It’s really hot out there for a long walk. Did you ask your brothers?” 
 
    “That’s why ice cream would be perfect.” Her daughter’s eyebrows rose wistfully.  “Please? The candy shop’s not too far.” 
 
    Lucy reached for the coin jar she kept on the cupboard. Their fun money. Eight dollars would buy them each a cone. With the kids going to spend a week with their dad, a treat was worth the splurge. A walk would get her away from the metallic monstrosity up the street. 
 
    The thought of ice cream cooled Lucy down enough to relax and grab a scribbler so she could jot some notes for her latest novel while they ate. From up the street, came more grinding and fingernail-on-the-chalkboard-like sounds then a string of cuss words that made her cringe. Her kids didn’t need to hear that sort of language from anyone. 
 
    Lucy clenched her jaw, headed for the door, and marched to the Davidson house, the oldest house the street. The slap of her flip-flops ricocheted down the street like gunshots and  drowned out the radio murmuring in his garage. The clatter of tools and revving of the pickup’s engine for the past three hours had finally pushed her over the edge. Again. 
 
    She stormed up the asphalt driveway behind a tall, broad-shouldered man and cleared her throat. “Excuse me.” 
 
    He straightened up, the top of his head cracking on the open hood of the rusty pickup truck. As he rubbed the wound, she tried not to snicker. If he wasn’t more careful, he’d need to get both he and his truck fixed by professionals. 
 
    He ran a greasy hand through his hair, then turned and wiped his hands on his faded blue t-shirt. Six-foot-four and two hundred or so pounds, the man was a mass of tattooed, rippling muscles and had shiny brown curls and pale green eyes. “Well, hello, gorgeous. What brings you by today?” 
 
    Lucy sucked in a sharp breath. Totally not her type of guy, yet her hands shook as badly as her voice and her heart raced. Perspiration trickled down her chest in rivers and soaked her tank top as she babbled. “My air conditioner broke down, there’s a hole in our pool, and I’ve had to listen to my kids whine all day because they’re hot and tired. Top that off with listening to you and that stupid truck all afternoon and I’ve had enough. So knock it off.” 
 
    Her neighbor could have been sympathetic. He could have even offered to make peace. Instead, he winked and asked, “But aside from that, how are things going?” 
 
    “You’re not funny. I have two deadlines, three bored kids, and a flat pool in my yard.” She stopped ranting and pasted on a fake smile. “Other than that, things are wonderful. Thanks for asking.” 
 
    He narrowed his lime green eyes. “Was that sarcasm?” 
 
    She stared hard. Nope. No way he was her type. Too rude. Too...glistening with sweat and easy on the eyes. When her knees wobbled, she thought about her three kids. “Yeah, that was sarcasm. You’re not the brightest bulb in the string, are you?” 
 
    He grinned then studied her. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure. Clancy Davidson. Mel and Daisy’s son. I’m watching the house while my mom’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” She folded her arms across her chest, aware he was checking her out inch by sweaty inch. “Lucy. Lucy Stephen. Hot and cranky mom of three.” 
 
    “Hot I agree with. I notice you didn’t say married.” His smile made her knees flinch. “Are you sorry to hear my mom’s ill or that I’m staying here?” 
 
    “Both actually.” 
 
    “Well, Lucy Stephen. Either I work on the clunker now, or later tonight when I’ll keep you and your three kids awake.” He waved a hand toward her. “Your choice.” 
 
    Her shoulders drooped in defeat, but her jaw remained tight and defiant. “Fine, but if I still hear you out here after nine o’clock tonight, I will personally blow this heap up.” 
 
    “Honey, if I’m still out here at nine o’clock tonight, you and I’ll have a beer then I’ll supply the dynamite and help you.” He winked then picked up a rag and wiped his hands again. 
 
    Unconvinced he was sincere, her gaze shifted back toward her house and she tapped the toe of her flip-flop on the driveway. 
 
    Roger always said she’d make a good writer because she was such a drama queen, but maybe she was a drama queen because she was a writer. In truth, her mood was more about Roger and her deep down reluctance to let her kids go with him for the week. Normally, she’d probably have a hard time staying mad at someone like Clancy. 
 
    “Look, sweetheart.” He chuckled. “You go back to whatever it is you do all day and have fun with your kids. I’ll pad my tools with bubble wrap so you can relax.” 
 
    “You are such a jerk.” She snapped. 
 
     “That’s quite an observation considering you just met me. Maybe you should give me a chance to actually be a jerk before you accuse me of such a heinous crime.” He toyed with a wrench. 
 
    Fondled? Stroked? Darn her writer’s brain. What was wrong with her? Lucy blew out a frustrated breath then  rolled her eyes and stomped away. “Men.” 
 
    She stormed up the cobblestone pathway to her front door and cursed under her breath. Her entire body vibrated after her confrontation with Clancy. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure he hadn’t followed. One yard over, Clancy  stood in the middle of his driveway grinning then waved. 
 
    She huffed. There were a thousand things she needed to do before the kids went away with Roger on Sunday. Every single one of them would make her cry since next week marked the first time they’d ever be away from her and Lucy was already on edge. 
 
    After confronting Clancy, the whole neighborhood now knew what a nutcase she really was. Maybe they’d leave her alone so she could write in peace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    The faded blue Honda Civic that waited for Danny beneath the apple tree that morning  had belonged to his Uncle Ray. A couple weeks ago, Ray had grown tired of Danny’s nagging to fix the car and give it a fresh coat of paint. While Danny had taken time to fix the mechanical problems, both the Stephen case and his fixer-upper kept him too busy to bother with the car. 
 
    Despite Hannah’s daily reminder not to park under the apple tree, especially come autumn when mushy, brown apples fell. Danny still parked in the same spot. He drove into Packham and hoped he hadn’t missed his target already. At least Clancy would call if Lucy and the kids left the house. Most days the farthest they wandered was to the local playground or the grocery store and was as much a creature of habit as he was. Her lack of a vehicle made his surveillance easier. 
 
    The Stephen case made Danny shake his head. He could recite the entire dossier by heart. Roger and Lucy Stephen were separated. Roger filed divorce papers accusing her of cheating with several lovers, possibly even sleeping with them for money. 
 
    The way Roger told the story, Lucy had gone from being a broke, stay-at-home mom to having lump sums of money rolling in on a regular basis. Danny just needed proof. Wherever the money was, not a dime had passed through any of her bank accounts. 
 
    Doing surveillance on Lucy was about as exciting as watching clouds roll by, which was exactly what he ended up doing most days. While Roger was adamant she was a menace to society, aside from bad taste in footwear she seemed fairly normal. Anti-social and grumpy, but normal. 
 
    The few photos Danny had taken were mostly of her talking to neighbors or of her and the kids going on walks. She had a bike, no a car, rarely had company of either sex, and basically lived the life of a recluse. If not for the insistence of his client, Danny would feel sorry for her. 
 
    He cruised past her house then put her out of his head to focus on Bobby’s case. A serial killer took precedence over a boring housewife. 
 
    Leo, tall, red-haired, and antsy, already waited at Java Jo’s and tapped his foot while Danny grabbed a cup of coffee at the counter. The second Danny sat across the table from him,  Leo slapped a newspaper on the table. “Did you see this?” 
 
    “Yeah, Bobby told me.” He breathed in the scent of an Ethiopian blend with cream and sighed. “This is so much better than Hannah’s coffee. Hers is so weak, I never quite wake up.” 
 
    A green teabag from Leo’s usual drink of choice, sat on a napkin on the table. Leo glanced at his cup then at Danny. “You know, you’d sleep better if you drank tea instead.” 
 
    Danny held up his hand. “Save the sermon. I don’t have time to sleep. Do you have time to read this over? Maybe we can give Bobby a hand.” 
 
    “We can?” Leo raised both eyebrows. “What happened to our life-and-death case? Surveillance not going well?” 
 
    “Dead end. The woman has no life.” He peeled the paper off his triple berry muffin and shook his head. “I don’t see the point of watching someone wander the neighborhood when she doesn’t do anything. Even Clancy’s more interesting.” 
 
     “Come by the gym later, I’ll keep you busy and get you in shape.” Danny shrugged. “I may have to do that. Maybe it’ll convince the doctor I’m recovering and he’ll let me go back to work.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Leo skimmed the front of the newspaper. “Nice looking lady. Secretary at a real estate office. Who’d kill someone like her? You think she knew more secrets than someone was comfortable with?” 
 
    “Possibly. Ask Bobby. It’s his case.” Danny sipped his coffee. “I’m off to watch the sidewalk steam. Maybe I’ll bring a carton of eggs along to fry just for a little excitement.” 
 
    Leo sat back and folded his arms across his broad chest. “Not before you tell me why you dragged me out of bed so early.” 
 
    Danny grimaced. “You weren’t sleeping. You were probably either meditating or just got back from a run when I called.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Definitely. Leo thrived on three hours of sleep a day. His body was a temple and his mind was sharper than Danny’s on a good day. 
 
    “What do you know about hacking computers?” Danny popped a piece of muffin into his mouth. 
 
    He raised his brows. “Officially? Nothing.” 
 
    “And unofficially?” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “Depends why you’re asking.” 
 
    Danny lowered his voice and leaned forward. “I need you to hack someone’s computer. She’s on it a lot, especially at night, and I want to know what she’s up to. Since there’s no excitement during the day, I wonder if all her trysts are on-line.” He jotted down Lucy’s name and address then slid the paper to Leo. 
 
    Leo studied the information then sighed. “The Stephens case. I’m sure between Clancy and I, we could find whatever you want to know. You got a phone number or an e-mail account? I’ll need to verify details. Just give me everything you’ve got and keep in mind at some point, I’ll need physical access to her computer.” 
 
    Danny handed him the entire folder. “I don’t have much so I’d appreciate whatever you can dig up. From all appearances, this whole case is a dead end.” 
 
    “Since when are things ever what they seem?” Leo slid on a pair of dark sunglasses as they stood and left the coffee shop. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Danny turned onto Bishop Street, surprised to see Clancy leaning against his truck shaking his head and laughing. Lucy stalked away from him toward her house, her face aglow as she slammed her front door. Clancy waved then turned and bowed over the truck engine. 
 
    It was a stroke of luck Clancy’s parents lived near the cheating spouse in question. With Clancy’s mom in and out of hospital fighting cancer, he spent more time looking after their house and less time in his bachelor pad above the bakery. Everyone in town knew he ran a tattoo parlor near Katie’s bookstore, but no one needed to know he sidelined as a private detective on occasion. 
 
    While Clancy watched their subject mostly on his days off and in the evenings once the shop closed, Danny sat in his car to do surveillance in the summer heat. Not the best planning on Danny’s part. He settled back with the emails from Bobby and tried not to fall asleep. Fifteen minutes later, Lucy and the kids left the house and strolled down the street toward Main Street. 
 
    Danny texted Clancy to stand watch while he strolled to Lucy’s front door then broke into her house and sauntered into the kitchen. Aside from the house being spotless, nothing had changed from the last time he’d walked through with Roger two weeks earlier. Last time, Roger grumbled about having to put away a suitcase sitting at the top of the stairs and lamented about Lucy’s laziness. Since Roger hadn’t even lived in the house in months, the whole encounter seemed odd. Staged. 
 
    The half pot of lukewarm coffee smelled tempting, but he rifled through the stack of mail on her counter. No love letters, no party invitations, and no bills from dating websites, just a postcard from a friend vacationing in New York, a gas bill, and a phone bill. 
 
    He snapped a picture of the list tacked up by her phone. Short and sweet. Everyone appeared to be family or friends of the kids. Didn’t all women have a string of girlfriends to cry to?  He wandered around the living room taking snapshots of the photos of Lucy and the kids. One or two were of her and the kids with Roger, who always posed in the background like he was itching to run away from his family. Vacations, holidays, birthday parties, but no wedding pictures. No photos of her and Roger together alone. 
 
    The house was clean, aside from a thin veil of dust, a couple binders on the coffee table, and a few toys scattered around the room. Lucy was meticulous and neat, which is why Roger’s earlier rant now seemed strange. What else struck him as unusual was the collection of books on her shelf. 
 
    Apparently, she had a fetish for the macabre. Edgar Allen Poe. Minette Walters. Kathy Reichs. Stephen King. The list went on. He pulled an anatomy book off the shelf, its pages dog-eared from use. Several other books on forensics and crime scenes flanked anatomy and abnormal psychology books. She was either an investigator or—he cringed to even think it—a writer. Enough to make any man run in fear. 
 
    The shelf below confirmed his fears. Writing books. He set down the anatomy book and backed away. While some people feared spiders, Danny had a major aversion to writers. His fears were based on real past experience, not expectations. Was there a spray he could use to guard against rampant writers? If only writer’s block could protect him like sun block. 
 
    He found Lucy’s laptop on her desk upstairs and installed the spyware program Leo had given him. After ten more minutes of lurking through the house, Danny scanned the street before he retreated to the safety of Clancy’s garage where Lucy wouldn’t see him when she returned. 
 
    Once an old hotel, the Davidson house had a wide veranda and swirls of gingerbread trim that were breathtaking when covered in Christmas lights. When Daisy took sick last fall, no one had bothered to decorate for Christmas. To make matters worse, with Clancy staying at the house and tools scattered everywhere, the house took on an even more mournful appearance. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” Clancy wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. 
 
    Danny blew out a long breath. “Hot, tired, and bored as hell. Why do I feel like I’m missing something about this case?” 
 
    Clancy paused, eyes narrowed. “Like what?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe I’m just overreacting.” He sat on a nearby dusty stool. “You haven’t seen any activity around her house in the evenings after I leave, have you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Clancy dove back to work on the engine, his voice muffled. “Just her chasing after the kids in the backyard and riding bikes around the block. Aside from that, no one visits her and she and the kids don’t go far. Does she have family here?” 
 
    “Seattle.” Danny picked up a wrench. “You need a hand?” 
 
    Clancy grinned. “You bored or something?” 
 
    He snorted. “I was until Bobby sent me some files to read over.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Clancy raised his eyebrows. “About what?” 
 
    Danny filled him in on the murders.“You interested in helping out?” 
 
    “No. I have a few clients this week I couldn’t reschedule.” Clancy leaned his forearms on the front of the truck. “I also have to check on my mom and give my dad a break now and then.” 
 
    “How’s your mom doing?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not good. She’s adamant we need to find my sister. My dad keeps brushing her off, but I’ve tried every number  I could find. Either she’s moved or she really wants nothing to do with us.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “Doesn’t she get along with your mom?” 
 
    “My mom and my sister used to be tight. It’s my dad she fought with all the time. The last time she was home...let’s just say things got bad and she took off in the middle of the night.” Clancy sighed. “None of us have heard from her since.” 
 
    As young voices filled the air from up the street, Clancy took a step back and peered around the corner of the garage. “Lucy and the gang are back. You need me to cover you while you run back to the car or are you planning to hang out here for a bit?” 
 
    Danny knew where he’d rather be. “I’ll stay here out of sight until they’re inside. I’ve got raccoons to chase and walls to paint.” 
 
    “So long as you’re not painting raccoons and chasing walls.” Clancy grinned. “The second you do, call your shrink then grab a nap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    With one hand on the front door knob, Lucy stopped to take a deep breath. The kids had laughed all the way to the candy store then argued all the way back in the sweltering heat. Her nerves were already frayed from the excessive heat and lack of sleep. 
 
    Up the block, Clancy and another neighbor laughed. Lucy clenched her fists. She didn’t hate Clancy Davidson. Truth was, she barely even knew him. She was mad at Roger and Clancy just happened to be male and a convenient Roger substitute to lash out at. Every irritating thing Roger did made Clancy the one to earn her wrath. 
 
    A faded blue Honda Civic sat parked up the street again. She cursed under her breath, positive the car wasn’t there when she and the kids left to get ice cream. She didn’t personally know the driver, but wished he’d go find something better to do. 
 
    He’d made her paranoid enough to call the police no less than three times in the past two weeks. Twice, the police asked him to move on, but it didn’t seem to deter him. The third time, the officer advised her to put her overactive imagination to better use then he waved to the guy to move along. Infuriated, she considered calling the police again, but had more than enough to do before the kids went away with Roger. 
 
    She had a headache from the tension of the sizzling day. Blowing out a breath, she forced a smile and vowed to make the rest of the day better if it killed her. Better yet, if it killed the victim in her novel. 
 
    She sent the kids off to play and settled at her computer upstairs to write. While she’d already written the first three chapters of her newest book, she hadn’t figured out how to kill off the first victim of the psychotic serial killer her heroes needed to catch. The words came so fast her fingers stumbled over the keys until she accidentally typed Clancy’s name instead of her hero’s. The words stopped cold. Was he why the words flowed so freely? 
 
    She fanned her face with a stack of note-covered pages and looked out the window. The Honda was gone like it had been a figment of her thinly stretched imagination. She hunched back over her keyboard and deleted Clancy’s name. Several pages later, yelling erupted from the backyard. She sucked in a sharp breath with her fingers paused in mid-air. After a second shout, she jumped up and descended the stairs. 
 
    Six year old Gina flew inside, tears flowing down her cheeks. “Shawn hit me.”  
 
    “Why did Shawn hit you this time?” A growl escaped her. The Zen-like state she’d breathed her tired body into while writing dissipated like tiny pixels in the kids’ video games. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. A faint red circle glared at her from her daughter’s arm. 
 
    Eight year old Shawn came in, dark hair rumpled and damp with sweat. “She hit me in the head with a ball.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Gina burst into tears that rolled over her rosy cheeks and dripped to her tank top. “You just hit me for no reason.” 
 
    He gave his sister a shove then dropped onto the couch and flicked on the television. “You’re being a stupid baby.” 
 
    Lucy sighed. “We don’t hit or call names. You guys know I need to get some work done. If you don’t play nice, you won’t get to play video games later.” 
 
    Gina sobbed. “I don’t want to play video games anyway. The boys always cheat.” 
 
    “They won’t cheat.” Lucy hugged her. “They’ll play nice or they’ll lose their games.” 
 
    “Stop taking her side!” Shawn’s face contorted. “You always take her side. Ever since Daddy left, you don’t love me anymore. You just love them.” 
 
    His words came like a slap to her face. Not that Lucy hadn’t heard them before, but today they hurt more knowing he’d soon get his wish to spend more time with his dad who’d drive the wedge between them even deeper. “That’s not true, honey. I love you all the same. Just as much as I did before—” 
 
    The screen door slid open for a third time. Ten-year-old Parker, gangly as a two-month old puppy, came inside, his ruddy cheeks in sharp contrast with his dark curly hair and blue eyes. “Gina didn’t throw the ball, Mom. I did.” 
 
    “Why?” She held her breath. Anticipating the same story she’d heard before. 
 
    Parker frowned. “He was calling Gina names and didn’t listen when I told him to stop.” 
 
    Lucy sent them all to their rooms for a time out grabbed a pad of paper and went into the backyard to get past the anger that bubbled beneath her skin. Anything she said now would be used against her the second Roger showed up. With a groan, she sagged onto one of the deck chairs. She didn’t need this crap on top of the rest of the dung heap that made up her day. 
 
    “Hey, Lucy. Why don’t you come over for a drink?” Mitch stood on his deck and asked over the fence. “You look like you could use one.” 
 
    Yes, she did. Preferably something ice cold and loaded with tequila and lime and served by someone way more buff and tanned than Mitch. Clancy sprang instantly to mind and she fanned her face with her notepad. “No, I’ve got to feed the kids and give them baths.” 
 
    “It’s summer vacation. They’re supposed to be filthy.” He stood up on his deck. As usual, he wore nothing but a pair of denim cut-offs. “April’s at work so I’m all alone for a few hours. We could talk or something.” 
 
    The “or something” made Lucy’s head pulsate. 
 
    “Come on over and we can keep each other company.” Mitch coaxed. “I’m sure the kids will be happy to play video games for a bit.” 
 
    She sighed. “No thanks, Mitch. I have to get them packed for Sunday.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He raised both eyebrows. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Lucy hesitated, not wanting to speak the words. “The kids are going to the cottage with Roger for the week.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? That’s a first.” He frowned. “What’s he going to do with them?” 
 
    “Take them to his parents’ cottage.” And likely ditch them so he and Tanji could go have fun, which was the part that irritated her most. 
 
    Mitch rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. He’ll probably just ditch them with his parents.” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow. Mitch seemed to know Roger better than Lucy gave him credit for. Her opinion of him softened and her guard slipped. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Come over later then if you want,” he said. “I’ll still be up.” 
 
    She cringed and scrambled for an excuse. “I’ve got a couple hours worth of writing to do. Deadlines, you know.” She admired his persistence, but decided long ago he was a lecherous alcoholic who would have to endure his mid-life crisis without her. It wasn’t her job to entertain him, yet the fact she was in the middle of a divorce seemed to add fuel to his fantasies. 
 
    Lucy didn’t dare let out the long scream that echoed in her head . Most days, she couldn’t even go to the bathroom without someone banging on the door. Today she’d managed to get in over an hour of writing. Maybe being away from the kids for a whole week wouldn’t be such a bad thing for all of them. 
 
    Alone in the backyard, she closed her eyes and rested her head back on the cool chair cushion. Out on the street, she heard Mitch call to another neighbor. Their voices blurred together until they faded into silence and her mind drifted. 
 
    Someone tapped her arm. “Excuse me, Mommy.” 
 
    “Huh?” She struggled to open her eyes and discovered the sky was darker than when she’d closed them. The scent of a bonfire wafted through the air from up the street. “What’s up, baby?” 
 
    “Can we have baths now?” Gina batted her blue eyes. 
 
    She stretched and glanced at the living room clock. Nearly eight o’clock. She’d dozed undisturbed in the chair for well over an hour. “Oh my gosh, you haven’t even had dinner yet. Let’s get you guys washed up and find some food.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Gina leaned on the chair arm. “Parker told us to let you sleep and made us macaroni and cheese. Shawn put bacon in with the noodles and I got to put in the cheese. It was so good we ate it all.” 
 
    “That’s great.” She blinked away tears. Her kids made dinner as a team and she’d missed seeing the big event. She was as proud as she was disappointed she’d slept undisturbed while they used the stove unsupervised. Roger would be furious when he found out. Hiding her mixed emotions, she praised them all. The day had been long enough without starting another fight. 
 
    She yawned and stretched as she walked inside. “Hey, I hear you guys did a good job making dinner. Can you do me a favor and run a bath for your sister, Parker?” 
 
    “Sure.” He beamed with pride. “Can I take a shower when she’s done? I’m too hot to sleep.” 
 
    Shawn glanced up from watching a cartoon. “Me too.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea.” Lucy herded them all off the couches and upstairs to read. When Shawn got up, he leaned on the remote control. The channel changed without him even looking back. 
 
    When she groaned and reached to turn off the television, the image that flashed across the screen made her step back. Roger’s real estate office was cordoned off by yellow tape. Her heart hammered and she sank onto the couch. “What the heck?” 
 
    “The woman murdered in a downtown real estate office yesterday evening has been identified as thirty-five year old Cora Lee,” the announcer read. “Her body was discovered late last night by a janitor who came in to clean after office hours. No official cause of death has been release yet. Police say there will be an autopsy in the next few days and will be talking to anyone who has had contact with Ms. Lee.” 
 
    The photo jarred Lucy to the core. Cora took on the job as Roger’s secretary when he first opened the office five years earlier. She was his right hand and the one to pass along Lucy’s phone messages. 
 
    She shut off the television and dropped the remote control. Her hands shook and her eyes welled with tears. Cora was a sweet, quiet lady who was always ready to lend a helping hand to anyone. Losing her would be an unbearable loss for everyone in the entire office. Why would someone kill her? Most real estate offices held nothing of value for a would-be thief. 
 
    She sighed and helped the kids bathe and get ready for bed. After snuggling up with them to watch one last cartoon, she decided to write at her computer until they fell asleep then indulge in a bubble bath and collapse into her soft bed. 
 
    When she awakened at quarter to three in the morning, she found herself cheek down in a puddle of drool beside the keyboard, her arm stiff. Her shoulder cramped when she tried to straighten her arm. She’d fallen asleep in her chair without ever getting to the bathtub. If she kept this up, she’d wear herself out before she finished writing her second book. 
 
    Standing up was painful. Her knees refused to straighten as she hobbled around like a hunchback, trying to work out the kinks before stubbing her toe on the open bedroom door. She hopped around the room and fell onto the bed. “Oh crap.” 
 
    Once she pulled herself together, she limped down the hallway to check on the kids. Gina never even flinched when Lucy planted a kiss on her daughter’s forehead. She drew the curtains closed so the morning sun wouldn’t wake Gina too early. 
 
    In Parker and Shawn’s room, she looked out the open window at the moon and the shadows in the backyards. When Roger first left, every shadow frightened her and sent her running for the bedcovers. Now they intrigued her, especially the one that zigzagged across Mitch’s backyard. 
 
    “What on earth?” She squinted then rubbed her eyes. The shadows and moonlight weren’t playing tricks on her. Someone walked across Mitch’s backyard in the dark at three in the morning. The figure stopped near the back fence. 
 
    Her imagination changed gears into overdrive. What if the dark figure had buried drugs or cash in the backyard and had come back to retrieve it? Nah, she guessed her neighbor Mitch had wandered outside rather than into the bathroom. When she opened the window, to let in the cool night air,  the unmistakable sound of a shovel stabbing into the dirt set the fine hairs of her neck on end. 
 
    Lucy watched, torn between running outside to find out what was really going and standing watch in case the figure with the shovel was tensed and ready for a fight. She had nothing to fight back with. When the shovelling stopped, she pressed her face against the screen, positive the dark figure had dropped something into the earth before refilling the hole. 
 
    She tiptoed back to the front of the house and peered out her bedroom window hoping for a glimpse of a car, the man’s face, anything to give her a clue. She waited, breath stuck in her throat, but no one appeared. 
 
    Either Mitch had buried something in his own backyard or someone else lurked in the shadows of Bishop Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny sat back and rolled down the car window to let in the early evening air. He should be working on his half-demolished house or on a date with Katie. Instead, he sat wedged in the Honda, yet again, watching a whole lot of nothing. Most evenings, Clancy was around to keep an eye on things, but tonight he’d left the house with other plans. Not like anything happened at Lucy’s house once the sun went down anyway. 
 
    “Hey, Clancy.” Mitch waved from his front porch swing, a case of beer at his feet. Apparently, he was waiting for a spontaneous party to break out. His gray-haired chest glowed inside is unbuttoned shirt, a definite improvement from earlier when he wore no shirt at all. “No  one wants to drink with me tonight. They’re all busy and your dad hasn't been home in days. How’s your mom doing, by the way?” 
 
    “I’m heading over to see her now. She’s been having a rough time lately, but can’t wait to come home.” Clancy glanced across the street, but didn’t acknowledge Danny. “What about Lucy? She looked like she could use a good stiff drink.” 
 
    “I tried her already.” Mitch belched and waved him off with a sunburned hand. “She’s got the kids to deal with. That and she doesn’t like me much.” 
 
    Clancy unlocked the car door. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    Mitch sighed with an invisible weight on his reddened shoulders. He’d be in a lot of pain once he sobered up. “ Apparently, Lucy was hurt bad when that louse of a husband of hers left. I think she’s got a problem with men.” 
 
     “Maybe it’s because you’re married.” Clancy shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe.” He tossed an empty bottle to one side and opened another. The discarded bottle rattled off the cement steps into the flowerbed below. “I guess she’s happier sitting at her computer anyway. I’ve never even read anything she’s written. To tell you the truth, I don’t even think she’s a writer. I think she’s really one of those phone sex girls.” 
 
    Danny stifled a smile. He’d never considered that idea. Maybe he should find a way to tap her phone. Leo would probably be able to rig something. 
 
    Clancy burst into laughter then coughed and stared at Mitch. “Phone sex? That’s a good one, Mitch. Have a beer for me.” 
 
    “I’m serious.” He stumbled down the front steps and trampled over April’s flowerbed. “Have you ever talked to her?” 
 
    “Nothing below a yell I’m afraid.” When Clancy’s voice softened, Danny sat upright. What had he missed earlier? 
 
    “She’s got a real nice radio voice. You know, one of those sexy, late night shows. Hell, I’d sit up and listen to her all night. Lucy’s a nice girl when she’s not yelling at people. You should ask her out sometime.” Mitch steadied himself on the hood of Clancy’s red sports car. “You working on somebody’s tattoo tonight?” 
 
    Clancy flinched. “No, I’m going to visit Mom and Dad at the hospital.” 
 
    “Say hi for me. I’m just going to sit here and wait for my fat, grouchy wife to get home.” Mitch let out a deep sigh then wove back through the middle of the flower beds to his front porch. 
 
    “See you later.” Clancy drove off slowly then sped up after he passed Lucy’s house. 
 
    Danny hesitated. He should stick around and keep an eye on her, but had a feeling there’d be no more action on Bishop Street tonight. He’d be better off catching up with Katie or working on the house. 
 
    Lucy’s upstairs light was on. She sat near the window, staring at her laptop screen, her face bathed in the blue-white light like the angels his mother used to hang on their Christmas tree every year. How many other men stared at her? If she were anyone else, he’d tell her to move her desk away from the window or at least close her curtains. Both would prevent him from his job. 
 
    Danny slid in an Otis Redding disc and weighed his options. he could wait for Clancy to get home, sit in front of Lucy’s house and wait for nothing to happen, or call Katie. His body ached. He’d sat in the Honda for most of the day watching Lucy, but hadn’t seen anything abnormal aside from neighbors mowing lawns and lounging on porches. Once she and the kids returned from their walk, Lucy hadn’t made another appearance. 
 
    He could be in the city chasing real criminals or even working on his house. Instead, he’d wasted weeks in a hot car waiting for some petite housewife to do something. Anything. He gave Katie a call and had to hold the phone away from his sweaty cheek. “Hey, how’s your day?” 
 
    She blew out a sigh. “Crazy busy. We had a couple busloads of tourists come through today. How about you?” 
 
    Danny groaned. “I’m ready to light firecrackers in the street for a little excitement. I’ve never done such a boring job in my life. Usually there’s at least something going on.” 
 
    “Between stock arriving and tourist buses coming through, the store’s been busy. The heat’s making people lazy. All they want to do is curl up with a good book.” Katie owned the only bookstore in town and sold both new and used books. “I’m nearly done my paperwork. What are you up to? Why don’t you swing by and we can get a late dinner?” 
 
    “Still doing surveillance.” Danny shifted in his seat. His butt prickled with sleep and he ached for a good cup of coffee. Katie’s sigh made him cringe. Hannah was right. If he kept brushing her off, he’d lose her by the end of the summer. 
 
    Katie yawned. “Who are you investigating? Anyone I know? I could help.” 
 
    “It’s confidential.” Danny sat up straighter when Lucy got out of her chair and moved away from the window. He needed to send a report to his client and had nothing to write except “spends lots of time at the playground” and “hasn’t left the house all day.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” She sounded intrigued. “A murder case? Fraud? Did you find another runaway money-launderer in town?” 
 
    Danny grinned as she referred to how they’d met. Katie was a huge part of his previous case and a major cause of his temporary break from the police force. “No dead bodies so far, definitely no money, and the way it looks now, not even any fraud. Just dead ends.” 
 
    She laughed. “Then pick me up and let’s go do something fun.” 
 
    He hesitated. “I can’t.” 
 
    “I thought you had someone else on the case. Let him know you’re leaving and take a break,” she suggested. “That way you can finish the house and maybe take on a more interesting case, especially if this one seems to be a dead end.” 
 
    “I can’t. He’s not home.” 
 
    Katie gave an exaggerated sigh. “Well, I guess I’ll have to find another boyfriend who talks to me in person instead of by phone and texts.” 
 
    “I don’t text you. I like hearing your voice.” Danny threw his baseball cap on the seat and blew out a breath. “I do need to take a break though. My legs are cramping and I need real food.” 
 
    “It’s not a life-or-death case, is it?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Supposedly.” So far there was nothing to back up his client’s claims. No unexplained numbers in her phone records. No strange men dropping by during the night. Nothing except a lonely woman trying to keep up with three children. 
 
    Katie broke the silence. “Then let’s get some dinner. You can watch the grass grow again tomorrow.” 
 
    Lucy walked past her window and turned out the hallway light. She settled back in front of her computer screen where she’d probably remain in her chair until she collapsed into her bed in the wee hours. 
 
    Danny groaned. “I’ll be right over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    While the kids ate breakfast, Lucy selected clothes from their closets and made stacks of outfits on her bed. No suitcases in the closet. She groaned. Had Roger taken them all when he left? Nothing in Roger’s old closet, but a couple ratty ties. He hadn’t left much behind. 
 
    She scowled and went down to the basement. Inside the storage room, tucked behind a large box, she found an old suitcase large enough for the boys to share. Next to the suitcase sat a smaller travel bag. She’d seen both bags before, but was sure—positive, actually—Roger took them to Newville when he moved in with Cynthia. 
 
    Odd, she didn't remember him returning them to the storage room. She eased them off the shelves and lugged them up the stairs. Both bags seemed heavier than they should have been, particularly the larger suitcase. She set them on the floor then heaved the larger one onto the bed and opened it carefully. Inside lay a smaller, newer suitcase. Roger’s travel bag. 
 
    “That’s weird. Why would he leave that one here? He takes that thing everywhere.” At least she could use it for Gina’s clothes and put their swim suits and beach toys in the travel bag. When she pulled out the new suitcase, something shifted. She frowned. 
 
    Inside the new suitcase was a shaving kit he’d insisted leaving behind on one of his business trips. Attached to the zipper was the tag Gina had made when she was four with “I love you, Daddy” scrawled in tiny letters. She opened the shaving kit to reveal a white plastic bag. 
 
    As she unrolled the bag, the objects inside jingled. Her breath caught in her throat. Drugs didn’t jingle. She dumped several small plastic bags on the bedcover. Jewelry. A gold locket, a silver ring and a large amethyst set in gold. In other bags, he’d tucked business cards, one per bag. Odd souvenirs. Wide-eyed, Lucy tried to make sense of her find. Was Roger Stephen, her husband for so many years, a jewel thief? 
 
    Feet hammered the stairs and voices tumbled over each other. In a panic, Lucy covered the bags with the kids’ clothes. They’d ask questions she had no answers to. 
 
    Gina leaped onto the bed, narrowly missing the mound of clothes. “Can we go to the playground? We’re bored.” 
 
    Parker leaned against the end of the bed. “Yeah. Shawn and Gina are fighting so it might be a good way to split them up for a while.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Lucy forced a smile. “Who’s the parent here, anyway?” 
 
    “Not you.” Shawn stood in the doorway, lower lip in a pout and nostrils flared. “You’re too busy with your books.” 
 
    Lucy flinched. Roger’s words exactly. A week away with his father would either make Shawn hate her more, if that were possible, or help him see the man he idolized in a different light. She didn’t hold out much hope for her son to have a drastic change of heart. 
 
    “I see you found some suitcases.” Parker moved between them and broke the tension. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, they were down in the storage room. Looks like you each get your own suitcase.” 
 
    “Good.” Shawn turned his back. “Let’s go before you go back to writing or whatever you were doing and forget about taking us out.” 
 
    Lucy held her tongue. While she didn’t deserve his wrath, fighting with him now would only give Roger more ammunition against her. She left the clothes and jewelry on the bed and made a stop for the bathroom to refocus. Shawn’s words tore at her heart, but she couldn’t let him see that. Losing Roger was painful enough. 
 
    She shoved on a pair of sunglasses and grabbed her tote bag she dragged everywhere. As she locked the front door, she glanced around, grateful for no sign of the blue car or any of her neighbors. While Parker chased Gina around the park and Shawn settled beneath the slide, Lucy sat on the wooden bench and attempted to write an article in one of Parker’s old scribblers. 
 
    Distracted, she made a couple lists. The list of things to do before the kids left filled two pages. Her list of things to do while they were away was more limited since her family lived a couple thousand miles away and she had no car. Roger and the kids had been her whole world. She needed to find something to keep her spirits up and keep her busy while the kids were away. 
 
    Her mind wandered, still stuck on finding the jewelry in the suitcase. 
 
    “Look at me, Mommy.” Gina’s voice rang out from across the playground. 
 
    Lucy glanced up and smiled, but her mind shifted to the past, not registering anything her eyes saw. For as long as they had been together, Roger tried to control everything she thought and did. He’d moved them across the country away from friends and family and flatly refused to get a car. Once she was completely dependent on him, he’d abandoned her. When she’d mentioned moving back to Seattle with the kids, he swore he’d fight her for custody. 
 
    Lucy glanced around. No blue cars, just a lone lady walking her dog. She sighed and went back to doodling in the scribbler and thinking. 
 
    During the last year of their marriage, a lot of things had changed. Roger grew distant and always seemed angry with her and the kids. The Saturdays he’d once spent bowling or biking with she and the kids became just another day of the week. His entire schedule grew more erratic and phone calls came at odd hours. 
 
    Even with her wild imagination, Lucy never thought Roger would cheat on her, let alone become a jewelry thief. Sure, she’d found forgotten phone numbers scratched onto the corners of papers she found on laundry day. She’d even found a couple women’s business cards and, some days, she’d fantasize he was an undercover agent or hired assassin. The trigger for her first novel. 
 
    Lucy sighed and stared at the sand. Her novel.  She’d completed the manuscript for Deceivers two years ago and submitted chapters to several publishers, but still waited for someone, anyone, to love her book as much as she did. Most replied with the generic “thanks, but no thanks.” Two agents had requested manuscripts and she hadn’t heard from either since. 
 
    She made a note on her scribbler to follow up with them, then drew a happy face. A reminder to stay positive and look at the bright side of things. Even with a job, she could squeak in an hour after the kids went to bed to write and work on building a writing career. 
 
    A shriek caught her attention. Gina soared on the swing as Parker pushed her. Shawn burrowed in the sand beneath the slide to dig his way to China or Australia. His destination changed day to day. 
 
    Lucy managed a weak smile, selfishly grateful all three kids looked more like her than Roger so she didn’t have to look at his mini clones every day. She’d never be able to walk away from such great kids the way Roger had. 
 
    Hard to believe one lousy phone call had flipped their whole world upside down four months earlier. Right after she’d taken a pregnancy test. Their fourth child was on the way. 
 
    “May I speak to Roger Stephen, please.” Cynthia’s voice rang inside Lucy’s head as though she’d called that morning. 
 
    “Roger’s not in right now.” She’d wanted to hurry the woman off the phone so she could tell her husband to come home early and pick up dinner from the Thai place to celebrate. “May I take a message?” 
 
    “Of course you can, darling. You are his secretary and that is your job, isn’t it?” Cynthia said. “Please tell him I won’t be able to meet this evening. I’ve had a change of plans.” 
 
    Lucy had tapped her fingers on the counter. “No problem. Who shall I say called?” 
 
    “Cynthia. His girlfriend.” 
 
    Her stomach dropped. As the dial tone buzzed in her ear, Lucy had stared at the clock in disbelief. She’d tried to call Roger’s cell phone several times, but her calls went unanswered. Her calls to his office went straight to voice mail. Cynthia was mistaken. There had to be a logical explanation. 
 
    By the time her husband walked through the front door at nine o’clock, Lucy’s hands shook and she’d fought to keep her voice. She tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. “I had a call from your girlfriend today.” 
 
    Roger had paled before he turned away and opened the fridge for a beer. “I’m sure you probably misunderstood. I don’t have a girlfriend.” 
 
    Deep in her stomach, Lucy believed the woman on the phone over her husband. “Somehow, I don’t think so.” 
 
    He’d opened his beer and took a long drink. “What makes you think I’d cheat on you?” 
 
    She’d folded her arms across her chest, chilled from shock and anger. “Let’s run down the list, shall we? You’re out late every night of the week. Come home with phone numbers written on bar napkins in your pockets. Women call at all hours. Oh, and this one actually said she was your girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What was her name?” 
 
    Lucy bit back the woman’s name and lied. “She didn’t say, but she sounded snobby.” 
 
    Roger shook his head and snorted. “You have a great imagination, Luce. Stick to fiction and keep your nose out of my business.” 
 
    “Then don’t forward your calls to the house.” She’d put her hands on her hips, indignant he took her accusations so lightly. “If you want me to keep my nose out of your business, then keep your business out of my house.” 
 
    “It’s my house, princess.” He’d all but dared her to argue. “You just get to live here.” 
 
    Lucy’s entire body had vibrated with anger. “Are you for real?” 
 
    He’d shrugged and drank his beer like they discussed the weather. “You know what? After living with you for eleven years, it’s time I had a little fun in my life. What happened to the woman who used to wear slinky dresses and come to parties with me?” 
 
    “You knocked her up and left her at home with four kids then moved her away from her friends and family. Since she’s not exactly a size two anymore, you don’t want to be seen with her in public.” Four kids. When Lucy realized she’d let her secret slip, she’d held her breath, waiting to see if he’d noticed or would continue to argue. 
 
    “You’re a bitch.” Roger walked out and slammed the door behind him. Two days later, he moved out after telling everyone Lucy had cheated on him then forced him to leave. His word against hers. 
 
    She’d called her mom for comfort, but couldn’t bear to mention the baby. When she’d miscarried two weeks later,  no one mourned with her. No one was there to hold her and tell her those things happened and it wasn’t her fault. Instead, Lucy and the kids nestled on the couch all afternoon, watched cartoon movies and ate buttery popcorn. 
 
    Now Roger wanted to take the kids for an entire week. The kids she’d raised mostly alone and would sacrifice anything for. Part of her feared he’d take the kids away and she’d never see them again. Logically, she knew he’d never keep them. Kids would cramp his new lifestyle. If his parents wanted the kids, he’d do whatever he could to make them happy. 
 
    Roger had already ruined her reputation in his parents’ eyes by telling them she was an unfit parent. Fearing the kids were being abused, they’d called the Department of Children and Family Services, which was a waste of time. Despite repeated interviews and visits, DCFS found the house clean, the kids well fed and happy, and their report cards above average. Roger’s parents remained unconvinced. 
 
    Parker ran across the playground away from his sister. When he tripped and fell into the sand face first, Gina tumbled over his feet and sprawled across his back. They both sat up laughing and brushing sand off their clothes. 
 
    “You guys scare me some days.” She chuckled and shook her head. 
 
    Gina ran over, her curly ponytails flying behind her, and threw open her arms. “I love you, Mommy.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” Gina’s hug and a kiss made Lucy’s heart swell and swept the negative feelings back under the mental rug. All doubts about her talent, her abilities as a parent, and her humanity would creep out again later that night along with her anger at Roger and a zillion questions about finding the jewelry in the suitcase. 
 
    “I’m hungry. Can we have lunch soon?” Parker ran over. He wasn’t even a teenager yet and she was amazed by how much he’d both eaten and grown since school let out. 
 
    “Another growth spurt?” She groaned and closed her scribbler. “You’re always hungry. Get your brother and we’ll go home.” 
 
    “I want hamburgers. Can’t we go to a restaurant?” Gina whipped her head back and forth so her hair slapped her face. “We used to go to restaurants before Daddy moved.” 
 
    “Mom has no money. Just Dad does because he’s the man.” Shawn didn’t look impressed to be unearthed from his hole. “Besides, I want tacos.” 
 
    “Hm.” Lucy let Shawn’s scorn wash over her. “Maybe we could have hot dogs for lunch and tacos for dinner.” 
 
    Shawn stuck out his lip in an exaggerated pout. “Of course. We never do what I want.” 
 
    Lucy brushed her hair back. “I didn’t say no, I just said—” 
 
    Parker changed the subject. “Can we set up the waterslide after lunch? I mean, we’d rather go swimming, but the pool broke and—” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll set up the waterslide after lunch.” There was no way she could sit and write with water flying around. She’d be better off gardening. 
 
    “Cool.” Shawn picked up his bike and rode around the playground. 
 
    As Lucy packed up her things, she noticed the blue car parked up the street from the playground. She swallowed hard and rode past the car, holding her breath in case anyone jumped out to accost them. Not that the police would listen anyway. When they neared the blue car, Lucy realized there was no one inside and sighed in relief. 
 
    While the kids washed up for lunch, Lucy moved aside the mounds of kids clothes then used latex gloves to pick up the small bags. She wrote the names from the business cards into a fresh notebook and tucked everything back into the shaving kit she wrapped with a larger plastic bag. She’d never be able to sleep with the jewelry still in the bedroom, but shoved the bag beneath the bed for now. Once the kids were asleep, she could find a better hiding place. 
 
    Four months ago, she wouldn’t have been so suspicious. Now she didn’t know what Roger had done or was capable of doing and itched to check out the names on the business cards. There was no point calling in the police until she had a real concern. Roger could easily explain the jewelry away as an inheritance or investment, but there was no way he’d forget them. 
 
    When he needed them, he’d be back. It was just a matter of time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny was glad he’d brought his laptop to do surveillance that morning. He read the latest emails from Bobby while waiting for Lucy and her kids hung out at the playground. After about an hour of studying crime scene photos and reading interviews, he took a walk around the block to work the cramps out of his legs. Lucy and the kids were gone by the time he returned to the car. 
 
    He groaned and called Clancy. When he got no answer, he left several messages for the fun of it then drove around the block. He strode up the sidewalk to pound on the front door. 
 
    Clancy opened the door several minutes later and waved him in. “Knock it off. You’ll wake the whole neighborhood.” 
 
    “It’s nine o’clock in the morning.” Danny frowned. “Where’ve you been?” 
 
    “Asleep.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair and led Danny through the dusty livingroom into the dingy yellow kitchen. “I sat at the hospital half the night with my mom so my dad could take a break. I fell asleep in the chair beside her and got home at five.” 
 
    “I thought she was getting out this week?” Danny asked. 
 
    Clancy grabbed the coffee carafe and filled it with water. “She was supposed to. Her blood counts were down again and she’s not eating, which means no more chemo until she eats and her blood counts stabilize.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Danny grabbed a questionable banana off the counter. “You didn’t miss much here. Your parents live on the most boring street in the country. I left right after you did last night.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t let yourself in and make a pot of coffee before I got up.” He filled the reservoir and started the coffee maker. “You know where the key is.” 
 
    Danny grimaced, saddened by the inside of Clancy’s parents’ home, which seemed as neglected as his own house, except the farmhouse sat empty for three years. “Lucy would’ve called the cops again. She and the kids were already biking when I pulled up. She gave me dirty looks when they were on their way to the playground earlier so I gave them lots of space.” 
 
    Clancy peered out the window. “They’re coming around the corner. She looks peeved.” 
 
    “She probably spotted the car. At least I’m not there or she’d probably stop and lecture me.” Danny studied the dark circles under Clancy’s eyes and took pity. “How’s your dad?” 
 
    “In denial.” He started the coffee maker then guzzled two large glasses of water. “He was supposed to come home to shower and catch some sleep last night. Instead, he went to sit in some coffee shop then woke me up at five and sent me home. He said he tried to call my sister, but got no answer. I finally tracked her down when I got home. Dad wants her to come run the bakery until Mom gets better and she’s not happy.” 
 
    “Is she a baker?” 
 
    Clancy shrugged. “I don’t know what she does now. She hung up before I could ask. She used to be as good a baker as my mom.” 
 
    Danny sat at the kitchen table and rested his feet on the nearest chair. “I was thinking it might be time for you to make contact with Lucy.” 
 
    “What gives?” Clancy rubbed his eyes then leaned back on the counter. “Last week you wanted me to observe and keep all contact to a minimum. What should I do, let her knock me around the next time I tick her off?” 
 
    “Just get to know her a little.” The coffee smelled good, waiting was torture. He’d have to be patient a few minutes longer. “Sympathize with the woman. Talk to her like a normal neighbor. Flirt a little if you have to.” 
 
     Clancy snorted. “Dude, you have no idea how hard that is. She can be a nasty little thing.” 
 
    Danny burst into laughter. “You’re twice her size and a tattoo artist. You’ve dealt with tough customers before. You don’t have to date her. Think of her as a client you need information from.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll work on Mitch first. He’s known she and Roger since they moved here.” Clancy hesitated, his gaze on the chipped linoleum flooring. “Lucy probably won’t going to come anywhere near me.” 
 
    The instant the coffee maker stopped, Danny poured a cup of coffee and checked the milk in the fridge. Iffy. He added powdered creamer to be on the safe side. “Then I guess you’ll have to buy some charm and learn how to flirt a little so we can find out more about her.” 
 
    “Gee. Thanks for your support.” Clancy scowled. “What else do you need me to find out? Dress size? How she takes her coffee?” 
 
    He tightened his jaw. “We’ve been hired to do a job so we need some inside information. I need you to not only observe, but to do some leg work and find out more about Lucy. I’ve dug everywhere I can, but it seems like she’s never done anything wrong. Everyone I’ve talked to thinks she’s perfect—except Roger and his parents.” 
 
    Clancy sat back and scowled. “So you want to pimp me out.” 
 
    Danny gagged on his coffee. “I don’t want you to sleep with her, just get information about who she is and what she’s been doing since she moved here. According to Roger, she’s put him through hell and we need to uncover the truth and get solid evidence before they go to court to fight for custody.” 
 
    “About that.” Clancy hesitated, his gaze returning to the floor. “I haven’t seen any men hanging around her house since we started surveillance, have you?” 
 
    “No.” Danny struggled with the same thought. “That doesn’t mean I believe she hasn’t done anything. All I have is the word of her husband.” 
 
    “And his money. I seriously think we should check him out, especially after what I saw of Lucy and her kids at their house.” Clancy sipped his coffee. “Did you hear his secretary was murdered?” 
 
    “I heard.” Danny studied the peeling wallpaper, yellow and brown flowers that were fashionable only for a week in the seventies. Clancy’s parents had been too busy lately to bother with redecorating. “I don’t believe this case is a total dead end, but Roger Stephen’s a paying customer. Whatever digging we do concerning him, needs to be discreet that’s why Leo’s on it. Until I hear from him, I’ll keep an eye on things here. Not that I expect much to happen .” 
 
    Clancy blew out a long breath. “Why don’t you go work on the house for a while? I got someone to cover my appointments for today in case Dad needs help so I’ll be around anyway. I’ll let you know if anything happens.”  
 
    Danny took the mug and peered out the front door, glad Lucy and the kids were nowhere in sight. “Maybe that’s what I need to figure things out. I need to step back and do something with my hands.” 
 
    Clancy glanced around the neglected kitchen and grease splattered walls. “Same here. It’s sad, isn’t it? Mom’s the only one keeping things from falling apart. The house and my family.” 
 
    “Tell your folks I said hi.” He clapped a hand to Clancy’s shoulder. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” 
 
    Danny left town and drove down the winding roads to his house, hoping to see more than a sagging porch, dirty windows and an over-grown yard. Katie was right. The place was a money pit and he was going to go broke simply trying to make a single room livable. He scowled at the peeling paint on the cracks in the scroll trim and the wasp nest that grew daily despite his many attempts to eradicate it. Maybe he should line the basement with dynamite and blow it up. 
 
    Then he stepped out of the car and caught a whiff of the wildflowers in the overgrown field. As he walked toward the house, his vision came back into focus and he imagined what drew him to the property in the first place—potential. Not a plan to renovate and resell the place for a small fortune, but the promise of the home his house and land could become. He pictured a dogs running around barking. Katie on a white swing on the front porch sipping iced tea. Their kids playing in the grass, just as Lucy did with her kids. 
 
    He frowned and shut thoughts of the Stephen family out of his head. He couldn’t allow sympathy for her since she was the cheating spouse he was investigating, yet the whole case made no sense. Clancy was right. Maybe working on his house for a while would help give him some clarity. 
 
    His tool belt, a gift from his brother-in-law, hung low on his hips and jingled with nails while he walked through the house toward his latest project. Built-in bookshelves to make Katie swoon. While they’d only known each other for a month, he was convinced she’d been thrust into his life for a life changing reason. 
 
    Danny picked up his hammer. Despite the house draining his bank account and aging him exponentially, doing repairs also gave him something to take his mind off everything else. Before he even picked up the first piece of board, his phone rang. 
 
    Roger Stephen’s name appeared on the call display. “How’s the case going? Have you caught her in the act yet?” 
 
    “Nope. Actually, things are pretty quiet.” A shudder slithered down Danny’s spine. 
 
    “That’s not like her.” Roger groaned. “She must be onto you. I thought you guys were good at this stuff. What have you got on her so far?” 
 
    “Nothing much.” Danny let the insult go. “I’ll send you my report on the weekend.” 
 
    “That’s actually why I called.” A door closed at Roger’s end. The only sound left was his voice. “I plan to pick up the kids Sunday and take them away for a week, which should give you sufficient time to get enough evidence. I want photos, videos, whatever you can get to prove she’s an unfit parent.” 
 
    The back of Danny’s neck prickled as he set the hammer down. “Will I be able to reach you in case something comes up?” 
 
    “Cell reception’s sporadic at the cottage, but there is a landline.” Roger rattled off a phone number Danny scribbled on a piece of scrap wood. “We’ll be there for a week. Make sure you call the second you have proof so I can call my lawyer to file the paperwork. I won’t bring the kids back if you find something incriminating. Everything is ready to go. I just need the actual evidence.” 
 
    Roger seemed in an awful hurry to have the detectives discover something , Danny wondered if he was taking the kids on vacation because he wanted to or if he planned to set Lucy up for a fall. Danny was willing to bet on the latter. Either way, Roger Stephen had given Danny one more reason to investigate him rather than Lucy. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy lit the gas barbecue she’d originally hoped Roger would take with him to give her more room on the deck. Once she’d discovered how easy it was to use, however, she was glad he’d left it behind. With the sultry weather she enjoyed standing in the shade to cook dinner and had even adapted to cooking Shawn’s weekly tacos on the side burner. 
 
    Parker dragged the sheet of plastic they used for their water slide around the corner of the house. His siblings trailed close behind like kittens. All three kids had grown not only taller but wise beyond their years. Lucy frowned. It wasn’t fair for kids to worry about custody or alimony, yet Parker and Gina fretted as much as she did. 
 
    She shook her head when Shawn ran past into the house, presumably for towels. He’d gained couple inches around his waist since school let out, which generally meant a growth spurt loomed on the horizon. She’d have to ask Roger for extra money for new clothes. 
 
    “Dad’s on the phone.” Shawn handed her the receiver then ran off to play. 
 
    She stared at the phone, surprised she hadn’t heard ringing. Drawing in a deep breath, she braced herself for another battle. 
 
    “What do you want this time?” Roger spat, his voice laced with venom. “If you called to nag me for more money again, you can forget it.” 
 
    She paused and blinked several times. “What are you talking about? You called me.” 
 
    “Shawn said you wanted to talk.” 
 
    “I see.” Her heart sank when Shawn slid down the plastic sheet on his pudgy belly. 
 
    Roger groaned and she pictured him running his hand through his once thinning hair, thicker now that he’d spent part of her alimony on hair plugs. He sounded almost triumphant. “You didn’t tell him to call, did you?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” She laid the hot dogs on the grill. “I’m cooking lunch since we just got back from the park.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him.” He hesitated. “I’m still picking them up Sunday morning, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sunday morning. You do know that’s tomorrow, right?” She choked on her words while the tears welled in her eyes, making it hard to speak. 
 
     “Yes, Lucy, I know that’s tomorrow. I’m not an idiot.” Her ex-husband spoke slowly as if to reinforce his position. She guessed he had an audience or he’d have yelled rather than talking to her like she was a three-year-old. “You know I can’t take any of them. My condo’s too small for one kid, let alone three. We’ll go to the cottage for the week.” 
 
    His parents’ three thousand-square-foot cottage near Lake Erie was much more child-friendly than his two thousand-square-foot condo. Every summer since they’d moved to Packham they’d spent time as a family at the cottage, swatting bugs, fishing and playing in the water. This year marked the first summer she wouldn’t join them. Tanji, would have to slather them all with bug spray and sun block. She smiled and hoped Tanji was afraid of both bugs and getting her hands dirty. 
 
    Other than playing with the kids and hanging out by the lake, Lucy wouldn’t really miss the trip. “I have the phone number. Make sure they call me, okay? By the way, I’m still waiting for child support. I have to get some groceries and bigger clothes for the boys.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” He never even said goodbye. 
 
    She doubted she’d see any money, not with him taking the kids. He’d rather see her starve and give the kids to his parents than help her. His parents used to dote on her and the kids, but after Roger moved out, it didn’t take much for him to convince them Lucy drove him to seek comfort in the arms of other women. Their divorce, the way he’d told his parents the story, was Lucy’s idea because she needed his money and wanted him gone so she could write and party all the time. 
 
    Her mother-in-law’s response was, “Divorce is overkill. He’s a man. Humor him while he has his fling. Once it’s out of his system, he’ll be a better husband.” 
 
    Lucy understood how mothers thought their sons could do no wrong; after all she had two boys. Suddenly she’d become the bad guy when all she’d done was write stories and magazine articles while Roger worked. She’d earned enough money to pay for the inflatable swimming. 
 
    Writing every night had kept her sane since she forgot about being lonely and making herself crazy with morbid thoughts. She’d used those quiet evenings to write her first book, which she’d edited to death for nearly a year and a half. The higher the rejections piled up, the more she thought Roger was right. She was a failure and needed a real job. 
 
    While turning over a stuck hot dog, Lucy burned her finger and flinched. Served her right for being distracted and negative. She needed to focus on the present and put the past out of her head. The idea sounded great in theory. 
 
    Parker flew down the water slide and squealed, which made his siblings laugh. Their happy sounds made her smile. For weeks after Roger left, Gina and Parker had cried out their frustrations, while Shawn sulked and silently plotted ways to get them back together again. When that didn’t work, he acted out, hoping she’d send him to live with his father. Roger left it to her to explain why he didn’t want the kids to stay with him. 
 
     A gigantic blue ball hopped over the fence and bounced off Parker’s head before rolling across the brown grass. Mitch waved from his patio. “I found it at a yard sale and couldn’t resist. I figured you guys would have some fun with it.” 
 
    “Cool.” Parker grinned. “Thanks.” 
 
    Shawn grabbed the ball in a bear hug to keep away from Gina. She chased after him across the yard squealing. 
 
    Clancy sat at the Davidson’s glass-topped patio table. The muscles in his bronzed arms rippled in the sunshine when he raised his beer and nodded, watching her over his dark sunglasses. Muscles bulged everywhere, probably even on the backs of his fingers, beneath several colorful tattoos. His grin sent a swarm of caterpillars loose in her stomach. He looked more like a gladiator than a wannabe auto mechanic and tattoo artist. 
 
     “What’s cookin’, good lookin’?” Mitch was shirtless, sunburned, and had a few beers into him already although barely past noon. 
 
    “Mom’s making hot dogs.” Gina ran off the deck and spun around the yard, her wet black hair swirling. Her princess hair. 
 
    Mitch gave an exaggerated sniff. “Mm, they sure smell good. I haven’t had lunch yet. Have you, Clancy?” 
 
    Lucy bowed her head, her face burning as she wished she could disappear. The last thing she wanted was company for lunch while she wallowed in her miseries. 
 
    “Then come on over. I’ll get more dogs and buns,” Parker said. “And a bag of chips.” 
 
    “What? No.” Lucy spun around to protest, but both men were already on their feet. Her words were lost in a flurry of activity. 
 
    Parker brought out more food and recruited his siblings to haul out the condiments and paper plates. Within minutes, the picnic table was crowded with two wriggly kids and a half-naked man carrying a six-pack of beer. 
 
    Clancy hovered near the waterslide while Shawn took one last dive head first down the runway. The two spoke for a minute before her son grabbed a towel and led him to the deck. 
 
    “Wow, look at this spread. It’s almost like you were expecting us.” Mitch handed her a chilled bottle of wine. He plopped onto a chair and rested the bottom of his beer bottle on his round belly before he twisted the cap off. 
 
    “Almost.” Lucy set the bottle on the table and tightened her jaw. 
 
    “You’ve got a really bad sunburn.” Gina took a loud bite out of a carrot stick. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” He glanced down at his belly. “I’ve been hard at work in my back yard making some space for April to put in a bunch of new things. There’s so many holes it looks like a groundhog convention.” 
 
    Clancy raised an eyebrow and snorted. “Since when does drinking beer qualify as hard work? I had to dig all the holes.” He was even more handsome than she remembered,  his smiling eyes a soothing shade of green. “Lucy.” 
 
    A tingle washed over her body. Cripes. Either there was a full moon coming or she was hormonal. “Clancy.” 
 
    After an awkward pause, Clancy sat beside Gina and smiled. Lucy frowned when he looked at Gina as though she were the only person at the table. Roger had said Clancy was a tattoo artist. For all she knew, he was also a pedophile. 
 
    “Hey, I know you.” Parker raised his eyebrows. “You live in the house on the corner.” 
 
    Gina gasped. “You live in the Christmas house? You are so lucky. I wish our house looked like that. Nobody put up our Christmas lights last year. Daddy was too busy with work before he moved out and Mommy’s scared of heights.” 
 
    “Gina!” Lucy’s eyes widened. 
 
    Clancy chuckled. “Actually, I don’t live in that house, my mom and dad do. I’m just looking after it while they’re away. We didn’t put up Christmas lights last year either.” 
 
    “We noticed.” Shawn frowned. “Why not? We missed seeing them.” 
 
    “Don’t be so nosy.” Lucy caught Clancy’s thin smile. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He forced a smile. “My mom’s really sick. Since she was in the hospital last Christmas, putting up the lights and stuff didn’t seem important.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” Gina rested her chin on her hand. “Seeing pretty lights always makes me feel better. I have fairy lights my mom put in my room for when I’m sad.” 
 
    “I never thought of that.” Clancy’s voice crackled. 
 
    Shawn met Lucy’s gaze then his jaw tightened. “Is your mom going to die?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Clancy cleared his throat. “Probably soon.” 
 
    Shawn’s nostrils flared. “I wish my mom would die.” 
 
    The only sound in the yard was the sputtering of hot dogs on the grill. Lucy shut her eyes and gasped for breath. Shawn ripped her heart straight out of her chest. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” Clancy sounded sad. “No matter how mad you might be now, it’s not something you want to deal with, especially when you’re a kid.” 
 
    Lucy blinked hard then swallowed her emotions. She fought to keep her voice even and didn’t look at anyone as she set a plate full of hot dogs and toasted buns on the table. “Get ‘em while they’re hot.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” Parker’s hand shot out to snatch a hot dog from the plate. 
 
    Clancy flashed her a sympathetic smile. “Yeah, thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Lucy turned to place the second batch of hot dogs on the grill. Standing at the barbecue gave her a good excuse to hide the tears. 
 
    “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Parker asked. 
 
    “Me?” Clancy’s voice wavered. “A sister.” 
 
    Gina smacked her lips. “Is she older or younger?” 
 
    “Younger.” 
 
    “Is she pretty?” Gina continued to interrogate their guest. 
 
    “Yes. She’s very pretty.” Clancy chuckled. 
 
    “Does she live near here?” Parker asked. 
 
    “No.” Clancy cleared his throat again. 
 
    Lucy tried to focus on the hot dogs and not lose herself in her concern for Clancy and his family. She had enough on her own plate. Suddenly an empty platter held aloft by a bronzed hand hovered in front of her. Part of her wished he and Mitch had never come over. 
 
     “I didn’t know you were an astronaut.” Clancy grinned and rested a hand on her shoulder. “You seemed to be off in outer space. Which planet were you on?” 
 
    She forced a smile as her stomach squirmed. “Did they eat the first batch already?” 
 
    “Yup, and we poured you a glass of wine, thanks to Parker who found the corkscrew. Are you okay?” His concern caught her off-guard. 
 
    She wiped away a tear with the back of her hand. “I’m fine. You?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been dealing with my mom’s illness for a while now. It’s not easy to come to terms with the prognosis, but we’re trying.” Clancy brushed a strand of damp hair off her cheek, just as she reached for the same strand and their hands collided. “Sorry. Did you eat yet?” 
 
    “No.” She blew out a breath and shook her head. “I wanted to cook everything up first.” 
 
    “You’re such a typical mom.” He reached in front of her and plunked a hot dog into a toasted bun. He smelled of hot dogs, beer, and sweat, with a subtle hint of peppermint gum. “Here, this one looks ready. Go eat. I’ll take care of the dogs.” 
 
    Lucy sucked in a sharp breath as her knees wobbled. She hadn’t even touched her wine yet. “No, it’s okay, I’ll—” 
 
    “As your uninvited guest, I insist.” Clancy touched the small of her back and nudged her toward the table. “I need you to put up with Mitch and give me a break.” 
 
    “I heard that.” Mitch laughed and raised his beer bottle. 
 
    She sipped her wine and smiled. “Thanks for lunch, Mom.” Parker hugged her then cleaned up his mess and ordered his siblings to do the same. 
 
    Her mommy senses tingled. “What are you guys—?” 
 
    “You’re the best mommy in the whole world.” Gina threw her arms around Lucy’s waist and pressed her face into the front of Lucy’s tank top. 
 
    She laughed. “Okay, what do you want?” 
 
    Gina smiled, a spot of ketchup pooled in the dimple on her cheek. “It’s too hot outside. Can we go in to watch a movie?” 
 
    “Or play video games?” Shawn asked. 
 
    “Ah-ha.” She sat in one of the high-backed chairs, laid her head back and sighed. A late night of writing and a long day of worrying had wiped her out both physically and emotionally. The day grew too hot and humid for anyone who was already tired to bear. “Sure, go take a break from the heat for a while. Change out of your swimsuits first, please.” 
 
    Once the kids went inside, Mitch leered openly at Lucy’s low low-cut tank top and shorts. “I like this heat. All the pretty girls come out in skimpy clothes.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. Since it wasn’t the first time he’d ogled her, she was sure she’d have to tolerate his stares several more times over the summer. 
 
    “Amen. I’m sure Lucy gets her jollies watching us doing yard work and sunning our paunches.” Clancy rolled the hotdogs then patted his sculpted stomach. Unlike Mitch, Clancy was in very good shape. Greek god statue sort of shape. 
 
    She tried not to spit out a mouthful of wine as she giggled. Embarrassed, she tore her eyes away from him to focus on her lunch. The last thing she needed was another man in her life. Parker and Shawn made her crazy on a full-time basis and Roger drove her nuts no matter how far away he was. 
 
    “Speak for yourself.” Mitch patted his protruding belly. “I’ll have you know this here is solid muscle. You might have a six-pack, but I have a keg.” 
 
    Clancy caught Lucy’s gaze then sat down and rolled his eyes. “Sure you do, Mitch.” 
 
    Two empty beer bottles sat on the table and she was sure neither of them were Clancy’s. Her suspicions were confirmed when Mitch grinned “Did you know I’m an ordained minister?” 
 
    She didn’t have to feign surprise. “No, I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Well I am. I’ve even got the papers to prove it.” He took a swig of his beer. “I could give you an exorcism right here and now.” 
 
    She sipped her wine, stalling to find a comeback. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, Mitch. I’m a writer. I need the voices in my head.” 
 
    Clancy exploded with laughter then covered his mouth with one hand. 
 
    Mitch folded his arms across his chest. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I.” She leaned forward. “If you take away the voices in my head, my kids will starve.” 
 
    He huffed. “Roger gives you child support. You don’t have to work. You get a free ride.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Lucy said. “I get a free ride when he’s not spending all his money all on girlfriends or hair transplants. That louse owes me a lot more money than he’s ever paid.” 
 
    “Roger got hair transplants?” His eyes bulged. 
 
    She scowled. “Mitch, I’m serious.” 
 
    “Ah, you’d just spend it anyway.” He waved her off and grabbed another bottle of beer. Sweat trickled down his chest and around his belly which glowed even brighter than before. 
 
    “Yeah, I would. I’d buy food and clothes for the kids. You know, all of those frivolous things women shop for.” Lucy caught herself hoping Mitch would be in a lot of pain later then struggled to rein in her temper. She met Clancy’s sad gaze over her empty wine glass and looked away. It wasn’t like her to air her secrets in front of a total stranger. 
 
    “I guess you’ll have to get a job then, huh?” Mitch’s comment burrowed under her skin like a tick, the same way the words did every time Roger brought up the notion. 
 
    She’d have to put her kids in daycare, which would cost for more than what she could actually earn. If Roger hadn’t moved away, at least he could watch them so she could earn a living. Well, in theory anyway. 
 
    For Lucy, there was only one solution. “I need a job I can do from home for now. I started writing magazine articles to earn money on the side, but now I have to write more to earn more and…” The concern etched into Clancy’s face stopped her. She sat back and sighed. “Let’s talk about something more fun than my life.” 
 
    “Sex?” Mitch raised his salt and pepper eyebrows. 
 
    Typical man. She’d poured out her heart and he hadn’t heard a word she said. 
 
    Clancy made a show of looking around. “Hey, where did you hide the beer, Mitch?” 
 
    “Aw, man.” Mitch swayed precariously in his chair as he peered around the deck. “Are we out already? Guess I’d better run home and grab more.” 
 
    Mitch got up and staggered across the yard and stepped on the plastic sheet that served as the kids’ waterslide. When he slid across the plastic on one foot, he smacked against the fence and caught himself. The latch rattled as he fought to open the gate. A few cuss words later, he stumbled out of the backyard. 
 
    Lucy recalled the dream she had the night before. Maybe she had actually been awake and saw someone in Mitch’s backyard. She stared at her wine glass. Roger would stoop to sneaking around to spy on her. Or maybe return to search for something he’d hidden, like more jewelry. 
 
    “Huh. Look at that.” Clancy set two bottles of beer on the table and grinned. “They were under my chair the whole time. I guess we get a few minutes peace until he finds his way back.” 
 
    “You really are a jerk.” She laughed and raised her empty wine glass. “Thanks. He was starting to make me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem. I was afraid he’d hit on me next.” Clancy grabbed another hot dog and bun off the platter. “To be honest, I have my own motives for getting rid of him. I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “About what Shawn said?” Her gaze remained on the sweating wine glass while laughter rang out from the basement. “He hasn’t taken the whole divorce thing very well. Roger’s let him down more times than I can count, yet I’m always the bad guy.” 
 
    “That was part of it. You know he didn’t mean that, right? Divorce brings out the worst in kids too.” 
 
    “So I’m finding out.” She took a deep breath, her stomach fluttering. “What else did you want to poke into my psyche about?” 
 
    “Ouch. You’re right. Too personal for our first date.” He picked at the label on his beer bottle. “Have you written any good books lately?”Her eyes widened. “First date? Did I miss something?” 
 
    “I’m joking.” He grinned. 
 
    Lucy wasn’t so sure. “Who told you I write books?” 
 
    Clancy chuckled. “You did, when Mitch tried the exorcism thing. Well, I guess I assumed you meant you wrote books. It’s actually something I’ve thought about since my mom got sick. She’s kept a journal for years that I’ve tossed around the idea of getting published when she’s gone.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. She kept a journal. No one would like to read the things she’d written lately, but if Roger found it, he’d use her own words against her. “That’s a scary thought, especially if she wrote anything bad about anyone who’s still alive. You might want to read everything first to make sure you don’t get sued.” 
 
    “I don’t even know I’d want to read it until...you know.” He winced and bowed his head. “What do you write?” 
 
    “I’ve written one book, a murder mystery. Mostly I write for magazines right now since they pay more money.” She blew out a long breath. “It’s been hard to get work done this summer between the kids running in and out and—” 
 
    “And me revving my engine.” Clancy winked. 
 
    She pressed her lips together and studied the tattoo on his left shoulder. A blue and green dragon with a tail that wrapped around his bicep and ended near his elbow. Puffs of smoke swirled around the dragon’s body. “Are you flirting with me?” 
 
    He sat back. “Honey, when I flirt, you’ll know it. Your toes will curl.” 
 
    “That’s the worst line I’ve heard yet.” Lucy sipped her wine, hand shaking. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Give me a chance, I’ll bet I could come up with far worse.” Clancy slid into the vacant chair beside her then trailed a finger, cool from holding the beer bottle, down the pink flesh from her chin to the soft swells of her chest. His gaze penetrated hers. “You’re getting sunburned. I think maybe we should put some ice on it before it gets painful.” 
 
    Flustered, she licked her lips and raised her eyebrows. He’d done a much better job at lighting a fire inside her than she’d expected. “Was that you flirting?” 
 
    “You have to ask?” He ran a hand through his dark hair and averted his gaze. “You’re right. I am really out of practice. I guess I could probably do better.” 
 
    “Your poor girlfriend.” Lucy glanced toward the gate and wished Mitch would return from his quest for more alcohol soon. 
 
    Clancy cleaned close and whispered, “I don’t have a girlfriend. Don’t tell Mitch or he’ll probably hit on me next.” 
 
    She laughed so hard the wine rippled in her glass. “I really shouldn’t be sitting here drinking. I’m not setting a good example for my kids, am I?” 
 
    Cripes. She wasn’t very good at being a seductress and wouldn’t blame him if he ran for home. No sexy woman steered the conversation back to her children at every turn. She took a large gulp of wine. 
 
    “No, you’re not setting a good example.” He settled back in his chair and seemed at home in her backyard. “You work too hard, are totally stressed out and probably never do anything for yourself.” 
 
    She straightened up and stared, eyes wide. “Is that what you think? Don’t hold back now, just let it fly. Tell me what you really think about me.” 
 
    He shifted and licked his lips, after a long moment, he looked her in the eye. “When’s the last time you had any quality time to yourself? No laundry, no dishes, no cleaning, no kids.” 
 
    What business was it of his how she spent her time? “Every night between nine p.m. and six a.m.” 
 
    “You get up at six in the morning? Are you nuts?” From the disbelief on his face, she guessed he’d never get out of bed that early for anyone. 
 
    Her face burned. “That’s what time Gina used to wake up.” 
 
    “Six o’clock every morning? Sounds rough. Have you ever considered duct tape?” Clancy shook his head. “So what do you do in your spare time?” 
 
    Lucy bowed her head and toyed with her glass. “She sleeps later now, but I still get up early to write until the kids get out of bed. I try to spend the whole day with them then write when they go to bed. Sometimes until one or two in the morning.” 
 
    Clancy peeled back the label on his beer bottle and smirked. “Sounds rejuvenating.” 
 
    “And what would you suggest I do, smart guy?” She folded her arms across her chest. “In case you weren’t listening, Roger moved out and I don’t have any help with the kids. I can’t afford a sitter, but I need time to write and that’s when I get my quiet time. At least Roger’s taking the kids to his parents’ cottage next week so I’ll get all the ‘me’ time I want.” 
 
    She’d be alone for the entire week. Tears filled her eyes. The thought had never seemed more real until she’d said the words aloud. That she’d be alone probably wasn’t a good thing to tell her single, handsome neighbor. She wanted to spend the time working, not scraping off some smouldering Romeo. 
 
    Clancy dropped the torn bits of beer label into an empty beer bottle. “Lucky you. So you’ll have a whole week to spend glued to your computer and not do a single nice thing for yourself. Good for you.” 
 
     “And what’s so bad about that?” She folded her arms across her chest as anger bubbled in her belly. Who was he to judge? “What makes you such an expert on me anyway?” 
 
    He sighed, still not looking up at her. “Look, I’ve watched my mom work in the bakery, cater to my dad, and never take time for herself. Every time she sat down to relax, somebody needed something. When’s the last time you went out and got your nails done or got your hair cut or even just went shopping?” 
 
    She grimaced. “I hate having my nails done, I like my hair long and I hate shopping. What are you, a private detective or something?”  
 
     “Actually?” Clancy flinched and actually met her gaze. “Yeah, it’s a hobby.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened. “I thought you were a tattoo artist.” 
 
    “I am. I also happen to have a wild side though.” 
 
    She hesitated, not sure if she should laugh or take him seriously. “So why tell me? Wouldn’t you want to keep that secret in case you have to go undercover?” 
 
    “Too much beer and respect.” Clancy turned to face her. “Look, Lucy, you and I got off on the wrong foot. I think it’s a good idea for us to start fresh.” 
 
    She sipped her wine then nodded. “Sounds fair. I could use advice from a detective. Are you any good?” 
 
    Clancy’s grin made her heart flutter. “Baby, I’m the best.” 
 
    When Lucy growled deep in her throat at the innuendo, he winked and flashed a smile that made the soles of her feet tingle. He did have great eyes, broad shoulders, and sat so close she could reach out and—  
 
    “I’m back. Anybody miss me?” Mitch flung open the gate and strolled into the yard with a case of beer. 
 
    “Yeah. We did.” Lucy blew out a long breath and nodded in relief. 
 
    Clancy reddened. “Of course, Mitch, you’re the life of the party.” 
 
    Mitch flopped onto a chair across the table. “Good. Lucy, darlin’, why don’t you go put on a bikini and some music and we’ll get this party going.” He glanced around the yard. “You’ve done a lot with this place, Luce. The yard used to be a desert, Clancy, but Lucy’s great at making all kinds of things come up.” 
 
    Lucy stood abruptly, her face warm. “Excuse me. I need to check on the kids.” 
 
    “I’ll help ya.” Mitch set down the case of beer. 
 
    Clancy waved him off. “Relax. She’ll be fine .” 
 
    Mitch snorted, but held his tongue. 
 
    Lucy went inside and closed the door then stood motionless, just out of their sight and held her breath. She didn’t want to miss anything. 
 
    “So you’re hot for her, huh?” Mitch chuckled. “Can’t say I blame you, she’s one sexy mama. A milf.” 
 
    Clancy cleared his throat. “A what?” 
 
    “A mother I’d love to—” Mitch’s words cut off abruptly. “Get your hand off my mouth. I’m not blind, Romeo. Well, at least you’re single and can do something about it. Do you want me to leave so you two can be alone?” 
 
    She leaned her head toward the window and hoped neither man saw her. “Excuse me?” Clancy sounded surprised. “Actually, we were just—” 
 
    “Scared of the kids, huh? Don’t be.” Mitch paused. “They’re good kids and Lucy’s a great mom. Sometimes she gets a little carried away with all the gushy stuff, but if  my wife were as hot as her, we’d still have a good marriage. Of course, I guess that didn’t save hers and Roger’s.” His chair creaked. “You gonna tell her why you’re single?” 
 
    “Maybe we should change topics.” Clancy hesitated. Did he know she hovered close by? “April can hear you through the open window.” 
 
    And I can hear you through the open patio door. The entire neighborhood would probably hear yet another argument that night. She’d have to close the kids’ bedroom windows before they picked up any new vocabulary. 
 
     “So let her hear. What does it matter? She might as well have something else to nag me about.” Bottles rattled as Mitch took one out of the case and cracked it open. “Must be some big secret. I know you have lots of women in town dying to go out with you.” 
 
    “There’s no secret.” Clancy’s voice was tight. “I run a business, look after two homes, and my mom’s fighting cancer. I don’t exactly have a lot of free time.” 
 
    An empty bottle fell over and rattled across the deck. “That’s just as well. Lucy’s happier sitting at her computer all night anyway. To tell you the truth, I don’t think she’s really a writer. I’ve never read anything she’s written. I think she’s one of them phone sex girls. She does have a great voice.” 
 
    Lucy’s face burned and she tiptoed away from the doorway before hearing anything else that made her want to vomit. First, Mitch wanted to give her an exorcism now he wanted her to… 
 
    One of the kids shouted and an argument broke out in the basement. She ran downstairs to smooth things over. Before she returned to the patio, she stopped in the bathroom to check her reflection. Her face and chest glowed red from the sunshine. She added another coat of sunscreen and blew out a sigh. Clancy wasn’t even in the house, yet she was sure his gaze was on her. She desperately needed something to cool her down. She grabbed three ice cream bars from the freezer and opened the patio door. 
 
    Clancy glanced up from his cell phone and raised his eyebrows. “Careful, you’re spoiling us and we might not leave.” 
 
    Mitch snorted. “Nah, she doesn’t have enough beer. How are the kids?” 
 
    Lucy sat next to Clancy and pretended she hadn’t overheard their earlier conversation. “The boys are playing a video game and Gina’s asleep on the couch in the basement. It’s nice and cool down there at least. Maybe we’ll sleep down there tonight.” 
 
    “Sure, I’m game.” Clancy grinned. 
 
    A surge of heat shot from her lips to her feet, completely bypassing her brain. Once she got over the initial surprise, she hit his arm and shook her head. 
 
    He winked. “I warned you.” 
 
    “More wine?” Mitch stood up. 
 
    “No, thanks.” She laid her head back against the padding and groaned, closing her eyes to the sunshine. While she savored her ice cream, Mitch refilled her glass anyway. “If I have any more wine, I’ll need to go curl up with Gina on the couch.” 
 
    “Any more beer and I’ll join you.” Clancy chuckled. “You’re not much of a drinker are you?” 
 
    “What gave you that idea?” She rolled her head to face him. 
 
    He licked his lips and studied her. “Wild guess.” 
 
    Lucy turned away, her cheeks blazing. 
 
    “This is some party, Luce.” Mitch laughed. “We need music though.” 
 
    “Music. Oh, crap. I forgot to turn on the stereo.” When she stood up, her head spun. She grabbed the arms of her chair and ended up grabbing Clancy’s hand instead. “Whoa, I think I’ve had more to drink than I thought.” 
 
    “I’m sure that doesn’t help. Be careful.” Clancy gave her hand a squeeze. “Don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Rattled, by his touch, she turned and walked straight into the patio door frame with a loud bang then sank to her knees on the wooden deck as everything faded to black. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    In between clearing cobwebs, tearing out filthy carpets, and taking down old fixtures, Danny had called Clancy several times all afternoon, but got no answer. He hoped everything was okay with Clancy’s mom. Finally, he phoned the one person he knew would answer. 
 
    “Reinforcements. What can I do for you?” Leo gasped, breathless. 
 
    Danny brushed wallpaper chips off his clothes. “You’re not funny.” 
 
    “You didn’t hire me to be funny or I’d wear a red nose and floppy shoes.” He paused and took a breath. “What’s up? You have one minute before my next client shows up.” 
 
    “Roger Stephen called earlier.” Danny stared at the six layers of multi-colored paper which had built up over the years. Every color in the faded rainbow. “He’s taking the kids away for a week so Lucy will be alone. We might finally get some action on this case.” 
 
    There was silence at the other end before Leo sighed. “Good for you. So why are you calling me? I’m busy looking over the files Bobby gave you and following the gym rats on my own case. Do you know what lowlifes those guys are? They’re so dirty I have to scrub in a hot shower every time I leave the gym. I’m starting to get alligator skin.” 
 
    Danny rubbed his jaw. “I can’t get hold of Clancy. Have you heard from him?” 
 
    “Last I heard, he was going to his neighbor’s for a beer,” Leo said. “Aren’t you parked across the street? Just go crash the party.” 
 
    “I’m at my house. Clancy said he’d keep an eye on Lucy so I could get some work done and actually live here one day.” The peeling wallpaper and stained hardwood didn’t make that a promising possibility. Neither did the rat scurrying across the floor. 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    Danny grabbed a broom and chased after the rat, which slipped into yet another hole that needed to be patched. At least it wasn’t another raccoon. “I asked him to get closer to Lucy. There has to be something she’s hiding. Everybody has at least one skeleton in the closet.” 
 
    “Not me, Bro.” Leo chuckled. 
 
    He snorted, leaning the broom against the wall. “You most of all.” 
 
    “You know me so well. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Danny sat on the dusty sawhorse and peeled away a strip of the sickly green flowered wall paper on the living room wall. One more task to take on right after the bookshelves and before he painted the house from top to bottom. “I don’t know yet. Part of me believes Roger, but I’ve watched Lucy for days and there’s nothing out of the ordinary going on. There’s something about him that bothers me, but I can’t quite figure out what.” 
 
    “Did you check out his background?” Leo asked. 
 
    Danny nodded. “Yeah. Realtor, humanitarian, the works. He’s been all over the bloody society pages for years with all the high profile deals he’s done and all the women he’s escorted to charity events. I find it ironic five of the women he hobnobbed with are now dead.” 
 
    Silence.  “So you think he was the one sleeping around and his wife got jealous?” 
 
    He blew out a long breath. “I don’t think anything. I came out to work on the house just so I don’t have to think.” 
 
     “Do you want me to find out more about him or something? I could hack both their computers.” Leo hummed. 
 
    “Could you really do that?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Do raccoons live in your attic?” 
 
    He scowled. “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “From where I sit, it is actually.” Leo didn’t bother to hide his amusement. “You may want to patch the roof before they bring more relatives.”  
 
    Danny didn’t share his sense of humor. “I already did. Twice. Why don’t you come by one day and give me a hand? You could strip wallpaper and slap on some paint.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “I do not paint. I do not strip wallpaper. And I do not, I repeat, I do not work with small, furry rodents.” 
 
    “You’re in luck then.” He tore off another strip of wallpaper. “Raccoons aren’t small.” 
 
    “All the more reason for me to keep my distance, Bro.” Leo hung up. 
 
    Danny tried to reach Clancy again, but still got no answer. He set the phone on the sawhorse, gave up on the walls and returned to work on the bookshelves. While his hands sawed wood, his brain worked overtime. He was stupid to leave Clancy in charge of watching Lucy while he frittered the afternoon away in the house. He should leave and check up on them both. 
 
    Setting the wood aside, he reached for his laptop. What research they’d both done on Roger Stephen was superficial at best since Roger had paid Danny to follow Lucy and find dirt on her. The problem was, he had no Internet access at the house and needed to go to Hannah’s house. On the upside, Leo wasn’t the only one who could do some electronic digging. 
 
    Hannah and the boys were in the garden picking strawberries when he arrived. Danny waved and feigned interest in the assorted bugs his nephews had imprisoned in glass jars on the front porch. After all the time he’d spent in his car doing surveillance in the heat, he took pity on the bugs. His first impulse was to release them, but the kids had other ideas. 
 
    Up in his room, the first website he checked was the society pages of the Newville News. Roger had his share of pretty dates for all sorts of charity events. What bothered Danny most was the lack of information about Lucy, aside from a blog she kept and a Facebook page. 
 
    The photo on her blog showed a dark-haired, golden-eyed woman with a pen in one hand and a frying pan in the other. From the angle, he guessed one of her kids took the picture. He read through the entire blog, a year’s worth of entries which revealed her frustration at receiving one rejection after another. Little about her kids and even less about her husband. A woman of secrets. 
 
    Danny bounced around the Internet and ran into one dead end after another. Aside from the fact she wrote murder mysteries and several magazine articles, he learned little about Lucy Stephen. He sat back and ran a hand through his hair. Murder mysteries. Was Lucy capable of doing hands-on research or did she rely on her computer and books for everything? 
 
    He reached for the folder he kept all the print versions of the files Bobby sent. There had to be a link somewhere. Leo’s comment about Roger sleeping around and Lucy’s jealousy had merit. Was she capable of strangling another human being? At five foot two, Lucy stood shorter than all the murdered women and would need a means to get some leverage unless she’d strangled them as they lay on the floor. 
 
    Outside, his nephews argued over one of the bug jars. Danny stood at the window and watched until Hannah waved then told both boys to release their captives. He sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    Lucy hadn’t left the kids alone since he’d starting watching her. No babysitters. No visitors. Nothing. If Lucy didn’t leave her kids alone, or trust anyone else with them, there was no way she’d leave town without them to kill anyone. 
 
    Danny crossed Lucy Stephen off his list of suspects. 
 
    One by one, Danny taped the photographs and notes all over the wall of his makeshift office. Before long, the patches of bare wall were covered and a headache seized hold of his brain. While he’d effectively eliminated Lucy as a suspect, the one person he couldn’t brush aside so easily was her husband Roger. 
 
    He picked up the phone and scrubbed his face with one hand while waiting for an answer. “Hey, Bobby, you interviewed Roger Stephen for those murders, right?” 
 
    There was a brief pause then a door closed at the other end of the line. Bobby sounded tired, yet rushed. “Yeah, of course we did. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just a hunch.” 
 
    “He’s one of the few people who seems to know all of the vics. You’ve been watching his wife, right?” Sirens erupted in the background. “Does she seem capable of killing them?” 
 
    “No.” Danny shook his head more for his own benefit than Bobby’s. “She’s a single mom with no support system. She has no car, no social life, and not much money. Besides that, I get the impression she’d never let those kids out of her sight without a fight.” 
 
    “Then Roger Stephen is looking better and better for these murders.” A surge of energy infused Bobby’s voice. “That’s what I needed to hear. We’re rounding up our top suspects and he’s at the top of the list. I’ll talk to my team and let you know what else I find out. Keep in touch.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy struggled to wake up, but seemed stuck under a thick layer of chocolate mousse surrounded by strange music. The air was heavy and humid. Suffocating. She clawed one hand out from beneath a heavy quilt and touched the bridge of her nose. Tears sprang to her eyes from the sharp pain. She remembered walking into the patio door, her face igniting in a burst of pain, then nothing. 
 
    Three feet away, Parker and Shawn laughed and jumped around the room. Gina clapped and giggled. Someone just out of her line of sight played a guitar playing video game and did an impressive job. 
 
    She sat up, blinking away the falling stars that sailed before her eyes. Her eyes and head ached from too much wine. As her eyes adjusted to the light in the basement, she realized who the cheering was for. 
 
    Clancy strutted across the room like a rock star, muscles rippling, and sweat streaming down his face. As he finished his song, he leaped into the air. His knee cracked against the floor when he landed. While he struggled to his feet, the kids swarmed him with high-fives. “Sh, you’ll wake your mom.” 
 
    “Too late.” She yawned. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Sorry, I guess we got a bit carried away.” Clancy flashed a sheepish grin and ran a hand through his damp hair. “It’s about four o’clock.” 
 
    “I’ve been out cold for three hours?” When she covered her eyes with one hand, she hit her nose. “Ouch. Geez, that hurts.” 
 
    Clancy handed Parker the plastic guitar then squatted in front of Lucy. He cupped her chin in his hand and examined her nose. “I don’t think it’s broken, but you’re getting a really nice bruise.” 
 
    “Are you a doctor too?” She had nowhere to look except directly into his face. A scar zigzagged across his lower lip and down his chin. 
 
    “I’ve been in a few scraps in my time.” He smiled and seemed to move a wee bit closer. “We should get you some ice.” 
 
    Lucy licked her lip, aware of the crusted blood. 
 
    Shawn lunged between them. “Clancy’s totally awesome at this game. He can play a real guitar too and he used to be in a real rock band. They played all these old songs.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” She raised her eyebrows. 
 
    Clancy stood and rubbed the knee he’d hit off the concrete floor. “Yeah, well, they weren’t old then.” 
 
    “That’s so cool.” Lucy’s face burned. “I need to use the washroom. I’ll be right back.” As she stood up, the room spun around her. Reaching for support, she grabbed Clancy’s arm. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mommy?” Gina asked. “Can I get you some water or ice?” 
 
     “She probably has a headache after running into the patio door.” Clancy ruffled Gina’s  hair with his free hand. “She’ll be okay in a bit.” 
 
    Lucy released his arm. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Come on.” Clancy took her hand and walked behind her up the stairs. “We don’t need you falling down the stairs. Think of me as a police escort.” 
 
    Nauseous, she locked herself in the main floor bathroom and splashed her face with cold water. Her forehead appeared dirty, but when she couldn’t wipe the smudge away. 
 
    “Nice bruise,” she muttered. Her nose and lower lip were tinged with dried blood. How attractive. At least Clancy hadn’t run in terror. 
 
    Beyond the door, someone rifled through the kitchen cupboards. The kids wouldn’t bother looking for anything, they’d bang on the door to get Lucy to hunt through the kitchen for food. She eased the door open, folded her arms across her chest and leaned in the kitchen doorway. “Can I help you find something?” 
 
    Clancy spun around with his eyes wide like she’d caught him doing something he shouldn’t have. “I was just looking for something to feed everyone for dinner.” 
 
    She picked up a flyer off the counter. Since they were going away for the week, the kids had begged for pizza, except Shawn who wanted tacos for the third time that week. “The kids wanted pizza, but—” 
 
    “Pizza? Now, that’s my kind of cooking.” His grin made her stomach flutter as he tugged his wallet out of his back pocket. He handed her a twenty-dollar bill. “At least let me pitch in for dinner. It was partly my fault you had too much to drink to begin with.” 
 
    “No, I’ll pay. It’s the least I can do after you watched my kids all afternoon.” She was surprised he seemed obligated to stay to watch her kids after she’d knocked herself silly. “I can’t believe I did that.” 
 
    Parker bounced into the room. “Are we gonna order pizza? Awesome. Can we get a meat one?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s my favorite too.” Clancy gave him a loud high-five that ricochet through Lucy’s brain and hurt her eyes and nose. When Clancy winked, she got the impression he and her son were co-conspirators. “So, what do you like on your pizza other than meat?” 
 
    Parker perused the list and circled the toppings they usually ordered, then ran downstairs before he missed his turn on the fake guitar. 
 
    “You know I could learn to like kids after all. You okay with all that?” Clancy glanced over his shoulder. “The order, I mean.” 
 
    “Fine.” He seemed so comfortable both with her kids and in her house, Lucy wanted him to leave. 
 
    He tilted his head. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “How did I get onto the couch in the basement?” 
 
    Clancy fumbled to refold the flyer. “You ran face first into the glass door.” 
 
    She winced. “I remember that part too well. Wine mixed with crashing into a glass door is not a good thing. Lesson learned. I’ll never drink again.” 
 
    He groaned and grabbed her by the arm. “Lucy—” 
 
    Roger hadn’t touched her in a long time. Although unnerved by the warmth of his hand on her bare skin, she was determined not to let her anxiety show. She stared straight ahead, scared if she looked Clancy in the eye she’d do something else stupid. “What happened after that?” 
 
    “The kids heard the bang and wanted to take you to the hospital, but I didn’t think that was necessary.” He leaned on the counter. “Gina cleaned you up then I carried you downstairs so we could all keep an eye on you.” 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes. “They’re good kids.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are.” He hesitated. “I wasn’t sure if I should leave with you out cold, then the boys asked if I wanted to play video games and...” 
 
    “So you stayed.” 
 
    Clancy shuffled his feet. “Well, yeah. Parker challenged me so I hung out to play games while you had a nap. It was fun.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She faked a smile, trying to be gracious, and hoped she sounded sincere. Why was he being so charming? “You didn’t have to stay, you know,  I’m glad you did.” 
 
    “Me too. You want a glass of wine?” He winked. 
 
    She stared, on the verge of slapping him, then laughed. “You really are a jerk.” 
 
    He flashed his perfect teeth and touched her upper chest with the tips of his fingers. “And you really got burned. You should put on some lotion.” 
 
    Lucy batted her eyelashes. “Lotion or ice?” 
 
    “Ice is good.” Clancy licked his lips and lowered his voice. “You’ll have to try sometime.” 
 
    She suspected he was flirting from the sensations that surged through her body, and tingling in places she hadn’t thought about in far too long. She snatched the flyer from his hands then picked up the phone. “I guess we’d better call for pizza before we have a rebellion.” 
 
    “Can’t stand the heat, huh? You’d better get out of the kitchen.” His voice became as soft as velvet as he murmured against her hair, “You wanna call for pizza or should I?” 
 
    Lucy swallowed hard and shifted away from him. The man could make anything sound sexy. “I’ll call. You keep the troops occupied. Shawn’s likely to melt down when he hears we’re not having tacos again.” 
 
    “And you’d rather not be in the line of fire.” Clancy’s voice sent a waterfall of shivers coursing through her entire body. 
 
    If she didn’t have the kids and a pending divorce, things might have been different. The urge to throw her body against his and give in was strong. She inched away before she did anything stupid since she hardly knew the man. 
 
    “Deal.” He backed toward the stairs then paused. “But only if you take me on in that crazy snowboarding game later. I hear you’re pretty good.” 
 
    “What?” She liked the way he said “good” and gulped for air as he ran down to the basement. Her cheeks burned, an afterglow from having wine at lunch.. Nothing more. Definitely not an attraction she’d toss and turn over in bed later that night. 
 
    With dinner due to arrive in twenty minutes, Lucy found a dozen excuses to avoid going into the basement. She tossed the kids’ wet swimsuits and towels into the laundry then straightened the already tidy house. Her body moved automatically, her mind unable to focus on any coherent thoughts, let alone finish anything she started. Her thoughts remained in the kitchen with Clancy. 
 
    Two glasses of wine had loosened her up enough she and Clancy seemed to be allies. It was so sudden and unsettling she wondered if he had an ulterior motive. He seemed awfully chummy with the kids. Too chummy. Was he more interested in getting to know her or them? 
 
    The doorbell interrupted her impulse to check on the kids. 
 
    “Pizza!” A chorus of voices rang out from the basement and the kids thundered up the stairs like a herd of miniature elephants.  
 
    By the time Lucy paid for the pizza and returned to the kitchen, voices drifted in from the deck. Paper plates dotted the table and all three kids clutched an open can of pop in one hand. She had a hunch she’d lost control of the zoo, especially when dinner degraded into a relaxed festival of bad jokes. The kids seemed determined to tell Clancy every joke and riddle they’d ever heard. He, in turn, told his own bad jokes and harbored a sense of humor which rivalled theirs. 
 
    Shawn seemed to forget about the tacos as well as his anger at Lucy. He smiled more than he had in months. “Clancy said we could have a snowboard tournament after dinner.” 
 
    Clancy flashed a sheepish grin and shrugged. “How could I say no to those faces?” 
 
    “You can play too, Mom.” Gina smiled. “We’ll even let you win sometimes.” 
 
    The video game tournament was so much fun Lucy’s stomach ached from laughing. At one point, she sat side-by-side with Clancy, who leaned into her when his skier turned in her direction. She leaned into him until she knocked him over and they lay in a laughing, sprawled heap on the carpet. 
 
    “That’s it, Shawn wins,” Clancy announced, apparently not in any hurry to sit up. “Time for me to go home. You guys have worn me out.” 
 
    “Woohoo!” Shawn cheered. 
 
    “You can’t go.” Gina pouted. “We’re having fun.” 
 
    “So am I.” He laughed. “But I’m not used to entertaining kids all afternoon. I’m worn out. Isn’t it past your bedtime yet?” 
 
    Lucy yawned at the mere suggestion of sleep. “I know it’s past mine.” 
 
    “Look at that, you wore your mother out too.” Clancy patted Lucy’s thigh, his hand lingering for just a heartbeat before he stood. “You guys get some sleep. Maybe we can do this again soon if it’s okay with your mom.” 
 
    “Okay.” Parker sulked on the couch. 
 
    Shawn stopped waving his arms in the air and frowned. “But we’re going to the cottage with our dad. We won’t see you for a whole week.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll have to play again when you get back.” Clancy shrugged. 
 
    Gina blinked back tears. “I guess you’ll have to play with Mommy instead.” 
 
    Clancy met Lucy’s wide-eyed gaze as a slow, knee-buckling grin curved his lips. He swept Gina into his arms then hugged her and set her down. “Maybe I will, princess. We’ll see.” 
 
    Lucy walked him to the front door, careful to avert her gaze. “Sorry about that. Kids say silly things sometimes. Thanks for hanging out with them. With us. I feel bad for passing out.” 
 
     “Don’t feel bad, I had fun. You have great kids.” Clancy rested one hand on the doorknob. “And, for the record, you didn’t pass out. You lost a fight with a glass door. Face it, that was probably the best sleep you’ve had all week.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” She folded her arms across her chest, her gaze on the floor, avoiding his. “I have a bad habit of writing or worrying and not sleeping.” 
 
    Clancy cupped her chin in his hand and raised her face until she had no choice but to look into his eyes. He was going to kiss her and she was helpless to stop the momentum. His voice faded to a whisper as he leaned closer. “Good night, Lucy Stephen.” 
 
    “Good night.” Lucy’s heart dance a breathless tango. Fixated on his warm, green eyes, she swore sparks ignited the air between them and she grew lightheaded. 
 
    All three wiggly kids swarmed the room and drove an instant physical wedge between their bodies. Choruses of “good night” and “thanks for a fun day” rang through the air before the pack of kids ran up the stairs. Lucy and Clancy were left alone at the door to stare after them. 
 
    Lucy took a step back and regained her composure. She covered her mouth to keep from laughing. “Perfect timing.” 
 
    “Do you think they were spying on us?” Clancy whispered. 
 
    “Do monkeys swing from trees?” She fought to keep her distance from the heat that rose off his body. A moth fighting an inevitable attraction to a hot flame. “I feel awful you put off your plans to help me and the kids. Thanks for sticking around to help.” 
 
    “Good night, Miss Lucy. Thanks for a memorable day.” He lunged forward and kissed her on the cheek then walked out the door with one last glance over his shoulder. 
 
    She closed the door behind him and fanned her face then walked upstairs smiling. All three kids sat fully clothed at the top of the stairs, their expressions so solemn she was afraid at least one would burst into tears. “What’s going on, guys?” 
 
    Shawn was the first to speak. “Are you going to marry Clancy and leave us too?” 
 
    “No.” Stepping back, she steadied herself against the railing. “Why would you think that? Clancy’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    Gina folded her arms across her chest. “He was gonna kiss you.” 
 
    “And you know that how?” She raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Because we’ve seen people act all gooey like that in movies.” Parker’s face turned red and he looked down at the floor. “We were only spying because we love you.” 
 
    “I love you guys too and I’d never have a boyfriend you guys didn’t like. I promise.” 
 
    Shawn’s nostrils flared. “You shouldn’t even have a boyfriend. You’re married to Dad.” 
 
    When the kids went to brush their teeth and get ready for bed, Lucy sat on the top step to catch her breath. Tomorrow, they’d leave for a week with Roger and his latest fling and she’d miss them horribly. She planned to fill her days with writing, gardening and job hunting, which sounded easy now, but she’d be a mess less than an hour after they left. 
 
    Gina swooped down from behind and squeezed her in a huge hug. “I love you, Mommy.” 
 
    “I love you, too, baby girl.” Lucy carried her to bed. Gina’s room, adorned with fairies and flowers Lucy had painted on the lilac walls, was her favorite. The only room Roger hadn’t criticized her for painting. “Go to sleep, angel. Tomorrow we’ll finish packing your bags before you go see Nana and Papa.” 
 
    “You have to pack too.” Aren’t you coming with us? Gina frowned. “You always come.” 
 
    “Not this time, honey.” She fought back tears, her throat tight. “This time it’s just you, your brothers, Daddy, and Tanji.” 
 
    “But we want you to come.” Parker hovered in the doorway, pajama bottoms two inches too short for his coltish legs. 
 
    She’d need to get a couple new pairs while he was away. At least that would give her something else to keep occupied with. 
 
    “Parker...” She trailed off and vowed to talk to him privately in the morning. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” He bowed his head and kicked at a stuffed bear on the floor. “You guys are getting a divorce and we won’t be a family anymore.” 
 
    Lucy rubbed a hand over her face. “I know this isn’t easy. It’s hard for all of us and I don’t know how to make things easier.” 
 
    “I do.” Shawn’s words startled her. 
 
    “How?” The instant she met his gaze, she knew she wouldn’t like his answer. 
 
    “Start loving Daddy again.” 
 
    Lucy closed her eyes, her heart pierced by his words. They’d had the same conversation at least three times a day since Roger left. 
 
    Parker put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Mom’s the one who kept us. Dad moved away to live with someone else.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘cause she kicked him out.” Shawn scowled. “Well, I’m moving in with Daddy then you’ll have a room to yourself. I’ll be the only one he loves.” 
 
    When Lucy reached to hug him, he stepped back out of reach. She slammed her eyes shut and turned away since she couldn’t look into his face without bursting into tears. “Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning. You guys will have fun with Daddy out at the cottage.” 
 
    “I know.” Shawn’s face hardened and his voice grew cold. “You want us gone so you can have fun with Clancy. I guess you get your wish.” 
 
    Lucy sucked in a pained breath, but was determined not to cry. 
 
    “Good night, Mom.” Parker pecked her cheek, giving her a lingering hug while she sat on the edge of Gina’s twin bed. “I know you’ll do lots of great writing and find a publisher while we’re away. Then we’ll celebrate and have lots of money and you’ll be happy again.” 
 
    She held Parker tight. “I love you. Good night.” 
 
    “Good night.” Shawn snorted then walked out of the room without a look back. 
 
    With the kids tucked in bed and the lights turned out, Lucy sat on the stairs of the back deck with a cup of chamomile tea. The sweat that began to trickle down her neck at eight o’clock that morning had yet to stop at ten o’clock that night. All she wanted was to sit, watch the stars, and try to sort out her life. 
 
    Her mind reeled from the events of the day;  going to the playground, lunch with Clancy and Mitch, knocking herself out cold with the patio door, nearly kissing Clancy at the front door, which was where her thoughts derailed and heat surged through her body. 
 
    Lucy never should have let him get so close, not with the kids around. Not only had he unnerved her, he’d overstepped her personal boundaries and she’d let him. She blew out a sigh and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. Whatever happened, she refused to let him get so close to her again. Not so much for her sake, but for her kids. When the patio door opened behind her, she pulled her gaze away from the inky sky. 
 
    Parker shuffled across the deck and sat on the step beside her. He placed a sweaty hand on her shoulder and released a sigh much larger than any ten year old should carry. “I wish I had a million dollars.” 
 
    She took his hand in hers. “Oh yeah? What would you do with a million dollars?” 
 
    “Pay for our house and buy a car.” He leaned against the wooden post and stared at the stars. “And I’d buy all the stuff we need too. You know, clothes and food and video games.” 
 
    “You would?” Lucy drew in a steadying breath. He must have overheard her talk to her mom about her struggle to keep their bills paid and a roof over their heads since Roger wasn’t paying the mortgage. She’d wallowed in grief far too long already and needed to make some serious plans. “And where would we get a million dollars?” 
 
    Parker gave a soft hum. “You could sell your book.” 
 
    “I’m trying, hon, but it’s not easy.” She managed a weak smile. “First I have to find an agent or a publisher who loves it as much as I do. Even then, you don’t get a million dollars for a book unless you’re famous or it’s a really amazing book.” 
 
    “Oh. Did you already send it to some agents or publishers?” 
 
    “Yes, lots of people.” Lucy tried to keep the frustration out of her voice and blinked back hot tears. “Different people like different things. Sometimes they’re not looking for books like mine.” 
 
    “Oh.” Parker’s voice faded off into the night. “Dad says it’s because you’re not a very good writer, but I know that’s a lie.” 
 
    Lucy didn’t want to ruin the moment since Parker rarely told her what was on his mind anymore. She hoped that had more to do with him nearing his teens than him writing her off like Shawn had. All three kids had every right to be angry. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Dad love us anymore?” Parker’s question broadsided her. 
 
    Emotion clenched like a tight fist around her chest until she could hardly breathe. She didn’t have a witty comeback to break the tension. Actually, she wasn’t so sure she had any response at all. Instead of being a mere mess, she’d become a train wreck. 
 
    “Dad used to love us.” He picked at a scab on his arm. “He used to come home and do stuff with us. Now he never comes to see us unless he wants something.” 
 
    “I know.” Her voice crackled with emotion. 
 
    “I don’t want to go to the cottage without you. Dad gets so angry when we’re with him.” Parker scooted closer and laid his head on her shoulder. “I’m gonna miss you, Mom.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you too, bud.” She gave him a hug, convinced he was simply being dramatic. “You’ll be with Nana and Papa at the cottage and get to play in the waves. You'll have fun.” 
 
    “But you won’t be there.” His tired whine reminded her he was only ten. 
 
    “No, I won’t.” She wrapped both arms around him. “That means you’ll have to help Dad look after your brother and sister for me.” 
 
    “We’ll call you every night.” Parker snuggled in close. 
 
    “I’d like that.” She whispered. 
 
    They sat with their arms around each other and watched the stars for a few minutes longer before Lucy followed him to his room, selfishly hoping Shawn was sound asleep. He’d broken her heart so many times today alone pieces must be missing. Once Parker was on the upper bunk well on his way to sleep, she soaked in the bathtub and cried until she had nothing left inside then collapsed into bed. 
 
    Hours later, Lucy rolled over with her nightgown soaked with sweat. The night air was humid and sleep eluded her. Rather than wasting the hours, she got up to check on the kids. She  wandered down the hallway in the dark, something she’d become obsessive about since Roger left. She had to be sure they were still there. If she didn’t check at least twice a night, she awoke with nightmares. 
 
    Parker’s blankets lay in a heap on the floor. He sprawled out beneath his ceiling fan, his hair damp. On the lower bunk, Shawn slept surrounded by a moat of stuffed animals. Sweat trickled down his cherubic cheeks in steady streams she mistook for tears. She brushed back his dark curls with one hand. How could someone so small and handsome break her heart without a second thought? 
 
    She moved through the dark house like a ghost. Gina’s fan was turned off and her room stuffy and hot, making her hair was a damp rat’s nest that cradled her angelic face. A small smile graced her lips. This was one of the few times Lucy wished she knew what went on in her children’s heads. Usually, she was happy to be blissfully unaware of what went on in their minds for her own sanity. 
 
    Lucy stood in front of Gina’s bedroom window and rolled her head from side-to-side to work out the kinks in her neck before she opened the window. As she reached up to close the curtains, a dark figure crept across Mitch’s backyard. She stepped closer for a better look. The figure carried something in one hand. A shovel. 
 
    Intrigued, Lucy ran for the stairs. Her feet slid down a few steps, but she regained her balance then ran out the patio door and into the night. She paused then crept across the dew-laden grass, her heart hammering. “Who’s out here?” 
 
    When the figure in the next yard let out a startled grunt then ran toward the street, Lucy did the same. The gate rattled on the far side of Mitch and April’s house. 
 
    Lucy ran to her gate and listened for other signs of life. She took a deep breath and threw the gate open wide, but there was no one in her front yard. No one on the street at all. 
 
    She sighed and slouched her shoulders. There was no way she’d get back to sleep now, not with her imagination went in overdrive. At least she had the intense emotions she could capture on paper. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Stuck in the Honda on a Sunday morning with nothing better to do, Danny scratched freckles of white paint off his hands. He smelled like a bouquet of wildflowers courtesy of the liquid fabric softener he’d used to strip the faded wallpaper. His shoulders ached and he still had rooms lined with wall paper to strip from his house and ceilings to. Maybe he could talk someone into helping. 
 
    Roger Stephen was due to pick up his kids at some point in the day. Danny wanted to witness the exchange. Part of him wondered if Roger had exaggerated Lucy’s temper. So far, he hadn’t seen any volatile behavior aside from her confrontation with Clancy. Another part of him wanted to see how Roger and Lucy interacted face to face. His camera sat on the seat beside him, ready for action. 
 
    Clancy’s face appeared in various windows of his house all morning until he finally phoned around one o’clock. “Did you see anything yet?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Danny frowned. “Maybe he’s running late.” 
 
    “Um.” Clancy hesitated. “Did you see I had a visitor this morning? Lucy’s son, Parker went to check the mail. On his way back from the super box, he stopped to ask if he could help me work on the truck sometime. Not that he’ll actually ask Lucy though since she hates the beast, but he did tell me something interesting. Apparently when Roger left Lucy, he moved in with someone named Cynthia. When he broke up with her, he moved in with a Michelle. Now he lives with a new girlfriend Tanji.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Danny scribbled the women’s names on a sheet of paper, the same first names as the murdered women listed on the reports Bobby had sent. “Busy boy. Either he’s enjoying his freedom or doesn’t want to be alone.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Clancy chuckled. “I have to head to the hospital to check in with my mom and dad. Let me know when he gets here.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” Danny left Leo a voice message then rifled through the papers to make sure the names matched up before he texted Bobby. 
 
    By two o’clock, Danny struggled to keep his eyes open in the heat. Still no sign of Roger, Lucy or the kids, nor any calls from Bobby or Leo. When the passenger door opened, he jumped and hit his head on the doorframe then sucked in a sharp breath. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Catching you sleeping on the job by the looks of things.” Leo moved the pile of papers aside and crawled into the front seat. “Whoa. Chill dude. I’m not here to hurt you, I just got your message. What am I missing out on?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Danny worked a kink out of his neck. “Roger was always prompt when I met with him. He was supposed to get the kids hours ago, but hasn’t shown up yet, which is odd.” 
 
    “That you saw, anyway. You were asleep. He could have come and gone and you never would’ve known.” Leo grinned and sat back. “Just kidding. Clancy texted me. Lucy and the kids are in the backyard. He hasn’t seen Roger yet either.” 
 
    “Great. Take over for a few minutes so I can stretch my legs.” Danny yawned. “I need to get out of this fish bowl before I snap.” 
 
    Leo nodded. “I could do that. Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to bang on Clancy’s door and get him to make me a pot of coffee.” Danny left the sweltering heat of the Honda for the shade of Clancy’s front porch and rang the bell. No answer. He walked around the house and peered into windows. No sign of life, just an empty beer bottle on the counter near the coffeemaker. Finally, he returned to the car. 
 
    “He’s not home? You sure he didn’t go to the hospital?” Leo raised his eyebrows. 
 
    Danny frowned. “He did say he had to go out, but I didn’t see him leave. I must have missed him.” 
 
     “Cynthia, Michelle, and Tanji. You checking out dating sites?” Leo picked up the sheet of paper Danny had scribbled on earlier. 
 
    He climbed back into the driver’s seat. “Lucy’s son talked to Clancy earlier. They’re the names of all the women Roger’s dated since he moved out. I don’t think it’s a coincidence they  share the same names as the murder victims.” 
 
    “Lucy keeps looking out the upstairs window.” Leo ducked. “Any idea who the last name on the list is? I don’t remember a Tanji on Bobby’s victim list.” 
 
    “His current girlfriend.” Things weren’t going the way he expected. Roger should have picked up his kids hours ago. Lucy should be doing more crazy things and ready to party without the kids. Danny shifted to get comfortable. “Is it a full moon or something?” 
 
    Leo grabbed the laptop off the backseat. “How would I know that?” 
 
    “Because you know everything and people act weird during a full moon.” He let out a sigh. “Nothing’s going right today. You know, I have a thousand better ways to waste my day. I could be at the house painting walls and putting in a new kitchen. I’m tired of sitting here waiting for nothing to happen.” 
 
    “Me too. We should be looking for evidence for Bobby, not hanging out in your portable tin sauna.” Leo opened the window. “By the way, the people I hang out with act weird all the time. Present company included.” 
 
    Danny scowled. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    “Dude, I’m just saying.” He held up both hands. “There aren’t a lot of sane people who go around chasing raccoons and writers.” He sat upright when a car pulled in front of them. “Who’s that?” 
 
    Katie stepped out of the driver’s side and handed a bag and two paper cups through Danny’s open window. “I thought you guys might like a drink.” 
 
    Leo grinned. “Green tea. You’re the best, babe.” 
 
    She smiled. “Nothing’s too good for Packham’s bravest detectives.” 
 
    “How did you know where we were?” Danny handed Leo his tea and set the bag between them. 
 
    Katie shrugged. “I talked to Leo earlier.” 
 
    Danny narrowed his eyes and snorted. “I thought you were a man of secrets?” 
 
    “My secrets, Bro, not yours.” Leo took the bag out of his cup. 
 
    “I won’t stay and blow your cover.” Katie waved to someone in the window the blue house across the sidewalk then shook her head and laughed. “The guy who lives there is in my writing group. He called to ask why you’re parked in front of his house and was afraid you’re up to no good. Actually, I think he’s more afraid of Leo than you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” When Leo turned to wave, a curtain shut. He chuckled. 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes. “Are you guys going to be here long? Hannah invited me for dinner and she said I could bring you both along if I found you.” 
 
    Danny shrugged and opened his coffee. “We’re waiting for someone to show up, but he’s already a few hours late.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’s going to show?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to pick something up.” Danny remained cryptic. 
 
    Leo dropped his head back against the seat. “Why don’t you just tell her the truth so she’ll leave?” 
 
    “Thanks, Leo. I knew there was a reason I liked you.” Katie leaned against the car. “Yeah, Danny. Why don’t you just tell me the truth so I can leave?” 
 
    He frowned and wished they’d both leave. “We’re watching a woman whose husband is supposed to  come to pick up his kids. We’re hoping once the kids are gone we’ll see what she’s really up to and will be able to close the case.” 
 
    “Who is she?” Katie asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later.” Danny sipped his coffee, grateful for the dose of caffeine and sugar. “For now, will you please go home before the guy shows up?” 
 
    Wistful hope replaced the hurt on her face. “You promise to call me later?” 
 
    “He promises.” Leo waved. “Bye-bye, Katie.” 
 
    She scowled. “Bye-bye, Leo.” 
 
    Danny rubbed his jaw and wished Roger would hurry. Hannah had a set menu she followed religiously each week. Tonight there’d be grilled salmon for dinner. His stomach rumbled as he opened the bag Katie brought. Two thick, roast beef sandwiches and warm cookies. They’d do for now. 
 
    “Smells good.” Leo grabbed one of each then opened the door. “I dunno about you, but I’m gonna track down Clancy then I’ve got some surfing to do. You want me to work on those names and get a little background info on the vics?” 
 
    “Sure.” Danny opened the wrapper on his sandwich and caught a whiff of horseradish His eyes watered. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to know how he knew them and when. Maybe it’s nothing, but it won’t hurt to check.” 
 
    While Leo ran across the road, to Clancy’s house the numbers on the dashboard clock changed to two-thirty. Still no sign of Roger. 
 
     Leo slid into the car and shoved part of the sandwich into his mouth. “Clancy just texted me. He’s at the hospital with his parents. What now?” 
 
    Danny frowned. “I don’t know. I told Clancy not to get close to Lucy, but considering this case is going nowhere, him making contact might not be a bad idea. Any other suggestions?” 
 
    Leo grinned. “I might have one or two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Times of crisis call for coffee, at least that was Lucy’s motto. After drinking an entire pot of java that morning, she skittered around like a nervous ladybug with a stomach ache. Her emotions a thin, taut web keeping her one nasty look away from a nervous breakdown. 
 
    The house couldn’t be cleaner if she scrubbed the finish off every piece of furniture. The kids were packed and bathed. The laundry washed, folded, and put away. The cupboards reorganized and cleaned. She’d checked the packet of jewelry in her desk drawer no less than four times and moved it twice simply knowing the items were in her possession her nervous. 
 
    The thought of seeing Roger for even a few minutes agitated her. What if he remembered where he’d hidden the jewels and retrieving them was part of his motivation for taking the kids? The caffeine sent her over the edge and her imagination ran rampant. She’d convinced herself days ago Roger would say or do something to ruin the entire week. Instead, her anxiety was ruining her last day with the kids. 
 
    Shawn planted himself on the front porch step right after breakfast. Beside him stood his trusty Spiderman suitcase crowned by his favorite pillow from Nana and Papa. His chunky arms wrapped around Mojo, the stuffed dog Roger gave him last Christmas. Lucy guessed one of his girlfriends had picked it out. If Roger had actually paid attention, he’d know Shawn preferred lions. Since Mojo came from his dad, Shawn was content to pretend the stuffed dog was a lion in disguise. 
 
    Lucy let Shawn sit outside in silence for nearly an hour before she dared approach him. Roger had a bad habit of arriving late or not at all. She sat next to Shawn and cradled her cup of coffee for courage, stomach churning from nerves and caffeine. “Have you got everything you’ll need, honey?” 
 
    “Yup.” Shawn stuck his lower lip out and squeezed Mojo tighter. 
 
    She stared into her mug of coffee and cream. “You know he might not come until after lunch, right?” 
 
    “He said he’d come early and take us out for lunch.” Shawn’s voice was low and flat. Each time Roger was late; he was convinced Lucy told him not to come. He blamed her for everything that went wrong. “Dad won’t let me down.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes welled with tears she blinked away before they could escape. Her coffee was hard to swallow past the lump in her throat. She couldn’t sit beside him any longer without bursting into tears. “I’m going to fold some laundry. Do you want anything?” 
 
    “Nope.” His expression remained stoic while he stared straight ahead. 
 
    “Why don’t I call Daddy and see what’s going on? Maybe he had a last minute meeting he couldn’t get out of.” Finally a glance and a nod from her son. 
 
    Lucy retreated to the kitchen. She cradled the receiver against her ear with her shoulder and dialled Roger’s number, written in bold numbers so the kids could call him whenever they wanted. Unfortunately, she couldn’t make him return their calls. 
 
    Parker poked his head in the patio door. “If you’re calling Dad, he already phoned while you were in the shower. He’ll be here after lunch.” 
 
    “Okay.” Her heart sank as she hung up. “Did you tell Shawn yet?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair. “Good. Just tell him and Gina that Dad will be here after dinner. If he’s late, that way it won’t be quite so horrible.” 
 
    “Okay.” Parker’s head ducked back out of the house briefly and then reappeared. “Is he still out on the front porch?” 
 
    “Probably.” Lucy blew out a slow breath. “Can you go check for me?” 
 
    “Shawn.” Parker walked down the hallway. “Are you out there?” 
 
    Gina shouted back from the couch a foot away. “He went to his room to wait for Daddy.” 
 
    And heard every word she and Parker said. Lucy shut her eyes. Tension crept from her shoulders up the back of her neck. “Why don’t you two put away your toys and take the waterslide off the lawn. I’ll go talk to Shawn.” 
 
    Gina groaned. “We always have to do everything. Why doesn’t Shawn have to help?” 
 
    “Please.” Lucy closed her eyes and bit back a scream. “Just help me out while I talk to your brother.” She trudged up the stairs trying to figure out what to say. Not like it mattered since he wouldn’t listen anyway. 
 
    “When’s Dad coming?” Shawn’s voice met her as she reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Probably after dinner.” She paused in the doorway and avoided looking him in the eyes. 
 
    “When he called earlier, he said he’d be here by two o’clock.” He looked at her with distain. “Isn’t that after lunch?” 
 
    Lucy’s day tumbled from bad to worse. Some days it just wasn’t worth trying to hide things from the kids, they were too smart to be tricked anymore. She was a fly caught in Shawn’s web. “At least you have your bags packed and you’ll be ready to go when gets here. Why don’t you go help Parker and Gina clean up the backyard while I make lunch?” 
 
    “Can we finally have tacos?” Shawn asked. 
 
    If she refused, she’d remain in his bad books for the entire week and he’d cause her more trouble with Roger. She gave him a one-armed hug without letting him see the tears well in her eyes. “Of course, we can. I need to use the hamburger before it goes bad.” 
 
    He scowled. “Yeah, because you got drunk last night and ran into the patio door and Clancy so to take care of us. I saw him try to kiss you. Admit it, you’re going to marry him and move away too then no one will take care of us.” 
 
    Her stomach sank. Once Roger heard Shawn’s version of last night’s events on the way to the cottage later he’d definitely overreact. Though her personal life was no longer his business, she’d need to explain what happened before Shawn did, which wasn’t fair. Roger was the liar and cheater, not her. He didn’t need to know anything she did, especially since she hadn’t done anything to begin with. 
 
    Lunchtime came and went with no sign of Roger. The kids grew more restless by the minute and Shawn shouted at everyone for the slightest infraction until Lucy snapped. Frustrated and exhausted, she sent Shawn to his room, consoled Parker and Gina, then sat in the bathroom and cried. 
 
    At five minutes to seven that evening, Roger’s shiny Buick pulled into the driveway. He had a new car, hair plugs, and a deep Cancun tan. Lucy flared her nostrils. She had a pile of bills, an empty fridge, and three grouchy kids. Her throat and chest tightened as she toyed with the wedding rings she’d need to pawn soon. Life certainly wasn’t the fairy tale she’d imagined as a little girl, her Prince Charming had turned into a Gila monster. 
 
    Her day grew worse when Roger opened the passenger door and Tanji stepped out. Dressed in a tight green dress with a square-cut emerald the size of Lucy’s thumbnail on a thick gold chain at her throat, Tanji seemed more prepared for a cocktail party than a trip to the cottage. She clutched Roger’s arm for the walk up the flagstone pathway in her four inch emerald heels. 
 
    “Hello, everyone.” Tanji batted her fake eyelashes and waggled her manicured fingers. “You kids look like you’re ready for a week of fun. Hey, weren’t there three of you last time?” 
 
    “You’re late.” Shawn scowled from his seat on the front step. 
 
    Lucy pressed her lips together to hold in her angry words. 
 
    Roger, wearing pressed khaki shorts and a flowery button-front shirt, froze halfway up the walkway. “Sorry about that, sport. Tanji had a hair appointment that ran longer than expected. She looks great though, doesn’t she? You ready to go?” 
 
    “Hi, Dad.” Gina sat at the bistro table, pouring water from a miniature pitcher into a tiny teacup. She didn’t offer her dad tea like usual, nor did she run over to give him a hug. 
 
    “There’s my other pretty girl.” Roger smiled then held a hand up to Shawn for a high-five. “Hey, big guy.” 
 
    After waiting all day for his father’s arrival, Shawn remained glued to the front step in silence with his arms folded across his chest. He didn’t seem so happy to see Roger now. 
 
    Roger turned to Lucy and scowled. 
 
    She cringed. Since she’d done nothing to make him look bad, she refused to take the bait and made a hasty escape. “I’ll get Parker.” 
 
    Parker lay on his twin-sized bed listening to music and reading comic books. His blond hair draped across his cheek. Stretched out on his belly, he was almost as long as the bed. He’d given up waiting patiently hours ago. 
 
    She turned off the stereo and picked up his suitcase. “Your Dad’s here.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s time to go. Yippee.” He yawned and rolled off his bed. “You know I’d rather stay here with you. Do you think Dad would mind if I didn’t go?” 
 
    “I think he’d probably notice he was missing a kid.” Lucy pulled him close. “What’s so bad? You get to go swimming, hang out with Nana and Papa, and eat s’mores. You’ll have lots of fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll try.” Parker sounded unenthusiastic, but hugged her hard. “It won’t be the same without you starting all the water fights. We’ll call when we get to the cottage.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” She didn’t want to let him go either. “Come in, I’ll help you with the suitcases.” 
 
    Outside, Roger’s neck showed strain as he tried to keep from yelling at the kids to get their bags and get in the car. Typical. He was late and no one else fast enough to get back onto his schedule. When Lucy came outside, he shot her a withering glare, probably more eager to get away from her than he was to spend the week with their kids. 
 
    Tanji flashed a smile. “You look good, Lucy. Have you been working out? You know, one of these days I should take you to see my hairdresser. A new hairstyle and a makeover would make you feel amazing. You might even attract Mr. Right.” 
 
    Lucy tensed. She wanted to smack the perfect, white smile right off Tanji’s perfectly made up face. Didn’t she realize she’d taken Lucy’s Mr. Right? Well, former Mr. Right. Tanji could keep him. She no longer wanted him back. 
 
    She set the suitcases on the porch. “There you go. Have fun.” 
 
    His face paled. “Where’d you find that bag? I thought I took it when I moved.” 
 
    Her heart galloped and glanced at the travel bag. Did he remember what had been inside? “It was in the storage room in the basement.” 
 
     “Take the kids to the car, Tanji.” There was an edge to Roger’s voice that made the hairs on the back of Lucy’s neck stand on end. “Lucy and I have some business to take care of.” 
 
    Shawn looked back over his shoulder with an expression between guilt and satisfaction as he lugged his suitcase to the car. Her stomach flipped over dreading what he’d told Roger while she was inside?  
 
    “Okay, kiddies, time to go.” Tanji, obeying orders, tried to shoo Parker and Gina to the car, but both his kids stopped to hug Lucy first. 
 
    Gina’s voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “I don’t wanna go with Daddy. He’s mean and his girlfriend’s dumb.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay, baby. You have fun at the cottage?” Lucy kissed her cheek and handed her the black carryon bag which once held the jewelry. Now all it contained were swimsuits and towels. “You can call any time. I’ll be here.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom.” Parker hugged her then helped his sister with her bag. 
 
    Lucy toyed with the ring on her finger while the kids climbed into Roger’s car. In spite of everything, taking her wedding rings off hadn’t seemed like an option just yet. Too final. “I’m sorry about Cora. Everyone in the office must be in shock. Did the police figure out what happened?” 
 
    Roger’s face reddened and he grabbed her elbow. He dug his fingers into her flesh and yanked her into the house and up the stairs to their bedroom. Her bedroom. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Where’s what?” She feigned innocence. 
 
    He growled. “The shaving kit inside that bag. What did you do with it?” 
 
    “There was nothing inside. I found the bag in the basement to use for the kids swimsuits.” Lucy’s arm ached and fear forced her breath out in shallow gasps. “If the bag means that much to you, you can keep it. I don’t need it since I doubt I’ll be travelling for a while.” 
 
    His nostrils flared as he yanked her close and pressed his face into hers. “There was a shaving kit inside that bag and another bag inside the shaving kit. A small bag with some family heirlooms I need to get back? If you don’t give it back to me, something very bad will happen.” 
 
    Family heirlooms, my butt. She held her tongue as he tightened his grip. If those pieces were so important, why hadn’t he told her about them before? “There was nothing inside the bag. Maybe you packed your heirlooms in a box and misplaced them when you moved. Did they belong to your grandmother or—?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” He shoved her into the footboard so hard the wood cracked then turned and pulled out each dresser drawer. A handful at a time, he shook her clothes then tossed them to the floor. “Shawn told me about your new boyfriend. How dare you bring another man into this house with my kids here? I can’t believe you’d do such a thing.” 
 
    She stepped out of his reach. Just in case. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Roger growled. “Shawn told me the tattoo guy stayed here last night.” 
 
    “He didn’t stay last night.” Her face burned. “He went back to—” 
 
    “No? You were drinking, you passed out and your new boyfriend stayed the night. Sound familiar?” Roger took a menacing step closer. “We all know you can’t hold your liquor, Lucy, which is how we ended up with three kids in the first place.” 
 
    Close to tears, she put her fists on her hips and, for several heartbeats, forgot to be afraid. “We had three kids because we fell in love, got married, and had sex. Sometimes, even good sex. The only time I drank since you left was when I had two glasses of wine with Clancy and Mitch at lunch yesterday.” 
 
    He lunged at her, pushing her back onto the bed, his hands on her neck. “What were Clancy and Mitch doing here in the first place? Did you finally have that three way you’ve always wanted then get them to help hide my jewelry? Way to raise our kids, Lucy.” 
 
    When he headed toward her desk, she blew out a silent breath, glad she’d moved the jewelry so many times. “Actually, the kids invited them over for hot dogs. And I didn’t pass out. I walked into the glass door and knocked myself out cold. Clancy played video games with the kids until he was sure I was okay then he went home and the kids and I went to bed. The end.” 
 
    “How creative.” Roger scowled, rifling through her desk drawers and throwing books, papers, and pens all over the bedroom. Her bedroom. “I know you’re a wanna-be writer, but I believe Shawn’s version over yours.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” Lucy swallowed hard. His insult stung even though she tried to brush it off. “Then I’d look just as shallow and irresponsible as you. There is no man in my life, I’m busy raising the kids you walked away from.” 
 
    When he didn’t find what he was looking for, he grabbed her shoulders and shook her so hard her neck cracked. “Where’s my package? Did you sell it for drug money?” 
 
    “I didn’t find a package and I don’t do drugs.” In all the years they’d been together, she’d never seen his eyes so wild. Fear sent waves of gooseflesh over her entire body. She’d also never lied to him so blatantly before. Those pieces of jewelry were far more important than she’d first thought and she needed time to figure out why. “You must be mistaken.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes when the car horn honked. “Yeah, well, you’re lucky. I’m taking the kids for the week so you have some time to conveniently find my property. Maybe I shouldn’t even bother to bring them back. You can run around and have all the fun you want while I support you.” 
 
    “Support me? What support?” She gasped, hands shaking as she tried to regain control of her anger. “You haven’t paid the mortgage or given me money to buy them food this month. I had to submit a dozen articles plus beg the bank to give me an extension on our mortgage payment while I look for a job.” 
 
    Roger pulled his hand back to strike her then seemed to reconsider when the car horn honked again. “Wow. You’re finally getting a job? About time you grew up and realized having babies and writing drivel won’t get you anywhere in life.” 
 
    When he descended the stairs, Lucy followed. He stormed toward the Buick and slammed the door while in the front seat, fresh-from-Cancun Tanji waggled her fingers as though there was nothing amiss. Of course, in her perfect little world, there probably wasn’t. Yet. 
 
    Lucy wanted to raise her middle finger, but the kids turned to wave out the back window as Roger drove off with a squeal of tires. She swallowed back her tears to wave and smiled until their eyes averted to their video games and the car disappeared around the corner. 
 
    “Rotten, good-for-nothing, no good, son of a…” She gritted her teeth and contemplated going back inside, but was unwilling to face the mess he’d left behind. Besides, she wanted to make sure he hadn’t driven around the block to return and continue his search. “Just because I’m a writer doesn’t mean I thrive on rejection, you know. 
 
    The blue Honda sat across the street. The man inside held what she was positive was a camera. If she went to talk to him now, shed smash his camera all over the road. Lucy grimaced then gave him the finger and stormed into the darkness of her garage. She blew out a long breath, lingering in the cool air while she mused about how far she’d come. Before Roger dumped her, she’d never used the barbecue or cut the lawn. Of course, she hadn’t needed to look for a job either. 
 
    While Roger had promised to pay child support, getting money out of him every month was a pain. The meagre amounts he sent were just enough to keep her lawyer from coming after him, but were no longer enough. The kids needed new clothes and more food. He hadn’t even bothered to leave her money for this month either. 
 
    Lucy needed to sell more articles and a bestseller or get a real job. Her work skills were rusty after being a stay-at-home mom for ten years. She had yet to receive any responses from the few resumes she’d already sent out when Roger first left. With a deep sigh, she checked the fuel level in the mower. There was just enough for today. 
 
    Damn Roger Ignatius Stephen anyway. Lucy was a strong, capable woman and definitely didn’t need him. If she was more creative, she could raise her three kids on her own. Roger would have to get used to not seeing them if he didn’t make support payments. Lucy would be the hero and everyone else would finally see Roger for what he really was. Unless, of course, he did something low like buy the kids everything they wanted and making their entire week with him a dream come true. 
 
    The thought made her snarl and kick the lawnmower. She shouted then grabbed her flip flop-clad foot and hopped in circles, cursing beneath her breath. If the neighbors didn’t already think she was a lunatic, they would now. 
 
    “You okay?” Mitch pulled his rusty car along the curb in front of her house and pushed his sunglasses up. 
 
    She pushed back the tears and dropped her throbbing foot to the driveway. No way she wanted to know what he thought she was doing. “I’m great. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    He rubbed his jaw. “Just checking. You seem to have unresolved some anger issues. I saw your husband pick up the kids and now you’re beating the snot out of the lawnmower.” 
 
    She shifted her scorn from Roger to Mitch, whom she could yell at without serious repercussions. He’d simply have a beer and forget all about her rant. Despite her glare, he shrugged, lowered his sunglasses, then drove away. 
 
    Alone with her temper tantrum, Lucy’s shoulders slumped. She waited until Mitch was out of sight before she kicked the lawnmower again. The pain in her toes came as a reminder to change her shoes. She sucked in a deep breath she released slowly. Her week had to get better than this or she’d end up in the hospital by Tuesday.  
 
    The jewelry had to be important if Roger was ready to shove her around to get the pieces back. How far would he have gone if Tanji hadn’t honked the horn? He might have beaten her, or tightened the grip he’d had on her neck. She shuddered. 
 
    Her first order of business, after mowing the lawn, was to retrieve the shaving kit from the back of Gina’s closet. She spread the little bags out as best she could, examined every item without removing them from the packets, and took pictures from a couple angles. Eventually, she’d take them to the police then Roger could deal with them, rather than her. 
 
    First, she downloaded the pictures to her computer and printed copies then logged onto the internet. Were they really family heirlooms or would her research reveal a far uglier truth? 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny spent the next morning downloading the photos he’d snapped when Roger finally showed up to pick up the kids yesterday. The pain on Lucy’s face saddened him and he was sure he’d seen tears roll down her face while she cut the lawn. His favorite photo was one of Lucy giving him the finger, a fierce expression on her face. A warrior briefly unleashed. 
 
    As darkness fell, Danny went home with only more disappointment. Lucy mowed the lawn then went inside the house to stay. No party, no men, no illicit activities. Nothing, but a woman alone for probably the first time in years. 
 
    With time on his hands, he flipped through Bobby’s notes. Five dead women. All strangled. All struck by a fatal blow to the head. All had appeared in the society pages at one time or another as evidenced by the photos that accompanied the reports. 
 
    At first glance, the names meant nothing. Rosalina de Sousa, Renata Yalof, Caroline Taylor-Smith, Cynthia Mathias, and Michelle Donovan were regular, albeit wealthy, women. Cora Lee was a receptionist. Roger Stephen’s receptionist, to be more precise. 
 
    Cynthia, Michelle, and Tanji. The names Parker mentioned to Clancy that Danny had jotted on a napkin. Bobby’s notes made no mention of a Tanji, just a Cynthia and a Michelle. Was Tanji a new girlfriend or a co-worker? Either way her life could be in danger. 
 
    When something out on the street gave a loud bang, Danny flinched. 
 
    Clancy cussed over the closed hood of his truck and tidied up his tools. At nearly nine o’clock in the morning, the day was already too hot and humid to work outside. He leaned back to release a kink in his back and scanned the quiet street. 
 
    Danny wished he’d ignored Leo’s persistence and never taken this case. So much for shutting down the agency. For now, he needed to keep it open, until both cases wrapped up and he could rejoin the police force. As long as the shrink cleared him for active duty. 
 
    His phone rang the instant he reached for his coffee cup. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You sitting down?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “From now until late tonight.” He groaned, shifting in his seat. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Roger Stephen skipped town.” Bobby’s words hung in the air. 
 
    Danny picked up his coffee cup. “Yeah, he stopped by Lucy’s house last night. He said he was taking the kids to his parents’ cottage for a few days.” 
 
    Bobby hesitated. “Were you there when he picked them up? Is there anyone else with him?” 
 
    Across the street, Clancy left the cool shelter of the garage and walked around the front of his house. His voice came over a small transmitter on the seat next to Danny. “Is this thing working? I’m going to see how Lucy’s doing and invite her out for coffee. See what she does now that she’s alone.” 
 
    Danny nodded to Clancy and spoke to Bobby, “No, he had a woman with him. I think her name is Tanji. I have a couple photos of her I’ll send you. I was parked in front of Lucy’s house when Roger picked the kids up.” 
 
    “Did Roger seem agitated or anything?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “Not when he arrived.” He frowned. “He went into the house with Lucy and by the time he left, he seemed angry. Lucy must have hit him up for money or something.” 
 
    An object the size of a breadbox crashed through one of the upstairs windows of Lucy’s house. Clancy turned and shielded his face as sparkling glass arched over the lawn like a fleeting rainbow and scattered in the grass between the house and the sidewalk. 
 
    “What the hell? I’ve got to go, Bobby. Something’s up at the Stephen house.” Danny hung up and opened his window then snapped a picture and zoomed in on the object on the grass. Her printer probably hadn’t done anything wrong, aside from a likely paper jam. 
 
    Clancy wandered over for a closer look and muttered into the microphone. “I think somebody’s losing her grip on reality.” 
 
    Danny’s gaze followed the trail of glass across the yard then up the beige brick wall. He snapped a picture of Lucy as she peered out the remaining jagged glass of the window, her face pale and frightened. For the first time in weeks, he fought the strong urge to run over and get details. 
 
    “What’s up, Lucy?” Clancy asked. “Did your printer try to eat you?” 
 
    Danny focused the camera on her face. Tired, dark half-moons shadowed her eyes like she hadn’t slept in many nights. She’d tied her hair back in a weary ponytail. The kids were gone only one night and Lucy already seemed broken. 
 
    She groaned, her shoulders slumping forward. “I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “I’m sure the printer had it coming.” As Clancy stepped toward her, glass crunched beneath his boots. 
 
     “I thought it would bounce off the glass or something.” Her voice wavered. “I really didn’t think it would end up down there.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe they’re just old windows.” 
 
    “We had them replaced last year, right  before…” Her sentence hung in the air. 
 
    Before Roger left and moved in with some woman in Newville, according to Parker. Of course, that wasn’t Roger’s official version, but it made more sense. Danny reached for the door handle, ready to jump out in case Clancy needed backup. 
 
    “Maybe they’re still under warranty” Clancy stuck his hands in his pockets. 
 
    Lucy snorted. “I don’t think the manufacturer covers crazy writers throwing printers through them.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt to call.” He shrugged. “That or you could get your husband to fix it.” 
 
    Danny sank lower into the driver’s seat, immediately aware Clancy had hit a sore spot. The glare Lucy shot him made the back of Danny’s neck prickle. “I don’t need him.” Lucy growled. “He left me for Cynthia.” 
 
    Cynthia again. Danny thumbed through the reports to refresh his memory. Sleep deprivation wasn’t doing him any favors. 
 
    Clancy raised both hands and took a step back. “No, I’m sure you don’t. I’ll bet his name’s all over the contract though and they’ d listen to him before they’d listen to you.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Her face hardened. “He was away and I needed to sign for everything he bought but never paid for.” 
 
    Another sore spot. Danny had the sudden stomach dropping impression Clancy was about to face Hurricane Lucy. He lowered his hand away from the handle and braced himself. Maybe this wasn’t a good time for him to intervene. He had wanted Clancy to get close to her. If he wanted to go to Java Jo’s to grab a coffee, now seemed like a good time, yet he hesitated. 
 
    Lucy let out a heavy sigh Clancy’s mic picked up clearly. “Roger knew he was leaving me before he ordered them and made sure my name was on the order. The company’s threatening legal action. Roger said he’d take care of things, but hasn’t.” The street remained quiet except for the two of them. “He used the money for the windows to take Tanji to the Dominican.” 
 
    “Lucky guy.” The instant the words slipped past Clancy’s lips, Danny winced. Second later, a small object flew out the window and caught Clancy in the left eye. Danny focused the camera on the second object on the grass. A wireless computer mouse. The temper Roger mentioned had finally surfaced. With good reason. 
 
    Lucy gasped. “Oh no. That was so stupid.” 
 
    When she disappeared from sight, Danny cringed scared she’d find something heavier. He wanted to warn Clancy to run for his life, but he was probably still seeing shooting stars and wouldn’t be able to reach safety in time anyway. 
 
    Lucy ran out of the house with an ice pack, a red bucket and a pair of work gloves. She handed Clancy the ice pack. “Are you okay? I don’t usually hit anything. Roger says I throw like a two year old.” 
 
    “Well, you’re two for two today, lady.” Danny chuckled as he snapped more photos and waited for her to tell Clancy what happened to set off her temper tantrum since she was home alone. 
 
    “Were you a pitcher as a kid or what?” Clancy asked. “You’ve got brutal aim.” 
 
    “Sorry. I hope you’re be okay.” She slipped on the gloves as she turned away from him then stooped to pick glass off her front lawn. “I can’t even send the kids out here to play when they get home or they’ll cut their feet, so will any dogs who come onto the grass.” 
 
    “Lucy?” Clancy knelt beside her. “Do your feet hurt?” 
 
    She looked down. “Oh, crap.”  
 
    Danny grinned and focused the camera on her feet. Blood trickled from a cut on the side of her left foot onto sparkles of glass and dripped onto her beat-up wicker flip-flops.  
 
    “You might want to go inside to take care of that.” Clancy helped her to her feet.  
 
    Her eyes widened as she stood, a full foot shorter than him. “But the glass—” 
 
    “I’ll worry about the glass.” Clancy tugged her gloves off. “I’m wearing steel boots.” 
 
    “But your eye—” 
 
    “I used to box, I’ve had black eyes before.” He nudged her toward the house. “This isn’t the first or the last, especially if I hang around with you.” 
 
    When she opened her mouth again, he pointed to the front door. She sagged then skirted the shards of glass on her way to the house, leaving a thin trail of blood drops. 
 
    Clancy held the ice pack to his eye with his left hand as Lucy went inside and closed the door. He turned toward Danny and shrugged, keeping his voice low as he spoke into the mic under his collar. “You might as well go. It looks like we’ll be busy for a while. I’ll  find out what happened and take good care of her. She’s a mess.” 
 
    Leo would be in hysterics if he saw Clancy picking shattered glass out of the grass with a cold pack clutched over one eye. Danny took one more picture then closed the driver’s window. At least if anyone asked, he could always say she’d decked him. No one but Danny needed to know she threw computer parts at him through a broken window. 
 
    Lucy returned wearing gloves and an old pair work boots with no laces. Rumpled and sweaty, she dragged a metal garbage can from the garage and knelt in the grass near the house. 
 
    Danny smiled. She looked like he felt after a day of renovating his house. 
 
    “So what exactly did your printer do to deserve the economy flight?” Clancy squatted on the sidewalk to pick up shards. 
 
    “It jammed while I printed an e-mail from Roger.” She frowned and she looked away. “Pretty symbolic considering I was choked.” 
 
     “Ah, so you got mad and threw out the messenger.” He sat back on his heels. 
 
    “Roger’s not here for me to shove out the window.” Lucy stared at Clancy and chewed the inside of her cheek. Probably thinking of ways to maim him next. Finally, she let out a long breath and returned her attention to the grass. 
 
    With Clancy’s microphone recording every word, Danny called Leo to set up a meeting then went to grab a cup of coffee on his way to his own construction zone. Whatever Roger wrote had upset her enough for her to trash a printer. He hoped Clancy knew enough to stay in her good graces before he needed to pay hospital bills. She was the most violent writer Danny had come up against so far. 
 
    He strode into Java Jo’s and ordered a coffee and slab of carrot cake. When he turned to add cream and sugar to his coffee, his step faltered. 
 
    Katie sat at a table in the corner with a notebook spread on the table before her. A veil of thick red hair covered one side of her face as she scribbled furiously. 
 
    He walked toward her, itching to take her somewhere private and run his hands through her hair and over her curves. As he neared her table, he cleared his throat. “Taking the day off?” 
 
    Katie glanced up and smiled. “No, I got tired of listening to people argue so I told Ray he was in charge of the store and left.” She sat back, closing her notebook. “What are you doing here? I thought you were on a case?” 
 
    Danny sat across from her. “I got tired of watching Clancy get beat up by a tiny housewife.” 
 
    Katie snorted and burst into laughter. “Now this sounds like a story I want to hear. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Not here and not now.” He sipped his coffee. “If you’re trying to disappear, why don’t you come with me to the house and we can talk.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and toyed with her ceramic mug. “Sounds like you’re trying to bribe me to do some work.” 
 
    Danny reached for her hand. “Just asking. Bribing would involve me buying you lunch and a romantic dinner later.” 
 
    “Make it Thai food and I’m in.” Katie gave his hand a squeeze. 
 
    Danny kissed her knuckles. “Sounds great. You want to get a cup of coffee to go?” 
 
    “Sure. Thanks.” Her cheeks reddened as she tucked her notebook into her purse. 
 
    He bought Katie a coffee and a muffin to go then walked her to the Honda. “I’m glad you agreed to join me. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    She flashed a coy smile and nudged him with her shoulder. “Maybe you should buy books more often.” 
 
    On the drive out to his house, Katie filled him in on all the latest news from the bookstore. She sucked in a sharp breath when they drove into the yard. “Oh, Danny. I still don’t know what you were thinking. This place looks worse every time I see it.” 
 
    Danny parked near the split-rail fence then gazed at the house. He recalled exactly what he’d been thinking. Home. Wife. Kids. Future. “I know, but if I replace the shutters, fix the roof, rebuild the porch and get Nate to redo the trim, it won’t look nearly so bad.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty long list.” Katie patted his thigh. “Leaving a candle burning near the ugly orange curtains when you leave tonight might help too.” 
 
    “You’d rather I burn the house down rather than fix it up?” His voice raised an octave and his shoulders tensed. Destroying the place was something he’d thought before, just not in detail. “Thanks for your support.” 
 
    She kissed him then rested her head on his shoulder. “You know, the shutters would look great painted bright blue.” 
 
    “Actually, I was thinking black.” 
 
    “Of course, you would. You’re a man. I guess black would work, or a nice deep brown.” She got out and followed him into the house. Her mouth dropped open and eyes widened at the sight of scattered tools, paint cans, and lumber. She sucked in a sharp breath. “So. Where do we start?” 
 
    “Where do you think we can make the most progress?” He groaned and stepped over a pile of shredded newspaper and wallpaper. His roommate, the raccoon, was back and had left a few small messes he’d have to tackle first. 
 
    “My vote’s still for the candle and curtains.” Katie chuckled. 
 
    Danny threw a paintbrush in her direction. “What do you say we work on the livingroom walls? Nate picked up some paint for me yesterday.” 
 
    She studied one of the cans and winced. “Miami Spice. Who picked that? It looks like the rust on the Honda.” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” He winced. 
 
    “I’ll let you know in a second.” She grabbed a screwdriver and opened the can then hesitated. “Wow, I do like it. The color reminds me of the clay pots Hilda uses for her plants. Good pick. Let’s get...” 
 
    She was cut off by the rattle of a muffler out in the yard as a big blue box truck rolled to a stop. Nate Diggley hopped out then disappeared around to the back of the truck. 
 
    Danny prepped two paint trays. “Thanks, Katie. I really appreciate the help. Things have been a little crazy lately.” 
 
    “So you said. How’s Clancy?” Katie dipped a roller into the paint. 
 
     Danny lifted his brush to meet the wall. Drops of rust-colored paint dripped onto the tarp below. “He’s still juggling his shop, keeping an eye on his mom’s bakery, helping me keep an eye on Lucy, and taking care of his parents’ house.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of stuff on his plate. Do you think he can handle everything?” She frowned. “Is his mom still in the hospital?” 
 
    “Yeah. He says she’s getting better and coming home soon, but her tests say otherwise. He and his dad are trying to track down his sister before his mom dies. I don’t think he’s had much luck. She doesn’t seem to want anything to do with the family.” 
 
    Danny’s brother-in-law Nate, sweat dripping off his round face and soaking his XXL shirt, strode into the house carrying a big, red tool box. “Got the wood you asked for. Those bookshelves will be done and up by lunch. Hey, Katie, glad to see you out here. Who are we talking about today?” 
 
    Danny glanced at Katie. “One of my friends.” 
 
    “Clancy. The tattoo guy.” She rolled her eyes. “His mom has cancer.” 
 
    “Daisy from the bakery? Wow, that’s tough.” Nate picked up a piece of wood and approached a set of shelves that lay on the floor. “Not easy dealing with a sick parent and a missing sibling. You helping him look for her?” 
 
    Danny dipped his roller in the tray. “No, he doesn’t want my help. He wants to find her on his own.” 
 
    Leo walked through the front door behind Nate, a scowl on his face. “When you said you wanted to have a board meeting, this isn’t what I pictured.” 
 
    “Oh, suck it up, princess.” Katie flicked her brush and sent a spray of paint in his direction. “Did that guy you two clowns were waiting for ever show up to pick up his kids?” 
 
    “Yeah. It wasn’t pretty.” Danny nodded. “I think his wife might have a broken toe or two kicking her lawnmower. From what I was told, I expected her to get dressed up and go crazy partying. All she’s done since the left is sit in her room at her computer. I feel kind of bad for her.” 
 
    They’d be far more interested to hear about her flying printer and the black eye she gave Clancy, but he kept that story to himself. First, he needed to listen to the recordings of what went on between Lucy and Clancy. 
 
    “Clancy’s keeping an eye on her today?” Leo kicked aside a board and leaned in the entrance to watch everyone else work. 
 
    “He was working on his truck, which may start a war,” Danny said. “She hates hearing him revving the engine and dropping tools. I think he planned to ask her out for coffee later to make nice.” 
 
    Nate handed Leo a board and a tape measure then folded his arms across his chest. “Is this lady someone I know?” 
 
    “Probably not.” Katie wiped excess paint off her brush. “She’s just someone the guys have under surveillance. She’s new in town, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Relatively.” Danny stared at the wall where the fresh rust-colored paint met the washed out purple beneath. A definite improvement. “She’s supposed to be this wild woman who had a bunch of affairs and tore apart her family, but I don’t see it. It feels like we’re missing something.” 
 
    Leo sat on a sawhorse. “I hacked her computer last night.” 
 
    “You did? How?” Danny raised his eyebrows. “Never mind, I don’t want to know, it’ll probably incriminate both of us. What did you find?” 
 
    “She likes video solitaire.” He set aside the board and tape measure. 
 
    Danny grimaced. “That’s it? No on-line gambling? No porn?” 
 
    Katie groaned. “Those are guy things. A woman would haunt shopping sites, shoes or lingerie. Something they could own.” 
 
    “Not this one.” Leo dropped the board and set aside the tape measure. “Aside from writing sites, all she visits are a lot of murder and forensics sites. You don’t think she’s a killer, do you?” 
 
    Danny rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I have strong doubts, but I don’t think I’d drop by for a coffee anytime soon.” 
 
    “A mystery writer, more like.” Katie dipped her brush in the paint. “That’s funny since we all know how much Danny likes writers. 
 
    Leo chuckled. “Yeah, it’s like dealing with cats. They’re attracted to the people who are the most allergic to them. Except there’s no shots for allergies to writers though.” 
 
    Nate raised his eyebrows and reached for the board near Leo’s feet. “She didn’t kill her husband, did she?” 
 
    “Nope.” Danny shook his head. “Not yet anyway, but I have a feeling she’d like to.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s her first husband?” Nate leaned on the board and wiped the sweat off his forehead. “Has she had other kids? Did her parents die mysterious deaths? Is she using a fake name?” 
 
    Danny, Leo, and Katie all stopped what they were doing to stare. 
 
    Nate shrugged. “What?” 
 
    “You sure you're not a writer?” Danny asked then glanced at Leo. Bobby had checked out all those things and cleared Lucy. “I think you need to stop hanging out with Katie in the bookstore. I know for a fact this lady’s cleaner than a bar of soap.” 
 
    Nate seemed disappointed. “Sorry, thought I could help.” 
 
    “You can, Bro.” Leo slapped Nate’s shoulder then sat on a sawhorse. “Finish that bookshelf so Danny has more to paint and an excuse to go to the bookstore more often.” 
 
    Katie’s jaw dropped. “And what are you doing?” 
 
    “Supervising.” He grinned. 
 
    She shook her head so vigorously her ponytail slapped both cheeks. “Oh, no. You don’t get out of this so easy. You’re tall, you can get up the ladder and paint edges.” 
 
    Leo stepped back. “I don’t paint.” 
 
    Danny winced. “You might want to leave before—” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you do.” Katie handed Leo the brush and pushed him off the sawhorse. “If you’re in this house, you’re either painting or hammering. No buts about it.” 
 
    Leo scowled. “Man, you’re bossy. I dare you to come to the gym and try that.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that after the painting’s done.” Katie stood her ground and pointed to the wall. “Get moving.” 
 
    Leo backed away and looked at Danny. “No can do, dude. I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Really?” She stepped into his escape path. “And what do you plan to do instead?” 
 
    “Teach lazy people how to get in shape and protect themselves. That’s what I do for a living and I happen to have a two-thirty appointment. I just came for the board meeting. Later.” He paused in the doorway. “About those murders, Danny, we need to talk. I have a gut feeling.” 
 
    “You what?” Katie’s mouth dropped open. “What murders?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Give us a minute.” Danny waved her off and followed Leo out to his motorcycle. “I don’t think Lucy would rent a car and leave her kids to kill someone.” 
 
    “Nope.” Leo folded his arms across his chest. “But after reading all of Bobby’s notes, my gut tells me Lucy’s onto something that could get her in trouble.” 
 
    Danny thought about the most recent files Bobby sent. “Come by later. I’ll get rid of these guys and we can talk. I have some information you might find useful.” 
 
    Leo raised both eyebrows. “Sounds interesting.” 
 
    “It could be.” He glanced back toward the house and lowered his voice. “Do me one favor, will you? Stop by Clancy’s house and see what’s going on with he and Lucy.” 
 
    He cracked his knuckles and glanced past Danny toward the house. “Can’t. I’ll be late. Oh, crap. Gotta go.” 
 
    “Leo, wait.” Katie ran out of the house with a piece of paper in her hand, but he sped out of the yard before she could stop him.  
 
    “Guess he’s got other things to do.” Danny motioned to the paper. “What’s that?” 
 
    Her shoulders sagged. “I was going to ask him to pick up a few things. I thought we could have lunch here and finish a lot of the painting tonight.” 
 
    He scrubbed his face with both hands. “I think by then we’ll all be ready to get out of here for a while. I’ll take the list. I have to check on Clancy and the case he’s on and you have to check up on Ray and Laura.” 
 
    Katie narrowed her eyes. “Are you up to something?” 
 
    Danny kissed her and forced a smile. “No more than usual. I have a thought. What do you say we take off one of these weekends? Just you and me. We can forget about cases, employees, and painting to spend some quality time together.” 
 
    She slipped her arms around his neck. “I thought you already knew everything about me? Wasn’t I your biggest case?” 
 
    “Yup, but files are so superficial.” Danny kissed her forehead. “I want to know more about what’s inside. Find out what makes Katie Mullins tick.” 
 
    “And how do you propose to do that?” She lowered her voice when Nate appeared on the porch then grinned and went back inside. Her cheeks reddened. 
 
    He gazed into her eyes and pulled her closer. “I thought it might be fun if you helped me decorate the house.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She raised her eyebrows. “You want me to help make this place livable?” 
 
    He nodded. “I thought that would be a great way to get to know each other better. See if our styles kind of mesh.” 
 
    A strand of hair blew across her cheek. “You do realize we’ll have to talk about colors and fabrics and accessories, right?” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with that. I only have one request.” Danny smiled. “No candles.” 
 
    Katie flashed a devious smile. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy, I’m putting the house on the market when I return from the cottage so you and the kids need to find somewhere to live. I have arranged for an agent to start the paperwork and will meet with him next week. Pack then scrub the place so it will sell fast. Roger 
 
    She forwarded the e-mail to her lawyer then crumpled the misprinted copy into a ball she tossed into the recycling bin. Roger had a load of nerve. This was her home and she wasn’t about to give up without a fight. He’d already taken everything they had together and fed her a few measly dollars a month, barely enough for she and the kids to survive. 
 
    By the time Clancy walked into her backyard at one o’clock armed with a bottle of wine, a six pack of beer, and a package of chicken breasts, she was ready to cry and regretted inviting him over for lunch for his help cleaning the glass off her lawn. She stared, caught off-guard he owned anything other than a greasy t-shirt. 
 
    Clancy seemed just as comfortable and far more handsome in a button-up dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. The mint green shirt ignited the teal of his eyes and made them shine like rare gems. Even the bruised one. He was as mysterious as her current main character which alone was enough to intrigue her. Is that what she’d been thinking? She never should have invited him over. 
 
    It took Lucy a full minute to find her voice. “You changed.” 
 
    “So did you.” He set the bottles on the picnic table while he appraised her pink spaghetti-strapped summer dress. His eyebrows rose as though he liked what he saw. 
 
    Lucy lit the barbecue and tried to slow her hammering heart. She wasn’t sure why she’d bothered to dress up, but the lingering look he gave her now was worth the effort. No one had approved of anything she’d done in a long time. “I like the color of your shirt. I wanted to paint the bedroom that shade, but Roger hated the color. He said it was more for a fancy spa or something.” 
 
    Why had she said that? Nerves? Clancy didn’t need to know what color her bedroom was or that Roger hated the color and she wouldn’t do anything to upset the balance in their perfect home. She’d repainted the bedroom Camel, aka Boring Beige, to appease him. 
 
    “Thanks for helping me clean up the glass.” She drew in a breath to steady her hands. 
 
    “No problem. Glad I’d taken chicken out of the freezer for dinner.” His voice was soothing, yet gave her shivers. “Do you have a corkscrew out here?” 
 
    She waved her hand toward the end of the table where wine glasses stood next to a corkscrew. “I wasn’t sure what you were drinking.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Clancy uncorked both bottles and poured them each a drink. As he handed her the glass of chilled Pinot Grigio, his hand brushed hers. “Here’s to neighbors.  The good ones, the bad ones, and the just plain crazy ones.” 
 
    “Which one am I?” She asked, not sure she wanted an answer. 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” He winked. “So far, I’m leaning toward just plain crazy.” 
 
    “I buy that. I’ll season the chicken and get it on the grill.” Lucy set her glass down and grabbed the package. She the chicken breasts into the kitchen, slid them onto a plate and added a liberal sprinkling of salt and pepper. Half of the Key Lime pie she and Gina had made last week thawed on the counter. Gina would be excited to make something new when she got home. 
 
    “What do you need me to help with?” Clancy’s breath caressed her bare shoulder. 
 
    Lucy flinched. She hadn’t heard him come inside. She took the stuffed baked potatoes she’d wrapped in foil out of the oven. “I’m good, thanks. The potatoes are ready and dessert’s thawing. Just set the potatoes on the top rack to keep warm and check the barbecue. I’ll toss the salad and be right out.” 
 
    “Of course, milady.” He walked back outside with the chicken and potatoes. 
 
    Lucy fanned her face with a handful of napkins, convinced she was losing her mind. A new man in her life would be a great distraction. Clancy was handsome and seemed somewhat intelligent, but she remained wary? 
 
    They ate grilled chicken breasts, Caesar salad, and baked potatoes at the table in the backyard, their meal punctuated by stilted, nervous conversation about Packham and the sweltering summer weather. By the time she brought out the Key Lime pie for dessert, her hands had stopped shaking and a pleasant warmth spread through her body. 
 
    While her kids preferred simple foods and ran from the table the second they were done, Clancy sat back and moaned. “Lucy, this is the best meal I’ve had in ages. You’re pretty good with that barbecue. I’ll have to cook for you sometime.” 
 
    Her eyebrows arched when he poured her a third glass of wine, or was it her fourth? Either way, the chilled wine went down far too easy with the steak and baked potatoes. She glanced over to make sure the patio door was open. “Oh, yeah? What do you cook?” 
 
    He gave her a crooked grin. “I have an amazing mother who taught me all about cooking. My specialty is Butter Chicken. I also make a mean vegetable curry. I’m lousy at baking though. I’d never be able to take over Mom’s bakery in a million years.” 
 
    “I love curry, but I never make it because Roger...” Lucy closed her eyes to collect herself. “Sorry, it’s still hard getting used to. He and I were together for so long.” 
 
    Most days their separation didn’t seem real and some days she had to stop from picking up the phone to call him out of sheer habit. Now Roger wanted her to sell the house. They’d split the proceeds then he’d leave and never bother her and the kids again. 
 
    Some devoted father. Her reply e-mail, once she’d hooked her computer together again and caught her breath, was scathing. Perhaps that’s what this “family” vacation this week was about. Roger’s way of saying good-bye before he paid her off and left her with the kids and nothing else? As she sipped her wine, her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “I’ll bet it’s a lot to get used to suddenly. Mitch said...” Clancy nodded. “Not to be nosy, but did you really have an affair?” 
 
    Roger’s rumors came back to haunt her. Her husband was one subject she’d been reluctant to discuss with anyone. Thinking about all the things she hadn’t seen coming made her feel like a loser. Maybe this was a good time to set the record straight. 
 
    “Roger had the affair, or should I say affairs.” Lucy drew in a deep breath as the light played on the wine in her glass. “The only one that I knew of at first was Cynthia. She was one of his million-dollar clients who was bored with her own husband and wanted to test drive someone else’s. Roger was either too stupid or too flattered to say no so he left me and moved into her apartment in Newville. Ironically, she got bored and kicked him out.” 
 
    Clancy winced. “Then he moved to his own place?” 
 
    “Nope, then he moved in with some other woman. Michelle, I think. After that, he bought a condo in Newville near the lake and Tanji moved in.” She paused. “There may have been someone else in between, but I stopped keeping track.” 
 
    “All those women in a couple months?” He set his cutlery on his empty plate. “What about you? Have you dated anyone since he left?” 
 
    “No.” Her stomach seemed hollow, despite their decadent meal. 
 
    “Really?” Clancy’s eyebrows knit together. “A woman as gorgeous as you? You haven’t dated anyone? Seriously?” 
 
    “It’s only been a couple months since he left.” She managed a weak laugh then folded her napkin. His curiosity rattled her. Was he hitting on her and she was too dense to pick up or did he have an ulterior motive? 
 
    “I know, but you should at least—” 
 
    Lucy held up a hand to cut him off. “Clancy, I’m the one who has to take care of the kids all day, every day. Roger takes them for an hour when he feels like it. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a babysitter for three kids even just for an hour of peace?” 
 
    He reached for his glass. “Then I guess you’re stuck with having men come and play video games with you and your kids.” 
 
    She gagged and nearly spit out her mouthful of wine. “You were serious when you called that night our first date?” 
 
    “Well, you were out cold most of the time.” He shrugged. “How could you have known?” 
 
    Lucy blinked back an onslaught of tears that sprang up and the words flew out of her mouth before she could stop them. “Shawn told Roger you came over Saturday. He said we drank lots of wine, I passed out, and you spent the night.” 
 
    “An abbreviated version, but close enough. Was Roger mad?” 
 
    She blew out a wavering breath. “Livid.” 
 
    “Good.” He met her gaze. “Serves him right for leaving you and the kids.” 
 
    “He made me sound like a…” She struggled to find the right word. 
 
    “A slut?” 
 
    Lucy snorted. “Stop helping. What about you? Any ladies in your life?” 
 
    Clancy winced. “I run a business, have a sick mom, I’m helping out a friend, and I’m trying to keep my family from falling apart. Doesn’t leave a lot of time for romance.” 
 
    “Guess that gives us one thing in common. We’re both too busy to live our own lives.” She pushed her plate away. “So how did you find time to come over for dinner?” 
 
    “I have someone covering for me at the tattoo shop, Mom has a lady at the bakery for another month until she can get back into the kitchen. My sister...” He bowed his head and swirled the wine in his glass. “Sorry. That’s one topic I don’t want to discuss.” 
 
    “You don’t get along?” 
 
    Pain flickered across his face. “She and my dad had a falling out then she walked away from all of us. I’ve been trying to track her down to see Mom before she...you know.” He paused to sip his drink. “Did you have plans for today before you invited me over? Any wild parties or dates I should be concerned about?” 
 
    Her thoughts strayed to the pile of papers on her desk. A magazine deadline and a novel in progress she was tempted to pitch in the compost. “I have a date with a dead guy.” 
 
    The yard grew quiet aside from the buzz in her head from the wine. She checked again to make sure she’d left the patio door open then glanced at Clancy who sat riveted to the chair with his mouth agape. “Oh, no. I didn’t mean it that way. You know what I meant.” 
 
    “I hope so.” He cracked an ear-to-ear grin and sat back. “If I didn’t know you were a writer, I’d run for cover. 
 
    “There’s still time, you know.” 
 
    Clancy remained in his seat. “So what’s your book about?” 
 
    “The one I’m writing now?” She raised her eyebrows. Roger had always made fun of her writing. He never thought she could write, much less publish, an entire book. So much for support. What she needed were friends who shared her interests to get some moral support aside from her kids. 
 
    A thousand thoughts shot through her head like comets and she took a deep breath. She needed some advice without giving her suspicions away. “You’re a detective, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Last I heard.” Clancy leaned away. “You’re looking at me like you’re going to have me for lunch, which is a little scary.” 
 
    Her face grew hot. “Am I? Sorry, I was just thinking—“ 
 
    “That you could use a nice, juicy detective brain to pick for your novel,” Clancy finished. 
 
    “Am I that transparent?” She took a deep breath, talking about her book seemed easier when she was tipsy. “What would you do if you found something that made you think someone is in some serious trouble?” 
 
    Clancy squeezed his eyes shut. “Like what? Is this for your book or about Roger?” 
 
    “My book.” Lucy swallowed hard, hoping he believed her. “It’s a murder mystery. A woman’s annoying neighbor disappears one night. Since she’s the last person he argued with before he vanished, she’s the main suspect.” 
 
    Clancy grinned. “Hm. Sounds semi-autobiographical.” 
 
    “No, it’s not like that.” 
 
    “I’m kidding.” He shifted his chair away from the table and got more comfortable. When the legs scraped the wooden deck, Lucy shuddered. “That would depend what I found and how serious the trouble was. If it was life or death, I’d go to the police.” 
 
    “I can’t.” She panicked and pulled in a sharp breath. The sound of metal on wood still ebbed in her brain. A thought tried to form, but dissolved before she could wrap her mind around and capture it. “I mean, my character can’t. If she does, she thinks he’ll kill someone. Actually, he may have already killed someone.” 
 
     He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t know? Didn’t you create this character?” 
 
    Lucy squirmed. “Characters have a way of taking on lives of their own.” 
 
    Clancy sipped his beer then nodded as though he understood. “So, does she eventually find out what happened to him?” 
 
     “Yeah, but I’m not there yet.” 
 
    “Ah, still in the planning stages.” Clancy sipped his drink. “So who killed him?” 
 
    Her book was half written yet the killer remained elusive, even to her. “I can’t believe you’re asking that.” 
 
    He laughed. “Why wouldn’t I? If I’m gonna be killed off in a book, I wanna know how and who-dunnit. That way if you get really mad, I’ll know what to watch out for.” 
 
    “I never said the story was based on anyone I know. It’s fiction.” She was offended he’d even suggest the notion until images of the women she’d suspected Roger of killing flashed through her mind. After all Roger had put her through lately, he was one person she could easily picture as a villain. “I’d never kill off anyone I knew.” 
 
    “You just said you had a date with a dead guy.” He shrugged. “He’s not dead until you kill him in your book, right?” 
 
    “Technically.” She bit her lip, glad he wasn’t privy to the turmoil inside her head. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “So how are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “Do you mean right now or in the book?” Lucy wasn’t sure how long she could keep a straight face, but knew she gave herself away when he sat back with a grin and took a long pull of his beer. “I guess you think you’re safe for now, huh?” 
 
    “I dunno. You still haven’t told me how you’re going to get me.” 
 
    She looked across the yard at the bright explosions of color in the flowerbed and tried not to answer too fast. She didn’t want to look as though she’d given his demise serious thought. Between Clancy’s noisy truck and his annoying attitude, she’d thought about it long and hard. Her notes for a second book were proof. “I’m not sure. I’d probably set a bomb to go off when you opened the hood of your truck.” 
 
    He shivered. “You scare me, Lu, that’s cold. Where would someone as sweet as you learn to make a bomb anyway?” 
 
    “The Internet’s a wonderful thing.” She raised her wine glass. 
 
    “I see. Then I won’t keep you from you research. Although I wouldn’t mind reading your book when you’re done. Maybe help out with some technical details.” 
 
    “Really? Maybe.” Doubt crept over her again. What about Clancy made her hold back? The lust? Fear of the unknown? The hurt Roger had dragged her through? She wasn’t ready to rush into anything with anyone. 
 
    “Sorry to eat and run, but I should go. I have to call my mom and dad. We’re hoping Mom can come home soon.” He stood up and reached out a hand. “Thanks for lunch, Lucy. I had fun.” 
 
    “Date number two.” When she took his hand, he pulled her to her feet. Clancy’s smile nearly made her knees buckle as he pulled her against him so close his heart beat against her chest. Her brain told her to run into the house and lock the door behind her, but her body ached to feel his lips on hers. 
 
    When he lowered his head and his warm lips touched hers, her traitorous body refused to shove him away. She became as soft and mushy as warm vanilla icing and melted against him. He wrapped his strong arms around her, their hearts thumping in unison, making her feel alive. Desirable. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lucy. This is a really bad idea.” Clancy breathed then backed away, closing his eyes as though taking a mental picture. He turned and walked out of her backyard, closing the gate behind him. 
 
    Alone in the backyard, Lucy was left breathless and vibrating from head-to-toe. She poured the last ounce of wine into her glass, her hands shaking. After she’d cleaned up the lunch dishes and locked every door, she returned to her computer. 
 
    Clancy was a detective. A handsome hunk of private eye, she’d almost fallen for and let kiss her in the backyard for that brief moment she stopped thinking. She pulled out a file folder she’d shoved a bunch of pictures and articles into earlier then took another sip of wine. How was she supposed to get any work done when all she could think about were Clancy’s arms around her and his lips pressed to hers? 
 
    Lucy sighed and swallowed the rest of her wine. That wasn’t all she could think about. She set everything aside and went to take a long, cold shower. 
 
    After a bracing shower, she’d changed into shorts and a tank top then walked barefoot across the backyard. She had to do something to keep her hands busy before she hyperventilated. The garden offered a temporary escape. She pulled her gardening tools out of the bench on the deck and started pulling weeds. In the far corner of the yard near the fence, something seemed out of place. Although she hadn’t done any digging in the yard lately,  a patch of dried out dirt lay overturned as though someone had dug up the spot recently. 
 
    Lucy’s heart leaped into her throat as she recalled the dark figure she’d seen in Mitch’s backyard. She walked toward the corner, glancing around for any signs of wildlife. Skunks might dig for grubs, but they certainly didn’t fill in the holes they left behind. Her pulse raced as knelt on the grass at the edge of the flower bed and reached out a hand. 
 
    “Oh good. Lucy, you’re home.” Mitch’s wife April stood on her back porch. 
 
    She jumped. “Wow. April. You scared me.” 
 
    April Davidson, overweight and sweating so badly her shirt was drenched, pushed her short hair back over her ear. “Sorry to bother you, but could you give me a hand? I need help moving some plants around my backyard. I promise it won’t take long.” 
 
    The offer was better than being alone with writer’s block, chronic lust, and a case of borderline insanity. “Sure, I need a break anyway. My eyes are crossed and my brain hurts.” 
 
    Lucy grabbed her gardening tools and strolled around the fence to her neighbor’s yard where holes dotted the earth waiting to swallow the roots of plants that quivered in nearby pots. A couple of Japanese maple trees, a half dozen grasses and shrubs, and a couple of lilies. 
 
    “My mom can’t take care of herself like she used to.” Sweat already decorated April’s forehead. “She’s moving in with us next month and I want to make the yard a place we can all sit and relax.” 
 
    “Aren’t I the lucky one.” Mitch groaned and jabbed his shovel into the earth near the deck. “Once she moves in, I’ll get to live with two nagging women.” 
 
    Lucy wiped her hands on her shorts. “Those maples would look great along the corner of the fence in the bigger holes. You could sit under them for shade in a year or two. I know someone from the school who had some lilac trees to get rid of. I could give her a call.” 
 
    April beamed. “I knew you’d be the right person to talk to. You’re such a smart lady.” 
 
    So smart she never saw Roger for what he really was until it was too late. She brushed the thought aside and helped April drop the remaining plants into yawning holes. On the upside, maybe there was a future for her in landscape. In the far corner of the yard, she found a spot similar to the one she’d found in her yard where someone had dug a hole then refilled it. Her breath came in shallow gulps. 
 
    “Ready for a break, ladies?” Mitch stumbled over to sit on the deck and sat back with a frosty beer. He opened two bottles. 
 
    Lucy turned away from the patch of rough dirt and frowned. Had Mitch and April buried something or had someone hidden something on their property? The figure she saw in the dark of night, perhaps. 
 
    April blew out a tired breath. “Yes, I’ll have wine instead.” 
 
    While Lucy didn’t like beer, the sight of the wet bottles made her swoon. She wiped her gritty arm across her forehead in need of a drink for a multitude of reasons. She raised her bottle and studied the label. “I can’t remember the last time I drank beer.” 
 
    “I can and I’ll never touch the stuff again.” April moaned. “Hey, didn’t you guys have a pool up earlier this summer? What happened to it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She took a sip then shrugged. “It was fine when we went to bed one night. The next morning there was had a big hole in the side and was flat.” 
 
    Mitch raised his thick eyebrows. “That’s weird. You sure Roger didn’t pop it? He did want an in-ground pool and hated the blue one.” 
 
     “Roger was already gone when I bought it. The kids aren’t impressed. They’ve had to make due with a sheet of plastic as a waterslide all summer.” The beer made Lucy’s brain bubble. “When did you talk to Roger last?” 
 
    “A couple weeks ago.” Mitch shifted in his seat and glanced away. 
 
    Lucy nodded. The kids must have told Roger about the pool. 
 
    “Do you guys want anything?” April stood up with one hand on her lower back and shuffled toward the patio door. 
 
    “Sciatica acting up again?” Mitch asked. “I’ll to talk to Clancy about using the hot tub.” 
 
    “They have a hot tub?” Faint alarm bells clanged in the reaches of Lucy’s mind. 
 
    “Sure. Take a look. Weren’t you ever in their backyard?” Mitch asked. “Mel had Roger over a couple times. I guess I assumed you would’ve gone too.” 
 
    She rose from her chair with a half-empty beer bottle clutched in one hand. Several trees blocked most of the Davidson’s yard from view, but the rim of a hot tub was visible on the deck near the house. If she told her kids, they’d plead to go visit every night of the week. 
 
    April brought out two more cold beers and the bottle of wine. When she disappeared again, she returned with the remains of a two layer chocolate cake and three forks. 
 
    “Maybe you should come with us.” Mitch shrugged. “Put on a little bikini and soak with us. Who knows what could happen?” 
 
    Lucy had a good idea of what he thought could happen, which was the biggest reason for her not to join them. “No thanks, I need to shower, drop off some resumes, and write.” 
 
    “Bah.” Mitch waved her off. “Stay. Relax. We’ll go hang out at Clancy’s later. You need to have a little fun in your life.” 
 
    “Maybe.” The cold brew went down so well after the physical labor, Lucy drank three bottles and polished off her share of the cake. “I’d better go before I can’t turn on my computer, let alone write anything. I still have deadlines to meet.” April patted her hand. “You still have lots of time. I agree with Mitch. Come over to Clancy’s with us so we can all get to know you better.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Mitch picked up the phone and called Clancy. “Hey, can we pop over to use the hot tub later? Yeah, April’s back is acting up. She and Lucy worked their butts off in the backyard today.” 
 
    Lucy’s mind wandered. Roger had sweet talked her into their first date by sweeping her off her feet with flowers, gifts, and trips. He’d conned her from the start and she’d been gullible and naive. The perfect alibi all along. 
 
    She kicked the table leg as she pushed back her chair. Her throat tightened as she gathered her tools. “I’ll call my friend about those trees. She should be home. I’ll let you know later. Thanks for the cake and beer. I have to run.” 
 
    Lucy darted across both yards so fast she lost a flip-flop in the grass near her gate. Her foot landed on a shard of glass she and Clancy had missed. Injured, overwhelmed, and missing her kids, she collapsed onto the grass and let the tears fall.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny spotted Lucy emerge from Mitch’s gate with a bucket full of gardening tools then fall onto her hands and knees on the front lawn. Tempted as he was to make sure she was okay, he needed to remain anonymous for a little longer. He pulled a u-turn up the street and parked around the corner where he could still see her. 
 
    Had she and Mitch had tied one on and spent the afternoon in his bedroom? That thought vanished when April came out the gate and looked around then wandered back into her back yard. 
 
    He started to roll down his window, but his cell phone rang. One glance at the screen made his stomach sink. Ray Colter. 
 
    “Where have you been? I haven’t seen you in days.” His great-uncle sounded peeved. 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic.” Danny grinned. “I just saw you at dinner last Sunday.” 
 
    He snorted. “Well, then I must’ve been hallucinating because I thought it was just me and Katie at Hannah’s the other night. She said you and Leo were busy with work.” 
 
    Danny groaned. Sunday was when he’d sat in his car waiting for Roger to show up. Two days ago. “She was right. I was busy.” 
 
    “You’re on a case, aren’t you?” Ray didn’t sound surprised. “Despite the fact your shrink told you to take it easy and get a hobby? I’ve heard rumors you have a case here in town.” 
 
    “Yes.” Danny knew exactly what was coming next. 
 
    “Can I help?” Ray asked. “I did a ton of surveillance in my day. I can keep an eye on people like it’s nobody’s business.” 
 
    Danny stiffened. “How do you know I’m doing surveillance?” 
 
    “I’ve had three people call asking why my hunk of junk car was parked on Bishop Street lately. At first, I joked I had a new girlfriend then they asked why you’re spying on their neighbor.” Ray was nearly eighty and sharper than aged cheddar. “So, who are you spying on?” 
 
    Danny shouldn’t have bothered trying to do undercover work in his hometown. Leo and Clancy could have done the legwork without anyone noticing. “Nobody, Ray.” 
 
    “Come pick me up so I can help. We can spy on your nobody together.” 
 
    Clancy pulled into his driveway and got out with a bag of groceries. He glanced at Lucy crawling around on the grass, then shot a worried look at Danny and set the bag back into his car. 
 
    Danny sighed. “Give me a few more minutes, Uncle Ray. I’ll pick you up and we can go for coffee.” 
 
    “Sounds good. You can fill me in on the case then.” Besides Hannah, Ray was the one person he could never keep secrets from. “Maybe we can take a drive and you can show me what you’ve done to the house before you take me out for dinner. What time are you picking me up?” 
 
    A hum came from the seat next to Danny as Clancy turned on the voice recorder and walked over to see if Lucy needed help. Danny wanted to hang up so he could hear every word they said. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Ray snorted. “You’d better be. Dinner tonight is meatloaf. Worst night of the week.” 
 
    Across the street, Lucy sat back on her heels and brushed hair out of her face. She crawled over and sat beside Clancy on her front step. She covered her face with both hands. “This really isn’t as bad as it seems. I must look like an idiot.” 
 
    Clancy patted her back. “I get it. You’re having a rough week.” 
 
    “How do you know what my week’s been like?” she asked. “You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “I know you’re a good mom who’s not normally plastered at five o’clock in the afternoon.” Clancy rested his hand on her far shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not plastered. I’m researching ants for a new book.” She scowled then turned to face him. “Did you know if you pour molten aluminum down their hole, you not only get rid of them all, but you can make a cool sculpture?” 
 
    Danny couldn’t help but laugh  Clancy’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped. 
 
    “Really?” Clancy sounded amused. “Where’d you see that?” 
 
    “The Internet. I’d really like to try it, but I don’t know where to find molten aluminum.” Lucy rose and stumbled into her house. 
 
    Clancy glanced toward Danny then waved for Danny to leave before he followed her inside. “She’s a mess. I’m going to get her out of the house for a while before she completely loses her mind. Maybe she’ll loosen up and start talking.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Danny hesitated, not ready to leave until he knew what Clancy was really up to. Less than ten minutes later, Clancy herded Lucy into his car.. Danny blew out a relieved breath and followed them to the corner. When Clancy signaled to go left, Danny went right. He needed to trust Clancy to do his job. 
 
    By the time Danny pulled in front of the seniors’ home, Ray stood on the curb tapping his toe. He slid into the passenger seat and wedged his cane in between them. “You’re late.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry.” The curved cane handle dug into Danny’s arm. 
 
    His left eyebrow rose. “You have a fight with Katie?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen her today. Actually, we should stop in at the bookstore before we go to the house.” 
 
    Ray grabbed the gearshift before Danny could move the car. “Then what’s eating’ ya?” 
 
    “I’m worried about someone. No big deal, it’ll be fine.” He pulled out of the parking lot and drove down the street to Java Jo’s. Clancy’s car sat in front of the coffee shop. “Maybe we should go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Works for me. I’ve been craving a big fat donut. You wanna go to the bakery?” Ray asked. “All they’ve had for dessert at the home all week is vanilla pudding. I’ve got teeth and taste buds left, I want a good donut.” 
 
    His mouth watered at the thought. Daisy’s Bakery was an even better option even if the donuts weren’t as good as when Clancy’s mom was in the kitchen. “Sure.” 
 
    Armed with a half dozen donuts and two large coffees, Danny drove out to his house while Ray prattled on about life in the seniors' home. For an eighty year old, Ray had a busier social life than Danny these days. 
 
    The semi-renovated house hadn’t changed since a day or so earlier. No one had magically painted the trim or fixed the sagging rail on the porch. In short, the place still looked neglected. 
 
    Ray strolled around the tools and paint cans through the lower level. “Nice bookshelves. Nate build those?” 
 
    “Yeah. Katie and I painted.” He chuckled. “Leo held down the sawhorse.” 
 
    Ray’s laugh echoed through the empty house. “Leo’s good at a lot of things, but  I don’t see carpentry in his future.” 
 
    Give him a computer, Leo could hack it. Give him an opponent, Leo could take him down. Give him a piece of wood and a hammer, Leo ran for the hills. He was like that with women and children too. 
 
    “You’re worried about Clancy, aren’t you?” Ray asked. 
 
    His mouth dropped open. “How’d you know that?” 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “One of us has to talk to her now and then. Besides, I work with her and she’s as bad as you at keeping secrets.” 
 
    He groaned. “She probably told you about the surveillance too.” 
 
    “No, a friend told me there were interesting things going on in his neighborhood lately.” Ray wandered through the house with Danny behind. “Like a lady who’d separated from her husband and has some guy in a blue Honda stalking her.” 
 
    Lucy. “What about her?” 
 
    Ray snorted and poked Danny with his cane. “You’re the stalker. You’re investigating her, aren’t you? What did she do to you? Do you really think a mousy woman with three kids has time to run around on some snooty, gold-digging husband?” 
 
    Danny leaned against the wall and studied his uncle. “Exactly how much do you know?” 
 
    “I know you’ve been hanging out in front of the Stephen’ house for a couple of weeks now and think no one’s noticed. There’s rumors her husband left his family and moved to the city.” Ray sat on the sawhorse and picked a chocolate covered donut from the bakery box. “Have you asked around or did you just take someone’s word?” 
 
    He sipped his coffee and avoided his uncle’s gaze. “I was hired to learn more about her.” 
 
    “About Lucy? From what I’ve heard, she’s about as dangerous as a dust bunny.” Ray’s voice rose an octave. “Who hired you, her piece of crap husband? Let me tell you, I’ve heard a lot of stories about that one.” 
 
    Danny ran a hand though his hair. “For your information, he thought she was cheating on him and wanted proof.” 
 
    Ray snorted. “I’ve met her in Java Jo’s. She’s one of those crazy writers who sits on a stool in the front window with a pen and a pad of paper. If she cheated on him, I’m a monkey’s uncle.” 
 
    His great-nephew didn’t like the analogy. “I’m not a monkey.” 
 
    “You’re acting like one.” Ray peered into a mirror which had long lost its silver sheen. “You should pitch this out. So where’s she now?” 
 
     “With Clancy at Java Jo’s.” Danny couldn’t shake the image of Lucy on her hands and knees alone in the grass. Her family lived in Seattle and her friends seemed to be busy over the summer. From what he’d seen, he doubted she’d told any of them what had happened lately. 
 
    “Look, kid, I didn’t spend years as a cop without learning a thing or two.” He winked. “If you need some advice, I’ve got a boatload.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do. You feel up to doing some painting?” 
 
    Ray thumped the wood with his cane. “Nope, but I wouldn’t mind helping to fix that old porch before someone falls through. You got some wood?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He probably wouldn’t like his uncle’s advice, but could certainly use the help. “You grab the tools, I’ll bring over some lumber and start ripping out the old wood.” 
 
    He reached for a second donut. “Fill me in on your case while we work. I’ll tell you where you’re going wrong.” 
 
    While he got the wood, Danny pondered where to start. Lucy Stephen wasn’t the same woman Roger had described in intimate detail. This woman looked like her spirit broke into pieces and she’d collapse if a storm sprang up, yet Danny had no doubt she was one tough cookie, inside and out. 
 
    After he and Ray tore out the old porch, he picked up his phone and called Clancy. No answer. Odd, Clancy usually pounced on the phone, hungry for news of his mom or sister. 
 
    After a late dinner, Danny dropped Ray off at the seniors’ home then parked in front of Lucy’s house. He savored the silence for ten minutes before calling Leo. “Where are you?” 
 
    “At the gym putting on my shoes to train a client. What do you want?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” Danny held the phone with his shoulder and opened a newspaper. Lucy would be home for the rest of the night, he’d bet his house on it. “Do you think you can swing a few days off from the gym?” 
 
    “I’ll be done in an hour. Why don’t you come to the gym for a workout?” There was a brief silence. “You’re not breaking up with me, are you? If you are, I want half of everything.” 
 
    Danny burst into laughter. “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    “But you love me anyway, Bro. See you in an hour upstairs at the oval.” 
 
    One hour later, Danny caught up to Leo on the running track in the upper level of the gym. They ran amid a dozen other people who preferred to train in the air-conditioning than sweat outside in the evening heat. 
 
    Leo looked amused. “You look like you just ate my Aunt Gertie’s lima bean casserole.” 
 
    “You don’t have an Aunt Gertie.” He scowled and glanced around. 
 
    “Lucy hasn’t had contact with Roger or the kids since they left on Sunday, which wouldn’t bother me except I can’t get in touch with him either. I need you to take a trip to his parents’ cottage and check on things. My gut tells me he took the kids and ran.” 
 
    “Ran? You think he hired us to follow her and then left the country?” 
 
    “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Danny didn’t want to believe Roger would run either. “But I’ve tried to get in touch with him for a couple days. Most clients wait by the phone for any news I can feed them.” 
 
    When Leo slowed to a stop, a lady in pink shorts and bright yellow sports top ran into his back. She pushed past them with a few choice words while Leo pulled Danny aside. “May I remind you that you already have a nagging girlfriend?” 
 
    “I’m not falling for Lucy.” Danny rolled his eyes. “I just don’t see what Roger was talking about. Lucy’s no more a cheating spouse than I’m a ballet dancer.” 
 
    Leo tilted his head to study Danny’s legs. “Nope, you’re no dancer, princess.” 
 
    “Thank you for clearing that up.” He swiped at the sweat rolling down his back. 
 
     “I’ll talk to my boss and head out early in the morning.” Leo leaned on the railing and glanced at the gym below. “How are the house repairs coming along?” 
 
    “I have to get the whole roof replaced.” Danny ran a hand through his damp hair. “There was a hole and a family of raccoons moved into the attic. When Nate went to patch things up yesterday, he found a few weak spots.” He paused, his face warm. “Actually, he fell through the weak spots.” 
 
    “Buddy, if it wasn’t for bad luck, you’d have no luck at all.” Leo chuckled and took off at an easy jog. “I thought you told me nothing exciting ever happened in Packham. I guess where you have people, you have crime. They go hand in hand.” 
 
    Danny followed and wished talking to Leo made him feel better. At this rate, he’d never be able to shut the agency down and move on. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Java Jo’s was one of Lucy’s favorite places to write. Erected in the mid-1800s, the building still had the original brick walls, although slightly crumbled, and the original tin-plate ceiling. The windows were new, custom made to look like leaded glass. The distressed hardwood floors and the salvaged-wood counter were added when Jolene Raymond, Jo, took over fifteen years earlier. Since Lucy had set part of one of her novels in the coffee shop, she’d plied Jo with dozens of questions. 
 
    Clancy stepped up to the hand-crafted counter and ordered two large coffees while Lucy ogled the carrot cake slathered with cream cheese icing. 
 
    Jo raised her eyebrows. “Are you planning to run a marathon when you’re done.” 
 
    Clancy nudged Lucy’s arm then steered her to a nearby table. “One’s for my friend here.” 
 
    “Hi, Lucy.” Jo’s face brightened. “I miss you not coming in every morning since school’s out.” She hesitated. “You’re not getting yourself into trouble, are you Clancy?” 
 
    He flinched. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m just looking out for ya, hon.” Jo shrugged. “If you stay away from the married ones and you’ll live longer. Right?” She turned to Lucy who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” He groaned. 
 
    She wagged a finger. “Don’t be a smart mouth or I will call your mother. By the way, I’ve got some new sandwiches in you guys should try.” Jo waved toward an assortment of pre-made sandwiches in the cooler. “I bought a sandwich grill.” 
 
    Clancy pulled out his wallet. “Sold. Give me two chicken ones with green stuff.” 
 
    “I’d rather have chocolate cake.” Lucy stared at the display case and grasped the glass to keep from wavering. The smell of coffee made her dizzy with anticipation. 
 
    “Good choice.” Jolene slid open the display case door and reached for the chocolate cake. “By the way, Clancy, that green stuff is spinach and I’ll tell your mother you didn’t know.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and handed Lucy her coffee. “Don’t bother. Mom doesn’t care what I eat anymore.” 
 
    “You know his mom?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Of course. She owns the bakery that makes all our cakes and cookies.” Jo turned to Clancy and lowered her voice. “You’d better get someone to help the lady who’s covering for her. I’ve heard things aren’t going so well. The banana bread’s been awful lately. Where’s your sister? She’d do a far better job running the place.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I actually talk to her.” He stirred cream into his coffee. 
 
    She glanced at Lucy. “Are you okay, honey? You look pale.” 
 
    “I’m good.” Lucy sat at a table with her hands wrapped around her coffee mug for warmth. Something deep inside her needed defrosting. She missed her kids horribly. All the bright ideas she had for when they were gone, were long forgotten. 
 
    Clancy sat across from her and set the plate of chocolate cake and two forks on the table. “Are you okay? Jo’s right, you don’t look so good.” 
 
    She set her chin on the palm of her hand and sighed. “I’m plastered and staring at the walls of a coffee shop. I feel stupid.” 
 
    “They are interesting walls. I love the brick.” 
 
    Not as interesting as him. “What’s your sister like?” 
 
    Clancy cut a piece off the cake with his fork and hesitated. “My sister? Why do you want to know about her?” 
 
    “I’ve met your mom and dad before.” She picked up her fork. “Your mom used to bring my kids leftover cookies from the bakery some Saturdays. I didn’t even know you had a sister.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “My sister’s kind of a lost soul. She used to love baking and working with my mom then got into a bad crowd. My dad didn’t like some of her choices and drove her away.” 
 
    Tongue still loosened by the beer, Lucy opened her mouth to ask, but Clancy’s phone vibrated across the table. 
 
    He glanced at the screen and frowned. “Sorry, I have to get this. Between work and family, I’m ready to flush this phone down the toilet.” He pressed a button then got up and headed toward the door while he spoke. 
 
    Lucy tried to focus her gaze the paintings and quotations on the walls, but had too much beer in her system. She needed more caffeine to balance out the alcohol. An indecipherable buzz of conversation swirled around her amid the scents of brewing coffee and warming sandwiches. 
 
    Clancy paced near the door and ran a hand through his thick hair. Handsome and more down to earth than she’d expected, he seemed stressed beneath all the charm. Her heart went out to him and his family. His life lay in bigger ruins than hers and here he was pampering her. 
 
    At the counter, an elderly lady with a walker gave a girlish giggle, her face glowing with excitement. She wore a lilac taffeta ball gown, similar to the royal ladies of the seventeenth century wore. Layers of skirts and crinolines rustled as she walked past. The hem dusted the floor in her wake as she took one regal step after another, skirts lifted on small hooks to reveal high-heeled plastic shoes. 
 
    Lucy’s jaw dropped. “Holy crap.” 
 
    “Did I miss something?” Clancy slid onto his chair and raised his brows, but she could only point toward the lady with the walker. He covered his mouth with one hand and burst into muffled laughter. “Mimsy? Wow, I didn’t realize she was the original Cinderella. Nice glass slippers.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ve seen her before.” She stared at the wooden tabletop. “Do you know her?” 
 
    “She’s a local legend. Her family founded Packham. Before she moved into the seniors’ home, she used to throw amazing parties. My mom always baked her buns off to make a zillion little cakes and cookies. She’s totally eccentric. In fact, I think she used to be an actress or a...” His voice trailed off. 
 
    She caught the sheepish look that crossed his face before he winced. “A what?” 
 
    “A writer.” Clancy looked away. 
 
    Lucy snorted then picked up her cup and followed Mimsy to a small table at the back of the coffee shop. When the elderly woman’s sparkling lavender eyes gazed directly into hers, she paused and took a deep breath, suddenly at a loss of what to say. 
 
    “Hello, dear.” A smile lit the woman’s pale, powdered face. “May I help you?” 
 
    Lucy cringed. What on earth was she thinking? She should make a hasty exit and hide inside her house before she did anything stupid. “Hi.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, am I being too loud again?” Her accent bewitched Lucy as her eyebrows disappeared beneath the white curls covering her forehead. 
 
    Lucy bowed her head, overcome by shyness while her hands trembled. “No.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ve seen you before.” A freckle-faced woman with green eyes sat across the table. “You sit in the front window to write some days, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lucy hadn’t seen anyone except the lady in purple. Her face burned. “You work in the bookstore.” 
 
    “Katie Mullins. I own the bookstore.” She smiled and reached out a hand. “I’ve seen you with your kids. Where are they today? You should see her kids, Mimsy, they’re adorable.” 
 
    “Lucy Stephen.” She bowed her head and backed away, but her purse caught the back of a chair and spilled several items, including her notebook, which flopped open on the wood floor. “Oh, crap.” 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened slightly before she leaned over to pick up the open notebook. “You’re a writer? Cool. We’re part of the Packham Writing group. We meet once a week to talk about our work. You should join us.” 
 
    “Of course, darling. Sit and join us for a spot of tea.” Mimsy, the lady in the gown shoved a bag off the end of the couch in her enthusiasm. “I’m Mimsy Lexington, but I write as Katarina von Herrington.” 
 
    “Get out!” Lucy shrieked. She used to study Katarina von Herrington’s picture on the backs of her novels and dream what life would be like as a famous author. “I love your books.” 
 
    “Do you really?” Mimsy sat back, eyes wide. 
 
    Lucy smiled. “My favorite was Monument to Love.” 
 
    “That’s still my favorite too.” She clasped a hand to her chest. “If you bring me your copy,  I will happily autograph it for you.” 
 
    Her entire body quivered. “I’d love that.” 
 
    Katie shook her head in amusement. “She must like you, she rarely tells anyone about her books. Believe it or not, she likes the anonymity. I suppose you write sappy stuff too.” 
 
    “No.” Her face grew hot. “I write murder mysteries.”  
 
    Katie looked impressed. “Ooh, I like a good whodunit. What have you published?” 
 
    “Mostly magazine articles, short stories, and some poetry, but…” 
 
    “Lucy?” Clancy placed his warm hands on her shoulders. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Wow.” Mimsy’s ruby red lips formed a circle as wide as her amethyst eyes. “Darling, you would be an amazing pirate.” She gave a loud sigh and batted her eyelashes. “Were your ancestors pirates?” 
 
    Clancy’s grip tightened on her shoulders. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She tried to shake him off. “Mimsy writes romance novels.” 
 
    He nodded. “So I was…” 
 
    She spun around to face him. “If you even mouth the word right I’ll smack you.” 
 
    “You go girl.” Mimsy cheered her on. “Just don’t bruise his face. I really do think you’d look hot on a book cover, darling boy. Have you ever done any modeling?” 
 
    Lucy rolled her eyes, but pictured Clancy shirtless again and whole heartedly agreed with Mimsy. Even with his face as red as Mimsy’s fingernails, Clancy would make a great model. “Mimsy and Katie belong to a writing group and want me to join them one evening.” 
 
    “So why don’t you?” Clancy gave her shoulders a squeeze. 
 
    Lucy frowned. “What would I do with the kids?” 
 
    “You two have kids?” Mimsy squealed in delight. “Oh, I’ll bet they’re beautiful.” 
 
    Clancy held up one hand. “Whoa. She has the kids. I have a bachelor pad and a tattoo parlor. When are your meetings? She may need to do some juggling to get there.” 
 
    “Tuesday evenings,” Katie said. “Plus whenever we have an emergency.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “What kind of emergencies do writers have?” 
 
    Mimsy bounced in her seat. “Oh, Katie’s ex-boyfriend was a gangster who chased her here from the big city. We had an emergency meeting and used her situation for a prompt. Then—” 
 
    “A what?” Clancy’s face paled. 
 
    Katie interjected and shot Mimsy a scowl. “A writing prompt. We choose something to write about for ten or fifteen minutes then read it out loud to the group.” 
 
    Lucy gave a nervous laugh. “You used a writing prompt to figure out what?” 
 
    “How to keep Katie out of the clutches of some horrible gangsters.” Mimsy beamed. “We kidnapped Danny and hid him so the bad guys couldn’t find her. Only our plan backfired a teeny bit.” 
 
    “Danny?” Clancy glanced to Katie who narrowed her eyes. “I’ll meet you at the table, Lucy. I have a call to make.” 
 
    Lucy stomach squirmed. There were a lot of things in Katie’s look that went unsaid. Former friends or lovers? Clancy seemed to know more about Katie than she expected. Of course, he’d lived in Packham a long time. 
 
    “Hmm.” Mimsy interrupted her thoughts. “Maybe I could get Danny and your friend Clancy to pose for a cover. If he were to have an evil twin to face off against—” 
 
    Katie threw her hands in the air. “Mimsy, Danny keeps telling you to forget it. He’s not evil and neither is Clancy.” 
 
    Lucy’s jaw dropped. Katie and Clancy already knew each other. She shouldn’t be surprised. Packham was a small town and they did own shops on the same block. 
 
    Katie cleared her throat and sipped her coffee. She stood and walked Lucy part way back to the table where Clancy waited. “Sorry about that. Mimsy can be a little over the top. She’s got one foot in the real world and the other… Actually, we’re not so sure where either foot is most of the time.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel lately too,” she said. “Sounds like we’ll get along great.” 
 
    “Probably.” Katie wrote on the back of a business card then handed it to Lucy. “If you decide you want to check out the group sometime, we’d love to have you. My cell number’s on the back in case I take off to help Danny renovate his farmhouse.” 
 
    “Danny’s your boyfriend?” Lucy raised her eyebrows. “What kind of renovations are you doing at his farmhouse?” 
 
    “Putting up drywall, painting, chasing raccoons out of the attic, lots of fun things.” She laughed. “Progress is slow, but it’s made for a few good stories to tell. I hope you come to a writing group meeting, we’re better than therapy. Actually, most of us should probably be in therapy.” 
 
    “I’d fit right in then.” Lucy glanced at Clancy who sat at their table texting with his forehead creased in concern. “I’d better go.” 
 
    “Mimsy’s right. He is cute.” Katie followed her gaze. “He owns the tattoo place, right? Have you guys been together long?” 
 
    She winced. “Yes to the tattoo part, but we’re not together. He’s my neighbor’s son. My kids are with their dad for a week. Clancy’s just trying to keep me from driving myself crazy.” 
 
    “I hear he’s single too.” Katie winked. “What does your husband think?” 
 
    “My husband’s a jerk,” she blurted then hesitated. “We...recently separated.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” Katie gave her a quick hug as though they were old friends. “Just a word of advice. If you decide to join us, don’t drink before coming to a meetings. While it makes everyone more tolerable, you’ll never live it down. Trust me.” 
 
    Lucy was silent on the drive home, her mind on Mimsy and Katie. 
 
    Clancy pulled into her driveway and nudged her arm. “Why don’t you come over? We can hang out and have some dinner and a couple drinks. I’ll invite Mitch and April too. At least the hot water will keep you from being stiff and sore over the next few days after all the gardening earlier.” 
 
    Her thoughts jumped back to the dug up patches of dirt in her garden and April’s. She needed to get rid of Clancy and find out what was buried in her yard. 
 
     “I’ll pass. I’m exhausted.” And emotional. And wary. Lucy closed her eyes. “I want to see if I can get hold of the kids. I haven’t talked to them since they left.” 
 
    He winked. “And you don’t want to be alone with me wearing nothing but a skimpy bathing suit and a smile.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Well, partly, but also a combination of lack of sleep, yard work all day, the beer Mitch had fed her that afternoon, and missing her kids. Wondering what lay buried in her backyard didn’t help. 
 
    “Tell you what. I’ll go invite Mitch and April right now.” Clancy handed her the remains of the chocolate cake and sandwich he’d asked Jo to wrap earlier. “Soaking for half an hour will help you sleep better tonight. I’ll even cook you dinner.” 
 
    She scowled. His resort to bribery worked. “What time?” 
 
    “Eight o’clock.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “Bring your bathing suit and your appetite. I hope you like seafood. If you don’t show up, I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lucy sighed, sure there he’d stuck an invisible hook in her cheek to reel her in. 
 
    Locked inside her house, she called the kids at the cottage three times. Still no answer. Then she tried Roger’s cell phone. Customer unavailable. She settled at her computer to write before she was expected to appear in Clancy’s backyard. Unable to focus on her novel, she returned to the unsettling information she’d unearthed about Roger. 
 
    All the business cards he’d kept with the jewelry bothered her. She’d pulled up every one of the names. All the women were dead. Murdered, according to the newspapers. She pulled up the files one more time then glanced at the clock. Seven-thirty. 
 
    If she started going through every article now, she’d miss dinner for sure. At five to eight, she changed into the bikini she’d only ever worn in her backyard and tied the strings around her neck. Her waist was slightly thicker than the last time she’d worn the bikini, but still fit comfortably. She pulled on a long t-shirt, grabbed  a towel then slid into her flip-flops. 
 
    At the front door, she rested her hand on the doorknob and hesitated. If she went to Clancy’s there’d be no going back. Life would move forward, like it or not. She took a deep breath, opened the door, and walked up the street. 
 
    Clancy’s smile wavered then brightened when he saw her. “Hey, I’m glad you came.” 
 
    When Mitch and April waved from the patio table, Lucy blew out a relieved breath and sat between April and the hot tub. 
 
    Dinner was decadent. Lucy ate too many grilled shrimp skewers with garlic butter, steamed rice with curry and drank far too much wine. The empty dishes had barely left the table when other neighbors wandered into the backyard asking questions about Clancy’s parents. People came and went, several bottles of wine and cases of beer covered the table. She yearned to go home and sleep, but didn’t want to be rude. Even chatting with people about being a writer and about her kids, she felt as out of place as a white elephant in the middle of the backyard. 
 
    “I know I’m ready to relax.” April nudged her arm. “Come sit in the hot tub. You worked hard today, you deserve a break.” 
 
    “I’m good.” Lucy’s whole body ached. She sat back and pretended to be invisible, wishing she’d stayed home to work on her novel. At least she’d be sober and not fighting sleep on one of Clancy’s patio chairs. 
 
    “Come on, Lucy.” Clancy grasped her hands and pulled her to her feet. “I promised you a soak in the hot tub so let’s get you relaxed.” 
 
    She tugged her hands away. “I am relaxed. I need to go home. I’ve had too much wine and sunshine and still have  a lot of work to do. Deadlines, you know.” 
 
    “Relax, Lucy. Give yourself a break.” Clancy draped one arm around her shoulders. “Are you anti-social or what? You’ve lived on this street for how long and you don’t even know your neighbors.” 
 
    He had a point. While Roger would drink with Clancy’s dad and Mitch some nights, Lucy put the kids to bed and met deadlines and fell into bed exhausted by the end of each day. Maybe some time in the hot tub would help get her creativity flowing. “I can’t stay long. I want to call my kids tonight.” 
 
    Clancy frowned. “Have you talked to them yet?” 
 
    “Not since they left.” Lucy stepped into the hot tub with his help. “I’m trying not to worry, but it’s not like them not to keep in touch.” April smiled. “I’m sure they’re having a great time swimming, having bonfires on the beach, hunting fireflies, all the things kids love best.” 
 
    Lucy sat back, closed her eyes, and tried to relax. While she should have gone home right after dinner, there was no time like the present. All she had to do was stand up and leave, yet the warm water lulled her into submission. 
 
    Someone kicked her leg beneath the warm water. “You’d better not be falling asleep.” 
 
    “What?” Her eyes flashed open. 
 
    Mitch’s face hovered inches away. He sat down, making waves lap the sides of the hot tub. “You know the only person who could carry you home is Clancy.” 
 
    Lucy’s face grew hotter than the bubbling water. She set aside her glass of wine and focused on people watching. Some of her neighbors would make great characters for books, including Mitch who leaned to grab another bottle of beer and hit his wife’s shoulder. 
 
    April shot him a nasty look. “Hey, be careful.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt your wife.” Lucy frowned. 
 
    “Ah, I couldn’t hurt her, she’s well padded.” He grinned. “But you, you’re padded well.” 
 
    Clancy chuckled and rolled his eyes as he handed Lucy her glass. “Come on, one more glass can’t hurt.” 
 
    “It’s not the one glass I’m worried about. It’s one before that and the one before that and the one before that. Not to mention the beer and chocolate cake and gardening in the hot sun this afternoon...” Nauseous, she stared at the water and prayed not to vomit. 
 
    April let out a deep sigh. “You’re so lucky. You can wear a bikini after having three kids. I can’t even look at one.” 
 
    Clancy’s gaze dropped to the soft roundness of her breasts. “I thought you said you didn’t own a bikini.” 
 
    “What I said was I haven’t worn one in public in years.” Lucy folded her arms across her stomach. “I wear it in the backyard with the kids. Well, at least I did before our pool popped.” 
 
    “That makes me want to spend a lot more time in your backyard.” Clancy’s lingering gaze and the tone of his voice left goose bumps on her arms. 
 
    Lucy backed away, not in a hurry for things to get intense. Life was hard enough when Roger heard Clancy watched the kids after she’d walked into the patio door. If she stayed in the hot tub any longer, his reaction to the rumors would be a thousand times worse. She stood up with a strong urge to leave before there was more trouble. “I’d better go. I didn’t sleep much last night then all of the yard work today.” 
 
    “Excuses. Excuses.” Mitch waved a hand. 
 
    Clancy scowled and sat up on the edge of the hot tub. “Do you want me to walk you home? There’s a lot of lunatics out there.” 
 
    “He’s right. And someone as hot as you would be fair game.” Mitch grinned. “A girl like you needs a knight in shining armor.” 
 
    “Or a hunk in a Speedo. Do they even still make those?” April giggled. “Have a drink and relax. There’s no one at the house right now anyway. You’ll have more fun here with us than you’ll have at home.” 
 
     Lucy moved toward the edge of the tub. “I know, but I need to—” 
 
    Clancy hooked a finger in the back of her bikini bottoms and pulled her closer. “I’m sure the kids are fine. It’s their mom I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Me?” She turned to face him. “Why?” 
 
    He slowly studied her from head to toe then licked her lips. “Because in spite of the rumors, I think you’ve forgotten how to have a good time. Maybe hanging out here with us will refresh your memory.” 
 
    Lucy took a sharp breath. “I don’t want to have a good time. I want to write.” 
 
    Mitch didn’t make any sudden moves to leave. “Aw, come on, Lucy. Stay and party. I promise, we’ll all behave.” 
 
    April sat up. “We should go too. I have to work in the morning.” 
 
    “Just call in sick.” Mitch urged. 
 
    “I don’t get paid if I don’t show up.” April gripped the side of the hot tub then got out and reached for her towel. 
 
    Lucy glanced at Clancy. “Thanks for a fun evening, but I’m going home too.” 
 
    “Please don’t. Not yet.” He swung his legs over the side and stood up. “We need to talk. Let me get rid of everyone else first.” 
 
    Curious, Lucy sat back in the warm water and laid her head on the edge. She gazed at the stars and imagined floating among them in a wonderful, magical dream as her remaining energy floated away on the bubbles. 
 
    When everyone else had gone, Clancy turned the porch light off. The sky suddenly seemed much darker and the stars grew a dozen times brighter. He slid back into the water and turned the lights in the bottom of the hot tub off then wrapped his arm behind her. His lips touched her ear and sent shivers through her entire body. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Breathless, she got met his gaze. Caught up in the magic of the night and the abundance of alcohol, she allowed him to kiss her. Sensations exploded through her body she hadn’t experienced in ages. While there hadn’t been a man in her life since Roger left, this particular man both unnerved her and excited her at the same time. 
 
    Clancy pulled her across his lap and toyed with the strings of her bikini top. 
 
    At home in her backyard, she tied a knot behind her neck. Tonight, she’d tied bows he could loosen and it wouldn’t be long before he worked them free and saw more of her than she was prepared to share. She leaned back, her own worst enemy. “This isn’t a good idea. I should go home.” 
 
    He kissed her throat. His fingers leaving behind tingling trails on her skin as he caressed her. “You and I both know you don’t want to leave.” 
 
    Lucy closed her eyes and sighed. Parts of her wanted him to do things no one other than Roger had ever done. The thought sobered her enough to push away from him and clamber to her feet. “I need to go home.” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep saying that.” Clancy stood and kissed her so hard she grew light-headed. He tugged the strings of her bikini loose as he held her tight. “Last chance.” 
 
    She backed away slightly and clutched the bikini top to her chest. “You said we needed to talk. About what?” 
 
    He gave a dreamy drunken smile. “Yeah. I had an idea the other night. I’d love to give you a tattoo.” 
 
    “Now?” Her eyes widened. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Clancy chuckled and kissed the tip of her nose. “No, I’d probably hurt you if I did it drunk. I mean later this summer. Once you think it over.” 
 
    Lucy winced. “I’ve never had a tattoo before.” 
 
    “I know.” He grinned. “I looked.” 
 
    A burst of heat rocketed through her body. He had to know what he was doing to her. She tried to move away, but he arms tightened his arms around her waist. “I have no idea what kind of tattoo  I’d get.” 
 
    Clancy nuzzled the side of her neck. “I have a design I was working on earlier. I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since we had lunch the other day.” 
 
    Lucy swallowed hard. “Oh yeah? What?” 
 
    “A four leaf clover.” Clancy trailed a finger down her neck and stopped when he reached the fabric of her bikini top. “Right here.” 
 
    “Why a four leaf clover?” She squirmed beneath his touch undecided if she should move closer or run for home. 
 
    “Lucky Lucy. One leaf for Gina.” He kissed her left cheek. “One for Shawn.” He kissed her right cheek. “One for Parker.” He kissed her forehead. “And the last one for you.” He kissed her on the lips long and hard. 
 
    “I’ll have to think about that.” She sighed when he released her, not sure she meant the tattoo or their romance. 
 
    “I’d do the tattoo for free.” Clancy covered her mouth with his again. His hands roamed over her skin then over her bikini until her whole body hummed. “If you don’t like that idea, I’ll do anything you want. Just name it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny grabbed a hot shower and a cold sandwich then headed back over to Bishop Street for an hour or so. No lights blazed at Lucy’s house, which wasn’t like her. He rolled down the window. A party was underway at Clancy’s house. By the sounds of things, most of the neighborhood seemed to be hanging out in Clancy’s backyard. 
 
    He parked across the street and vowed to do a wake-up call in the morning just to see if Clancy was hung-over. Tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, he tossed around the notion of crashing the party. In the end, he turned off the engine and opted to wait. 
 
    By eleven o’clock, lights flick on in several homes as most people went home. Danny watched. Soon, the entire street fell dark and silent and he frowned. Either Lucy was an expert at stumbling through every room in the dark or she had yet to leave Clancy’s house. 
 
    He grabbed a flashlight and got out of the car. Was Clancy prying her for more information about Roger or did he have his own more intimate agenda? Willing to bet on the latter, he crept around the side of the house and silently thanked whoever had left the side gate open. At least he wouldn’t have to make a lot of noise to get in. 
 
    Voices murmured at the back of the house as he took careful steps along the fence. When the hot tub motor switched off, the voices filled the void left behind. He froze, his heart hammered in the sudden silence. 
 
    “I really can’t do this.” Lucy sounded agitated. “I have to go home.” 
 
    “Come on, Lucy.” Clancy’s low tones made Danny cringe. “Wherever your kids are, they’re all asleep and won’t call until morning. What have you got to lose?” 
 
    Her sigh was loud enough Danny heard it around the side of the house. “My dignity.” 
 
    Clancy groaned. “Lucy, I’m sorry. I’ll walk you home.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I’ll take my chances.” Water sloshed and someone, Danny assumed Lucy, stumbled then stomped off the deck before the slap of her flip-flops became muffled by the grass. As she rounded the corner, she ran straight into Danny. 
 
    When she opened her mouth to scream, he covered her mouth and put a finger to his lips. Clancy swore and splashed water as he got out of the hot tub then the patio door slid open and closed. After that, quiet. 
 
    Lucy ripped his hand away from her mouth and, thankfully, kept her voice low as she shrank away and tightened the towel around her torso. “Who are you? What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “A friend.” He blew out his breath. “I’m here to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Some friend.” She pushed her face closer to his. “You’re the guy from the Honda. The one who’s been stalking me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his hair. “About that—” 
 
    Lucy pushed past him and headed for the sidewalk. “Leave me alone before I call the police. I don’t know anything. I didn’t do anything. I just want to go home to bed.” 
 
    “I know, Lucy. It’s okay.” 
 
    She stopped then turned around. “What do you know? Besides my name.” 
 
    Under the street lights, she reminded Danny of a frizzy-haired, shivering teenage girl he’d once dated in high school. She swayed enough for him to assume she’d consumed her fair share of alcohol at the party. He ached to tell her to run home and stay away from Clancy, from both of them, actually. 
 
    “Go home, Lucy.” He ran a hand through his hair and hoped Clancy wasn’t sober, or near any windows. “We’ll talk tomorrow after you get some sleep and sober up.” 
 
    “Talk about what?” She leaned precariously to one side then caught her balance. 
 
    Danny grinned. “It’s late, you’re cold, and you’re drunk. Let me walk you to your front door. Small town or not, there are people who’d look at you and think Christmas came early.” 
 
    Her face hardened and her nostrils flared. “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “Do you have a better offer?” He looked around and shrugged. 
 
    Lucy turned and walked away. “Do you plan to sit in your car all night just in case I make a run for it?” 
 
    Danny followed as close as he dared, just out of her arm’s reach. “Nope, I’ll go home once I know you’re safe inside your house.” 
 
     “You’ve sat there and spied on me for weeks.” Her chin quivered as she fumbled with her house keys and dropped them to the welcome mat. “Why help me now?” 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do.” He picked up the keys and opened the door. “That’s part of why we need to talk tomorrow. After  you’ve had a little sleep and a lot of coffee.” 
 
    “So you’re not going to push your way in an attack me?” 
 
    Danny laughed. “No, I think you’ve had to defend yourself enough for one night. Besides, I have a girlfriend and she wouldn’t be very happy if I did anything so stupid.” 
 
    She studied him in the semi-darkness then took her keys back and slammed the door in his face. 
 
    He wandered back to Clancy’s backyard and peered around the corner where remnants of the party lay strewn about the deck. Wine glasses, beer cans and empty paper plates littered every flat surface. The stench of beer met his nostrils. A pretty elaborate ploy for Clancy to get Lucy into bed. So much for finding out more information about her. 
 
    “I’m gonna kill him.” Leaving the mess on the deck untouched, he walked back to the Honda. He’d need both sleep and caffeine before he dealt with Clancy. 
 
    The next morning, Danny banged on Clancy’s door before the sun cleared the roof of the house. He stepped back to kept his distance so he didn’t reach out to strangle his friend. 
 
    Clancy opened the door bleary-eyed. “Hey. You’re up early.” 
 
    Danny snorted. “If you ever pull another stunt like you did last night again, I’m gonna kick your sorry ass all the way to the tattoo parlor and lock you inside.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” He yawned and rubbed one eye. 
 
    “You were so drunk last night you nearly cost us this job.” Danny scowled. “Did you say anything about being a detective to anyone? Lucy, maybe? Did you even bother to ask her about her husband or his girlfriends while you were throwing yourself at her?” 
 
    “No.” His eye twitched, then he led the way to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. “No one knows about the case. Lucy only knows I’m a detective, because she’s a mystery writer and wanted some advice on a book she’s writing.” 
 
    “And why’d you bother to tell her that much?” Danny flared his nostrils, sticking a cup onto the burner in place of the carafe to capture the first cup of coffee. “Tell me you didn’t try to sleep with her last night.” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Clancy’s jaw tensed. “You asked Mitch.” 
 
    “Actually, he’d gone to bed by then. I’m a detective and had a hunch.” Danny’s mouth twitched. “I started to go into your backyard and ran into Lucy who was wrapped in a towel and upset.” 
 
    Clancy sagged onto a chair and leaned an elbow on the table. “You wanted to know if she was sleeping around and had any affairs. I can tell you first hand, she’s not the kind of person her husband’s described. She’s been hurt bad, Danny. She’s far from ready to climb in bed with anyone.” 
 
    “She turned you down?” Danny forgot about the coffee and stared. 
 
    “Flat.” Clancy scrubbed his face with both hands. “In fact, when I put the moves on her, Lucy got upset. Trust me, there’s no other man in her life and I doubt there will be for a long time.” 
 
    Danny grabbed the nearly full coffee cup and placed the carafe on the burner. He added milk to the cup and took a sip. “So why would her husband tell us she’s abusing the kids and cheating on him?” 
 
    Clancy’s voice rasped. “I don’t know. He’s the one who walked away from them and put them through the wringer.” 
 
    The room grew quiet except for the gurgles of the coffeemaker. 
 
    Danny pulled out the toaster and shook his head at the greenish bread. “Don’t you ever go shopping? Get some real food, will you? If I were Lucy, I’d be a basket case too. This is why I hate divorce cases.” 
 
     Clancy sat across the table and blew out a breath. “Maybe you should follow Roger instead. I’m telling you Lucy’s not the person he says she is. We need to give her some breathing space.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly a leading expert on women.” Not like Danny was one to talk. Not so long ago, his current girlfriend was involved with a money-laundering psychopath. “We should? Or do you want me to back off so you can do the surveillance thing alone? Maybe from up close and personal like last night?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Danny met his gaze. “I’m saying maybe you’re getting too close. We’re on a case, not a dating reality show.” 
 
    “So it’s okay for you to take those chances, but not anyone else.” Clancy rolled his eyes. “Weren’t you working a case when you met Katie?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a divorce situation and I didn’t try to sleep with her. You trying to sleep with Lucy was a huge mistake and it better not happen again.” Anger surged beneath his skin and he pitched the bag of green bread into the trash. One more word and he’d be tempted to punch Clancy. He blew out a long breath and held up his hands. “Do what works. If you want to be her friend, then be her friend. If it goes farther than that, I don’t want to know. Keep in mind you could put Lucy and the kids at risk.” 
 
    “Then pull me off the case.” Clancy’s words hung in the air amid the scent of fresh coffee and stale booze. “I’m just telling you everything your client says—” 
 
    “Our client.” Danny sat back on the creaking wooden chair and watched the steam rise off his coffee. “I don’t want to pull you off the case.” 
 
    Clancy sat back and folded his arms across his chest. “Our client is playing us for fools. If you don’t believe me, go ahead and keep Lucy under surveillance. All you’ll see is a whole lot of nothing while you sit in your car getting heatstroke.” 
 
    “Well, then that’s what I’ll report back to Roger on the weekend.” If he got in touch with Roger again. The room fell silent again except for the hum of the refrigerator and the final gasps from the coffee maker. 
 
    “So what do we do in the meantime?” Clancy asked. “I know we’re investigating Lucy, but I also know we’re not going to find anything incriminating. She’s really not like that.” 
 
    “I know.” Danny frowned. “But there’s that little detail of last night. What were you thinking? If that story gets back to Roger—” 
 
    “Nothing happened last night, Danny.” Clancy reddened. “I tried to bring out her true nature and we both know how the evening ended. She pushed me away and left. What kind of woman does that?” 
 
    He averted his gaze. “An innocent one.” 
 
    “She just wants what we all want. For things to be normal and easy. That’s not going to happen anytime soon.” Clancy’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen and frowned. “My dad. Mom talked to my sister.” 
 
    “That’s good news.” 
 
    Clancy winced. “I wish I could believe that. The second my dad gets in the middle of the conversation, things go to hell in a shopping cart.” 
 
    Danny sipped his coffee and sat back. “At least it’s a start.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    There’d been no answer to Lucy’s calls either at the cabin or Roger’s cell phone. She Lucy made a second pot of coffee and paced the house aimlessly. Before the pot finished brewing, she dressed in faded, baggy shorts, and a tank top then pulled her hair up in a sloppy ponytail. She slid on her flip-flops and walked out into the backyard to face the day. 
 
    It was too early in the day to want to hide from the world, yet that was exactly what she wanted to do. Hide from the world, particularly Clancy. The sunshine warmed her face and melted the chill which claimed her earlier. Too restless to sit and write, she planned to attack the old garden ties in the flower bed she’d thought about moving. Today was a good day to dig them out. They’d find a new home around the side of the house where she planned to plant a vegetable patch. 
 
    The morning was peaceful and still except for the stab of her shovel into the dirt. Lucy stuck the shovel into the ground and stepped on the metal. Her flip-flop slid off and her bare sole hit the metal. 
 
    She bounced around on one foot, cursing until the pain subsided, then put her flip-flop back on and tried again. Most of the four ties came out easily. The shortest one refused to budge, held tight to the ground by an iron rod which appeared to be several feet long. 
 
    Lucy sighed. She had two options;  keep digging and pull the whole contraption out or dig a wider hole around the rod and bury everything several feet down. She dug enough dirt out from beneath the tie and tried to lift. The wood wiggled, but didn’t budge. After digging deeper, she was able to get a better grip. When she pulled the second time, the wood slid off the metal rod and smacked her in the mouth. She swore, not caring who heard, then put the tie back onto the rod and pounded the whole thing into the ground in frustration. 
 
    “You want to keep the noise down? I’m hungover and trying to work on my truck. Stop making such a racket.” Clancy stood at the far end of the yard with a smirk. 
 
    “Jerk.” Lucy scowled. Beads of sweat cut trails through the dirt on her arms and her lip swelled from the block hitting her face.“Go ahead and laugh. I don’t care what you think.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Are you burying someone or still picking out the right spot for a body?” 
 
    “Don’t start.” She picked up the shovel. “I’m trying to take the ties out of this flowerbed, but can’t get the last one out.” 
 
    Clancy walked toward her. “That explains the dirt from head-to-toe.” 
 
    “Here, you give it a shot.” She handed him the shovel. 
 
    “So, how’d you get the fat lip?” He caught her chin between his thumb and index finger. 
 
     She debated what to tell him then kicked the two-foot long piece of tie, which wobbled in place. “When I tried to lift this part out, it came off.” 
 
    He stared at the small pit she’d dug where the section of four-by-four was still anchored into the ground by the metal rod. Still rooted deep into the earth, the tie danced around like a bobble-head toy. “And it hit you in the face?” 
 
    “Right in the kisser.” She blushed at the amusement on his face. “I mean…” 
 
    “It’s okay. I got it.” He took the shovel and leaned on the handle. “So, now what do you plan to do with it?” 
 
    “I dug a hole to bury it.” 
 
    Clancy raised his eyebrows. “You’re going to bury the whole thing in the garden?” 
 
    “Yup.” She shrugged. “Well, unless you can get it out, but otherwise…” 
 
    He got down on his knees and dug even deeper around the rod without finding the bottom. Finally, he put his hands beneath the block of wood and pulled. 
 
    “Clancy, don’t!” Lucy lunged forward, but was already too late. 
 
    The tie broke loose from the rod and hit Clancy square on the chin. His head snapped back throwing him onto the grass where he lay and stared up at the sky. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Lucy leaned over him. “I’m sorry you got hurt. I should’ve just buried the stupid thing and moved on. Your chin’s bleeding, I’ll go get some ice and a bandage.” She started to get up. 
 
    He let out a laugh, his lower lip already twice its normal size. “You mean like you did for your fat lip? No thanks.” 
 
    She knelt in the grass and scowled. “I didn’t do anything for my lip.” 
 
    “Exactly. Some nurse you are.” Clancy sat up slowly and groaned. “Oh, great. You’ve gone from having a block on a rod stuck in the ground to having a bare rod sticking out of the ground. We’d better deal with that thing before anyone gets hurt.” 
 
    “You mean like us?” She touched her cut lower lip. “How do we do that?” 
 
    He rubbed his jaw, which had already turned a pale shade of purple. “I’ll see if I can pull the whole thing out.” 
 
    Lucy stared wide-eyed. “What am I supposed to tell everyone if you impale yourself with a metal rod in my back yard? I’m sure most of the neighbors already think I’m crazy.” 
 
    “I doubt that, but it would be a great way to kill me off in your book.” He tried to grin but winced in pain instead. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. “Do you know you’re not funny?” 
 
     “Actually, I’m hysterical. You just don’t know me that well, which is a shame since you had your chance.” He winked. “You don’t happen to have a sledgehammer handy so we can pound that sucker into the ground, do you?” 
 
    Lucy grimaced. “Why don’t we just put the tie back on top and step on it?” 
 
    Clancy’s jaw dropped. “You want me to put the stupid thing back on? Are you crazy? I nearly knocked myself out cold getting it off in the first place.” When she frowned, he rubbed his face with one hand then took a coin out of his pocket. “Heads we get a sledgehammer and pound the rod in the ground. Tails we put the block back on and bury the whole damn thing.” 
 
    Lucy sighed and met his gaze. “You’re being awfully nice to me. Are you sure you don’t have better things to do than hang out and get slugged in the face by garden ties?” 
 
     “Of course I do. So do you. Didn’t you say you had a deadline to meet?” He waggled a finger.  “Are you procrastinating, young lady?” 
 
    She blinked back tears and brushed her hands on her shorts. “I’ve tried to call the kids a few times, but there’s still no answer. I just end up worrying about them instead of writing anyway.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re a bigger procrastinator than I am.” Clancy grabbed her hand and seemed to study the dirt under her nails. He traced a cut on her knuckle. 
 
    “I guess I am procrastinating.” She forced a smile. “Are you sure you don’t have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Why, because I’m too good to be true?” His gaze was on their joined hands. “No girlfriend. I’ve had girlfriends in the past, but nobody special. I’m kind of used to being alone. What about you?” 
 
    “No, no girlfriend.” Lucy laughed when he looked up. “Kidding. I don’t have time to date and spend half the night worrying about why some guy hasn’t called me, I’ve got three kids to take care of and a career to build. The last thing I want to have to worry about is someone’s delicate ego getting bruised.” 
 
    Clancy nodded. “Amen. Even grown-ups need friends to talk to though.” 
 
    “I do have friends.” Superficial friends who were never there when she needed them most. “All they do is study fashion magazines, complain about their husbands, and talk about how lazy their kids are. I want to talk about real things.” 
 
    “Like poison and murder and how to blow up your neighbor’s truck?” 
 
    Her face warmed. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Parker stopped by the other day. He wants to help me work on the truck sometime.” Clancy let go of her hand and picked up the shovel. “He’s sure you won’t let him since you don’t like me or my truck. I said he needed to talk to you so I didn’t look like some kind of a…” 
 
    “Pervert?” Both Parker and Shawn needed a father figure, but she wasn’t so sure Clancy was a good candidate. There would come a time when she’d have to trust her son to be in the world alone. Perhaps if she knew Clancy better, she’d be more comfortable letting Parker help him. “I’m sure he’d like that. He was really disappointed when Roger sold the old car they’d planned to fix.” 
 
     He raised his eyebrows. “Oh, yeah? What kind of car did they have?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I actually never saw it. Roger bought the car, but never brought it home.” She wasn’t even sure he’d actually bought one, but only told the boys he had. To get the boys off his back. I’m sure Parker helping you wouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “You want to run a background check on me first?” He laughed then grew serious. “You know whatever you’re thinking, it never hurts to ask.” 
 
    Lucy took a deep breath. She needed to take a chance. “Were you serious when you offered to help with my research?” 
 
    He opened his mouth then paused to study her before responding.“Of course, I was. I can’t say I know everything, but I have a connection or two. What do you want to know?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Actually, there’s something I need to show you.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Clancy grasped her upper arms. “You just went from pink to pale.” 
 
    “Yeah. Give me a second. I’ll be right back.” Lucy went into the house. 
 
    The shaving kit was right where she’d hidden it behind her daughter’s shoes. She drew in a deep breath and prayed she doing the right thing in showing the jewelry to Clancy. Aside from finding the local police station, she had no other option. One more deep breath later, she descended the stairs. 
 
    He sat on the edge of the couch in the livingroom. “You sounded so serious, I thought talking inside away from prying eyes of neighbors might be best. If that’s okay with you, that is.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” She clutched the bag to her stomach. “I found something when I was packing the kids’ clothes. Something Roger seems anxious to get back.” 
 
    Lucy set the shaving kit on the coffee table and cleared away the newspapers to make room to spread everything out. She carried over a lamp and placed it on the table in front of Clancy. 
 
    He smiled. “That seems like overkill for a shaving kit.” 
 
    “Believe me. Not everything is as is appears.” She knelt by the table and tugged open the zipper. One by one, she withdrew the bags of jewelry and business cards. 
 
    With each new piece, Clancy’s face whitened until he rubbed his jaw with one hand. “Where did these came from?” 
 
    Her mouth went dry. “Roger said they were family heirlooms, but I’ve never seen any of them before. Whatever they are, he emptied all my dresser drawers to find them and was ready to hurt me. If Tanji hadn’t honked the horn and distracted him...” She took a bracing breath and leaned on the coffee table. “Do you think he could be a cat burglar or something?” 
 
    Clancy leaned over to examine the pieces inside the bags without touching them. “You think he got these from somewhere other than family members?” 
 
    “I’ve done some research. I’ve seen these pieces on a website.” When she paused, he glanced up. “A police website.” 
 
    He blew out a long, slow breath. “Part of an ongoing case? How’d you manage that?” 
 
    “They were in an alert. Stolen pieces for pawn brokers to watch for.” Lucy hoped she didn’t sound insane. “The case is one my husband has ties to.” 
 
    “Which case is that?” He met her gaze. 
 
    Lucy’s chin quivered. “The serial killer who murdered all those women.” 
 
    Clancy closed his eyes for a heartbeat then pulled out his cell phone. “Do you mind if I take a few pictures?” 
 
    “I already took some. I even printed some off so I could match them up to the websites and be sure.” She went to the kitchen and grabbed her phone then let him scroll through her pictures. 
 
    “These are good.” He smiled. “Can I forward them to my phone? I’ll give you my cell number at the same time in case you need anything.” 
 
    “Like some help with Roger when he comes back, which won’t be until the weekend.” She shrugged. “He took the kids to his parents’ cottage and will be too busy showing off for Tanji to bother with me.” 
 
    He blew out a long breath. “I have a couple friends who can help with these. One is a cop in Newville. I’ll send him the photos to check out. He may want you to bring them in.” 
 
    “I don’t have a car.” She fought the urge to hand over the shaving kit and all its contents just to get them out of her house. Out of her possession. As far away from her as possible. 
 
    “If my friend’s interested, he may come pick them up in person. Hopefully before Roger returns.” He sat back. “If they are significant, I can’t see your husband leaving them with you for long. He may be afraid you’ll sell them or turn them over to police.” 
 
    “Unless he’s using them to frame me.” Lucy slid her arms across her stomach. “Maybe he’s counting on me being too afraid to do anything until he brings the kids home. He could easily tell the police he found them in my sock drawer.” 
 
    He bowed his head and typed a message into his phone. “Put these somewhere safe for now. I’ll check with my friends and get in touch with you as soon as I hear anything. In the meantime, we should change the locks on your doors and add a security chain.” 
 
    Her heart raced. “Do you think Roger would come all the way back here to get them?” 
 
    Clancy raised his eyebrows. “He has Tanji and the kids. Would he risk everything?” 
 
     “He could. It would be possible for him to sneak out late at night, drive here, take the jewelry, and be back at the cottage before anyone misses him. I wouldn’t put it past him.” Lucy shivered. Her stomach churned with the sudden urge to vomit as she stared at the little bags on the table. “You don’t even know Roger, do you?” 
 
    He stood and averted his gaze. “We can’t have that conversation just yet. I’ll get you a new door lock and have my friends get in touch with you. For now, hide those and don’t tell anyone you have them. Especially Roger.” 
 
    When he left her house and exited the backyard, Clancy’s strange words unnerved her. Why would a private detective befriend her only to abandon her? 
 
    That wasn’t totally true. 
 
    She returned to her computer desk and pulled out a file folder she’d shoved pictures and articles into earlier. “We can’t have that conversation just yet” was what Clancy had said. Even his friends knew more about her life than she did. Of course, one of those friends was a cop. Was he one of the detectives looking for Cora Lee’s killer? 
 
    Lucy’s hands shook. Clancy would look after the jewelry. She simply had to act as caretaker until his friends contacted her. Roger was so quick to brush off her concerns about Cora’s death, yet he knew all the murdered women and now Lucy had proof. The business cards and the jewelry in the shaving kit. He was well known in the community and always at various functions. Was that how he’d met them all? 
 
    Lucy mistyped her husband’s name into Google four times. If Roger had killed those women, why hadn’t he killed her before he took the kids? Or was part of his plan to get the kids out of the way?  Lucy paced the house and tried to force her mind in a whole new direction, but the walls seemed to close in. Overwhelmed, she sat cross-legged on the floor, closed her eyes and took several deep breaths until her heart stopped racing and her hands stopped shaking. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, her gaze fell on the stack of resumes she still hadn’t dropped off. One glance at the calendar, reminded her she was due at her lawyer’s office at eleven-thirty, which gave her less than an hour to get ready and walk there. 
 
    After a fast shower, she dressed in black slacks and a colorful blouse then returned to her desk to stick her resumes into a folder then grab the folder where she kept everything relating to her divorce. As she rifled through desk, she shoved some papers aside and found handful of change at the bottom of the drawer. This was a good day to hand out resumes after her appointment then sit in Java Jo’s and forced herself to write. She picked up a fresh notebook then ran out the door. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she sat in Ross J. Schultz’s office and listened as he droned on about her recourses against Roger. She had no money to sue for back child support. She could file for divorce citing his affair as the reason, but  no money. Her shoulders slumped a little more with each word he uttered. The most coherent thought she had was she needed both a new lawyer and a lottery win. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you want me to do, Lucy.” Ross shook his head and shuffled the papers on his desk. “He has every right to take the kids on vacation.” 
 
    She dabbed tears from her eyes. “It’s not the vacation I’m worried about. What if he doesn’t bring them home? Should I call the police? Should I track him down on my own? Should I sue for sole custody?” 
 
    Ross hesitated, eyes narrowing as he studied her. “How long have they been gone?” 
 
    “Since Sunday evening.” She bowed her head. 
 
    He let out a loud sigh and ran a hand through his graying hair. He’d probably put his ex-wife through the same kind of hell and had little sympathy. “From where I sit, you still have a few child-free days to enjoy. Wouldn’t you rather spend them not driving yourself crazy?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    Ross looked down his nose toward her. “But you have a gut feeling something’s wrong since you haven’t heard from them and no one answers your calls.” 
 
    The clock on his mahogany bookshelf chimed. Her time was up. She blinked back a fresh batch of tears. “Yeah.” 
 
     “Honey, the man is divorcing you. Of course he won’t take your calls. If I had a quarter for every mother who freaked out when hubby took the kids out of town for a day or two, I’d be retired and living in Fiji.” Considering his fees, he probably already could. “Look, Lucy, get a bottle of wine and have a little fun. If you don’t hear from them by Sunday, come see me first thing Monday morning.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Her mouth dropped open. “What if there’s been an accident? What if he’s taken them out of the country?” 
 
    Ross raised his eyebrows and stood up. “Do they have passports? Because unless he has passports for them, I’d say you’re pretty safe. Good-bye, Lucy. Enjoy your vacation from the kids.” He dismissed her with a slight wave of his hand. “Now, if you don’t mind, I do have another client.” 
 
    She left the law office, her head bowed like she was one of the dregs of society he occasionally defended. Defeated, she pushed through the front door into the hot summer day. Her lawyer was right about one thing. If she continued to let negative thoughts take over, she’d be a basket case before the week ended. So much for Happily Ever After. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes as she stood on the concrete stairs in front of the office and took a deep breath. Breathing hot, humid air was like trying to suck Jell-O up her nose, which she knew for a fact since she’d tried the stunt as a kid. Dumb as a rock, she’d taken her sister’s dare and choked. 
 
    Now Roger issued the dares. He’d ordered her to sell the house and dared her to fight back. Even he was smart enough to realize she’d fight to protect her kids and keep a roof over their heads. So why was she rolling over and letting him win? 
 
    Lucy scowled and lifted her chin. She needed to fight back. Roger Stephens might have her down, but no way he’d count her out. While her kids were away, she needed to revamp her attitude, scour the newspapers, and pound the pavement to find a job. She’d figure out how to juggle work and childcare and still write later. 
 
    Her mind whirled with possibilities as she took a step down. An instant later, she lay on her back on the cement with a throbbing ankle. Apparently, her ankle was the one part of her body that missed the memo about toughening up and taking on the world. 
 
    “Of course, I fell.” She gritted her teeth and hoped no one saw her on the ground. “Why would anything go right this week?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” A man with incredible blue eyes and black hair hovered over her, his voice as smooth as fresh brewed coffee. He held out a strong, calloused hand to help her up. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.” Lucy’s face burned as she accepted his help. She looked down quickly, her eyes probably swollen and red. 
 
    “You don’t sound fine. I think you twisted your ankle.” He reached out a hand to brush dirt off her arm. “Do you want me to call anyone for you? You seem a bit shaken.” 
 
    She a lone tear strayed down her cheek as she dusted off her slacks. “No, I’m okay.” 
 
    Despite the heat, she’d wanted to look semi-professional—or was that normal?—for the lawyer. Fat lot of good that did her. Now there was a rip in one pant leg which would have sent another wave of tears over her cheeks if not for the man in front of her. 
 
     Lucy tried to walk away with her head held high, but her ankle had other ideas. As her ankle gave out, she stumbled and winced at the sharp pain, but kept walking. If she could make the six blocks without collapsing, she could fall apart in a blubbering heap in the privacy of her home without further embarrassment. 
 
    “You’re hurt.” He walked behind her down the sidewalk. “I could give you a ride home.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” The way he flinched, she’d probably sounded angrier than she intended. “It’s been a rough day and I’m going home. My mother warned me about accepting rides from strangers, especially good-looking ones.” She rolled her eyes. What a stupid thing to say. He chuckled in spite of the redness in his face. “You try to do something nice for someone and they slap you in the face. That’s why there are fewer chivalrous men than there used to be.” 
 
    Lucy squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be insulting. It’s just been a really long week and I’ve got a lot of things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like the knight in shining armor who hurt you? That is why you’re at the lawyer’s office, isn’t it? You’re trying to figure out how to get even with someone.” He flashed a heart-stopping smile and seemed so familiar. “You don’t remember me, do you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” She flared her nostrils and lied, senses on full alert. Heat crawled up from her chest into her cheeks until the heat of the day was nothing compared to the inferno raging beneath her skin. “Why are you following me? Don’t you have anyone else to harass?” 
 
    “Lots of people. I just thought I could get you off your feet before you do more damage in case your ankle is actually sprained or worse.” He held out a hand. “I’m Danny.” 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t need your help. I don’t need anybody’s help.” 
 
    Danny tilted his head. “How about if I call you a cab instead then? I don’t want to make you more uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll walk. It’s not far and the pain’s not so bad. I just twisted it a little. It doesn’t really even hurt.” Lucy hated it when she babbled. What was it she didn’t remember? Was he at the party? He flashed a smile that did nothing to cool her down. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.” 
 
    Her legs wobbled. “I won’t.” 
 
    “Could I at least follow you home to make sure you don’t collapse?” He smiled. 
 
    Panic set in and her eyes widened. “No.” 
 
    He held up both hands. “Okay, don’t freak out on me. I was just trying to help.” 
 
    Lucy walked around him with her gaze on the sidewalk. “My husband’s waiting for me and he won’t be thrilled to see me with another man.” 
 
    He nodded, probably wondering what her problem was. “Then I’ll be on my way. I hope your ankle’s okay.” 
 
    She blew out a long breath. So much for strength and steel, she was about as strong as wilted lettuce. Tired of dealing with men for one day, she simply wanted to get home to immerse herself in the world of her novel where no one could hurt her. 
 
    A half block from her house, a sudden thought occurred and her step faltered. Her stomach dropped like an elevator ride and she glanced around. The man who’d tried to help her in front of the lawyer’s office was the same man who’d walked her home from Clancy’s house in the semi-darkness and sat out in his car for days on end. The stalker, Lucy hobbled to the house, locked the door and returned to her post in front of her computer for the next two hours. For now, the Honda was gone and she was alone on the street. At least there she could keep watch out the front window in case the Honda and its driver returned while she pretended to get her work done. 
 
    She drained the coffee pot and thought about making a fresh pot, but fresh ideas interrupted her good intentions. Her book grew by fifty pages from nervous energy alone. Rather than being a distraction, her night with Clancy altered the course of her book. There was no way she could kill him off the way she’d planned. She needed him, or rather his character. 
 
    When the caffeine high ran out, so did the ideas. Lucy stared out the window and pondered ways to kill her husband, partly because she was writing a murder mystery, mostly because he’d taken the kids and hadn’t called since. Her gaze fell on the phone. Roger used to call her Mother Bear because she was so over-protective. Lately, he gave her good reason. 
 
    She pushed away from the computer and blinked back tears. Her gaze fell to the phone. Still no messages on the answering machine. Still no calls from Roger or the kids. Her dramatic side emerged and she had to get away from her computer before she went crazy. She was grateful for the company when Clancy stopped by around seven to change her locks, but disappointed he left the instant he was done. After scrounging through the freezer for dinner, she took a long, hot bubble bath and collapsed into bed. 
 
    Awakened by strange dreams, Lucy rolled out of bed with the first light of day and ambled into the bathroom. She doubted any sane rooster was even awake yet. After making a pot of coffee, she planned to tackle the chapter she’d avoided the previous night. The mere thought of writing a romantic tryst made her nauseous, but if she faced the story head on with her brain still half asleep the story might come more easily. 
 
    The caffeine made her fidgety, but not inspired. She typed a flurry of meaningless words then stared out the window as the neighborhood awoke. Her victim died a hundred pages ago and the female police officer and her partner were supposed to hunt for the killer while sparks of raw energy surged between them, which wasn’t happening. The house was too still without the moans of awakening kids. Six o’clock was too early to call. They’d be worn out from playing in the lake yesterday. Of course, she might feel less rattled if they’d called when they first arrived at the cottage days ago. 
 
    She shut her eyes and distracted herself with thoughts of her kids. The good memories, not the irrational fears she struggled with lately. Things like sitting on the back deck in the morning sunshine with her cup of coffee and muffins, the tiny chocolate chips  melting on their fingers and how the kids smeared chocolate all over the table. Other days they’d ride their bikes to the bakery for donuts they’d take to the park for a picnic. Watching cartoons during rainstorms and laughing themselves silly was the highlight of her week. 
 
    Maybe today she’d go for a walk around town to find more inspiration. The twenty copies of her resume sat in a folder still untouched. She’d chickened out of dropping them off after she’d limped away from the stalker. Danny. She gritted her teeth. Today was a whole new day. A good day to put on a brave face and escape the confines of her house. All she had to do was take a shower, put on her running shoes, and head out as soon as the shops opened and hand out every resume in her folder. While life had to change for the better, nothing would happen without her getting off her butt and moving. 
 
    Dilemma solved, she eased her body away from the desk and stretched the kinks from her spine. A massage would feel divine, especially given by the practiced fingers of some handsome hunk. Any handsome hunk would do; she wasn’t picky. Clancy came to mind, more precisely the way he’d touched her in the hot tub. She swallowed hard and huffed not about to be taken in by drunken memories. Okay, yes she was picky. Her kids needed to approve of any hunk she let into her life. 
 
    Outside her bedroom window, Bishop Street lay groggy and quiet in the early morning sun until a black motorcycle roared up to the curb. The rider pulled off his helmet and exposed a long, red ponytail. Clancy loped across his yard toward  him as Ponytail Man dismounted his bike. He was taller and broader in the shoulders than Clancy and emitted a vibe he could crush anyone with a pinkie if need be. Ponytail Man seemed to have a lot to say before he handed Clancy a large envelope. 
 
    Lucy shivered and glanced at the clock to make sure she had the time right. She narrowed her eyes, unable to make out his words through the closed window as a thousand questions fluttered through her head.  Who was the red-haired man? What did he have to do with Clancy? What was in the envelope? Why wasn’t she taking copious notes? 
 
    She watched the men as discreetly as possible, shoving all thoughts of jewel thieves, murderers, and stalkers out of her head. With any luck, neither man would have reason to look her way. When Clancy turned his head, she ducked below the window sill and pressed her back to the wall while her heart thumped against her spine. 
 
    A dozen outlandish scenarios flashed through her head before she gave a small laugh. Since when did she become so paranoid? He was just a tattoo artist. When she recalled their conversation the day before, she sucked in a shaky breath. “He’s a private detective.” 
 
    Was the Ponytail Man one of the friends who could help find answers about the mysterious jewelry? Wide-eyed, she raised herself up slowly until Clancy and Ponytail Man came back into view. She grabbed her camera and used the zoom feature for a better look. Ponytail Man’s face seemed carved from marble, yet handsome in a rugged way like the photo of the hunk she’d pulled off the Internet. Unlike the male model, this guy scared the crap out of her even from afar. 
 
    While Ponytail Man walked his motorcycle onto the driveway, Clancy glanced toward Lucy’s house then led his friend up the sidewalk toward his parents’ house. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny and Katie had spent the night in front of his freshly cleaned out fireplace with a crackling fire, a bottle of wine and Thai food. He’d even turned his cell phone off so they could have some time alone—finally—and only turned it on again after dropping Katie off at her house that next morning. 
 
    He left the phone on the floor between the front seats. It sprang to life and vibrated with over a dozen text message alerts on his way to Bishop Street. 
 
    Someone had replaced Lucy’s broken bedroom window with a piece of plywood. Pale light streamed through the smaller window a few feet away, which meant she was already up and seated at her computer. So much for the man-hungry party girl image. She could always Skype someone and have an on-line affair, but even that didn’t seem to fit with what Leo found. Nothing about Lucy Stephen seemed to fit. 
 
    “What the hell are you up to, lady?” Danny parked in front of her house and rubbed his temples before he reached for the phone. A long list of texts from Clancy, Leo and Bobby filled the screen. Not a good start to the day. Katie had certainly distracted him from the case last night. Repeatedly. His entire body warmed and he smiled at the thought. 
 
    Clancy’s texts were cryptic, but urgent. Something big had happened. Since Leo’s Harley already sat in the driveway, he had to assume the worst. He parked around the corner, out of sight of Lucy’s house, then skirted around the wide veranda to knock on Clancy’s front door. 
 
    “It’s about time you got here.” Clancy let him inside then strode from the door to the dining room table where Leo stared at a laptop screen. “Where the hell have you been hiding? We have a big problem.” He waved a sheaf of papers. “Lucy found some key evidence in the case and Bobby is on his way.” 
 
    A punch to the face couldn’t have shocked Danny more. “Lucy did? What evidence?” 
 
    “Since you weren’t answering your phone, I called Bobby.” Leo straightened and cracked his back. “He and a forensics team are on their way with a search warrant.” 
 
    Danny winced. “I was at the house and didn’t have my charger.” 
 
    Leo rolled his eyes and grimaced. “A likely story. Be honest, you and Katie finally got together and the phone was turned off and left in your car.” 
 
    Clancy paled. “Lucy and her kids might be in danger.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Danny clenched his jaw and shot Leo a scowl. 
 
    “Let’s compare notes, shall we?” Leo tapped his keyboard. “Roger Stephen had a long string of girlfriends starting since before he left Lucy. Sound right so far?” 
 
    “Yup.” Danny sat next to him. “What does this have to do with Lucy finding evidence?” 
 
    Leo pulled up the images of one dead woman after another and left them all as smaller images until the screen was covered in a macabre collage. “Renata Yalof. Caroline Taylor-Smith. Cynthia Mathias. Cora Lee. Michelle Donovan. All the women were killed in the same way. Each was strangled then her head bashed in. They also had two other things in common.” 
 
    When another image flashed onto the screen, Danny’s stomach clenched. “Roger Stephen.” 
 
    “That’s one. Each woman was also missing an expensive piece of jewelry.” Leo rubbed his face and  indicated a crime scene shot. “Apparently while Lucy was packing for her kids to go away this week, she found a bag full of jewelry inside a shaving kit. She showed them to Clancy, who sent photos to Bobby. The pieces look identical to the ones missing from the vics.” 
 
    Danny tried to swallow, but his mouth had dried considerably. He needed a pitcher of coffee to kick start his brain. “That is big. Have any of the pieces been positively identified?” 
 
    Clancy handed him a cup of coffee. “Not in the lab, just by the photos Lucy gave me. I’ve also seen the pieces first hand, which is why Bobby’s on his way. Lucy’s a writer. She’s got books about all kinds of grisly murders, poisons, weapons, and so on. Hubby could have used one to get ideas about how to get rid of his nagging girlfriends.” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew she was a writer.” Danny stirred in cream and sugar. “What I don’t  know is why is my life plagued with crazy people. Do we all think our client is a murderer?” 
 
    Clancy nodded. “What are the odds of such similar pieces turning up in one bag together in a suspect’s former home if they don’t belong to the vics?” 
 
    He sipped his coffee then frowned and added more sugar. Clancy’s coffee was a grade below motor oil. “About as high as our suspect hiring me to keep his wife under surveillance. You’d think attention would be the last thing he’d want.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” Leo glanced up. “Except our focus has been on Lucy, not Roger. You got the make, model, and license plate of his car, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” Danny added more creamer to his coffee. “I forwarded everything to Bobby.” 
 
    “Which means you were suspicious too.” Leo pulled the photo of a dark-haired woman. “Let’s recap before Bobby gets here, shall we? Renata Yalof worked as an agent in the office Roger started out with and was his biggest competition for clients. She was on a business trip to Detroit when a maid found her dead in her hotel room. Roger was supposedly at home with the stomach flu, but no one confirmed his alibi with his wife.” 
 
    Danny glanced at the papers Bobby had sent. “Did you read these already?” 
 
    “Of course. I take my job seriously, you know.” He grinned. “Caroline Taylor-Smith was one of Roger’s clients who bought a two million dollar loft. She headed up a society to shelter the homeless, a noble cause until Roger got involved. When the auditors did the books, she accused Roger of embezzlement. Less than a month later, she was found dead in her small cottage near Erie.” 
 
    Danny rubbed the back of his neck to calm the hairs standing on end. “So why hire private detectives to watch his wife while he took their kids on vacation?” 
 
    “Dude’s either a psychopath or he’s trying to throw us off his trail.” Leo pulled up a new photo of a dark-haired woman wearing an emerald necklace. “Cynthia Mathias. Married, two grown sons. She and Roger lived together for a month before she crawled back to her millionaire husband who’d threatened to cut off her generous living allowance. Ditching her boy toy seemed like a good trade off.” 
 
    Danny covered his mouth. Her crime scene photos just as horrific as the previous ones. “For her, anyway, Roger didn’t seem to take it well.” 
 
    “Nope.” Leo shook his head. “She had so many stab wounds the coroner had to zip her together just to examine her. Michelle Donovan. Her family owns stables from here to Kentucky. She dated Roger for a week then disappeared. She surfaced last week floating in Lake Erie.” 
 
    Danny nodded. “And right now, he has Lucy’s kids and his new girlfriend away on vacation and they could all be in danger. We don’t know who’s in danger, but you can bet Lucy won’t get those kids back without a fight.” 
 
    “Then we’d better find them soon.” Clancy sat back in his seat and tapped his foot. “Where do we start?” 
 
    “With what Lucy knows.” Danny got up to refill his coffee cup. “She has to have some idea about what her husband’s been up to, especially now that she’s found evidence.” 
 
    Leo pulled a map up on his screen. “I plotted out all the main players, Roger’s condo, Lucy’s house, Roger’s parents’ house, their cottage, all the murdered women, where they were buried, everything.” 
 
    “You have way too much time on your hands.” Clancy tried to joke, but his face was ashen. He blew out a long breath. “So you guys think Roger killed his girlfriends, leaving Lucy alive for the sake of their kids?” 
 
    Danny stared at the photo of a bloated corpse. It could have been to anyone, including Lucy. Why hadn’t he hurt Lucy? “He hired us was to prove she’s an unfit parent, which would give him sole custody. He could’ve killed Lucy on Sunday while the kids were in the car and taken them out of the country without anyone even knowing. With Lucy being a bit of a recluse, it could’ve been days before anyone even realized she was missing.” 
 
    After a long silence, Leo cleared his throat. “So he parked you outside as a witness. You're the guy who can say she was alive when Roger left with the kids in case he came back to kill her. The worse he makes Lucy look, the more Roger can hide. No one’s looking his way, we were all watching his wife.” 
 
    “The kids are in as much danger as Lucy and his new girlfriend.” Dread washed over Danny and he scrubbed his face with both hands. “Maybe they’re not cooperating and he had to put his plans for Lucy on hold.” 
 
    “The more we know about our client, the better we can help him. Right?” Leo pulled up Lucy’s blog and stared at his screen. “As long as you guys are watching Lucy, she’s safe. We need to  look for those kids. They could be in serious trouble.” 
 
    Danny hesitated, his impulse to shove Leo out the door to hop on his bike to go look for the kids and Tanji. “Let’s talk to Bobby first then find Roger’s cottage and make sure everyone’s okay. Bobby can get some legal reason to make a bogus visit.” 
 
    Clancy refilled his cup, hands shaking. “What if Roger and the kids aren’t there?” 
 
    Danny blew out a long breath. “Then we’ll need to ask Lucy some tough questions.” 
 
    “Do you think she has any idea what her hubby’s been up to?” The doorbell rang as Leo sat back. 
 
    Danny opened the door to a police officer outside on the porch. “Hey.” 
 
    Blond and blue-eyed, Bobby Holland looked more like a male model or an athlete than a cop. “I see Leo and Clancy finally tracked you down. Did they bring you up to speed about the jewelry? We’re on our way to her house now.” 
 
    “I want to go with you.” Danny set his coffee cup on a side table. “Lucy’ll freak out when she sees the police at her door.” 
 
    Clancy pushed past him. “Which is why you and Leo should stay here. She doesn’t know you. She knows me.” 
 
    Danny snorted. “You don’t need to introduce us. She and I have met.” 
 
    “You met her in the dark after a party.” Clancy’s nostrils flared. “She and I are friends.” 
 
    “Some friend.” Danny scoffed. “You tried to seduce her.” 
 
    “I agree with Clancy.” Bobby held up a hand. “You and Leo wait here. I’ll take Clancy with me to keep her calm and we’ll fill you in after we check out Lucy’s evidence and search her house.” 
 
    “And what are we supposed to do?” Danny folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    Clancy clapped a hand to his shoulder. “Drink coffee and keep trying to get Roger on the phone. We’ll fill you in when we’re done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy bit her lower lip as the rest of her froze in place. When she was satisfied Clancy and his red-haired friend had gone inside, she eased onto her chair and take a deep breath. She poised her hands above the keyboard, the temptation to write what she saw down and add it to her book was strong. From her bedroom window, her heroine saw two men talking on the street and… 
 
    Reality intruded. Clancy seemed like a nice neighborly guy, but wasn’t what he appeared to be. She should have asked if he worked for an agency so she could check him out and see exactly who and what she was dealing with. 
 
    She looked out the window in time to see the blue Honda drive past. The dark-haired man wore a scowl that sent more tremors down Lucy’s spine. Maybe he worked with Clancy, another detective looking for someone on Bishop Street. A domestic case, perhaps. Someone with a nasty ex-husband or wife who wanted them followed and proven guilty of some sordid crime. 
 
    Someone like her. 
 
    She leaped to her feet and paced. Did other mystery writers have these kinds of delusions? Writing murder mysteries had warped her normal sense of decency. She stared at the computer monitor unable to think straight. With her heart vibrating, she dragged her weary body down the stairs and reached for the coffee maker. Not that caffeine would help retain her sanity. 
 
    The doorbell chimed just as coffee began to stream into the carafe. Still in her pajamas, Lucy peered through the side window. Her breath caught in her throat. Clancy stood on the porch, hair dishevelled and face pale. Next to him stood a tall, blond police officer. 
 
    She opened the door and hid behind it. “What do you doing here?” 
 
    Clancy frowned and averted his gaze. “Uh, Lucy…this is...Bobby. The friend I told you about. He wants to check out those pieces of jewelry you found.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lucy’s anger turned to concern. As she stepped into the doorway, she nearly forgot she was wearing a thin bathrobe over her nightgown until Clancy’s mouth dropped and his gaze wandered from her bare feet upward. She tightened her robe and folded her arms over her chest. A feeble attempt to cover her torso. 
 
    Out on her front lawn, a small band of police officers assembled on her front lawn armed with boxes and bags, her jaw dropped. “You brought the cops here? Are you kidding? If Roger finds out, he’ll kill me.” 
 
    Clancy held up his hands and reached to pull her into a hug. “Lucy, I don’t want you to get into even more trouble. I think you were right. Those pieces could be vital to Bobby’s case. You need to let them come in and make sure there’s nothing else Roger’s hiding that could help their case.” 
 
    “I’m still asleep, right?” She shook her head and backed away. “Please tell me this isn’t really happening.” 
 
    The officer stepped forward and handed her a card and a folded piece of paper. “No, ma’am. You’re wide awake and this is no joke. My name is Bobby Holland. Clancy told me about the jewelry you discovered and my team would like to search your house. I do have a search warrant, but I’d prefer if you let us in without incident.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Lucy’s lower lip quivered. “I’m not even dressed yet. ” 
 
    Bobby was all business. “We can wait a couple minutes, but we’re not leaving the premises until we conduct our search.” 
 
    Clancy still seemed distracted by her pink satin bathrobe. “We need to come in, Lucy.” 
 
    “Let me get dressed.” Lucy started to close the door, but when her eyes met Clancy’s she reconsidered and stepped aside. “The coffee should be ready. Help yourselves. Since you’re going to search my house anyway, you should be able to find everything.” 
 
    “That’s really nice of you, Mrs. Stephen. Thank you.” Bobby’s smile did little to calm her looming panic attack. 
 
    She led them to the kitchen then opened the cupboard for mugs. While Bobby poured coffee, Clancy followed Lucy to the stairs. She wheeled around with tears welled in her eyes. “What have you done?” 
 
    “I want to help you.” His concern made her knees weak. “You don’t seem like the kind of lady to be involved with whatever your husband’s up to and I don’t want you to suffer for his crimes.” 
 
    “What crimes? You don’t even know if he’s done anything.” Her face grew hot and she pushed him away. “You’d better hope Roger doesn’t find out the police were here. He’ll go nuts then I’ll be in trouble and I’ll never get my kids back.” She tightened her jaw. “I’ll be right down. After I get dressed, you can leave.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to leave you alone. I’ll wait in the kitchen.” Clancy stuffed his hands in his pockets. “You and I can wait in the backyard until the cops are done.” 
 
    “This is not going to end well.” She muttered then climbed the stairs. Half-way up, she checked over her shoulder to make sure he’d stayed put. Only his sad gaze followed. 
 
    By the time Lucy returned to the kitchen, the coffee pot and cups were empty. Clancy slouched at the table flipping through a copy of her completed manuscript The Deceivers while Bobby roamed the house taking pictures with an expensive looking camera. 
 
    “Leave that alone.” She snatched her manuscript from him and stuck it on top of the refrigerator like he was one of her kids. He reddened and he sat upright. “Hey.” 
 
    “What is that?” Bobby crossed the room in three large steps. 
 
    “My manuscript.” Lucy shot Clancy a glare then turned to Bobby. “So where do you want to look first?” 
 
    “We were just talking about that.” Bobby’s eyebrows rose. “You’re a writer? What do you write?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Mysteries.” 
 
    Bobby glanced at the refrigerator. “Has Roger ever read your manuscript?” 
 
    “No.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “Roger thinks my writing’s a frivolous hobby and I should give up. He’s never read a word I’ve written. Why?” 
 
    “Still, I’d like a copy anyway, if I may.” Bobby fingered his camera then moved into the livingroom and took pictures of her family photos and the books on her shelves. “My men are going to start in the basement then spread out. We’ll be done in no time unless we find something incriminating.” 
 
    Lucy gnawed on her thumb. She didn’t like Bobby’s evasive answers, nor the lack of answers. “So what do you want me to do?” 
 
    Bobby gave a weak smile. “You, Clancy, and I are going to sit at the table and check out the jewelry you found. I saw the photos, but I need to see the real things.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just take them straight to the lab if they’re that important?” Lucy met Clancy’s gaze and scowled, unable to comprehend the situation without coffee. Her idyllic plan of a morning of writing and editing quickly vanished as her arrest loomed on the horizon. “Why bother to search the house and tear my life upside down?” 
 
    “Because I’d like to talk to you as well.” When Bobby met her gaze, she shifted in her stance. His weak smile made her defiance seem childish. “Can you get the jewelry, please? I have all day, but I’m sure you have better things to do.” 
 
    “The case is upstairs in my daughter’s closet.” Lucy cast a wistful glance at the empty coffeemaker then her shoulders sagged. “Should I go alone or do I need a witness?” 
 
    Bobby waved her ahead. “I’ll escort you. Sorry, Mrs. Stephen. Your evidence is  important or else we wouldn’t need to search the house.” 
 
    She led him up the staircase and tripped on the top stair. Her heart pounded as she entered Gina’s bedroom. “You let me come up and change clothes without an officer escorting me, why follow me now? This isn’t about me at all, is it? This is about Roger.” 
 
    “Yes.” He waited as Lucy opened the closet door. 
 
    “Did he steal the jewelry from clients?” When she didn’t get an immediate answer, she frowned and struggled to not burst into tears while she reached behind the teddy bears for the shaving kit. Her lower lip quivered. “What is it you think he did?” 
 
    “We’ll talk downstairs.” Bobby helped her up and took the shaving kit from her shaking hands.  “You look like you need to sit down.” 
 
    “He’s done something really bad, hasn’t he?” Panic seized her chest and she began to hyperventilate.“Where is he? Are my kids safe? Does he still have them? Will he hurt them?” 
 
    Bobby took the shaving kit with gloved hands and tucked it into a paper bag then he gripped her shoulder with one hand. “Breathe, Lucy. You need to focus. I’ll answer your questions downstairs. You need to sit and calm down.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to calm down? My whole family could be in danger.” Her mouth couldn’t keep up with her thoughts. “I don’t want you here, I want my kids home safe. I don’t even want to know what Roger’s been doing, just get him out of my life.” 
 
    “From what Clancy told me, you already have strong suspicions, but I think you really need to know what’s going on so we can all protect you and your kids.” He kept one hand on her arm as he led her to the stairs. “Let’s sit and have a chat. Clancy’s here to support you. He won’t leave until you want him to so you’re not alone.” 
 
    “Why?” She stood at the top of the stairs and rubbed her face with both hands. “I don’t even know Clancy. I just met him a few days ago.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know, but I know him. He’s a good guy and he wants to help you. Actually, I think the crazy guy kind of likes you.” 
 
     Lucy led the way to the kitchen. She fell onto the chair Bobby pulled out from the table and sighed. “I’m not telling you anything more until I get a cup of coffee a lot of answers.” 
 
    “Well, start talking, lady.” Clancy had already started a fresh pot and the stream ran into a mug. Her favorite mug. “Coffee’s coming up.” 
 
    Bobby sat across the table. “When’s the last time your kids called home?” 
 
    “What?” Her eyes welled with tears. “If they’re in trouble, you have to—” 
 
    Clancy set a cup of coffee in front of her. “Have they called you since they left?” 
 
    “No.” She held her breath. “They’re at the cottage probably having a so much fun they lost track of time. I need milk.” She stood up. 
 
    Clancy placed his hands on her shoulders and forced her back onto the chair. “Sit. I’ll get the milk.” 
 
    Bobby set his cup on the table and looked Lucy in the eye. “I’ll need the exact address of Roger’s cottage. I could send an officer to check on them and make sure everything’s okay.” 
 
    “Why?” Her eyes widened and she glanced to Clancy who averted his eyes again. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    One of the officers appeared in the doorway. “We found a lap top.” 
 
    She jumped from her chair and lunged toward the officer. “Of course you did, it’s mine. Leave it alone. My work is on there.” 
 
    He held the computer over her head. “Bobby, you need to see what’s on here. There’s an awful lot of incriminating evidence.” 
 
    “Of course there is, I’m a mystery writer.” She spun around to Bobby who stood, tensed to lunge at her if she made a move to hurt his officer. “You can’t take my computer, everything  is on there. My articles, my research, my books, everything. Tell him to give it back.” 
 
    Bobby waved the officer away. “Go through the computer and let me know what you find.” 
 
    Clancy steered her back toward the table. “Lucy, relax, it’s his job to search your computer. Don’t make things harder. He’ll check it now before we leave.” 
 
    “I’m warning you, you won’t like what you find.” Lucy sat and clutched her coffee cup.  “I don’t just write murder mysteries, I research murder, drugs, police procedure, that sort of thing. I’ve been working on a new novel so there’s a lots of weird notes.” 
 
    “How many books have you had published?” Bobby returned to his seat across the table. 
 
    Lucy bowed her head. “None. I’m still looking for a publisher.” 
 
    “Then I imagine being embroiled in a real life murder mystery might be good for sales.” He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Real life murder mystery?” She gasped, suddenly lightheaded as all her worst suspicions came true. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Clancy laid his hand on hers. “Lucy, I know you’ve researched the jewelry. You’re smart enough to put things together. You already know about the women Roger dated, don’t you? You need to tell Bobby everything you know for your own protection.” 
 
    Lucy’s mouth opened, but no sound came out at first. Then reality set in. She hadn’t made a wild story up about Roger from her own imagination. Her suspicions were based on horrific truth. “You’re a detective and you’ve been spying on me. Do you really think I killed all those women just to get Roger back? All I did was look for a suitcase for the kids to go away with him and found...” 
 
    “Jewelry owned by a handful of murdered women,” Clancy said softly. 
 
    Her vision swam and she swallowed hard. “Oh, wow. I thought...I’d hoped he’d just stolen the jewelry while they were sleeping, not...” 
 
    Bobby frowned. “How long have you known about Roger’s recent activities?” 
 
    “For certain? About five seconds now.” Her face burned. She sat back, thoughts of the churned dirt in both her yard and Mitch’s burrowed into her thoughts. “There’s a spot in the backyard that looks like someone buried something in my yard and my neighbor’s yard.” 
 
    “Did you dig it up?” Bobby waved to one of his officers. He put the jewelry back into the shaving kit and placed it into an evidence bag he set in a box full of other bags. 
 
    “No.” She glanced to Clancy. “I was going to, but I’ve avoided it. When Clancy came to help me move some things around in my yard yesterday, I didn’t want to think about it.” 
 
    Bobby sent the officer for a shovel. “Where do we need to look?” 
 
    Lucy led them to the backyard and pointed to the loose patch of earth. 
 
    Someone took several photos before the young officer dug. 
 
    Clancy reached for her hand. “I’m sorry, Lucy. Roger became the prime suspect in several murders the second you found that bag. I hope you understand I had to call Bobby.” 
 
    “I know.” Nausea swept over her and she fanned her face. “I hate that Roger’s done all this and now he has the kids. What if he takes them out of the country or does something awful to them?” 
 
    “Bobby.” The officer stopped digging and glanced up. “I found something.” 
 
    As Bobby got to his hands and knees and brushed the dirt away, Clancy pulled Lucy back from the hole. Bobby pulled out a plastic bag full of banded bundles of cash and whistled. “Have you ever seen these before?” 
 
    Lucy sat on the grass, her eyes wide. “If I had, my mortgage would be paid off and would already be back in Seattle with the kids.” 
 
    Bobby exchanged glances with Clancy then sent the other officer next door to talk to Mitch and search his yard. “You know we have to start a nation-wide manhunt for your husband. Do you have someone you can call to stay with you for a few days?” 
 
    “No. I need to call my kids.” Her vision swam and she grew lightheaded. Over the years, she had several clues Roger was a jerk, but none had led to him being a murderer until now. How many times had he wanted to strangle her and resisted? She probably couldn’t even count that high. Either he’d spared her for the sake of the kids, or there was another, more sinister, reason. 
 
    “Breathe, Lucy.” Clancy had his hands on her shoulders. “In your nose and out your mouth.” 
 
    “I know how to breathe.” Her voice grew raspy from hysteria. She hadn’t seen him kneel in front of her and jerked away from him to lean forward on her knees for support. 
 
    “Then do it before you pass out.” He helped her to her feet, put an arm around her, and lead her inside to the couch. “Sit. I’ll get you some water.” 
 
    “I need to phone my kids.” She reached for the phone to call the cottage. No answer. Roger’s cell phone. No answer. His parents’ house. A cheery message on the answering machine to say they’d return her call when they could. “I don’t know where they are.” 
 
    Bobby took a photo of her phone list. “They’re probably out at the lake having fun and not paying attention to the phone.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and fought back the tears, wanting with all her heart to believe him. “They never called me when they got there and no one’s answered any of my calls. What’s going on, Clancy? What had he done with them?” 
 
    The officer with the shovel returned and handed Bobby a second bag full of cash. “There has to be at least fifty grand between the two bags.” 
 
    If only. Lucy buried her face in her hands.  Her life could be so different in a good way rather than crashing to the ground around her. Instead, Roger had her kids and, the way it looked at first glance, had tried to frame her. 
 
    Clancy sat close to wrap his arms around her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m struggling to make ends meet, my husband is a serial killer, and fifty grand plus a bag full of jewelry is about to walk out my door as evidence. I’m sure I’ll be just fine.” She shook, cold despite the heat of the day. Shock. A tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    He rested his chin on her head. “You don’t deserve this.” 
 
    Two hours later, Bobby set his cup in her shiny sink and left, taking his minions and boxes full of evidence with him.“Thank you, Lucy. I’ll keep in touch. Please, let me know if you hear anything from Roger or the kids. I’ll do the same for you.” 
 
    She followed him to the door, glad to see everyone go, then motioned to Clancy. “You should probably leave too.” 
 
    “Lucy, it’s not good for you to be here alone.” He took a step forward with his arms extended. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She moved out of his reach. The house was far too quiet without the coming and going of kids and police officers. Even quieter with the thought her children could be in danger. “I’ll keep calling my kids. They have to be there. I don’t know where else they’d be. He never wanted them set foot in his condo.” She hesitated. “Did they search his condo?” 
 
    “Of course.” He snatched her manuscript off the top of the fridge. “I’ll wait.” 
 
    She flared her nostrils at his audacity then called the cottage. Still no answer. Tears welled in her eyes. “They should be there. They should be eating the pancakes Roger’s mom makes every morning. I don’t know what to think anymore. I’d feel better if you left so I could think. I need time to process all this.” She closed her eyes. “None of it seems real.” 
 
    Clancy held her against his chest. “Okay. I need to talk to Danny and Leo and let them know what we found. Go take a shower or something, you’re in shock. I’ll come back in a little while to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Those are the guys who were at your house this morning? The guy with the ponytail and the guy in the Honda. I write next to the window, I couldn’t miss them.” Lucy caught his wince as she collected her emotions. “Can they help get my kids back?” 
 
     “They...we’re all here to help you.” Clancy kissed her forehead and gazed into her eyes for a heartbeat. “Lock your doors and sit tight. If you hear anything from the kids or Roger, call me right away. Don’t open the door unless it’s me or Bobby. I mean that. I’ll be back in a little while.” 
 
    She locked the door, careful to latch the chain, then refilled her coffee mug and parked her butt in the chair upstairs at her computer. While she wasn’t a real detective, she could do a few things to help. The first was to clean the fingerprint dust off her laptop. At least they’d downloaded everything and left her computer behind. 
 
    Once things settled, maybe she’d need to write something other than murder mysteries for a while. A nice kids’ book about a fluffy rabbit or a unicorn ought to help. She should work on her novel, yet her mind churned. Roger, the man she’d loved and slept next to for years, could be a serial killer. Despite her attempts to remain positive, her hands shook as she brought the cup to her lips. Maybe after this she’d have enough material for a whole new book. 
 
    Roger wasn’t from an abusive home and his parents had given their son every advantage possible. He got whatever he wanted, including a huge wedding at the country club and a month-long honeymoon in Europe. For as long as she’d known him, he seemed to feel entitled to do what he wanted. Spoiled. She’d been too dazzled to see the downside. 
 
    As morbid as it seemed, Lucy made one file folder for each of the women Roger had killed. Her own dossiers complete with descriptions, photos, how they knew Roger, the few crime scene photos she’d found online, and pictures of the jewelry they were missing. If nothing else, she could write a great piece of fiction from all her speculations. After all, who’d suspect a mild-mannered real estate agent of anything so heinous? 
 
    Roger’s public persona was far different than he was in private. At fundraisers and galas, he was polite and gracious. He schmoozed the men and wooed the women. She snorted. He’d wooed them all right, straight into bed right beneath their husbands’—and Lucy’s—noses. She’d missed all the signs of his affair. Correction, several affairs. 
 
    At home kids, he’d gone from superhero status when the kids were first born, to sullen and withdrawn, spending spent more and more time on his phone and computer. He’d changed the passwords on his cell phone and laptop. Eventually, he’d stopped helping around the house and refused to let her touch his laundry. The drycleaners, he said, did a superior job cleaning and pressing than she could with three kids underfoot. 
 
    Lucy wandered to the kitchen for a glass of water. She had seen something coming, but had shut her eyes to all the signs. The jewelry should have clued her in. At least her wedding rings and the necklace he gave her in Italy weren’t on the list of missing pieces. Still... 
 
    There were cookies left in a bag in the freezer. She took two then put them back and shut the door then glanced at the coffee pot and sighed. “Nope. Need the sugar.” 
 
    Three cookies and a fresh cup of coffee did nothing to settle her mind. How would she explain to her kids their daddy was a murderer? 
 
    Three large cups of coffee later, she’d gone over all the same information she’d read before. Nothing new. Nothing that made her more positive about the outcome to the whole situation. As she let out a sob, the cursor continued to taunt her. The little flickering blip on her screen hadn’t been aptly named; the blip should be called the curse and she the cursor. She toyed with the mouse and moved it around aimlessly. 
 
    What was she supposed to do next? 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    The telephone rang startling Lucy out of a dead sleep. No one had called her in days, not even her mother. Of course, she hadn’t made a lot of calls home either. She didn’t need to hear “I told you so” again while she tried to muddle through each day alone. Technically, she wasn’t alone. Clancy had turned her life upside down before the dust from Roger leaving had even settled. 
 
    When she picked up the receiver, bells dinged before a steady buzz filled her ears. Whoever called had hung up. One of her kids? The bells could be the new wind chimes at the cottage they’d given her in-laws for Christmas. 
 
    Glowing green numbers on the clock read four-thirty-two in the morning and semi-darkness cloaked the room. She hung up. No way a telemarketer would call at that hour. Her kids normally wouldn’t be awake so early, they were creatures of habit. No matter how much they loved the cottage, they were used to home. Of course, habits could change in unfamiliar surroundings and strange situations. 
 
    She picked up the receiver to call Bobby or Clancy then paused. And tell them what exactly? She had no idea who’d called. 
 
    Groggy, Lucy lay back, dozing off and on for another hour before she rolled over and sighed. She missed her kids and, in a weird way, Clancy. Her not-so-sound mind and body still disagreed on what to do about him yet. Not that there was, nor would be, anything romantic between them aside from maybe a pinch of lust. They were neighbors, which was where things needed to end for everyone’s sakes. Her longing to nestle in a pair of warm arms against a firm body had to come second to her kids right now. 
 
      The morning air raised goose bumps on her skin as she dragged her body from the cocoon of covers into the bathroom. As she stared at her reflection in the mirror, her heart sank. Her husband was a serial killer who had her kids and may have. She curled into a ball and broke down on the floor, crying until she had nothing left inside. 
 
    The phone call. Lucy slapped her forehead then rushed to her computer. Bobby could call the phone company and find out who'd called. She called the number he gave . As she hung up and reached down to turn the computer on, she then yanked her hand away. On the street below sat the Honda. Her stalker, Danny, was back. Since she couldn’t focus long enough to write and had no inspiration left, she’d turn her wrath on him. Danny probably had it coming anyway. 
 
    Lucy slipped on her sandals and ran out of the house yelling for him to get out of the car. The Honda’s tires squealed and the car pulled away from the curb. She stomped on the asphalt and cursed. The guy was messing with the wrong person. 
 
    “What’s all the yelling about?” Mitch appeared on his front porch in a pair of baggy sweats. His grey hair stuck up like he just crawled out of bed. 
 
    “Do you know the guy in that little blue car?” she asked. 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he glanced away to the Davidson house. “What?” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes were drawn by a movement in Clancy’s window. The curtain settled into place. She crossed the street and stopped at the bottom of Mitch’s sidewalk. “I know his name is Danny, but do you know who he is?” 
 
    “No.” Mitch put one hand on the door knob behind him and probably figured she’d finally gone crazy. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Lucy glanced down the street to see where the Honda went. When she looked back, the door was closed and Mitch was gone. She marched back home to make another pot of coffee. Now she was mad and motivated, all she needed was more caffeine and her computer. 
 
    Thinking about her novel distracted her enough to put her guilt and restlessness somewhere else—onto one of her characters. Her two main characters were falling headlong into a romantic scene she’d struggled with for weeks. With the phone next to her in case Bobby or the kids phoned, her body was on autopilot while her brain buzzed with the surges of caffeine and inspiration. Her fingers flew across the keyboard and her heart raced as the scene flowed. 
 
    The front door opened a couple hours later while Lucy still sat glued to her keyboard. A familiar voice made her stomach lurch. “Lucy, I’m home.” 
 
    She cursed. Her fingers paused in mid-air for a second. They tingled at the recollection of Clancy’s warm skin in the hot tub. The image of his hard body and soft lips flashed through her mind. She must have forgotten to lock the door after she’d chased off the stalker. 
 
    “Hey, Lucy, are you up here?” Clancy asked. “Your front door was unlocked. Are you okay? I brought food.” 
 
    She didn’t have the time to answer. Her thoughts came almost too fast to type and nothing would stop her from writing scene after scene that oozed from her pores. Not even Clancy who walked straight into her bedroom like he lived there, which rattled her enough to make several typos in a row. 
 
    He set a large paper coffee cup and a plastic-wrapped sandwich on her desk then rubbed her shoulders. “Ooh, you’re inspired, I see. Is this the day you finally kill me off?” 
 
    “Yup.” Intent on getting the words into her computer, she sensed his hesitation without looking up. How had he known exactly where she was? She grunted her thanks, hoping he’d leave since she had nothing good to say. Not after he’d tried to seduce her. The soles of her feet sweated. She hadn’t exactly discouraged him. 
 
    Clancy chuckled. “Wow, must be a good scene. Make sure you eat something. We don’t need you dropping dead over your keyboard in mid-chapter.” 
 
    “I did eat something. Last night.” Her fingers fumbled over the keys, while she fought to ignore the scents of musk, soap, and coffee that surrounded her. “Did you talk to Bobby? Has he found my kids yet?” 
 
    “Not yet. They have an APB out on Roger and his car. They’re also releasing several photos to the media. You just have to sit tight.” Clancy hesitated. “He was able to find out where the call came from this morning.” 
 
    Lucy glanced up at him. “Where?” 
 
    “The cottage. He’s set up a meeting and is pushing for a search warrant.” He stood so close, his body heat warmed her back. “You know, if you’re not hungry, I could refrigerate that for later.” 
 
    “No. That’s okay. Just leave it.” Lucy paused, her hands shaking  while they hovered over the keyboard. The smell of him intoxicated her. She closed her eyes briefly, then shook her head, determined not to let him distract her. 
 
    “I thought I’d warn you I’m going to work on my truck.” He dug his thumbs into her tight muscles to relax her, yet his presence made her more tense. “I was hoping you’d come over and yell at me in an hour or so. Will that work for you today?” 
 
    “I’m on a roll. I could be here for days.” She couldn’t bring herself to shrug him off or even look up. “Thanks for lunch.” 
 
    He leaned close and whispered. “You’re welcome. Did you meet all your deadlines?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lucy wished he’d either leave or give her a good reason to kick him out. 
 
    “Good girl.” He patted her shoulder, his hand lingering.   
 
    She gritted her teeth and reached for the fresh cup of coffee. “Stop being condescending.” 
 
    “You’re still mad at me for the whole hot tub thing, aren’t you?” Clancy moved around and leaned on her desk. He brushed a strand of hair off her cheek. “Just for the record, I’m not sorry I put the moves on you. In case you haven’t noticed, I kind of enjoy your company. When we got in the hot tub, I found out you kind of like me too. What’s a guy to do?” 
 
    “What?” She nearly dropped the steaming coffee in her lap. She shouldn’t have let herself be weak. And she never should have even considered sleeping with Clancy. Had she gone crazy? 
 
    “What I’m trying to figure out is why you keep pretending to be mad at me when you’re not. Is it because of your kids or are you still in love with Roger?” 
 
    She stared in stunned silence and absorbed his words. “Are you insane?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Depends who you ask. I could give you a list of people who think so.” He crouched next to her chair. “Look, I know you and the kids have been through hell. I understand the whole situation better than you think, but I want to know if I have a snowball’s chance in Tahiti with you or if you’re still in love with your husband.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her stomach. “My husband is a suspected murderer who may have abducted my kids.  I’m pretty sure me being in love with him isn’t an issue any more.” 
 
    “I hope not. It’s pretty hard to compete with a ghost.” Clancy met her gaze. “I’ll bet you’re killing my character off today, huh? Is that why it’s going so well? How do I die?” 
 
    “You’re still safe.” Lucy scowled, a shiver zigzagged down her back. “I’m writing out Roger’s character. You’re next.” 
 
    He raised both eyebrows. “In a different book, I hope. I’d like to be around for a while, you know, character development and all that. A chance to prove I’m not a screw up.” 
 
    She smiled in spite of her frustration. “You almost sound like you know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Clancy stood up and winked. “English major.” 
 
    “And now you’re a tattoo artist?” Lucy laughed, some of her tension draining. 
 
    “Honey, I’m a Renaissance man. I’ve tried many things that could enhance your novels.” He patted her shoulder again then walked out of her bedroom. 
 
    Lucy stared after him, her eyebrows raised. Once he left her house, she ran downstairs to make sure the door was locked. No point in being a sitting duck for anyone else, especially Roger. 
 
    She opened the wrapper and took a whiff. Warm and gooey with melted cheese, the sandwich smelled heavenly. While she typed with one hand, she shoveled food into her mouth with the other. After two bites, she ignored the keyboard. Maybe she should write about the sandwich instead of another dead body. Much more appetizing.  
 
    The humidity from the storm rolling in made Lucy’s clothes cling to her skin. Stiff from sitting for so long, she eased her weary body off her chair to change clothes. She took a soda from the fridge then wandered into the front yard and sat cross-legged in the grass to gaze at the steel gray sky. A bead of sweat trickled down her chest, leaving a wet spot on her shirt. While it wasn’t raining yet, the air was damp and heavy. The rain would do little to cool her skin and the humidity later would only make the house hotter. Steamier. 
 
    Today alone she’d done more writing than she had all month. Quiet was exactly what she’d wanted, but the silence deafened rather than comforted her. No kids disrupted the peace. No loud neighbors crashed mealtimes. Not one telemarketer had called to sell her new windows or time-shares. She was completely alone. 
 
    There was finally peace on earth and Lucy hated every second of it. 
 
    A wispy patch of cloud sat to the left of the sun. Dark clouds sailed across the sky at an alarming speed and she smiled. There might actually be a dark and stormy night. She could take advantage and write something spooky and sinister by candle light with pen and paper. 
 
    She’d strolled outside to see if there was still life on Earth. If there was, it certainly wasn’t in her neighborhood. Bishop Street was eerily quiet. April was at work, Mitch was either at work or in a pub somewhere, even the stalker took the rest of the day off after she’d tried to confront him, and Clancy… 
 
    She had no idea where Clancy was, except he wasn’t working on that rusty old hulk in his garage like he’d said nor was he hanging around to bother her. Probably contacting his friends about the contents of the shaving kit, about Roger, about her kids, or visiting his mom in the hospital. Either way, he’d probably avoid her for a while, which was fine by her. 
 
    Propelled by the force of strong winds, the dark clouds rolled toward the sun, gaining momentum until they swallowed the sun. The wispy white clouds in front of them turned all the colors of a crystal rainbow. Lucy drew in a breath and she mentally snapped a photo of the shimmering smears of color. An artist’s crystalline palette. A remarkable natural phenomenon and she had no one to share with. 
 
    Lucy hated being alone like never before. 
 
    The kids still hadn’t called. She was sick to her stomach with dread and fought off one horrific thought after another. Roger could have decided he wanted them after all and took them out of the country instead of to the cottage. How would she ever know? Tears filled her eyes and she took a deep breath. She’d be a basket case by nightfall if she let the negative thoughts take over. Better to keep busy by calling every number she had on her list. 
 
    Rain fell in confused droplets that scurried in every direction before settling into a steady drizzle around her that made the grass dance and the smell of wet earth swirl around her. When the heavy raindrops beat down, she released her long hair from its ponytail and let the water saturate her from head to toe. In seconds, her hair hung straight over her chest and her clothes hugged her body. 
 
    Where was her stalker—Danny—now? He’d been waiting to see how pathetic she really was, he’d missed his chance. 
 
    Roger’s e-mail about selling the house had caught her off guard. He always needed to be in control of everything. He’d looked after all of their money and made all of their investments without her input. Only the house was in both their names. Since there was no way he could wipe her name off the title, he had to force her to sell. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. She could sell everything and move back to Seattle with the kids. At least there she’d have family and support and they could start over. 
 
    Unless he came back to kill her. The kids, the house, everything would be his. 
 
    Her head spun. If she didn’t give up coffee soon, she’d fly right off the face of the earth. She should drink nothing but green tea and water for the rest of her life. No more alcohol. She’d come so close to giving in to Clancy. Dangerously close. A shiver ran the length of her body. 
 
    Soaked, she stumbled into the house and dried off. Dark thoughts were only a breath away, lurking in the darkness like demons. She pushed away the negativity, unable to fathom how she’d gone so deep into herself and her self-pity she’d forgotten she had three kids to live for. 
 
    Lucy plopped onto her chair in front of the computer and thought about her book. Her brow furrowed. How had she tried to kill Roger in her daydream? No idea. A real writer would have taken notes. She pulled out a notebook to make notes for a character bent on suicide who gets dragged into a murder plot, unsure she’d have the fortitude to write something so dark. 
 
    As she’d predicted, the house grew even hotter as the rain shower ended and the sun popped out from behind the clouds. She slid open the bedroom window and let the muggy breeze caress her. The street remained deserted for the first time in days and, she longed for human contact—as long as it wasn’t Clancy or any of his friends. 
 
    Her gaze landed on a business card on the desk top. Meeting Katie and Mimsy still seemed surreal, mostly due to the alcohol in her system and Clancy’s presence. She picked up the card and reached for the phone. At least she could meet other people with people who shared her obsession with words. 
 
    Lucy dialed the number. Before the phone even rang, she hung up and toyed with the business card. Her stomach slithered into knots while her finger traced the bookstore logo. She’d finally found a group of people who loved to write as much as she did and she was on the verge of having a panic attack. Had she become that antisocial since Roger left? 
 
    She clutched the business card in her hand and wandered to the kitchen. While she dialed Katie’s number again, she distracted herself by making a pot of herbal tea since there was already enough caffeine in her system to give King Kong jitters. 
 
    A woman answered on the third ring. “Tales and Retales, Katie speaking.” 
 
    Lucy’s mouth dried out and her mind went blank. She suddenly didn’t know what to say, which was part of why she was a writer. Paper gave her a second chance to erase the stupid things she said. The backspace key was her best friend. How sad. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Hi, is this Katie Mullins?” 
 
    “Sure is. How can I help you?” Katie was all business. 
 
    “This is Lucy Stephen.” She paused. “We met in Java Jo’s the other day.” 
 
    “Oh great.” Katie actually sounded excited. “I was really hoping you’d call. Please tell me you want to join our writing group.” 
 
    Lucy clunked the kettle against the sink. “Really?” 
 
    Katie never gave her a chance to speak. “I Googled you later and found a bunch of articles and stories you wrote. I love your stuff. Do you have any books out? I didn’t see anything on-line except your blog. If not, that’s okay, but our little group has connections. I’m sure someone can help you. Have you ever thought of writing a novel?” 
 
    Lucy’s face and neck burned. “One—well, actually, two. One is done and I’m looking for a publisher. The other one’s still a work in progress.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Plastic bags rustled at Katie’s end. 
 
    Lucy didn’t think it was so perfect. She’d submitted her novel to anyone and everyone for months and still didn’t have a publisher. “You sound busy. I should call back later. ” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Bells jingled when Katie spoke like someone had either come or gone from her shop. “What can I do for you, Lucy?” 
 
    She resisted the urge to hang up. Getting more information couldn’t hurt. “I wanted to ask about your writing group. When and where’s your next meeting?” 
 
    “Tuesday evenings at seven o’clock at the bookstore.” Katie was quick to answer. “We used to meet at different members’ homes earlier in the day, but since we moved the meetings to the bookstore, we had to change the time. I hope you’re planning to check out a meeting next week.” 
 
    Her throat tightened. What was she thinking?  With everything going in her life, no car and no babysitter, there was no way she could join the group. “You know what? I don’t think it’s going to work out. I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lucy hung up and closed her eyes. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Even if she could get to the meetings, she had no one to watch the kids. She slid down the cupboard to the kitchen floor and let the tears flow. Everything in her life seemed a thousand times more complicated since Roger walked out. With the police investigating him and a statewide manhunt. 
 
    How had her life come to this? Her husband left and took all semblance of  security away. Her body shook with sobs. She missed her kids. She missed the life she used to have. She missed the feeling of having everything under control. 
 
    When the phone rang, Lucy snatched the receiver, hoping to hear her kids’ voices. “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s Katie. Are you okay? I got worried when you hung up so abruptly.” 
 
    Lucy stared at the floor. Was she okay? “How did you get my phone number?” 
 
    “Caller ID.” Katie chuckled. “I get a lot of crank calls, especially after the three ring circus we had here a little while ago. I’m sure you read all about me in the papers. Look, if you don’t want to join the group, that’s fine. There’s no pressure.” 
 
    Lucy wiped her nose and released a pent up sigh. “It’s not that I don’t want to join.” 
 
    “To be honest, my husband and I recently separated and have three young kids. I don’t know many people here and I don’t have a babysitter.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Where do you live?” Katie sounded genuinely interested. 
 
    Lucy hesitated. “Bishop Street.” 
 
    “Perfect. A few of our members car pool from the senior’s home a couple blocks from your house.” Another jingle of bells in the background. Katie had another customer. 
 
    When Lucy sniffed and stood up, her legs wobbled like rubber bands. “Why are you being so nice to me?” 
 
    “Mimsy’s been after me to track you down and if I let you get away that easily, she’ll have my hide. If there’s a way to get you writing with us, I’ll do whatever it takes.” They laughed before Katie cut the call short. “Sorry, I’ve got to run. I’ll give you a call Monday and make sure we’re good to go, okay? Hopefully, we’ll see you Tuesday. Oh, and bring a few pages of your work to read to the group if you’d like. I hope you’re not shy in front of a crowd of people.” 
 
     “That sounds great. Thanks.” Lucy smiled through the tears that trickled over her cheeks, but cringed inside as she hung up. 
 
    Writing was one thing. She hadn’t counted on having to read out loud to a bunch of strangers. If she was ever published—when she got published, positive thinking was important—she’d have to read her work aloud at book releases and parties. She’d have to ask Katie more about what would actually happen when she finally did get published. 
 
    Across the street, Danny was back. The guy was starting to get on her nerves. On a regular week during school, she probably wouldn’t pay any attention. Now that the kids were away, there was nothing else to occupy her time except writing and gazing out the windows. He parked at different spots along the street, either hated his job or wanted her to know he was there. 
 
    Her stomach flipped as her sorrow and self-pity turned into anger. She grabbed her digital camera and took a picture of the car for evidence. Her. Time to find out just who this Danny guy thought he was. All she needed was a plan—and maybe a baseball bat. At least focusing on unmasking the stalker would keep her mind off missing her kids. 
 
    “Okay buddy, you’d better look out because here I come.” Lucy didn’t bother with subtly or stealth. She hobbled up the sidewalk, ankle throbbing, and crossed the street. then march straight over and pounded on the driver’s window. “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    Danny’s bright blue eyes widened. He was awfully good looking for a stalker. He tossed the newspaper behind him, the pages fluttering until the paper hit the back seat. 
 
    “Get out here.” She hammered on the window again then reached for the door handle, hoping he’d deem her harmless enough to give her a few answers. “You have a lot of explaining to do. Why are you stalking me?” 
 
    Danny blew out a breath and ran a hand through his dark hair. He pulled the keys from the ignition as he opened the door. Of course, no one ever suspected handsome men of wrongdoing. “I’m not stalking you.” 
 
    She scowled. “You followed me to the lawyer’s office. You were behind me when I went for a walk yesterday. And I saw you at Java Jo’s. To top it all off, you’ve been parked out in front of my house for the last two weeks. Is your name really Danny or is that a lie too?” 
 
    He pressed his lips together, which infuriated her, then dropped his hands to his lap and met her gaze. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Huh?” Her jaw fell open and she took a step backward. 
 
    He swung his feet onto the asphalt. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    She swallowed hard and gave him credit for not standing up. Not only would he tower over her, she’d probably run for the marsh behind the houses across the road. False bravado kicked in. “Who are you and why are you spying on me?” 
 
    Bare feet slapped the pavement behind her then Clancy grabbed her shoulders and pulled her away. “Go home, Lucy. I’ll deal with him.” 
 
    She wanted to yell and scream, but would never get answers that way since  yelling never worked with her kids. With no idea what worked with grown men anymore, she played dumb. “Do you know this guy?” 
 
    Clancy sighed and glanced to Danny for help. “Yes, I—” 
 
    She jabbed a finger into Clancy’s chest. “I saw him at your house, remember. I know you two work together.” 
 
     “Looks like you’ve got some explaining to do.” Danny grinned. 
 
    “Don’t be so smug, buster.” She narrowed her eyes. “So do you.” 
 
    The two men exchanged guilty glances before Clancy shuffled her feet and sighed. “Maybe we should go inside and discuss this situation.” 
 
    When alarm bells went off in Lucy’s head, she put her hands on her hips. “I’m not going anywhere with either of you until you tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Danny motioned to Mitch who pulled a lawnmower across his lawn. “Do you really want your neighbors to know your personal business?” 
 
    She shot a glare at Clancy. “Apparently, some of them already do.” 
 
    Clancy rubbed his hands over his face and took a deep breath. “This is Danny Walker, my boss at the detective agency. I started to work for him because he needed some extra help.” 
 
    “And who’s the red-headed guy with the ponytail?” She wasn’t as concerned about her neighbors as she was about the two large, well-built men in front of her. “The one who was at your house before the police came.” 
 
    Danny’s eyebrows rose. “Leo. How’d you know he worked with us?” 
 
    Lucy grimaced. “I write mystery novels. I notice things.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” Danny groaned. 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “Do you have a problem with creative people?” 
 
    “Just writers. It’s a long, ugly story.” Danny leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Look, can we go to your house to talk? Please. You don’t want the local grapevine to hear what we have to say.” 
 
     “Fine. I’ll make coffee.” She turned and walked away, swallowing her anger. For now. She had a feeling she’d need something stronger in her coffee than milk today. 
 
    Behind her, Danny closed the car door. “She makes coffee? My kind of girl.” 
 
    “Back off.” Clancy snapped. “You’ve got a girlfriend.” 
 
    Danny and Clancy followed her inside and closed the front door, trapping her inside her own house. When they sat at the kitchen table looking somber, she braced herself for the worst. She hoped her legs held her up a little longer so she didn’t make an even bigger fool of herself. Her heart pounded so fast the flutter left her breathless. Making coffee kept her busy while her brain shifted into overdrive. She poured water into the reservoir, hands shaking, and sloshed some on the cupboard. 
 
     “Come sit down.” Clancy’s voice was soft. 
 
    “Not right now.” While her stomach somersaulted, she preferred to hide behind the cupboard. The conversation wouldn’t seem as personal if she kept a couple pieces of furniture between her and both men. She bit her nails, a habit she’d given up when she was twelve with a nagging feeling she was in a lot of trouble. “Why have you been stalking me?” 
 
    “We’re not stalking you.” Clancy sat back and sighed. “We were hired to monitor your activities and report back to our client.” 
 
    “Someone hired you to stalk me?” Her eyes widened as she looked from Clancy to Danny. “Who?” 
 
    “That’s confidential.” Danny’s face remained unreadable. “And we’re not stalking you.” 
 
    Lucy’s nostrils flared. She leaned against the cupboard and wanted to gouge his eyes out. “Confidential, my ass! You’ve followed me all over town and he’s been cozying up to me. I want to know what’s going on and why you’re after me.” 
 
    Danny shook his head. “Like I said, it’s confidential.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes. “You’ve sat here and watched me for a while now, which means you weren’t just following me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” His gaze darted to Clancy then back to Lucy. 
 
    “You’ve also been stalking my kids.” She tightened her jaw. “That means I have every right to call your friend Bobby and tell him I think you’re both child predators because you’re following my children. You’d have to prove me wrong.” 
 
    Clancy paled. “You wouldn’t do that, Lucy.” 
 
    “To protect my kids? Oh, yes I would.” Triumphant, she turned and poured three cups of coffee before they called her bluff. She should just kick both men out and call the police. Her shoulders sagged. Since they already worked with the police, she was stuck listening to whatever they had to say instead. 
 
    “Lucy—” Danny started. 
 
    “Then tell me why you’ve been following me before I call the police.” She wanted them both to leave so her hands would stop shaking. Stunned silence draped over the room. The detectives seemed to send each other telepathic messages. 
 
    Feeling excluded, she wondered if bug spray would make them seriously ill and if there was enough in the laundry room to do the trick. Instead, she took a pack of cookies out of the cupboard. No point in being a bad hostess. Besides, maybe the coffee and sugar would sharpen her senses. She needed to be on full alert for the conversation still to come. 
 
    “Okay.” Clancy rested his forearms on the table. “We’ll tell you everything, but you need to sit down.” 
 
    Lucy glared. “Milk or sugar?” 
 
    “Milk.” Clancy’s gaze dropped to the table. 
 
    Danny’s eyebrows rose. “Both please. Hold the rat poison.” 
 
    She ignored his comment then set the cups on the table and poured the milk and sugar into crystal containers she and Roger had received as wedding gifts. Her stomach clenched as she set the cookies on the table then sat and steeled herself. Wary, she slipped onto the closest chair with her gaze on Clancy. 
 
    “Lucy, I…” Clancy squirmed in his seat until her gaze met his. “Danny was hired to keep you under surveillance.” 
 
    “I know that part.” She hoped her steely glare made her seem more courageous than she was and kept her voice even. Not an easy feat with both men watching her. “What I don’t know is who hired you and why.” 
 
    “Roger Stephen.” Danny stared at his coffee mug. 
 
    Lucy clutched her cup as her bravado slid out of her body and onto the tiled floor. Her shoulders sagged and her words crackled. “My husband hired you to spy on me? I’d believe you if you’d said my in-laws. Roger hired you? Really?” 
 
    Clancy frowned. “He wanted to know what you were doing since he wasn’t here to keep an eye on you himself.” 
 
    Lucy lost control for a brief second. “I’ve looked after our kids while he worked and ran around with other women. What else would I do?” 
 
    Danny stirred sugar into his coffee. “Roger said you had an affair. He’s convinced you’ve been sleeping around for money, partying, and doing drugs.” 
 
    “That dirty, lying skunk.” Eyes wide, she shook her head. “He’s the one sleeping around and would do anything to make me look as sleazy as he is. What makes you think I party and do drugs? Sure, I’ve had a few drinks this week, but that’s not a big deal, is it?” 
 
    A smirk tugged back one corner of Danny’s mouth. “If you liked that one, you’ll love this. He also told us you’re abusing the kids.” 
 
    “What?” She stared. “And you’re dumb enough to believe him?” 
 
    “At first.” Danny reddened. “But after watching you for the first few days, I didn’t believe that anymore. Unfortunately, Roger’s the one paying to find the truth.” 
 
    Lucy turned to Clancy, releasing her grip on her coffee mug before she caved in to the urge to throw it at either of them. “You knew all of this since when?” 
 
    Danny answered. “Roger hired me a couple months ago just to do some background work. I was getting spread too thin. I brought Clancy in on the case a couple weeks ago since he’s looking after his parents’ house and your temporary neighbor.” 
 
    Before Clancy tried to sleep with her. The coffee suddenly left a bad taste in her mouth and she gagged. “So I’m just another case?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lucy, I crossed the line.” Clancy didn’t look up. “After the other night, I told Danny I wanted off the case. I don’t feel right spying on you when we nearly...” 
 
    “Slept together.” Lucy snorted. “Just say it, Clancy. I’m sure Danny and half of Packham already knows anyway and it’s only a matter of time before Roger hears the same story. Unless you told him already, in which case, I’ll lose my kids by the end of summer vacation.” She pushed away from the table and escaped to the living room. Her chin quivered, but she refused to shed any tears as she fought the urge to run off and find the bug spray. 
 
    Roger had hired private detectives to follow her. He wanted someone to prove she was carrying on with other men and beating their children. He wanted her to sell the house and slip up with some hot detective so she’d lose it all, including her sanity and the kids. On the other hand, he was also a suspected serial killer and probably used the detectives to help set her up to take the heat off him. 
 
    “Lucy?” Clancy followed her into the living room. “You need to sit down and listen.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw. “Go away.” 
 
    He touched her upper arm. “Not until you hear us out.” 
 
    “Why?” Lucy whirled around. “So you can weasel your way into my bed then get pictures and video to build a solid case against me for Roger?” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Clancy started to argue then dropped his shoulders. “Okay. You’re right. I was supposed to get close to you to gather evidence, but the more I get to know you and the kids, the more I—” 
 
    She jabbed an index finger at his chest. “Don’t you dare tell me you care about us, because I won’t believe a word you say so get out of my house. I’m done listening to you.” 
 
    “Lucy, stop.” Danny stepped between them before Lucy could give Clancy another black eye. “Look, the truth is I took Clancy off the case days ago. We all agree Roger doesn’t need to know about the other night.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You mean when I was at Clancy’s and you walked me home? Was that some sort of test?” 
 
    “You walked her home?” Clancy’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Don’t you two ever talk to each other?” She stared at Clancy in disbelief then wrapped her arms around her stomach and sank onto the couch. “So aside from both of you leaving me alone, what’s going to happen now?” 
 
    Danny sat next to her. “We know about the jewelry and the murders and want to investigate on your behalf. You have to tell us what you know so we’re all be on the same page. Bobby said they found money in your yard.” 
 
    Lucy looked Danny in the eye, still not sure she trusted him, but even less sure she had a choice. She trudged upstairs and grabbed the file folder where she’d compiled her information about Roger then returned and dropped it on the coffee table in front of Danny. “All the murdered women have either dated or worked with Roger at some point, which could be a coincidence, but I don’t think so. As for the money, I have no idea where it came from. I just know there was a lot of it and I’ve never seen that much cash in my life.” 
 
    Clancy sat in a nearby chair. “Roger embezzled it from one of his victim’s charities. A lady named Caroline Taylor-Smith.” 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh wow. I didn’t know her. I knew Cora, Roger’s secretary. She always wore pearl earrings she’d inherited from her grandmother. I’d met Renata Yalof once. She had a gold chain with a sapphire teardrop that went missing when she was killed.” She hesitated and blinked back tears. “Roger gave Gina a similar necklace for her birthday. She stashed it in a safe place in her room somewhere, but I haven’t seen it since Roger moved out. I thought it was just fancy costume jewelry.” 
 
    Danny flipped through the folder. “What does Renata have to do with Roger?” 
 
    “She started the real estate office with him in Newville when we moved here. I think they had a fling, but I can’t prove anything.” Lucy grabbed a list out of the folder. “When he left me for Cynthia, I looked her up online. She wore that emerald necklace to almost every charity function she attended. Her husband mentioned in the papers that necklace was missing.” 
 
    Clancy sat in the nearby armchair and stared. “You weren’t kidding about the whole mystery writer thing. You should’ve given it to Bobby, it would’ve saved him a lot of work.” 
 
    “There’s more.” Lucy rubbed the back of her neck. “I kept a calendar to keep track of the kids appointments and school activities.” 
 
    Danny leaned forward slightly. “What does that have to do with the case?” 
 
    “I also kept track of his so-called work schedule. Some  of the days Roger worked late or didn’t come home coincide with dates the women were murdered. Renata and Caroline were both killed on nights he at conferences or meetings. I can’t account for Cynthia and Michelle since he’d moved out by then.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you give this list to the police?” Danny studied her list. 
 
    She blew out a long sigh. “Honestly? I was a bit overwhelmed by the swarm of police and didn’t want to believe any of it was true. He’s the father of my kids and I was worried if I reported him before they came home safely…” Her throat tightened and she blew out a slow breath. “I don’t know what he’ll do. He might hurt them and I can’t take that chance. He and his girlfriend were supposed to take the kids to the cottage, but I can’t reach them.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m worried something bad has happened.” 
 
     Clancy rifled through the pages then met her gaze. “Has he hurt the kids before?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen anything suspicious. I mean, I’ve seen bruises, but nothing that’s unusual for three active kids.” Lucy frowned. “What if the weeklong vacation was just a ruse? What if he hurts them? What if he kills them and Tanji and then runs for Europe or the Caribbean?” 
 
    Danny placed a hand on her knee. “We have to deal with what we know first.” 
 
    “They’ve all had nightmares ever since Roger moved out.” She squirmed, wishing he’d move his hand. 
 
    Danny’s attention halted on one particular sheet of paper. “Can I take this with me?” 
 
    “You can take it all.” She wiped away tears. “I have copies on my computer.” 
 
    Clancy stood up and paced. “Make sure you should delete everything. We don’t want Roger to think you know any of this. You’re lucky your photo isn’t in a police folder already.” 
 
    Danny grunted. “That’s tactful.” 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s the truth and I’m tired of lying.” Clancy ran a hand through his hair. “We all agree Roger’s crazy and doubt he’ll bring the kids back without a fight.” 
 
    “He probably would’ve killed me too already if it weren’t for the kids.” Lucy shrank into the couch.  “I thought of that. He’s never made it a secret he doesn’t want custody of the kids since they’d ruin his lifestyle. Now I know why.” 
 
    “It’s not easy to kill your dates with three kids in tow.” Danny shrugged. 
 
    Lucy reached for a cushion. “What do we do next?” 
 
    “You sit tight and leave the detective work to us.” Clancy reached out  to touch her hand.  “We’ll take your information to Bobby. You wait until he has questions for you.” 
 
    Danny scribbled an e-mail address on a scrap of paper. “In the meantime, could you forward your files to Leo? He’s tenacious. If anyone can find Roger and the kids, it’s him.” 
 
    Clancy frowned. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “No. I need you here. Someone needs to keep her safe in case Roger does come back.” Danny glanced at Lucy. “Have you called his parents or his friends?” 
 
    She hugged the cushion to her chest and blinked back tears. “There’s no answer at the cottage or at his parents’ house. I’m not sure where else he could’ve taken them. Should I be afraid?” 
 
    Danny averted his gaze. 
 
    Lucy took a deep breath to keep from crying. “I’ve called everyone I can think of calling. Our friends seemed to take Roger’s side when we split up. So did his parents and they won’t talk to me no matter how much they love the kids.” She was starting to like Danny. A little. “Can you do me one favor? Let me know when you find them. I need to know they’re okay.” 
 
    The room grew silent as Danny bowed his head. The walls seemed to close in on Lucy the longer he remained silent. She turned to Clancy, struggling to breathe. “What else aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Danny cleared his throat. “I have some things to take care of. I’ll let you know what Bobby and Leo say.” 
 
    Lucy’s throat tightened. “What do you guys know that I don’t?” 
 
    “Nothing for sure.” He kept his voice low. “Things will turn out fine. Clancy and I’ll let you know when we find out more.” 
 
    She nodded, squeezing the cushion closer as Danny stood, there wouldn’t be any straight answers until he had more information. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch.” Danny clutched her folder as he walked out the front door. 
 
    Clancy moved over to the couch and forced a smile. “I’ll talk to him. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think.” Numb, she didn’t bother to get up when the men left her house. Nothing seemed real anymore, not without her kids to keep her grounded. She was a helium balloon adrift on hurricane winds with nowhere to turn. 
 
    She tossed the cushion across the couch then called every phone number she had, Roger’s cell phone, his parents’ house, the cottage, and out of sheer desperation, his condo. Still nothing. Unable to sit still, she wandered the house for nearly an hour before making a batch of cookies. Baking would help keep her grounded and cookies seemed like a nice surprise for when the kids when they came home. If they came home. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and mixed the ingredients as thoughts shot through her head like stars. That  Roger would stoop to hiring a detective, let alone three, to keep tabs on her was a surprise. He was the one who’d thrown their marriage away. 
 
    The phone rang while Lucy was elbow deep in a double batch of chocolate chip cookie dough. She scraped dough off her fingers and washed her hands quickly. “I’m coming. I’m coming.” 
 
    By the time she reached the phone, the ringing stopped, but she picked up the receiver anyway. Nothing except an electronic hum. She hung up then leaned against the cupboard with her arms crossed over her stomach and stared at the phone. “Call back. Please call back.” 
 
    Several minutes ticked by, but no one called. When the oven timer gave a piercing beep, Lucy’s hopes deflated and her shoulders sagged. Both she and Danny had to be wrong. There was no way Roger, could be a murderer let alone a serial killer. For her part, everyone knew she had an overactive imagination. Who’d ever believe her? Danny, Clancy, and the police did, which frightened her to no end. 
 
    She slid to the floor and stared at the school photos and drawings that covered her fridge. 
 
    Where on earth were Roger and her kids? 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    After witnessing the defeat on Lucy’s face up close, Danny’s spirits dropped to a brand new low. His gut-feeling was right all along, Lucy Stephen was about as far from guilty as was as humanly possible. Her brushing off Clancy’s advances confirmed his suspicions. 
 
    Danny’s eyes burned. Two hours later, he’d waded through all the information Lucy had collected about the murders, impressed how she’d elaborated on some of the connections Bobby and his task force could have only guessed. The actual forensics reports blurred until crime scene photos and words became a dark red haze. 
 
    Not only had Roger Stephen known every victim, Lucy had discredited his list of so-called alibis for nearly every evening unaccounted for by the media. All they needed  was to collaborate her notes with the physical proof Roger was present at each crime scene. A confession would be even better. 
 
    If Roger was as calculating as Lucy said, he’d washed offending wineglasses, door knobs and anything else he’d touched after killing each woman. He’d probably also worn gloves. 
 
    Danny needed to call Bobby, but first had a few more questions for Lucy. 
 
    After Clancy went to the hospital for the evening, Danny returned to Lucy’s house, but his repeated knocks went unanswered. He wouldn’t blame her if she never spoke to any of them again. His cell phone rang when he was halfway to his car. 
 
    Katie passed on the usual formalities. “Danny, I forgot to tell you I met Lucy the other day. She’s so cute. Mimsy’s totally in love with her. Of course, she also wants you and Clancy to pose for the new cover of her new pirate romance novel.” 
 
    “Lucy said that?” He slid into the car and shut the door. “Where’d you meet her?” 
 
    “Mimsy.” Katie laughed. “Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    As he ran a hand through his hair, his gaze fell to the stack of file folders. “Sorry. I’m a bit distracted.” 
 
    “You sound weird. What happened?” 
 
    Danny let out a frustrated sigh. “I met Lucy too.” 
 
    Silence from Katie’s end. “Hadn’t you already met her?” 
 
    “Not face to face until today.” He stared at Lucy’s bedroom window hoping to see movement. “She wasn’t supposed to know we were watching her, but it’s become a necessity.” 
 
    A dull thud came from Katie’s end. She’d probably thumped her head on the wall. Finally, she asked, “What happened?” 
 
    Danny winced. “The police searched her house this morning. This afternoon, she saw me in the car and cornered me. She was pretty upset when Clancy and I told her why we were there. I don’t like hurting innocent people, but her life is spiralling out of her control.” 
 
    “That’s tough.” There was the rattle of plastic bags and the beep of the cash register in the background. “Did you find what you needed?” 
 
    “And then some. She’s an amazing lady. I wish I could wave a magic wand and make everything turn out fine.” He was impressed Katie empathized with him rather than reading him the riot act, which he well deserved. “You know what? I think this is a good time to hang up my deerstalker hat and become a mechanic then I wouldn’t have to meddle in other people’s lives.” 
 
    Katie laughed. “You could, but you won’t. You love being a detective too much to give up. Why don’t we go for coffee after work? You can tell me all about your case. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    Danny hesitated. “Sorry, it’s confidential.” 
 
     “Oh, brother.” Katie groaned. “Danny, she already knows you’re watching her. What’s so bad about you talking to me about the case?” 
 
    A movement in Lucy’s window quickened his pulse. She was home, he just hoped she was okay. “Where did you meet her yesterday?” 
 
    “At Java Jo’s while Mimsy and I had tea.” Katie chuckled. “Do you want me to find out she takes her coffee next time I see her?” 
 
    Danny scowled. “She takes milk and has a strong urge to slip me rat poison. What was she doing there?” 
 
    “She was with Clancy and seemed a bit dazed when she came over to talk to Mimsy. I think she’s interested in joining the writing group. In any case, she made quite an impression on both of us.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” He cringed then glanced at Clancy’s house before turning back to Lucy’s house. “I need to get in touch with Bobby then make sure Lucy’s okay. I’ll talk to you later. Okay?” 
 
    “Do you want me to call her? I have her number.” Katie either wanted to nose into his case or was genuinely concerned for Lucy. 
 
    Danny shook his head. “No, but thanks for the offer. I need to gain her trust. I’ll call you later.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll be here.” She seemed disappointed. “I’ll even go with you to do more work on the house if you’d like.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’d like nothing better, but I have a thousand things to do. Unfortunately, I have a feeling this case is about to turn ugly.” He reached for the file folder on the passenger seat and dialed Lucy’s number. 
 
    When she answered, she sounded beaten. 
 
    He spoke fast. “Lucy, it’s Danny, don’t hang up. You didn’t answer the door so I—” 
 
    She sighed. “I only answered because I thought it was my kids calling.” 
 
    “I just wanted to—” She’d already hung up. 
 
    Third call’s the charm. He called Leo. “Please tell me you found Roger and the kids.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “I could, but I’m no liar. I made some calls then mapped out places I need to search. Between Newville, Packham, and the lakeshore, there’s a hell of a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    “Focus on the cottage first.” Danny rubbed his eyes. “When the police searched Lucy’s house, she handed over the jewelry. They also dug up about thirty grand in her backyard and another twenty in her neighbor’s yard.” 
 
    Silence. Finally Leo released a slow breath. “Fifty grand. Was that the money he embezzled from Caroline’s charity?” 
 
    Danny dropped his head back against his seat. “That’s my guess. Bobby's checking things out and I’m watching Lucy for now. She’s not going anywhere, she’s scared to death.” 
 
    Leo cleared his throat. “Did anyone change her locks in case Roger comes back?” 
 
    “Yeah. Clancy changed them after she showed him the jewelry.” Danny sat upright. “Who did you call earlier?” 
 
    “A lot of people.” Leo sounded tired and paused to yawn. “Neighbors saw Roger and his girlfriend leave the condo Sunday morning after they had a big, loud argument. Well, Roger got loud, his girlfriend tried to calm him down. No one’s seen them since they picked up the kids then headed north. There’s still no answer at the cottage or at his parents’ house.” 
 
    Danny had tried every number on his list twice more since he’d talked to Lucy. “Why didn’t they tell Lucy that when they called?” 
 
    “The housekeeper said his parents left two days ago on a cruise Roger paid for.” Leo sounded tired. 
 
    Danny squeezed his eyes shut. “Lucy’s going to have a nervous breakdown. She knows the murdered women all have links to Roger. In fact, she linked them for us. Everyone of the vics either dated or worked for Roger at one time or another.” 
 
    Leo gave a low whistle. “She’s a better detective than you. We should hire her.” 
 
    Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. Danny rubbed his chin with his knuckle. “Right now though, we have to find Roger before he hurts the kids or his new girlfriend. If Lucy’s right, those kids could be in danger.” 
 
    “I told my boss I pulled my groin. He gave me a week off so I can do your dirty work.” Leo paused. “Aside from the fact Lucy turned Clancy down cold, what else do you know about her?” 
 
    “I looked around her house and talked to some neighbors, but there’s not much. Her family lives in Seattle.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Roger’s her first husband. She spends her entire life with her kids and her computer, hardly sleeps, and drinks way too much coffee.” 
 
    “In short, she needs someone to keep her from self-destructing.” There was a long pause before Leo spoke again. “Were you serious when you said the kids haven’t called since Sunday. I thought Clancy said she and those kids were tight?” 
 
    “They are.” Danny rubbed his jaw. A week ago, he would have said yes. “Lucy’s not so much self-destructing as she is going into panic mode and trying to keep from falling apart. Her instincts are going into overdrive.” 
 
      “That’s not good.” Leo cleared his throat. It seemed Danny wasn’t the only one emotional about the situation. “I guess now I go do what I do best.” 
 
    “Hurt people?” 
 
    “Find people, wise ass.” Leo snorted. “Although if I find out Roger hurt those kids, all bets are off.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Do what you have to. Just find Lucy’s kids.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy’s eyes ached. She put in drops, but they did nothing to refresh the pain of being married to a murderer. A murderer who’d taken her kids and was currently unaccounted for. 
 
    She sat at the computer and focused her nervous energy. Her novel moved along in small, distracted bursts. The tension was back. After the night she and Clancy had spent in the hot tub, how could it not be? The mixed feelings he ignited sent her imagination soaring. 
 
    Saving her novel to the flash drive, she searched “Clancy Davidson.” All that came up was the website for his tattoo shop. She switched her focus to the Wild Blue Detective Agency. A website popped up with the names Danny Walker and Leo Blue. No Clancy. No photos of any of the men, not that she needed any. Their images were seared into her brain. 
 
    Along the left margin, she found links to news stories featuring cases they’d either solved or helped to solve. The murder of an architect. The disappearance of a woman who’d stolen half a million dollars. Missing artwork. The list wasn’t long, since the agency had only existed for a couple of years, but it was impressive. 
 
    A search for Leo Blue brought her to a story about Leo’s former girlfriend that nearly knocked her off her chair. Five years earlier, a man had stalked Leo’s girlfriend, a cover-band singer, then attacked her late one night. Leo had killed him in self-defense. Crime scene pictures of the woman, the stalker and Leo, covered in blood and escorted by police, brought the story to life. After a psychiatric evaluation, Leo was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder, a result of both severe childhood abuse and nearly being killed in Afghanistan. 
 
    Lucy ran into the bathroom and threw up. When a chill settled over her from the inside out, she grabbed a blanket off the bed. Tears streamed down her face, obscuring her vision and, as hard as she blinked, she couldn’t get rid of them. Bad enough her husband was a murderer, what were the odds at least one of the detectives looking for him was just as crazy or worse? 
 
    She made a cup of tea, her hands shaking so much she needed to set the kettle down twice. Still wrapped in the blanket, she sat on the couch and cradled the mug in both hands. Every time she closed her eyes, all she pictured Leo covered in blood and the horrific police photos of his girlfriend sprawled on a hotel bed. If Roger returned in the middle of the night, Lucy’s next portrait could look similar. 
 
    Just when she’d finally replaced the violent image in her head with thoughts of her kids, the phone rang. She jumped, sloshing hot water on her hands. “Hello?” 
 
    “Lucy Stephen?” The raspy voice reminded her of Ponytail Guy from Clancy’s front lawn. Leo Blue. 
 
    “Yes.” Fear held her in its icy fingers and she shivered. 
 
    He cleared his throat yet his voice remained raspy. “My name is Leo. I work with Clancy and Danny.” 
 
    “I know exactly who you are.” Lucy slid to the floor, her legs too rubbery to support her weight. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    He sighed. “I gather you’ve already checked me out so I don’t blame you for being afraid. Since I know you talked to Danny earlier as well, I can be upfront.” 
 
    “Why?” Her voice shook worse than her hands. “You’re working for my ex-husband, why should I help you?” 
 
    “Because I’m one of the guys going to search the countryside for your kids and I’d hoped you wouldn’t mind giving me a little help. I need a favor.” 
 
    Lucy sat back, detecting an undertone of desperation as his words soaked. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Pictures.” Leo sounded relieved. “I need some recent pictures of your kids.” 
 
    “That’s it?” She was close to bursting into grateful tears. “I thought you wanted articles of clothing for the bloodhounds or something.” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, ma’am. I’m the only bloodhound we’ve got and I don’t sniff anybody’s clothing but mine. I’m better than any bloodhound and all I need is a picture.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. At least he didn’t ask for much. “Where do I send them?” 
 
    “Are you at your computer?” 
 
    “No.” Lucy sighed. “I’m sitting on the floor in the kitchen.”  
 
    Leo laughed, his rich, warm voice exactly what she needed to hear. “That’s funny. I’m sitting on the floor right now too. My laptop’s on the table though.” 
 
    She mustered a smile. “You’re either very tall or have a really short table.” 
 
    “Coffee table.” He hesitated. “I’m not big on chairs.” 
 
    “I like chairs, especially when I can curl up in one with a good book.” The inane conversation gave her time to regroup and wipe her face. 
 
    “Books are good. What do you read?” Something tapped in the background like he was on the computer. 
 
    Lucy liked him already. “Mysteries. Thrillers.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Robert Ludlum. Jeffrey Archer. Kathy Reichs.” 
 
    “Yeah. All of the above.” She climbed the stairs to her computer, somewhat relaxed for the first time all afternoon. Too bad he wasn’t there in person, she liked his sense of humor although he’d probably scare her half to death. “Okay, what do you need? Oh, I was supposed to send you some files. All the stuff I gave Danny earlier. ” 
 
    Leo gave her an e-mail address. “You can do all that from your kitchen floor?” 
 
    “No, I’m at my computer now.” She typed in his address. 
 
    “Traitor.” He snorted. “You can use that address to keep in touch. I’ll also give you my cell number and update you when I can.” 
 
    “Leo?” She didn’t want him to hang up yet. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Some cheap apartment. Do you want to know what I’m wearing too?” 
 
    “No.” Her face tingled and grew hot. “I meant which town are you in?” 
 
    “My bad.” Normally, she hated that phrase. To hear Leo, muscular and frightening, say it almost made her smile. “Will it bother you if I don’t answer that?” 
 
    “No.” Her shoulders tightened again. Was Roger running to Canada? Were the kids already dead? “Yes. Is there any sign of them yet?” 
 
    He remained quiet for a moment. “I’m in Packham. I’m heading to Roger’s family cottage soon and I hope to pick up their trail from there.” 
 
    Fresh tears sprang to her eyes. “Please tell me you know where they are.” 
 
    “I have a couple leads.” Another brief silence. “Does one of your kids love Mars bars?” 
 
    “Parker.” She whispered as her stomach flipped. 
 
    Leo cleared his throat. “Does the younger boy carry a stuffed dog and suck his thumb?” 
 
    “Shawn hasn’t sucked his thumb in years.” She frowned and wiped tears away with the back of her hand. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “The guy at a gas station outside of town thought he’d seen them and kept footage from the security camera on a hunch.” 
 
    “A hunch?” Lucy gnawed on her thumbnail. “Based on what?” 
 
    Silence. It bothered her when he refused to elaborate. Had Roger hurt her kids in front of someone at the gas station or had one of the kids asked for help or made an off-hand comment? 
 
    “They were fine.” He assured her. “I’ve gotta go. You can trust Danny. He’ll do whatever he can for you.” 
 
    They were fine. She blinked away tears. “Can I trust you?” 
 
    “Normally? Probably not, but you can trust me with this.” Leo paused. “For the record, when did you figure out Roger was...a murderer?” 
 
    “I didn’t really until Bobby said they were searching for him.” Lucy’s eyes watered, glad he hadn’t said serial killer. “When I found the jewelry, I did a lot of research because that’s what I do, but…” She hesitated. “He’s the father of my kids. Who wants to think they married someone so evil?” 
 
    “No one wants to think they person they chose to spent their life with is a piece of crap.” At least he was trying to make her feel better. “Don’t blame yourself for his problems, Lucy. This guy was damaged long before he met you.” 
 
    She gazed out the window. “I know, but I was dumb and naïve and looked the other way for so long. We have three kids. We moved here from Seattle for Roger’s job opportunity and to be closer to his family even though I didn’t know anyone here.” 
 
    So he could isolate her. Lucy shuddered. Back in Seattle, she’d had a support system and lots of babysitters. She could have gone to charity events with him. In Packham, she was alone and had no one, which apparently was exactly the way Roger planned things. 
 
    Leo blew out a breath. “We should check with Seattle police for more victims.” 
 
    Her breath stuck in her throat. “You didn’t say that for my benefit, did you?” 
 
    “No, sorry, just thinking out loud. I need to call Danny. Sit tight. Call one of us right away if you hear from the kids.” He rattled off his cell number. 
 
    Lucy closed her eyes. Sit tight again. Didn’t they understand? Her husband was a killer. Her kids were in danger. Her sanity was a fine, silver thread growing thinner with each passing second. 
 
    When she hung up, she went back to the Wild Blue website and ignored everything except information about Leo Blue. A third-degree karate black belt and former prize fighter who’d served in the military, nearly died in action, then was discharged with honor. Until he’d snapped and killed a man. She pictured him standing near Clancy’s house looking like a copper-haired vampire made of marble. 
 
    She finished her tea then rubbed her eyes and turned off the computer. Her gaze fell onto a stack of papers. Copies she’d kept of everything despite Clancy’s warnings. Buried in the stack were photos of dead women, newspaper articles of their deaths, and Lucy’s notes about how each related to Roger. Enough fodder to give anyone nightmares. 
 
    Up until she’d met Clancy and Danny, she was convinced no one would believe her. Roger was a hard-working man who hobnobbed with the wealthy and donated money to charity. How much money, she still hadn’t uncovered, which brought her back to the staggering stash of cash in the backyard. 
 
    She grabbed a notepad and flopped onto the bed. Instead of writing, she coiled around her pillow and cried. Drained of emotion, sleep overtook her and she plunged headlong into an alternate world of nightmares. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a bigger problem than we thought,” Leo spoke before Danny even said hello. “When’s the last time you talked to Bobby? Has he checked Seattle for unsolved murders connected to Roger?” 
 
    Despite the heat in the Honda, prickles of ice made a trail down Danny’s spine. He rifled through Bobby’s paperwork with his phone stuck to the side of his face. He had a ton of work to do at the house, but a deep, gut feeling made him reluctant to let Lucy out of his sight. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I don’t see anything before when Roger moved to Packham. There’s a blurb about his former employment, but…” A single word caught his eye. Questioned. Danny wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Oh, crap. He and Lucy got married nearly twelve years ago. Right before they left for Europe on their honeymoon, he was questioned about two women murdered in the Seattle area. Both were acquaintances through work. One was found in Salem, Oregon and the other near Seattle.” 
 
    “Hm.” Leo sounded deep in thought. “Any jewelry missing from either of them?” 
 
    “I’ll find out. There’s no details, just that he was questioned right before he left on his honeymoon.” Danny frowned. “His girlfriend’s in serious danger.” 
 
    “Any woman he knows is in serious danger. Including Lucy.” Leo admitted. “I’m heading to the cottage. See if you can dig into his past and find the hidden dragons. We need to figure out what sets him off and makes him want to kill. So far, Lucy hasn’t found the secret formula, but she might now that they’ve split up. You and I have to keep that from happening.” 
 
    Danny narrowed his eyes. “You already talked to her, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Damn straight.” Leo snorted. “You’re right. She’s falling apart.” 
 
    “We need to find those kids. Meet me at Lucy’s, I’ll come with you to the cottage. We can take my car.” He hung up then reached for his laptop and hesitated. Rather than dig right into the research, Danny called Bobby to ask about the Seattle and Salem murders. 
 
    Bobby stuttered and stammered. “How the hell did you find out about that?” 
 
    Danny glanced at Lucy’s folder on the passenger’s seat. “Quid pro quo. I have something to share with you, if you’ll share what you know with me.” 
 
    “Fine, but this is the last time.” Bobby snorted. “Until you’re back on the force, no more favors. Where are you now?” 
 
    “Leo and I are heading for the cottage.” Danny checked his inbox. “Now that Lucy’s put things together on her own, she’s scared for her kids’ lives. You have to help me find Roger and get her kids back alive.” 
 
    “I don’t have to do anything.” Bobby growled. “I’m still a cop and I’ll get my ass handed to me on a silver platter if I get caught leaking information.” 
 
    Nothing new in the inbox yet. “Come on. Like we’ve never used a snitch before.” 
 
    “Not like this.” Bobby sighed. “You’re taking her side against her husband, who happens to be your client. Does her husband know that you’re talking to her about him? You know you could get her killed.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “Not unless he has a snitch in the neighborhood. No one can get in touch with him.” 
 
    “Then how do you plan to find them.” 
 
    “Leo’s tracking them.” 
 
    “Then you should find him in no time.” Bobby chuckled. “That dude’s scary.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Wouldn’t you like to be in on the action when he does?” 
 
    “Oh hell yeah.” 
 
    “Then you and I need to make a deal.” A new message appeared in the inbox, but not from Bobby. Likely misdirected junk mail. The email address made Danny’s stomach lurch. LadyKiller99. “I’ll give you Lucy’s information that details all the links between Roger Stephen and all the victims. She was thorough.” 
 
    “And in return?” Bobby slurped what Danny assumed was coffee. 
 
    LadyKiller99 had the majority of his attention. He stared at the screen, hesitant to open the file. It had to be a joke. Someone with a warped sense of humor. On the other hand... 
 
    Danny had to get Bobby off the phone. “Get a confession from Roger and spare her and the kids from having to testify. I don’t care if you have to beat it out of him, just don’t put them through any more crap than they’ve already been through.” 
 
     “I’ll do what I can.” Bobby promised. “Keep me in the loop.” 
 
    “Will do.” Danny hung up. He sucked in a sharp breath and opened the email. 
 
    Keep out of my business or she’ll never see them again. 
 
    Roger had attached a photo of Lucy’s three kids standing near the lake. Rather than appearing happy and relaxed, the kids looked pale. Frightened. This was no joke. Roger knew they were onto him. 
 
    Danny’s stomach churned. He forwarded the email to Bobby at the same time Bobby e-mailed him regarding unsolved murders in Salem and Seattle. One in Seattle. Two in Salem. All three with links to Roger’s real estate office. All three times police had interviewed and released Roger Stephen. 
 
    Leo pulled his motorcycle onto Clancy’s driveway then parked inside the garage. He grabbed a duffle bag and headed toward the Honda. “You ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Danny blew out a frustrated breath. He climbed out of the car and stretched his back. “You okay to drive? I’ve got some reading to do.” 
 
    “Sure.” Leo raised both eyebrows. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you once we’re on the road.” Once buckled into the passenger seat, Danny called Clancy about the change of plans. As they left Packham, he told Leo about the email from Roger and the murders on the West Coast. “I don’t think we’ll find them at the cottage. I think he’s long gone and wants to toy with us.” 
 
    Leo bobbed his head. “If they were there, it’s still the best place to start. He might have left a clue.” 
 
    “True. It’s not far, right? An hour or so. that’ll give me time to read the stuff Bobby sent.” Danny sat back and scanned through the info for each of the three women. 
 
    “Then you’d better read aloud to save me some time.” 
 
    Rebecca Lang, a real estate agent who worked with Roger, was found in a seedy motel in Salem strangled, raped, and missing a sterling silver locket. 
 
    Amanda Caravelli, one of Roger’s clients, was married to a CEO in Seattle. A jogger found her body in a car abandoned in a park. Someone had strangled and raped her. Not only was her one-of-a-kind antique ring missing, so were her ten thousand dollar wedding rings, which looked an awful lot like the rings Lucy wore on her left hand. The ones she might be tempted to pawn soon. 
 
    Danny studied the picture. He’d have to get close to Lucy again to compare. She’d be devastated to learn Roger had wooed her with a dead woman’s rings. He texted Clancy the news and sat back. 
 
    “What’s the number again?” Leo drove through the last town before the shore then cruised along winding roads where the lake peeked through a thick band of trees. 
 
    Danny recited the lot number from memory then shoved the paperwork aside. 
 
    Leo eased the car onto the shoulder and parked along the road. The cottage sat a few hundred yards off the road, nestled behind rows of old trees. “You ready for this?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He opened the glove box and took out his gun. “I just hope they’re still here.” 
 
    “Are we going in through the front door or circling toward the lake?” Leo refused to carry a gun. His fists were lethal enough. 
 
    Danny hesitated. If Roger was as smart as he thought, he’d be prepared for them no matter which direction they came from. “Let’s walk up the driveway and see what happens.” 
 
    “Fifty bucks says he’s long gone.” Leo closed the car door. 
 
    “A hundred says he left us a clue.” Danny glanced up the gravel road. “Or a body.” 
 
    They walked side by side up the driveway toward a wooden house that looked more like a millionaire’s playhouse than a little log cabin, which was Danny’s concept of a cottage. While the front was impressive enough with large double doors and a sweeping veranda, the back was probably a wall of glass with staggered decks that led down to the lake. 
 
    “Somebody has good taste.” Leo kept his voice low. “Looks like Mommy and Daddy gave our guy everything he wanted. Dude was probably spoiled rotten from the day he was born.” 
 
    “From everything I’ve heard, I’d say you were right.” Danny scanned every window, every door, every corner of the building. The yard was empty of vehicles and nothing moved but the trees in the wind. No lights except flicker of the sunshine through tree branches. Two security cameras on the front of the house, one on a shed in the corner and probably more around the sides and back. Probably Roger’s idea of a safe house. 
 
    “That’s a lot of cameras for a quiet retreat. I’ll go around back. Whistle if you see anything.” Leo slipped into the woods. 
 
    Standing alone in front of the cottage with security camera eyes on him, Danny cringed. Under normal circumstances, he’d knock on the door. Roger Stephen wouldn’t ask questions, however, he’d shoot first. By now he had to know the police were after him and would do anything to keep the kids from Lucy. He’d do even more to get the cash and jewelry back, even with his freedom at stake. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    The next call came around two in the morning, just in time to rescue Lucy from yet another bad dream. Restless from a string of nightmares, she’d fallen asleep only minutes ago, but already lay twisted in the sheets like a peppermint candy. 
 
    The caller’s words were a jumble of childish sobs and mumbles until an unmistakable cry stole her breath. “Mommy? Can you come and get us? I miss you.” 
 
    “Gina?” Her throat tightened. The laminate floor was cold beneath her feet, yet she didn’t recall jumping out of bed. 
 
    “Mommy!” Her daughter sobbed. “Oh, Mommy, I miss you so much. No, Daddy, I want to talk to her. Please, don’t take the phone. Please!” 
 
    “Hello, Lucy.” 
 
    “Roger.” Her heart thudded and the surge of blood made her dizzy. “Where are you? What’s going on?” 
 
    He snorted then growled. “You know what’s going on. You’ve already talked to the police, haven’t you? What did you tell them?” 
 
    “Why would I talk to the police?” She glanced out the window. No sign of Danny or Clancy when she needed them most. She rummaged in her closet, pulling out the first clothes she touched. “Are the kids all right? I got worried when no one called.” 
 
    Muffled sounds filled the other end. Roger argued with someone, probably one of the kids. He must have won the disagreement since a child began to cry and confidence filled Roger’s voice when he spoke. “They’re fine. For now.” 
 
    “What do you mean for now?” Her throat ached from both the lack of sleep and emotion. Her voice rasped as badly as Leo’s had. 
 
    “Not yet.” A door slammed. “Not until you do what I ask.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, her mouth dry. “Anything. What do you want?” 
 
    “My shaving kit. The one you found in the suitcase.” Roger’s voice dropped so low she barely heard what he said. “I also want you to dig up some stuff I buried in the backyard. Two packages, one in our yard and one in Mitch’s.” 
 
    The cash. Her hands shook as a hundred nasty names flew through her head. Roger had been the dark figure in both yards in the middle of the night before he’d taken the kids. She cupped a hand over her eyes and took a deep breath. “What if I can’t find them?” 
 
    “Then I guess you’ll never see your precious little babies again, which would really be too bad.” He mocked her. “They miss you.” 
 
    A chill ran down her arms as tears filled her eyes. “You’d hurt your own children just to get back at me?” 
 
    Roger chuckled. “You are so naive, Lucy. This has nothing to do with you or those brats. None of you have ever been anything more than my smoke screen. The magic mirror I hid behind while I got away with murder.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” If only she could record his every word. Grabbing a paper and pen, she wrote down everything he said. 
 
    “Who’d suspect a doting father of three of committing heinous crimes? I’m a pillar of society. A man of principle.” he asked. “As far as the outside world knows, I was either at home every night taking care of my family or contributing time and energy to various charities.” 
 
    “The money.” She could scarcely breathe. “You stole the money from the same charities you donated to.” 
 
    Roger groaned then swore for nearly a minute. “You already found the bags. You better not have spent a dime or turned them over to the police. If I find out you did either, your children will die.” 
 
    “They’re your children too.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you anymore?” 
 
    After a long pause, he replied, “Nope.” 
 
    Her stomach seemed to plunge toward her toes. She clutched the phone long after he’d hung up, not sure what to do or who to call first. Finally, she dialed Leo’s cell number. “Please pick up. Pick up. Pick up. Pick up.” 
 
    No answer. When Danny didn’t answer either, she was left with one last option. She grabbed her purse, shrugged on a coat. Although the air was hot and humid, a nasty chill had grabbed hold of her entire body. She slid on her flip-flops and ran up the street, praying Clancy was home and wouldn’t slam the door in her face. She jabbed the doorbell until her fingernail broke. 
 
    Clancy opened the door wearing only a pair of boxer shorts. He narrowed his eyes then scowled. “Is this how you plan to kill me off? You’ll disrupt my sleep until I’m so tired I slit my throat shaving? Honey, I expected better from you.” 
 
    Her lips quivered and when she tried to speak, the shivers turned into full-fledged shaking. Uncontrollable tears rolled down her cheeks. “The kids.” 
 
    Clancy grabbed the front of her coat and yanked her inside. “Lucy, what happened? Are you okay? Did Roger call?” 
 
    “Yes. The kids.” She nodded. 
 
    He placed his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She sobbed. “I called Leo and Danny, but…” She was at a loss for words. 
 
    “Don’t move.” Clancy forced into an oversized armchair and ran up the stairs. 
 
    She couldn’t have moved if she’d wanted to. Her entire body was numb with anger inside and out. Mad at Roger for getting she and her kids involved in things none of them should have ever had to deal with. Mad for him not letting the kids call home. Mad at Tanji for being on vacation with them instead of her. 
 
    Lucy tried Leo’s number again, fumbling to punch the right numbers. Still no answer. After weeks of tripping over Danny, suddenly he was nowhere to be found. Where were they? They had to know something they hadn’t shared with her. 
 
    Clancy reappeared in faded blue jeans and a clean t-shirt. He made two cups of herbal tea before he sat on the nearby couch. “Now tell me what Roger said.” 
 
    “He wants me to get the money and the jewelry.” Lucy had clutched her phone so tightly the case left dents in her flesh. “He wants to exchange them for the kids.” 
 
    Clancy paled as he set her cup on the coffee table. “Did he say that for sure?” 
 
    Lucy blinked furiously. “He said if I didn’t give the money and jewelry to him, I’d never see my kids again.” 
 
    He pulled her into a hug. “Did he say where they were?” 
 
    “No.” She pressed her face into his t-shirt. 
 
    Clancy let her catch her breath then handed her a handful of tissues. He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialled with one thumb, his chin resting on the top of her head. 
 
    Lucy glanced up. “If you’re calling Leo or Danny, neither of them are answering their phones. I tried them before I came to see you.” 
 
    “Great.” He didn’t look happy. “Lucky for us, I know where they were going.” 
 
    “They went to the cottage, didn’t they?” She dried her eyes. “Have you heard from them?” 
 
    Clancy frowned. “No.” 
 
    Her legs gave out and she sank into the chair. “You don’t think Roger took them by surprise, do you?” 
 
    He dialled one last number then walked into the kitchen as he spoke in low tones. When he returned, he reached for his jacket. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Are we going to the cottage?” She followed him to his rusty red sports car. “Did you call Bobby?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He grasped her hand. “He’ll meet us there.” 
 
    Mitch stumbled over from his dimly lit garage with a bottle of beer in one hand. His words slurred. “Where’re you two going?  What’s going on?  Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Roger called Lucy.” Clancy helped her buckle the front seat belt. “We’re going to the cottage to get the kids.” 
 
    “Count me in. I’m coming to help.” Mitch pushed him out of the way and crawled into the backseat then fumbled with the seat belt. 
 
    Lucy shrugged silently pleaded with Clancy not to argue. They needed to leave before Roger and Tanji took the kids elsewhere. The sooner they left town, the better. 
 
     Clancy slipped behind the steering wheel. “You can come, but the beer stays. We don’t have time to get busted.” 
 
    Mitch tossed the bottle out the rear window and got comfortable. 
 
    Lucy sat back and prayed Clancy’s car started. At least they weren’t taking his truck. Clancy and Mitch were the two people she mistrusted nearly as much as Roger. When Clancy pulled into a service station before they’d even left town, she panicked. “What are you doing? We have to go.” 
 
    Mitch snorted from the back seat, reeking of stale beer. 
 
    “It’s two in the morning. I need the biggest cup of crappy coffee they’ve got. Do you want anything?” He rubbed his face and muttered aloud about turning back and throwing Mitch man out of the car. Right after they got coffee. 
 
     She let out a deep sigh. “Isn’t there somewhere with a drive-thru?” 
 
    Clancy shrugged. “I need to move around and wake up before we get on the road.” 
 
    Mitch snorted, but slept on. 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” She climbed out of the car and bought two extra-large coffees and two day-old muffins before they headed onto the highway. The first half hour passed in a silence broken only when Mitch mumbled or groaned in his sleep. 
 
    None of the signs they passed meant anything to Lucy. Her gaze remained out the window, searching for anything familiar. She was glad he knew where he was going, but didn’t like that the trip seemed to take so long. 
 
    “We’re making good time.” Clancy checked his phone messages. 
 
    She stared out into the darkness. “Any word from Danny or Leo?” 
 
    “Not yet.” He cocked one eyebrow then set the phone between the seats. “I’ll try to call Danny when we’re closer.” 
 
    “Do you think they ran into Roger? He knows who they are. By now, he’s probably figured out they’ve gone to the police.” She looked back out the window and got lost in thought accompanied by the faint music that wafted from the radio. “What if something’s happened and they’re...?” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened. Everything’s fine.” His voice tightened. “They’re probably doing surveillance and don’t want to give their positions away.” 
 
    She fell silent, briefly satisfied with his explanation. “How are we supposed to get all of us home in this car? It barely holds the three of us. Once we get the kids, there’ll be six.” 
 
     “Couldn’t you have had this little epiphany a couple hours ago?” Clancy chuckled then sighed. “It’s okay, Lucy. We’ll figure out the details later.” 
 
    She looked back at Mitch, still asleep in the back seat. “I guess we should’ve poured him out on his front lawn.” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah, like you and I could drag him out of the back of the car.” 
 
    The image of her and Clancy hauling a two-hundred-and-fifty pound man out of the sports car’s back seat made her smile. 
 
    “Maybe we can rent a van and I’ll leave this piece of crap in a ditch somewhere.” 
 
    “Beside the crappy truck?” she asked. 
 
    His mouth dropped open. “You really hate my truck, don’t you?” 
 
    “No.” Lucy insisted then shrugged. “Okay, yeah, I do. Actually, I guess it’s not the truck I hate. it’s being disrupted when I’m focused on my work.” 
 
    The stretch of road they traveled had little traffic save a few trucks. As the bare sliver of moon peeked through the clouds, the darkness gave way to occasional signs for golf clubs and tourist attractions. Lucy didn’t care about the scenery, only how much longer to get her babies back. Not long now. The cottage was only a couple miles ahead. 
 
    She flinched when Clancy’s cell phone rang. “That has to be Danny or Leo.” 
 
    He reached down and pressed the speakerphone button. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Where are you?” Leo’s raspy voice filled the car like he sat between them. 
 
    “On our way to the cottage,” Clancy said. “Roger called Lucy.” 
 
    There was a deep growl and a streak of cursing that made her blush. Clancy picked up the phone and pressed it to his ear. “I didn’t leave her at home alone. She’s with me. Are you still at the cottage?” 
 
    “Roger called Lucy? Didn’t you find that worth calling us about?” Leo hollered. 
 
    Clancy scowled. “She and I both called, but you and Danny had your phones off. When she couldn’t get through to either of you , she banged on my door. I thought something might’ve happened so I called Bobby. We’re meeting him at the cottage.” 
 
    “He’s already here.” 
 
    When Leo cursed, Lucy jumped. “So you brought Lucy along for the joyride?” 
 
    “And Mitch. He jumped into my car and we couldn’t get him out. It was easier to leave him passed out in the backseat.” Clancy glanced in her direction. “Where’s Danny?” 
 
    “Mitch is there too? Are you crazy?” Strained silence filled the airwaves. Leo swore again, but this time he chuckled. “I should come and play in your neighborhood more often, it sounds like a lot more fun than mine.” 
 
     Lucy leaned closer to Clancy’s phone. “Have you seen my kids yet, Leo?” 
 
    “Did you talk to any of them when he called?” Leo asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I talked to Gina.” She grabbed the phone, her voice crackling with tears. “Please, tell me the kids are at the cottage.” 
 
    Leo hesitated. “How long till you guys get here?” 
 
    Lucy glanced around them. “Five minutes. Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m on the road. You’ll see me when you get here. Danny wanted me to sit tight until I talked to you.” There was a brief pause before he asked. Clancy gripped the steering wheel tightly, his jaw clenched. “I can see the lights.” 
 
    Sure enough, up ahead red and blue lights flashed. Lucy swallowed hard. “Please tell me my kids are okay.” 
 
    “We’ll talk when you get here.” Leo hung up. 
 
    Lucy bit back a scream, but refused to break down. 
 
    Clancy let out a long slow breath and reached for her hand. His cheek twitched in the dim light. “It’s okay, Lucy. We’ll deal with this together.” 
 
    The second Clancy parked the car, Lucy jumped out and ran at Leo. She clutched the front of his shirt, her voice hoarse with fear. “Did you see my kids? Where are they? Are they okay?” 
 
    He grasped her hands to ease her fingers off his shirt then hugged her. “They weren’t here when we arrived, but Danny and I did find evidence that they were.” 
 
    “Calm down, Lucy.” Clancy joined them while Mitch dozed in the back of the car. “What did you find?” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “Their suitcases and beach stuff.” 
 
    Up the driveway near the cottage, wheels rattled on gravel as paramedics hauled a gurney out of the house. The sight of a black body bag in the dim light sent spasms of grief through Lucy. Her knees trembled and her eyes widened. Deep down, she already knew the answer. “Who’s that?” 
 
    Leo held onto her, shielding her face with his hand. “Don’t look. Clancy, take her back to the car. Get her out of here.” 
 
    “No.” She pulled away from him. “Who did he kill this time?” 
 
    “His girlfriend. Tanji.” He sounded too calm for her liking. 
 
    “No!” She screamed several times until the fight drained out of her and everything seemed to move in slow motion. 
 
    Clancy and Leo exchanged words, their voices faint below the rush of blood in her ears. Mitch staggered out of the car and vomited in the ditch. Danny joined them at the side of the road and gave Lucy a hug, but she shoved him away as the ambulance left the cottage and drove away down the back roads. No lights. No sirens. 
 
    “This can’t be happening.” Lucy stared at the wooden and glass structure for what seemed like an eternity until someone finally led her toward a car and started the engine. Glad for the warmth, she hovered in front of the heater and scrubbed the warmth into her damp face with both hands. Her throat ached and tears rolled down her face. “Why? Why did he kill her?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honey.” Clancy rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I wish to hell I knew what makes him tick.” 
 
    “I want him to pay for what he’s done to all those women. And to my kids.” Visions of the black body bag haunted her. “We can’t let him get away with this anymore.” 
 
    He nodded. “We won’t, Lucy. The manhunt’s on. Every police department in North America is now on the lookout for him. When they find him, we’ll know.” 
 
    She wanted answers, but mostly she wanted to find her kids. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Danny couldn’t stop the ringing. His phone seemed miles away through a dozen layers of sleep. He patted the surfaces around him until he found the phone vibrating on the seat beneath him. Wrapping his fingers around the case, he grunted a greeting. 
 
    “Did I wake you?” Leo asked from the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Jerk. You know you did. What time is it?” The nightmare of finding Tanji’s body had kept him away until just outside Packham. He’d fallen asleep listening to Leo’s Zen music while his mind whirled with questions and fears. 
 
    “It’s nearly dawn.” Leo turned onto Bishop Street behind Clancy’s car and frowned. “Bobby just called. Roger’s car was involved in a single vehicle accident just outside Packham.” 
 
    “What?” Danny sat up so fast he hit his head on the roof. “Where?” 
 
    “Near your house.” Leo sounded solemn. “It gets worse though. There’s blood all over and no sign of he or the kids. Bobby wants your permission to search the house.” 
 
    Danny stared down the empty street. That was definitely worse. “I’ll call him. Of course they can search the house. We should get over there too. I’ll call Clancy and let him know. He needs to stay with Lucy until we know exactly where Roger is.” 
 
     “Call Bobby. Let him know we’re on our way to the house.” Leo spun a u-turn in the intersection and waved to Clancy who seemed confused. 
 
    “How exactly did Mitch get involved in this again?” 
 
    Leo grinned. “He was drunk and climbed into the backseat of Clancy’s car.” 
 
    “Sorry I asked.” He shifted in his seat and dialled Bobby’s cell number. “Leo tells me you found Roger’s car. What’s going on?” 
 
    Bobby yawned. “Nate called in a car accident near your house. He was getting ready to hit the road when he heard someone speeding up the gravel road. When he got into his truck, he heard someone hit the horn then there was a loud crash. By the time he got to the scene, there was no one in or near the vehicle.” 
 
    Danny put Bobby on speakerphone. “How did he know it was Roger’s car?” 
 
    “He didn’t. He called it into 9-1-1 complete with the plates then dispatch called us.” Bobby lowered his voice. “We just arrived at the scene.” 
 
    Danny’s stomach sank. “Leo and I are on our way with the keys to my new house so don’t break the door down unless you have to.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bobby said. “Let us secure the area first then let you in to open the door. You understand the other officers and I’ll have to do the sweep since you’re still on leave.” 
 
    “I’m temporarily a civilian. I get it.” Danny scanned the darkness for any sign of movement. “You guys be careful. This guy’s a nut job and a half. Watch your backs.” 
 
    “You guys too.” Bobby blew out a long breath. “He’s here somewhere. I can feel him. Cripes, it’s like waiting for a giant spider to drop onto your head.” 
 
    Leo slowed the car to a crawl when several police cars, lights flashing, came into sight. “Judging from the number of lights, I’m guessing there’s at least ten officers in the woods heading toward your house.” 
 
    Danny faked a smile. “Too bad I’m out of coffee and donuts.” 
 
    Two officers stood guard over the accident scene. Both came toward the car with one hand on their weapons. One stood on either side of the Honda.  
 
    Leo and Danny both rolled down their windows. 
 
    “Detective Walker.” One of the officers sighed in relief. “Boy am I glad to see you. Hey, Leo. The others have fanned out on both sides of the road to search the woods. I understand that’s your house up on the ridge.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Danny reached into the glove box for a couple flashlights. “Is it okay if we drive up or should we walk in?” 
 
    The officer glanced toward the house. “Personally, I don’t think either is a great idea. You’d be safest if you drove up to the house and parked with the lights on the front door.” 
 
    Leo nodded. “We’ll be safest, but the other officers may not be so lucky.” 
 
    Danny shook his head. “Actually, we’ll be the bigger target, which might attract his attention from them.” 
 
    He snorted. “Great. That’s a comforting thought. So should I drive in like I own the place or creep up the driveway.” 
 
    “Go big or go home.” Danny sat back and braced himself. “Let’s show that psychopath we’re here and plan to take him down fighting.” 
 
    “I’m in. Buckle up.” Leo drove through the police car maze and gunned the engine. A warning to everyone to stay clear of the road. Flashlights scattered into the trees as he aimed the car up the driveway toward the house and hit the brakes in a cloud of dust. 
 
     “Show off.” Danny smirked. “You’d better have a gun so you can cover me.” 
 
    “You know how I feel about guns.” 
 
    Danny reached into the glove box and handed him a handgun. “And you know how I feel about living.” 
 
    “Today’s the exception to the rule.” Leo nodded and checked the chamber then clicked off the safety. “Locked and loaded. I’ve got your back, Bro. Let’s go see if you’ve got any new animals in your house tonight. Frankly, I’d rather face a raccoon over a two-legged skunk any day.” 
 
    They emerged from the car in unison. If Roger shot at one, the other would be able to shoot back. Nothing. No shots. No shouts. Just silence. Even the officers in the woods stood still. 
 
    A shiver ran up the back of Danny’s neck as he and Leo approached the front porch he and Ray had worked so hard on. As his foot hit the top stair, he flinched. Still nothing. He  reached into his pocket and jingled his keys. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a beer.” 
 
    Leo nodded, alert to every groan and creak around them. “Definitely. I’ll even buy.” 
 
    As Danny stuck his key in the front door lock, he held his breath. 
 
    A gunshot rang out from the back of the house. Instantly the air crackled, electric with screaming and shouts of “Officer down! Officer down!” Danny’s heart raced as Leo leaped over the railing and bolted toward the back of the house. 
 
    When  he pushed open the door, the screaming stopped and three sets of eyes peered out from beneath the heavy quilt he’d left behind at the house. Lucy’s kids. All three were speckled with blood and thin, but appeared in good physical health otherwise. They must have come in through the back door. 
 
    Danny smiled and blew out a relieved breath. “Am I ever glad to see you guys.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Parker asked. “Is Daddy okay?” 
 
    When more shots rang out, Danny lunged toward the kids and pulled the quilt over all of them. The kids huddled around him and whimpered. “Stay low, guys. It’ll all be over soon.” 
 
    Outside the house, footsteps thundered and sirens blared. The shouting continued as the back door opened and someone walked through the kitchen. 
 
    Danny’s heart raced. He put his fingers to his lips and motioned for the kids to stay under the quilt. They all nodded and huddled like wide-eyed kittens. He eased out from beneath the cover and crept along the wall, glad he knew the house better than anyone. Every muscle in his body tensed as a dark figure filled the doorway and flicked on a flashlight. 
 
    “Yo. You in here, dude?” Leo shone his flashlight beam around the room. “We have a situation.” 
 
    “I’m here.” Danny sighed. “So are Lucy’s kids. What happened out there?” 
 
    Leo lowered the beam of his flashlight. His shirt was splattered in blood. “Bobby got shot in the back. Our suspect got away.” 
 
    In the corner of the livingroom, the kids began to cry. Parker struggled to hold off the tears a few seconds longer than the other two. “Our dad’s going after my mom. She’s got some stuff he wants back so he can take us to South America. We’re going to live with the crocodiles on a game farm.” 
 
    The jewelry and the cash. Danny’s heart raced. Clancy and Lucy were in danger. At least Roger was on foot and they had a chance to warn Lucy before he got to her. Danny needed to call Clancy and get Lucy out of the house on Bishop Street as fast as possible. 
 
    Leo’s nostrils flared and he rubbed his jaw with one hand. “Then we’d better call Clancy and go after Roger. What do we do with the kids? They can’t stay here or your raccoons might adopt them.” 
 
    The closest, safest place Danny knew was his sister’s house. Hannah would clean them up and cared for them. At least Roger wouldn’t know to look for them there. “We’ll drop them off at Hannah’s house. I’ll get an officer to stand guard until we catch him.” 
 
    Leo crouched to examine the kids. “Are you guys all okay? No wounds, no broken bones?” 
 
    Shawn pushed off the quilt. “Mojo’s gone.” 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows and glanced to Danny. “Who’s Mojo?” 
 
    “His stuffed dog.” Gina held back, checking out Leo and Danny from across the room. “Who are you guys? Are you superheroes?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the guy in the blue car.” Parker narrowed her eyes at Danny. “Are you a good guy or a bad guy?” 
 
    “Neither. I’m Danny. This is my friend Leo. We’re friends with your mom.” Danny smiled and knelt on the hardwood in front of Gina who sniffled. “We’re going to take you guys to a safe place so we can help your mom. She’s busy right now and couldn’t come to get you, but Leo and I are going to get her soon. As soon as we get you guys to a safe place.” 
 
    “You’re sure nobody’s bleeding or broken though, right?” Leo asked again. 
 
    “No.” Parker hugged his little sister. “We’re okay. Just really hungry.” 
 
    “That’s good news.” Leo grinned. “We know a place where you can get some really good food. The only catch is you have to stay quiet and come with us to Danny’s car. We got a deal?” 
 
    The siblings exchanged concerned glances before Gina nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    When an ambulance pulled into the yard, Danny led them to the Honda, careful to search the vehicle before he let the kids inside. No sign of Roger. He wanted to check on Bobby, but the battle was far from over. He and Leo still had to find Roger and keep the kids and Lucy safe. 
 
    Leo spoke with one of the officers then jumped into the car and buckled up. “They just got a call from Nate’s house. Someone stole your sister’s car. Looks like we get a police escort.” 
 
    Danny flared his nostrils. The car was replaceable. At least Roger had come and gone without terrorizing Hannah or her family. He sped the kids to Nate and Hannah’s house and explained the situation in the fewest words possible. Before he and Leo walked out the front door, Hannah had breakfast cooking on the stove and his nephews had set up a board game with the kids. 
 
    Leo slid into the passenger seat, his phone pressed to his ear. “Mitch got sick so Clancy and Lucy are just getting to her house. She wants to  get a few things then they’re going to a hotel. He and Mitch are on the lookout for Roger.” 
 
    Danny started the engine and hit the gas. “Then let’s go get that piece of shit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 ~ Lucy 
 
      
 
    Lucy’s hands twitched in her lap. The trip home couldn’t go fast enough. With Tanji out of the way, Roger still had the kids and would head to Packham after his precious gems and cash. He’d want all the evidence she had against him before he killed her. 
 
    She wanted to step on Clancy’s foot and press the accelerator down, but had to sit back and trust him. There was nothing to see out the window and she didn’t have anything to say to either of the men in the car. 
 
    Mitch moaned and coughed and sat up in the backseat.  “I’m gonna puke.” 
 
    Clancy drove on like he hadn’t heard, but Lucy rolled down her window. They didn’t have time to pull over. She had to get home in case Roger brought her kids. If he’d harmed any of them, she’d personally— 
 
    “Pull over.” Mitch gagged. 
 
    Clancy swerved to the right until the tires edged off the asphalt into the soft ground along the highway. “Let him out.” 
 
    Mitch didn’t wait for Lucy to unbuckle or even move the seat forward. He crawled right over top of both her headrest and her head, wedged his upper body half out the open window, and vomited several times. 
 
    Clancy groaned and thumped his head on the steering wheel. “I should’ve known better than to take a drunk on a road trip.” 
 
    “Like we had much choice.” Lucy gasped at both the smell and being trapped between the dashboard and Mitch’s torso. “The two of us couldn’t have gotten him out of the backseat if we tried.” 
 
    Mitch retched yet again. 
 
    “True.” Clancy’s shoulders slumped. “Do you think he’ll be much longer? We really have to get back to town.” 
 
     “Do you have some secret way to make him vomit any faster?” Lucy raised her voice. “They’re my kids. Don’t you think I know we have to find them?” 
 
    Clancy grabbed Mitch by the seat of his pants and, rather than pulling him back into the car, ended up tugging his pants down to his knees. 
 
    Mitch dry heaved one more time then went limp over the door. “Well, that was gross. Can someone give me a hand? I seem to be stuck.” 
 
    “Nice move. Could this night get any worse?” Lucy eased the door open and tried to push Mitch back into his seat at the same time as Clancy pulled him by the knees. 
 
    When her foot slid in his vomit, she ended up further into the ditch. She wrinkled her nose and scraped her flip-flops off on the dry grass. She took the bottle of water Clancy offered to rinse her shoes. “Now can we go?” 
 
    “Almost.” Mitch pitched forward again and hung out the open door while he threw up one last time. “I’m good now.” 
 
    Lucy growled, her feet and legs splashed with fresh vomit. She grabbed the doorframe and pulled herself back into the car. As she buckled up, she noticed Clancy’s grin. “Just drive. And if you ever tell anyone what just happened, I will make your life a living hell.” 
 
    He eased the car back onto the highway. “I won’t have to say a word. You’ll stink until you change clothes and throw out those shoes.” 
 
    Ten minutes down the highway, police lights flashed ahead of them. Lucy groaned. “Please let that be an accident or a check stop.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s nothing serious.” When his cell phone rang, worry flashed across Clancy’s face. “Can’t talk now. Police road block. I’ll call you back.” 
 
    Leo grunted. “That’s why I’m calling. Take me off speakerphone.” 
 
    Lucy reached for the phone, but Clancy hung up and stuck the phone in his left pocket. She snorted. “What are you doing? He obviously called for a reason. Why’d you hang up?” 
 
    Clancy gave her hand a squeeze. “I’ll call him back once we’re at your house.” 
 
    An officer in a bright vest stepped out of the cruiser and motioned for them to stop. He waved a flashlight around the interior of the car. “Morning, folks. Where are you all headed?” 
 
    Clancy nodded. “Packham. Why?” 
 
    “There was an accident up ahead and we want to make sure people lock their doors and don’t pick up any hitchhikers,” the officer said. 
 
    Lucy’s entire body turned to syrup. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Mitch leaned over the seat. “Is there an escaped prisoner on the loose or something?” “Something like that.” The officer peered at Lucy once more. “Just go directly to your destination and don’t pick anyone up. If you see any hitchhikers, please call 9-1-1. Have a good day.” 
 
    Lucy blew out a breath until she thought she heard the officer speak into his microphone, “I just spotted them.” She chalked it up to anxiety and prayed her kids were okay. “I think we need to call Leo back soon. Something’s going on. What if Roger’s on his way back to get the things he left at the house? ” 
 
    “Then we’d better watch our backs.” Clancy tightened his grip on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. 
 
    Mitch blew out a breath that made Lucy’s eyes water. “Wow, this is just like being in a movie. What did I miss while I was asleep?” 
 
    Clancy met Lucy’s glance. “Way too much to tell you now. Just keep your eyes open. If you see Roger, tell me.” 
 
    “Roger?” Guilt flashed across Mitch’s face. “I thought he was at the cottage this week?” 
 
    “He’s in a lot of trouble.” Clancy frowned. “He’s bringing the kids home.” 
 
    Mitch grew silent then patted Lucy’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I talked to Roger the other night. I told him about you and Clancy.” 
 
    She spun around to face him. “You did what?” 
 
    “Roger stopped by earlier this week.” Mitch didn’t even look at her. “He wanted to know what you were up to and if you were okay with everyone gone. I told him about your lunch with Clancy and how I was happy you were moving on.” 
 
    Clancy swore. “When did you tell him that?” 
 
    “After the hot tub party.” Mitch winced. “I may also have mentioned you two were getting cozy at the party. He also wanted me to give him a key to your house.” 
 
    Lucy sat back and closed her eyes, glad no one else had keys to her home. No matter what Roger had done to her, he’d never accept what he’d perceive her betrayal. Bishop Street stood still and silent as they slowed to a crawl. Clancy seemed to look in so many directions at once it seemed like his head was spinning. Finally, he pulled the car into his driveway. “Go home and get some sleep, Mitch. It’s almost sun rise.” 
 
    Lucy climbed out of the car and hugged her torso. 
 
    Mitch crawled over the seat and stretched. “You guys want to come to my house? Roger won’t look for you there. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    “No, thanks. He doesn’t have a key that works anymore anyway. I need to get some clothes for me and the kids then get out of here.” She lifted her hand in a small wave then wandered toward her house like a zombie, clutching her phone in her hand. 
 
    “Okay.” Mitch sat on her front step. “Why don’t I wait out here until you get back. At least I could distract him for a while if he does show up. I owe you that much.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. “Okay, but be careful. Don’t do anything stupid. He’s more dangerous than you know.” 
 
    “Better yet, just go home, Mitch. I’ll look after her.” Clancy caught up to Lucy, still peering into every shadow. 
 
    Lucy spun around and faced him. “What are you doing? Can’t I go inside and get my things without an escort?” 
 
    “Not today.” Clancy hit speed dial on his phone. “Leo? What’s happening?” 
 
    “You think Roger’s the guy the police told us not to pick up. That means he and the kids were in an accident. They could be injured. Or worse.” Her heart leaped into her throat when her phone vibrated in her hand. She answered as fast as possible, her voice crackling from the lack of sleep.“Hello?” 
 
    “Is this Lucy Stephen?” a woman asked. “I have your kids. They’re safe.” 
 
    Lucy’s heart took a flying leap into her throat. She struggled to draw in her next breath. “You what? Who is this? What are you doing with my kids.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” The woman raised her voice over the clamor of kids in the background. “My name’s Hannah, I’m Danny’s sister. Your kids are at my house. They’re safe and they’d really like to talk to you.” 
 
    “Leo and Danny found them?” Her body sagged. “Are they okay? Were they hurt?” 
 
    Mitch jumped to his feet. “The kids?” 
 
    “Mom?” Parker sounded tentative. 
 
    “Parker? Are you okay?” Tears stung her eyes and she leaned against Clancy for support, too tired and numb to think. “Clancy and I went to the cottage, but you were gone. I was so worried about you guys.” 
 
    “We’re safe.” Parker said. “Danny and Leo said they were your friends and they brought us to a nice house in the country. The lady cooked pancakes and sausages for breakfast and made us a bed on the couch to sleep on. Shawn lost Mojo, but we’re all okay. Except Tanji, I think she was hurt really bad so Dad left her at the cottage.” 
 
     “I’m so glad you’re all okay. Clancy and I will come get you.” When Clancy shook his head, her heart skipped a beat. Roger was still out there somewhere. She tried to swallow, but her mouth was drier than sandpaper. Despite being dehydrated, she nearly burst into tears. “We’ll get you in a little while. You guys need to get some sleep first. I’m sure the people you’re with will take good care of you until we get there.” 
 
    Parker hesitated. “I don’t know where Dad is, but I know he’s hurt. We had a car accident and he hit his head on the front window so hard the glass broke. He got cuts all over his head and his face. He also shot a police officer.” 
 
    Her knees weakened as she sank to the dusty front step with her eyes shut tight and struggled to catch her breath. The world swirled around her. Roger crashed his car then shot a cop. Her head spun. Nothing made sense. 
 
    “Whoa. Lucy, are you okay?” Clancy took the phone out of her trembling hand. “Parker? It’s Clancy. Your mom has to go now. We’ll get in touch and come get you when it’s safe for all of us, okay?” He hung up her phone and stuck it in his pocket then draped one arm over her shoulder and helped her to her feet. “Come on, Lucy, be strong. Your kids need you. Let’s get inside and grab some clothes and whatever else you need then go.” 
 
    Safe for all of us? “You’re afraid Roger will find me?” 
 
     “That’s why we have to get out of here. Leo said he could be here at any time.” Clancy unlocked her front door and pulled a gun from the waistband of his jeans. 
 
    “A gun?” Mitch took a step back. “Now you’re scaring me. Is Roger that dangerous?” 
 
    She stared, unable to move. Roger was armed and dangerous. Thoughts tumbled around her head like a heavy, wet load in a dryer. Tears trickled from her eyes and warmed her cheeks. 
 
    Clancy nodded. “Yes. Go home and lock your doors. Whatever you do, don’t let Roger Stephen into your house.” 
 
    “No way.” Mitch grabbed a broom resting against the wall. “What if he’s in her house already? I’m going around back to look for signs of a break-in. Don’t move until I get back.” 
 
    When Mitch disappeared around the side of the house, Clancy pulled her inside then wiped the tears off her cheek. “It’ll be okay, Lucy. We’ll get you to safety then make sure Roger gets what he deserves. Stay here. I have to make sure there’s no one else inside.” 
 
    At first glance, her house looked exactly the same as when she’d left. The same furniture Roger had chosen. The same neutral color on the wall he’d demanded she use the last time she repainted. 
 
    Once upon a time, Roger had been her knight in shining armor who’d do anything for her and the kids. She’d thought at first he was enchanted by a wicked witch, but after months of aggravation and banging her head against her computer desk, she knew the truth. Roger Stephen was a predatory wolf in prince’s clothing who’d finally shown his true colors. A psychopath who’d come after her next. 
 
    Clancy signalled the lower level and basement were all clear. Just when she thought she’d him figured out, he went and became respectable right before her eyes. 
 
    She was grateful to see she’d misjudged him. Behind her, the door of the coat closet creaked. The one place Clancy hadn’t searched. Little hairs rose on the back of her neck and goosebumps covered her arms like she was being watched. 
 
    Lucy spun around and stared at the assortment of coats and boots she had yet to weed through before the end of summer. No Roger. No weapons, except a rust-stained umbrella she grabbed and clenched in both hands. At least it was something. 
 
    From the top of the stairs, Clancy cried out. A loud thud shook the house before the house fell eerily silent again. 
 
    Lucy spun around with her umbrella clutched to her chest. Her heart hammering, she glanced at the door and thought about calling Mitch inside. Roger had endangered enough lives already. She stared up the staircase wild-eyed with no idea what she’d do if Clancy lay dead on her bedroom floor and she had to face Roger alone. “Clancy?” 
 
    No reply. A lump formed in her throat as she struggled to catch her breath. She climbed the stairs in a daze, tightening her grip on the umbrella. One step at a time, she neared the landing, but not a sound came from the upper level. Either Clancy was dead or Roger had knocked him out cold and waited for her to appear. No way she could surprise Roger now. He knew she was here. He wanted the money and the jewelry, which made both she and Clancy  expendable. She’d have to rely on his greed. 
 
    Lucy reached the landing then peered around the corner to the last four steps. Her heart seemed to stop when she saw Clancy’s feet sticking out her bedroom door. 
 
    “Come on up, Lucy.” Roger used the sing-song voice he so often had when he belittled her. “Come join your boyfriend. He’s having a little nap.” 
 
    As she approached the top of the stairs, she fought for each shaky breath. Her gaze went from Clancy’s feet up his legs to where his head lay on the floor, a dark purple bruise rising on his temple. He appeared to be unconscious. 
 
    She stood in the doorway with both hands covering her mouth. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Just knocked a little sense into him.” Roger stood at the foot of their bed, her bed, gazing out the window then turned slowly to face her. His blue eyes blazed and his blond hair stuck up around his head. Nothing but flat hatred and darkness in his eyes. “So good of you to bring your boyfriend along. It’ll make things more interesting.” 
 
    Lucy wanted to run across the room and gouge his eyeballs out for all he’d done, not only to her family, but to countless others. For the sake of her kids, she reined in her temper and fought to keep her voice calm. “How dare you.” 
 
    “What’s the drama this time, Luce?” He frowned. “You scared to talk to me in front of your boyfriend? He can’t hear us anyway.” 
 
    Her hands shook until she tightened her grip on the umbrella. “For the record, Clancy’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Your friend and I had a little disagreement.” Roger leaned against the wall, a grin on his face. “Call him whatever you want, Lucy, Mitch and your kids say otherwise. I just corrected his misunderstanding. You see, we’re still legally married so you’re mine. He needs to stay away from you and my kids because I’m not giving you the divorce.” 
 
    Lucy took a step backward and her eyes widened. She’d never seen so little emotion in his face. So much disconnect. Despite his carefully chosen words, her husband was insane. “Let Clancy go. He didn’t do anything to you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. His life’s on the line.” The sharp edge in his voice cut a shiver down her spine. He slowly raised a gun and aimed the muzzle at Clancy’s head. “He’s in my house, with my wife, and I might have to shoot him if you don’t do what I say. What will you tell everyone then?” 
 
    “I’ll tell them the truth. You’re an evil monster.” She flared her nostrils. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Where are my belongings?” His pupils were dilated and fixed on Clancy. 
 
    “You took them when you moved.” Her voice was hoarse from fear and lack of sleep. Roger snarled when he met her gaze. “The shaving kit, Lucy. I know you have it. I also know you looked inside. I’ll bet you even found what I buried in the backyard. Where’s my money and my jewelry?” 
 
    Her vision swam as tears welled in her eyes. She gasped for air as an anxiety attack threatened to overtake her. “I don’t have them.” 
 
    Roger’s gun remained aimed at Clancy, but his eyes darted from her face to Clancy so fast she grew dizzy. “After all I’ve ever done for you, you called the police on me, didn’t you?” 
 
    Lucy took another step back toward the door. “No, I didn’t. They came to the house with a search warrant. Someone called them.” 
 
    “Because of your boyfriend.” He sneered. “Did your boyfriend convince you to call them or was he the one who called them? Is that why he was in your house that night?” 
 
    “No, the police came here because of your private detective.” She prayed he had no idea Clancy was part of Danny’s agency. 
 
    Roger’s eyebrows lowered and his head tilted forward as anger settled in. His fingers whitened as he tightened his grip around the gun. “You’re a bad little liar, Lucy.” 
 
    “No word of a lie. Your detective found some sort of evidence and called them in. The police searched the house from top to bottom then searched the yard.” Lucy fought to catch her breath. She hoped he believed her, Clancy would wake up, and Danny and Leo would show up soon. 
 
    “You put on an interesting show.” He shook his head. “Faking adoration for me, while you were running around and cheating on all of us. You put the kids through hell. You know all I have to do is shoot you both and pose you in bed together. I’d be completely justified.” 
 
    “You’re insane. Why are you doing this? I thought you loved me and the kids.” She stared in disbelief. “All these years, I thought you were a great man. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “Shut up.” Roger snapped. 
 
    Outside on the street sat something Lucy hoped to see sooner. A blue Honda Civic. Her stomach flip-flopped. Danny and Leo was here. Of course, they still needed time to get past Mitch and into the house to catch Roger in action. She had to stall without getting she and Clancy killed. She hoped Mitch was sincere about being on her side. 
 
    Fear swelled inside of her searching for a place to vent. The thought she might never see her kids again hit Lucy like a wave to her chest. Tears welled in her eyes and her breath came in short gasps. She blinked and tried to keep the tears from cascading down her cheeks. 
 
    “You’re going to jail for the murders of all those women. Don’t you care you’ll never see our kids again?” She needed to get angry and fight back. To not let him win this battle. “Wouldn’t it bother you to kill me and leave them without a mother?” 
 
    “Not really.” His jaw tightened, but he looked away. “Stop lying to me and get my stuff back or your boyfriend’s history.” 
 
    He had to be lying. After all they’d been through there was no way Roger would kill her and leave their children alone. If she kept chattering, her kids might become orphans that much sooner. She managed to calm down enough to speak again. “I don’t have your jewelry.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” When Roger smiled, Lucy had the eerie feeling long pointed teeth would appear at the sides of his mouth at any second. 
 
    “I have news for you, Roger, the kids and I deserved better than that. Better than you.” She shook her head. “I feel sorry for you. You’ve deluded yourself for such a long time I’m not sure you know what truth is any more. I figured it all out, you know. I have proof that you murdered all those women. You might want to take it so the police don’t find it.” 
 
    “You’re a lunatic.” Roger smirked. “You really think I’m a serial killer?” 
 
    “Cynthia Mathias. Cora Lee. Michelle Donovan. Renata Yaloff. There’s probably more the police will find later. They always do.” Lucy hesitated. With her kids in danger, she stood her ground. She wasn’t afraid anymore. “You’re  a sick man to kill women, take their jewelry as souvenirs, and give it as gifts to other women. Did Tanji know you gave her a dead woman’s necklace? Was her engagement ring another souvenir? Was mine?” 
 
    Roger shifted his weight and frowned. “You are so naive. I should’ve killed you and taken those kids when I had the chance.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill me?” Lucy looked him in the eye. She’d already proven she was strong and capable and could bounce back from whatever he threw at her. “Because I never questioned you? Because I was too stupid to realize what you were doing?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as his body vibrated with tension. “You were my alibi, albeit a poor one, but you never once let on to anyone you knew the truth.” 
 
    Naive was right. She’d had no idea. She tightened her jaw, steeling for an attack. “Were you really taking the kids on vacation or had you planned to kill them and Tanji from the start?” 
 
    “You don’t know anything.” Roger growled. When he raised the gun to Clancy’s head, his finger twitched on the trigger. “Go get my stuff or I’ll shoot him now.” 
 
    Lucy held up her left hand. “Were my wedding rings from someone you killed? All the diamond earrings and sparkling necklaces? Were there more than six women?” 
 
    “I’m done playing games.” His eyes met hers then the gun moved again. This time, he aimed at Lucy. 
 
    Positive she felt a tingle in the exact spot the bullet would pierced her flesh and bone, she got angry. She clenched her teeth then let out a guttural yell as she lunged toward him and swung the closed umbrella. The fabric-sheathed metal rod connected with the gun at full force and knocked his hand to one side. 
 
    A shot rang out and a bullet whizzed past her ear. 
 
    Roger’s face contorted and turned red then almost purple. His neck tightened until veins bulged. His fingers curled into fists and rage came off him in waves of heat. He lunged at Lucy, his hands wrapping around her throat and tightening. His fingers dug into her skin like talons. 
 
    “No way.” She gasped and clawed at his hands. Blood rushed like a locomotive through her head, drowning out her screams. In front of her, Roger’s face twisted with hatred, his image faded from brilliant red to gray. 
 
    Within a heartbeat, Clancy was on his feet. He grabbed Roger by the shoulders, spun him around, and slammed him face down on the floor with a sickening crunch. Blood splattered across the hardwood as Roger’s nose apparently broke on impact. He lifted his head, his face smeared with blood. His eyes narrowed as he met her gaze then seemed to lose all will to fight. 
 
    Lucy expected Roger to fight back before they could tie his hands together. She stood over him ready to fight if he moved. She had no more sympathy for him after all he’d done. He deserved a few punches. If she got the chance, she’d probably hit him with the umbrella again. 
 
    “You jerk.” She leaned over to pick up the umbrella and glared. “I can’t believe you would’ve left our kids orphans. I hope that haunts you for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Roger snorted, spitting blood from his mouth. “A slight exaggeration. I’ll be over that thought before the police get here. I didn’t expect you to fight back. I guess you finally grew a backbone.” 
 
    “Leave her alone.” Clancy kicked him in the ribs. 
 
    Roger let out a squawk then rolled over and grabbed the umbrella from Lucy’s hands. He jabbed Clancy in the stomach with the point then pushed to his feet, his eyes wild. Before she could move, his hands were around her throat, his fingers sinking into her flesh. “Those kids shouldn’t have asked so many questions. As soon as I take care of you, I’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “Let her go!” Clancy wedged between them and pried Lucy out of Roger’s strong grip. He whipped Roger around and caught him in a headlock then tightened his grip until Roger’s face turned crimson. 
 
    A gunshot shook the house. 
 
    Lucy screamed as a large red blotch blossomed across the front of Roger’s shirt. His mouth formed a little circle as he fell to his knees. Momentum carried him forward onto his face on the floor. 
 
    She stared, her mouth wide open in surprise.“Oh, thank God.” 
 
    Clancy blew ran a hand through his hair and swore. “What the hell did you do that for?” 
 
    In the doorway, Danny lowered his weapon. “Leo and Mitch are downstairs and the police are on their way. Are you guys okay?” 
 
    “I’m a bit freaked out, but not hurt.” She couldn’t take her eyes off her husband who let out a groan. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Not from a shoulder wound. Danny’s got good aim.” Clancy studied her neck then touched her cheek. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
     “Yeah, I’m fine. I just don’t understand. How he could do all this? How am I supposed to explain to my kids their father killed people? That he tried to kill me and planned to kill them?” Lucy threw her arms around Clancy’s waist and held onto him with what little strength she had left. 
 
    Blinking back tears, she decided to give up murder mysteries and write romance novels instead. “Thank you.” 
 
    He shook his head and led her down the stairs to the livingroom. “For the record, you saved me first. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “No.” Tears streamed down Lucy’s face as she hugged the wall with her back and eased down the stairs, her hands shaking and knees week. While her husband had tried to kill her, her one-time nemesis Clancy had saved her life. Unable to take the three more steps to the couch, she slid to the floor. “How am I supposed to trust anyone?” 
 
    Clancy sat next to her on the floor and wrapped his arms around her. Outside, the screams of sirens drew closer. “Breath, Lucy. No one’s going to hurt you now. How about we go downstairs and let everyone else take care of Roger?” 
 
    She let out a slow sigh. “My kids are safe, right?” 
 
    He smiled then led her to the couch and sat on her right side so she faced away from the front door as several police officers came inside. “They’re with Danny’s sister. Hannah’s taking good care of them. We’ll call them and let them know everything’s okay once you stop shaking. I’ll take you to her house later. For now, you need to answer about a billion questions for the police and get some rest.” 
 
    When no sounds of struggle came from upstairs, she assumed either Roger passed out or had gone into custody peacefully. Tears trickled down her cheek. “I can’t sleep, not today. Maybe not ever again.” 
 
    “You will.” Danny joined them in the livingroom and sat next to Lucy. He took her left hand and fingered her wedding and engagement rings. “I’m sorry, Lucy. I have to ask you to give these to one of the officers. They’re evidence.” 
 
    Her stomach sank and she frowned. “What are you talking about? These never showed up in my research.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I know. We almost missed it too. Amanda Caravelli was murdered in Seattle months before you and Roger got married. These were her wedding rings. With all that’s happened in the past few hours, I hadn’t had a chance to talk to you yet.” 
 
    Her chin quivered. “You didn’t think I’d believe you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” He gave her hand what seemed like a reassuring squeeze. “What matters is where they came from and where they need to go now. The more evidence we have against Roger, the easier it’ll be to lock him up for life. We need to help the police build an airtight case.” 
 
    Lucy slid the rings off her fingers and handed them over. “I don’t understand why he did all this. What did he have to gain? I know the money and jewels, but there has to be more to it than that.” 
 
    Danny put the rings in a bag and stuffed them in his pocket. “My guess? Revenge, mostly. He killed the women he’d dated who dumped him or women who bested him in business deals. You were the only one who didn’t make him feel inferior or leave him. He left you. Tanji stood by him until she probably tried to escape when they were at the cottage.” 
 
    Clancy bowed his head. “Maybe it would be best for you and the kids to leave the house. Take a mini vacation. Do you have anyone you could stay with for a day or two?” 
 
    “No.” She fingered a gold chain around her neck. Another blood gift from Roger? She took the necklace off and dropped it into Danny’s hand with a shudder. An image of Tanji flashed through her mind, reminding Lucy she was the lucky one. “I don’t have anyone. It’s just me and the kids.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “I’m sorry I have to confiscate all your jewelry.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes welled with tears. “That’s okay, I don’t think I’ll wear any jewelry for a while anyway. Maybe when I’m old and can forget.” 
 
    How could she ever her husband was a serial killer? Roger Stephen had fooled everyone for a long time. 
 
    Clancy hugged her. “You’re welcome to stay at my parents’ house for a couple days. There’s lots of room and they won’t be home for a while anyway.” 
 
    Lucy hesitated as she glanced at a picture of she and her children taken three months ago. Way back when they were happy and relaxed. “I don’t want to be any more trouble than I have been. I’ll stay here. We’ll be okay.” 
 
     “You’re exhausted, Lucy.” Clancy hugged her. “Why don’t you get some shut-eye? I’ll let the kids know you’re okay then we’ll make sure they get home safe and sound in a few hours. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll all take care of all of you.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe that.” She let out a long, slow sigh. “I really need to see my kids.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “Okay, you sit tight. I’m going to make you a cup of tea with honey then give Hannah a call and let her know things are fine. You’re going to sit here and stay out of the way while the police do what they need to do.” 
 
    Lucy waved a hand. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere. My whole body’s shaking like crazy.” 
 
    “It’s called shock.” Clancy covered her with one of the blankets she and the kids cuddled under to watch movies. “Stay warm, I’m getting the tea.” 
 
    She sat back and pulled the blanket to her chin, her gaze on the door. At least Danny had distracted her so she didn’t have to see Roger hauled off in the ambulance. Clancy was doing his best to keep her calm despite everything. She closed her eyes and dropped her head against the back of the couch. 
 
    Clancy shook her shoulder a few minutes later. “Time to go, Lucy. The kids are waiting. I told them an hour and we’re already late.” 
 
    “An hour? Did I fall asleep?” She sat up and stretched. 
 
    “Honey, you were out cold before I even picked up the phone.” He chuckled. “Come on. Parker’s already called your cell phone once. He’s getting antsy. They all are.” 
 
    He didn’t have to tell her twice. She beat him to the car then gnawed on her thumbnail as he drove her out of town into the middle of nowhere. When they turned into a driveway, Lucy gasped. She’d always dreamed of living in a house like Hannah’s, an old brick farmhouse with a bright white veranda in the middle of a green yard. Behind the house stood a large metal Quonset, a red barn and several smaller sheds. 
 
    Parker and Gina paced the veranda while Shawn sat on the front step, his face crumpled on the verge of tears. All three kids paused and stared as Clancy’s car bounced across the large yard and threatened to shake apart. 
 
    Lucy bit her lower lip. God how she’d missed everything about her kids. The second Clancy slowed to a stop, she broke into a sprint, flip-flops slapping the dry ground and raising dust clouds. “Am I ever glad to see you guys.” 
 
    “Mommy, you’re here. See Shawn, I told you it wasn’t a dream.” Gina ran off the porch and hurled herself into her mother’s arms so hard they both nearly toppled to the dry grass. She buried her face in her mom’s neck then burst into tears. “I’m not leaving you ever again.” 
 
    Parker hugged her from the side to avoid his little sister’s swinging feet. “Mommy, I missed you. Are we going home now?” 
 
    “We’ll go home later. Right now, I just want to hug you until my arms fall off.” Lucy pulled him close and leaned down to breathe in his little boy scent. “I missed you guys too.” 
 
    “Dad got really weird when we left our house.” Parker pointed back to where his brother sat on the porch. “He hurt Shawn and beat up Tanji so bad she stopped moving. We left her behind at the cottage. I wanted to call an ambulance, but Dad wouldn’t let me.” 
 
    Gina shook her head. “Daddy got mad and tore Mojo to pieces because Shawn wouldn’t stop crying. Then Daddy started hitting him.” 
 
    “Are you guys serious?” Lucy’s entire body grew so weak she thought she’d drop Gina. 
 
    Parker took her hand and led her to the house. He stopped in front of Shawn and pointed to the bruises on his brother cheek and forehead. “See. That’s what he did.” 
 
    Shawn stared at Lucy, his right arm wrapped around the pillar. Without his best friend Mojo snuggled in the crook of his arm, he seemed lost. His eyes welled with tears and his chin quivered. “Hi, Mommy.” 
 
    “Hi, honey.” Her heart swelled and tears filled her eyes. 
 
    Gina wriggled out of her arms and ran to the car to see Clancy. Parker followed then took them both by the hand. They chatted about the farm as they led Clancy into the house. 
 
    Clancy paused and shot Lucy a glance. “I’ll keep these two busy and let Hannah know we’re here. As if she couldn’t guess by all the noise.” 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll come in soon.” Lucy sat next to Shawn, longing to pull him into a bear hug and savor his warmth. She fought back tears. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to die anymore.” Shawn burst into tears.  
 
    She threw her arms around him. “I never thought for a minute that you did.” 
 
    He sat up and rubbed a bandages on the back of his hand. “I thought Dad would take us to the lake and we’d swim and eat s’mores and hang out on the beach. Instead, he turned into an ugly monster. He killed Tanji. We left her at the cottage because she was dead.” 
 
    A lump formed in her throat. “I know. I’m sorry you had to see that.” 
 
    “Me too.” Shawn pressed his face into her shirt. “Did the police catch Daddy yet?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s in jail now. He won’t hurt us anymore.” She rested her head on the top of his. Only time would heal the bruised feelings between them. “Do you think we can start fresh from here? We can’t change the past, but we can build a better future.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Shawn smiled. “Does that mean you still love me?” 
 
    “Sweetie, I never, ever stopped loving you.” She ruffled his hair. 
 
    He curled up against her. “No? I would’ve if I were you. I was really mean to you.” 
 
    “You were angry and didn’t know how to get your point across.” Lucy held him tight. “You’re still my baby, no matter what happens.” 
 
    Shawn hugged her. “I promise I’ll be nicer from now on. I don’t want to lose you the way I lost Mojo. Do you want to meet my new friends before we go home? You’ll like their mom. She’s really nice, just like you.” 
 
    She kissed his forehead. “I would love to meet your new friends.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 ~ Danny 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Danny knocked on Lucy’s door early in the morning with  a paper coffee cup from Java Jo’s in each hand. She and the kids were home from a mini vacation at Hannah and Nate’s farm while the police processed their house. Clancy’s intuition had been spot on when he’d packed up Lucy then dropped her off at the farm for a night, which became two. He hoped he’d heard right about Clancy’s mom returning home today. 
 
    Lucy opened the front door, hair pulled back in a ponytail, and frowned. “Not you again.” 
 
    When she tried to close it again, he stuck his foot inside and handed her a cup. “I’m glad you’re home, Lucy. We need to talk.” 
 
    She blew out a long breath. “About what? I’ve heard everything, I’ve said everything and I’m done with everything. Roger’s in jail and my kids are home safe. That’s all I wanted. You can leave now.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” Danny sat on the top step and patted the wood beside him. “You know, I really wish we’d met under different circumstances. We might have been friends.” 
 
    Lucy tilted her head to one side then called over her shoulder to the kids she’d be out on the front porch before she joined him. “Maybe we still could. You and your guys did save the kids and I and we owe you our lives. We all had a lot of fun at your sister’s place. Being away from the house was good for all of us. Hannah’s amazing.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” Danny smiled. “I know she loved having the company. I just stopped by to make sure you and the kids are okay.” 
 
    “I’m holding together.” She managed a small smile. “We’ve all had nightmares, which I expect will last for a while. Bobby had sent over a counsellor who was supposed to be here after he searched the house the last time. We’ll probably all be in therapy for years to come. At least I don’t have to get a restraining order against Roger. He’ll rot in jail for the rest of his life.” She glanced at him out the corner of her eye. “So why are you really here?” 
 
    Danny bowed his head. “I guess keeping an eye on you has kind of grown on me. When we were driving to the cottage, I had time to think about a few things.” 
 
    She hugged her coffee cup with both hands. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like I could really use a secretary. Someone who’s smart, can type, and doesn’t mind working for a bunch of jerks.” 
 
    Lucy raised her eyebrows. “Are you asking me to work for you, Clancy, and Leo? No  way that’s going to happen. I don’t want my kids in that kind of danger again.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I didn’t think so, but I thought I’d throw the idea out there. Before this, I’d actually planned to shut down the agency and become a mechanic so we don’t have a real office yet anyway. Now that our investigation’s over, I’m going back to my day job on the force.” 
 
    “Good for you. That’s sweet of you to offer me a job. I do appreciate the thought.” She chuckled and sipped her coffee. “Actually, the kids and I stayed up late last night talking. They know I need to get a real job, but they also want me to keep writing on the side. They can’t wait for me to have my books published one day. They’re already planning the movie premieres and what kind of limousine we’ll arrive in.” 
 
    Danny chuckled then drew in a deep breath. “Actually, Katie and I stayed up talking late last night too. Things are picking up in the bookstore and she could really use a hand so she can take a day off now and then without worrying about things. She’ll need at least one extra body by the end of summer.” 
 
    Lucy raised her eyebrows. “She’s not doing this out of pity, is she? Or so you can keep an eye on me?” 
 
    “Fifty-fifty.” He shrugged and sipped his coffee. 
 
    “What?” She leaned away from him. 
 
    Danny laughed. “I’m kidding. Look, after all that’s happened, I feel like I betrayed you and the kids and owe you something. I’m just trying to make it up to all of you by helping you get your feet under you again.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” A wry smile curved her lips. “That’s awfully nice of you to make me your charity case. Guilt’s a wonderful thing.” 
 
    He groaned. “Lucy, I’m trying to be nice to you because I kind of admire you. You’re raising three kids alone and fighting to survive. I just want to help make your life a little easier. You remind me of Hannah. She doesn’t take crap from anyone either. I had a hunch you two would get along great.” 
 
    She gave a slow nod and glanced at him out the corner of her eye. “So if I were to work for you, would I get to carry a gun?” 
 
    He snorted. “Not in my lifetime.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll give Katie a call.” Her shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “That a girl.” He gave her a one-armed hug. “Have you heard from Roger?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Just from his lawyer. Roger will spend the rest of his life in jail if nobody kills him first, which means I get sole custody of the kids and not much else.” 
 
    Danny raised his cup. “Katie and I are going out to work on my house today. You and the kids should come along. Get away from everything. I have a huge yard with an old tire swing and a big field full of strawberries.” 
 
     “And you could use someone to paint and wallpaper. That sounds great, thanks, but we’ll pass. I have a deadline.” She gave a dramatic sigh. “If only you lived two doors down and didn’t have a girlfriend I like.” 
 
    “You have a crush on me? What’s wrong with you?” Danny laughed. “You know that’ll make Clancy jealous and only encourage more stalking behavior.” 
 
    Lucy smiled. “No crush. Just a lot of respect. You and your friends came through. My kids are safe. I’m safe.” She paused. “How’s Bobby’s doing?” 
 
    He frowned and averted his gaze to the street. “They’ve done a couple surgeries to take the bullet out of his spine and patch him up. He might never walk again, but he’s already planning a new career. He wants to join the detective agency. I told him it was the morphine talking and that he needs to be able to chase bad guys and type at least ten words a minute.” 
 
    “What did he say to that?” 
 
    “Several things I could do to myself that I can’t repeat in mixed company. Danny sipped his coffee. Then he said to quit pestering you and go work on my house.” 
 
    “Thanks for taking his advice.” She nudged his arm. “What’s Leo doing? Does he have another case?” 
 
    Danny burst into laughter. As scary as Leo was, he seemed to have earned Lucy’s respect as well. “Leo is…how shall I put this? He’s doing some work around town and is supposed to be undercover, but I’m not sure how long he can stay anonymous. He’s kind of like a gumball machine in a kindergarten class. Everybody wants a piece of him.” 
 
    “Nice. Maybe I’ll run into him sometime so I can thank him too.” 
 
    “Probably. I wouldn’t recommend it, but I wouldn’t be surprised.” He got to his feet with a groan and rolled a kink out of his neck. “I’d better go make my house livable before I wear out my welcome at Hannah’s. Take care of yourself, Lucy.” 
 
    “You too. I guess I’ll see you around. Oh, and I’ll bring my resume to Katie tomorrow when she’s in.” She paused. “Did you hear Clancy’s mom’s coming home? He went to pick his parents up today. She’s feeling better, but he figures it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you two are still speaking. He needs someone to make sure he looks after himself.” Danny turned to walk away then stopped and glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh, by the way, I know a guy who knows a guy who’s a reader for an agent in Newville. I could drop your manuscript on his desk if you happen to have an extra copy.” 
 
    “You do? You would?” Her mouth dropped open. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything. I’m going to see Bobby and take care of some paperwork in the city tomorrow.” Danny winked and handed her a business card. “Print off a copy for this guy and I’ll pick it up on my way.” 
 
    “Oh wow. Danny, you’re the best.” Lucy jumped up and hugged him. She flew into the house without even saying good-bye. 
 
    Danny stood in the blazing sunshine with the impression he’d gained a friend for life. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    After taking a lukewarm shower then rummaging for clothes that would pass for clean, Leo Blue opened the curtains and groaned. More snow. The fir trees along Main Street blossomed with colored lights and lamp posts stood adorned by wreaths. Christmas had taken the small town of Packham by storm overnight, but in his opinion the holiday ranked right up there with root canals and broken ribs. He should have fled to Tibet right after Halloween. 
 
    None of the glitz and glamour put him in a festive mood, nor had the phone call from his partner in the Wild Blue Detective Agency to meet at the local coffee shop at seven in the morning. Who in their right mind set up a meeting for so early on a miserable, snowy day? 
 
    Leo tossed his cell phone onto the sagging green couch that doubled as his bed by night and sighed. A detective by trade, he wasn’t in a big hurry to take on a new case, not since his nightmares had returned. He blew out a long, bracing breath and reached up to work his hair into a braid. Instead of a foot and a half of red locks, he scrubbed his fingers through the inch-long do he now had to endure after Lucy’s daughter Gina cut his braid off. 
 
    Someone fighting cancer somewhere, would get a soft, manageable wig. In return, Leo got a brief bout of the warm fuzzies and cold ears. 
 
    On the plus side, his landlord had kindly extended his lease on the small apartment above Main Street so he didn’t have far to walk to get anywhere. At least the place seemed more like home than his frugal apartment in Newville even though the small bachelor pad held nothing of him but his clothes. 
 
    He pulled on his leather jacket and winced. Certain he’d developed hives from staying in any place for so long, all he wanted was to hop on a plane and soar to distant lands. Tibet was his first pick, maybe even Ireland, since tropical beaches didn’t exactly top his list. The hot sun didn’t go well with red hair and pale skin. 
 
    He sauntered down the stairs to the street and sucked in a lungful of frost. The scent of gingerbread and sugar cookies already wafted from the bakery. Tempting, but since the bakery was closed for another couple hours, he’d settle for Java Jo’s, one of his favorite haunts in Packham. The table near the front window was already occupied. Leo grinned and ordered a large cup of green tea then sat across the small table from Danny Walker. 
 
    “Don’t you ever answer your phone?” Danny snapped before Leo could even open his mouth to say hello. His cheeks glowed red beneath his dark-hair and chilly stare. Even after warming up his car, scraping his windows and driving fifteen minutes, he’d still beat Leo to the coffee shop. “Where were you last night?” 
 
    “Home.” Automatic reflex. Why had he said home? In reality, he was still in Packham, the little town he hated more than ever. After dealing with one criminal after another for the past six months, he’d rather swim in the Amazon with barracudas than spend Christmas in Crazyville. “Bro, you still fighting off raccoons in your Victorian mansion?” 
 
    “Of course I am. Now they’ve discovered they can open the bloody root cellar so I need a new lock on it.” Danny snorted. “Were you asleep when I called? You sound rough.” 
 
    Leo raised both eyebrows. He always sounded rough, the scarring on his voice box a side effect of a road bomb that nearly killed him in Afghanistan. “Of course I was asleep. You called me at six a.m. After you called, I contemplated going to Tibet for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You can’t.” Danny hesitated. “We have a case.” 
 
    He sighed. “Hence the wake-up call. I thought you wanted to shut down the agency, quit detective work and go back to the police force.” 
 
    More hesitation. Leo raised one eyebrow. Somebody must have Danny over a proverbial barrel. The Chief of police? His co-workers? 
 
    “I did,” Danny finally said. “This one’s at Hannah’s request.” 
 
    A-ha. Danny’s older sister had him by the gonads. Good to know Leo hadn’t lost touch with his gut intuition. “Hannah? Who’s in trouble now?” 
 
    “Stop looking at me like that. You said you’d help,” Danny said. 
 
    “Oh, no, no.” Leo held up his index finger. “What I said was—” 
 
    Danny wrapped his hands around a large mug of coffee. “An artist named D.J. Gage was murdered yesterday.” 
 
    Leo tugged the teabag out of his cup and raised his eyebrows. “Who?” 
 
    “Some flaky artist my sister went to school with.” Danny, founder of Wild Blue Detective Agency, tossed a file folder onto the table. “She says he was an up-and-comer in the art world and was about to have a breakthrough show at a prestigious gallery that would have made him a big star.” 
 
    Art. Another one of Leo’s least favorite subjects, right after Math, Science and English. “How’d he die?” 
 
    Danny pulled out a picture of a man’s body. “Apparently, one of his models shot him.” 
 
    “A model, huh? I guess the case has some promise then.” He studied the bloody crime scene photo. While the gore was sickening, the setting was far more interesting. D.J. Gage was killed in a silver room with silver furniture and a shiny silver floor. Gage himself wasn’t much to look at. In a photo taken at a gallery before his death, he was thin and gaunt, almost vampire-like with a shock of white hair and wide, dark eyes. He seemed so familiar. 
 
    A chill ran down the back of Leo’s neck. “I take it the police have a suspect in mind.” 
 
    “That’s a long story. Yes and no.” Danny sipped his coffee. “They have the model in custody, but he’s not talking.” 
 
    Leo sat back, eyebrows raised. “The model’s a dude?” 
 
    “Yup. Gage was an equal opportunity lover. Boys, girls, horses, goats, whatever got attention from the people who mattered most.” Danny pointed to the folder. “There’s all sorts of interesting things in there. From what Hannah said, Gage thought he was the reincarnation of Andy Warhol.” 
 
    Which explained the silver apartment and the prickles of familiarity. Leo’s pot-smoking mom was once fascinated with Warhol as well and had even bleached her hair as white as possible until she’d suffered chemical burns and every strand fell out. 
 
    He brushed the past aside and sipped his tea, burning his tongue. “Good job, sounds like everything’s already wrapped up. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “What you do best, Bro. Research.” Danny nodded as the counter girl set a plate on the table in front of him. “Find out what you can about Gage and this model who shot him. The guy lawyered up as soon as he woke up and realized the police found him with the smoking gun.” 
 
    Leo chuckled. “Woke up? The guy shot someone then fell asleep? Was he stoned?” 
 
    He shrugged and picked up his cream cheese coated bagel. “The guy says he was drugged, but refused to give a blood sample until the nurses tied him to a hospital bed. We found a list of names in his apartment and started conducting interviews, but we’re missing one person who could be a key player in the whole case.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Who’s that?” When Leo’s stomach growled, he had half a mind to jump up and order a bagel as well. 
 
    “The model’s wife.” Danny’s words stopped him in his seat. 
 
    Leo let out a low whistle and sat back. Things suddenly got a bit more interesting. “He’s married? Do you think his wife found out he was cheating and split?” 
 
    “Actually, she’s apparently been missing for a couple months, but no one’s bothered to file a report. Gage was only seeing the model for about a month before he died.” Danny sipped his coffee. “As far as the missing wife goes, the shooter either killed and buried her before he shot Gage, or she escaped the weirdness and went on the run. A couple other officers interrogated the model a few times and said he doesn’t seem like a psychopathic killer. More clueless than crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I guess you never know what’ll make people snap.” Leo scanned through the information. “So what gives? No photos of either the suspect or his wife. How do you expect me to find her?” 
 
    Danny shifted in his seat and glanced around the coffee shop. “There were only a couple of pictures, which I thought seemed weird. Either her husband erased her from their apartment after she left or...” 
 
    Leo leaned forward when Danny didn’t offer an alternative. “Or?” 
 
    “I have the model’s portfolio and more crime scene photos. I’ll send you copies later.” 
 
    “Why would someone get rid of all traces of their spouse? Unless he’d done something to her as well. Interesting.” Leo shuffled through the paperwork once more until he returned to the photo of Gage. “So aside from that, all I have to go on for now is a name, a location, and a newspaper clipping?” 
 
    “For now.” Danny nodded. “I’ll be sure to forward everything as soon as I can. I have faith in you. You’ve found people before with less.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was—” 
 
    “Leo, this is for Hannah.” He ran a hand through his hair. “She and Gage were friends in college and she thinks the whole case sounds weird. I didn’t want to take this one, but I told her we’d look into things just to make her feel better.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “So you’re keeping the agency open on Hannah’s hunch.” 
 
    “And because fixing cars isn’t as exciting as being threatened, kidnapped, and shot at and harder to do when I’m back on the force.” His frown turned sheepish. “Mostly, I want to see justice carried out. Hannah says this Gage guy was weird, but had lots of potential. I’ve met the model who shot him. The guy’s a few bricks short of a retaining wall, but I just don’t buy the whole set up. I don’t think the model killed anyone.” 
 
    Leo laughed. “Face it, you’re an adrenalin junkie. Go back to Newville and deal with the case there. Make sure the job gets done right. Frankly, it’s a bit too bizarre for me.” 
 
    Danny shook his head. “I promised my sister the agency would look into Gage’s murder from outside of what I can do as a cop.” 
 
    “You did. We have.” Leo stood. “Now we’re done and the cops are on it. I’m not interested in finding a killer who’s already behind bars. I’d rather catch a plane.” 
 
    “What about the model’s wife?” He tapped the folder 
 
    Leo scowled. “That’s why they have cadaver dogs. After breakfast, I’m going home to pack then hopping the next flight to Tibet.” 
 
    “Like hell.” Danny leaned forward, his eyebrows lowered. “I need you, Leo.” 
 
    A woman in a blue parka stopped next to the table. Katie Mullins, the red-head who ran the nearby bookstore and had dated Danny since summer began. “Excuse me? Do you gentlemen need a little privacy?” 
 
    Leo met her gaze and winked. “Yeah, probably for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “For a case, Katie.” Danny flashed a wry smile at his girlfriend. “I need him to help me with a case.” 
 
    “A new case? Really? I thought you said you were going to shut down the detective agency.” She paused then smiled. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Go back to your bookstore and keep your nose out.” Leo groaned. “The last time you tried to help, Danny got kidnapped and nearly killed.” 
 
    She huffed. “That wasn’t my fault. I never took you for the dramatic type. If you’re jealous of me and Danny, I totally get it but—” 
 
    “Hell, no.” Leo flinched. “No offense, babe, but you’re not my type.” 
 
    Katie fell silent for several seconds. “What exactly is your type?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I meet her.” 
 
    Danny groaned then stood between Katie and Leo to give Katie a quick kiss. “Good. Then go back to the store, stop being nosy, and behave. I have to get Leo up to speed. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    “You’re trying to get Leo up to speed? Good luck with that, you’ll probably need a jackhammer for that skull.” Katie groaned, then pushed open the coffee shop door and walked out into the cold. 
 
    Leo picked up his cup. “On that note, I’m done here. See you in a few months.” 
 
    “She didn’t mean that. Don’t leave.” Danny grabbed his sleeve. “Please. Sit down so we can go over the files. I need your help on this one. I’d love to check out the crime scene and the suspect’s apartment, but I know you’d see things I’d miss. Besides, I’m booked for an interview in Buffalo at the gallery Gage tried to get his paintings hung in. I could really use another set of eyes and ears.” 
 
    “Divide and conquer?” Leo sat and folded his arms across his broad chest. 
 
    “If we split the work, the case will be solved by Christmas.” Danny settled back in his chair. “Hannah can sleep at night and I can get her off my back then I can spend at least part of the holidays with Katie in peace.” 
 
    Leo was doubtful. “Then can I go to Tibet?” 
 
    “Buddy, I will drive you to the airport myself.” 
 
    “You wear a chauffeur’s uniform and we’ve got a deal.” He sipped his tea and pulled out the photo of Gage’s body. “Whoever shot him was mad enough to empty a handgun into him. Maybe the missing wife caught Gage and hubby doing some after hours posing?” 
 
    “Jealousy?” Danny shook his head. “No, the suspect would have as many holes in him as the victim does, probably even more. Maybe the model was upset either over the upcoming sale of Gage’s paintings or another affair. I haven’t seen the paintings yet. Maybe there’s something the model was trying to hide. Like his identity.” 
 
    “Or maybe Gage was just a world class jerk. Artists are known to be temperamental.” Is that why Leo had a hard time taking this case seriously or was it simple burn out? “You said according to the blood work the model was drugged. If he’d actually passed out, how could he shoot Gage?” 
 
    Danny narrowed his eyes. “You think there was a second shooter?” 
 
    “That would explain a few things.” He sat back, his gaze still on the photo. “Where do you want to start looking?” 
 
    Danny rubbed his jaw. “I’m off to Buffalo to check out the paintings Gage sent to the art gallery. Where do you want to start?” 
 
    Leo raised his cup. “For now? At Needlez. I have an appointment with Clancy to finish the tattoo he started this summer before all hell broke out.” When he’d been called on to track a serial killer in July and help with a drug bust in August. “I’ve got research to do and your model’s not going anywhere for a while anyway. Neither is the vic.” He finished his tea. “As for the wife, while I sit, I’ll have time to think about where to start looking.” 
 
    He left the warmth of the coffee shop and wandered across the street to his apartment. Despite the early hour, the homey smell of fresh bread wafted from the bakery a few doors down. Leo’s stomach growled. He should have grabbed a bagel on his way out. He might have to pop into the bakery later. 
 
    By ten o’clock that morning, Leo shut his laptop and rubbed his dry eyes. Why hadn’t he fled the country again before things got crazy? He blinked, but the room around him remained a blur. He hoped he didn’t need glasses after all the research he’d been doing. All he’d found in two hours of web surfing was a whole lot of nothing. Gage had a website with a couple photos of abstract paintings posted, nothing Leo would ever throw money at. Dozens of pictures showed Gage at gallery openings, sitting cross-legged on silver floors, and painting even uglier abstracts on huge canvases. 
 
    Leo followed every link and checked out every gallery associated with Gage’s name. Nothing panned out electronically, but the more he searched, the more he became fascinated with Gage’s Warhol obsession. The whole silver studio concept came from Andy Warhol’s Silver Factory in New York City. In Gage’s case, the brick walls were painted silver, the floors laid with stainless steel tiles and the furniture was either chrome or foil-covered. He even owned a replica of the red couch Warhol was photographed on years earlier. 
 
    Finding Gage’s whole Warhol obsession creepy, Leo turned off the computer and stretched. What he needed was to do a little leg work and maybe some interrogation. Danny would be his first target. He’d shake him by the shoulders and question number one would be “What the hell are you thinking taking this case?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The roof slid off first taking with it the walls and chimney until the entire building collapsed. Frozen in place, Christina stared. Building a gingerbread house wasn’t as easy as her mother had always made it look. Of course, things were never as easy as Daisy Davidson had made them look and now that she was gone, all that remained were ruins of gingerbread, icing and Christina’s life. 
 
    Her shoulders sagged. She dropped her head back to stare up at the ceiling and let out a loud moan. “What the hell ever possessed you to leave me in charge of the bakery? Were you crazy, woman? There’s no way I can run this place the way you did. I’m a bigger mess than this stupid house.” 
 
    “Are you talking to yourself again?” Her brother Clancy walked into the kitchen of Daisy’s Bakery via the back door and hoisted a gigantic bag of flour onto the counter. “People are going to think you’re crazy, you know.” 
 
    Six-foot-four and two hundred pounds of solid muscle, Clancy Davidson commanded attention when he walked into any room. Women drooled over his shiny brown curls and pale green eyes. He should be running the shop, actually he should be running the bloody country but already had a job. A certified genius and computer whiz, every conversation Christina had with him made her head spin. Why he chose to become a tattoo artist was beyond her. 
 
    “Could you pour that into the vat for me? There’s no way I can dump the whole bag in there on my own as fast as you.” Unlike her brother, Christina was five feet of Silly Putty and frizzy brown hair she wrestled into a floppy ponytail each day. She sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want a full-time job?” 
 
    Clancy hoisted the bag with one hand and dumped the contents in the drum. “Thanks, but I already have a couple. I’d love to help you, Sis, but you’re on your own with this place. Why don’t you put an ad in the paper if you need help so badly?” 
 
    “Because psychiatrists charge too much and don’t make house calls.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ll bet they’d stop by for some of your gingerbread cake.” 
 
    “You like my gingerbread cake?” Christina tilted her head. “Wow, I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” 
 
    “Hey, how come you haven’t decorated and turned on the Christmas music yet?” He reached for a day old sugar cookie. “Cripes, Mom would’ve had the carols blaring on the first of December and danced around the kitchen while she baked.” 
 
    Christina folded her arms across her chest. Her tank top already damp with sweat. “Yeah? Well, I’m not Mom.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that. You’re shorter, grouchier, and not nearly as much fun.” He walked to the front counter and turned on the radio their dad Mel had installed years ago. A minute later, he’d found a station playing Christmas music and the strains of White Christmas came over the speakers in every corner of the bakery. 
 
    She scowled. “At least you could find something cheerful.” 
 
    “Give it a minute, the song’s almost done. You’ll survive.” A truck backfired in the alley while he flattened the empty flour bag and laid it on the stack by the back door. “You want me to take out the trash? I think it’s garbage day.” 
 
    She glanced at the calendar. If it was still Sunday, she could have stayed in bed and enjoyed her one day in the week off. “Garbage day’s tomorrow. That’s the delivery truck for the bookstore. Katie usually gets stock on Wednesdays, but with Christmas coming, I guess she’s getting a second shipment this week. You should know that better than me, you work next door to the bookstore.” 
 
    “Katie, of course.” Clancy’s pale eyes lit up and he grinned before turning away. 
 
    Was it possible her brother had a crush on the bookstore lady? Too bad for him Katie Mullins was dating a city cop from the gossip she’d overheard. 
 
    “Good morning.” Sophie Jackson called out as she bustled though the front door with an armload of bangles jingling. “Sorry I’m late, Krista. My son slept in and I needed to drop him off at school. Thank goodness it’s almost the holidays.” 
 
    “Big deal. She’s always late and she still can’t get my name right even after two months.” Christina peered into the front of the bakery and waved. She rolled her eyes and muttered to Clancy. “What makes today so different?” 
 
    “At least she’s close.” Clancy smirked. “Well, looks like you’ve got everything under control here, I’d better go open my shop. I’ll come by for lunch later. Are you making calzones today?” 
 
    Despite his dedication to perfecting his body at the gym with some jungle cat trainer he bragged about, the calzones were Clancy’s favorite meal of the day. Dough stuffed with pepperoni, bacon and cheese. She made them every morning and usually sold out before he came in for lunch. 
 
    Christina smiled. “Of course. Yours will be in the microwave.” 
 
    “You rock.” He grinned and kissed the top of her head. He opened the backdoor before he glanced back. “I’m glad you decided to stick around Packham for a while.” 
 
    The cold air sent goose bumps up her bare arms. To combat the heat of the kitchen, she’d gotten into the habit of wearing tank tops beneath her apron while she baked. “Um, correction, I didn’t get to decide. I was shanghaied.” 
 
    Clancy paused and closed the door then looked down at the floor. “I know. Dad didn’t want you to go home yet because of...well, your life.” 
 
    Christina focused her gaze on the dough. She clenched her jaw. “There’s nothing wrong with my life except that I’m stuck here. He doesn’t know a thing about my life in Newville.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s part of the problem. He knows you’re prone to getting sucked into trouble. You’re just too trusting.” 
 
    “Don’t you start nagging me.” Touché. Not like she had much of a life in the city anyway. Nothing anyone here would understand anyway. Her thoughts strayed to Brady, her friends and her teachers at the university. 
 
    Attending school was almost like having a real life, but something was missing that left it more surreal than anything else. Reality was the first word to come to mind. No sane person would ever want to live her life. They’d never understand. The only thing she really missed was strolling around campus and sitting in the Starbucks where she’d met... 
 
    She shook her head. “What did Dad tell you?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. After a minute, he smirked. “To be honest, I don’t see anyone standing behind you with a gun to your head. You’re free to leave anytime you want. The only thing keeping you here is your sense of obligation to Mom.” 
 
    The chimes in the store tinkled and Sophie ran into the kitchen, saving Clancy from Christina’s wrath. “There’s not much on the shelves. I need fresh buns and ginger snaps. Chop, chop. What have you been doing back here all morning anyway?” 
 
    “Your job.” Christina snapped. Once she’d finished with both Sophie and their customer, she stood alone in the kitchen with a batch of raw dough and a raging fire in her belly. 
 
    “I said I was sorry. My son slept in and then had a melt down because we didn’t have his favorite cereal in the house.” Sophie paused for a dramatic sigh and ran a hand through her chin-length, auburn hair. “Don’t ever have kids, Krista. They’re nothing but trouble, especially when they’re teenagers.” 
 
    Christina sighed. “My name’s not Krista, it’s Christina.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Sophie waved a hand and walked away. 
 
    As Christina groaned, her argument with Clancy replayed in her mind, adding to the hopelessness of the gingerbread house ruins and the itch to escape. Clancy was a bit like their father in some ways. The biggest commonality was their passion for telling her how she should live her life. If they only knew the kind of life she lived when she wasn’t trapped in Packham. 
 
    Even when she’d finally come back to spend time with her mom and help out with the bakery and her mom’s care, her father had yelled so loud his voice cracked. “I’m not giving you a damned dime until you get a job and take things seriously.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money. I have a job.” Her entire body had filled with indignation. “Besides, you haven’t given me money in years.” 
 
    Mel had poured another glass of scotch. “Posing naked for wannabe artists who shovel drugs and booze in your face isn’t a job. It’s a hobby. Find something that pays or else.” 
 
    Christina had snorted. “What are you going to do about it? Cut me off? You don’t give me money as it is. Besides, any job is better than what you do.” 
 
    “Run the bakery? Hah?” His face reddened. He’d known she was right. 
 
    “You haven’t had anything to do with the bakery since I moved away.” She’d reminded him. “All you’ve done is draw a paycheck from Mom’s hard work and gamble the money away.” 
 
    “You’re a liar.” His eyes darkened. 
 
    “She’s right, isn’t she?” Clancy had asked from the doorway. 
 
    Their father threw his hands in the air. “It’s my money and I have every right to do what I want with it.” 
 
    Christina had flared her nostrils. “Your money that Mom earned. Where were you when things were busy and she couldn’t keep up? Where were you when she juggled her job, her family, and the house? Where were you when she was sick and couldn’t do any of it anymore?” 
 
    Mel’s eyes narrowed. “I was here keeping her hair out of her face when she threw up and carrying her up and down the stairs. Where were you? At school? Modeling nude for some drunk artist or sleeping with one?” 
 
    When Christina lunged at him with clenched fists, Clancy held her back. “It’s not worth him calling the cops, Sis.” 
 
    “I’m leaving for Florida tomorrow.” Their father had walked away. “I’m going to sell the house there, then come home and settle things here. You two can pitch in and keep things running at the bakery until I get back.” 
 
    Clancy tightened his grip around her arms, his anger sinking into her skin. “Wait. Why wouldn’t you settle things here first? The Florida house can sit for another month or two.” 
 
    “Because I need to get away from everything.” Mel had slammed the door behind him. True to his word, he’d left the following morning, a couple hours ahead of a big thunder storm, and didn’t sound like he’d return anytime soon. That was nearly three months ago. How long did it take to clean out belongings, wash a few walls, and put a house up for sale? 
 
    Christina threw the ruined gingerbread house into the compost bin. It was just like her father to disappear from her life when things got tough and was the one thing she had in common with him. The realization hit like a sledgehammer and gave her an overwhelming urge to run out the back door and head for...anywhere but home. 
 
    The phone rang around noon while she was elbow deep in another batch of sugar cookie dough. She waited until the fourth ring before yelling to Sophie. “Can you get that?” 
 
    The phone rang three more times. By the time she scraped the dough off her hands and washed up, the ringing ceased. “Of course it did. Sophie, what are you doing?” 
 
    Nobody answered. Frustrated, she peered into the front of the bakery. 
 
    Sophie leaned against the outside of the front window, clouds of her breath swirling around her head, absorbed in animated conversation with a middle-aged man. When Christina banged hard on the window to make sure their impromptu meeting broke up, Sophie stepped into the store, her face red and her eyes wide. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t pay you to stand outside and chat with men.” Christina growled. “The phone rang and nobody answered.” 
 
    She flicked a strand of hair over her ear. “So why didn’t you pick it up? It’s right beside you.” 
 
    “I was covered in dough baking so we have something to sell. That’s what I do back there most of the day,” Christina said. “All you have to do is serve customers and answer the phone.” 
 
    “I was treated better at my last job, you know.” Sophie snorted. 
 
    Until she went psycho one lovely spring day and tried to run over her philandering ex-husband. Christina didn’t dare speak the words aloud. Sophie knew where the knives were and Christina was desperate for the help. 
 
    “Sorry.” Sophie didn’t sound apologetic. “Consider that my break.” 
 
    “What break? You just got here. You haven’t even started work yet.” Christina walked through the doorway and floured the stainless steel counter. 
 
    She plopped a large chunk of dough onto a thin layer of flour and rammed her hands into it, her favorite part of making sugar cookies. Like being a kid squishing mud between her fingers, she rolled the dough to a quarter-inch thick and reached for the cookie cutters. When the phone rang again, her shoulders tensed. 
 
    “I got it,” Sophie called from the front. 
 
    “Thank you.” Christina tried to sound cheerful, but beneath her breath added, “You should’ve gotten it the first time, you ungrateful little...” 
 
    “It’s Clancy.” Sophie interrupted her mumbling to tuck the phone between Christina’s shoulder and ear. 
 
    Christina swore and didn’t bother to clean off her hands again as she grabbed the receiver. “What do you want now?” 
 
    “Hey, Sis. I’m doing a tattoo and my friend and I are starving.” Clancy sounded distracted. “Bring us over a couple calzones, will ya?” 
 
    “Are you serious? I’m up to my calzones in cookie dough. Come and get them yourself.” 
 
    He snorted. “I can’t. I’m putting color in someone’s arm.” 
 
    “Tough. Then starve.” She wanted to hang up, but her dough-covered hands were stuck to the receiver. 
 
    “Aw, come on, Chrissie.” He should have known by now begging never worked. 
 
    Christina hung up, then cut six more cookies while tears swarmed her eyes. Her mother would have not only brought Clancy the calzones, but added a dozen cookies for his staff. That was why Christina could never measure up to her mother’s memory. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Gut instinct had first pulled Leo into the Needlez tattoo shop, where he was surrounded by bright red walls and garish posters of dragons and skulls. He first saw the shop in September when he’d rented the apartment across the street. 
 
    Even though he’d worked with Clancy on the Stephen case during the summer, he didn’t get the chance to drop in until the gym shut down due to management issues. Thanks to Leo, the manager and owners were all in prison for drug trafficking. At least he still had the job at Wild Blue Detective Agency and didn’t have to moonlight as a personal trainer anymore. Being a detective was the only thing that kept him grounded and sane. Most days. 
 
    Every now and then, the urge to leave the modern world behind overtook him and he fled to parts unknown. He sighed and stuck his hands in his pockets against the cold. As much as he wanted to run back to Tibet, Danny needed him to stick around Packham for a while longer. 
 
    “Leo. Hey, Bro, how’s it going?” Clancy, tall, lean, and smelling of antiseptic, caught him in a fast, one-armed hug. The tattooist was a regular in the gym before it shut down. He was also a creative genius who’d created the exact tattoo Leo wanted, a lion with a billowing mane—like his hair was before Gina got hold of his braid—and whiskey eyes like his own. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 
 
    That wasn’t a good sign since he’d only done the outline on Leo’s shoulder three months ago, before his mother passed away. Leo grinned. “I had to get the tat finished and this seemed like a good time.” 
 
    “I heard you rode off into the sunset once the gym closed.” Clancy tidied up his work area and sterilized the stainless steel countertop. “How long are you in town for this time?” 
 
    “Dunno. I’ve got no plans just yet.” He’d burned too many bridges back home to suddenly put in an appearance, even if it was almost Christmas. Especially because it was Christmas. There was only so much goodwill he extended toward anyone in his family anymore. Facing death several times had made him more blunt and less tolerant of the drugs and abuse he’d grown up with. While Leo had changed, nothing back home had. 
 
    “You got some time to work on my arm this week?” he asked. 
 
    Clancy grinned and his green eyes lit up. “You caught me on a good day. Things are kind of slow. There are too many people with Christmas parties who don’t want red, aching arms for family pictures.” He smiled and indicated a picture of a four leaf clover with a name on each leaf. “I’m still trying to get Lucy in here so I can do hers. It’s her Christmas gift.” 
 
    Lucy Stephen, the spunky lady with three kids they’d stalked—Lucy’s word—and had to save from her lunatic—Leo’s word—husband. Leo had met her under less than desirable circumstances and had become fast friends with her and the kids. Hardly a day went by without Lucy checking up on him, inviting him to dinner, asking when he’d be back in town because the kids missed his wry sense of humor. While Leo remained friendly, Clancy had fallen hard. Lucy, who insisted she wasn’t interested in a new relationship, seemed to make excuses to see and talk about Clancy on a regular basis. 
 
    Leo sat in the chair Clancy waved him toward. “How are things? Does your dad still workout with you?” 
 
    “No.” Clancy dug out the file folder with the sketches of Leo’s tattoo then sat on a stool and ran a hand through his hair. “Dad’s in Florida. After Mom passed on, he wanted to go clean out their house there to sell. He’d rather get a cabin up north in the bush than sit on a beach and roast. Mom’s illness was why I’d brought Dad to the gym to begin with. We both needed the distraction.” 
 
    Leo nodded. While he’d trained both Clancy and Mel, he’d only met Daisy a handful of times before the drug bust at the gym and his abrupt return to Newville to do mounds of paperwork. “Is your dad still planning to sell the bakery?” 
 
    “Not yet.” He tacked up the image of Leo’s lion, grabbed several bottles of fresh paint, and pulled clean tools from the stainless steel drawers. “My little sister came out from the city to run the shop until we decide what to do with it. Dad wants to keep it going, but she hates the place and wants out.” 
 
    “You have a sister? I hope she’s not as ugly as you,” Leo teased. “What does she do when she’s not making cookies?” 
 
    Clancy grimaced and rolled his eyes. “From what I hear, she’s a professional art student. I have no idea what she does for fun or if she even has fun.” 
 
    Leo was impressed. “She must be a lot smarter than you then.” 
 
    “More like lazier than me.” He poured out his paints into small cups and sighed. “She’s cute, she’s brilliant and she can cook up a storm. As far as I know, all she does is go to classes all day and study all night. I think.” 
 
    “What do you mean you think?” Leo raised one eyebrow. 
 
    He sat back and averted his gaze to the floor. “She came home with a granite chip on her shoulder. When Dad asked her to stay a while after the funeral and help out, she nearly went ballistic. I asked what was so important she had to go back for, but she won’t say. She never talks about her life or her friends. All she’s done is throw herself into her work at the bakery and sleep. She won’t even talk to me. It’s frustrating. I don’t even know my own sister anymore.” 
 
    Clancy bowed his head and filled the black lines and shading with brown and gold. “Sorry, man. I don’t mean to dump on you. I’m just worried about her. I wish she’d talk to me or at least to Dad or someone. It’s like she’s not even really here. More like she just wants to be a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    “Really?” The detective in Leo was aroused. What kind of secrets could Clancy’s mysterious sister hiding? It might be worth sidling into the bakery later to check her out. And maybe grab a few cookies. 
 
    After an hour and a half of coloring in the blank spaces on Leo’s tattoo, Clancy sat back and cracked his back then blew out a long breath. “I’m hungry, how about you?” 
 
    “Yeah, you wanna go grab something or order in?” Leo was ready for a break. While they’d chatted about nothing in particular, Clancy made the lion on his arm appear more realistic with each stroke. The process fascinated him, but he’d never have a steady enough hand or the creativity to tattoo anybody. 
 
    Clancy dialed the phone then scowled. “Nobody’s answering. I wonder what she’s up to. My sister makes these amazing calzones packed full of pepperoni, bacon, and cheese.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    He redialed. “She started off making them just for me, but when I told people about them, they got so popular she usually sells out before lunch. They were my idea and some days I don’t even get one.” This time someone apparently answered the phone. Clancy placed his order. “I can’t come there. I’m putting color in someone’s arm.” 
 
    Leo chuckled and took the opportunity to check out his tattoo. 
 
    Clancy scowled and hung up then taped a sheet of gauze over Leo’s tattoo. “She’s ticked off and won’t deliver. Put your coat on, it looks like we’re going out for lunch.” 
 
    Leo’s stomach growled as he threw on his coat, tattoo stinging beneath the weight of the leather, and followed Clancy out the back of the shop toward the bakery. They trudged through the six inches of snow that had fallen overnight and through a large grey door. A blast of warm air, pregnant with scents of cookies and fresh bread, made him light-headed. 
 
    “We’re here. Where’s our food?” Clancy bellowed. 
 
    A woman barely over five feet tall stood near a large steel table in the bakery kitchen. She seemed quite the contrast from Clancy who stood well over six feet. Her thick light brown, almost blonde, hair was pulled up off her thin neck to reveal a flamboyant red butterfly tattoo. When she slid a tray of cookies into the oven and shut the door, sweat shone on her toned arms and darkened the back of her green camouflage tank top between her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Close the damn door,” she snapped without a backward glance. “I’m running a bakery here, not a home for wayward penguins.” 
 
    Leo clenched his hands at his sides to keep from reaching out to push back the damp hairs off her neck for a better view of the butterfly. “You’re right, she is cute. And funny.” 
 
    She spun around and knocked a steel bowl full of cookie cutters off the counter. The bowl clanged on the painted concrete floor and rolled toward the oven while the cookie cutters clattered to the white tile floor. Her freckled elfin face was dusted with flour, some of which rose off her lips as she huffed. When she glared at Clancy, her eyes reminded Leo of the slate gray-green Himalayan Mountains at sunset. Her red lips shone like the juicy flesh of a watermelon. He’d forgotten how much he liked watermelon. 
 
     “I forgot to mention she’s a little clumsy. Sorry, Sis.” Clancy picked up the bowl then hugged her. “This is Leo, one of the guys I work with. Leo, my little sister Chrissie.” 
 
    “Chrissie?” Leo picked up the cookie cutter which had ended up next to his boot. 
 
    “Christina really.” Clancy grinned, one arm still draped across her thin shoulders. “She’s a recently domesticated wild cat and the name Christina never really suited her. I have no idea what our parents were thinking.” 
 
    “Christina?” Leo handed her the cookie cutter. “Poor child. Chrissie’s not much better.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she set the cookie cutter on the counter and folded her arms across her faded tank top. Full defensive mode. Her gaze zeroed on Leo as her nostrils flared. “Oh yeah? And what does Leo stand for?” 
 
    “Leopold Irving Blue.” He had a hard time looking her in the eye as he gave a slight bow. 
 
    She snorted. “Leopold Irving? Did your parents hate redheads?” 
 
    “You could say that.” When he winked at her, a flush spread across her chest and into her face. Locked into her gaze, he couldn’t help but stare, already intrigued by Clancy’s description. He wanted to know every intimate detail and fought the urge to wipe his damp palms on his jeans. While he could pass his clammy palms off as sweat from the ovens, the warmth that surged through his body had nothing to do with the temperature of the kitchen. 
 
    Clancy cleared his throat. “Uh, calzones?” 
 
    “In the microwave like I said they’d be.” She drew in one more breath and tore her gaze away from Leo’s as she turned back to the table. Her neck became mottled with red blotches. 
 
    “I thought I turned the radio on when I was here earlier? She has a real problem with Christmas music.” Clancy roamed into the front of the store. Soon the instrumental strains of Silver Bells filled the air. 
 
    Christina groaned and her shoulders drooped. 
 
    Leo moved toward the table for a better look, standing as close to Christina as he dared. She smelled as sweet and spicy as her desserts. He should move away before he said or did anything stupid. “Those look good.” 
 
    “I hope you’re talking about the cookies.” She scowled. “They’ll look even better after they’re baked.” 
 
    He grinned, sitting on a nearby stool. “I hope we’re still talking about the cookies.” 
 
    As her gaze met his, the color in her face deepened until she matched the Christmas sprinkles on the table and she bowed her head. 
 
    Clancy stuffed part of a calzone in his mouth then handed one to Leo. “These are amazing. Since she took over the store, she’s actually learning to cook too. I keep telling her she’d do better to turn the place into a pizzeria instead of keeping it a frigging bakery.” 
 
    Christina glared. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    She’d stuffed the calzones with sauce, pepperoni, and at least two different kinds of cheeses. Leo would have been happy to sit and savor the textures and tastes rather than head back to the tattoo parlor so soon. Of course, he also wanted to watch Christina work for the rest of the afternoon. Something about the way she struggled to ignore him only aroused him more. He’d never met anyone quite like her. 
 
    “We’d better get back to the tat.” Clancy nudged Leo’s shoulder and headed for the door. “Later, Sis.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” Leo watched Christina roll out more dough, droplets of sweat rolling down her neck while the muscles in her arms rippled. “Your brother wasn’t kidding, these are amazing. How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” Christina waved a hand. “Since you’re one of Clancy’s strays, the first one’s on the house. Just leave.” 
 
    He stood so close to her the scents of cinnamon and ginger wafted off her hair into his nose. “How about I buy you dinner sometime and we’ll call it even?” 
 
    “Are you asking me out?” She stiffened, then turned and collided with him, her gray-green eyes wide. When she took a half step back, she bumped against the table. “You just met me.” 
 
    “Going for dinner would be a good way to get to know you better.” He enjoyed watching her squirm. “Wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Clancy called from the alley. “Let’s go, Leo.” 
 
    Leo grinned. “Better go, babe, or your brother will mess up my tattoo just to spite me.” 
 
    “Babe?” Christina’s jaw tightened and she shoved him away. “Get out of my bakery. Honestly. You’re just like the rest of the muscle-headed jerks Clancy drags in here. Was he trying to set you up with me too?” 
 
    “Whoa, honey. No set up, I just—” He took a step back. 
 
    “Honey?” Christina turned away and resumed cutting cookies. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out. Hope I don’t see you around.” 
 
    “I certainly hope you do. Thanks again.” Leo stood his ground and reached out to trace the butterfly on her neck with a single finger. When her back stiffened, he left through the back door, grateful for the slap of cold air against his body as he left the bakery and shivered. Maybe spending Christmas in Packham wasn’t the worst he could do after all. 
 
    “So what do you think? Awesome food, huh?” Clancy had waited in the alley then led the way back to the tattoo parlor. 
 
    “Yeah.” Leo’s mind wasn’t on the food in the least. Christina, in her camouflage tank top, cargo pants and heavy black boots, reminded him of a toy soldier. Definitely not the ones he’d played with as a kid though, this one came fully loaded with all the right accessories. 
 
    “My sister’s not so bad either, is she?” Clancy let them in the back door and threw his coat on the sagging couch. “Let me wash up and we can do some more work on that beast. You’re not leaving the shop until you’re screaming in pain.” 
 
    “You’re a sadist, you know that?” Leo studied the photographs hanging on Clancy’s back wall that he’d only glanced at the last time he was here. Of course, he hadn’t met Christina then. How had he not noticed her at Daisy’s funeral? There was a picture of Clancy and Christina on a beach in Florida when they were kids. Even then she was practically half his height. 
 
    “That was my mom.” Clancy pointed to a smiling woman with her arms draped around two kids. “Me and Christina. She used to be such a typical girl. She’d wear frilly dresses and do her hair. Mom even taught her how to put on makeup. Now she lives in cargo pants, tank tops, and ponytails and hardly ever leaves the bakery. She wants to go back to Newville soon.” 
 
    Leo frowned. “I thought your dad asked her to stay.” 
 
    “That’s never stopped her before, mostly since she and Dad don’t get along. Christina’s a gypsy. She’ll take off running if anyone looks at her cross-eyed.” Clancy straddled his stool and picked up a towel. “Hey, why don’t you come by the house later? We can grab some food and catch a hockey game.” 
 
    “Why not? I’ve got nothing better to do tonight.” Danny’s case was nothing pressing since the police were already handling the brunt of things. Leo would have all night to surf the net, read case notes, and relive his few moments with Clancy’s sister. 
 
    Clancy worked for a few minutes then hesitated. “Look, Leo, we’ve both done some detective work, but you’re really good at—” 
 
    “Whoa. If you’re about to ask me to investigate your sister, stop right there.” Leo held up his hands. Not that he’d mind getting the chance to examine her closer, but on a much more personal level. “Don’t get me involved in this. She might be small, but she looks mean enough to take me out with a wooden spoon.” 
 
    “She is mean and she’s dangerous when she gets mad, but she’s also my sister and I’m worried about her.” Clancy lowered his needle. “I just want to know her life there is good. If she’d tell me to my face, I’d be okay with that. She won’t say anything to anyone. I don’t know who she hangs out with, if she has a job, or even if she still goes to school. I just want to know something about her. Anything.” 
 
    Leo shook his head. He was interested, but not suicidal. “No way.” 
 
    “Come on. I’ll even finish the tat for free. Just do some digging for me. Please.” Clancy groaned and glanced at the photos on the wall. “I’d do it myself, but she’d kill me. Since I have a waiting list, it wouldn’t be good for business if I turned up dead.” 
 
    “Good answer. So that’s why you were so eager to squeeze me in today.” Spying on his friend’s sister went against his better judgment. Christina was an interesting woman who sounded a lot like Leo just smaller and curvier. As he thought about her curves and the flour that dusted her face and chest, another flush of heat swept through him. Damn, he was definitely interested. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll check her out.” Leo groaned at his bad choice of words. “Where do you want me to look first?” 
 
    Relief crossed Clancy’s face. “As far as I know, she attends university in Newville, but I have no idea what courses she takes. Hell, I don’t even know where she lives. The only address I have for her is a post office box.” 
 
    As he watched Clancy resume painting his tattoo, Leo frowned. What kind of person was Christina Davidson really? Anything could have happened to change her from the pig-tailed little girl Clancy remembered to the angry baker in combat boots and cargo pants. Drugs. Alcohol. An abusive boyfriend. Since he hadn’t noticed needle track marks on her bare arms or any scents aside from cookie spices, Leo jumped to the third possibility, an abusive boyfriend. 
 
    Since Clancy had a two o’clock appointment, Leo wandered back to his apartment by way of the bakery and glanced in the window. A woman, it took Leo a full minute to remember Sophie’s name, sat behind the counter chatting on her cell phone. Christina was nowhere in sight. 
 
    He walked inside, stood in front of the counter, and pretended to check out the assortment of cookies and decadent pastries. They all looked good. Then he heard noises in the kitchen as Christina walked past the doorway. He wandered down to the corner of the counter where he had a good view. The curvy woman in the backroom looked even better than all the cookies and pastries combined. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Sophie asked. 
 
    Christina rolled out a batch of beige dough. Sugar cookies, he guessed. The muscles in her strong arms flexed with every motion. Her attention was so focused she didn’t seem to notice he was there until the phone rang and she glanced up. 
 
    He nodded then turned to Sophie. “Yeah, I’ll get two sugar cookies and a couple of multigrain buns.” 
 
    He needed to go home and do some research for Clancy. There was no point in facing Christina without knowing something more about her. 
 
    By the time Clancy called at six o’clock to say he was home, Leo had long polished off the cookies and buns and craved more. At least he already knew the way to the Davidson’s house. He’d been at the large brick house on Bishop Street a few times while they’d worked the Stephen case. Lucy lived two doors down. Convenient for Clancy. 
 
    Leo rapped on the dark red front door, ignoring the peeling paint as Clancy answered and stepped aside. “You know, I still think this place is very cool. All it needs is a couple of good contractors and a bit of work.” 
 
    “It’s home. Sort of.” Clancy shrugged. “It’s weird living here again after being in my apartment for so long, but Christina can’t stand being in the house. I let her live in my apartment and I moved back here to keep the peace. Lucky for me, I’ve had the place to myself since September when Dad left for Florida. Even though Christina doesn’t have to worry about running into him, she still won’t even visit.” 
 
    Once again, Leo’s detective instincts kicked into high gear. “Christina didn’t get along with your parents?” 
 
    “No, just my dad.” Clancy handed him a family photo. “She and mom were tight, but once Christina went off to school, she changed and didn’t talk to any of us anymore.” 
 
    While Daisy wrapped her arms around her daughter, Mel stood off to one side as though an invisible wall divided him from his family. Had there been the same dissention in their marriage as there was between him and the kids? Leo could have easily replaced their images with pictures of his own family. Same distance. Same invisible walls. He and his mother never spoke anymore either. There was nothing left to say. 
 
    Leo swallowed hard. “What happened between Christina and your dad?” 
 
    Clancy blew out a long sigh. “Every time she came home there’d be some new drama. Finally, she got tired of the same arguments so she stopped coming home, stopped calling, that kind of thing. We had a hard time tracking her down when Mom got sick.” He turned away. “Beer?” 
 
    “Sure.” While Leo wasn’t much of a drinker, seeing the assortment of Clancy’s family photos on the walls and fireplace dredged up emotions that needed to be numbed. He’d had enough of his own fireworks in childhood to walk away and never look back. Thoughts that usually only surfaced in nightmare form at night. 
 
    He sat in silent meditation to refocus. “What kind of arguments did they have?” 
 
    Clancy returned from the kitchen. “Why are you asking?” 
 
    “It’s the whole detective thing.” Leo tore his gaze away from an image of a younger Christina with long dark braids and a grin with several teeth missing. “You asked me to dig into your sister’s life, which would be easier if I knew more about her. That and I’m nosy.” 
 
    “Good. Be nosy.” Clancy sat in an armchair. “My sister’s a total stranger. The last time she was home for Christmas she barely talked to anyone. I was sure she was on drugs or knocked up. She was fine around my mom or Grandma Teeny, just not me or my dad.” 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows. “Grandma Teeny?” 
 
    “My grandma’s real name is Tina Rose Davidson, but everyone in town calls her Teeny.” He pointed to a photo of a large woman standing next to a small, frail man. Mel and Teeny. “She was an underweight baby who grew to six and a half feet tall and nearly as wide.” 
 
    He thought hard. “Is she a writer? I think I might have met her.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. You were in Katie’s bookstore after Danny was kidnapped.” Clancy laughed. “I guess you would’ve met her. Don’t let her appearance fool you. She’s a good person. She helped us out a lot when Mom died, especially when we couldn’t find Dad anywhere to make arrangements. I know she’d love to help out in the bakery, but can’t stand on her feet all day because of her back.” 
 
    “Mel went missing?” Leo sipped his beer. 
 
    Clancy sighed. “For two days. We found him tucked into a case of rye at a fishing cottage with one of the neighbors.” 
 
    “So Mel is Teeny’s son?” Leo raised his eyebrows and sat on the couch, ignoring the layer of dust surrounding him. Neither Clancy nor Mel had done a lot of cleaning. “When’s the last time you saw Christina before the funeral?” 
 
    Clancy examined his beer bottle. “Christmas Day two years ago. She came home December twenty-fourth. I talked to her for all of ten minutes before Dad yelled at her and she locked herself in her room. When I came over Christmas morning, you could feel the tension. It was like walking through spider webs.” 
 
    “Not exactly a stellar holiday.” 
 
    Clancy snorted. “Brutal. I asked what happened after I’d left, but Mom wouldn’t tell me. I stuck around for dinner until Dad started to harp on Christina about getting a job and finding a husband instead of asking them for money. She said she was in a tight spot. He hadn’t given her money since her twelfth birthday and she’d supported herself since the day she left. From what I gathered, she’d asked to borrow some money to pay off a loan. Mom said they had one last blowout that night then Christina took off in a cab before sunrise on Boxing Day.” 
 
    “So you didn’t stick around to see what was going on or try to talk to her.” Leo frowned. 
 
    His face reddened. “It was easier to be somewhere else, so I hung out with friends.” 
 
    “It sounds like she felt the same way.” Leo sipped his beer, stalling. “I take it you and Christina aren’t very close?” 
 
    “We used to be. She used to be one of my best friends.” Clancy sighed. “Then she met this Brady character at school and that’s when the secrecy escalated. I asked her if he was a druggie, but she brushed me off. I even asked if he’d beat her up. She snapped and told me to mind my own business.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not suspicious at all, is it?” As Leo’s gaze strayed back to the family photos, his phone vibrated. Danny. He’d return the call later. “Did you ever meet this Brady guy?” 
 
    “Nope. Never saw him, never met him, never even talked to him on the phone.” He stood up. “You want to see the rest of the house? Bring your beer. I’ll give you the three minute tour.” 
 
    The kitchen was large and had probably passed for warm and cozy at one time when Daisy was able to take care of everything. He imagined the house had smelled exactly like the bakery during Christmases past. Now the kitchen was faded and the dated lighting dim. Flowery yellow wallpaper peeled away from the wall to expose cracks in the wall. The whole kitchen needed a thorough cleaning, right down to the kitchen sink. 
 
    Clancy let him up to a wide stair case lined by oak railings. “The bedrooms are all upstairs. Christina’s room is to the right and mine’s to the left. Mom and Dad’s is at the end of the hall. Mom left our rooms exactly as they were the day we moved out. She never touched a thing except to dust.” 
 
    Leo’s attention automatically centered on Christina’s room with pale purple walls, gray bedspread, and white furniture. At one time, the room was fit for a much younger girl with posters of male models and singers he vaguely recognized on one wall. A framed photo of a Picasso torn from a calendar hung on another wall. The entire room lay shrouded in a thick layer of dust. 
 
    “It doesn’t even feel like Christina here anymore.” Clancy frowned. “I guess neither does my room, but I’m only here for another week or two. There’s no point in repainting or anything. Maybe if Dad decides to sell we’ll fix the place up. I don’t think it would be worth that much.” 
 
    Clancy’s childhood bedroom had light brown walls, posters of superheroes and shelves lined with sun-faded action figures. Only one piece of original artwork hung on the wall, a portrait of him as a boy. 
 
    Leo moved closer to study the portrait. Oil paint on plywood square. “Nice painting.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, my sister painted it.” He grinned. “The Chrissie I used to know, not the current one. She’s got a lot of talent, which is why she went to art school in the first place. I haven’t seen any of her sketches or paintings for a long time. I don’t even know if she even paints anymore.” 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows. “She went to art school, not cooking school?” 
 
    “Don’t say that to her face or she’ll give you a black eye.” Clancy winced. “That’s one of the things my dad rides her hardest about. He wanted her to become a professional chef so he could expand the bakery to a gourmet restaurant and she could run the place.” 
 
    Mel and Daisy’s bedroom was as neglected as the rest of the house. The wallpaper, probably once vibrant with blues and greens, was sun-bleached and lifted away from the walls in the corners to reveal dark wood paneling. A thin layer of dust covered the blue carpet. 
 
    “This used to be a great house. Mom always kept it tidy and clean. She repapered all the rooms at least every couple of years.” Clancy leaned in the doorway and ran a hand through his hair. “It’s been years since she had the time or energy and Dad couldn’t be bothered.” 
 
    “Nobody else helped her take care of the house?” 
 
    “Just Chrissie when she was here. I offered a few times, but Mom wouldn’t let me. She was as bull-headed as Chrissie and wouldn’t let me lift a finger. If she couldn’t do it alone, it wouldn’t be done. Period.” He frowned. “To be honest, I think Mom was waiting for my sister to come home, settle down, and take over the house. She’d always wanted a houseful of grandkids to liven the place up. Maybe we’ll have to freshen things up after Christmas, if I can convince my sister to give me a hand.” 
 
    Leo smiled. “Who knows, maybe you and Lucy can make your mom’s dreams come true yet. Speaking of which, how are things with you two?” 
 
    Clancy flushed and scratched the back of his head as he led Leo back down the hall. “I have a feeling Christina will have a hoard of kids long before I ever do. You want another beer?” 
 
    “No. You want to answer my question while we grab a burger?” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea. I need to get out of the mausoleum.” He hesitated. “I totally get why Christina refuses to stay here with or without Dad around. There’s no love here anymore. It’s depressing.” 
 
    Leo held onto further questions until they’d returned to the dingy yellow kitchen. “Is your dad really that bad?” 
 
    Clancy opened another beer and took a long pull before he replied. “He didn’t seem so bad when we were kids. Now that we’re older and know better, he’s a joke. When he and Mom started the bakery, he’d work the front counter and bake bread at five every morning. Since it didn’t make the piles of money he wanted, his attention wandered. Then he found a burger truck he could operate in the summer. When that didn’t pan out, he talked about a movie rental place. He’s always had one daydream after another about getting rich, but none of them worked out because he hates hard work.” 
 
    Leo smirked. “What did he say about the tattoo parlor?” 
 
    “That I should give up and get a real job in a bank or something. That the hours, the benefits, and the pay were better.” He set the half empty bottle aside and grabbed his coat. “That may be true, but I have a lot less stress and I love my job. I actually make a pretty good living now that I have a solid reputation in town. You’d be amazed who comes into my shop. I should have a wall of fame.” 
 
    “Hey, I recommend you to anyone who asks.” Leo paused, one hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “And I appreciate that.” Clancy nodded. “Once my dad saw how busy my shop was, he wanted to buy in as my partner. He was peeved when I refused.” 
 
    Leo waited on the porch while Clancy locked the front door. “You don’t think Christina’s into drugs, do you?” 
 
    Clancy’s cheek flinched. “Now? No. Two years ago, I would’ve bet my business on it. Tipsy Duck or Canelli’s?” 
 
    “The Duck. My treat.” Leo clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder as they walked past the crooked snowmen on Lucy’s front lawn. “You can tell me more about your sister.” 
 
    “I’d love to.” Clancy frowned. “But you already know as much as I do.” 
 
    It wasn’t much for Leo to go on, but it was a start. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Sophie didn’t show up for work Tuesday. She’d left a note on the cash register the night before to remind Christina she had a court date. Sophie and her husband were getting a divorce after twenty years of marriage, two kids, and a destroyed Buick, which Sophie had used to back into her husband’s brand new truck. Repeatedly. In Sophie’s defense, she had discovered hubby’s mountain of pornography in their ultra conservative Christian bedroom then caught him in bed with his high school sweetheart who lived next door. The car was totaled, and Sophie wasn’t much better. 
 
    Christina called Sophie’s house and cell phone and got no reply. She was on her own for the day. That figured. She’d never been able to rely on anyone, which was part of the reason she’d left home to begin with. 
 
    Reliability was something definitely lacking in her relationships. Her thoughts bounced between Gage and Brady, the men she’d left behind in Newville, as they had at least seven times a day since she left the city. She’d found her cell phone tucked in a pocket of her suitcase last night. It had remained untouched since before the funeral. 
 
    When she turned her phone on, she was greeted by forty-five missed calls, most of them from University officials to see if she planned to return for classes. A few messages from friends at work checking to see if she was still alive. Angel was joking, but Christina wasn’t as sure about Jakova’s snide comments. 
 
    Brady had left a dozen half-hearted messages, but only one call was from Gage, who’d cancelled their coffee date for September sixteenth. The day of her mother’s funeral. Even if she’d gotten the message in time, she wouldn’t have called back. A fickle artist, he’d probably found another model to warm his bed before Christina had even boarded the bus for Packham. 
 
    She frowned. Once upon a time, she was convinced she was madly in love with him. As artists went, he stood out. He adored Andy Warhol and went so far as to shave his head, wear a white wig, and paint his studio apartment silver. He’d even covered all his tables with foil. 
 
    All Christina wanted was to win Gage’s heart and be his muse. Gage would be a famous painter one day who’d proudly display the canvases she posed for. She’d posed naked for hours in rooms so cold she’d watched ice crystals form in the puffs of her breath for amusement. Her best friend and conscience, Brady had encouraged their budding romance, apparently as fascinated with Gage as she was. 
 
    She’d already lost track of how many more days there were before Christmas. She had no idea when Mel would return from Florida. December thirty-first, whether he was back or not, she’d close the bakery for good and go back to Newville. She’d immerse her mind in her studies, painting, modeling, dancing, anything to avoid the real world. She didn’t fit in around Packham anyway. She never had. 
 
    A familiar hum filled the room and her butt cheek shimmied. She’d forgotten she’d stuck the cell phone in her back pocket out of habit. The phone chirped an electronic version of The Love Boat. Gage’s idea so he could pick her out in a crowded gallery. She glanced at the screen and wondered why he’d suddenly call after three months of silence. 
 
    After the fourth ring, she reached to turn the phone off. Against her better judgment, she answered anyway, her voice clogged with the tears that threatened to swarm her eyes. She hadn’t realized she’d missed him so much. “Gage. Hi.” 
 
    “Who is this?” a woman answered. 
 
    The hairs on the nape of her neck stood up. Something was wrong. “Who are you? What are you doing with Gage’s phone?” 
 
    “Are you friends with D.J. Gage?” the woman asked. Probably one of the models he’d replaced her with after she’d left. “If you are, I need to—” 
 
    Impulse made Christina hang up as she gasped to catch her breath. Her heart raced and her hands shook so hard she dropped the phone on the floor. The phone rang again on the second bounce. She turned the cell phone off and stuck it in her back pocket, her mind racing and her hands shaking. The last thing she wanted was to chit-chat with one of Gage’s girlfriends. 
 
    The timer signaled her batch of cookies were done. As she reached into the oven to pull out the trays, her arm brushed the side of the oven, searing the skin on the side of her elbow. “Damn!” She dropped the tray of cookies all over the floor and slammed the oven door. 
 
    Before she could get to the sink to run cold water over it, a dark-haired woman, walked into the store. The phone call had rattled her more than she’d thought. Her hands shook and she faked good cheer even though her stomach churned. Was that how her mom had slogged through each day? 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” Christina took the remaining trays from the oven, sucked in a bracing breath, and pasted on a smile. “What can I get for you? The sugar cookies are still warm and that’s my last loaf of cherry cake for today.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m looking for a gingerbread house.” The woman slid off her leather gloves and rubbed her delicate hands together. “We’re having a Christmas party this weekend and I don’t have time to make one.” 
 
    “A gingerbread house?” Christina cringed. The request was capped off an already lousy morning. “I’m out right now.” 
 
    The woman winced. “Will you have more before Friday?” 
 
    That gave her four days. Crap. Of all the things she hated to make. She blinked back her frustration as well as the pain from the burn on her arm. “I don’t—” 
 
    When the door opened, Clancy’s friend Leo strode in. His cheeks pink from the cold and eyes bright, his gaze met Christina’s and he grinned then nudged the dark-haired woman. “Try the sugar cookies. I hear they’re the best in town.” 
 
    “Leo.” The woman turned and threw her arms around his neck. “When did you get back? Why didn’t you call?” 
 
    Christina clamped her mouth shut before she said anything stupid. 
 
    While Leo gave her customer a bear hug, Christina looked away and bowed her head. Apparently, he already knew her well. “Danny wanted me to stick around for a while to help with the renovations on his house. He’s delusional if he thinks I’ll help, but I thought I’d catch up with some of my favorite people before I leave.” 
 
    “Then you’d better stop by the house,” the dark-haired woman said. “The kids miss you.” 
 
    Christina’s eyes widened. Clancy never said anything about Leo having a wife or kids. 
 
    Leo’s face reddened and he met her gaze. “I’m assuming you know Christina since you come in with the kids all the time.” 
 
    “You know, I don’t think we’ve never actually met.” Lucy reached a hand over the glass case. “Lucy Stephen. It’s nice to finally meet you, Christina.” 
 
    Christina narrowed her eyes. “You have three kids, don’t you? Two boys and a girl who like éclairs and monster cookies.” 
 
    “So do I.” Lucy blushed. “And the butter tarts. I’ll take a dozen of those too while I’m here. Honestly, I don’t know how you don’t eat them all yourself.” 
 
    “I make so many of them I can’t stand the sight of them.” And the wheat made her sick to her stomach. “Anything else for you?” 
 
    Lucy smiled as Leo moved away from her. “Just the gingerbread house. Do you need my name and phone number?” 
 
    “Right. The gingerbread house. Yes, please.” Christina winced then glanced at Leo and grabbed a pen and paper. 
 
    Leo leaned over the display case to study the assorted treats. “Those cream puffs look amazing.” 
 
    “Since when do you haunt the bakery anyway?” Lucy poked him in the ribs. “I can’t believe you’re eating this stuff. I thought you were Mr. Fitness. Keep this up and you’ll be carting around your own spare tire in no time.” 
 
    He shrugged. “A friend recently introduced me to Christina’s calzones.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Lucy raised her eyebrows and shot Leo a knowing look. “Calzones, huh? Those sound good. What’s in them?” 
 
    “Pepperoni, cheese, and sauce. They sell out fast.” Christina met Leo’s gaze. “I don’t normally make a lot of them.” 
 
    “But she always has some in the back for Clancy and his strays.” Leo winked. “Like me.” 
 
    “Clancy? Does he still come in here a lot?” There was the unmistakable hint of jealousy in Lucy’s voice. 
 
    Heat spread through Christina’s face. “He’s my brother.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. He told me you were in town, but...” Lucy bit her lip then turned to Leo. “Hey, do you have time for tea? It would be great to catch up while the kids are still at school. I have a couple more errands to run, but we could meet in twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    “Yeah, you want to meet at Java Jo’s when you’re done?” The look he gave her spoke volumes and seemed more like one a concerned brother gave his sister. The looks Clancy used to give Christina before she’d finally left home for good. 
 
    Lucy smiled. “Sure. You can fill me in on what you’re up to these days.” 
 
    Christina averted her gaze again. Something was going on—or at least had gone on—between Lucy and Leo, yet Lucy didn’t know Leo was back in town. She rang up the order with a dozen questions for Clancy burning in her brain. “I’ll call you when I have the gingerbread house ready. Do you want the candy on it or should I give you extra icing so the kids can decorate?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do it that way. The kids would love to decorate one and it would keep them out of my hair for a while.” Lucy handed her a twenty dollar bill then pointed a finger at Leo. “You should come over Saturday. The kids and I are having a Christmas party. We’d love you to come by if you’re still be in town.” 
 
    “I plan to be.” He shrugged. “Although plans can change.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I remember how that goes.” Lucy’s comment made Leo sound unreliable. 
 
    He covered his eyes. “Can we talk about this later?” 
 
    Lucy glanced from him to Christina before she flashed a smug grin. “Sure. I have to stop and see Katie for a few minutes, but I’ll meet you at Jo’s. Nice to finally meet you, Christina.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Leo leaned on the counter and met Christina’s gaze again. “You look like you’re ready to cry. Oh, and for the record, Lucy’s your brother’s girlfriend, not mine. There’s no reason for you to be jealous.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous.” Christina winced at the pain on her elbow. She wanted to make up some lame excuse about how he and Lucy had distracted her, instead she returned to the kitchen and ran her elbow under cold water. 
 
    Leo followed her into the kitchen and paused next to the sink. When he handed her a wad of tissues from the box on the counter, she waited for him to interrogate her. The questions never came. Without a word, his strong arms encircled her then he held her close. 
 
    She didn’t bother to push him away, between the pain in her arm and the mysterious call from Gage’s phone, she broke down in tears. It was the first time she’d fallen apart in months and was glad Leo said nothing, but just held her while she cried. Several minutes later, Christina caught her breath and wiped her face. 
 
    “You okay now?” He examined her elbow then stuck her arm back beneath the water. 
 
    “Thank you.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I guess I just needed a good cry.” 
 
    Leo nodded and handed her dry tissues. “Looks like you need a babysitter before you maim yourself. ” 
 
    “Are you volunteering?” She gave her eyes one last wipe. 
 
    “Yup. You got any more sugar cookies?” 
 
    “Typical man.” Christina forced a laugh. “I’m crying a river and all you want is food.” 
 
    Leo stood in front of her, so close his breath fluttered her stray strands of hair. “Well, that’s not all I want, but it’ll have to do for now.” 
 
    Her body surged with heat, leaving her breathless. “Sugar cookies it is.” 
 
    “Looks like you have more than you can handle.” He glanced down the cookies that littered the floor then pulled her close again. “Are these the victims from when you burned your arm? You really should get that looked at.” 
 
    “Yeah. I work in a bakery. It’s bound to happen.” When the bells over the front door jingled, Christina backed away. “Customer. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    Leo skirted around her and shot her a warning glare. “I’ll go up front. You stay under water and take care of your burn.” 
 
    She scowled and reached for the tap. “You can’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Stay.” When he pointed a finger at her, the tone of his voice made her flinch. 
 
    Christina stayed. The burn had blistered, but only with a few small bubbles and would be fine in a day or two. She focused her gaze on the steady stream of water and wished it could take all her worries down the drain. Temporarily, at least. 
 
    Leo leaned in the doorway. “How is it you got all the looks and brains in the family?” 
 
    “Total fluke.” She shifted her weight, her back stiff. “Who was it?” 
 
    “Some lady who wanted my sugar cookies. I told her to take a hike.” 
 
    “Leo!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I’m kidding. I sold her a dozen cream puffs, a cherry cake, and three loaves of bread.” 
 
    She blew out a slow breath. “That’s great. Thanks.” 
 
    Leo stood behind her, his face brushed her hair as he reached around to shut off the water. He turned her around then examined her burn. “This needs to be covered up before the blisters pop all over the kitchen. Where’s your first aid kit?” 
 
    “Right above your head.” 
 
    He didn’t bother to move around her, but pressed her back against the sink as he reached up. With a grin, he dried her burn then smeared her bubbled skin with ointment before he taped gauze over top. 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Mom.” Christina had nowhere to look except directly at Leo, who hadn’t shaved in a day or two. She itched to run her hands over the stubble. 
 
    “No problem. So, what brought on the waterfall?” 
 
    She closed her eyes. He already knew about the burn and certainly didn’t need to hear about her other life. Instead, she leaned against the counter and sighed. “I can’t make a gingerbread house.” 
 
    “Of course you can.” He chuckled. “What kind of sugar cookie baker can’t make a gingerbread house?” 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes again and she pushed him away, not bothering to hold back her anger. “A really crappy one who should be waiting tables in a dingy bar and studying art history or psychology instead of pretending to run a stupid bakery. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I should’ve left town the second Mom’s funeral was over.” 
 
    Leo backed away. “Gimme a dozen éclairs too.” 
 
    She placed her fists on her hips. “You didn’t hear a word I just said.” 
 
    “Sure, I did. You wish you’d never come to Oz, but you can’t find your ruby slippers so you can get back home. I get it.” He hesitated then met her gaze. “Honey, there are a lot of days I wish I never came back from Afghanistan, but I did, even if it was in several pieces. Life goes on, babe. If I knew what I wanted to be when I grew up, I’d already be there.” 
 
    She stared, her mouth hanging open. “What?” 
 
    “Man, are you ever a Grinch about the whole Christmas thing.” Leo walked back into the store front and leaned over to study the scarce assortment of goodies behind the glass. “No decorations, no colored candies, no music. I guess you didn’t get that pony you wanted when you were six, huh?” 
 
    Christina folded her arms across her chest. “Are you here to buy something or just stand here and psychoanalyze me to death?” 
 
    “I’ll take a dozen éclairs and a half dozen cookies.” He straightened up. “All I’m saying is that every other shop in town is all decked out for the holidays and you don’t have so much as a candy cane or the radio on, which I know you have since Clancy turned the music on yesterday.” 
 
    “And?” She walked into the warmth of the back room, trying to pretend he wasn’t there. The smell of his cologne mingled with the fresh baking as she opened the oven door. “I think you should go now.” 
 
    “And I think you need to show a little Christmas spirit.” Leo followed, pausing to hold his hands in front of the open oven door and bask in the warmth. He wore a leather bomber jacket and a cheery red scarf which clashed with his spiked red hair, but he didn’t seem to care. “By the way, I still want cookies and dozen éclairs.” 
 
    While Clancy had mentioned Leo was a boxer and martial artist, she hadn’t realized that meant he enjoyed picking fights outside the ring with five-foot-nothing women covered in enriched white flour. She nudged him out of the way, put several trays of raw cookie dough into the oven then shut the door before Leo could get too comfortable. “So I’m not into Christmas. Big deal. Not everyone in the world is, you know.” 
 
    “You used to be. Clancy told me so.” 
 
    Christina’s shoulders sagged. “Clancy says a lot of things. Just consider me the Ghost of Christmas Past and feel free to leave.” She grabbed one of the trays she’d taken out of the oven and dropped it quickly. Typical dumb move, she’d forgotten the oven mitt. What was Leo doing to her? 
 
    She grabbed a towel and slid the baked cookies onto the cooling racks, aware he hadn’t so much as flinched. “What now?” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware Ebenezer Scrooge had descendants.” Leo stood motionless, only his gaze followed her around the kitchen. 
 
    Christina snorted. “Of course, he didn’t. He was a fictional character until Hollywood got hold of him.” 
 
    He chuckled and tugged a gingerbread cookie off the cooling rack. “So what made you decide to work in a bakery?” 
 
    “Brute force.” When his eyebrows rose, she huffed. “My mom owned the bakery. When she died of cancer in September, my dad couldn’t bear to close the place. Since he hates both baking and hard work, he conned me into keeping it open for Christmas.” 
 
    “He conned you?” 
 
    “If you have a better word for it, I’m all ears.” She snapped, then sucked in a sharp breath. “He convinced me I was the only one who could make Mom’s sugar cookies to perfection. I’m also the only one who knows her gingerbread recipe. I just can’t turn the dough into a bloody house.” She set the last cookie on the cooling rack. “And yes, flattery got him everywhere.” 
 
    “Ah,” Leo said. “Culinary blackmail. I take it you don’t enjoy your work.” 
 
    Christina rolled her eyes. “I’d rather stuff jalapenos up my nose.” 
 
    He chuckled. “So why’d you stay?” 
 
    Why did she stay? “Guilt. It’s Christmas and people love a good gingerbread man.” 
 
    Leo pressed his lips together and looked like he wanted to make a lewd comment, but took another cookie instead. “What would you rather be doing?” 
 
    Christina stared at him wide-eyed. What would she rather be doing? Pretty much anything. 
 
    “Oh yeah. The jalapeno thing.” He grinned. “It would have to be a pretty small jalapeno. Your nose isn’t all that big.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re pretty nosy for a gym rat.” 
 
    “Actually, I used to be a private detective up until this morning.” 
 
    Christina met his gaze. “What happened this morning?” 
 
    “I woke up.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Do you change careers every morning when you wake up?” 
 
    Leo seemed more somber than he had only minutes before. “No, but I’ve been thinking about making a career change for a while, maybe become a tour guide in Katmandu.” 
 
    “Cute. So what stopped you before?” 
 
    He stared at the cooling cookies. “Gratitude.” 
 
    “Gratitude?” Christina fumbled the ball of dough in her hands. “For what?” 
 
    “That, babe, is a long story for some other time.” He jammed his hands in his jacket pockets. “I’d better go. I’m meeting Lucy for tea, then your brother’s tweaking another of my tattoos.” 
 
    “What kind of tattoo are you getting?” She tried not to sound too interested. 
 
    Leo stood up. “Tell you what. I’ll come by and flash you when it’s done. In the meantime, I’d still like some of those éclairs. Lucy’s kids love them. Actually, so do I, but don’t tell Lucy. She thinks buff guys like me can’t have a sweet tooth.” 
 
    “Buff guys like you? Good one.” Unfortunately, Christina could picture his lean, strong body beneath his bulky sweater and jacket. She wanted to ask about Lucy, but the words sounded wrong in her head, like she was jealous rather than curious. She put the pastries in a box she then slid across the counter. 
 
    Leo set a bill on the counter. “Good luck with the gingerbread house.” 
 
    Christina growled. It wasn’t until he was out of sight before she realized he’d paid with a twenty and she owed him a lot of change. Her curiosity was piqued. Leo Blue was a definite man of mystery. His promise to come by and flash her once his tattoo was done did nothing to calm her restlessness or flash of hormones. 
 
    She glanced at the clock and sighed. Hard at work for nearly six hours and still far short of what her mother would have done in that amount of time. She closed her eyes. There was no way she’d ever measure up. Daisy Davidson had always kept a tidy kitchen both in the bakery and at home. Christina surveyed her baking space and frowned. The kitchen in Clancy’s apartment was clean aside from the layer of dust. Of course, things were easy to keep clean when she never used them. 
 
    Her stomach growled. She hadn’t even bothered to stop to eat. There was a lone calzone Clancy missed in his sweep of the kitchen for food. She winced. If she ate it, she’d be sick for the entire night. How ironic Packham’s newest bakery lady was gluten intolerant. 
 
    She rummaged through the freezer and found the gluten-free calzones she’d experimented with after her mom died. They weren’t great, but they’d do for her lunch. Maybe when she had time one day, she’d experiment with other recipes. There had to be other people in town who’d appreciate gluten-free choices. 
 
    What the hell was she thinking? Come New Year’s Day, she’d be long gone. 
 
    When Clancy strode through the door around two o’clock, the shop was quiet aside from the hum of the mixer blending the dough for one last batch of gingerbread. He munched his cold calzone and wandered around the bakery. “Why don’t you have any decorations up? Christmas is two weeks away and this place is about as festive as a morgue. Why don’t you have the radio on? They’re playing Christmas songs every day until the big Day.” 
 
    “You talked to Leo, didn’t you?” Christina clenched her jaw and glanced up from squirting icing onto gingerbread men. “I haven’t had time for decorations. I’m busy baking and trying to keep Mom’s customers happy while my counter person seems to have vanished.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose and his voice lowered. “They’re your customers now, Sis.” 
 
    She clutched the piping bag, swallowed hard, and blinked back hot tears. The rapid beat of her heart made her body vibrate so much she spurted icing onto the counter and missed every cookie. She dropped the piping bag onto the table and stormed across the room. 
 
    Christina pounded a fist against the wall on her way to the front counter. “I know she’s gone. I should’ve left town right after the funeral. Dad convinced me to stick around and help out until the New Year, but I don’t see him here now, do you? I’m stuck flying solo doing a job I hate for a woman who’s already dead and buried and a man who doesn’t give a damn and probably never did.” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Chrissie.” Clancy followed her around the counter. “You know Dad went to Florida to tie up loose ends. He doesn’t want the house there anymore since it reminds him of her.” 
 
    She scowled. “He’s selling the beach house because she loved it. He hated going to Florida and complained every time they went. The only time Mom was happy was when she was either on the beach or in the bakery, but that never mattered. As far as he’s concerned, the whole world revolves around his needs and wants, no one else’s.” 
 
    The front door opened and the sound of chimes rang through the bakery. An elderly woman with a walker decorated with twinkling white Christmas lights came through the door. Another regular, she wore a long red velvet gown and a dark fur coat. “Merry Christmas, darlings.” 
 
    Christina shoved her anger into the pit of her stomach and nudged her brother away. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Oh, dear. I don’t see any of your fabulous cream puffs,” the woman said. 
 
    “I have some cooling. I just have to frost and fill them.” Christina forced a small smile. “They should be ready in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Clancy coughed and walked to the front of the counter. “How many do you need, Mrs. Lexington? She’ll have them ready in a few minutes. Is there anything else you’d like today?” 
 
    Christina looked again. She hadn’t even recognized Mimsy Lexington, local kook and one of the bakery’s richest and most loyal customers. She closed her eyes and sighed. 
 
    Mimsy narrowed her eyes. “Why you’re the tattoo man, aren’t you? I talked to you about a book I was writing. What are you doing cavorting with the bakery girl?” 
 
    “I’m her brother,” Clancy said. “Daisy was our mom.” 
 
    Her face fell. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I do see the resemblance.” Mimsy studied their faces then took a step toward him. “You’re a handsome young man, aren’t you? Are you single or married?” 
 
    Christina laughed as Mimsy leaned forward on her walker to check her brother out. “Are you hitting on him? Seriously?” 
 
    He took a step back and winced. “You remember Mrs. Lexington, don’t you? She’s a friend of Mom and Dad’s.” 
 
    Mimsy extended a blue veined hand. “Oh, of course. You’re the rogue daughter who ran off and left Daisy and Mel alone with the bakery. I was so sad when you left. You used to make the most divine sugar cookies.” 
 
    “I did?” Christina took a step back. Mimsy couldn’t remember Clancy and Christina were siblings, yet she remembered the sugar cookies. 
 
    “Yes, don’t you remember? After you left, your mother used your recipe. She came close, but never quite had the knack you did.” Mimsy came closer, her eyes bright. “Christina, that’s your name. You were named after my mother who was quite the little spitfire in her day. Your mom adored her. You used to make dozens of cookies for my Christmas soirees when you were in high school. Decorated to perfection only to be eaten by savages.” 
 
    Clancy draped an arm around his sister’s shoulders and eased past her. “Nobody in town makes sugar cookies better.” 
 
    Christina’s eyes filled with tears. She hadn’t been so emotional in ages. Must be hormones. “Why don’t you take a seat? Clancy can get you a cup of tea or coffee while I finish filling the cream puffs.” 
 
    Clancy’s eyes widened. “No, I can’t. I have—” 
 
    “Yes, you can.” Christina filled and frosted a dozen cream puffs and packaged a small box of sugar cookies while she reminisced. 
 
    Mimsy’s soirees were the highlight of the Christmas party season. The Lexington mansion would be decorated from eaves to basement with white lights. Trees glowed and tinkle with metal icicles made by a local artist. Christina and her family were invited every year, but they’d only ever been to one. Her mom brought her and Clancy one year since Mel couldn’t stand all the frivolity. They’d missed out on a lot of events. The bakery was the one place he’d left them all alone. He hated the mess and the people coming in to visit. Was that why her mother had worked so much? 
 
    Christina closed her eyes and sighed. Reality stunk. She should go back to Newville while she had the chance before she got stuck in her mom’s shoes for good. Then she reconsidered. There wasn’t much left there anymore either. 
 
    When she returned to the store front, Clancy and Mimsy were deep in conversation. Mimsy had removed her furry hat to reveal a glittering tiara on the top of her head. What kind of person walked around town wearing a sparkling tiara and used a walker decorated with blinking, battery-powered Christmas lights? While Mimsy Lexington was old and batty back when Christina knew her, she appeared to have become crazier in the past few years. 
 
    “Is there anything else for you today, Mrs. Lexington?” Christina rang in the purchase. 
 
    “Darling, please call me Mimsy.” She allowed Clancy to help her to her feet. “Everyone else in town does.” 
 
    “Mimsy.” Her mouth twitched into a small smile. “Sorry.” 
 
    “The people at my writing meeting this evening will love these.” Mimsy’s smile faded. “Oh, darling, you made me two boxes? I only wanted one dozen.” 
 
    “Sugar cookies.” Christina bowed her head. “For old time’s sake.” 
 
    “Oh, you are a gem!” Mimsy clapped her hands together. “I’ll be sure to tell everyone where they came from and you’ll be busy from now until Christmas.” 
 
    Once Mimsy was gone, Clancy leaned on the display case and gawked. “Well, that was uncharacteristically nice of you. What gives?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Like you said, it’s Christmas. Good will towards man and all that crap.” 
 
    “I should tattoo that on your forehead, including the crap part.” 
 
    Christina placed her fists on her hips. “Don’t you have any customers?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. One of your favorite guys.” He grinned. “Leo Blue.” 
 
    Christina’s heart leaped and her step faltered. She hoped Clancy hadn’t noticed. “Since when is Leo my favorite guy?” 
 
    “Since he got your name tattooed on his bicep.” He winked. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “He did not. He hardly even knows me. Besides, Leo doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to tattoo anyone’s name on his bicep. A snake or a hula girl maybe, but not anyone’s name.” 
 
    “You can ask him yourself. We’ll come by later so he can show it off.” 
 
    He had to be joking. Leo didn’t come across as the kind of guy who’d hand his heart to anyone except maybe science. And even that would be a fight. 
 
    Her cell phone rang as she locked the front door. She didn’t remember turning it on and hesitated, not wanting to answer. Maybe it was really Gage who’d decided to take her back and would explain why some woman had called using his phone. Curiosity consumed her and she pulled her phone from her pocket. “Gage?” 
 
    “Wait, don’t hang up,” the same woman who’d called earlier said. “I’m Detective Beverly Wallis with the Newville Police. I found your name in his phone listed as Rosie and I need to ask you some questions. Were you a friend of D.J. Gage?” 
 
    “I modeled for him.” Her entire body lurched. Something was definitely wrong. “What do you mean ‘were’? What’s happened to him? Was he in an accident or something?” 
 
    Detective Wallis’s voice softened. “Perhaps you can come to the station and we can talk.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Her shoulder’s sagged. Come in to talk to a police detective about Gage? What was going on? “I’m not in Newville. I’m in Packham.” 
 
    “May I ask what you’re doing there?” Detective Wallis asked. 
 
    Christina didn’t want to answer, but what could it hurt? She blinked back tears. “I’m looking after my family’s bakery. My mom had cancer. She died in September.” 
 
    Detective Wallis extended her condolences. “How long have you been out of town?” 
 
    “Since a couple days before the funeral.” Her stomach clenched. The stress would send her running for the toilet soon. “Why are you calling me? What’s happened to Gage?” 
 
    “Have you talked to Mr. Gage since you left Newville?” Detective Wallis ignored Christina’s questions. 
 
    “No. Like I said, I’ve been busy with family matters.” She leaned against the cooler door. “What’s this all about? Is Gage okay?” 
 
    “Were you close to him?” 
 
    “At one time.” Her voice crackled. 
 
    “Do you happen to know a woman named Rose Ryan?” 
 
    Christina wiped the flour off her shaking hands. Her heart hammered and knocked the air from her lungs. She’d hoped not to hear the name Rose Ryan ever again. “Why are you asking me about Gage and Rose? What’s going on?” 
 
    Detective Wallis let out a sigh. “D.J. Gage was shot and killed two days ago. Apparently, a jealous husband caught up to him. The shooter’s wife is still missing. I’d hoped that since you were obviously close, personal friends with Mr. Gage, maybe you’d know Mrs. Ryan as well.” 
 
    The room seemed to spin and she sagged to the floor as her worst nightmare came to life. All the horrible things she’d done and was confident her family would never find out would now be exposed. All the things she’d tried to block from her memory would become real. The truth would tear apart what little family she had left. 
 
    “Are you still there?” Detective Wallis spoke softly, like Christina was a young child she’d startle if she raised her voice. “Gage is dead and you’re the one of the few people I haven’t been able to speak to.” 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “He was shot. We have a suspect in custody, but have to wait for autopsy and lab results.” Detective Wallis didn’t give her much information, which didn’t help make Gage’s death any more real. She paused. “I know who you really are. I think you and I need to talk.” 
 
    Christina took a deep breath and leaned against the cooler door. Her stomach sank and tears welled in her eyes. “Yeah, we do. I’m Rose Ryan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Clancy tried to interrogate Leo while he finished the tattoo the next day. Leo brushed him off and steered the conversation back to Clancy’s childhood, as he sought for more information about Christina. 
 
    Half an hour into their session, Danny called Leo’s cell phone. “I got some pictures from that gallery. Gage wasn’t the most talented person they’d ever met, but he was shrewd. He made them some lowball offer so they’d agree to show his work. They didn’t like a lot of his stuff, except for a few paintings of a woman that were so stunning there was almost a bidding war among the staff to get them.” 
 
    Leo groaned. “They already sold his paintings?” 
 
    “No. As soon as the manager heard Gage was murdered, he boxed everything back up and sealed the crate. Since they’re now evidence, he can’t sell them until the police release them and the estate gives approval.” Danny coughed. “I’ll send you the photos I took of the paintings. I agree with the manager, most of them look like a four year old painted them, but there are a couple that are incredible. Almost like another artist painted them.” 
 
    Leo nodded. “Send me the files I’ll take a look later. Not that it’ll help, but maybe something will jump out. I’ve checked out whatever he had posted on his website, most of them looked pretty primitive.” 
 
    “Wait until you see the latest ones.” Danny chuckled. “I hate to say it, but Lucy’s kids could do better. I’m not sure what made this guy such an attraction.” 
 
    When he hung up, Leo realized Clancy was staring. “Sorry. Business.” 
 
    “You’re on another case?” Clancy winced. 
 
    “Kind of.” He shifted in the chair. “Danny asked me to look into a murder in Newville. His sister Hannah knew the victim so I promised to check some things out.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. How’d you ever get a gig like that?” Clancy bowed his head and resumed filling in more blank areas. “I’d offer my services, but after helping you guys with Lucy’s case, I can’t imagine wanting to dig into stuff like that. I can’t even watch the news anymore and turn off the television. That’s why I like doing this. You talk to people, you hear things, but you can put them out of your head at the gym later.” 
 
    Leo nodded. “When I’ve had enough, I go to Tibet or Japan. Somewhere I don’t have to think. I can just train, drink tea, and meditate.” 
 
    “Tibet, huh?” Clancy grinned. “You ever ride a yak?” 
 
    “Yeah, I broke my arm when the damn thing threw me off.” 
 
    He snorted. “Sounds like fun. I’d love to go see more of the world. I’ve kind of stuck around for Mom and Dad. Now that Mom’s gone there’s no reason not to do more travelling.” 
 
    Leo’s phone buzzed several times in the next couple minutes. He rolled his eyes and started to turn it off. Most of the texts were from Danny. “Do you have much more to finish?” 
 
    “Almost there. I’d prefer to do it in one sitting, but we can reschedule if you have to go.” Clancy hesitated. “I was hoping to talk to you more about Christina.” 
 
    Leo’s phone buzzed three more times. Whatever was going on sounded urgent. “Why don’t we meet at The Tipsy Duck tonight and you can fill me in more. I think I need to go check my e-mails. They’re probably images I’m waiting for, but I’m not sure what’s going on.” 
 
    Back in his tiny apartment, Leo opened all the files on his laptop and printed off photo after photo of paintings done by the late D.J. Gage. Sure enough, most were colorful and primitive, just as he’d expected with the exception of three paintings. 
 
    The last three depicted a young, blonde woman wearing nothing more than a man’s white shirt. In one, she painted in front of a large window, her naked body haloed by the light streaming through the shirt and her face veiled by her long, blonde hair. A second painting was of the same woman in front of a different window, her back to the viewer as she gazed out the window. The third painting showed her seated against a crumbling brick wall, the shirt hanging open revealing as much of her body as it hid. Something about her seemed so familiar. 
 
    Leo had never been so drawn to a painting in his life. After a little research, he walked across the street toward The Tipsy Duck just after nine o’clock that night and ordered green tea. He joined Clancy in a corner booth. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I need your help.” Clancy sighed. “Dad called from Florida. There was some hurricane damage in the house down there last week and he has to get repairs done before he can put it on the market.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “And you need me to do what exactly? I’m not a big fan of settling family disputes.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Clancy shook his head. “I need to keep Christina here longer, but I don’t know how. I need you to turn on the charm or something. Make her want to stay until he comes back and we can deal with the bakery.” 
 
    “You want me to charm your sister?” Leo chuckled as a scantily dressed blonde sidle past the table and smiled. “Sorry, Bro, I’m a detective, not a gigolo.” 
 
    Clancy took a long pull from his beer. “I know, but I’m desperate. I don’t want to see the bakery close either. Mom worked so hard to start it and make it what it is. I don’t want to see my sister walk away from something she’s so good at.” 
 
    “What about what Christina wants?” Leo asked. “Doesn’t that count for something?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Clancy sighed, his gaze on his drink. “Leo, I think Christina might be in trouble. I have a feeling she can’t go back to Newville anyway.” 
 
    Leo’s scalp tingled. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I got a call from the police while I was closing up the shop.” He paused when the waitress brought Leo’s teapot and a mug. “They want me to go to the police station in the morning to talk to an officer. I’m not sure what’s going on. They asked if I knew Christina and said they needed me to make a statement. Does that sound right to you?” 
 
    “They didn’t happen tell you why, did they?” 
 
    “Nothing and I can’t get hold of Christina.” He rubbed his jaw. “The bakery was locked up and she’s not answering her phone or the door. I even threatened to kick the door down. She must’ve gone out somewhere, which isn’t like her either since she hates everyone here.” 
 
    Leo leaned his elbows on the table. “Look, Clancy, if you want me to help, you have to tell me everything.” 
 
    Clancy placed a manila envelope on the table. “I wrote down everything I could find. I even went back to the house and found an old address and a phone number. The only number I ever had was for her cell phone.” 
 
    “You never went to visit her?” He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    Clancy picked at the label on his bottle and blew out a breath. “A couple years ago, she hit Mom and Dad up for a lump of money for a few extra courses to get her degree. I told her I didn’t believe her and that she should get off her sorry butt and get a real job.” 
 
    Leo winced. “Ouch. I take it she didn’t like your advice.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that.” Clancy sighed. “I know she was trying. I overheard her telling Mom how in debt she was and how much she owed someone. She sounded so much like Dad I lost my temper on her. She’s my little sister and really didn’t want to see her crash and burn.” 
 
    “She owed someone money?” The back of Leo’s neck prickled. “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never heard a name. Of course, I never asked either.” 
 
    “So she got into some trouble,” Leo said. “Did she get out of it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” His shoulders sagged. “She and Dad had always had issues and I know it killed her to ask for help, but she seemed to expect them to dig her out of a hole when they were struggling to pay their own bills.” 
 
    Leo sipped his tea. “So what is it you expect me to do? I can’t justify digging into her financial records or anything else without good reason. We’d need a dead body or a smoking gun or something. If you’re worried about her making her way in life, there’s not a lot I can do. I’m not a guidance counselor.” 
 
    “I just can’t shake the feeling there may be a dead body or a smoking gun,” Clancy said. “Why else would the police call me?” 
 
    A strong wave of nausea swept over Leo. Was Christina connected to the dead artist in Newville? He sat back and checked his phone then sent off a quick text to Danny before he stuck the phone back into his pocket. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll go through what you gave me, but you have to call me after you leave the police station tomorrow. It’s probably just a traffic violation or mistaken identity or something.” 
 
    Clancy waved to the waitress for another beer. “You think so?” 
 
    “These things happen all the time. Let me do some digging. I’ll make sure there’s nothing to worry about.” Leo hesitated, longing to take another look at the photos Danny had sent. If Christina was involved in any way with Gage, she could be into anything. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” Clancy nodded to his tattoo. 
 
    He grinned. “Hurts like hell, but it looks amazing.” 
 
    “Did you show Chrissie yet?” Clancy sipped his drink. “She mentioned you were in the bakery this morning when Lucy came in. Actually, I think she was a bit jealous.” 
 
    Leo sat back. “You know as well as I do Lucy Stephens is a writer with three kids and a chip on her shoulder bigger than Lake Superior. She’s also got that lunatic ex-husband—” 
 
    “And she’s my girlfriend, not yours.” Clancy raised his beer. “Well, I’d like her to be, but she’s still a bit nervous about the whole dating thing. Did Danny show you the tiger I did on his right arm? I did a nice job, if I do say so.” 
 
    “Which is why I come to you for all my artwork.” Leo yawned. “If you don’t mind, I’m gonna cut out early on you. I have some research to do and phone calls to make. Let me know if you hear more from the police or Christina.” 
 
    Leo didn’t go to his apartment. Instead, he headed to the bakery and climbed the stairs to Christina’s apartment and knocked on the door. He’d never taken this approach with anyone he was checking out before. Of course, Christina wasn’t exactly like anyone he’d ever met before and enjoyed checking her out in person. 
 
    Christina answered the door, her hair wet. She wore thin black yoga pants and a long purple sweater. Despite taking a shower, the scent of cookies still clung to her like a dizzying perfume. “What the hell are you doing here? Are you stalking me?” 
 
    “No, your brother sent me.” He examined her from head to toe, drinking in every detail, every curve. If he valued his sanity, he’d run for the mountains of Tibet. Stupidly, he stood his ground. “He wants to know why you won’t tell him about your life in Newville.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “He thinks you have some huge secret you’re not telling him and wants me to find out more about you.” Leo leaned in the doorway. “I had a hunch the direct approach would be best with you.” 
 
    “You’re nuts.” She pushed the door shut. 
 
    He nudged the door and barged into the apartment, not surprised by the sparse decorating job and the thrift shop furniture. “Lovely home you have.” 
 
    “It’s not mine, it’s Clancy’s. I’m just staying here while I look after the bakery. As soon as my dad gets back from Florida, I’m out of here.” She followed him toward the large window facing the back alley. “Not much of a view except on trash day.” 
 
    “Better than mine. I face Christmas Town.” He glanced at a novel sitting on the blue armchair. A thriller. Something Clancy would read. Aside from a duffle bag near the bathroom, there didn’t seem to be anything of hers in the apartment at all. “At least you have a short commute to work.” 
 
    Christina laughed then covered her mouth. “If you’re done interrogating me, you can leave. I have things to do.” 
 
    “Like what?” When he grabbed her hand, his heart raced. Stupid move number two, the first was coming upstairs and being alone with her. “Certainly not your nails. Your hair’s already washed so that’s out.” 
 
    She pulled her hand away and crossed her arms over her chest. “Great, we’ve established I can groom myself. Anything else you want to know? Shoe size? Bra size? What’s on my Christmas wish list?” 
 
    Short of breath, he narrowed the gap between them, so close he could kiss her. “That would be a fun start. What if I said all of the above?” 
 
    Christina smacked his arm. “Then you can go right back and tell Brady I don’t want to play his game anymore.” 
 
    “Brady?” Those gray eyes and her slip of a name took his breath away. “Who’s Brady?” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. “I said Clancy.” 
 
    “No, I’m pretty sure you didn’t.” He closed the gap between them. “So who’s Brady?” 
 
    She nudged past him to open the door. “If you’re done casing the joint, you can get out.” 
 
    Leo brushed past her, a little alarm bell going off in his head. “Listen, babe. If you’re in trouble and need some help, I’m the right guy to talk to. I know people who can help you out of whatever’s going on.” 
 
    “I don’t need anybody’s help, especially yours.” Her nostrils flared and she literally pushed him out the door. “Good night, Leo Blue.” 
 
    He turned and grabbed her arms, pulling her so close the scent of cookies made his legs weak. Why the hell hadn’t he fled to Tibet when he still stood a chance? “Christina, your brother’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She tried to shake his hands off her arms. 
 
    Leo refused to let her go. “Now I’m worried about you.” 
 
    Christina’s face tightened until he was sure she’d start to either yell at him or cry. “You don’t even know me. Trust me you don’t want to know me. I’m not worth it.” 
 
    “But Clancy knows you, and he seems to think you’re worth his time. You’re not alone, babe. Don’t ever forget that.” He nodded and loosened his grip even though all he wanted was pull her close and kiss her until they both dropped to the floor. “Good night, Christina.” 
 
    Leo left before he acted on impulse and did anything stupid. He had to get back to the paperwork Danny gave him to research. The name she’d said—Brady—meant something to the Gage case. The more he talked to Christina, the stronger his hunch grew that she was directly involved with Gage and the model. Damn, what was the guy’s name? He ran back to his apartment and prayed he could prove Christina was in Packham the whole time and had nothing to do with the artist’s death. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Gage was dead and Brady was charged with murder. Christina’s alter ego, Rose Ryan, could no longer exist now that Christina was stuck in the outer reaches of Hell, also known as Packham, kneading bread dough with shaking hands. After Leo left, she called a cab then hung out at the local police station—not by choice—until three o’clock that morning. 
 
    “How well did you know Mr. Gage?” Detective Wallis came from Newville and seemed to have condemned Christina before they’d even met. 
 
    “He was my lover.” Christina stared at the table top, unwilling to meet the detective’s gaze. 
 
    “So I’ve heard. How did you meet?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “He was an artist. I was a model. Rose was my...professional name. Gage taught a class I modeled for and wanted me to pose for him. So I did.” 
 
    Detective Wallis brushed back her short blonde hair. “And?” 
 
    Christina wiped her tired eyes. “And I needed the money, so I posed. Gage paid me well. Granted, I had to sit in a studio so cold and damp I actually got pneumonia, but he knew how to nurse me back to health.” 
 
    The detective shifted in her seat. “Did you love him?” 
 
    Christina didn’t bother to skirt around the questions. “He was what I wanted at the time.” 
 
    “What about Brady Ryan?” 
 
    Brady. Her former best friend turned manipulative husband. “What about Brady?” 
 
    Detective Wallis leaned forward. “What do you know about him?” 
 
    “Way too much.” Christina wrapped her arms around her torso. 
 
    By the time she returned to Clancy’s apartment, there was no point in going to bed. Her body was exhausted, but her brain was in overdrive. She went straight to work to knead and to think. Neither one went all that well. 
 
    Gage had been her best-kept secret, or so she’d thought. He was exciting, creative, and a wild man in bed. Brady was boring in comparison, but was her safety net. Until he’d figured out how to play her.  Would he really do something so drastic? 
 
    She needed to walk or run, something more substantial and physical than baking cookies. Scraping the dough from her hands, she paced the kitchen. There were so many questions no one at the police station could answer. Sure they’d promised to set up a call for her to talk to Brady, but she needed to know what happened and why. The police seemed just as keen for the same answers. 
 
    Christina walked past the doorway to the store front and realized there were lights blazing. Since she’d come in through the back door absorbed in misery, she hadn’t noticed anything amiss. She rubbed her burning eyes and blinked furiously, but the decorations were still there. When she pinched her arm, it hurt. Awake and hallucinating wasn’t a good combination. She desperately needed a strong cup of Earl Grey with lemon. 
 
    Draping her sweater over a stool, she crept closer to the counter. Strands of garland and glittering snowflakes adorned the walls and the front window was framed with twinkling lights and delicate lace snowflakes made of clear plastic. In the midst of it all, stood a six-foot, Scotch pine Christmas tree aglow with tiny white lights. She touched the soft garland, the thick, expensive kind her mother had convinced her to buy for her own first pathetic tree. 
 
    A feathered fake bird perched above an envelope propped on a branch near the middle of the tree. Christina opened the envelope and withdrew a plain red card. The printing was neat. Careful. “On the first day of Christmas, someone gave to me, a partridge in a lit up fir tree.” 
 
    “You don’t look like a partridge to me. More like a chickadee.” Christina looked around the store warily then turned to the bird and she stroked its feathers. At least the bird’s lack of response confirmed she wasn’t crazy. Yet. 
 
    The decorations were pretty, but the thought someone had broken into the bakery while she was at the police station bothered her. Nothing else was out of place and all the doors and windows were intact. 
 
    Clancy was the only other person in town with a key. 
 
    She groaned and stuck the note and envelope into a drawer. Why couldn’t he leave her alone to wallow in misery? As she mixed and kneaded, she made a mental checklist of ways to get even with Clancy. The back door handle jiggled when she got to number seventy-three, with one or two repeats of her favorites. 
 
    “Go away.” Christina didn’t bother to keep the anger out of her voice. 
 
    “I brought tea.” Clancy taunted her. “Rooibos.” 
 
    Bribery would get him everywhere, especially at five in the morning. Christina frowned as cold air swirled into the bakery behind him, accompanied by thick snowflakes that made her shiver. She was so tired coming down the stairs earlier she hadn’t noticed the cold or the snow. 
 
    “G’day mate.” Clancy handed her a large mug. “Ooh, the oven’s heating up, it feels like Australia in here. I knew this was the right place to come.” 
 
    “Only if you don’t get stuffed into one.” Despite being grateful for the tea, she wished he’d leave. “Good morning to you too. Thank you for everything you did, by the way.” 
 
    “Me?” He narrowed his eyes. “What did I do?” 
 
    Christina dragged him into the store front. “Did you forget already? That must’ve taken half the night just to set up.” 
 
    Clancy whistled. “Nice tree. Where’d all that come from?” 
 
    “Oh, stop pretending, I know it was you.” She scowled. “Except for me, you’re the only person in town who has a key.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I wish I could take credit, it looks great. You really don’t know who set everything up?” 
 
    She shook her head and opened the drawer. “There was a note, but it wasn’t signed.” 
 
    Clancy studied the note. His mouth twitched then he shook his head. “I don’t know who did this, but it sounds like I’d better get my Christmas shopping done. There’s only twelve days left according to the note.” 
 
    “Great.” As if the stress of the holidays and the shop wasn’t enough, worrying about Brady and an intruder in the bakery was going to eat her alive. She ran to the bathroom, her stomach aching. 
 
    “You never were graceful under fire.” Clancy quipped once she’d returned to mixing bread dough. “Did you ever get checked out for celiac disease or Crohn’s?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed.” He slid onto a stool. “I got a call from a cop. They asked if I knew a woman named Rose Ryan.” 
 
    Christina forced in a breath. “And do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I guess they called you for nothing.” She swallowed hard. 
 
    “You don’t happen to know anyone by that name, do you?” 
 
    She clenched her jaw. “Nope.” 
 
    Clancy sighed. “This is me you’re talking to, Christina. I’ve known you our entire lives. I don’t know what you’re hiding, but one day all your secrets will explode in your face.” He took his coffee cup and strode out the back door. 
 
    Christina closed her eyes, then turned on the mixer to drown out the world. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo,” someone called from the front of the store around nine-thirty. “Are you still here, Krista?” 
 
    “My name is Christina, and yes, I’m here.” She washed her hands then approached Sophie warily and winced. “What happened? You didn’t come in to work again today and you haven’t answered your phone. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m fabulous.” Sophie smiled, a precursor to bad news. “Remember I told you I was getting a divorce? Well, I went to the court house and my ex showed up with an old friend of ours. Hubby got the divorce and I got a date with his single friend.” She sang with such enthusiasm it made Christina nauseous. 
 
    “Wait a sec. You got divorced and went on a date to celebrate?” Christina winced. “That sounds a lot like a rebound romance, don’t you think?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Krista, honey, I was over my husband the day I smashed his brand new truck with my piece-of-crap car. I’m moving on.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re coming to work today?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” She tossed her bakery apron on the counter. “Sorry for the short notice, hon, but I’m here early to quit. I’m moving to the city today to work for my new beau in his spa. I’m taking over as the receptionist at his spa while I learn to be a massage therapist.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just meet this man?” Christina asked. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly. I’ve known him for years. He’s charming. He’s handsome. And he’s divorced. It’s karma.” 
 
    She nodded. “No doubt. Sounds like you guys deserve each other.” 
 
    “Oh, I knew you’d understand.” Sophie grasped both her hands then hugged her. “I’ve gotta go, he’s waiting outside in his Hummer. Have a great life, Krista.” 
 
    “Christina. My name is Christina.” She followed Sophie to the door. Her voice was lost in the swirling snow. “Why can’t she ever get that right?” 
 
    With a sigh, she leaned in the doorway and watched the snowflakes drift to the sidewalk. She hadn’t even realized it was snowing. The only time she’d ventured outdoors lately was to come to work each morning then climb the rickety stairs to Clancy’s apartment each night. Now that Sophie quit, she’d be twice as busy. This wasn’t the way her life was supposed to be. She was supposed to be an artist. She was supposed to... 
 
    Christina had no idea what she was supposed to do anymore. Everything she’d ever done made knots in her life she’d had to untangle. Maybe Clancy was right. Nothing forced her to stay here except her sense of obligation. She had things to return to. Gage. Brady. Her classes. Her job. Her heart sank. Gage was dead, Brady was in jail, and classes had gone on without her. Her job had probably gone to some other girl willing to do all the things Christina hated. 
 
    The cell phone vibrated against her thigh. She forgot she stuck it into the pocket of her jeans when she left her apartment early that morning. Clancy’s number showed on the screen. After several rings, she turned it off and got back to work. 
 
    Teeny Davidson lumbered straight into the backroom just after noon. She had a deceptively thin, childlike voice for such a large person. “Merry Christmas, sweetie.” 
 
    “Grandma Teeny.” Christina jolted in surprise and juggled both cold trays of raw cookies and one hot tray. She fumbled with the hot tray and practically threw it onto the counter. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Teeny’s face fell. “I came to see you, Sweet Pea. Is this a bad time?” 
 
    “Yes.” Christina closed the oven door. “No. Sorry. I’m just spread a little thin these days. My counter person quit this morning and I have to do everything myself.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine.” Her grandma shrugged. “Your mom usually did everything.” 
 
    Of course she did. Her mom could do anything. “My mom also ran this place for twenty years. I’ve only been doing this for a couple months.” 
 
    Teeny slid her bulky frame onto a stool. “I hear you’re doing a wonderful job though. Mimsy brought some of your cookies and cream puffs to our meeting last night. We all agree Daisy left some large shoes to fill.” 
 
    Christina closed her eyes. “Were they that bad?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, they were fabulous.” Teeny hugged her. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You still make the best sugar cookies I’ve ever tasted. Your mom’s were good, but yours have a little extra flare none of us could agree on. Is it cinnamon or orange rind?” 
 
    “Depends on the batch.” No amount of willpower kept her eyes from watering. “I don’t know if I can do this anymore. Mom was an amazing woman.” 
 
    “So are you.” Teeny put a hand on one of Christina’s. “Not everyone would step in to take over this place so Packham could have treats for Christmas. I know how much you wanted to go back to Newville, but your father can’t be everywhere. I don’t think he’s figured out what to do now that your mom’s gone.” 
 
    She nodded. “He could’ve sent me to Florida. I could’ve sold the house and at least I wouldn’t have to shovel snow off the sidewalk, bake cookies, and man the counter.” 
 
    “Well, we’re all glad to have you here for Christmas.” Teeny patted her hand. “I’m glad you didn’t leave yet. Clancy would miss you.” 
 
    Christina raised her eyebrows. “Huh? My brother Clancy? Do we know the same guy?” 
 
    “I hear he sneaks over here every day for lunch.” Her eyes lit up. “He brags that you make the best calzones in town.” 
 
    “Those were his idea.” She laughed. “He was too lazy to walk a couple blocks to the pizza place, so he asked me to make some.” 
 
    “They must be very good then. Do you have any left?” 
 
    As Christina stared at her grandma, her mouth dropped open. “Is that why you came to see me? Because Clancy bragged about my calzones?” 
 
    Teeny’s cheeks reddened. “No. Sort of. I also wanted to invite you to Christmas dinner. This year I’ll be volunteering at the senior’s home like your mom and I have done for years and could really use someone to make some amazing desserts. You get a wonderful Christmas dinner in return.” 
 
    Christina forced a smile. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Oh, and there’s also the town party on Friday night. I’m not sure if you’ve had time to read papers or anything, but everyone’s invited. You know, the celebration where everyone walks around, eats cookies, drinks hot chocolate, and checks out the colored lights along Main Street.” 
 
    Christmas Promenade. Her mom’s favorite night of the year. The two of them had attended together every year until Christina finally left home for good. She winced and warmed a calzone. “Thanks, but I’ll probably pass on both.” 
 
    “You can’t pass on the town party. It starts in the late afternoon right into the evening. You’ll still be in the store.” Teeny adjusted her body on the stool, which groaned beneath her weight and reached for Christina’s hand. “What are you hiding from, honey? Your family? Are we that bad?” 
 
    She handed her Grandma the calzone then fumbled the cutlery, a mainstay of the bakery since she was a kid. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Honestly, Christina Rose, we’ve hardly seen you since the funeral. Now you don’t want to join us for Christmas.” Teeny’s face fell. “You’re either ashamed of us or hiding something serious.” 
 
    She hadn’t thought of it that way. “I’ve had to learn all the recipes and figure out how to make everything. My day usually starts at four or five in the morning. By the time I close the shop at five or six, I’m exhausted. Now that Sophie quit, it’ll only get harder, not to mention busier with Christmas coming.” 
 
    “You must be exhausted, you poor dear. We should have all pitched in to help.” Teeny hugged her. “Instead, you were handed a can of worms and a piece of string and told to fish.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, all I seem to catch are suckers. That’s why—” Christina winced, interrupted when someone pounded on the back door. “That would be Clancy. He seems a little more impatient than usual though.” 
 
    “Open up, Christina,” he bellowed. 
 
    She opened the door and stepped back since her brother usually barged right in. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” His nostrils flared and he paused in the doorway. 
 
    “Sorry, I think I got your calzone.” Teeny broke the tension, much to Christina’s relief. 
 
    The fight visibly drained out of Clancy, but he shot one last glare at his sister. “That’s okay, Grandma. They’re amazing, aren’t they? She’s pretty good at cooking things up.” 
 
    Like stories, Christina waited for him to add as he pulled up a stool and sat next to Teeny. They looked like Jack Sprat and his wife of Nursery Rhyme fame. He was tall and lean and she was almost as wide as the counter. 
 
    Christina handed her brother his lunch. She didn’t need music to soothe the savage beast, just a couple calzones. While they ate, she stuck her hands in more dough, tremors of anxiety going up and down her arms. Once in a while, Clancy shot her an angry glance, but held his tongue while their grandma was in the store. 
 
    After lunch, he walked Teeny out the front of the bakery, acting as sweet as Christina’s sugar cookies. Her relief was short-lived when another bang rattled the back door. “Open up, Christina. We need to talk.” 
 
    She stared at the flour-covered counter top, stalling for time. Clancy had a key and wouldn’t wait long for her to let him in. She opened the door then hid behind the thick steel as her brother slammed out the snow and cold. 
 
    “I’m done playing games.” Anger emanated off his body in the form of stifling heat. When his eyes narrowed, she regretted backing into the corner to hide. “Why the hell are there cops from Newville still calling me? What have you done this time? And who the hell is Rose Ryan? Tell me the truth or I’m hauling you to the police station and having them lock you up.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She hadn’t expected him to confront her again so soon. She willed her heartbeat to slow and drew in a bracing breath. “I’m Rose Ryan.” 
 
    Clancy’s glare never wavered, but his face paled. “Then it’s true? Why didn’t you tell me earlier? I could’ve helped you.” 
 
    She shifted her gaze to the dough on the table. The urge to keep her hands busy nearly overpowered her. “Can we talk about this later? I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “No, we can’t talk about this later. Apparently, there’s a dead guy in Newville that you dated and your husband’s behind bars for his murder.” Her brother grabbed her shoulders. “I didn’t even know you had a husband.” 
 
    Christina shrugged him off and backed away. “You know how it goes. You go to Vegas, you get plastered, and you end up marrying your gay best friend.” 
 
    Clancy appeared to not have any idea how it went. He sat on a stool in stunned silence and blinked. “Say that again. Slowly.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest and leaned against the counter. “Brady was my best friend at university. When he came out of the closet in our first year, his parents didn’t want anything more to do with him. During our third year, we took a trip to Vegas with a group of friends and both of us got dumped the same night. We cried on each other’s shoulders and woke up the next morning with rings on our fingers and empty champagne bottles on the floor.” 
 
    “Holy crap, girl, you amaze me.” He covered his eyes. “So who’s the dead guy?” 
 
    “Gage was an artist I met in one of my classes.” She leaned against the counter. “He was an instructor I posed for to earn extra money for tuition, but I sort of fell in love with him. I knew I wasn’t his only lover, but he always treated me like I was special.” 
 
    He hesitated and seemed to absorb her words. “I take it he had a string of girlfriends.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Christina sighed. “I found out later Brady was one of them.” 
 
    Clancy winced. “That’s nasty. Did Mom or Dad ever know what was going on? You know it’ll all come out soon and there’ll be no more secrets.” 
 
    “No, they never knew.” She washed her hands then resumed working the dough. Kneading out her frustration and anger, she wiped tears away with the back of her hand. “I really wish it hadn’t come out. Not this way.” 
 
    Clancy shrugged and studied her while she worked. “It’s too late for that. Have you talked to this so-called husband of yours yet?” 
 
    “Brady? No. I didn’t know he even knew Gage that well until yesterday. He’s in police custody.” She wanted to run out the back door, away from his stare. 
 
    Several minutes later, Clancy stood. “You do your baking thing. I know people who can find out what’s going on. I’ll fill you in when I have more info.” He backed out the rear door. “I’ll try to help you out of whatever you’ve gotten yourself into. You just have to trust me.” 
 
    Christina clenched her shoulders so tight they ached. She itched to close up shop, go home, and hide beneath fluffy blankets. She hoped whatever Clancy had up his sleeve actually helped rather than made things worse. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Leo walked through the front door, his hands jammed in his jacket pockets and his face tense. “I need more cream puffs.” 
 
    She punched the dough one last time then wiped the flour off her hands. “I hope those are for Lucy’s kids again. I think you’ve had quite enough. I may have to give you a number for one of those self-help groups.” 
 
    “No.” He grinned. “They’re for Hannah’s kids.” 
 
    She stared, dumbfounded. “Wow, you get around. Who’s Hannah?” 
 
    “Lady, you are so jealous.” He leaned against the table and grinned, his hands landing in a thin layer of flour. “Hannah is my friend Danny’s sister. She’s married, has two little boys, and a husband who does amazing carpentry work. She’s also invited me for dinner tonight and I promised to bring dessert. I’ll take a dozen cream puffs and a dozen sugar cookies. Please.” 
 
    “Way too much information.” She wiped her face with one hand. “And, for the record, I’m not jealous.” 
 
    “I’ll pretend to believe you for now since you look exhausted and might snap if I don’t.” Leo reached across the table and caught her chin between his index finger and thumb. “You look like hell. Don’t you ever sleep, babe?” 
 
    “Stop calling me babe.” Christina ignored the question and pushed him away. She led him to the front of the bakery and filled two small boxes. “One dozen cream puffs and a dozen sugar cookies.” When Leo handed her a bill, she waved him off. “I still owe you change from yesterday.” 
 
    “And I still owe you dinner.” He leaned his forearms on the counter. “Are you busy tomorrow night?” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. “You were serious?” 
 
    “I’m hurt you didn’t think so.” His face softened. “I know a great little place not far from here. Do you prefer pasta or pizza?” 
 
    “Salad.” 
 
    “Which explains why you look like you’ll blow away in a strong wind.” He scowled. “How about Thai? I know a great place.” 
 
    She hadn’t had Thai food since she left Newville. “Actually, that sounds good.” 
 
    “My persistence is paying off.” Leo grinned. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow night at six.” 
 
    Christina nodded. “Okay. Enjoy your dinner with Hannah.” 
 
    “How could I not? According to her brother, she’s cooking pork roast and baby potatoes. I can’t remember the last time I ate either one.” 
 
    She couldn’t either. Saliva pooled at the corner of her mouth as she realized she hadn’t eaten at all today. 
 
    He hesitated as though reading her mind. “I could ask if I can bring a date. You’d have fun. Maybe you’d even loosen up a little.” 
 
    “I have plans.” Christina turned away. “Trust me, you wouldn’t like me if I loosened up.” 
 
    Leo left his boxes on the counter and followed her toward the back. He met her at the end of the counter and took her hand, weaving his fingers between hers. “That sounds like a challenge.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way.” Her heart beat so fast she was breathless. “I need to take the buns out of the oven.” 
 
    “I make you nervous, don’t I?” Leo pulled her closer and slid his hand across her back. He kissed her knuckles. “Enjoy your plans.” 
 
    Christina’s knees wobbled. “My what?” 
 
    “Your other plans that are keeping you away from me tonight.” He winked, releasing her hand to pick up his boxes before he walked away. 
 
    Christina closed the shop a few minutes early, still rattled by all the thoughts of Leo, Gage, and Brady. She spent an extra hour cleaning rather than going alone up to her apartment where her thoughts would find her. Eventually, her growling stomach got the best of her. She rummaged through the fridge and realized she’d have to make a trip to the grocery store sooner than she expected. 
 
    She could call Clancy for a ride, but she’d have to answer far too many questions. Instead, she wandered up the street to the deli to order a chicken salad and diet cola. All that was on television were Christmas cartoons and murder mysteries. The cartoons hit less close to home. 
 
    Still awake after midnight with thoughts of Gage and Brady rattling around her head, she stared at the fireplace flickering on the television screen. She decided to do something positive and tried to count her blessings. After ten minutes, she leaned over to turn the television off. 
 
    What was the point of celebrating a holiday aimed at love, family and friends when she had none of the above to share it with? “Bah, humbug.” 
 
    Her thoughts strayed to Leo and his infectious grin. His firm body and the musky cologne that rose from his skin. His knack for making her knees weak. She couldn’t help but smile then she thought about the red note card she’d brought up from the store. She lay on the table beside the hide-a-bed and studied the handwriting again. If the writer planned to follow the classic song, she’d have eleven more days of surprises in store. At least that was something to look forward to and better than worrying about Brady getting out of jail or thinking about Gage. At this point, she had nothing better except a date with Leo. 
 
    A date with Leo. What on earth was she thinking? 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Leo sat in Java Jo’s preoccupied with thoughts of Brady, Christina, and the first Christmas he’d ever wanted to actually celebrate. What was it about Christina Davidson that he couldn’t shake? 
 
    He and Katie had become semi-friends after her fiasco with her ex-boyfriend and his goons. He’d even grown to adore Lucy and her chatty kids after she’d confronted her ex-husband. There was no way he could ever be friends with Christina. He wanted more. A lot more. He scribbled notes for his meeting with Brady on a white napkin. 
 
    Jolene slid into the seat across from him and handed him a cup of tea. “You okay, hon? You look like someone ate all your favorite cookies.” 
 
    Leo flinched and scrunched the note into his pocket. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She met his gaze. “I mean you don’t seem very happy about something, even for you.” 
 
    “I’m not grouchy.” 
 
    “Not grouchy. It’s something else. Sad, maybe.” She rested her chin on her hand. “Is it the new case you’re working on? Well, I’m assuming you’re on a new case since you’re still kicking around town. It’s either that or...” Her eyes widened. “A woman?” 
 
    Leo averted his gaze. “Just taking some time off to enjoy the holidays.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She winked. “I know you a little better than that. I hear you’ve been spending a fair bit of time at the bakery with Daisy’s daughter. What’s her name again? Krista? Hilda?” 
 
    “Christina.” His face burned. “She’s a friend.” 
 
    “For now.” Jolene stood up as another customer entered the shop. “Oh, Katie was looking for you earlier. She thought you might want a ride to Hannah and Nate’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess I’d better go see if she’s around before she sends Danny to find me.” 
 
    Jolene laughed. “Now, now. You know they’re both just looking out for you. Enjoy your evening with the extended Walker family.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Leo waved and tightened his scarf, bracing for the cold, then slipped outside while she was distracted. He wanted to return to the bakery to check on Christina’s burn, but headed toward the bookstore instead. 
 
    Katie took one look and rushed to his side. “Leo? What’s wrong? You look like someone stole all your favorite toys.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Do I really look that bad?” He brushed off her concerns. 
 
    She turned toward the back of the bookstore and called over her shoulder, “Laura, I’m heading out. Danny will be here soon and I have to run a quick errand before he shows up.” 
 
    “Okay. No problem.” Laura Davidson, Katie’s third in command  appeared in the doorway. “Oh, right. You guys are going to Hannah’s for dinner. Hi, Leo. You still training people now that the gym’s closed? You know, I’d really like to—” 
 
    “Good night, Laura.” Tension filled Katie’s voice. 
 
    Leo grinned and winked at Laura who shrugged and grabbed a stack of books off the counter. “See you later.” 
 
    Katie hooked her hands around Leo’s arm once they were outside. “I hear you’ve been spending a lot of time in the bakery lately.” 
 
    “Don’t you have your own business to mind?” he asked. 
 
    “Give me a break. The whole town’s talking about you and Christina. I met her at Daisy’s funeral. She’s cute and she seems really nice. Her family has that gorgeous house on Bishop Street near Lucy’s place, right?” 
 
    Leo snorted, watching for Danny’s car. “For someone who doesn’t know anything, you sure seem to know a lot.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sorry, that’s where my burst of brilliance ends. Oh, shoot, Danny’s here. I wanted to run to the bakery and pick up something for dessert.” 
 
    He handed her the white box in his hands. “I picked something up earlier.” 
 
    “Wow.” Katie gawked. “I don’t know who you are or what you’ve done to Leo Blue, but I kind of like you. Are you driving out with us or taking your own car?” 
 
    “I’ll meet you out there.” He blew out a stream of mist. “I’ve got one more thing to do before I head out.” 
 
    Katie flashed a coy smile. “Check on Christina?” 
 
    Leo winked and waved her away and headed to his Jeep. The drive out to the Diggly farm seemed twice as long as normal. Leo parked in the front yard next to Danny’s Honda and closed his eyes. He needed to become centered before he dragged his miserable self into the house. 
 
    Dinner with Danny’s family was normally enough to overwhelm Leo at the best of times. Family, goodwill, and a hearty dose of indigestion after inhaling Uncle Ray’s homemade salsa made it the most memorable meal ever. At least the food was well worth the drive through the falling snow. Hannah Diggly was a great cook and the whole family always made him feel right at home the second he walked through the door. Things went well until dessert. 
 
    The cream puffs made him think of Christina and darkened his mood. Not only did he dwell on the Gage case, he also recalled touching her, kissing her knuckles and wanting more than was possible under the circumstances. 
 
    “Thanks for humoring them.” Danny walked Leo to his jeep after dinner while Katie tagged along behind. “I know they can be a little intense.” 
 
    “No, they’re great. At least they don’t get drunk and throw things.” He kicked at a lump of snow in front of the Jeep. “Are you staying here for a while?” 
 
    “Yeah, Katie and I are going up to my place later.” Danny paused. “You should come out and spend the night sometime. It’s peaceful. You could go for a walk and meditate in the woods near the river.” 
 
    “Three’s a crowd.” Leo waved a hand. “Besides I have more research to do.” 
 
    “You are on a new case.” Katie’s eyes widened. 
 
    He snorted. “Like Danny didn’t already tell you about Hannah’s artist friend.” 
 
    “You’re assuming a lot.” She smiled. When he raised his eyebrows, she blew out a puff of warm air that turned white then dissipated. “The artist guy who was murdered, right? The one Hannah wanted you guys to look into. That’s all I know, actually. Aside from that Danny went to some gallery to see his paintings.” 
 
    His jaw twitched. “The guy who killed him is a model. His wife has gone missing.” 
 
    “And you think I might know where she is because I was a fugitive once?” Katie laughed. “If she was here, don’t you think someone would know by now? It’s not easy to hide anywhere in this town.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Leo brushed a handful of snow off his Jeep. “Anyway, I told Clancy I’d meet him for a drink. He’s wound up about his sister. Your Detective Wallis called him about her and asked things that threw him for a loop.” He hesitated. “It sounds like she might be linked to the Gage case in Newville.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Danny opened his car door and grabbed a file folder. “Speaking of finding things out. Here are the photos from the Gage murder and the shooter’s wife. Rose Ryan.” 
 
    Leo opened the folder and sucked in an icy breath. The woman in the photo was blonder and slightly heavier, but left no doubt in his mind. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Danny frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Leo pounded a fist on the hood of the Jeep. “Danny, this is Christina. Clancy’s sister.” 
 
    Katie’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    Danny peered at the picture. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely positive. She’s also the model in those paintings Gage tried to pass off as his.” Leo glanced off into the field. Christina had a husband. One accused of murder. 
 
    Katie frowned. “How would someone like her get hooked up with a killer?” 
 
    Leo leveled his gaze at her. “How did you hook up with one?” 
 
    “Whoa, we’re not talking about me, buddy.” She pushed a finger into his chest. “We’re talking about Christina. Do you think she even knows her husband killed some unknown artist? It's not like she ran off to be with him or anything.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” His nostrils flared. 
 
    Katie huffed. “Maybe she came to town for her mother's funeral and stayed to create an alibi. Her husband was probably supposed to join her, but got caught at the scene.” 
 
    Danny pushed the two of them apart. “Settle down, kids.” 
 
    Leo flared his nostrils and backed away from them both. “I’d better go. I suddenly have a lot more questions to ask Clancy than I thought.” 
 
    The drive back to Packham seemed to take seconds. He cast several worried glances at the file folder on the seat next to him, the envelope in the glove box the least of his concerns. His mind whirled with questions, scenarios and all the things he wanted to say to Christina the next time he saw her. 
 
    While Leo wasn’t a barfly, or even an occasional patron of pubs, he liked The Tipsy Duck. Actually, aside from the drunks, the atmosphere was cozy and comfortable and he usually enjoyed meeting clients there. What he didn’t like was hanging out with Clancy who sobbed into a pint of beer. 
 
    Apparently, Clancy already knew more than Leo did. The gist of the story he got so far was that Christina was a stupid little twit who married a gay man who killed their lover. Not his. Not hers. Theirs. Leo’s stomach clenched. 
 
    “Why don’t we go see Christina right now and straighten this out?” Leo wished he’d taken more time to read through the folder Danny gave him. 
 
    Clancy ordered another pint. “There’s nothing to straighten out. My sister’s a lying slut. I don’t know why I ever thought I wanted to get to know her better. She’s crazy.” 
 
    Leo didn’t have enough ammunition to argue. “Look, I did some digging like I said I would. I also got in touch with the police after you called earlier. I don’t think Christina’s a bad person, Clancy, I think she—” 
 
    “I do.” Clancy slammed his hand on the table. “She hasn’t told me the truth in years. She’s a liar. All I wanted to do was get to know her again and be friends. What I got was a magpie nest tossed at me. Well, I’m not sorting that out. She has to.” 
 
    “Of course she has to.” Leo toyed with his empty glass. He’d downed an entire beer in order to swallow the story Clancy had spun. “She probably didn’t tell you because she knew you’d want to rush in and fix everything. I’ll bet you’ve always stood over her and made sure everything is just right.” 
 
    “She’s my baby sister, how couldn’t I?” 
 
    Leo frowned. “This time, you have to step back and let her deal with her own mess.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure I can do that.” Clancy frowned. “I went to talk to her, you know. She clammed up and wouldn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well she and I are planning to go out for dinner tomorrow night I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    “You’re dating my sister? Are you crazy?” Clancy bellowed, leaning toward him. “Didn’t you hear anything I’ve told you? She’s married. Not only is she married, she’s married to a frigging murderer.” He flagged down the waitress. “I’d run for the hills if I were you.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down, I heard you. Keep in mind you’re seeing a woman whose husband is a certified mental case.” Leo scowled. “And I would run for the hills except you hired me to find out more about your sister and I intend to do just that.” 
 
    Clancy closed his eyes. “I know, but what if Christina’s husband breaks out of jail and comes to find her? He’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Have you seen this guy? Brady Ryan looks like the Pillsbury Dough Boy and has the personality of a drag queen.” 
 
    “He what?” Clancy gasped. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve met him and I did some digging.” Leo recited the few things he’d gleaned from Danny’s folder. “Your brother-in-law is an out of work actor who’s had a few bit-parts in movies and poses for artists when he’s not acting. He also does a nightclub act where he dresses in drag and sings like Marilyn Monroe and Elton John at the same time.” 
 
    A laugh spurted out of Clancy along with half a mouthful of beer. “Are you freaking kidding me?” 
 
    “Nope.” Leo ordered them each another pint. “Your sister’s held down a dozen different jobs over the last few years. She’s been a cocktail waitress, a model, and now a baker.” 
 
    He dropped his chin to his chest and sighed. “And here I thought she was lazy. It sounds like she’d need a week just to type up her resume.” 
 
    Leo chuckled. “True enough. She actually does have a BFA and is a few credits short of her MFA.” 
 
    “Master of Fine Arts?” Clancy ran a hand through his hair. “What the hell does she plan to do with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. What did you do with your Bachelor’s degree?” 
 
    His face darkened. “Low blow, dude. What did you study in college?” 
 
    Leo tore his paper coaster into several tiny pieces. “I never went to college. I joined the army and got blown up in Afghanistan.” 
 
    “That kind of sucks.” Clancy studied him. 
 
    “What sucks is that I pulled through.” He pretended not to see the curious look Clancy gave him and took out his phone. “You want to go crash Chrissie’s place and straighten her out now or should we wait for morning?” 
 
    “No, let’s wait.” He gazed at the pint of beer that stood between them. “I’ve had too much to drink. I’ll just be a jerk.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue that. Why don’t you finish that and I’ll make sure you get home safe?” Leo chuckled. 
 
    “Gee, you’re such a thoughtful date.” Clancy sighed. “I hope you’re this good to Chrissie tomorrow night or I promise any future tattoos will cause you extreme pain.” 
 
    The two men walked to Bishop Street where Clancy unlocked front the door and waved Leo inside. “It still seems weird staying at my Mom and Dad’s house. Chrissie should be staying here, but the only way we could get her to stay in Packham was to find an apartment where she could be alone. My place.” 
 
    Leo knew the feeling. He hadn’t lived with anyone else since he was seventeen and left home the day before graduation. His father had been drunk and his mother screaming. Not a happy send-off. “I’d better go. Danny agreed to make a few phone calls since he knew all the right people to talk to about Christina.” 
 
    Clancy groaned. “I hope he’s discreet. If she finds out I put you on her trail, she’ll stick both of us in her oven like a frigging witch.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, she did say people around here like a good gingerbread man.” 
 
    He leaned in the doorway and chuckled. “My sister might be married to a fruitcake, but at least she doesn’t make any, just cherry cake. You should try it sometime. If you think her cookies are good, you’ll love her cherry cake.” 
 
    Leo walked back through the snow down Main Street toward the bakery. The lights in Christina’s apartment were out except for the flickering of a television set. He wondered if she was watching Christmas shows while lying in bed trying to sort out her life. Since she wasn’t keen on Christmas, a good mystery seemed more likely. 
 
    Either way, Christina was smack in the middle of his entire case and Leo had a job to do. As he returned to his apartment to turn on his laptop, both thoughts troubled him. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Two stuffed gingerbread men and a gleaming spoon held a note propped on the counter in the backroom the next morning. Christina didn’t know what she was afraid of, but her heart pounded and her hands were clammy as she read aloud. “On the second day of Christmas, someone gave to me, two Christmas wreaths and a partridge on a lit-up fir tree.” 
 
    She turned on the lights in the store and sighed. One wreath hung on the front door and the other behind the counter. A second feathered ornament hung on the tree, this one a peacock with iridescent blue feathers. 
 
    Christina checked the lock on the front door. Whoever decorated must have slipped through the mail slot. There was no damage to the lock or glass and no wet shoe prints. She checked the back door and was baffled. The only way anyone could get inside was through the door with a key. That assumption led her right back to Clancy, who was due for a black eye if he didn’t confess when she confronted him later. 
 
    She struggled to dump the necessary bags of flour onto the mixer. Where was her brother when she actually needed his help? When the cell phone rang, she barely heard The Love Boat theme over the hum of the motor. Who would call her at five in the morning? 
 
    “Rose?” Her husband sounded like a frightened child. 
 
    “Brady.” A cold sweat broke out down her spine. She turned off the mixer and tried not to yell. “What have you done? The police said you killed Gage. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Oh, baby, I promise it wasn’t premeditated.” Brady sobbed. “Gage found out you and I were married and refused to let either of us model for him anymore. He bragged how he’d met someone new and didn’t need you or me anymore. He was going to blacklist both of us. You would’ve lost your job, I would’ve lost my career and our whole lives would’ve become a total disaster.” 
 
    She blinked furiously before tears could settle in, then bent over to combat the nausea that hit as though he’d punched her in the stomach. “I wouldn’t have cared about that. I was tired of posing and freezing my butt off anyway.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just the modeling, Rosie.” Brady paused. “He got me hooked again.” 
 
    Christina sat on the floor to catch her breath. “Hooked on what? Cocaine? Brady, you promised me no more drugs.” 
 
    Harsh laughter filled her ear. “I don’t know what to tell you. You left to help your mom and left me alone. Gage took me to all the parties with his friends. I modeled for him and became part of the in crowd. The drugs flowed like water. Hey, babe, if it wasn’t me, it would’ve been you.” 
 
    Getting in to parties or killing Gage? Christina didn’t ask. Gage had offered her pills, marijuana, cocaine, whatever she’d wanted, but she’d never taken drugs, nor did she have a need for them. She tilted her head toward the ceiling and fought off the tears. “How are you doing? Do you have a lawyer?” 
 
    “Yeah, some chick who looks like a dude and talks like an encyclopedia.” Brady gave a dramatic groan. “You know, there aren’t as many cute guys here as I’d hoped. Most of them are overweight and have major chips on their shoulders. Some of them have actually killed people.” 
 
    Christina rolled her eyes. “Did you have a bail hearing yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, but unless you win the lottery, you can’t do anything to get me out, sweetie. Not unless you’re in Newville, have a really good lawyer, and come in to confess.” Brady chuckled. “Don’t worry about me, baby girl. I’m a murderer. I was caught red-handed by another one of Gage’s jealous models. The smoking gun doesn’t lie. Besides, I have friends in high places, they’ll get me out of here in no time. Gotta go.” 
 
    She leaned her back against the counter. “You do know they record phone conversations, don’t you? You know you could get life for what you just said.” 
 
    “Yes, darling, I do. Have a good life.” 
 
    Christina’s entire body shuddered. She dropped the phone onto the floor and let the tears fall where they may. She’d never realized how much she missed the Brady Ryan she used to know until then. Drugs and alcohol had robbed her of the best friend she’d ever had. Had she caused his fall from grace or was she actually been a mere pawn on his warped climb up the ladder to success for their entire relationship? Shortly after ten, Clancy threw open the front door. The long narrow box he carried got stuck in the doorway. “Hey, Sis. How’s life treating you today?” 
 
    She glowered. He was the last person she wanted to see. “It’s absolutely wonderful, as Dad would say.” 
 
    Leo burst into the bakery behind Clancy with a second box roughly the same size and shape. “Loosely translated:  It sucks. Leave me alone.” 
 
    Clancy set his box on the counter. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “She looks sick.” Leo set his boxes on the floor and placed a hand on her forehead. “Hey, you okay, babe?” 
 
    “Go away. I’m not in the mood to put up with either of you right now.” Christina wiped her sweaty face with the bottom edge of her t-shirt. “What’s in the boxes?” 
 
    “Some greenery Mom had ordered for the front of the store.” Her brother grabbed her in a bear hug, pressing her against his cold parka. “Whoa. You’re crying. What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She pushed him away, then slumped onto a stool and rubbed her eyes. “I talked to Brady.” 
 
    Neither man said anything, but glanced at each other with raised eyebrows. 
 
    Christina looked from one to the other with the feeling they were hiding something. “Leo’s a detective. You guys already know everything, don’t you? Keep out of this. I’ll fix things, not you.” 
 
    Leo grinned. “This from the lady who can’t make a gingerbread house to save her life. You stick with what you do best and I’ll do what I do best. You just have to trust me.” 
 
    Damn. She’d forgotten about the gingerbread house. She reached into the fridge for molasses. “This is my life we’re talking about. It might not be as fabulous as my brother thinks it should be, but it’s mine. Brady, for better or worse, is part of it.” 
 
    “That’s a low blow, Sis. You have no idea what I think.” Clancy flared his nostrils then tore open the box on the counter and lifted out a string of cedar boughs. He left the store, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    “He’ll probably need your help.” She rolled her eyes and gathered the ingredients for the gingerbread dough without bothering to be subtle. Lucy Stephens expected a well-built house by tomorrow and all Christina had to show for her efforts were ruins and crumbles. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. There are hooks in the wall already to string them onto. All I have to do is put up the green stuff on the display case.” Leo sat on the stool and watched her measure ingredients. 
 
    Christina’s shoulders sagged. He and Clancy must have made a deal, which meant Leo wasn’t going to let her out of his sight. “If you don’t mind, I have a lot of work to do. I promise I won’t leave the bakery. I have a stupid gingerbread house to build.” 
 
    Leo jerked his head up. “What? Do you think I’m babysitting you or something? I just wanted to see what you do all day.” 
 
    “You’re a lousy liar. Clancy wants you to keep an eye on me, doesn’t he?” She mixed the spices into the flour. “Why don’t you go Christmas shopping or something? I won’t tell.” 
 
    “No. Well, yeah, he does, but I told him he didn’t have to worry about you.” Leo picked up a large spoon and handed it to her. “You have customers to tend to and a gingerbread house to make. That’s enough to keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    Christina scowled. “Do you think that’ll keep me here? You don’t think I love Brady enough to go running to help him.” 
 
    “Meh.” He shrugged. 
 
    She pounded a fist into the bread dough she needed to finish with before she could start on the gingerbread house. “I knew there was a reason I didn’t like you.” 
 
    “You like me. You like me a lot.” He winked. “In fact, you think I’m the hottest thing that ever walked through the door and you’re having a hard time keeping your hands off me every time we’re alone. Even as we speak.” 
 
    “You’re funny.” And so right. Her knees weakened. 
 
    Leo got off the stool and kissed the top of her head. “At least I can make you laugh. Let me know if you need any help, babe. I’m going to put up your decorations.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Do you want a job? I need someone to wait on customers so I can build a gingerbread house undisturbed.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Lucy’s gingerbread house? Good luck with that.” 
 
    She watched him walk out the door, flour on the seat of his pants. The stool was the last place she’d rested the flour bags that morning. Leo wouldn’t know he was marked, but everyone else in Packham would. 
 
    Christina laughed. By the time Clancy dragged Leo back into the kitchen with him, her mood had lightened enough she handed them each a frosted gingerbread man. “Thanks. The bakery looks ready for Christmas.” 
 
    Clancy’s eyebrows rose. “Did she just thank us?” 
 
    “And fed us.” Leo raised his cookie. “She must be sick.” 
 
    “Hm.” Clancy tapped his chin with a finger in thought. “What an interesting turn of events. Could it be the Grinch’s heart has grown a whole size today? Wow, it’s a frigging Christmas miracle.” 
 
    Christina scowled. “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    A half hour after the two men left, Lucy ran into the shop, hair disheveled and eyes wild. “Please tell me I remembered to order the gingerbread house.” 
 
    “Yes, you—” 
 
    She let out an exaggerated breath. “Thank goodness.” 
 
    Christina had cookies to bake, several cakes to frost, and a gingerbread house to build. Still, she was distracted by Lucy’s frazzled appearance. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lucy struggled to smile then shook her head and reached for a tissue in the box on the counter. She dabbed her eyes. “No.” 
 
    When the oven timer went off, Christina waved her into the kitchen. “I have to take the gingerbread out of the oven. Come on back, you can sit and talk.” 
 
    “Really?” She tilted her head. “You don’t even know me.” 
 
    “You’re friends with Clancy and Leo, aren’t you?” Christina swallowed her discomfort. “How much worse could you be?” 
 
    Lucy laughed and followed her into the kitchen. “Holy cow. Big oven. No wonder it’s always so warm in here.” 
 
    She pulled the racks full of gingerbread out of the oven and pushed a full rack of buns inside. The first few times she’d seen Lucy, she’d seemed full of life and energetic, never so worn down as she appeared now. When Christina turned back toward the cakes on the counter, she paused. 
 
    “It smells like my grandma’s house in here.” Lucy sat on a stool, eyes closed and a blissful smile on her face. 
 
    “Mine too.” She reached for the carrot cake and slathered cream cheese icing over the sides. “I learned to bake with both my mom and her mom. Grandma taught me to make her sugar cookies.” 
 
    “I’ve heard they’re the best in town. She must be proud.” 
 
    “I’m sure she would be, but she died when I was eighteen.” Christina flashed a smile. Her grandma had fought cancer as valiantly as her mother had. “So, what’s going on? You don’t usually seem so flustered.” 
 
    Lucy vented a long sigh. “This is my first Christmas alone with my kids and I want it to be perfect. They’ve been through so much lately. We all have.” 
 
    “Like what?” No one’s life could be as bad as hers right now. Could it? 
 
    “A nasty divorce. We moved across the country away from all my friends and family and now my husband’s going to jail.” 
 
    Christina stared. “Seriously? Wow. Your life sounds as messed up as mine.” 
 
    Lucy laughed through her tears. “Gee, thanks. I guess we have more in common than just Leo and Clancy. How bad is your mess?” She paused and held up a hand. “Sorry. You don’t have to tell me. I’m a writer, I get nosy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What do you write?” Christina topped the carrot cake with a large orange icing carrot and attached some feathered green leaves. 
 
    Her shoulders sagged. “I started out writing murder mysteries. After all that’s happened though, I’m switching genres. Romance novels and kids’ books seem nice and safe.” 
 
    “I guess they would.” Christina didn’t want to pry since Lucy seemed upset enough for both of them. She’d have to ask Clancy about her later. “How did you and Clancy meet anyway?” 
 
    “He, Leo, and Danny were investigating my husband. Well, technically they were investigating me, but things got a little messy.” 
 
    Christina raised her eyebrows, her breath stuck in her throat. She set aside the first carrot cake and reached for the second one. “Clancy was investigating someone? Since when?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I guess he works for Danny and Leo at the Wild Blue Detective Agency when the guys need extra help.” 
 
    “I see.” No surprise Clancy hadn’t even mentioned his second job to Christina. She guessed he was as good at keeping secrets as she was. “So are you and Clancy dating or something?” 
 
    Lucy’s cheeks darkened and she bowed her head. “No.” 
 
    Dumb question. Lucy had just lost her husband, even if it was to a prison sentence. She and her kids probably weren’t ready for any man in their lives no matter how good a guy he was. “Sorry, I guess I get a little nosy too.” 
 
    “He’s very sweet and he’s been great to the kids and I, but...” 
 
    “He’s also funny, brilliant, and a royal pain in my backside,” Christina said. 
 
    Lucy winced. “Are you trying to encourage me or warn me?” 
 
    She really wasn’t sure. Clancy had a lot going for him and he was definitely attracted to Lucy. “What you two do is none of my business. Just don’t rush into anything you might regret later. And for crying out loud, quit staring at the gingerbread cookies and just eat one already.” 
 
    “I owe you.” Lucy took an undecorated gingerbread cookie off the cooling rack and bit into it. “Wow. These are great. I hope you use the same recipe for the gingerbread houses.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad you stayed to chat.” Christina’s eyes welled up. She was unable to recall the last time she’d talked to anyone except Clancy or Leo. Or her father. 
 
    Lucy touched her arm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sniffed. “I always thought my mom was crazy. She’d invite people into the kitchen and they’d drink coffee and chat like it was her kitchen at home even though it’s totally unsanitary. Here I am doing the same thing.” 
 
    “Maybe the heat’s making you crazy.” Lucy teased. 
 
    Christina added an icing carrot to the top of the second cake. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I never really knew your mom. She seemed like a nice lady. Once in a while, she’d bring my kids leftover cookies until she got sick.” 
 
    “Cancer. By the time my dad told me, it was too late.” Christina sighed. “I got here a couple days before she died.” 
 
    Lucy took a second cookie. “I’m so sorry. We’re you far away?” 
 
    “Newville. Dad knew where I was, he just never told me until Clancy convinced him they had to.” In some ways, she’d been an entire planet away. 
 
    The backdoor flew open. Clancy stomped the snow off his shoes then looked up. “Oh, you have a visitor, I see.” 
 
    Christina rolled her eyes. “Actually, I kidnapped her so I wouldn’t be lonely until you showed up.” 
 
    Lucy’s face reddened. “It’s okay, I was just leaving.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. I haven’t finished icing your cake yet.” She set aside the carrot cake and grabbed two of the chocolate layers. “The kids like chocolate with caramel and custard, right?” 
 
    “You’re getting a cake? What’s the occasion?” Clancy peered over Christina’s shoulder. 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened. “Um, I...” 
 
    “It’ll be about ten minutes. Clancy, why don’t you take Lucy up to Java Jo’s and grab me a cup of tea.” She all but pushed them out the front door. 
 
    “Um, okay.” Clancy glanced from Christina to Lucy. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yup.” Christina nudged him with her elbow since her hands were full of buttercream. “Take Lucy with you. She wanted to grab a cup of coffee while she waited anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Lucy narrowed her eyes, then whispered, “You’re sneaky.” 
 
    “Getting rid of both of us? How convenient.” Clancy scowled. “Where are my calzones?” 
 
    Christina smiled. “You bring me tea, then I’ll feed you.” 
 
    “Shall we?” Her brother stood in front of Lucy and held out his arm. “You didn’t really order a cake, did you? My sister’s up to something, isn’t she? Is Leo hiding back here somewhere?” 
 
    “You are so dense some days.” Lucy shook her head. When he opened the front door, she left the bakery ahead of him. 
 
    Warmth spread through Christina’s stomach. She liked Lucy Stephen already. 
 
    By the time Leo returned in the early afternoon, she had three walls of the gingerbread house erected with a bowl in the center to hold them up. He smiled his approval then sat on the stool to watch. She ignored him and attached the fourth wall. After she put on the roof pieces, she stepped back to admire her handiwork. 
 
    “Bravo.” He applauded. “You’ve successfully incarcerated a defenseless bowl.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    He grinned. “You left your bowl inside.” 
 
    “I did?” Christina’s shoulders sagged as one side of the roof slid off and revealed the yellow bowl inside. The other side of the roof slid and dragged off a wall. Her eyes widened as the remaining three walls toppled. When she swore, Leo covered his mouth and convulsed with laughter. 
 
    Christina couldn’t stop the tears, nor did she bother, she was too frustrated. “I can’t do this. I’ll just go buy a stupid gingerbread house. There’s no way I can make one by tomorrow.” 
 
    Leo grasped her arms and pulled her close, pressing her against his chest. 
 
    She poured out every ounce of frustration in her tears then looked at the ruins. “Why can’t I do this? It’s not that difficult, is it?” 
 
    His arms remained firm around her. “What would your mom tell you?” 
 
    She laid her head on his chest, the thumps of his heart calming her as she gazed as the mess of icing and cookie. “She’d say I was too impatient and need to let the walls set before I put on the roof. That and the icing’s too thin.” 
 
    “Problem solved.” Leo nodded. “Oh, and you should stop giving away your bowls.” 
 
    “How else am I supposed to get three walls to stay up while I put on the fourth?” 
 
    He gazed into her eyes. “Ask a friend for help.” 
 
    Christina looked up. She’d never thought of that. “I don’t have any friends. Well, except Clancy, but he doesn’t count.” 
 
    “I could be your friend.” Leo touched her chin. 
 
    She hesitated and licked her lips. “Can you hold up the walls of a gingerbread house?” 
 
    “I can manage that.” He leaned down toward her, closing the gap between them. “Can we call a truce?” 
 
    “For now.” Her heart hammered against his leather jacket. The heat that emanated off his body made her want to kiss him. To rip his coat off and... 
 
    Not one of her better ideas. Instead, she pulled away from him and scrubbed her hands at the sink. She thickened the icing while Leo scraped icing off the pieces of the house. Together, they stood the walls to make a solid base for the roof. 
 
    When his hands brushed hers, her knees nearly buckled. “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    “Because you asked.” Leo shrugged. “Clancy’s worried about you and, between you and me, I think you’re kind of interesting.” 
 
    Her face warmed. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    With help, the gingerbread house took no time at all to finish. This time when Christina stood back to admire her work, the roof and walls stayed in place. 
 
    Leo draped an arm across her shoulders. “Nice job. Lucy and the kids will love it.” 
 
    “I’ll put the rest of the icing in a tub and the candies in a bag.” She grabbed and empty plastic container and a lid. “Since we’re actually are friends now, I have a question. How do you know Lucy?” 
 
    His gaze remained on the gingerbread house. “Her husband tried to kill her. After the dust settled, we all became good friends.” 
 
    “How good?” The question slipped out before Christina could stop it. 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows. “You are jealous.” 
 
    She kept her eyes averted. “Nope, just curious. We are friends now, after all.” 
 
    He handed her the bag of candy. “Yes, we are. And, to satisfy your morbid curiosity, I have a lot of respect for Lucy. She’s an amazing lady, but we don’t see the world the same way. She needs stability and I’m not ready to settle down with anyone.” 
 
    “Anyone?” Her word hung in the air more like a dare than a question. 
 
    Leo cleared his throat and shrugged. “It would take a special kind of lady to keep up with me. Someone fearless and crazy enough to drop everything and go anywhere.” 
 
    Christina used to be that kind of lady. If only she’d met Leo before she’d married Brady and met Gage. 
 
    “Speaking of which.” He placed his hands on her waist and pulled her close. “I have to cancel our date for tonight.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I have things to do anyway.” She tried to squirm out of his grasp. “I don’t need a babysitter, Leo. You can leave.” 
 
    “I’m hurt.” He murmured near her ear. “Here I thought you’d beg me to stay.” 
 
    The warmth of his breath sent shivers down her bare arms. “Nope. I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay.” He released her and tucked a business card into the front of her tank top. “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    Once he left, she cleaned up the bakery, then locked the door and walked toward Bishop Street. Her parents’ house hadn’t changed. Same faded siding, same peeling paint on the railings. She sighed and let herself inside only to be greeted by a breath of air only slightly warmer than the snow. Clancy hadn’t bothered to turn the heat up when he’d left for work. She shivered and nudged the thermostat up several degrees. She wandered through the house like a ghost of Christmases past. 
 
    Nothing had changed since her mom’s funeral. Since the fight with her father. A thin layer of dust blanketed every trinket and bowl, still in their original places since the day she’d left. Not even Clancy, ever a diehard optimist, had bothered to put up Christmas decorations. If he hadn’t bothered to be festive here, there was no way he’d be the one to decorate the bakery. 
 
    Shivering, she trudged up the stairs and into her former bedroom. Nothing had changed there either. For years, her mom had threatened to turn her bedroom into an office. Between the bakery and her illness, she hadn’t had the time or energy, nor had Mel bothered to do the renovations for her. 
 
    The thoughts stirred up a sense of nostalgia. Brady had been her best friend for so long she’d forgotten what it was like to talk to Clancy. Serious heart to heart stuff, not the shallow conversations she had with her father. 
 
    Christina sat on the bed that belonged to her since she was four. Since she was young enough to have dreams of being an artist and think that one day they’d come true. Now she was older and knew better. Dreams didn’t come true, it was all a myth. They were crushed by people like Brady and her father. Brutes who’d had their own wide-eyed yearnings squashed by someone in their pasts. 
 
    Her mother hadn’t given up. She always knew she’d run a bakery and make people happy. What had kept Mel from crushing Daisy’s dreams? Or Clancy’s? Her brother had walked away from Mel’s wishes for him to become a lawyer and now ran a tattoo parlor. What made him so much stronger than Christina? 
 
    There had been love and laughter in this house once, she was sure of it. She couldn't, however, conjure up any of the memories or the emotions. The house remained as gray and tattered as her spirit. 
 
    Christina took a deep breath and envisioned built in bookshelves where her posters hung. A wide desk where her dresser sat and a comfy reading chair to curl up in where her old bed currently sat. She opened the dresser drawers and remembered why she’d left it all the old t-shirts and ratty jeans behind. At least they still fit her and were good enough to wear in the bakery. The pastries didn’t judge her the way her father or Brady did. 
 
    Inside the closet hung a couple dresses she hadn’t wore since she was sixteen. Her mom had taken her out for dinner that night, just the two of them, and gave her a set of earrings that belonged to her great-grandmother. She hadn’t worn them in years. 
 
    Christina opened her old jewelry box. Grandma’s earrings still lay inside next to a small, carefully wrapped box with her name written in delicate letters on a gold tag. Vision blurred by tears, she slammed the jewelry box closed unable to even look at the gift from her mother. She’d only come home for warm pajamas and sweaters, not memories. 
 
    Steeling herself, she walked into her parents’ bedroom, ignoring the photographs and objects her mom had left behind. The pajamas were in the bottom drawer of the antique dresser. She shoved aside faded lingerie and found a pair of fluffy pink pants with matching top. Her mom had “borrowed” the pink pajamas when Christina first moved to Newville. Had wearing the pajamas made her feel closer to Christina? 
 
    Beneath the pajamas lay another package. Like the smaller package in her jewelry box, this one had her name in careful writing on a gold tag. Her shoulders sagged. First the greenery, now the gifts. Her mother seemed determined she celebrate Christmas this year. 
 
    She put both presents in a bag to take back to the apartment later, then set the pink pajamas on the floor. Blinking back fresh tears, she opened her mom’s closet. Sweaters would be helpful, especially for the walk between the apartment and the bakery. Four carefully folded sweaters sat on the narrow shelves down the middle of the closet. 
 
    The red sweater covered with dancing gingerbread men Christina gave her mom for Christmas only two years earlier. What had she been thinking? The sweater was horrible and tacky yet, ironically enough, just the thing to rocket her into a mild form of Christmas spirit. 
 
    She tossed it onto the pink pajamas in the middle of the room. The green sweater was even more hideous so she bypassed it in favor of the heavy cream cable knit Grandma Teeny made for her father years ago. The one Daisy rescued from the annual charity heap and wore it to the bakery as soon as the first snowflakes fell each winter. The cable knit sweater joined the red one on the pile with the pajamas. 
 
    Daisy and Christina had shared clothes for years. This year would be no different. All that changed this year was Christina didn’t have to give them back. She shut her eyes as tears threatened to fall and took a deep breath, glad it wasn’t up to her to clear out her mom’s closet completely. 
 
    As she took out the purple sweater, she discovered one more gift on the shelf, a long, rectangular box with a shiny purple bow. She looked toward the ceiling. “Why did you do this? You had enough to worry about. You were sick, you had the bakery, you had Dad and Clancy... Why bother with me?” 
 
    “Because she loved you, you dope.” Clancy leaned in the doorway. “I take it you found her Christmas gifts.” 
 
    She stared at the package in the closet, hugging the purple sweater to her chest. “A few. How many did you find?” 
 
    “Six. I didn’t open them yet.” He knelt down and grabbed the red sweater. “Are you actually going to wear this awful thing?” 
 
    “For now.” Christina sniffed. 
 
    “Good. It was her favorite one.” He smiled. “So how many gifts did you find so far?” 
 
    She tossed the purple sweater on the pile. “Three.” 
 
    Clancy’s eyes shone. “Three more to find. Where’d you already look?” 
 
    Christina pulled the package from the closet then retrieved the one from her jewelry box. “Just like when we were kids, only we weren’t supposed to find them back then.” 
 
    “Did you search all your drawers and the closet?” He fell to his knees on the thin carpet and peered beneath her bed. 
 
    She searched the dresser and found one more gift then moved to the closet. “Do you think she planned this? For us to find them now?” 
 
    “Of course, she did.” Her brother laughed. “I’ll bet she figured we’d find them months ago. I guess we would have if it wasn’t for...” 
 
    Christina waited for him to finish. When he didn’t, she sighed. “For Dad and I getting into a fight and him going to Florida. You can talk about that, I don’t have a problem with it anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He sat on the floor. “What’s so important about going to Florida he left right after the funeral and stayed for three months? He could’ve stayed to help us clean all of Mom’s stuff out then gone in January. The weather is always worse here by then anyway.” 
 
    Christina dug gift number five out from beneath the dresser. She sat back on her heels and frowned. “There are a lot of things he could’ve done.” 
 
    Clancy sat with his back to the wall. “He’s not very good at talking about things. Even when Mom was sick, he kept it all bottled up and wouldn’t let me help. She’d want to sit down to make plans for the bakery, but he’d take off or tune her out.” 
 
    “Do you think he didn’t want to face reality?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Clancy nodded. “You know if it wasn’t for his name being on the legal papers, she would’ve willed the bakery to you.” 
 
    She frowned. “Oh, God, I hope that wasn’t supposed to be gift number six.” 
 
    “One left?” Clancy got to his feet. “Let’s keep looking. After that, you can buy me dinner.” 
 
    On a hunch, Christina found the last gift in her mom’s bedside table. Another small box, the size used to wrap a necklace. She threw the gifts, sweaters and pajamas into a bag then headed for the stairs. “Sorry. I should’ve called before I came over.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s still your house too. You sure you don’t want to stay for a while?” Her brother followed her down the stairs. “Dad won’t be home for Christmas anyway and the place is way too big for just me. It gets really quiet unless Lucy and the kids come over.” 
 
    She paused near the sofa, glancing around. The house seemed even more neglected than ever. “Maybe that’s why Dad didn’t want to be here. Besides all the memories, I mean. It’s too big. Too empty. It needs a family.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “You mean like you and Brady?” 
 
    “No, definitely not like me and Brady. More like you and Lucy.” 
 
    “Sit.” Clancy waved her toward the couch. “What’s Brady like? What does he do?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about him.” Christina reached for the doorknob. “I want to go back to the apartment, put these things away, eat some dinner, and go to bed.” 
 
    Clancy snorted. “Sounds like a real fulfilling life. How does Brady feel about you running a bakery?” 
 
    She clenched her jaw. “I haven’t told him.” 
 
    “And the secrets march on. One day, the skeletons are all going to fall out of your closet, Chrissie. Your whole world will crumble to the ground like fruitcake.” He grabbed his coat. “Let’s go to the Tipsy Duck for dinner. I’ll buy. It’s a lot less depressing than hanging out here.” 
 
    She wanted to yell “Don’t you think I know my life sucks,” but restrained herself. With Clancy on her heels, she trudged through the snow toward the bakery. The climb up the stairs seemed longer than usual with the bag full of clothes hugged to her chest. She opened the door, slid the bag across the floor then closed the door and turned to face him. 
 
    “You won’t even let me in my own apartment.” Clancy grimaced. “Are things really that bad between us? What are you hiding?” 
 
    Christina huffed. “Nothing. I’m hungry. That’s all.” 
 
    Clancy dropped an arm around her neck and hugged her. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Sis, and that all the secrecy’s worth it in the end.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving town.” Leo threw a change of clothes, toiletries and his laptop into a duffle bag. “I need to help a friend.” 
 
    “You’d better not be leaving the country again or I’ll hunt you down and feed you to the raccoons.” Danny sat in the rocking chair. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m not. I promise.” Leo sat on the edge of the couch. “I’m just going to Newville, but I need a favor while I’m gone.” 
 
    Danny raised his eyebrows. “You need a favor? There’s a switch. What’s up?” 
 
    Leo sat on the edge of the couch. “I’m doing something to cheer up a friend—well, friend of a friend technically—and need someone to cover for me while I’m gone.” 
 
    “What do I need to do?” 
 
    “Play Santa Claus,” Leo said with a straight face. 
 
    Danny rolled his eyes. “Are you serious? This isn’t for the writing group’s Christmas party or something? I already told Katie I refused to do anything for them until they stop writing me into their novels as a bad guy.” 
 
    “Or something.” He handed Danny a list. “This will tell you what to do and where to put things. Just be careful and don’t get caught. She’s armed and can be nasty.” 
 
    “Whoa, Leo, are you actually doing something nice for someone?” Danny narrowed his eyes and held up both hands. “It wouldn’t be for Lucy or Katie, so it has to be for Christina. I thought she was part of this investigation now that we know she’s Brady’s wife. Why would you do this for her?” 
 
    “She is.” He set his duffle bag on the ground. “But she’s had so much crap thrown at her lately I figured we both need some fun.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Now I’m worried. Maybe while you’re gone, I’ll have to go have a chat with her. I’ve never seen you like this over any woman.” 
 
    Leo rubbed the back of his neck. “I really wish you wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t tell her what you’re really like. I’ll just use it as an excuse to grab some treats for everyone at the bookstore.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Great. I’ll look forward to hearing all about your visit.” 
 
    By late morning, with a dozen misgivings about leaving Danny in charge of Christina’s Christmas surprise, Leo walked into the office of Shelley K. Black. Brady’s lawyer. The office decor was tasteful, neutral beiges with black and chrome furniture. Oversized paintings of mountains hung behind the couch and the receptionist’s desk. 
 
    Shelley Black’s spiky black hair with frosted tips reminded Leo of a hedgehog. She peered at him over the mounds of papers on her desk, her personality apparently as bristly as her hair. “What do you want?” 
 
    Leo wasn’t easily intimidated by anyone, but the look the four foot nothing lawyer shot him made him cringe. “I’m a friend of Rose Ryan’s.” 
 
    “Good for you. Why should I care?” Shelley’s mouth twitched and she seemed to refocus her attention on the file folders scattered on the desk, but her shaking hands gave her away. 
 
    “Because she’s Brady Ryan’s wife.” Leo sat across from her. When she raised one over-plucked eyebrow, he added, “The guy you’re defending in a murder case.” 
 
    Her head remained bowed, but her beady-eyed gaze ventured up like a vulture spying a fresh carcass. “I know who Rose Ryan is. Who’d you say you were?” 
 
    “Leo Blue. Wild Blue Detective Agency.” He handed her a business card. 
 
    She leaned forward and touched her fingertips together, her smile fake and saccharin sweet. “Well, Leo Blue, unless you know where Rose Ryan is and how I can get her back here to testify on Brady’s behalf, get out of my office.” 
 
    Leo propped his boots on her desk and made himself comfortable. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she puckered her peach-tinted lips. “You do know where she is.” 
 
    “And I could be helpful to your case if you ask me nicely.” 
 
    Shelley barked a quick laugh then leaned back. “I see. You’ll scratch my back if I scratch yours. Tempting offer considering how yummy you look. How long have you known Brady?” 
 
    Leo grinned. “Never met the guy. I’m doing this for his wife.” 
 
    “Really?” She raised her eyebrows. “Is she an old friend? A girlfriend, perhaps?” 
 
    He let her think what she wanted and glanced at the clock. He’d have to get in touch with Danny before he thought Leo had hopped a plane and deserted him and the case. A call to Clancy wouldn’t be a bad idea either. 
 
    Shelley looked down her pointy nose at him. “Are you licensed as a private investigator in the state of New York and are you carrying a firearm?” 
 
    He met her stern gaze. “Yes and no.” 
 
    “So why’d you come to me?” She tented her fingers again, a bead of sweat on her upper lip. “Why didn’t you go to the police or the DA?” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m here for Chris...Rose.” Damn. Leo balked at his own stupidity. 
 
    “Chrisrose?” She raised her penciled eyebrows. 
 
    He’d have to be upfront in order for her to trust him. “She goes by Rose Ryan here. Back home in Packham, she goes by Christina.” 
 
    “Back home?” Shelley rifled through her stack of papers. “Packham, huh? Why wouldn’t Brady tell me that?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s protecting her. Her mom died a couple months ago. She stayed to run the family bakery.” He hesitated. “Or maybe he really doesn’t know. She seems pretty good at keeping secrets.” 
 
    “Why protect her? She wasn’t even here when Gage was murdered.” Her nostrils flared, a signal Brady Ryan would be in a lot of trouble when she saw him next. “Was she?” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “I could find you a few dozen witnesses to say she was miles away. What evidence do the police have against him?” 
 
    When she folded her arms across her chest, he thought their meeting might be over before it really began. He hoped not. He needed answers for Christina and hoped he could help prove Brady’s innocence. 
 
    Shelley drew in a deep breath, then slowly released it out her mouth. “Okay, this case is pretty much cut and dried for the prosecutors and I need all the help I can get if my client really wants out of jail. What do you say we get some pizza and lay everything out on the table?” 
 
    “You trust me?” Leo was amazed. 
 
    “Hell no, but you’re the best offer I’ve had all week. I need a fresh pair of eyes and you’re not half-bad looking. Once I bring you up to speed on the whole case, you and I can tag team on Brady. He’s been stalling, especially when it comes to his wife. Since you already know Rose, you might get more than two words out of him.” 
 
    So far, so good. Leo had one boot in the door and needed to watch his step so neither Shelley nor Brady cut his foot off. Everything Shelley had in her files was word for word what Leo already knew. They headed to the jail around one o’clock. 
 
    Shelley paused on the front steps. “So what do you think will work best? Should I come in with you or do you want to talk to him alone? I’d be on the other side of the one-way mirror in case anything happens.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We’ll go in together and see how chatty he feels. If he still clams up, we’ll split up and I’ll get him to open up.” 
 
    Shelley frowned. “Just keep in mind, if you lay a hand on him, I get kicked off the case.” 
 
    “I won’t touch him, unless you ask me to.” 
 
    She grinned. “Agreed. Let’s see what the boy has to say. I hope he realizes if he doesn’t start talking soon, there won’t be a damn thing I’ll be able to do to keep him out of jail. Maybe having you here will help make that crystal clear.” 
 
    Leo sat on the metal chair, the ugly green vinyl seat shredded by countless bottoms that had settled there before him. The room seemed oddly quiet, sounds from outside blocked by steel walls and thick locks. He sat back, aware of the beat of his heart and the throb of the vein in his forehead. 
 
    Shelley lay her briefcase on the polished metal table better suited in a morgue or a surgical theatre. The job that lie ahead was, in a twisted way, like surgery. They needed answers. Needed information. She coughed and dropped a handful of papers on the floor. Her hands shook. “Sorry. Coming here makes me nervous. I only took this case as a favor to a friend. Normally, I deal with wills and all the fluffy stuff criminal lawyers hate.” 
 
    Leo was nervous too. “You’re not a criminal lawyer?” 
 
    “I’ve tried cases, but I hate being in court.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “So why’d you become a lawyer?” 
 
    “It’s good money.” She shrugged. At least she was honest. 
 
    The door lock snapped, making Leo flinch and Brady Ryan was ushered inside the interrogation room. Five-foot-ten with a mop of hair the color of one of Christina’s cinnamon buns and a body the same consistency, Brady stood and studied them until the door closed. 
 
    Leo had never thought of anyone resembling a pastry before, which amused him. Since the imprisoned Brady looked nothing like his portfolio pictures, Leo assumed drugs and alcohol were involved in the de-evolution. He saw through Brady’s bravado before he even opened his mouth and wondered what Christina ever saw in the guy. 
 
    “Who are you?” The Pastry—aka Brady—sneered, but a quiver distorted his voice as his gaze darted from Leo to Shelley. “I’m guessing you’re another dollar-store psychiatrist here to show me inkblots or ask me about my relationship with my mother?” 
 
    Shelley sighed. “He’s not here for that.” 
 
    “Rorschach Test,” Leo said. 
 
    Brady’s eyebrows rose. “What?” 
 
    “The ink blots are called a Rorschach Test. They made me take them when I left the army.” Leo intentionally averted his eyes. If Brady felt like the Alpha Dog for a while, he might talk, if only to brag and impress Leo. 
 
    “Army, huh? Did they think you were crazy or something?” Brady sat across the cold metal table. 
 
    Shelley glanced to Leo who winked then sat back to wait. He hoped the less he or Shelley talked, the more Brady would itch to fill the silence. 
 
    Right on cue, Brady squirmed on his chair. “Who the hell are you? You definitely don’t work for my lawyer. She’s a one-man show.” 
 
    Leo grinned. It seemed like an appropriate choice of words. “No, I don’t work for your lawyer. Actually, I’m here on your wife’s behalf.” 
 
    “Who?” Brady’s face paled to sugar cookie white. 
 
    “Rose Ryan or, as her family calls her, Christina Davidson.” 
 
    “She hated the name Christina. After her family disowned her, she went by her middle name, Rose.” Brady flared his nostrils as his face turned deep red. He jumped to his feet and banged on the door. “Get me out of here. I want to go back to my room. This dude’s crazy, even the army says so.” 
 
    “It’s called a jail cell, you jellyfish.” Leo slammed his hands on the table and stood up. “And you’re not in one because you’re a great humanitarian, you’re accused of murder in the first degree.” 
 
    Shelley shrank away from him. “Leo, I don’t think—” 
 
    He glared at Brady. “Are you really so spineless you’d hide from the one person in the world who actually cares what the hell happens to you? She’s your wife. Don’t you think she needs to know you’re okay?” 
 
    Brady’s features pinched like he was about to cry. “You know my Rosie?” 
 
    “Sit down.” Leo commanded. 
 
    “No.” His chin quivered. “I want to go back to my room.” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “You’re not going anywhere until you park your rear in that chair. If you ever want to get out of jail, you’d better start talking or you’ll never see your wife again.” 
 
    His lower lip trembled as he bowed his head. “I already told her I want a divorce so she won’t have to see me like this. She’s not here, is she? If she is, send her home.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Leo’s heart raced as he closed his eyes and managed to count to five. This wasn’t the reaction he’d anticipated. “Relax, she’s not here. She’s dealing with her mother’s death and running the family business all alone. If you actually loved her and had a backbone, you would’ve been there to help.” 
 
    Brady stuck out his lip. “She didn’t want me to go with her. She’s embarrassed to be seen with me.” 
 
    Shelley opened her mouth to interject. 
 
    “You’re a liar, Brady.” Leo shot her a glare. “Christina doesn’t need a divorce or you to sit her wallowing in pity, she needs you to pull your head out of your butt and tell everyone the truth.” 
 
    The Pastry—Leo had to stop thinking of him that way, it was making him hungry—slumped onto his chair and clutched his head in his hands. “What’s there to tell? I’m a loser. I killed Gage and now I’m going to hell in a gaudy orange jumpsuit.” 
 
    Leo didn’t disagree. He leaned on the table, looking Brady in the eye. “Let’s start with the obvious. Did you have an affair with Gage?” 
 
    “Yes.” He wiped a hand across his face. 
 
    “Even when you knew Christina was his muse and posed for him?” 
 
    “Yes.” Brady sobbed. 
 
    Leo sat. “Did you go to Gage’s apartment that night with intent to kill him?” 
 
    Brady shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” Leo clenched his jaw and looked Brady in the eye. 
 
    “Yes,” he shouted, then his shoulders sagged. “No.” He buried his face in both hands. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Shelley rolled her eyes and dropped her pen onto the metal table. “What do you mean you don’t know? Which is it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Gage showed me some paintings he’d sent to a gallery for a big show. We had a glass of wine then everything went hazy. I’m not much of a drinker, but I can usually put away ten or twelve before I pass out. That night, I only had one.” 
 
    Leo couldn’t tolerate two or three drinks let alone ten or twelve. More than two glasses of wine would put him under the table. “What do you remember?” 
 
    Brady pressed his lips together. “What’s in this for me?” 
 
    If it wasn’t for Christina, he’d get up and walk away, leaving The Pastry to mold in jail. “Your freedom. Possibly your life.” 
 
    “Oh.” He blinked several times then blubbered. “I just wanted to have a good time. Rose told me that Gage was a great artist who had potential and needed models. I started off just posing for him and I guess he liked what he saw. We had a thing going on for the past few months.” 
 
    At the same time as Christina was seeing Gage. Leo kept the sickening thought to himself. “Were you seeing Gage at the same time Christina was seeing him? Before she went back home?” 
 
    Brady’s face reddened. “Yeah, but she didn’t know about us. Gage and I got together in June and met up while she was in classes or at work. He wanted me to model for him, among other things. We’d hook up in different studios all the time. He had a lot of friends with great places. A few of them...well, I’m sure you wouldn’t want to hear about the things we did.” 
 
    “Good guess.” Leo, who already longed for hand sanitizer, sat back and folded his arms. “How did you kill Gage?” 
 
    Brady winced. “With a gun?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” He leaned his elbows on the table and covered his eyes with his palms. Talking to Brady before getting some sleep was plain stupid. The guy was probably brain damaged from drugs and didn’t make much sense on a good day. “Did you throw the gun at him or what?” 
 
    Brady let out a long sigh. “I shot him.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “His apartment.” He frowned then added, “In the stomach.” 
 
    Not enough to kill him instantly like the other model who found Gage’s body had claimed. Leo needed to find her name in the paperwork and track her down. “How many times did you shoot him?” 
 
    “Just once that I know of.” 
 
    Leo’s head hurt. The airport was only a twenty-minute drive away. “What do you mean that you know of? Could you have shot him again without knowing?” 
 
    “Maybe when I dropped the gun,” Brady said. “I was so scared. I didn’t stick around to listen for another gunshot. I only shot him once then I left.” 
 
    “I thought you said things got hazy.” 
 
    “I did.” He hesitated. “I mean, they did.” 
 
    Leo stood up and headed for the door. “We’re done.” 
 
    “We are?” Shelley seemed as startled as her client. 
 
    “What did I say wrong?” Brady followed him like a Chihuahua. “I thought you were here to help me. Why are you leaving?” 
 
    “I’m not here for you. I’m here for Christina’s sake. Shelley, you and I need to talk in private. I have a few more questions.” He raised a hand to knock on the door then lowered it. “Brady? Who else was in Gage’s apartment that night?” 
 
    “Just me and him,” Brady said. “We had a glass of wine then Gage told me he knew Rose and I were married. If I didn’t divorce her, he was going to dump us both and blacklist us from modeling for his friends. I got angry. There was a gun. I brought it from home.” 
 
    “You did?” Shelley’s mouth dropped. “That’s premeditation.” 
 
    Brady huffed. “No. It was for protection, not meditation. The last time I was at Gage’s place, I got jumped and beat up. I called the cops, but they never caught the guy.” 
 
    The little hairs on the back of Leo’s neck itched. “Where did you shoot him?” 
 
    “In the stomach. Then...” He blew out a breath. “Then I tried to leave, but I got dizzy and fell down. One shot. One drink.” 
 
    Shelley met Leo’s gaze then turned to Brady. “Are you sure? I thought you left?” 
 
    Brady stared at the floor, his right eye twitching. “No, I passed out.” 
 
    Leo clapped one hand to Brady’s shoulder and knocked on the door with the other. “Stay out of trouble. I’ve got some digging to do. If all goes well, we might be able to have you home for Christmas.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t?” Brady winced, tears welling in his eyes. 
 
    Leo tightened his grip. “Then you’re stuck in a cell with a lot of nasty playmates.” 
 
    “Gage is dead, Rose is in Packham, and I’m out of a job.” Brady sniffed. “I don’t have a home anyway, just an empty apartment, a bottle of cheap wine I can’t stand, and a pile of bills I can’t pay now that Rosie is gone.” 
 
    Leo smirked. “At least you’ve still got your health.” 
 
    “So far.” Brady winced. 
 
    While the guard led Brady back to his cell, Shelley followed Leo down the hallway. “So, what do we do now? Do we need to gang up on him and do an intervention, or just give up and let him rot here?” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “Are the police done processing Brady’s apartment?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She slid on a pair of large rhinestone-studded glasses, which made her look more like a wanna-be movie star than a lawyer. “Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to check it out.” Leo yawned. “Maybe take a shower and catch a nap.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped as she peered at him over the rim of her glasses. “You want to use my client’s apartment while he’s in jail. Are you for real?” 
 
    Leo shrugged and walked away. “What? I’m a friend of the family.” 
 
    “You’re a nosy rat. Brady didn’t even know who you were.” She matched pace with him down the bright hallway. “I had you checked out while we were at lunch, you know. I know exactly who you are, Leo Blue.” 
 
    “Good, then you won’t mind me using their apartment.” 
 
    “You...I...I’ll call Rose.” Shelley threatened. “Does she even know you’re here? To tell you the truth, I don’t think she does. I doubt she even knows who you are.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He turned to stare her down. “Then why am I here?” 
 
    “I think you work for the gallery that was supposed to show Gage’s work.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    She smiled, her cheeks pink from chasing him down the corridor. “Despite what they told me and the police, I think they really liked his paintings and now that he’s dead, they want to do the exhibit after all. Nothing sells like an artist who died tragically.” 
 
    “I’ve seen his paintings. They weren’t that good,” he said. “Well, maybe one or two.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” She grabbed his arm, sliding her sunglasses to the top of her head. “You’ve seen his paintings? The ones he brought to the gallery in Buffalo? How?” 
 
    Leo folded his arms across his chest. Technically, he hadn’t seen them in person, just via e-mails, but was glad he’d printed copies. “What if I have?” 
 
    Shelley glanced around them and frowned. “We need to talk somewhere private.” 
 
    “Get me Brady’s house keys and meet me there. I need a place to crash and you need a detective.” Leo grinned. “You bring the key and I’m yours.” 
 
    “That thought has more merit than you know. Did you work this charm on his wife? If you and she—” 
 
    “Lady, I’m not into games.” Leo pulled the stack of photos from his pocket. “If you want my help, then you have to do something for me. Go talk to Brady and get what I need, then I’ll hand over these.” He fanned the photographs from the gallery in her face. 
 
    Shelley blew out a sharp breath. “You have pictures of the paintings?” 
 
    “I’m a nice guy, I get results.” Actually, Danny was the nice guy. 
 
    She nodded. “Give me twenty minutes. I’ll meet you out front of Brady’s apartment building with the key.” 
 
    Brady’s apartment building. She never once referred to the place as Brady and his wife’s apartment. Leo suspected she knew something he didn’t. Less than an hour later, they were inside Brady and Christina’s downtown Newville apartment. 
 
    Shelley slid off her shoes and sat on the brown couch. “Okay, hon. What’cha got?” 
 
    Leo handed her the stack of photos and wandered around the room. The apartment wasn’t what he’d expected for two models, one an art student. Sparsely furnished, the whole place was void of any personality. No artwork, no color, no warmth. The most personal thing in the living room was a photo of Brady and Christina in Vegas that hung on one wall. Christina’s eyes were red-rimmed and her smile seemed forced and sad. 
 
    “These are Gage’s paintings?” Shelley asked. “Not very talented, was he? Most of them look like something a kindergarten kid would make. Wow, except these. Any idea who the woman in the white shirt is? She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “That, my dear, is Rose Ryan.” Leo opened all the kitchen cupboards, noting the lack of food of any kind. Two plates, two mugs, and an assortment of mismatched glassware sat in one cupboard. He guessed they didn’t entertain much. The smell of garbage from the can beneath the sink nauseated him. 
 
    “She’s stunning. I can see why you’d want to be her White Knight. What would someone as gorgeous as her see in a clown like Brady Ryan?” 
 
    He didn’t answer too busy searching the apartment, with no idea for what. 
 
    Shelley followed him like a lost pup. “There’s not much in here, is there? For Brady and Rose being a couple of happy newlyweds, this place isn’t much of a home.” 
 
    “Not really.” He headed for the bedrooms. 
 
    “Obviously one’s his, you can tell from the stale cologne and scattered clothing scattered all over.” She stood behind him and peeked over his shoulder. “The other room must be hers, but there isn’t much here. Most women would have a lot of clothes and makeup. More color and frills. This place is more like an army barrack.” 
 
    “Why would newlyweds have separate bedrooms?” Leo wasn’t sure if Shelley was keeping an eye on him so he didn’t steal anything or if she was just curious about her odd client. He walked into the second bedroom. The bed was carefully made. Next to it, stood an old turquoise dresser, its paint chipped and faded. The whole room seemed neglected, void of passion, as though Christina hardly ever spent time there. 
 
    Not like he was one to criticize. He’d never put much effort into any place he’d ever lived. He was sure it stemmed from a background of having nothing. Christina didn’t have that excuse. 
 
    Shelley sat on the bed. “I wonder if she actually went home to help her family or if it was just a convenient excuse to leave Brady. I sure as hell would have jumped at the chance.” 
 
    Leo opened the closet, empty except for four large suit bags. The first one he opened held a school uniform complete with white button up shirt, blue blazer, and plaid skirt. In the bottom of the bag lay a pair of loafers and white knee socks. “What the hell?” 
 
    “What’s in there? Another body?” Shelley nudged him aside and opened the remaining bags. Each held one or two glittering costumes. “Ooh, kinky. These look like stripper clothes. Either Gage or Brady made her dress up for fun, or she had a job Brady never told us about. I doubt she’d want her parents to see this stuff.” 
 
    Leo studied the sequined G-strings and corsets. Apparently, he’d underestimated Christina Davidson. “Maybe the living with Brady were temporary and she planned to move on as soon as a better opportunity presented itself. A family emergency is as good an opportunity to walk away as anything.” 
 
    “Could be.” Shelley sat on the edge of the bed. “Maybe she planned to move in with Gage and kick Brady’s butt to the curb. That would be one motive for Brady to kill Gage.” 
 
    Leo raised both eyebrows. “You’re his lawyer. You’re supposed to prove his innocence, not find more reasons for him to be guilty.” 
 
    “It’s all part of the game.” She smiled. “So, what’s our next move?” 
 
    “My next move is to head back to Packham. I have a date.” 
 
    Shelley winced. “Oh, please don’t tell me it’s with Brady’s wife.” 
 
    He stared out the window. “I promised her dinner and I’ve already stood her up once. I also have a few questions for her about Brady. If you’ve got anything you want to know, make me a list.” 
 
    “Aside from how he could be so stupid? Nah, I’m good.” She shook her head. “You’d better give me your cell number though in case something important comes up.” 
 
    After Shelley left, reluctant to let Leo stay in Brady’s apartment alone, he sat in the sparse bedroom and called Danny. “What do you know about the Davidsons?” 
 
    He snorted. “This town’s full of Davidsons. Which ones?” 
 
    “Mel and Daisy.” Leo stared at a faded blue wall, empty except for a lone spider web in one corner. 
 
    Danny seemed caught off guard. “They’re okay. I went to school with Clancy, who was always a bit of a clown, but he’d always do good things for people. I thought he’d end up either a paramedic or a politician, the notion of him becoming a tattoo artist never crossed my mind.” 
 
    Leo gazed around the room, his mind wasn’t on Clancy. “And Christina?” 
 
    Silent hesitation from Danny. “I never knew Christina very well. While Clancy and I played football after school, Christina went to help their mom at the bakery. She always used to carry around a sketch book. I’d see her sitting on the bleachers once in a while, but never for long. Actually, I think Clancy said she went to school to be an artist.” 
 
    “An artist, huh?” He hadn’t seen any paints, pastels, or even paper in the entire Ryan apartment. “She didn’t hang out with anyone shady or get in serious trouble, did she?” 
 
    “Not like you and I used to.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Leo grinned. “The town didn’t like us putting soap in the fountains along Main Street, did they?” 
 
    “They also didn’t like the herd of goats we let loose from the farm up the road, either.” Danny chuckled. “The town wanted the farmer to build a six-foot fence around his yard, but he wouldn’t hear of it.” 
 
    Leo burst into laughter. “Not until he had to round up his goats three more times that summer.” 
 
    “What’s with all the questions about the Davidsons anyway?” Danny sobered. “Something I should know about?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Leo closed his eyes. “You don’t happen to know where she worked while she was in Newville, do you?” 
 
    Danny blew out a breath. “No, just that she was a student and a part-time model. Did you find something I won’t like?” 
 
    Leo pulled a single photo from his pocket. An image of Christina in oil and paint on canvas. The only photo he’d kept from Shelley. He stared at the photo, searing the image into his brain. “The Gage case. You know how I said she’s the model’s missing wife, Rose Ryan? Well, I’m sitting in their apartment right now.” 
 
    Danny blew out a long breath. “So you’ve already seen and talked to Brady. I imagine you’ve already been to the crime scene, the University, and now you’re in their apartment. What’s next?” 
 
    “You’ll have to take time to visit Brady one day. He’s an adventure.” Leo made notes to check out every place Danny mentioned. “Where did Christina work while she lived here?” 
 
    “I’d like to save you some time, but I really don’t know. She used to work on campus in the art department as an assistant to one of the professors, but quit.” 
 
    “I’ll get back to you when I find anything out.” Leo hung up before Danny could question him further. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Christina found the next note tacked to the oven door. “On the third day of Christmas, someone gave to me three French horns.” She opened the oven and discovered three brass ornaments for the tree, as well as two small Christmas wreaths made of sequins and another bird, this time a small, red cardinal. 
 
    She cradled the ornaments in her hands for her walk toward the tree, then placed each ornament on its own branch. When she stepped back in admiration, a shiver ran through her. Being forced into celebrating Christmas this year gave her something to look forward to each morning. 
 
    The tree looked more loved than two days earlier. Several customers had already come in to hang their own contributions on branches. Grandma Teeny donated six shiny red apple ornaments. Mimsy Lexington brought a glittering gold heart. Mementos to Daisy, whom they all sorely missed, Christina reasoned. Rather than a glittering eyesore, the tree had become a shrine. 
 
    Christina wiped her tears away and turned to face the bare gingerbread house on the counter Lucy Stephens would pick up later. Hopefully she’d be happy with the end result. At least there were no bowls locked inside. 
 
    Leo had helped wrap the structure in cellophane to keep off the dust, then gave her one more hug before he left. The scent of his cologne had lingered on her cheek for hours and the warmth of his touch remained on her skin. 
 
    While she was glad the house still stood in one piece, she hadn’t been able to do build it alone. Her mother had built dozens of houses alone while her father... What had Mel done while Daisy struggled? Sure he’d worked at the car dealership up the highway and at his deli on wheels until he gave up, but on the weekends he disappeared while her mom baked and cleaned. 
 
    Christina poured ingredients in the vat and turned on the mixer. Bread dough first then more cookies. Dozens of cookies. The one thing she couldn’t keep up with baking was the sugar cookies. Once Mimsy had told all her writing friends where the sugar cookies came from, the shop was even busier than usual. Her father would be pleased he wasn’t losing money. 
 
    The phone rang and she fumbled the dozen eggs she’d pulled out for the cookies. She glanced at the clock and wondered who else was up at five in the morning. 
 
    “I wondered if you were still there.” Her father sounded relaxed. “The Christmas rush can be tough.” 
 
    How would you know? A rush of tears filled her eyes as she bit back the harsh words seated on her tongue. “How’s Florida?” 
 
    “Not as warm as usual. It got really cold last night, but today will be hot and sunny again.” Mel’s joviality seemed forced. “Your mother would’ve already been wrapped in that awful purple sweater and gone for her walk on the beach.” 
 
    “She loved the beach.” Her throat tightened. Grandma Teeny had knitted the purple and teal sweater as a gift at Christina’s request. “You didn’t get rid of that sweater, did you?” 
 
    Mel had banished the sweater to the house in Florida. “It’s on the guest room bed with a bunch of other things I’m giving to Goodwill.” 
 
    “Could you save it for me?” Not that she wanted a lot of mementos, but her mother wore that sweater for years. While Christina grew up, the soft purple and teal knit was the one piece of clothing she’d cried on the most. 
 
    He laughed. “You want that ugly old thing? What are you thinking?” 
 
    Again, she wrestled back harsh words. “I’m thinking I miss my mom and that’s one of her things I’d like to have.” 
 
    “Sure, but only if you don’t wear it around me.” He didn’t laugh. “Is there anything else you want? Her fuzzy pink elephant slippers? Her bright yellow sun hat?” 
 
    She set down the eggs and grabbed a large bowl. “To go back to my life.” 
 
    “I thought you liked the bakery.” He sounded disappointed. 
 
    “I do, but I have a life in the city.” Well, not any more. While she was away tending to the bakery, her life became reduced to rubble, just like her previous gingerbread house. She needed to get a grip and face the truth, but first she wanted to see Brady face to face and find out the whole truth. Maybe on Sunday, if Clancy would take her. 
 
    Her father groaned. “I guess I should’ve seen this coming. I’d hoped once you got home you’d want to stay and help for a while.” 
 
    For a while? She sat on the stool. “I thought you decided to close the bakery after Christmas.” 
 
    “Which is why I wanted you there.” He was too quick to point out. 
 
    She hesitated. “But what about what I want?” 
 
    “We can talk about it when I get back.” 
 
    “Dad, I don’t—” Left talking to an electronic hum, she closed her eyes, hung up the phone, and blew out a slow breath. At least she’d already managed to build one good gingerbread house, with Leo’s help. If she had to build the house now, she’d squash it more out of spite than anything else. She swallowed her tears and got to work. 
 
    Lucy came into the bakery at around ten o’clock with all three kids in tow. For a change, the kids didn’t press their noses against the display case. They studied the tree and, after several oohs and aahs, the little girl, Gina, came over to Christina and smiled. “Excuse me, Miss, can I hang my candy cane on your tree?” 
 
    Christina shrugged. “Don’t you want to save your candy for later?” 
 
    Gina shook her head. “No, we have lots at home. You can have this one.” 
 
    Lucy gave a small laugh and waved her off. “Leo said you had a bit of a struggle with the gingerbread house. Did you manage to get one ready?” 
 
    Christina flared her nostrils. Leo had a big mouth. “Yeah, he helped me get one together yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh great.” Lucy’s eyes lit up when she saw the cellophane wrapped structure. “Oh, it’s beautiful. You even put on shutters and a sugar cookie door. I love it.” 
 
    Christina’s face burned. The details were Leo’s idea. 
 
    “At least it’ll keep the kids busy at the party. We’ll also get a couple dozen cookies. Just give me six of each and a dozen cream puffs if you have them.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I hear you and Leo are good friends.” 
 
    “Really?” Lucy raised her eyebrows. “I wasn’t sure Leo was good friends with anyone. He’s a bit of an enigma, but he is a gem. The kids think of him as their guardian angel. He and Clancy literally helped to save all our lives this summer.” 
 
    Lucy and the kids admired the tree while Christina boxed the cookies. The kids said nothing when they each grabbed a box, but three candy canes hung from the tree branches when they left. 
 
    “Thanks, Christina. I’m sure we’ll be back for more before Christmas.” Lucy turned to leave then took a step back when she noticed Clancy standing in the doorway. Her face flushed right to the roots of her dark hair. 
 
    Christina raised her eyebrows. She’d given Leo the exact same deer-in-the-headlights look when they’d first met. While she knew her brother was an attractive man, she hadn’t realized he had such an effect on women. 
 
    “Hey, Clancy,” Christina said. “You here for lunch?” 
 
    Lucy narrowed her eyes. “Lunch? You run a bakery, what would you serve for lunch?” 
 
    “My sister makes the best calzones in town.” Clancy nodded at the kids and leaned on the display case. “I keep telling her she should expand this place into a deli.” 
 
    “Not our sister.” The oldest boy groaned. “She makes mud pies.” 
 
    “Parker, stop.” Lucy scowled. 
 
    Clancy smiled. “You guys look like you have enough sugar there for a big party.” 
 
    “We do,” Parker said. “Mommy’s writing friends. You want to come too? There’s always a lot of food and stuff.” 
 
    “I see.” Clancy narrowed his eyes. “So how come I wasn’t invited?” 
 
    “You are now.” Gina beamed and turned to Christina. “Clancy’s our guardian angel. He saved our Mommy. We want Mommy to marry him, but—” 
 
    Lucy leaned over, gingerbread house in one hand, and clapped her free hand over her daughter’s mouth. “We were just leaving. See you guys later.” 
 
    Clancy rubbed the back of his neck and shuffled his feet then glanced at Lucy. 
 
    Amused, Parker paused in front of Clancy. “I saw the tattoo you gave Leo. It’s pretty cool. Can you teach me how to draw like that?” 
 
    The middle boy, Shawn, made a face. “I don’t like tattoos. Mom tells me not to draw on my arm. Didn’t your mom ever tell you not to draw on people?” 
 
    Clancy winced. “No, my mom liked my tattoos. She actually wanted one before she died. A blue butterfly just like Christina’s red one.” 
 
    Gina walked over to the Christmas tree and handed him a candy cane. “Maybe this will make you feel a bit better.” 
 
    Christina bowed her head and hid her smile. When she looked up, her brother shot her an ugly look. 
 
    “I’ll take six calzones to go,” he said, voice tight. 
 
    “You have a customer or just pigging out?” Christina asked. 
 
    When Lucy stifled a smile, Clancy’s ears turned red and he studied the candy cane. “Actually I was going to ask Lucy and the kids if they’d care to join me for lunch.” 
 
    “Sure.” Christina glanced at Lucy and her kids. “I think I have enough to feed the army.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He grinned. “What do you say, Lucy? Are you guys free for lunch? Christina makes these fabulous calzones and you already know I’m a fun lunch date.” 
 
    “Not to mention humble,” Lucy said. 
 
    He scowled. “Hey, I do have other people I could share my lunch with, you know. I’m only asking since you’re here.” 
 
    Lucy laughed. “Then you won’t be disappointed if I decline. I have to take the kids, the gingerbread and my desserts home for the Christmas party.” 
 
    Clancy drew himself up to his full height. “I will have you know—” 
 
    “See you later, Christina.” Lucy picked up her gingerbread house and rounded up her kids. They all walked around Clancy, who sputtered at the rejection. 
 
    “Lucy, wait.” Clancy ran into the backroom. 
 
    “She’s so cute.” Christina followed her brother. Suddenly, she liked Lucy even more. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Did you really make enough calzones for all of us?” 
 
    Christina rolled her eyes. “Yes, but I think you should know Lucy’s far too classy for the likes of you.” 
 
    “What do you know?” He stuffed several calzones into two paper bags and opened the front door. “Lucy, wait. I’ll walk you home. I don’t have another customer for an hour.” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “You’re being a little obvious, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Get lost.” He glared at her then handed the bags to the boys and took the gingerbread house from Lucy. 
 
    As the door closed behind them, Christina rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Do you see what your son’s turning into, Mom? You shouldn’t have left yet, he still needs you. He’s trying to be respectable.” She walked back into the kitchen and closed her eyes. “We all need you.” 
 
    Three hours later, Clancy was back on the stool watching Christina remove pastries from the oven. “Dad called me this morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, he called me too. Right in the middle of a batch of sugar cookies.” She sighed. “We didn’t talk long. He pretty much hung up on me.” 
 
    Clancy chewed a cookie. “So, I guess you never told him about Gage or Brady.” 
 
    She froze. “I guess not. Did you?” 
 
    He snorted. “Hell no, I don’t want him to cut things short just so he can come home and straighten you out. Besides, I’ve already got Leo working on things.” 
 
    Christina flared her nostrils. “What things? I told you I could handle everything by myself.” 
 
    “When? While you’re baking cookies and feeding half of Packham?” he asked around his mouthful. “How do you plan to be in two places at once? Clone yourself with gingerbread?” 
 
    “Me? I’m not the one stealing from the kitchen to feed Lucy and her kids. I hope it was worth it.” Look who was talking, she’d fed Leo all week. “I should be there with Brady. If I would’ve been there, this never would’ve happened. I would’ve been with Gage, not Brady. I would’ve—” 
 
    “You would’ve what?” Clancy snorted. “Would’ve been the one to kill him or would’ve been the one hooked on cocaine?” 
 
    That hadn’t been her concern despite Brady alluding to it the other day. She wondered if the cocaine, or withdrawals from the drug, was why Brady was so evasive on the phone. She frowned. “You went to see Brady, didn’t you? What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    Clancy reddened. “I didn’t go see him. I sent Leo.” 
 
    “You what?” She gasped. “That’s even worse. Leo’s like a bull in a cookie shop. He’ll eat Brady alive.” 
 
    Her brother rolled his eyes. “Don’t exaggerate. He didn’t eat Brady alive, just made him cry a little.” 
 
    She paused from cleaning the metal table and met his gaze. “Brady doesn’t cry a little. He has these knock down, full out tantrums where he wails for hours until he gets his way.” 
 
    “It could’ve been something like that.” Clancy shrugged. “Whatever he did, Leo wanted to know what was wrong with you that you’d marry a clown like Brady.” 
 
    Christina growled. “It’s none of his business what’s wrong with me.” The door chimes rang. “Clean up this mess so I can go help my customer.” 
 
    “You ever think of hiring someone?” 
 
    “Do I look like I have time to interview people?” She wiped her hands on her apron. “I didn’t ask for this, Clancy. One of these days, I won’t even bother to come in. I’ll just hop a bus and go back to my real life. I need to go see Brady, he needs my help.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t. Let Leo deal with the crap. You can wipe away his tears later.” 
 
    “Brady’s or Leo’s?” She flashed a sarcastic smile. 
 
    Clancy’s eyes widened. “I didn’t realize there was a competition. Bravo, Christina. May the best man win. Oh, and don’t forget about the Christmas Promenade this afternoon.” 
 
    The tree lighting festival. She groaned. “Is that today? Maybe I should close early.” 
 
    “Nah. Everyone will come for cookies. Maybe you’ll sell out and get to bake all night to restock the shelves.” 
 
    She grimaced. “And what are you going to do? Free tattoos?” 
 
    “Nope, candy canes and hot chocolate. Lucy and the kids said they’d love to help so I’ll be busy.” He grabbed a brownie. “Have fun.” 
 
    When her cell phone rang an hour later, Brady didn’t bother with pleasantries, but launched into a full scale attack. “Did you send that Leo dude?” 
 
    Christina dropped her spatula. “Leo’s not exactly send-able. He kind of does his own thing.” 
 
    “He does it well too.” Brady cooed. “Is he seeing anyone? How can you resist that guy? Those shoulders, the mysterious gold cat eyes, I bet he’d be worth spending some quality horizontal time with.” 
 
    She scowled. “I’m so glad you have some great eye candy and can enjoy your prison vacation.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not prison I enjoy, just the visitors. So how’s the real world? Are there any more like him in town?” Brady had to be stoned. 
 
    “No.” She clenched her jaw. 
 
    “Touchy. Do you like this guy or just have plans to shove him off a cliff somewhere?” He chuckled. “So, what’s he done to you lately?” 
 
    “Brady.” Christina sat on her stool and pushed back the stray hairs from her forehead. “How are things really going? Is your lawyer helping to clear your name or just taking your money? When will you get out?” 
 
    He gave a weak laugh. “Honey, I’ve got my pick of a lot of hunky men here. What makes you think I want to get out?” 
 
    Christina ran a hand over her face. “Because despite your stupid wise cracks, you sound scared. Do you think it makes me feel better to hear you like prison? It scares the hell out of me. Jail’s no place for someone like you. You’ll get killed in no time.” 
 
    Silence. She was sure she’d caught him in a lie, until he groaned. “Thanks for the faith. For the record, Shelley’s doing everything she can. She says there are a lot of questions that need answers and her new best friend Leo’s intimidating enough to get them.” 
 
    That was a start. “Is he still there?” 
 
    “Leo? I’m not sure. He spent the morning yelling at me and making me feel like dog poo then yelled at my lawyer and left. That guy has some serious anger issues.” 
 
    She couldn’t picture that. “Do we know the same Leo?” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt it. I think he’s got a thing for you though. A big thing, judging by the size of his feet.” Brady mused. “He’s definitely not one of my biggest fans or Shelley’s. She, for the record, thinks he’s a hot lunatic and hopes he’s single.” 
 
    Christina had to admit, that about summed up Leo Blue. Particularly the hot part. “I’m glad you’re having fun. Just try to remember why you’re in jail to begin with and that you are safer on the outside than on the inside.” 
 
    Brady sighed. “I know, Rosie. That’s true for most people, but I’ve made a few enemies who can’t reach me in here. For once, I actually do feel safe and so should you. Where did you say you were again?” 
 
    “That’s sad, Brady.” She sighed. “Really, really sad.” 
 
    “Maybe, sweetie, but if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay wherever you are.” 
 
    Her stomach churned. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Bye, Rosie. It’s been a slice.” 
 
    Shaken and sad to her core, Christina closed the store at five o’clock, tired of serving cookies and gingerbread cake to customers so cheerful they made her teeth ache. She shrugged into her coat and snuck out through the back door, determined to avoid the Christmas party that echoed down the alley from the street out front. 
 
    With one hand on the railing, she climbed partway up the stairs to her apartment then paused. Clancy would pound on her door the moment he realized she was missing. He’d drag her down to hand out hot chocolate and candy canes with Lucy and her kids and force her to be festive. 
 
    Crap. She tugged her scarf tighter around her neck and dug her gloves out of her pocket. If she had to face the holiday season, she’d do so on her own terms. She didn’t need her brother or anyone else to show her how to celebrate. Maybe she’d close the bakery and run off to New Mexico where she could spend the rest of her life painting in total anonymity. 
 
    The snow crunched beneath her feet on the sidewalk that led to Main Street. When she rounded the corner, she paused, dazzled by the lights and the carolers who wove between the throng of window shoppers and children. 
 
    “Merry Christmas.” A small, stooped man patted her arm. Father Sam. The former priest had retired from the church long before Christina had left Packham. There were many euphemisms used, but the basic story was he talked to a plastic statue that resided on his lawn year round. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” she said, more out of respect than anything. 
 
    “Hope you’ve been a good girl this year.” His blue eyes crinkled as he smiled. “I’ll bet Santa has a great surprise in store for you.” 
 
    What was she supposed to say? Sorry Father, I’ve had some personal problems and I need a do-over this year. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about your mom, my dear.” He took her hand, his fingers icy and red. “She was a true gift from God. I miss her smile and her hot cross buns.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Christina grasped his fingers then gasped. “Where are you gloves, Father? You’re freezing.” 
 
    He blinked. “Oh, somewhere. Probably at home.” 
 
    She pulled her gloves from her pocket and slid them onto his hands. “Take mine. I’m still warm from being in the bakery all day anyway.” 
 
    Father Sam stared, first at her then down at the gloves. “Bless you, my dear. You have always had a good heart, just like your mother, bless her precious soul. I promise I will get these back to you very soon.” 
 
    “No rush. Just stay warm.” Christina walked away, her heart heavy. 
 
    Daisy had loved this night. The lights, the music, and the commotion were all right up her alley. Christmas was her favorite time of the year and she told the same stories every year about growing up poor and how she got one special gift Santa left on the end of her bed every year since her family never had a tree. 
 
    She stopped at Java Jo’s to grab an eggnog latte and blinked back tears. The drinks were a ritual she and her mom had clung to every year. The cup warmed her bare hands and brought back a surge of good memories. 
 
    “Hey, babe. I came by to get cookies, but the shop was closed.” Leo Blue was the last person she wanted to see. 
 
    Christina gripped her cup tighter. “Yeah, I’m not there.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Couldn’t resist the lure of the bells, huh?” 
 
    “Couldn’t stand another happy customer. See you later.” She pushed past him through the crisp December air. He’d never let her wallow in her Christmas memories or in self-pity for the night. He’d force her to face the past, which was one thing she wasn’t ready for just yet. Instead, she wove her way through the crowd, past singers, jazz musicians, and lighted trees toward town hall. She needed to spend some time alone. 
 
    The thirty foot tree in front of the old brick town hall stood covered in white lights. She and her mom sat on a nearby bench every year to drink their lattes and dream about the coming year. Christina stood in front of the tree and sighed. 
 
    “Why so glum?” Leo stopped beside her. “Isn’t Christmas about good cheer? Glad tidings? Miracles?” 
 
    She cleared a spot on a snow-covered bench near the tree and sat, back to the tree, to watch the revelers. “That’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    He sat in the thin layer of snow beside her. “It’s not rubbing off on you though. Must be some pretty thick armor you’ve got on.” 
 
    “Two inches of stainless steel. Teflon coated.” 
 
    Leo patted her thigh. “Nothing sticks and nothing gets through.” 
 
    She sipped her latte. “Don’t you have something better to do than follow me around?” 
 
    “Nothing as entertaining.” He nudged her shoulder with his. 
 
    “I’m sure Clancy would like a friend.” 
 
    “I doubt it, he’s got a date. Actually, four dates.” He motioned to a cluster of people near the empty fountain. “Recognize anyone?” 
 
    Clancy laughed with Lucy and her children. They all looked cold, but seemed genuinely happy. Clancy took furtive glances at Lucy, who returned his smile. It seemed he’d fallen fast and hard for the young mom and her kids. 
 
    She frowned. “I thought she was your friend?” 
 
    “She is.” Leo draped his arm across her shoulders. “Which is why I told her everything I know about your brother and threatened Clancy’s life if he hurts her.” 
 
    Christina turned to look at him. “You set them up?” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “We were on a case. She lives two doors down from your mom and dad’s house. I guess she and Clancy just clicked.” 
 
    She smiled. “He deserves to be happy.” 
 
    “So do you.” Leo stood and held out a hand. “Come on, let’s walk. My butt’s freezing.” 
 
    Christina raised one eyebrow about to make a wise crack, but held her tongue. Clutching her paper cup, she avoided his hand and got off the bench. “I need to eat dinner and get some sleep.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” He grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” She spun around. “Just because you’re friends with my brother, doesn’t mean you’re anything to me.” 
 
    “No?” Leo pulled her close. “Can’t I be friends with both of you?” 
 
    Her heart raced. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Because of Brady?” 
 
    “Because of everything.” She tried to pull away, but he held tight. “I can’t have friends. Bad things happen to them. My ex-boyfriend committed suicide after we broke up. Gage was murdered and my husband killed him.” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “That doesn’t make you the root of all evil.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened to me yet.” He kissed her cold knuckles. “Where are your gloves? Your hands are freezing.” 
 
    “I guess Santa will have to bring me a new pair.” She tried to tug her hand out of his grip, but he held tight. “Look, for all I know, you’re going to get hit by a bus or have a piano fall on your head on your way home tonight.” 
 
    He sighed. “You do know I’m not a cartoon character, right?” 
 
    Christina scowled. “You know what I mean. I’m going home. I’m freezing.” 
 
    “Not until I show you something.” Leo led her through the crowd to where there were no colored lights or festivities. Just silence and puffy snowflakes drifting from the deep blue sky. 
 
    “What’s going on?” She tried to stop, but slid in the snow behind him. 
 
    Leo laughed. “If you want a sleigh ride, I could for arrange one. You just have to ask.” 
 
    Christina’s face burned. “Leo, I want to go home. What are we doing here?” 
 
    He placed his hands on her shoulders and gazed past her. “Turn around.” 
 
    From a distance, the lights and crowd of people were like a Christmas card. A musical, vibrant card brought to life for their amusement. She let out a slow breath. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Sometimes you need to step back rather than being right in the middle of things.” Leo wrapped his arms around her, his breath warm on her ear. “Look, babe, I need to talk to you about Brady. He really needs to step up and tell the police the truth before things escalate and he’s locked away for life.” 
 
    She tried to wiggle out of his grasp. “He told them what he did, isn’t that good enough?” 
 
    “The problem is, I don’t think he could kill a spider.” Leo shook his head. “I think someone framed him and he’s going to jail for being stupid and being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Is this why you dragged me away from everyone?” 
 
    “Partly.” His body warmed her back. “And because you looked like you’d rather stuff jalapenos up your nose than be in the middle of things.” 
 
    She kicked at a mound of snow, tears in her eyes. “My mom loved this night. We’d get lattes, sit under the big tree and talk about things.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” Leo turned her to face him. 
 
    “Life. The bakery. Boys. Whatever.” She closed her eyes, buried her face in his scarf, and held back the emotions. She’d cry in the shower later while she washed the stench from the bakery off her skin. 
 
    “Mm. You smell like Christmas.” He murmured. “Sugar and spice and everything nice.” 
 
    She slipped her arms around his narrow waist like they’d been together forever. “I had you fooled, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” Leo smiled, then became serious. “You seriously need to talk to Brady. Don’t let him throw his whole life away. Or yours.” 
 
    That he’d brought Brady up again was a splash of ice water to her entire body. “Mine? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know what you’re life’s been like in the city.” He cradled her face in his hand. “I also know you want something better. You can have it, you know.” 
 
    “How? By walking away from Brady and leaving him to rot in jail?” She took a step back. “He’s in trouble and I won’t bail on him now. Thank you for the lovely walk, but I need something to eat and then I’m going home to sleep.” 
 
    Leo grabbed her before she could make her escape. “Let’s go grab some curry. My treat. We were supposed to have a dinner date tonight anyway, or did you hope I’d forget?” 
 
    “Curry sounds good, but I’m—” 
 
    “You don’t want to sit in a restaurant with me.” He sighed. “That’s fine. We could get take-out and go back to my place. I have a great view of the lights.” 
 
    Christina was wary. “Where do you live?” 
 
    He pointed to a building across the street. “You see that dark window with no Christmas lights or hideous glittering tree? That’s mine.” 
 
    “Looks a lot like mine.” Christina winced. 
 
    “What a coincidence.” Leo led her back toward the carolers and festivities. “If I look out my front window and press my face to the glass, I can see your place.” 
 
    They walked through the crowd and onto a side street into a small restaurant where a tall, wiry man smiled and approached them with open arms. “Leo, my good man. Merry Christmas. Who is this lovely lady?” 
 
    “Merry Christmas, Guarav.” Leo hugged him, then glanced at Christina. “This is my friend Christina. She runs the bakery.” 
 
    “Ah, Miss Daisy’s daughter.” Guarav’s face lit up even brighter. “How wonderful to meet you. Your mom was a wonderful woman. In her honor, allow me to treat you to dinner tonight. You like curry?” 
 
    She smiled, her cheeks warm. “Love it.” 
 
    “Good. You sit.” He showed them to a seat near the window and hung up their coats. “I get curries, papadams, and surprises. You sit. You eat. You relax.” 
 
    “So much for take-out. Sorry. Guess you’re stuck with me and Guarav.” Leo shrugged and glanced out the window. “We even have the Christmas card view.” 
 
    She rubbed her arms, trying to stimulate blood flow. “This is cozy. I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “His wife’s the cook. She’s amazing. The only place I’ve had better food is in India.” Leo settled across the table from her and met her gaze. “Now do you want to talk about Brady?” 
 
    “Not really.” Christina bowed her head. “I know you’ve seen him. What more do you need to know?” 
 
    Leo nodded. “He wasn’t very happy to see me and certainly didn’t give me much help. I thought if you talked to him, he’d open up a little and we could get his sorry butt out of jail faster. It would help if you’d tell me about him.” 
 
    She frowned and stared out the window at the lights and frivolity. “I know you’re trying to help, but I’m not sure this is a good idea. That he wouldn’t tell you anything is a surprise. Normally, he talks about himself enough for both of us.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Then I guess it doesn’t matter if you tell me what Brady told you. Let’s start with something easy. How’d you meet him?” 
 
    Christina closed her eyes and released a long, slow breath. “He was in my drama class. The first day of classes, he walked in dressed as a drag queen with full makeup, high heels and a killer dress. He was gorgeous then, lean, muscular and flamboyant. He’d already done a lot of modeling and was a talented artist. I loved his sense of humor and the way he made me feel like I was the only person in the room when he talked.” 
 
    Leo huffed. “That doesn’t sound like the guy I met.” 
 
    She met his gaze. “He got in with the wrong crowd and started drinking. Soon he was taking drugs. I didn’t realize how bad things were. By the end of the semester, he’d lost hair and was bloated. When I tried to talk to him, he shut me out.” 
 
    Guarav appeared with cups of tea and an appetizer and gave a slight bow. “Papadams and chutneys. You like?” 
 
    “I do. Thank you.” She really hoped they didn’t bother her stomach later. 
 
    Leo dug right in to the bread chips and sauces then closed his eyes in blissful contentment until their host left the table. “Back to the story. What happened when you met Gage?” 
 
    “Brady suddenly became my best friend again.” She sipped her tea. “Somehow he knew everything there was to know about Gage and encouraged me to model for him, even though I had a boyfriend who didn’t want me to model for anyone unless he was in the room.” 
 
    “Was your boyfriend just overprotective or did he know what kind of guy Gage was?” 
 
    “A bit of both. He hated artsy people and wanted me to join his pre-law friends at pub crawls and the like.” She paused for a bite of papadam with mango chutney. “I didn’t like those kinds of things. I’d rather attend poetry readings or art shows.” 
 
    Leo wasn’t about to let the story end. “So, whose idea was Vegas?” 
 
    “Brady’s. He and his boyfriend Marty invited me and the guy I was dating. Ironically, Brady and I both had big fights with our boyfriends the same night and ended up drowning our sorrows together.” She frowned and looked away. “I don’t remember much, but somehow we ended up in bed with a couple empty champagne bottles and rings on our fingers.” 
 
    “I’ll bet that was a bit of a shock.” Leo narrowed his eyes. “You don’t remember getting married?” 
 
    Christina blinked away tears. “No. I saw the picture someone took at the chapel. I was so out of it, I didn’t even look like me.” She paused. “If you think Brady lied about the wedding, I don’t think he’d do that. I think it happened and we’re stuck with each other.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Leo didn’t look convinced. “You know there are such things as annulments and divorces.” 
 
    “There’s also pity.” 
 
    “You for him or him for you?” Leo asked. 
 
    Guarav returned with two heaping plates. “You will like this. Chicken curry. Leo’s favorite. I get you more tea?” 
 
    “Not for me.” Leo shook his head. “Just water, thanks.” Once Guarav left, Leo glanced at Christina. “What I mean is, you’re not stuck with him, there are ways out.” 
 
    “I know.” It was just safer this way. If she was single, Leo would scare her silly. Brady, while not much of a knight in shining armor, made a great shield. “Tell me about your life. Any wives, girlfriends, kids?” 
 
    “None of the above that I know of.” He stuffed a broken piece of papadam in his mouth. 
 
    “Did you ever want kids?” 
 
    Leo grinned. “Are you offering?” 
 
    “No.” Her face burned. “I’m married, remember?” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m very aware of that. Did you and Brady ever talk about having kids?” 
 
    She picked at her curry. “Brady’s gay. We’ve only slept together once that I know of, but I was so drunk I don’t even remember. I don’t think kids are in the future even if I don’t stay with him.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t like kids?” 
 
    Christina knew she could never be as good a mom as Daisy was. A fabulous cook, Daisy could sew school costumes for thirty kids without breaking a sweat and had volunteered on so many advisory boards she needed three calendars to keep them all straight. “I’m the screw up daughter who ran away from home when things got tough. I’d just mess things up and my kids would all become psychopaths.” 
 
    “From what I hear, she stretched herself a little too thin.” Leo sipped his tea. “Not that I don’t believe in working hard and helping people, but from what Clancy’s told me, your mom never took much time for you guys or herself.” 
 
    Christina stared out the window. “She wasn’t home a lot. Even when I needed to sit and talk, I had to catch her at the bakery. She was either at work or off to a school meeting. I don’t want to be that way.” 
 
    “Eat your curry.” Leo winked. “It’ll help keep you warm.” 
 
    After dinner, he walked her back to her apartment with one arm draped across her shoulders. “Now that was a good meal. My buddy Guarav knows good food.” 
 
    “Thank you. That was definitely better than getting take-out.” She yawned and stretched her arms over her head, moving away from his warmth. “I really have to get some sleep though. Saturday’s one of my busiest days. Now that I no longer have anyone to run the counter, it’s even harder.” 
 
    “No problem.” Guilt fleeted across his face. “I’m heading back into the city tomorrow to do some more digging. You want me to pass on any messages to Brady?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Anything I need to say to him, I’ll say myself.” She unlocked her door, glad to be home and gave a nervous laugh. “Thanks again. The food was amazing.” 
 
    Leo met her gaze and closed the gap between them. “And the company?” 
 
    “Interesting.” Why didn’t he just kiss her and get it over with? 
 
    “I would’ve said stimulating. Maybe even mesmerizing.” He leaned over and sniffed her hair again. “I love that smell.” 
 
    “What smell is that?” She turned, her cheek brushing against his jacket. Her heart raced as she tried to take a step back and ran into the door jamb. 
 
    “Cookies. Visions of sugar plums are going to dance through my head all night.” Leo stood so close he could have kissed her. Instead, he backed away and left a cold patch down the length of her body. “Sweet dreams, babe.” 
 
    Christina waited until Leo had disappeared down the stairs before she closed the door. All the talk about Brady had made her sad and nostalgic. Despite her heavy eyelids, she pulled out her journal and wrote all about her “date” with Leo right down to watching him walk away. 
 
    Part of her wished he’d kissed her goodnight and didn’t have to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Forget going to bed, Leo was too wound up to sleep. All he could think about was standing so close to Christina he could practically taste the spices on her skin. Instead, he threw his duffle bag into the car and took off for the city in the middle of the night. Thoughts tumbled through his head like kittens wrestling. Images of Christina distracted him from any logical thoughts until he ached to turn around and barge into her apartment. He’d start with asking her for the truth, then... 
 
    He stopped at his Newville apartment for a few hours of sleep, then met Shelley at the jail as soon as they were allowed to visit Brady. He regretted being there the instant he set foot in the room. “The World According to Brady” could have been a soap opera. If Leo heard one more whiny comment about prison living conditions or another whimper about needing special soap for his sensitive skin, he’d pop Brady in the nose. 
 
    Leo sat on edge of his seat. “I can’t do anything for you, Bro. You’re the one who won’t give a statement. How the hell does Christina put up with you?” 
 
    “The same way I put up with her. She’s no angel, you know.” He launched into a monologue of all the wrongs his wife had ever done against him. 
 
    Leo nodded his head toward Shelley and motioned her out of the room. Once they stood outside in the hallway with the door buffering Brady’s rant, he moaned. “What the hell was I thinking?” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re the one who wanted to be a hero and help me clear him.” 
 
    “I remember.” He thumped his fist on the wall. “If it wasn’t for Christina, I’d let the self-centered jerk rot in here, guilty or not.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, I knew it.” Shelley folded her arms across her chest. “Are you sure there’s not more too this than you’re telling me?” 
 
    Leo tightened his jaw. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “What I mean is, I understand you took this on as a good-will gesture even though you just met Christina a few days ago. You never even met Brady until the other day.” 
 
    “And I already don’t like him.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Shelley smirked. “While you may not be his biggest fan, there’s a reason you keep interrogating him to tears. I’m not sure if you want him to be innocent, but you sure as hell don’t want him to be guilty.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” Leo stared down the hallway, avoiding her gaze. 
 
    Shelley stood on her tip toes took his chin in her hand, and forced him to look her in the eye. “Are you sleeping with his wife?” 
 
    A jolt went through his stomach. “What? Are you nuts?” 
 
    “Honey, I’m his lawyer I get paid to be here. What’s your excuse?” she asked. “I majored in psychology before I went into law. The way you talk about her, the way you study her pictures, your behavior tells me you think very highly of her.” She paused. “Maybe you’re even in love with her.” 
 
    “I’m doing this for her brother. You’re reading too much into things.” Although Leo couldn’t argue with her logic, he could deny Shelley’s accusations all he wanted. She’d still win. He was glad there were no mirrors in the hallway, he’d probably break one to keep from seeing the guilt smeared across his face. “I want justice to be served so everyone can live happily ever after.” 
 
    “Liar.” She raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but unless we catch the real killer, that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Leo scowled. “It will if I have to drag the whole story out of Brady by his hairy ankles. He and Christina have a lot of unfinished business.” 
 
    Shelley rested a hand on the doorknob. “Seems to me all their business was taken care of the day he left her for another man.” 
 
    “You mean the man he supposedly killed?” 
 
    She snorted, then they walked back into the interrogation room in silence. 
 
    Brady droned on like they’d never left. Once they’d settled in their chairs and Shelley resumed taking notes, Brady suddenly stopped talking and looked smug. “Do you thinks she’s sexy?” 
 
    “Who?” Leo leaned back in his seat. 
 
    “Rose. Christina. Whatever she wants to be called this week.” Brady smirked. “You know I could get an annulment because she used an alias when we got married.” 
 
    He scowled. “She didn’t use an alias, she used her middle name, which she happens to like better. Don’t tell me you married someone without checking their I.D. first.” 
 
    Brady’s face reddened. “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be funny.” 
 
    “You never answered my question.” He flared his nostrils. “Do you think she’s sexy?” 
 
    “I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.” Leo chuckled. “Why would I answer?” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest. “I just want to know if you’re doing this for me or for my wife.” 
 
    “Her.” 
 
    Brady smiled a Cheshire Cat grin that gave Leo goosebumps. “Do you really think getting me out of jail will get you in her good graces? Or are you trying to crawl into her bed?” 
 
    Leo’s jaw tensed. “She’s a friend. This has nothing to do with perks.” 
 
    He let out a deep, throaty laugh. “So, what’s in this for you, then? Good karma? I already know Shelley’s not paying you.” 
 
    His lawyer’s face broke into red blotches and she shuffled her papers. 
 
    Rather than leave the room, Leo sat back and rested his boots on the table. “I’m not sure where this attitude came from. As far as I know, I’m the only person trying to get your sorry ass out of here. You might want to kiss my size elevens rather than spit on them.” 
 
    Brady shrank into his chair. “I don’t owe you anything.” 
 
    “No, but you will.” Leo stared him down. “Considering my history versus yours, I’m the last person you’d ever want as an enemy.” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” His gaze darted toward Shelley. “He threatened me. I want him barred from the interview room.” 
 
    Leo ached to mock him, but took the high road. “If that’s what you really want, I’ll leave. You can stay in jail and rot. I’m sure you’ll have a lot of real close friends by the time you get out of here. What’s the going rate for first-degree murder these days?” 
 
    “Alright, enough.” Brady slammed his palms on the table and jumped out of his chair. “I don’t care what you do with Rose, just get me out of here.” 
 
    “Then tell me who else was in that apartment with you the night you shot Gage,” Leo said. 
 
    On the opposite side of the table, Brady paced the room. “No one.” 
 
    Leo clenched his jaw. “Who else was in that apartment?” 
 
    “No one.” He panted like he’d just run a marathon. 
 
    Shelley rolled her eyes. “Stop being so damned stubborn. We’re both trying to help you. Why don’t you sit down and help us out?” 
 
    Leo cracked his knuckles and cradled the back of his head. “Relax. He’s the one looking at twenty-five to life, not us. We’ve got all the time in the world.” 
 
    Brady’s face darkened from red to purple. “Angel and Jakova, two of the girls from Marty’s club. They left when I got there.” 
 
    Shelley leaned forward. “Did they leave for good or did they come back at some point?” 
 
    “They left. I think.” He sat and dropped his head into his hands. “I don’t know. At first I thought it was just me and Gage there, but maybe I was wrong. I thought I heard a noise at the door then...” 
 
    Her gaze met Leo’s before she turned back to Brady. “Did you tell the police that?” 
 
    Brady let out a long, loud breath. “I don’t know what I told the police. I couldn’t think straight from the drugs.” 
 
    “Drugs you took or drugs someone gave you?” Leo dropped his feet to the floor. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Shelley pulled a sheet of paper from a folder. “They did blood work at the hospital. Here’s a list of the drugs they found in his system.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fun party.” Leo mused. “Twenty-five to life doesn’t sound worth it.” 
 
    Brady slumped into his chair. “Just catch whoever did this. I want out of here. Forget the people at school. You might want to talk to some of the girls she works with.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “At the bakery? I hate to break it to you, but she works alone.” 
 
    “Not at the bakery, although I’m sure her family has a zillion questions.” Brady sat back in his chair. “She never talks about them to me and, since I’ve never met them, I’m sure they don’t know about me either.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He exchanged glances with Shelley. “So where does she work when she’s in Newville?” 
 
    Brady smiled. “A little club on Knight and Seagull called Rascalz. You know it?” 
 
    Leo froze and his stomach sank. Rascalz was a strip club formerly owned by one of his father’s brothers. An uncle who played a major role in a part of Leo’s life he’d rather forget about. Christina working there explained the costumes he and Shelley had found in Brady’s apartment. “Unfortunately, I do. What does she do there?” 
 
    “Peels her clothes off for men who go home and wish their wives looked like her.” Brady wiggled his eyebrows. 
 
    Shelley’s mouth dropped open. “Your wife’s a stripper?” 
 
    Leo flared his nostrils, positive Christina would never stoop that low unless someone dragged her down and tied her to a rock. “Why?” 
 
    “The money’s good and gets us what we need to survive. Rose gets to play dress up and have all the attention she wants.” Brady shrugged and picked at a cuticle. “My buddy Marty Upshaw owns the place and helps us make connections. He takes good care of her and makes sure she doesn’t get ripped off or attacked.” 
 
    Leo clenched his fists and vibrated in his seat. “Will Marty vouch for you?” 
 
    “Marty, Jakova, Angel, they all know me and Christina. We party together and the girls all model and get the odd acting gig. Most of them like photographers better than painters, but, hey, it’s whoever’s willing to pay the big bucks, right?” 
 
    Leo didn’t like the change that came over Brady since they’d left the room and had half a mind to search him for drugs. “Is that how Christina met Gage?” 
 
    Brady’s smile twisted. “You’ll have to ask her that. I wasn’t there when they met.” 
 
    Shelley gritted her teeth and touched Leo’s arm. “Can I speak to you in private again?” 
 
    “Gladly.” He pushed his chair back, fighting the urge to throw Brady through a wall. 
 
    “For some reason, my throat’s really dry. Could be all this talking I’m doing while I cooperate.” Brady rocked his chair on two legs. “Bring me a soda when you come back.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it.” Leo stood, then leaned on the table and glared. 
 
    Shelley grabbed the back of Leo’s shirt, dragged him out of the room, and shut the door behind her. “I don’t know his wife and I already don’t like her.” 
 
    “Christina’s not the problem. I don’t think she’d work in a strip club by choice. Not when she’s working at her family’s bakery under a false sense of guilt.” Leo flared his nostrils and let his frustrations fly. “Imagine the notions Brady could put into her head. He’s all about the money, forget morals and pride and trying to make ends meet. We’re trying to help this guy and he keeps giving us a dozen more reasons to want to strangle him. Frankly, I think Christina would be far better off if the jerk was locked away for life. Guilty or not.” 
 
    Shelley paled. “Is he a danger to her?” 
 
    “Physically? I’m not sure. Mentally, I think he’s got her convinced she’s not worth much. They supposedly got married because they both got dumped in Vegas. She says they started drinking and woke up in a honeymoon suite with rings on their fingers.” 
 
    She raised her over-plucked eyebrows. “You don’t buy that?” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “I think it was Brady’s way of eliminating the competition. If she was going to school, working nights, and married, she wouldn’t be a hot commodity anymore and he’d get the modeling jobs with Gage.” 
 
    Shelley made a face. “So he married her to get more modeling jobs? That’s insane. Have you seen him? The guy couldn’t get a job modeling clay.” 
 
    He leaned against the wall and jammed his hands in his front pockets. “Have you seen his full portfolio?” 
 
    “Yeah. I wonder what went wrong?” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “Drugs, according to Christina. I’ve got a few more questions for the dough boy before I go.” When he sat across the table once more, Leo met Brady’s arrogance. “Do you love Christina?” 
 
    Shelley sat down and took notes. 
 
    Brady’s head bobbed back and he frowned. “What kind of question’s that? I married her, didn’t I?” 
 
    Leo placed his palms on the table and refused to let up. “Do you love your wife?” 
 
    “She’s my best friend. My soul sister.” He shrugged. “I guess in one way, I do love her. She’s the only person who never gave up on me when I came out.” 
 
    “So, you rewarded her loyalty by marrying her then having affairs because she’s not a gay man.” Leo sat back and folded his arms across her chest. 
 
    Brady’s face reddened. “It’s an open marriage. She’s had her share of men too.” 
 
    Leo nodded. “So you have a marriage of convenience. When you need her, she’s there so she can’t be with anyone else.” 
 
    His nostrils flared and he leaned over the table. “Did she even tell you why we got married in the first place?” 
 
    Leo’s heart raced and he stared, not indicating either way if he did. 
 
    “We went to Vegas and got dumped by our boyfriends. The two guys we’d gone with hooked up and took off together for the rest of the trip. Christina was convinced she’d never find a good man. We drank cheap champagne and compared dating horror stories then...” Brady wiped a tear from his eye Leo doubted had even existed. “I remember that night vividly. I convinced her the kind of love we had was better than no love at all and she agreed.” 
 
    Leo already knew the rest. Brady and Christina got married in a little chapel by an Elvis impersonator, then went home without telling anyone they got hitched. “Is that what she wanted?” 
 
    “She said she did.” Brady smirked. “We’ve been married for two years and she’s never asked for a divorce. That says something, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean she’s happy.” He frowned. “Just afraid to be alone.” 
 
    “We have an open marriage.” Brady sat back and folded his arms across his chest. “If you want to have a go at her, go right ahead.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a man who loves his wife, or one who treasures his best friend.” Leo flared his nostrils and narrowed his eyes. “Tell me, how often do you go around the bar and offer her to anyone who’ll pay for her?” 
 
    Brady ran his hands through his hair and growled. “You’re not married, are you? What makes you such an expert on the way things should be? You have no idea how hard it is to make a relationship like ours work. To get past the thought of your wife sleeping with other men.” 
 
    “Yeah, especially while you’re sleeping with the same men.” Leo’s entire body vibrated as he fought the urge to leap across the table and beat Brady into the floor. “You’re right. I don’t. No wife of mine would have to hear about me taking a lover, let alone killing one. Nor would she have to sleep with other men just to pay my bills.” 
 
    When Brady looked to Shelley for backup, she shook her head and shrugged. “Sorry, hon. I’m siding with Leo on this one and so would any jury. If you think they’ll let you off with that sob story, you’ve got another thing coming. We need to make you look like you’re not a cold-hearted knucklehead or they’re gonna fry you on principle.” 
 
    “Traitor.” Brady snarled. “I should fire you.” 
 
    “Make my week, sunshine.” Shelley closed her briefcase. “I wasn’t hired to be your friend, just get your sorry behind out of jail. Leo’s here for the same reason I am. We both want to prove you innocent. The only difference is I’m doing it for your sake, he’s here for your wife.” 
 
    Brady sat back, his gaze flitting from Shelley to Leo and back several times. Finally, he leaned forward to glare at Leo. “Her I understand, but what’s in it for you?” 
 
    “The satisfaction of helping out a friend.” Leo clenched his fists below the table. 
 
    “And what will you do for me if I cooperate?” Brady no longer resembled a pastry, sweet and doughy. Now he seemed more like a cactus, prickles and all. 
 
    “I’ll get you out of here and reunite you with your wife. If that’s what you really want.” He watched Brady carefully for a reaction. 
 
    Brady’s mouth twitched. “I might as well. It’s not like I have anything else left.” 
 
    Shelley grimaced. “I’m sure your wife will be happy to hear that.” 
 
    Leo pushed back his chair and rose to bang on the door again. If he had to listen to any more of Brady’s drivel, he’d fly over the table at the man’s throat. Once he and Shelley were in the corridor, he slammed a hand on the wall then puffed out his cheeks, releasing all the toxic emotions a visit to Brady stirred up. “I’m going to Rascalz.” 
 
    “Well, you enjoy that. I have to sit here and see if I can drag anything else out of Cinderfella.” She grimaced. “I’m going back in to see if I can unearth anything else about Gage. I expect a written report with everything you find out.” 
 
    “I’ll hand it in along with my bill.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Your bill?” 
 
    “You don’t expect me to work for free, do you?” 
 
    “You came to me and volunteered, sweetheart.” She met his gaze then hesitated. “Okay, I’ll pay for some of your expenses while you’re here, which doesn’t include lap dances or rounds for the whole bar.” 
 
    Leo smirked. “Since I don’t drink while I’m on duty, I guess you get off easy.” 
 
    After spending the afternoon wandering around the campus then taking a two-hour nap after dinner, Leo strolled into Rascalz shortly after eleven. The entire bar seemed to glitter and the music blared so loud the building shook. Leo longed to leave before he’d taken ten steps inside. While the bar hadn’t changed, Leo had. The sight of skinny women with too-large implants no longer excited him as when he was a skinny teenager cleaning vomit from the toilets and dodging drug busts. 
 
    “Hey, hon.” A tall, raven-haired woman leaned her scantily-clad body against him. “Can I get you anything sinful? Me, perhaps?” 
 
    He glanced at her jeweled bra and tight black skirt then up to her heavily made up eyes with sequined, feathery eyelashes. “I assume you work here.” 
 
    She pressed her finger to his lips. “You’re not a vice cop, are you?” 
 
    “No.” Leo shuddered and kept one hand on his wallet. He’d been here before. Known girls like her before intimately. 
 
    “Then I work wherever you want me to.” She leaned over and licked his earlobe. “If you handcuff me, we could pretend you’re a cop, then I’d tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    He cringed at the thought of Christina leaning into strange men with similar requests then revealing the most intimate parts of her body. “Let’s start with your name.” 
 
    She breathed into his ear in a feeble attempt to turn him on. “Jakova.” 
 
    Luck was with him. Jakova was one of the women Brady mentioned. So far. “Glad to hear that. I think we have a friend in common. Do you know Rose Ryan?” 
 
    “Rose? She’s not here.” Her eyebrows arched as her face hardened. “What do you want with a skinny little mouse like her?” 
 
    “She’s a friend of a friend.” Leo eased away from her, finally able to put some space between their bodies. “I was told she worked here.” 
 
    Jakova squirmed. “I heard a rumor her mom died. Rose left for the funeral, but never came back. We all figured she’d finally ditched her loser husband and got a better offer, which worked well for the rest of us. She was pretty popular with the regulars, so now we get our pick of men.” She leaned in close. “You know, she would’ve been far better off if she hadn’t married the owner’s ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    Another puzzle piece fit into place. Brady had sent his new wife to work for his former boyfriend. Unthinkable for anyone else, probably a logical move for Brady Ryan. “Yeah, who is the owner of this dive now?” 
 
    “Marty Upshaw.” Jakova nuzzled his ear once more. “You might know him. He does a bunch of charity stuff at Christmas time to keep the cops off his back. Toys for needy kids, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know him.” Leo nodded. Could Marty Upshaw be jealous enough of Brady’s marriage to kill Gage and send Brady away for life? 
 
    “You should talk to Angel.” Jakova ran her hand over the front of his jeans. “She and Rose were actually friends. They did each other’s hair every night and hung out from time to time and I think Angel had a crush on her, but don’t quote me. When Rose left to help her mom, Angel moped for days.” She flipped her hair back over her shoulder. “Personally, I’m glad to see Rose gone. She was always Marty’s favorite. Now the rest of us get a little attention.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes, sure she knew Rose had left for her mom’s funeral, not to help her while she was sick. He let it go, but it seemed like a minor sticking point that glared in Leo’s face like neon. He made a mental note to ask her again later. 
 
    “Angel.” Jakova grabbed a slender, blonde with white feathered wings by the arm and pushed her at Leo. “This guy wants you. Have fun.” She gave a finger wave and disappeared. 
 
    True to her stage name, Angel had blonde hair, wide blue eyes, and a heavenly body, but lacked any semblance of a halo. Startled, her gaze followed Jakova into the crowd before she turned to Leo, her pupils dilated from either darkness or drugs. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Nothing physical. You can relax. I just need to ask you a few questions.” He motioned her toward a quiet corner, as far from the stage as he could. “I hear you’re good friends with Rose Ryan.” 
 
    “You’re here about Rose?” Her eyes grew even larger. “Wow, I thought you were another one of those perverts trying to do an angel for Christmas.” She sighed and leaned closer. “Did Jakova tell you Rose and I were friends? I honestly have no idea where she is. She went home to help her family and no one’s heard from her since.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Leo held up a hand. “I know where she is. I need to learn more about her.” 
 
    “Why? Are you a cop? Is she okay?” Despite her blue eye shadow and pink blush, Angel’s face paled. “Are you here because of what Brady did? He didn’t kill Rose too, did he?” 
 
    “No, she’s very much alive and making my life miserable.” He chuckled then ordered a cola from a passing waitress and studied Angel through narrowed eyes. “Is that what people here are saying? That Brady killed her?” 
 
    “Just Jakova. Poor Rosie. I miss her so much.” She toyed with a ring on her index finger. A Celtic knot. “She got the job here because of Brady. He and Marty, the owner, were lovers and when Brady married Rose, Marty was livid. Despite everything, Marty promised to look after Rose. She’s not the best dancer, but she’s pretty and way more innocent than some of the other girls. The customers loved her sweet school girl act. Some nights, Brady made her wear a plaid skirt, knee socks, and the whole school uniform.” 
 
    Brady made her? Leo pictured Christina in the short plaid skirt and knee socks he’d found in Brady’s apartment. “What did she tell you when she left?” 
 
    “That her mom was sick.” Angel blinked her white feathery eyelashes furiously then wiped at the corner of one eye. When she glanced around them, one of her wings hit his shoulder. “She left after work on a Friday and never came back. I didn’t see her at school after that either. Brady said she’d be gone for a couple weeks. He didn’t seem upset when she didn’t come back. Actually, that’s when he and Gage started to hang around in public.” 
 
    Leo studied Angel in the bursts of light from the stage show. “So you went to school with Rose as well?” 
 
    “Yeah. We both took art history. I’m pre-law and just took it for the easy marks. Rose was a really talented painter, but Brady and Gage kept her too busy to do her own work.” Angel’s face softened when she smiled. “We’d do homework together once a week. She always had to explain brush strokes and techniques, but she was horrible with math.” 
 
    Leo found two things odd. Angel talked about her friend in the past tense and Christina seemed to do well enough with math at the bakery. Something about her mention of Rose studying art nagged at him. He brushed the thought aside. “Does Brady come in here a lot?” 
 
    “No. Last I heard he was in jail. Before Rose left, Marty told Brady to stay away while she was at work. She’d get uptight and clumsy when he was around like she was afraid of him.” Angel paused and glanced around, more comfortable talking about Rose than about Brady. 
 
    “Do you think he’s guilty?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Once Rose left town, Brady and Marty hooked up for a couple weeks, then Brady started to show up with Gage and acting weird. I know he had a drug problem, but Rose said he’d been clean for a while.” When she glanced around again, she flinched. 
 
    Across the room, Jakova talked to a short balding man Leo assumed was Marty Upshaw. Her arms flailed around as she yelled over the volume of the speakers and pointed toward their table. He and Angel had precious little time to chat. “Did you know Gage before he came in with Brady?” 
 
    She winced and grasped Leo’s hand to stress the urgency. “I modeled for him once or twice and he’d have a nasty temper tantrum every session. Once someone mixed up his brushes. He freaked out and trashed the studio.” 
 
    “Did Rose model for him?” 
 
    Angel grimaced. “She modeled for him, slept with him, partied with him, the girl was crazy about him. The problem was Gage treated her like a princess and... I shouldn’t tell you this, but Jakova was jealous.” 
 
    His eyebrow twitched. “Jakova? Why was that?” 
 
    “Jakova and Gage have been on-again off-again forever. If you think she was peeved when Gage took up with Rose, you should’ve seen the fireworks the first time he and Brady came in groping each other.” Angel glanced across the room again and winced. “I have to go. Marty’s coming over to tell you to flash some cash or get out.” 
 
    Leo slipped her a fifty dollar bill, the cost of one more puzzle piece. “Did you ever see Jakova and Gage fight?” 
 
    Angel slid the bill into her bra. “The night he died, Gage came in to the bar with Brady ready to party and they got down and dirty over in the corner where Jakova could see them. She went nuts and dumped a whole pitcher of drinks on them. Marty sent her home, told Gage to leave, and Brady to never come back.” She bit her lower lip. “Sorry, I really have to go. If you see Rose again, tell her to be happy and call me. She has my number.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her.” Leo promised. “Is there anyone else I should talk to?” 
 
    “Talk to about who?” The short, balding man with a bodybuilder’s physique and a tanning bed tan stood next to the table, arms folded across his barrel chest. “Get back to work, Angel. I don’t pay you to sit on your moneymaker and talk.” 
 
    “Leo Blue. You bought this place off my uncle years ago.” Leo extended a hand and stood. “I needed to talk to her about Rose Ryan. Jakova told me Angel knew Rose best.” 
 
    “Marty Upshaw.” Marty didn’t seem intimidated by his size in the least. His face paled, but he didn’t bother to extend a hand. “I remember you. The skinny kid who enlisted. Your uncle was an interesting man. At least he taught you how to work hard and thought the world of you. What do you want with Rose?” 
 
    “I want to help her.” He paused then added, “And Brady.” 
 
    Marty’s thick eyebrows rose. He nodded to a large man nearby and slipped into the seat Angel had vacated as the bouncer backed off. “What do you know about Brady and Rose?” 
 
    Leo looked him in the eye. “I’m working with Brady’s lawyer, Shelley Black. I’m not convinced Brady killed Gage, but I need some information to get him to tell the truth.” 
 
    He seemed to hold his breath for a couple heartbeats, then motioned for Leo to follow. “Let’s go to my office.” 
 
    Marty’s office was up a set of spiral stairs at the back of the club and featured a floor to ceiling window that overlooked the entire bar and stage. Instead of a desk, he had a glass-topped table and several bookshelves filled with leather-bound classic novels. One whole wall was hung with photos of Marty posed with celebrities. One photo showed Marty with several dancers, Christina as Rose Ryan included. Christina could easily have passed for Marty’s teenage daughter. 
 
    He poured a glass of scotch then looked out the window at the bar below. “Why are you helping Brady?” 
 
    Leo sat in a black leather chair. “His wife is my friend’s sister.” 
 
    “Then you know who and where she is.” Marty nodded. “Is Christina alive and safe?” 
 
    “Yes to both.” He kept his gaze on Marty, but remained aware of the room around him. Beneath the door, a shadow wavered then moved. 
 
    Marty turned to face Leo, his nostrils flared. “I’d hoped she’d at least call and tell me she was okay. She knows I worry about her.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. This was a test and he was sure to be thrown down the stairs by the bouncer who waited outside the door. “Are you asking as her pimp or her friend?” 
 
    Marty met Leo’s gaze and nodded slowly. “You’re wary. I don’t blame you. I’m sure you’ve heard all about me and Brady from Christina and the girls. For the record, I adore Christina and I’ve thought about calling her every day since she left.” 
 
    Leo sighed. He already trusted Marty far more than he’d ever trust Brady. “She’s going through a bad patch, but she’s fine. After her mom died, she stayed to help run the family business. A bakery.” 
 
    “Good. Tell her to stay there, I don’t want her back.” Marty smiled then turned back to watch the action in the club. “Not every woman’s cut out for gyrating her hips at a roomful of drunks. Hell, the poor girl needed a drink or two every night before she’d even go near the stage. She hated working here.” 
 
    “So why did she do it?” 
 
    Marty shrugged. “The money’s good and if the girls make the customers happy, they can take home a lot more in tips than pay. Nobody pools tips here, it’s every girl for herself. Christina had a school girl look the guys all love. On a good night, she’d go home with over five hundred bucks stuffed in that little black bra of hers. When Brady picked her up, I’d walk her out and she’d fork over the cash to him.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes. “Nice guy. He never came inside?” 
 
    “Not while she worked here.” He hesitated. “I’m sure you heard Brady was my ex-boyfriend. I can’t say I was happy when he married Christina, especially since I was the guy he dumped in Vegas to marry her. We got back on speaking terms right about the same time he came to beg for a job for his new wife.” 
 
    “Wait a sec. He dumped you?” Leo’s back stiffened. “Christina said you dumped Brady the same night her boyfriend left her.” 
 
    “So that’s the story that lying piece of monkey crap gave her.” Marty ran a hand over his bald head. “He saw something in her, you know. He was never in love with her, but he knew she was something special. Personally, I think he married her as protection more than anything.” 
 
    “Protection from what?” Leo sat back, but couldn’t relax. 
 
    Marty waved to someone in the club then refilled his glass. “All this talk about Brady and Christina drives me to the bottle. You sure you don’t want a drink? Brady needed someone to make sure he didn’t self-destruct. Ironically, when Christina left to take care of her mom, he got involved with Gage and dove headlong into the drugs.” 
 
    A self-fulfilling prophecy. “But you’re his friend, didn’t you step in to help?” 
 
    Marty shrugged. “I had it out with him, even told him how disappointed Christina would be, how sad I was, but he didn’t care. He wanted Gage. He wanted the life. Since she wasn’t here, he sounded like...” He trailed off and sighed. 
 
    Leo finished. “Like he didn’t expect her to come back.” 
 
    Marty seemed amused. “So you have met him.” 
 
    “We’ve had a couple chats.” 
 
    “He’s a stubborn cuss, isn’t he? God knows why I still love him after all the crap he’s pulled.” He tossed back a mouthful of scotch. “I do miss Christina, though. I think of her like a sister. As much as she loved Brady, there was never anything romantic between them. Call it more like a moral duty.” 
 
    “Or maybe he was acting as her pimp and had some kind of hold on her.” Leo stood up and looked out the window at the slithering bodies below. 
 
    Jakova gyrated on stage in front of a gray-haired man. Angel stood near the bar taking to a man in a light-colored suit. She glanced in his direction then turned away and bowed her head. 
 
    “Maybe.” Marty cleared his throat and sat behind his desk. “After Christina started here, he told her to do what she had to for the big bucks. The more she flaunted her curves and did the little extras for her customers, the more money she brought home at the end of each night.” He frowned. “On slow nights, I’d slip her a few extra dollars just to keep him off her back.” 
 
    “So he was psychologically abusive.” Leo clenched his hand. “Did he ever beat her?” 
 
    “Nah. It was purely mental.” Marty sat back. “Guilt mostly. Some nights she’d come in bawling and I’d sit with her until she pulled herself together. Poor girl’s hands would shake so hard I’d have to do her makeup and give her a shot of whiskey to steady her. She was a very lonely girl.” 
 
    “Lonely?” Leo frowned. “I thought she and Angel were good friends.” 
 
    He shrugged. “That depended on a lot of things, particularly, if Angel wanted something from her.” 
 
    Leo felt sick to his stomach. “Were you here the night Gage and Brady became a sideshow in front of Jakova?” 
 
    “Angel told you about that?” Marty’s eyebrows rose then he snorted. “Of course she did. Gage had promised Jakova he wouldn’t party with his models anymore then in he strolls with Brady who’s stoned out of his head and can’t keep his hands off Gage’s zipper. Jakova lost her mind and tried to gouge Brady’s eyes out, then punched Gage in the mouth.” 
 
    Marty got up and opened a file cabinet in the lower half of the bookshelves. He handed Leo a sheet of yellow paper. “I called the cops who kicked the lot of them out. Jakova, Gage, Brady, as well as the guys they came in with. I’ll make you a copy of the police report.” 
 
    Leo examined the police report then turned to the photograph of Marty and Brady that hung on the wall. Next to it hung another one of Marty with Christina and Brady. All three toasted the camera with champagne flutes. 
 
    “Nice guy that I am, I threw them a wedding reception here at the bar. I was ready to kill Brady for what he did.” Marty stood next to him. “Not so much because he’d dumped me, but mostly because he duped Christina. She deserves far better than what he dishes out.” 
 
    Leo was starting to agree. “Have you seen Brady at all since he went to jail?” 
 
    “Nope, and I don’t plan to either. As far as I’m concerned, Brady Ryan will get what he deserves in the end.” He clapped a hand on Leo’s shoulder. “I wish you luck, Leo Blue, you’ll need it.” He hesitated. “If you see her again, tell her to stay away from this place. I love her so much I never want to see her again, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do, and I’ll tell her.” Leo shook Marty’s hand. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “I’m just sorry I can’t help you any more than that.” Marty grasped Leo’s hand in both of his. “Take care of her, Leo. She needs a hero whether she agrees or not.” 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, Leo ran into Jakova who pressed against him to slip a piece of paper into his hand. Her lips brushed his ear. “I get off at midnight. Call me.” 
 
    He nodded, then pushed through the crowd, amazed by the number of women in the bar, not all of them waitresses or dancers. 
 
    Angel grabbed his hand before he reached the door and handed him a folded napkin. “Give this to Rose when you see her and tell her to call me. I’m really glad she got out of here. She deserves a lot better.” 
 
    Leo pulled her aside, positive Angel said Christina already had her number. “You know, it’s not too late for you either.” 
 
    “I know. Next semester, I make a clean start.” Angel smiled. “My uncle owns two Starbucks in Buffalo. The money’s not as good, but I’ll be able to sleep at night.” 
 
    “No more strip clubs?” He raised one eyebrow. A small part of him doubted her, but he forced a smile. “I’ll tell her to call you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Angel kissed his cheek then mingled with the crowd. 
 
    Leo wandered outside and savored the cold, fresh air, unable to fathom how women like Angel and Christina got sucked into working in such an environment to begin with. Brady must have made a great argument to lure Christina into the darkness and convince her things were so bad she needed to strip for money. 
 
    He sat in his car and pulled out his cell phone. “Clancy. Sorry, I know it’s late, but I need Christina’s phone number.” 
 
    “You woke me up in the middle of the night for that?” Clancy groaned. “I already gave it to you. Why do you need her number now?” 
 
    Leo started his car and held a hand over the heat vent. “I have a few questions for her and I don’t have my list handy.” 
 
    Clancy snorted. “I’d say go pound on her door and ask her, but she’s probably in bed. Where are you anyway?” 
 
    “Newville.” Leo blew on his fingers and rubbed his hands together as the car warmed. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing there?” Clancy hesitated, then rattled off a phone number. “Please tell me you found who and what she’s hiding.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Leo laughed. Sort of. “I’ll give you a full report when I get back.” 
 
    “No hints?” 
 
    “Nothing you could sleep with. I gotta go. Keep an eye on her, will you?” He hung up without explanation, then dialed Christina’s number. 
 
    When she answered, her voice was deep and gravelly. So sexy with sleep, he shuddered. “Clancy, if this is you again, you’re a dead man. I’ve got to get up for work in a few hours.” 
 
    “Hey, babe.” 
 
    Silence for a half dozen heartbeats. “Leo? What do you want?” 
 
    He wanted to ask if she was crazy. Why she went to work for Marty and what her attraction was to Brady Ryan, but the words stuck in his throat. “I missed you.” 
 
    “You’re across the street.” She groaned. “If you look out your window, you can see me giving you the finger. I’ll even turn on the light if that helps.” 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t see you from here.” Leo grinned. “I’m in Newville.” 
 
    There was a tense silence before she asked, “Why?” 
 
    “Detective business. I’ll be back soon.” He pictured her lying in bed, hair spread around her face like a halo. She’d probably seen and done too many things to be an angel, which made her a lot like Leo in too many ways. “I’m having cookie withdrawals.” 
 
    “And you miss me.” 
 
    “Of course, I do. You smell like sugar cookies and gingerbread.” Warm, homey and delicious. 
 
    Christina laughed. “Is that why you like me? I smell like food?” 
 
    The image of her in khakis and a faded tank top flashed into his mind again, so real he could almost touch her. “Not totally. I seem to recall a few other things I like about you.” 
 
    “I’d ask you what you like the most, but I need to get some sleep tonight.” She chuckled. 
 
    “Same here.” If Leo lay in bed and dwelled on what he liked about her most, there was no way he’d get to sleep before dawn. He needed to go to his apartment and take a long hot shower to scrub off the desperation of the nightclub. “Get some sleep, baby girl. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Oh, Brady called earlier. He says you shouldn’t be so nosy.” She paused. “When did you see him and what is it you’re being so nosy about?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I see you.” It would be hard enough to face her when he got back to Packham. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    A parrot with a small Santa hat, a pink flamingo, a penguin, and a white wicker duck perched inside a basket on the counter near the cash register. Christina picked up the flamingo and laughed at the small wreath someone had glued around its neck, exactly the kind of thing Clancy would do. “On the fourth day of Christmas, someone gave to me four plastic birds. Cute. Tacky, but cute.” 
 
    The rest of the day was a blur of flour, shortening, and distracted customers. Clancy popped in for his customary lunch, but his words got lost in the murmur of the crowd gathered in front of the counter. He motioned toward the back room and disappeared. 
 
    By the time the crowd thinned and Christina wandered into the back room, Clancy leaned over a pot on the stove and inhaled a long, lingering breath. “This smells amazing.” 
 
    “Vegetarian chili.” The scent of chili mingled with the aroma of fresh bread and cookies. She’d ignored the smells all morning while the ingredients simmered, but now her stomach growled. Even though there were so many other things she needed to do, the food smelled divine. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t know you ate vegetarians.” 
 
    She groaned. “There’s a lot about me you don’t know.” 
 
    “Like about Brady? You could have told me you were married, you know. I would’ve made an effort to be happy for you. Do you have kids too?” Clancy paused and bowed his head over the chili pot again. “It sure smells good.” 
 
    “No kids.” Christina returned to the batch of cookies she’d cut before the onslaught of customers. The odds of her ever having a family bordered between not a chance and never. She shrugged. “Have a taste. If it doesn’t kill you within ten minutes, it’s probably safe to eat.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” He scowled, then grabbed a small bowl from the cupboard and slapped in a healthy spoonful of chili. He slid onto a stool, grabbing a spoon and a warm bun. “Has Leo tried your chili yet?” 
 
    Snowflake cookie cutter gripped firmly in hand, she hovered over the rolled cookie dough. “I haven’t seen him all day.” 
 
    “Really?” Clancy ate a large mouthful of chili. His forehead crinkled and his eyebrows met. “That’s weird. I thought maybe you and he had a thing going on.” 
 
    “I’m married.” 
 
    He snorted. “How convenient. Don’t you and Brady have one of those open marriages? No strings attached. Isn’t that why he was with Gage?” 
 
    Wasn’t that why she’d been with Gage? The question hung unspoken as Christina slammed the cutter into the dough. “Don’t you have anything better to do than harass me?” 
 
    “Besides eat your chili? Nope.” He glanced up from shoveling chili into his mouth. “Oh, yeah. I forgot. Leo’s in Newville.” 
 
    Prying into her life, last she heard. Christina frowned. Until now she’d managed to convince herself their late night conversation was all a dream. She pounded out three more cookies before her brother clutched his bowl close. 
 
    Clancy averted his gaze. “Gotta go. I’ll bring the bowl back later.” 
 
    “Make sure you at least wash it first.” When the door closed, she started on the cookies, torn between being glad Leo was gone and wondering if he was okay. Not that his condition mattered, they weren’t lovers or anything. A burst of heat shot through her and she stared at the dough. If Leo meant nothing to her, why couldn’t she think about him without having hot flashes? 
 
    At five minutes after five, Christina threw her apron on the back counter and collapsed onto a stool. “That’s it. I need help or I quit.” 
 
    Clancy strolled through the back door as if on cue and dropped his dirty bowl in the sink. “It’s a good thing tomorrow’s Sunday then.” 
 
    She sighed and rolled her head from side to side. “Don’t you have something better to do? I thought you had a waiting list.” 
 
    “I do.” He surveyed the mess throughout the bakery. “My last customer had the flu so I’m off early.” 
 
    “Good, then you can help me clean up this mess.” 
 
    “The bakery or your life?” Clancy ducked when she threw her apron at his head. “I’m kidding. I’ll help, but only if you join me for dinner.” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow. “What’s the occasion?” 
 
    He snorted, placing his hands on both hips. “You act like I never ask you to go anywhere with me. I’m offended by your insinuation.” 
 
    “Fine. Dinner.” Christina rolled her eyes and moved her dirty bowls into the sink to start cleaning the countertop. “First, I have to clean up. I don’t want any critters deciding this place is perfect for a new home.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” He dropped his jacket on a stool. 
 
    She froze, certain she was daydreaming. Had her brother had actually offered his services? “You’ve never helped me before.” 
 
    Clancy shrugged. “You’ve never asked before.” 
 
    He was right. She’d never asked anyone for help, least of all Clancy. She hesitated to do so now. “Okay. You can start with taking apart the mixer. Please.” 
 
    Despite his cell phone buzzing no less than three times, Clancy was meticulous and cleaned the mixer until the beaters sparkled. In the meantime, Christina gave everything a fast, basic cleaning. She planned to do a more thorough job the next day since she normally didn’t have anything better to do on Sundays anyway. 
 
    Finally, Clancy leaned against the counter. “Can we call it a night? I need chicken wings and beer.” 
 
    “Can I shower first?” She glanced around, glad the kitchen no longer looked like a tornado had struck. 
 
    “Nope, I’m hungry.” Clancy locked the back door and tossed her the sweater she’d hung on the thick hook hours ago. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Halfway to the front door, she paused. “Oh, I guess I better unplug the tree.” 
 
    “Where’d that thing come from, anyway?” He followed her across the room and leaned over to study the ornaments. His voice softened. “This reminds me of Mom, actually. She would’ve loved all the decorations.” 
 
    Christina narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you didn’t do this?” 
 
    “Me? Nah.” He moved one of the birds to a higher branch. “What makes you think I’d do something this cool? It was all I could do to help decorate the store with those green things. I never even put up a tree at the house.” 
 
    “You didn’t?” She hadn’t noticed. The memories in the bakery were already more than she could handle some days. “Why not?” 
 
    Clancy’s gaze remained on the tree as he frowned. “Dad’s not home. You haven’t been there since Mom died. What’s the point?” 
 
    “Good point.” Christina unplugged the tree lights and took her brother’s arm. “Let’s go eat and mope into our drinks together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Leo was late. Clancy had texted hours ago to ask if they could meet at The Tipsy Duck to talk about everything Leo had found about Christina. He had no idea how he’d tell Clancy his sister was a stripper married to a gay model. Christina’s life was nothing anyone from a small town would ever expect. He should have just gone straight to the bloody airport and mailed Clancy a sketchy report on his way to the plane. 
 
    Served him right for being a standup guy. 
 
    The street was quiet by the time he pulled into the apartment building parking lot. He raced up the stairs to his apartment and threw his duffle bag on the floor. Nothing had changed. The place was still quiet and lonely with all the dust right where he’d left it, only now he saw himself through new eyes. His new residence reminded him of Brady and Christina’s apartment, bare and devoid of personality. 
 
    Leo sauntered down the front stairs and onto the sidewalk. A few people window shopped and made their way to local restaurants. None paid him any attention, but he didn’t care. He had other things on his mind than impressing anyone. 
 
    Although the pub was crowded, he spotted Clancy alone at a table for four and wove through the tables with a gut feeling something was wrong. Clancy glanced around as though searching for someone. He drummed his fingers on the table and tapped his foot, but did neither motion in a steady rhythm. 
 
    Leo sauntered over to Clancy’s table and grinned. “Hey. You order me a beer?” 
 
    Clancy raised his eyebrows. “Not yet. You don’t drink.” 
 
    “After the past couple of days, I thought I might start.” He sat across the table, before he noticed the glass of cola. “Who else is here? I thought this was just between the two of us.” 
 
    “When I didn’t hear from you all day, I invited Chrissie for dinner.” Clancy glanced toward the washrooms. “She won’t last long, she’s a cheap drunk. We can talk when she leaves.” 
 
    Leo ordered a beer and sat back. “You really think you can wait that long? Your little sister has led an interesting life, Bro.” 
 
    Clancy sat back and frowned. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    The waitress slid a large order of chicken wings and a platter of nachos between them. 
 
    “I’ll get rid of her so we can talk.” Clancy reached for a nacho. “But if you think she’ll leave before dinner, you’ve got another thing coming. That girl’s got a monster appetite some days. This is our second order of nachos.” 
 
    “Wow. Chicken wings, more nachos, and a turkey. Quite the banquet tonight.” Christina met Leo’s gaze as she slid into the seat beside Clancy. She reached for the cola. “I thought you’d left the country.” 
 
    “No, you hoped I’d left the country.” Leo grinned. “There is a difference. I had to come back, I needed more sugar cookies. I’m starting to have withdrawals.” 
 
    “The bakery’s closed.” A smug smile warmed her face. “You’ll have to wait till Monday.” 
 
    Clancy ignored them both and grabbed a chicken wing. “Hope you both like hot wings.” 
 
    “Not really.” Christina sipped her drink then reached for a nacho. “How’d you know we were here? Did Clancy invite you?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, he did,” Leo said. “He and I have business to discuss.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “I already know about your tattoo.” 
 
    Clancy’s face reddened. How long did he plan to keep the fact Leo was investigating her a secret? They made small talk around the food until Clancy headed to the bar for another round of drinks. Not even their waitress could keep up with his thirst tonight. 
 
    Christina bowed her head, even more sullen than before. 
 
    Leo reached for her hand. “What’s bothering you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shook him off. “Why?” 
 
    “You just seem off.” Actually, both she and Clancy did. Leo peeled the label off his beer bottle. “I thought maybe you were mad I left town without telling you.” 
 
    Her gaze darted around the room then skipped over Leo entirely like she didn’t want him to be part of the pub’s scenery. “Why’d you go to Newville?” 
 
    He smiled. “I have an office and an apartment there. Once in a while I put in an appearance to make sure everything’s okay.” 
 
    Her face flushed. “Oh.” 
 
    Leo kept on the lookout for Clancy. “Have you gone back to see any of your friends since your mom’s funeral?” 
 
    “No.” Christina’s face hardened. “I don’t have any reason to go back.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “What about Brady or Angel?” 
 
    “Brady’s an idiot.” She finished the last of her drink. “He got himself into prison, he can damn well get himself out. Angel...we were never really friends.” 
 
    Clancy set fresh drinks on the table front of them. “So, what are we talking about? Global warming? Peace on earth? Elves?” 
 
    “Elves?” Christina frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong with elves?” Clancy shrugged. “Isn’t that how you got your Christmas tree?” 
 
    Leo smirked. “Elves brought you a Christmas tree?” 
 
    “Who else could’ve fit through the mail slot?” She folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t know who brought the tree, but everyone in town keeps adding ornaments. I have no idea what I’m going to do with everything when the holidays are over.” 
 
    “Push them all back out the mail slot?” Leo suggested. 
 
    Christina raised her eyebrows and stared, then laughed out loud. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    Clancy took a swig of his beer and belched. “You having fun, Chrissie?” 
 
    “Kind of.” She met Leo’s gaze. “I guess I needed a night out.” 
 
    “See, you get a drink in the girl and she loosens up.” Clancy raised his bottle to Leo. “At least you don’t have to work tomorrow and can have some fun. Leo, you do any Christmas shopping in the city?” 
 
    “I don’t have anyone to shop for.” Leo shrugged. “Just Lucy and the kids, really.” 
 
    “What do Lucy and the kids want?” Clancy leaned forward. “I want to do something nice for them. Did you see they helped me hand out hot chocolate at the Christmas tree lighting thing? That was great. I know the kids are into video games.” 
 
    “Yup. The music ones, the shooting ones, the sports ones, pretty much any game out there is on their lists.” Leo studied Christina, whose eyes seemed even more glazed than they had a short time earlier. He kicked her foot beneath the table. “You tired?” 
 
    “Yeah, just out of sorts.” She pushed her glass away. “Maybe I’m getting sick or something. I guess I have been overdoing it.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Clancy placed a hand on her forehead. “You are a little warm. Maybe I should take you home.” 
 
    She brushed his hand off. “No, I’m good. I’ll eat then go get some sleep.” 
 
    “You guys want to play darts?” Clancy headed to the bar before they could answer. 
 
    Christina grabbed her drink. “Why not?” 
 
    “Sure.” Leo pushed back his chair then walked around the table to help her to her feet. “Are you sure you’re okay? You really don’t look well.” 
 
    She leaned into him. “If you’re trying to get rid of me, just ask me to leave.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to get rid of you.” He stepped back to give her space. “I just want to make sure you don’t plan to maim me with sharp, pointy objects.” 
 
    Christina wavered and flashed a sarcastic grin. “If that were the case, I’d do it in private the next time you came to the bakery. I do have knives back there, you know.” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” Leo grasped her elbow. “How many of those things did you have before I got here?” 
 
    She nudged him away. “I’ve only had one drink before this. How could I get drunk off one when it usually takes me at least three?” 
 
    He wanted to sniff her drink. If she only had one regular drink with dinner, she should be fine. Instead, she wavered then stumbled across the bar toward the dart boards. He took her elbow before she could fall. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She spun around to pull out of his grip. 
 
    “Just trying to help.” Leo set his beer on the table then held both hands up at his sides. “You’re not very steady on your feet. Why don’t you sit? Clancy and I’ll play the first game.” 
 
    Christina flared her nostrils. “Why? Don’t you think girls can play darts?” 
 
    “No.” Leo placed his hands on her shoulders. “I think you’re under the influence of something other than rum and you need to sit down before you collapse.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and sat on a stool. “Yeah. Lack of sleep. Insane life. Sniffing too much flour, sugar and spices. Do you want me to keep going?” 
 
    “Never mind. Clancy can make sure you get home later.” 
 
    Christina hesitated then waved him off. “Whatever. I’ll just sleep under the tree in my store if I can’t get up the stairs.” 
 
    Leo grinned. Christina was one gift he wouldn’t mind opening under a Christmas tree. He was tempted to tell her the truth about how he couldn’t get her off his mind. 
 
    “You’re a nasty boy, Leo Blue.” She threw a wadded up napkin at his head. “Stop thinking that.” 
 
    He chuckled. “How do you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “I’ve seen that look lots of times. You have bedroom eyes.” She sipped her drink then wrinkled her nose and pushed the glass away. 
 
    Leo bit the tip of his tongue to stop from saying something he’d regret. 
 
    Clancy appeared with darts and a fresh round of drinks. “Okay, who’s up first?” 
 
    “You and me, Bro. Your sister needs to sit down before she hurts someone, namely me.” Leo moved the new drink away from Christina who scowled and leaned into him, flailing her arms to get it back. Her warmth and the scents of the bakery stuck in her hair caught him off guard. He sucked in a sharp breath, but didn’t dare move away in case she fell over. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Do what? Get close to you? I thought that’s what you wanted?” She sat back against the wall and sipped her third drink. “Why aren’t they playing Christmas music?” 
 
    “They are. Three techno pop versions of Silent Night in a row.” Clancy raised his eyebrows. “I thought you hated Christmas.” 
 
    “I do. It sucks.” She stared at the dartboard. “Who’s winning?” 
 
    “We haven’t started playing yet.” Leo waved his darts then took his first shot, which hit the wall, six inches away from the board. 
 
    Christina snorted. “You stink at this game.” 
 
    “You were never a cheerleader, were you?” Leo threw his remaining two darts, which both stuck to the outer edges of the board, then stood beside Christina while Clancy took his turn. 
 
    “Oh, hell no.” Christina shook her head so hard she lost her balance. She tumbled off the stool into Leo’s arms. She met his gaze. “Good catch.” 
 
    “Me or you?” His lips brushed her ear. 
 
    Christina laughed so loud other patrons in the bar turned to stare as she slid back onto her stool. “I’m not so sure about me. I don’t think I’ve brought Brady much luck so far, have I?” 
 
    “Brady’s the engineer of his own misfortunes, babe.” Leo chuckled. “Nobody asked you to be his four-leaf clover, did they?” 
 
    “Your turn.” Clancy nudged Leo’s shoulder, then wrote down the scores. He was winning by twenty points. 
 
    Leo whistled. “Wow, I’m going to have to pay attention to the game. One round and I’m losing horribly.” 
 
    “Then stop yapping and shoot.” Christina pushed him away. 
 
    Leo tried to focus on the game, but became distracted when Clancy leaned close to Christina and lowered his voice. He made out the words Newville and Brady before Christina slapped her brother across the face, her face red and tight with tears and anger. 
 
    When Clancy backed away, Leo draped one arm around Christina. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Great.” She brushed him off. “I’m out of here.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you home,” Leo said. “Don’t you have to be up early to work tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s Sunday. The bakery’s closed.” She grabbed her coat. “Don’t worry. I’ll find my own way home, I’m a big girl.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have given her those drinks.” Clancy groaned. “I only wanted her to tell me the truth.” 
 
    Leo kept one hand on Christina’s arm as she struggled to pull away. “Finish your beer and go home, Clancy. You and I’ll talk when you’re sober.” 
 
    “Fine.” Clancy swallowed the last of his beer and strode away, bumping into a table, then a waitress. 
 
    “You guys are crazy.” Christina tugged her arm out of Leo’s grasp. “Let me go. I’m going home to pack, then I’m leaving. I don’t need this crap.” 
 
    Leo refused to back down. “Come on, babe. Let’s go back to your place and you can get some sleep. You’re not leaving until we sit and talk.” 
 
    She shoved her arms in her coat sleeves. “I’ll be fine. Just leave me alone.” 
 
    “Christina, wait.” Leo threw his coat over his shoulder and followed her out the front door. 
 
    “Go away.” When he reached for her, she pulled away. “I’m going home.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving alone. I told Clancy I’d make sure you’d get home okay.” He opened the door which led to her upstairs apartment. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She pushed past him. 
 
    Leo trudge up the stairs behind her. “You’re not fine. You’re acting like you’ve been drugged.” 
 
    “Drugged? Why would anybody drug me?” Christina laughed. “I’ve had a couple drinks, some crappy food, plus I’m dead-on-my-feet exhausted.” 
 
    He shrugged, sure there were a lot of reasons, but only one likely suspect. 
 
    She stopped in the middle of the staircase and turned to stare. “It was you, wasn’t it? Did you drug me so you could sleep with me? Oh my God, that’s so sad. Why didn’t you just ask?” She took a step forward then stumbled, falling against him so hard she knocked him back against the wall. 
 
    Winded, Leo winced, the scent of cookies leaving him as breathless as the ache in his back. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, except now my ankle hurts.” Her eyes watered when she met his gaze. “You?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but you’re not very steady on your feet.” He led her the rest of the way up the stairs. “I think you’d better get some sleep before you think about leaving town. Me too, for that matter.” 
 
    “I will.” As Christina pulled keys out of her pocket, they clattered to the floor. “Damn.” 
 
    Leo picked her keys off the floor and tried to insert one into the lock. 
 
    “Go away. I can do this.” She slid between him and the door. After fumbling with the keys in the lock, she dropped the whole key ring then leaned her head against the door. “Okay. So I can’t do this.” 
 
    Leo wrapped an arm around her then unlocked the door. “Come on, babe, let’s get you inside. You need to sleep it off. I’ll get you settled then I’ll leave.” 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go to sleep and I don’t want you to go.” She clung to his jacket, her gaze meeting his. “I’m tired of being alone.” 
 
    Leo knew the feeling well. He slid her jacket off and draped it over a chair, unable to reach past her to the light switch. “I’ll stay with you, but you need to lie down and rest.” 
 
    “You don’t want me either, do you?” Her face fell. She pulled away from him and wandered to the window. “Brady married me, but he’ll never touch me. Gage painted me and slept with me, but in the end...he went and died. I was just another model to him anyway. Just another warm, naked body who posed for him and painted with him. I doubt he even knew who I really was.” 
 
    He hesitated. While he ached to tell her how much he did want her, he didn’t know her well either. At least, not the way he wanted to. 
 
    She stood across the room, a frail shadow framed by the snow falling outside the windows. “Brady set this all up, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Reminded of Gage’s paintings of the mysterious blonde woman, Leo closed the door and took off his jacket. “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “He broke up with Marty the same night my boyfriend dumped me. Marty and my boyfriend went to gamble and drink. Brady and I cried on each other’s shoulders while he got me drunk then married me.” She released a sad sigh. “The only reason I ever dated Gage to begin with was because I was mad about Brady’s stupid deal with Marty.” 
 
    “What deal?” The back of Leo’s neck prickled as he picked his way through the semi-darkness across the room. 
 
    Christina stared out the window. “Marty paid off Brady’s debt to a drug dealer before they broke up and Brady owed Marty a lot of money.” She leaned against the frosted window. “Once Brady married me, he sent me to work at Marty’s club. I kept the tips, which Brady used to cover our bills, but my paychecks went to pay off Brady’s debt.” 
 
    Leo clenched his jaw to keep from swearing. He stood in front of her, his arms ached to reach out, while the rest of him longed to hold her close. “So what did you do?” 
 
    “Danced my butt off. What else could I do?” She laughed. “Then I met Gage, who treated me like a princess. He took me to galleries, poetry readings, painted with me, and asked me to pose for him. When he said I was one of his favorite models, I actually fell for him. Not like a real love, more like a weird fascination. I guess he was everything I wanted to be.” 
 
    “Like what?” Leo stroked her hair, awed by the shadows that played on her face from the street lights. “An Andy Warhol wannabe?” 
 
    “An artist who was free to do what he chose and admired by everyone he met. Those were all things I’d worked for until...” Christina gazed out the window and clutched his hand, leaning her face against his fingers. “Until I married Brady.” 
 
    He cradled her chin between his thumb and index finger. “It doesn’t have to be that way. You can still have what you want.” 
 
    “How? Leave Brady?” Tears, silver in the dim light, trickled down her face. “I can’t. He’ll self-destruct.” 
 
    “I have a feeling Brady Ryan’s a lot more resilient than you know.” Leo pulled her close and kissed her. “He’s not the person I’m the most worried about.” 
 
    Christina slid her arms around his neck, pressing her body against his. “Are you worried about me?” 
 
    Leo picked her up and carried her to the couch bed. “Not at the moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Christina hadn’t had such wonderful dreams since she’d left Newville. When something scratched her face, she laughed. She’d never had a dream where she’d felt a man’s stubble before. Of course, she couldn’t recall a dream so real she’d worked up a sweat and had to shove most of the blankets off the bed either. 
 
    She snuggled up to the warm, strong body lying beside her on the bed. His arms slipped around her and his lips wandered over her skin. The heat that radiated off his toned body reminded her of the ovens in the bakery downstairs. At least the shop was closed Sundays and she could ignore the ovens. She couldn’t ignore the tingles in her body. 
 
    “Oh shit.” She stuck out her arms and pushed with her palms. “What are you still doing here?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Leo’s face was flushed and the length of his body remained pressed against hers. Sweat and all. 
 
    “This isn’t a dream, is it?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Um, no, but up until now it was a great fantasy.” 
 
    “What happened last night?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” He raised his eyebrows. “What do you remember?” 
 
    Christina was fully aware he hadn’t moved away. His body touched her curves all the way to her toes, which wasn’t a bad thing. “I met Clancy at the Tipsy Duck for a drink since he wanted to talk. He ordered a bottle of beer and I had a rum and cola. You were there when I got back from the washroom. After that, I don’t remember much of anything.” 
 
    Leo rolled away onto his back. “Are you sure you only had one drink up until then?” 
 
    “Yes.” She missed his body heat immediately and shivered. 
 
    “I was right.” He covered his face with both hands. “Somebody drugged you and I took advantage of you.” 
 
    Christina blew out a long breath. “Not someone. Clancy.” 
 
    Leo peeked at her through his fingers. “Your brother? Why would your brother drug you?” 
 
    Christina had the urge to jump out of bed and throw him out the door, but couldn’t bring herself to do so. Lying there beside him studying Leo’s profile seemed as natural as sweating in the hot bakery kitchen. “Because maybe he figured that was the only way he could make me tell him the whole truth.” 
 
    “I don’t think us getting together is what he had in mind.” 
 
    She gazed at the well-defined muscles of his chest. “Nope. I think he’ll be peeved when he finds out.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to find out, does he?” Leo trailed a finger over her bare arm. “I’m not about to tell him.” 
 
    “Me neither.” She met his gaze. 
 
    “Good, then our butts are covered. Figuratively, at least.” He tugged on the blankets. “I’d better get out of here before Clancy tracks me down.” 
 
    “No, don’t go.” Christina bit her lower lip. “Is it bad to say I don’t want to get out of bed just yet?” 
 
    “Not in my books.” As he pulled her closer, his lips touched hers. He kissed her until she was breathless, hands roaming like he already knew every inch of her from memory. “So, what won you over? My sense of humor? My charm? My rugged good looks?” 
 
    “Your pecs.” She giggled when Leo snorted and flipped her off. 
 
    Somewhere across the room, a phone rang. 
 
    Christina moaned. “That’ll be Clancy.” 
 
    “He can wait.” Leo wrapped his long arms around her as he murmured against her neck. 
 
    “But he won’t.” 
 
    “But he’ll have to.” When another phone rang, Leo cursed. “He’s persistent, isn’t he?” 
 
    Christina closed her eyes. “He’ll knock on the door next.” 
 
    He groaned. “You’re not helping any. Are you trying to get rid of me?” 
 
    “No. I’m being realistic. I’d better get up before he gets here or we’ll be busted.” 
 
    “You stay. My clothes are closer. We left yours by the door.” Leo kissed her forehead, then sat up. “I’m sorry. I thought you’d just had a couple of drinks and let your guard down. I never actually thought your brother would stoop to drugging you.” 
 
    Christina hugged a pillow and watched him pull on his jeans. She didn’t ask about the scars, not sure she wanted to know how he got them. “Did I come on to you? Is that why you...we....you know.” 
 
    He pulled his jeans on and zipped the fly. “I brought you home. You didn’t want to be alone so we talked.” 
 
    Embarrassed, she buried her face in the blankets. “Yeah. Well, apparently, we did a lot more than talk.” 
 
    “Oh yes, we did.” The bed shook when he fell next to her again and pulled her into his arms. “You’re amazing, babe. You know what? You should get your brother to put a tattoo right here.” He tapped a spot between her heart and her shoulder. “A miniature cinnamon bun.” 
 
    She laughed, pushing him away. “Get out.” 
 
    “Okay, a sugar cookie with sprinkles then.” He chuckled as he nuzzled her ear. “I’ll go head Clancy off. What are you doing today?” 
 
    Christina traced his jawline with one finger. She’d love to barricade the door and stay in the apartment with Leo all day, but Clancy would never let that happen. He’d keep pestering them both until they opened the door. “Cleaning the bakery. I’ve been doing double duty since Sophie quit, so I slacked off on a few chores.” 
 
    “You really need a life, babe.” Leo left her with one last kiss which made her toes tingle. 
 
    As he walked out the door, Christina had a gut feeling she’d never have the pleasure of waking up next to him again. A tear escaped down her cheek. She rolled over and tried to go back to sleep, but relaxation eluded her. She had a lot of energy to burn and nowhere better to go. 
 
    Waking up with Leo was like staring down a whole double-decker chocolate cake, decadent, sinful, and a once in a lifetime binge. He was an amazing memory that could never happen again and she needed to find another outlet for the incredible surge of energy he’d stirred up within her. Cleaning or baking sprang to mind. If she had her art supplies, she’d paint. Prolifically. 
 
    With the bakery closed for the day, Christina washed everything in sight. It took most of the morning before she found the note tucked in the cooler. “On the fifth day of Christmas, someone gave to me five golden things.” Her Secret Santa had an interesting imagination. This time, he’d left a drum, a guitar, a harp, a saxophone and a golden ring with a massive rhinestone to hang on the tree’s lush branches. 
 
    After she hung the new ornaments, she sat on the freshly washed floor to gaze at the tree. She’d never choose any of those decorations herself. Well, maybe the peacock, which reminded her of Brady. While he wasn’t as ostentatious as the bird, he loved to preen and posture. A lone tear strayed down her cheek. She wasn’t sure if she missed Brady as much as she missed the odd life she’d led with him. 
 
    “You should make sure your doors are locked after hours.” Leo cleared his throat and stood in the doorway with two paper cups. 
 
    Christina was positive the door was locked since she’d checked the deadbolt—one of the many things Mel was supposed to fix before her mother died—only ten minutes earlier. “I’ll get it fixed tomorrow. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I brought chamomile tea.” He handed her a cup. “I talked to Clancy earlier. He said you’ve had a rough few days and he’ll leave you alone to enjoy your day off.” 
 
    She scowled. “Is that all he said?” 
 
    “He told me you’d put up some decorations.” Leo sat beside her and crossed his legs. He studied the Christmas tree. “The tree looks great. When did you get it?” 
 
    Christina eyed him warily. Another suspect. This one apparently able to open locked doors while carrying two cups of tea. “Five days ago. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about it, would you?” 
 
    Leo sipped his tea. “Aside from it being a tree? What should I know?” 
 
    “Maybe how it got here.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Sorry, babe. I’m sticking with the elves in the mail slot theory.” 
 
    She breathed in the scent of chamomile with a hint of mint. “Thanks for the tea. I still don’t know what you’re doing here though.” 
 
    “Being a friend.” Leo hung his teabag on the lowest branch of the tree. 
 
    “Some friend.” Christina pulled the teabag off the tree, tossing it into a nearby trash can. 
 
    “Nice shot. You ever play for the Pistons?” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “What did you say you wanted?” 
 
    “Besides round two with you right here under the Christmas tree?” He grinned. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay then I’ll leave.” 
 
    Christina spit her mouthful in a spray onto the floor and her face burned. Before her imagination could get the best of her, she shifted away from his warmth. “I’m fine. Get out.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that.” Leo dropped one arm across her shoulder. He smelled of pine, chamomile tea and something she couldn’t place. Oranges? Cinnamon? 
 
    She wanted to drop her head onto his shoulder and cry. No one would ever need to know she’d fallen apart, especially Clancy. Instead, she pulled away and stayed strong. “I think you should leave now.” 
 
    “You should come with me.” He gave her a sideways glance. “Let’s go check out the real world. You’ve been cooped up sniffing flour for far too long.” 
 
    Christina sighed, staring at a tiny white light on the tree as she shook her head. “No, I’m tired. Apparently, I didn’t get much sleep last night and need to get up early tomorrow. I have things to take care of.” 
 
    Leo didn’t move. “Why do you hate Christmas so much?” 
 
    “I don’t hate it. A lot of bad things have happened on Christmas.” She looked him in the eye. “Things that I don’t want to talk about with a total stranger.” 
 
    “After last night, you still consider me a total stranger? Interesting.” Leo leaned over to kiss her, his breath sweet with tea and mint. He got up and walked toward the front door then paused. “I don’t know what else I have to do to convince you.” 
 
    Christina’s mouth dropped open and she sat beneath the tree too stunned to do much more than watch him leave. The front door closed with a click. She got up to check the lock on the door, making sure to slide the deadbolt firmly closed. Secret Santa Suspect Number Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The bright sunshine reflected off the snow and hurt Leo’s eyes as he tiptoed along the fine line between sanity and a serious case of lunacy. All because of Christina. He swore flames danced around him and the stench of frozen brimstone hung in the frozen air. Hell would have been a suitable place for him after he’d taken advantage of her last night. He completely deserved any bizarre form of torture Lucifer—or Clancy—could summon. 
 
    Through habit, he glanced back at the bakery then slowed his pace on his way to the coffee shop to give Danny an update. Jo took his order for tea and a cookie then he slumped into the chair across from his business partner. 
 
    “You look like crap.” Danny slid a folder toward him. 
 
    Leo sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “You know how sometimes when you do something it seems like a great idea at the time?” 
 
    Danny narrowed his eyes. “Did you sleep with her? Aw, Leo, please tell me you didn’t sleep with Clancy’s sister.” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    “I did not need to know that.” Danny bowed his head and sipped his coffee. “Why would you go and do something so stupid?” 
 
    “Clancy drugged her in an attempt to get information. By the time I got there, he’d already had a couple of drinks and just kept going. I’m not sure if he planned to loosen her up before he interrogated her or what, but his plans kind of backfired.” 
 
    Danny snorted. “While I’m pretty sure he didn’t drug her so you could take her to bed. I also don’t think he’d approve of your interrogation methods.” 
 
    “I guess we’re done here for today.” Leo pushed back his chair. “Keep in mind, I wasn’t the only one doing a strip search.” 
 
    “Too much information. Thanks for the visual. Sit down. We still need to talk.” 
 
    Leo tugged the tea bag from his cup. “What do you know about this case that you’re not telling me?” 
 
    Danny grimaced. “Actually, I was going to ask you the same question. Are you positive Christina is Rose Ryan?” 
 
    “Yes. I met with both Brady and his lawyer. I met with her boss, Marty Upshaw and some of the girls she works with. I’ve shown her picture at the University and searched their apartment. Do you know what I found?” 
 
    “Nothing that would link her to anything criminal.” Danny leaned forward. “Except her relationships to Brady, Marty Upshaw and Gage. Wait a sec, doesn’t Marty own Rascalz?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Danny lowered his voice. “What did she do there?” 
 
    He squirmed in his seat. “Brady sent her to work there. Marty’s his ex-boyfriend and Brady owes him a huge amount of money.” 
 
    “She worked for Marty Upshaw? Are you kidding me?” Danny scrubbed his face with one hand. “Please tell me she was a cocktail waitress.” 
 
    Leo took a bite of cookie. 
 
    “Holy crap.” He sat back and frowned. “Do you think she was involved in the murder?” 
 
    “No, she’s been looking after the bakery since her mom died.” Leo sipped his tea. “Despite her attitude, she seems to take her job seriously. By the end of the day, she’s too tired to string three sentences together, let along hop a bus to Newville to kill someone.” 
 
    “Doesn’t she have a car?” 
 
    Leo reached for the file folder on the table. “From what I gather, she doesn’t even have a valid driver’s license.” 
 
    Danny glanced up when two people entered Java Jo’s. “I guess that leaves us with only one suspect. Brady Ryan.” 
 
    “Actually—” 
 
    “Leo. Danny.” Katie placed her hand on Danny’s shoulder. “You two are here pretty early. What’s going on? New case?” 
 
    “Must be.” Lucy smiled. “They look pretty intense.” 
 
    Danny shrugged. “I was just touching base with Leo before he heads back to the city. What are you two up to? Where are the kids?” 
 
    “They stayed over at my neighbor’s house last night.” Lucy’s face reddened. 
 
    Katie flashed a smug smile and hustled Lucy toward the counter. “We’ve got to go.” 
 
    “What did I just miss?” Danny held out both hands, his expression blank. 
 
    Leo grinned. “Apparently, Clancy didn’t go straight home last night when he left the bar either. It seems Lucy and Clancy have become a serious item.” 
 
    Danny groaned. “After all the crap she went through with her ex? I thought she wanted to stay single and not mess up her kids’ lives again. I hope Katie talks some sense into her.” 
 
    “Looks like it might be too late for that.” Leo peered over Danny’s shoulder to where Katie and Lucy huddled at a corner table. “I’m glad she’s got her neighbors to look out for her. I know they all got off to a bad start.” 
 
    “As long as she’s happy.” Danny sipped his coffee. “Back to Rose Ryan.” 
 
    Leo’s face warmed. “Christina? What about her?” 
 
    “What’s really going on with the two of you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    Danny smirked. “Because you’re as red-faced as Lucy. Is there something else you want to tell me?” 
 
    When the coffee shop door opened again, Clancy strolled inside. He gave Leo’s shoulder a light punch. Right on the tattoo. “Hey, you guys are up early. How’s the tat feeling?” 
 
    “Good until someone hits it.” Leo winced. “How was your date with Lucy last night?” 
 
    Clancy shook his head. “How’d you know about that?” 
 
    Leo pointed to where Katie and Lucy sat giggling. 
 
    “Probably a lot better than your date with my sister. Don’t worry, Lucy’s far safer with me than Christina is with you.” Clancy grinned. 
 
    Ain’t that the truth. Leo tightened his lips into a thin line. He grabbed his tea and pushed past Clancy. “I’d better go. I’ll call you when I find out more.” 
 
    Clancy followed. “Good idea. If you can’t take the heat, get out of the bakery.” 
 
    “Whoa, don’t start anything.” Danny followed close behind with the folder clutched in one hand. 
 
    Leo turned to look Clancy in the eye. “If you don’t want me to investigate your sister anymore, just say so.” 
 
    “You do whatever it takes to get the info you need to help. Just don’t crush her.” Clancy flared his nostrils and didn’t step back. “She acts tough, but she’s all marshmallow fluff on the inside.” 
 
    “Fine.” Leo folded his arms across his chest. “Same goes for Lucy. You know as well as I do the kind of hell she’s been through. Don’t hurt her or I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Clancy nodded. “I went to Lucy’s house last night because I was drunk and angry at what I’d tried to do to Christina. She sent her kids next door for a sleepover then sat me down and we had a long talk. After that, we had a wild night of watching old movies and drinking tea before I went home early this morning. You satisfied?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Leo turned to walk away. 
 
    “I’m serious about my sister, Leo.” Clancy stood his ground. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” Leo kept walking. 
 
    Danny caught up after a few feet. “You want to know what’s in the folder?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to bring this up while Clancy was here, but after you told me about Christina being Brady’s wife, I did some digging.” Danny hesitated. “Have you seen wedding photos or a marriage certificate?” 
 
    Leo pinched his nose between two fingers. He didn’t want to have this conversation. There was a lot of work ahead to prove who killed Gage. “Yeah. There was a photo in their apartment. They were in a cheesy Vegas chapel with Elvis.” 
 
    “But no marriage certificate.” 
 
    His heart raced and palms sweated in the cold morning air. Could Brady and Christina’s entire marriage be a sham? “I didn’t look for one.” 
 
    “Look for one.” Danny thrust the folder at him. “And read this over before you do anything else. You need to know the truth about Brady and Christina before you get in any deeper.” 
 
    Once Danny returned to the warmth of the coffee shop, Leo tucked the folder inside his jacket. He turned and headed toward the bakery, shoulders slumped and hands in his pockets as he shuffled through the snow. He needed to apologize to Christina before he left town again. 
 
    Rather than barge into the bakery through the back door, he used the key he’d copied from Clancy’s ring to open the front door then slunk inside. He braced for a lecture from Christina about breaking into the store and scaring her. Instead, he was greeted by singing. 
 
    Despite Christina’s insistence she hated Christmas music, the radio blared Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree. She pranced around the kitchen singing into a spatula. Occasionally, she paused to press a cookie cutter into a sheet of dough on the table. She picked up a bowl and headed toward the mixer while she sang. 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows. She wasn’t half bad. Put a slinky dress on her and... 
 
    He closed his eyes in a feeble effort to delete the image from his imagination. If anything, his lust verged on overdrive. When the music faded and drifted into Blue Christmas, Leo applauded her performance. “Nice job.” 
 
    Christina dropped the bowl, which bounced off the mixer stand and dusted her with icing sugar and glittering red sprinkles. 
 
    “Now you really look like a cookie.” He burst into laughter. 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” She frowned. “How did you get in here?” 
 
    “The front door was unlocked.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. I checked when you left earlier. What do you want?” She picked up the bowl and brushed powder off her apron. 
 
    “Right now?” He grinned. “After last night, do you really need to ask?” 
 
    She scooped a handful of flour off the table and flicked it at Leo. “I meant what are you doing here? You know I came to clean.” 
 
    “And bake me some sugar cookies?” 
 
    Christina snorted and cleaned up the spilled ingredients. 
 
    Leo sat on a stool and watched her measure fresh icing sugar into a clean bowl. “It’s cold out there and I missed you. Last night—” 
 
    “Don’t even bring that up.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow. “Feeling a little guilty, are you? Clancy told me how much you missed me while I was out of town.” 
 
    “Clancy’s a liar.” She met his gaze. “Why are you really here? Does it have anything to do with Brady and his lawyer?” 
 
    “Why would you ask that?” Leo flinched. 
 
    Christina tapped her fingers on the table. “Because he called and told me if I ever saw you again to tell you to butt out. Why do you keep interfering in my life?” 
 
    “I’m a detective. It’s what I do.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “You seem to think you can play hero and have me indebted to you forever. Do you really think I’d leave Brady for the likes of you?” 
 
    Leo winced. “Did I ask you to?” 
 
    Her face hardened. “Get out of my bakery.” 
 
    “I have one question for you. Then I’ll leave.” He eased off the stool and stood in front of her. “Do you have a copy of your marriage certificate?” 
 
    “Why would I need that?” 
 
    “For proof.” Leo’s stomach lurched. “Have you ever even seen a copy?” 
 
    “Why would I need proof we’re really married?” When she backed away, Leo matched her movements step for step until she ran into the back door. “I trust Brady.” 
 
    “Do you?” He pulled her close and ran his hands through her hair. “From what I’ve seen, all he’s ever done is ruin your life to make his easier. I don’t think the whole being dumped then eloping story rings true. He’s smart, but he’s not all that compassionate.” 
 
    Her jaw clenched. “What is it you want from me?” 
 
    Leo leaned down and kissed her until heat poured off her face. Backing away slowly, he whispered, “Absolutely nothing you don’t want to give me.” 
 
    So much for guilt at leaving Brady to rot in jail. For now, at least, Leo walked away without a second thought, except of Christina in a slinky red dress belting out Christmas carols. Maybe he needed several more years of therapy. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Who am I? The question smacked Christina in the face when she looked in the mirror at four that morning. Mel would call her a shaggy-haired, good-for-nothing, waste of time and talent. She should live her life in the bakery making cookies and raising shaggy-haired, good-for-nothing babies. Her mother would say she made the best sugar cookies in the world, but should travel and have a life before settling down to run the bakery and give her grandbabies. Clancy would say... 
 
    Best not to think about what Clancy would say, look how he turned out. A brilliant academic turned needle-wielding tattoo artist with a body half-covered in paint and a lack of traditional morals. 
 
    She snorted. Who was she to judge? Married to one man who controlled almost every move she made, sleeping with another, and dancing in a sleazy bar to pay off a debt that wasn’t even hers. Her mother would roll over in her grave and Clancy would put her in a grave if he knew. Or did he already know? Surely Leo had given him a full report by now. 
 
    The details of their dinner Saturday night were still sketchy. She had no idea how she’d explained things to him or if she’d even had the opportunity. Leo’s appearance in the bar may have saved her from Clancy’s wrath for another day. 
 
    Leo. 
 
    Christina bowed her head and, reluctant to face reality, threw on a thick sweater. A fresh layer of ice coated the back stairs and hoarfrost clung to the trees. The air was so cold her nostrils seemed to freeze shut. She let herself into the chilly kitchen and walked through the store front to check on the front door. At least she’d remembered to slide the bolt into place after Leo left on Sunday. After he’d kissed her so hard even the soles of her feet had burned beneath his touch. 
 
    She sighed and turned toward the tree. The bakery continued to sprout more Christmas cheer than half of Packham, but by whose hand? If she had the money, she’d invest in a surveillance camera. With a severe shortage of funds, she’d have to settle for hiding behind the counter one night and waiting. A dangerous proposition if the intruder was armed. 
 
    What sort of Secret Santa would break into a bakery locked and loaded? Across the room, beneath the cheerfully adorned tree branches, sat six small packages with a red envelope taped to the largest one. Her fingers shaking, she opened the envelope. “On the sixth day of Christmas, someone gave to me six boxes of chocolates.” 
 
    Christina decided these were the most useful gifts of all. Her stress could be eased a little by some breakfast chocolate. She opened the smallest package. No need to be greedy so early in the day. The hazelnut truffle melted slowly in her mouth while she warmed the oven and gathered the ingredients for the morning’s baking. 
 
    There had to be a better way to catch her Secret Santa. She could dump flour on the floor in front of the doorway, which would make more mess than it was worth. Hiding in the store all night was an option too. With her luck, she’d fall asleep before the intruder actually intruded, but if she bought a miniature video camera... 
 
    Bad idea. Again, that would take more money than she had, especially if she needed to find a way to bail Brady out of jail. She fingered the swaying ornaments on the tree. Whoever left the gifts had no idea what a disappointment she truly was. She couldn’t even put together a lousy gingerbread house without Leo’s help. 
 
    Her mother had never needed help. Never asked for help. Not even when she was dying. 
 
    Maybe that was why she’d died. 
 
    The thought brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    Through the entire day, Clancy only made one appearance for calzones and a box of cookies. No insults. No guilt. Nothing but a passing comment that he had an important client. Christina was grateful. The bakery was far busier than the week before and, without someone to help out at the front counter, she barely had enough time to do all the necessary baking. 
 
    Not even Leo put in an appearance. She guessed he’d gone back to Newville to confront Brady once more and she’d get another nasty phone call from her husband, warning her to keep Leo’s nose out of their business. So far, she’d resisted going to even see or call Brady. While they were so close at one time, once they got married, they’d lived separate lives. Sprained, was how she would describe their relationship. Not broken, just temporarily disabled, like a car without gas. 
 
    By the end of the day, Christina didn’t want to think about Brady anymore. As far as she was concerned, he could sit and rot in his jail cell. Maybe one of his many boyfriends would bail him out, unless he’d alienated them all. She blew out a long breath, pulled the shade then locked the bakery door. 
 
    The front door knob rattled, making her jump backward a foot. Someone pounded on the wooden frame. 
 
    She peered around the shade and came eye to eye with Leo, the one distraction she didn’t need. A groan deflated her further. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Leftovers.” 
 
    Christina tried not to laugh. “They’re called day-olds and I don’t have any. Lucy came earlier and bought most of the desserts I had left.” 
 
    Leo frowned, glancing toward the tattoo parlor. “Is Clancy still at work?” 
 
    “He called to say he had a late customer. Somebody important.” 
 
    His breath left clouds around his head. “Are you afraid of me?” 
 
    Christina snorted. “You’re six-foot-four and built like a monster truck. What’s there not to be afraid of?” Besides, he made her entire body tremble at a glance, and not in a bad way. 
 
    “Meet me at Clancy’s. I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I want to go home.” She shook her head. “And I don’t want another tattoo, especially of a cinnamon bun. Clancy would probably ruin it just to spite me.” 
 
    Leo breathed on the glass and drew an arrow in the fog which pointed toward the tattoo parlor. “Come on, meet me there then we can go for dinner.” 
 
    Christina nearly dropped the blind back in place. “Are you asking me out again?” 
 
    Since he was already rosy from the cold, it was hard to tell if his face reddened. “You have five minutes.” 
 
    “What if I don’t show up?” 
 
    Leo shrugged, the arrow fading as he walked away. 
 
    Christina stared at the door and wondered if she had time to change. She grabbed her sweater and opened the back door. By the time she was halfway up the wooden stairs, Leo ran up behind her and lifted her to the top. 
 
    “Let me go. I don’t want to go out.” She struggled out of his grasp. 
 
    “Too bad. Get dressed.” He refused to take no for an answer. 
 
    She opened the door. “I am dressed. What I want is to take a hot shower and put on my pajamas.” 
 
    “How about a cold shower and a slinky red dress?” 
 
    Christina growled and reached for her parka. “Forget it.” 
 
    Leo helped with her parka and boots. “You’ll need mitts and a hat too. Baby, it’s cold outside.” 
 
    She fought back her smile as she pulled on mittens and a hat. “Good?” 
 
    “Perfect as always, babe.” He waited for her to lock the door then took her hand. 
 
    They strolled behind the row of shops to a park that followed the Packham Creek. Christina had run these paths often as a kid. Along one side of the creek were toboggan hills lit by old-fashioned street lamps. As dozens of children shrieked their way down the slope on sheets of colored plastic or wooden sleds, she envied their ability to live in the moment. 
 
    Leo hooked his arm around hers and steered her further into the park where the town, and a few faithful volunteers, had erected displays of bright lights in seasonal designs. Manger scenes, a neon North Pole with a Santa Claus and even dancing penguins came to life against the snowy back drop. 
 
    Christina smiled. Nothing had changed in at least twenty years and the sights and sounds took her back to happy memories of her family having snowball fights and skating on the Christmas light ringed pond at the far end of the park. 
 
    “I talked to Brady today,” Leo said, like he’d detected the shift in her mood. 
 
    She paused in the ankle-deep snow to stare at a dancing penguin. “What did he say?” 
 
    He nudged her until she walked along beside him again. “He told me all about you and Gage. What did you ever see in him anyway?” 
 
    “Brady’s a sweet man. Leave him alone.” Her bad mood resurfaced. 
 
    “I meant Gage. He’s an A-one jerk from everything I’ve heard.” Leo grimaced. “Brady’s no shiny tin star either.” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “You don’t know either of them the way I do. Did.” 
 
    “Did Gage even care you were married, even if it was only out of convenience for Brady? Did he call you when your mom died?” Leo asked. “Did he call after your mom’s funeral?” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t need to answer that. You’re a detective, you probably already checked my phone records.” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “I didn’t have to, the police did. Apparently, your friend Gage was in Buffalo not so long before his death trying to convince a gallery to show his work.” 
 
    “A gallery? He would’ve told me about that.” She swallowed hard, angered by the revelation. “I would’ve helped him. He was a talented artist. I believed in him.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard. From what the gallery said, aside from a few pieces, most of his work lacked something exciting.” He seemed to study her for a reaction. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. “You talked to the gallery owners?” 
 
    “A friend of mine asked them to print off pictures of the pieces he submitted.” He hesitated. “Most of them are nothing special. There are a few though—” 
 
    Christina stopped and grabbed his arm. “Wait, you’ve seen the paintings he sent?” 
 
    “Even better, I have copies.” 
 
    Christina’s heart beat so fast she grew light-headed. “Can I see what he sent them?” 
 
    Leo dug an envelope out of his pocket and handed her several photos. “I have a few questions about his work. I hear you’re the artsy type and would know more about his paintings than I do.” 
 
    Christina waded closer to a light display through the knee-deep snow for a better look. Of the ten paintings Gage had sent the gallery, three were semi-nude portraits of Christina. Self-portraits she’d painted that Gage tried to take credit for. Her head spun so fast she needed to sit. 
 
    “That one’s my favorite.” He reached around and pointed to one of her posed in front of a window. She wore an old white shirt covered in smudges of paint. 
 
    Christina’s face burned and she itched to tear the photos into pieces. Instead, she shoved them back at Leo. At least he’d have something to remember her by once she’d left both the bakery and Packham in the dust. 
 
    “These are just copies. You sure you don’t want them?” 
 
    “No.” Her hands shook so hard she pressed them beneath her armpits. Why hadn’t Gage told her he’d tried to hang her paintings in a gallery show? His gallery show. Her breath came in sharp, shallow gasps. “That was another life. One I need to forget. It’s all said and done.” 
 
    “I get that, Christina.” Leo reached for her, but she pulled away. “For the record, since Gage died so tragically, his paintings will be worth a fortune. Some people will want to know who the gorgeous model is.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” She stomped through the deep snow back to the path, glancing back over her shoulder. “Maybe they should ask who the artist was instead.” 
 
    A smug smile flashed across Leo’s face before he returned the envelope to his pocket. “Brady said he plans to divorce you. He wants you to move on.” 
 
    “Well, Merry Christmas to me then.” Tears filled her eyes. “I got just what I always wanted. My dead boyfriend tried to take credit for my paintings, my husband’s in jail and I’m getting a divorce. Wrap that all up and shove it under the tree for me, will you?” 
 
    “Christina, wait.” He lunged to grab her arm. “Do you really think he’ll hold to that offer once he finds out how talented you are and that your paintings could be in high demand?” 
 
    “Thanks for the walk down memory lane, but I need to be alone right now.” She pushed him away. “I’m a walking train wreck, Leo, and I guarantee if you hang out with me, things won’t end well for either of us. I’m nothing but a curse.” 
 
    She left him standing in the idle of the path and stumbled toward Main Street. Leo meant well, but even he was no match for the bad luck that had fallen over her life lately. If she was prone to self-medication, she would have stopped for a bottle of cheap wine. Unfortunately, she’d feel even worse, or end up in bed with Leo again. 
 
    Christina sighed. Some days, she just couldn’t win. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Leo slapped the report he’d worked hard on all morning onto the table and sat across from Clancy. The Tipsy Duck buzzed with lunch time customers and he wasn’t keen on anyone overhearing their conversation. “There’s everything you asked for.” 
 
    “About Chrissie?” Clancy raised his eyebrows and stirred his coffee. “That was fast. I can’t believe you’re giving me a formal report. I would have been good with a verbal one, or is it all blank paper?” 
 
    “No.” He flagged down a server and asked for a beer and a menu. He’d need a full stomach to deal with Brady later. “I’d rather you not read it here though. Save it for later when you’re somewhere private.” 
 
    Worry flickered across Clancy’s face. “Is it that bad?” 
 
    “Actually, there’s something else we need to talk about.” Leo avoided the question. 
 
    “What?” His mouth twitched. “Did you and Christina have a fight?” 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “You ordered a beer and you normally don’t even drink. Did my sister cut off your cookie supply or something?” 
 
    He studied the gouged graffiti on the table top. “Probably. When I told her you asked me to check into her life, she wasn’t amused.” 
 
    Clancy clapped a hand over his eyes. “Bro, that was not a good move. What the hell possessed you to bring that up?” 
 
    “I figured if I was honest with her, she’d be honest with me.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Clancy grimaced. “And how did that go?” 
 
    When their beers arrived, Leo took a long drink. He hated the taste, but needed the after effects to mellow his emotions. 
 
    “That well, huh?” Clancy drummed the table with his fingertips. “That’s too bad. I’d hoped she’d leave that loser she married and hook up with you.” 
 
    Leo flinched, glancing up. “You did? Let me guess, you had someone check me out too.” 
 
    “I might have asked around.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Leo shook his head. “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Lucy and her kids think the world of you. Katie is indebted to you forever and would do anything for you. Danny wouldn’t say much, but told me you’re a pretty good guy deep down.” When the server stopped at their table, Clancy ordered a bowl of chili. 
 
    Leo asked for Shepherd’s Pie and passed on a second beer then shook his head. “I can’t believe you checked me out.” 
 
    Clancy groaned. “Did you dig into my past?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then it’s all good.” He shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to hide. You?” 
 
    Not anymore. “Nothing I haven’t already told Christina.” 
 
    Clancy raised his beer bottle. “Then here’s to truth, honesty and the pursuit of happiness.” 
 
    Leo forced a smile. “On that note, I’m leaving town this afternoon.” 
 
    “What? Where are you going?” 
 
    “Newville. Brady’s lawyer was in the process of getting him sprung, but ran into a roadblock. The models who posed for Gage are stonewalling.” He paused for a sip of beer. Good thing he had more research to do before he had to drive. “She thinks she knows whodunit, but no one at Rascalz will talk to her and the police have had to tell her to back off before they charge her with harassment. The whole bloody case has come to a standstill.” 
 
    “Who does she suspect?” 
 
    “She’s leaning toward Marty, but—” 
 
    “I see.” Clancy tore the label off his beer bottle. “So you’re riding your white steed in to save the day. Off to fight for truth and justice and forget all about Christina’s sanity and what’s best for her.” 
 
    “Something like that.” Leo blew out a long breath. 
 
    Clancy gazed at the folder containing his report. “When are you coming back?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” He shrugged, glad when their food arrived. First he had to get Brady out of jail, then he’d make plans. Those plans, for now, included leaving Packham for good. 
 
    They ate in silence for several minutes before Clancy set his spoon aside. “What do I owe you for your research?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Leo stabbed the Shepherd’s Pie with his fork. “Just help your sister through this. If she doesn’t already need you, she soon will.” 
 
    Clancy shook his head. “I don’t think it’s me she needs. She talks to you far more than she deals with me. You don’t take her crap the same way the rest of us have.” 
 
    “You’ll understand once your read the file. Sometimes people get sucked into doing things that have nothing to do with them and can’t find a way out.” Leo thought about the look on Christina’s face when he’d shown her the photos of her paintings Gage had tried to pass off as his own. His stomach ached with so much guilt he only ate half his food. 
 
    After lunch, he left Clancy at the tattoo shop and strolled into Java Jo’s for a couple cups of tea, then made his way to the bakery. He was greeted by silence in the front of the store and a frantic Christina muttering beneath her breath as she rolled cookies at lightning speed and knocking things over. 
 
    “Is everything okay? It smells like something’s burning in here.” Leo stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the front of the bakery with a cardboard tray. 
 
    Christina sucked in a sharp breath and seemed uncertain he was actually there or if she was daydreaming. When the smoke detector went off, she got her answer. “Oh, crap!” 
 
    She threw open the oven door and yanked out the rack filled with trays of over-browned sugar cookies. Only the ones on the top racks were badly burned, the rest were still good. She’d probably have to get the oven checked once things slowed down. 
 
    Leo reset the smoke detector and opened the back door. 
 
    “This is all your fault.” She shot him a frown, then returned her attention to the cookies. 
 
    “Me? How do you figure that? I wasn’t even here. I was at Java Jo’s buying you tea. I thought I’d come by before I head back to the city.” 
 
    Christina didn’t seem to care. She let out a long sigh. “My life stinks.” 
 
    Leo chuckled. He spun her around and pulled her into his arms. The tray with two large cups of tea sat on the counter out of her reach. “You were so busy thinking about me, you neglected the cookies. I can see how that would happen. I am pretty hot stuff.” 
 
    She struggled against his grasp until his lips met hers, then she melted like icing in the hot sun. Defenseless, she seemed to forget all about the burned cookies and gave in, putting her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Do I smell something on fire?” Mimsy Lexington’s voice carried through the store. 
 
    Leo grinned. “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mimsy.” Christina pushed him away. 
 
    He refused to let her go and lowered his voice. “We could get rid of her and lock up. I’ve often wondered what you’d look like covered in frosting and sprinkles.” 
 
    “Leo...” She laughed. “I am married.” 
 
    “You weren’t the other night.” He kissed her nose. 
 
    Christina’s face turned red. 
 
    “Oh, dear. It seems I am interrupting a smoldering blaze.” Mimsy leaned on her walker. Her sly smile made Leo yearn to crawl beneath the table. 
 
    “You didn’t interrupt anything.” He closed the oven door then returned to Christina’s side to examine the burned cookies. “Christina’s oven seems to be running a little hot today.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” Mimsy mused. 
 
    Christina threw a spoon at Leo. “Everything’s under control now. You can leave.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Mimsy turned away. “You two carry on. I’ll come back in a short while. Shall I put up the closed sign on the front door behind me?” 
 
    “No, don’t go.” Christina followed her into the front of the store. “What can I get for you today, Mrs. Lexington?” 
 
    “Mimsy,” she corrected, then leaned closer. “Does he have an older brother?” 
 
    Leo laughed from the doorway. “Sorry, Mimsy. No older brother.” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to do. I’d love you to pose for one of my book covers. Maybe I’ll write something about a fire fighter who falls in love with a bakery girl after her kitchen burns down and he has to rescue her.” Mimsy paused to look him up and down. “With that red hair and those broad shoulders, you’d make one hot firefighter.” 
 
    “A flattering thought to someone, I’m sure.” Leo grinned as his ears burned. 
 
    Mimsy winked. “A hunk like you on the cover would sell a lot of books.” 
 
    Christina raised her eyebrows. “You write books?” 
 
    “Where have you been, darling?” Mimsy batted her long lashes. “Of course, I write books. I write under a pseudonym, Katarina von Harrington. I had to go public in the summer when Katie’s ex-boyfriend tried to kill her.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Katie what?” 
 
    Leo brushed off her concern. “I’ll tell you about that later.” 
 
    Christina nodded. “A writer, huh? Neat.” 
 
    “You’ve never even heard of me?” Mimsy frowned. 
 
    “I normally don’t have time to read anything but text books.” Christina bowed her head. 
 
    Leo realized with a jolt that he still hadn’t come across any books either in the apartment she’d shared with Brady nor in the place she lived now. No books, no school assignments, no art supplies. He’d have to check Gage’s apartment and see if she’d kept her things there. 
 
    Mimsy dug into her oversized purse. “Here. This is a copy of my latest novel. It’s not even in bookstores yet. You read it and tell me what you think.” 
 
    “You write romance novels?” Christina studied the cover. 
 
    “Yes, I do. Although, after what I saw in that kitchen, I’m not so sure you need any help in that department, but give it a read anyway.” She winked. “Oh, and I did come in with a purpose, aside from seeing smoke and burning embers. I need a dozen éclairs and a dozen sugar cookies.” 
 
    Her stomach sank. “The sugar cookies are what burned. How about gingerbread?” 
 
    “Perfect. Like you, I love a good gingerbread man.” She peered into the glass display case. “So how long have you two been an item?” 
 
    Leo winced. He joined Christina behind the counter and helped her package the cookies. “We’re not.” 
 
    “He’s friends with my brother,” Christina said. “That’s all.” 
 
    Mimsy hummed. “That’s not how it looked to me. People often ask me where I get the ideas for my books. All I have to do is hang around town and the stories comes straight to me.” 
 
    Christina rang in the order. “Believe me, Mimsy. There is nothing going on between me and Leo, nor will there ever be.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t known him long, but you I’ve known your whole life. I also know those looks well enough. If I hadn’t come in when I did, you’d both be covered in frosting and sprinkles by now.” 
 
    Leo snorted, but his face warmed. “Well, it’s a good thing you showed up and saved her from certain pleasure.” 
 
    Mimsy giggled then tucked her purchases into a bag. She winked as she left cash on the counter, and shuffled off. “You might want to take some home for later. Oh, and do read my book, that will help too. In the meantime, I need to go home and write down all the wonderful new ideas you’ve given me.” 
 
    Ideas? Leo’s stomach churned. Great. Mimsy was about to turn his encounter with Christina in the kitchen into a full-length novel. Not just any novel, a steamy romance with his picture on the cover. How would he ever live that down with Danny and Clancy? Not to mention the entire local police force. 
 
    “So.” Christina turned to Leo. “What do you really want?” 
 
    “Besides icing and sprinkles to go for later?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “How about you teach me how to help you out for a day or two.” 
 
    The front door opened and a balding man walked into the store. When Christina moved forward to serve him, Leo held up a hand and took over. He packaged a half dozen cookies like a pro then turned to the cash register and punched a button then two more. The machine shrieked, but refused to open. 
 
    Christina growled. “Didn’t you ever learn to use a cash register?” 
 
    “Nope.” Leo took a step back and let her end the incessant scream the till emitted. “I’ve done other things than work in a bakery my whole life.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. “So have I, but I’ve still learned how to use a cash register.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He handed the man across the counter his change and bag of cookies. “For the record, there weren’t a lot of rogue cash registers in Afghanistan.” 
 
    The customer smiled. “Glad for that. Thank you for all you’ve done for all of us, soldier.” He glanced at Christina. “Even her.” 
 
    As Christina stared at Leo, the man left the bakery. Her shoulders sagged. “Sorry, you’re right. You’re helping me out of the goodness of your heart and I’m doing nothing but complaining. You’re doing fine.” 
 
    “I do get paid, right?” Leo followed her back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes, you get the same wage Sophie made. It’s not much, but—” 
 
    He leaned against the table. “I figure a couple dozen cookies ought to cover my fees.” 
 
    “Cookies?” Christina turned to stare, a stray strand of hair settling on her sweaty forehead. “I do pay with real money, you know.” 
 
    “Cookies are fine.” Leo shrugged. “Maybe toss in a calzone for lunch and I’m good.” 
 
    She took several trays of cookies and pastries out of the oven. “I’m not sure you’re worth that much.” 
 
    He waited until she closed the oven door before he pinned her to the wall. “You may not think so now, sweetheart, but I’ll change your mind soon enough.” 
 
    “This is harassment, you now.” 
 
    “Nope, actually, this is sexual harassment.” He kissed her. “There is a difference.” 
 
    Christina’s face reddened. She opened her mouth, probably to argue, but the chimes above the front door jingled. She ducked beneath his arm. “Get that, will you? I’ve got a lot of work to do.”  
 
    When Leo strode out front, Danny groaned. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Part-time job.” Leo chuckled. “You don’t pay me enough. What’s up?” 
 
    “Is she here?” 
 
    “Christina? Yeah, she’s in the back.” 
 
    Danny nodded and examined the decadent treats in the display case. “We need to meet when you’re done here. I met your jailbird friend yesterday.” 
 
    Leo raised his eyebrows. “Brady? Lucky you. Hey, try the gingerbread, you’ll like it.” 
 
    “What I’d like is to punch that little jerk in the head.” He muttered. “I’m trying to help him out and get some answers and the whole time all he did was ask for you. You’d better watch your back, I think he’s got a crush on you.” 
 
    “Great.” Leo grimaced, glancing over his shoulder when Christina banged trays on the table in the kitchen. “I thought he and I had an understanding about that.” 
 
    Christina peered out the doorway. “Everything okay out here?” 
 
    Leo stiffened, his hands suddenly clammy. “Yup. You can finish what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I hear you make really good gingerbread,” Danny said. 
 
    Christina gave Leo a wary glance. “Oh yeah? Did Leo tell you that? That’s funny, all he eats are sugar cookies and calzones.” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Well, that explains the paunch.” 
 
    Leo threw an empty pastry box at him. “Watch it.” 
 
    “Danny Walker.” He walked past the counter and extended a hand to Christina. “I was sorry to hear about your mom. My uncle Ray used to bring me here for cookies every Saturday when I was a kid.” 
 
    Her face lit up. “Ray Colter? I thought I recognized you. Ray still comes in every Saturday for Neapolitans. Hannah told me you bought a house near town and moved back from Newville.” 
 
    Danny’s face reddened. “I didn’t think you’d remember me.” 
 
    “It’s a small town.” She shrugged and wiped her hands on her apron. “I still remember when you and Hannah moved here after your parents died. I worked in the kitchen on weekends and would see you come in. I had such a crush on you, right up until you started dating that cheerleader in high school. The one who used to bully me.” 
 
    Leo flared his nostrils then handed Danny a bag full of cookies. “Sorry you have to run so soon. We’ll have to catch up over coffee later.” 
 
    “I didn’t get to order anything yet.” Danny held up his hands in protest. 
 
    “Take it and leave anyway.” 
 
    Christina scowled. “Are you giving away my inventory?” 
 
    Leo clenched his jaw. “Take it out of my pay.” 
 
    Her face softened. “If you two have business to discuss, just go. I’ll be fine alone. I always am.” 
 
    “She knows you work with me?” Danny narrowed his eyes and took the bag of cookies. 
 
    “What can I say?” Leo shrugged. “There’s something to be said for honesty.” 
 
    Danny scowled. “Watch it.” 
 
    Christina walked into the kitchen. “You boys run off and play. I’ve got cookies to ice and gingerbread houses to ruin.” 
 
    Leo held up a finger for Danny to wait, then followed Christina and leaned in the doorway. “You got orders for more?” 
 
    “No thanks to Lucy.” She sighed. “I wish she’d never shown that damn thing to anyone. Now I have to make three more for the end of this week.” 
 
    He walked over to Christina and lowered his voice. “If you wait until I get back, I can give you a hand.” 
 
    “No, you go. I’m sure you and Danny have detective business to discuss. Don’t worry, I’ll muddle through.” She spooned icing into a bag and squirted some back into the bowl. “Thanks for trying to help though.” 
 
    “I’m not worried.” He pushed the stray hairs off her face. “Actually, I had fun building Lucy’s house with you. I’ll get back as soon as I can. I promise.” 
 
    “I won’t wait up. Besides, these houses I have to decorate.” 
 
    “Even better.” Leo wiggled his eyebrows. “Icing, sprinkles and candy.” 
 
    She flicked a gob of icing at his face then glanced through the door to Danny. “You’d better get going before he eats the whole bag of cookies while he waits.” 
 
    Leo kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “So what’s this about you meeting Brady?” He steered Danny out of the bakery and a few doors up the street to Java Jo’s. “Why would you even bother after everything I told you about the guy?” 
 
    “Curiosity, mostly. I guess I wanted to see if he was for real.” 
 
    “And?” Leo held open the door to the coffee shop. 
 
    “That guy is one unreal piece of work.” 
 
    Once they’d ordered drinks, they settled at a table in the back corner and opened the bakery bag full of cookies. Leo eased off his coat and draped it over the back of the chair, aware how much he smelled of cookies and spice. 
 
    Danny bit into a gingerbread cookie and gave a low whistle. “These are really good. Christina’s amazing. Her husband, however, that guy’s got some serious issues. Did he tell you about his childhood?” 
 
    Leo winced. “Thankfully, no.” 
 
    “Well, he sure as hell told me. I had to scrub in the shower for an hour and a half afterward.” He shuddered. “His dad abandoned them when he was a baby. Mom stayed at home and partied. She earned her money by sleeping with men. Brady stayed on the straight and narrow as long as he could, but eventually one of his mom’s boyfriends took a shine to him.” 
 
    “So he was abused and neglected.” Leo’s face hardened. He knew that life all too well. Aside from a mention of his alcoholic mother, he’d never even told Danny about his childhood, the iceberg beneath the man he’d become. “Not everyone lets that ruin their lives.” 
 
    “The boyfriend was an artist. He got Brady to pose for paintings then it escalated from there. Brady was ten. He’s had a love-hate thing for artists since then. I think Gage brought it all back and Brady snapped.” Danny pulled a flash drive from his pocket. “I recorded the conversation, but I didn’t get much. He really wanted you there to hear the whole story.” 
 
    Leo smirked. “Let me guess, he was trying to convince you he suffered PTSD and Gage was a trigger for a bad reaction. I suppose he wanted me there mostly to back him up.” 
 
    “Possibly, or to hold his hand while he wailed.” Danny reached for a second cookie. “What do you think? Is he being straight up about the post-traumatic stress thing?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’m still having trouble seeing him as a killer.” Leo took the teabag out of his mug. “He said he’d had one drink, fired one shot, then passed out. If that’s true, someone must have drugged him, then fired the other three shots. There were two other people there when he arrived, Jakova and Angel. Jakova was another one of Gage’s on-again, off-again lovers.” 
 
    “Did you find out if the women had alibis?” Danny asked. 
 
    Leo blew out a breath. He was so concerned about Christina, he hadn’t asked. “I’ll find out.” 
 
    Danny sipped his coffee. “Don’t bother. Beverley Wallis interviewed them already. Angel was waiting for a cab to head home when Gage was killed. Jakova was with her. Both women were seen on surveillance tape leaving the studio and getting into the elevator. Their fingerprints are everywhere. Of course, Jakova used to live there and Gage is a crappy housekeeper.” 
 
    “So they were in the building.” 
 
    Danny nodded. “But so was Marty Upshaw.” 
 
    The back of Leo’s neck prickled. “Marty? Why would he be anywhere near Gage or Brady? He’d kicked them both out of his nightclub and told them to never come back.” 
 
    Danny handed him a photo. “Yet there he is knocking on Gage’s apartment door that same fateful night. Time stamp says he was there shortly before the murder.” 
 
    Leo scrubbed his face with both hands. “So whose prints were on the murder weapon?” 
 
    “Three sets.” He pulled out a copy of the lab report. “Brady’s, Jakova’s and Angel’s. The gun was registered to—this one needs a drum roll—Marty Upshaw. None of his prints were on the grip, just the barrel.” 
 
    “So, if Brady fired the first shot then passed out and dropped the weapon, someone else was there to pry it out of his hand and finish what he started.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    Leo called Shelley to let her know he’d meet her the next morning then took out his aggressions on the heavy bag in a nearby gym. Every punch brought him closer to exhaustion and he’d pause to close his eyes. Then he’d think about Christina and have to start all over again. What the hell was wrong with him? He’d never turned to mush over any woman. He’d also never eaten so many sugar cookies and had gained five pounds that made the waist of his jeans snug. 
 
    Why he felt the need to make Christina’s Christmas merry and bright when he hated Christmas was beyond him. He’d always lived his life based around the motto “Every man for himself.” 
 
    As he punched, he plotted ways to get rid of Brady. Eliminate him from Christina’s life so she could move on and live in peace. The way Brady treated the people in his life, he deserved to die, or at least remain in prison for a very long time. 
 
    Brady, he decided after a few more punches, was relatively harmless. A shrewd mouse who wasn’t smart enough to admit to the truth. Guys in prison would eat him for a snack and spit out his bones. Was Brady really that dumb? 
 
    Leo paused in mid-punch. Brady had conned Marty into ending their relationship, then got Christina drunk and married her—or at least put on a charade that he’d married her. Brady hadn’t eliminated his competition for Gage’s affections and modeling jobs, he’d married her and forced her to work for Marty to pay off Brady’s drug debts. 
 
    Brady had tried to ruin her. Break her. Is that why he made sure she stood on stage each night to take her clothes off in front of total strangers? 
 
    Jakova was one of Gage’s many girlfriends. 
 
    And Angel...Leo had no idea where she fit in just yet. According to Jakova and Marty, she was one of Christina’s best friends, yet she hadn’t come to Daisy’s funeral. Phone records showed she hadn’t contacted Christina since she’d taken over the bakery either. Something just didn’t add up. 
 
    Marty Upshaw wasn’t exactly an upstanding citizen, but he must have had something to gain by taking part in Brady’s con. He adored Christina. At least that was what he’d said. 
 
    Leo paced the gym, no longer able to focus on his physical body. One question followed him to every corner of the room. What had brought Marty to Gage’s apartment that night? 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The next morning, seven red and white candy canes hung on the tree each tied with a silver ribbon and a small white tag. Christina read them all. Peace, love, harmony, family, faith, calm, and humor. She fingered the humor tag and let out a sigh. With all that was going on in her life, it was funny how such a silly thing as an ornament on a tree made her entire day brighter—even if only for a few minutes. 
 
    She caught a tiny glass angel on the tip of one branch between her fingertips. She had no idea where the angel came from. No one had given it to her, nor had it been part of the mysterious twelve days of Christmas ornaments, yet it was her favorite ornament to date and reminded her of her mom. 
 
    These Christmas gifts had nothing to do with commercialism. Someone was thinking about her and doing things to make her smile. Her eyes welled with tears. Clancy had no such notions. He hated her. He had to. All of the secrets she’d kept from him had snowballed until he was probably ready to disown her. 
 
    Leo was the only person who’d stood beside her. In fact, he was like a little dog constantly seeking her approval and getting kicked to the curb.  
 
    She was married to Brady, a murderer. Did that make her an accessory even though she was miles away? She should go back to Newville and deal with her messed up life. Take whatever punishment she’d earned for her indiscretions. Leo deserved better than her and Brady wasn’t likely to let her go without a fight anyway. She was his life preserver. 
 
    The floor boards creaked behind her and the faint scent of soap and oranges surrounded her. She smiled, despite the tear that rolled down her cheek. “She would’ve loved this tree, you know. The tree the decorations, the gingerbread houses, no matter how awful they look.” 
 
    Leo’s hands rested on her shoulders as if to steady and comfort her. “I’m sure you would’ve done the same if she was still here.” 
 
    “Me? No, not this year.” 
 
    He stood close, warming her back with his body heat. “Why not this year?” 
 
    “Brady’s in jail and Gage is dead.” She sniffled. “My life is a disaster. If I wasn’t here, I would’ve self-destructed by now. What would there be to celebrate?” 
 
    “But you are here. And you have Clancy.” 
 
    Christina managed a laugh. “That’s like having a sheep dog. He’s lovable, but you have to watch out for the breakables and the puddles.” 
 
    Leo leaned his chin on the top of her head. “Are you breakable?” 
 
    She stared at the tiny angel and pondered his question. “I’m starting to think so.” 
 
    “You have me,” he whispered. 
 
    “Do I?” She turned to face him, fitting neatly into his arms as though she belonged there. “You’re even more of a gypsy than I am, Leo Blue. Even if Brady does give me a divorce, I don’t know that you’d be here to stand beside me.” She hesitated. “To be honest, I don’t know that I’d want you here right now.” 
 
    Hurt flickered through his eyes, but didn’t register on his face. “Then I guess we both have the same problem.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’d stay for you or you don’t want me to stay?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Leo leaned down and kissed her until her feet seemed to leave the ground and follow her heart into the starry sky. “I’m going back to Newville this morning. I’m not sure when I’ll be back. I need to talk to a few people.” 
 
    Christina forced a smile. “You’re really trying to prove Brady’s innocent, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll see you when I get back.” He kissed her nose then left through the kitchen door. 
 
    She ran after him into the snow-covered alley, still in her cargo pants, tank top, and running shoes. “Leo wait. I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    “No?” He turned around, but didn’t move closer. “Then who do you want me to be:  Leo, Brady, or Gage?” 
 
    Tears stung her eyes. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” he asked. “If you want me back, you need to let go of both of them, and I get the feeling you’re not ready to do that yet.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. She stormed back into the bakery and slammed the door. Who did he think he was? She thought he was her friend, her lover, her... But he wasn’t. He was Clancy’s friend who was nice to her for some unexplainable reason. He was also the man trying to get her husband out of jail. Nothing more. 
 
    The backdoor opened and Leo came inside. “You okay?” 
 
    “I thought you were going.” She wiped away a tear. “You’d better just leave.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Clancy loves you. He wants to know you have a good life and that you’re safe.” 
 
    She flared her nostrils. “So what did you tell him?” 
 
    “Everything I’ve found out. I’m sure he’ll have a few questions for you.” 
 
    That was a huge understatement. Clancy would go nuts then interrogate her until she broke into pieces and cried. She sagged onto a stool. “Great. So are you telling me I have time to leave town?” 
 
    “No, I’m telling you so you have time to figure out how to explain to your brother why you became a stripper and gave up your art. Those paintings you did were amazing. Gage planned to sell them as his own and you didn’t even bat an eye, did you?” 
 
    Christina’s entire body heated to the point of boiling. “That’s none of his business or yours. Why don’t both of you just butt out?” 
 
    “Clancy loves you. He won’t let this drop until he gets answers.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Leo smirked. “This from a woman who didn’t want me to leave five minutes ago. Suddenly, I’m on your hit list. What is it you don’t want anyone to know?” 
 
    Her jaw tightened. 
 
    “I’ve talked to everyone in town who remembers who you were before you left. They all loved the sassy little girl with pigtails who skateboarded up Main Street, climbed trees in the park, and baked with her mom on weekends.” He leaned against the back door and looked her in the eye. “They’re also glad to have you back and want to know what happened to that free-spirited little girl.” 
 
    Christina averted her gaze. “She got out into the real world and didn’t know how to cope School was the safest place to be, but even that sucked the life out of her.” 
 
    “And the strip club?” 
 
    She covered her face with both hands and squeezed her eyes shut. “Brady’s idea. At first, he said he wanted me to do more modeling for his artist friends and decided I needed to be less self-conscious about my body. Since he was friends with the owner of the club, he made a deal that I’d work for tips and gain experience. He thought it was better than waiting tables.” 
 
    “Was it?” Leo studied her, still standing across the room. 
 
    “It was degrading and I hated it. I went home every night to shower, but could never get the stench off my body.” She bowed her head. “But I made good tips and people appreciated me.” 
 
    “The same way people here appreciate you?” Tears dripped onto her apron. “I think you should go now.” 
 
    Leo placed his hands on her shoulders. “Look, babe, we all have to make tough decisions, that part never ends. I know you only did it to pay off Brady’s debts. He put you in a bad place. Sometimes we have to turn our backs on what’s not working and find something better.” 
 
    “Like you?” She wiped her face with the back of one hand. “What kind of choices have you had to make? Have you ever had to choose between your pride and doing something you’d regret later?” 
 
    He jammed his hands in his jacket pockets. His expression hardened like the concrete wall behind him. “I grew up with a drug addicted mother and a dad who beat me. I was twelve when I started to fight back. Thirteen when I worked in a gym in exchange for boxing lessons. A fifth degree black belt took me under his wing and taught me how to defend myself. I enlisted in the army on my eighteenth birthday and was a career soldier until I drove over a roadside bomb that killed everyone else in my vehicle to smithereens.” He paused. “I’m the only one who survived.” 
 
    Christina covered her mouth, her eyes wide and filled with tears. 
 
    His eyes were hard, cold steel. “I nearly died that day and every day after. Danny came to my rescue. He needed a detective, and I needed a reason to live. Since I’ve been a fighter my entire life, I went back to doing what I know. I fight for what’s right. That’s all I know how to do.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Her words were automatic, but she didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a heartbeat then met her gaze. “You need to fight, Christina. You need to find that little girl who loved life and had so much passion and talent. You need to let her live again so other people can love you.” 
 
    “What about you?” She blinked back her tears. “Did you ever find the little boy in you or are you being a hypocrite?” 
 
    “That little boy hasn’t existed since I was three and my uncle raped me. The same uncle I went to work for when I was sixteen.” He turned away. “At least you still have a fighting chance.” With that, he opened the door and left, a skiff of snow covering his wet boot print so it looked like he’d never been there at all. 
 
    Christina stared at the exit, numb to the cold. Leo didn’t have to bare his soul to her, but he had. He also didn’t have to tell her about his past, the ruins of his life. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath and turned toward the mixer, her motions mechanical. She had a long day ahead and the onslaught of tears that flowed down her face wouldn’t make her job any easier. Rather than fight her emotions, Christina sat and unleashed the backlog of tears she’d stored. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Leo cranked the radio to drown out the thoughts that catapulted through his head. He had a long list of people he wanted to talk to, including some of Christina’s professors who knew both her and Gage. Despite his persistence, they all claimed to know nothing. By late afternoon, he was ready to give up and head to the airport. Brady could solve his own case. Leo was heading for Tibet. 
 
    One of the teaching assistants handed Leo a note on his way out the door. “Rascalz Club. See Jakova.” Yet again, Jakova’s name came up. Leo ran back into the building, but the assistant was long gone. Hiding somewhere just in case he returned. 
 
    Frustrated, he headed for Rascalz. 
 
    “Oh, hey.” Angel sashayed over to him, her feathered wings waving from side to side as she blew him a kiss. “What brings you back here? I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m still doing some digging around into Gage’s murder and had a few more questions.” He scanned the crowd, his hands deep in his jacket pockets. “Is Jakova here?” 
 
    Her face seemed to pale beneath her stage makeup. “Oh. I think she’s done for the day and was heading out with friends. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not really. If you have her address, it would save me some trouble.” 
 
    “I might know where she lives.” Angel’s nostrils flared and she licked her lips. “But it’ll cost you.” 
 
    Leo took a fifty out of his pocket and waved it in front of her. “Write it down.” 
 
    She grabbed a cocktail napkin and a pen from a server. As she wrote, Leo memorized the address just in case she reneged on their deal. “Ok, lover boy. I’ll give you what you want, if you give me what I want.” 
 
    “And what do you want?” He feigned innocence. 
 
    “I keep all my cash close to my heart.” Angel pulled the front of her top out with one finger. When Leo held out the fifty, Angel stared him down until he tucked the bill into the top of her dress. She grabbed his hand and leaned against him. “Be careful, Leo, she bites.” 
 
    Leo knocked on the door, surprised Angel had given him the correct address, which made him wonder just how friendly the two women were. At work, they seemed to be enemies. Was there something that drew them together? 
 
    “What do you want?” Jakova opened the door and groaned. She wore nothing but a lacy black bra and a short, spandex skirt. “I just got home from work and I’m late getting to a party.” 
 
    “I just need a couple minutes.” Leo tried not to stare as she pulled a slinky, black mini dress over her head and smoothed the fabric over her curves. “I saw Brady earlier and have a couple more questions.” 
 
    Jakova arranged her chest in the dress, making sure his gaze was on her. “I hope you told Rose that Marty’s getting mad she still hasn’t shown up for work. He’s had to hire two girls to replace her. At least he doesn’t have to worry about Brady hanging around anymore.” 
 
    Leo stepped back while she primped. Why would she lie about Marty getting mad at Rose? “You were one of Gage’s model’s, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Who wasn’t?” She grimaced, but her face paled as she sauntered into the tiny bathroom. “Gage loved to paint. He also loved models. The prettier you were, the more he’d use you. If he didn’t like you, he’d mess with you.” 
 
    “Mess with you how?” 
 
    Jakova shrugged. “Drugs. Booze. Make you hang out and sleep with all his dumb friends who only hung around with him because he had potential and they didn’t.” 
 
    All the things he’d apparently done to Brady. Gage hadn’t loved Brady, he’d humiliated him and, in the end, blacklisted him with the other artists. 
 
    “I’m not surprised Brady killed him. Gage badmouthed him all over town and made sure no one would hire him as a model. He even lavished Brady with food. I can’t believe how much weight he packed on in such a short time. It made him far less attractive, since being Rubenesque is not a trendy thing.” 
 
    “Rubenesque?” 
 
    “Gage called Brady fluffy. I called him fat.” Jakova licked her lips. “Either way, he wasn’t nearly as hot as you. Are you sure you don’t want to come to a party? You look like you need to cut loose for a while.” 
 
    “I’m good.” Leo backed away from the bathroom, not willing to turn his back on her. “Were you at Gage’s apartment the night he was shot?” 
 
    “Nope, but I did stop by on my way to work to drop off his key. I was done with him for good and couldn’t wait to be rid of the slime ball.” She raised her tight skirt another inch and sauntered toward him. “I thought Brady was caught red-handed and the police had their man.” 
 
    “Kind of.” He backed away toward the door. “Enjoy the party.” 
 
    Jakova lunged to block his path. “Wait. I’m sorry, I guess I should take this more seriously, but... Gage treated me...treated everyone like crap. It was inevitable someone would kill him sooner or later. To be honest, I was surprised Brady even tried. He was always such a pussy.” 
 
    Leo gave a slow nod. “So if Brady didn’t kill Gage, who do you think did?” 
 
    “Since Rose was out of town? I’d say Marty. He had the most to lose if Gage started talking.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of Leo’s neck stood up. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Jakova smirked. “Are you kidding? Gage didn’t only steal Brady, he stole Rose. He wanted her to quit dancing for Marty and be his muse full time. God, you should’ve seen the look on Angel’s face when she heard that. She was so jealous, she yelled at Gage for getting her hooked into his crazy lifestyle, then tossing her aside like a dish rag.” 
 
    “Were you there?” He tilted his head. 
 
    “She was already there screaming at Gage when I stopped by.” Jakova trailed a finger down Leo’s chest. “Angel told him to stay away from Rose before he ruined Rose like he’d ruined her. Brady came through the door just as I managed to drag Angel out.” 
 
    “Like he’d ruined her? What did she mean by that?” Leo pried her hands off his wallet. 
 
    “Didn’t you notice? Marty told me you used to work at Rascalz. You should know better than anyone.” Jakova smiled. “Angel’s an addict. She’s got more tracks than a train yard.” 
 
    Leo’s next stop was Shelley’s office. “You got a minute?” 
 
    Shelley poured over a thick folder, her hair disheveled and her eyes red-rimmed from lack of sleep. She snorted. “It’s about damn time you put in an appearance. I thought you were going to help me out, not go to a titty bar then disappear for a day or two at a time.” 
 
    He stuck his hands in his coat pockets. “I need to see Brady.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I need to put a smoking gun in someone else’s hands.” She blew out a breath that made her lips flutter. “All these video surveillance films, all the interviews, all the character witnesses and... I’m stumped. Everybody wanted to be around this guy and be just like him, but nobody really liked him.” 
 
    Leo sat across from her. “I’m down to three main suspects, if that helps.” 
 
    Shelley’s penciled-in eyebrows rose. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Three people Christina worked with at Rascalz. They all had reason to hate Gage and aall had reasons to want Christina out of the way. I think at least one of them had hoped to put Christina behind bars, not Brady.” 
 
    She nodded. “So was he a mistake or a bonus?” 
 
    “That depends on who you ask. Jakova’s more than happy to be rid of both Brady and Christina. Marty’s a bit miffed he won’t get his money back any time soon. Angel...” Leo frowned. “I’m not sure about what her motive would be. She hasn’t admitted to caring one way or the other, but something about her keeps me on edge.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. “The fact she was supposedly Christina’s best friend, yet she hasn’t called since Christina left Newville. She’s also a junkie, according to Jakova.” 
 
    “Do you think Angel wanted to frame Christina, but had to settle for Brady?” 
 
    “That’s what I want to talk to Brady about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The phone rang, jarring Christina out of a restless sleep. She stared at the screen and frowned. Leo Blue was the last person she wanted to talk to at one in the morning, yet the only person she wanted to talk to. Lately, her life made no sense at all and her stomach churned as she answered. 
 
    “Are you asleep?” Leo asked. 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You should turn your phone off at night, you know.” 
 
    Christina let out a deep sigh. “Thanks for the advice. What do you want?” 
 
    “Marty Upshaw says hi.” 
 
    She snorted. “So you thought you’d wake me up and shake the demons out of my closet? I thought you wanted to be friends.” 
 
    “I do,” Leo said. “I figured this was one conversation you’d rather have when Clancy can’t eavesdrop.” 
 
    Christina grunted and rolled over. “How do I know he’s not with you now?” 
 
    “There’s not much chance of that. I’m in bed naked.” 
 
    The thoughts that ravaged her brain, threatened to overheat her body. “Way too much information. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “How well do you know Marty and the women you danced with?” he asked. 
 
    She shut her eyes. Leo wanted her to relive her life in the city. The dancing, the sneaking around, the twenty-hour days. The life she wanted to get back to because... Because why? 
 
    Brady was in jail. Gage was dead. What was there left for her there but classes she could have taught with her eyes closed and a job that left her hollow each night. There were no pieces to pick up, no hearts to mend save her own. 
 
    Christina drew in a slow breath to steady the vibration of her entire body. “Who in particular?” 
 
    “Jakova and Angel.” He paused. “From what I hear, they’d both modeled for Gage and both admitted to being at his apartment that night.” 
 
    She sat up, shaking the images of Leo out of her head. “They both talk big, but I can’t see them doing anything bad to anyone. Angel is harmless. She was the one who gave me tips on how to handle customers and deal with Brady and Marty.” 
 
    “You told her everything?” Something in Leo’s voice made Christina shiver. 
 
    “She was the only friend I had.” 
 
    He sighed. “So you think I should focus on Jakova and Marty?” 
 
    “Yes. Actually, Jakova’s the one person I’d suspect over anyone. She and Gage had an on-off relationship. When they were on, she had eyes for other men. When they were off, anyone who came near Gage was fair game and a target for her wrath.” 
 
    “Weird.” Leo mused. “Did she didn’t care who he hung around with while they were seeing each other?” 
 
    “Their relationship was even weirder than mine and Brady’s. They were an item when I met him. I knew him for two weeks before he decided he wanted me to model for him.” She blinked back tears. “We met for coffee, went to galleries and openings, the works. He broke up with Jakova the same week my dad called for me to come home and help my mom.” 
 
    “And Brady started to hang out with him when?” 
 
    Christina rubbed her eyes. “He probably thinks he had me fooled, but I knew. He’d come home smelling like Gage’s cologne.” She sniffled. “Gage had the scent custom made so the only way Brady could smell like that was...if he and Gage...” She pulled the blankets to her chin as tears cascaded down her face. “I’m sorry. I was so stupid to trust the both of them.” 
 
    Leo sighed. “I’m sorry, Christina. I wish I hadn’t called.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” She gulped and wiped her face with the back of her hand. “If Brady didn’t kill Gage, I want you to get him out of jail. Mostly so I can kill him.” 
 
    He laughed. “Nice spin on things, babe. I like the way you think. I also like the way you bake. I’m missing your éclairs and cookies. There’s no bakeries I like here.” 
 
    Christina smirked. “You know you’re going from lean and mean to fluffy, right?” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me I like your baking too much?” 
 
    She sniffed. “I’m saying you should spend more time at the gym and less time fogging up my display case.” 
 
    His chuckle sent a shiver over her body. “I can’t, babe, you’d miss me and I don’t want to be responsible for breaking your heart.” 
 
    Christina snorted, tears welling in her eyes. “That’s it. You’re a delusional sugar junkie and I’m not enabling you anymore. You need professional help. No more cookies. No more éclairs.” 
 
    “I could’ve told you I needed help, and cookies,” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Not really.” Christina admitted. “I’ve been a lot better.” 
 
    “You’ve also been in worse places. I’m glad you’re not still at Rascalz, although I wouldn’t mind seeing you dance in private sometime.” 
 
    She smiled. “Oh, ha, ha.” 
 
    “Babe. I wasn’t joking.” He hung up. 
 
    Christina kicked off her blanket as a wave of heat surged from her inside out. How the hell was she supposed to get to sleep now? She flicked on the television and dozed off and on until her alarm finally rang at four-thirty. It was going to be a very long day. 
 
    On day number eight of her Secret Santa’s deliveries, Christina arrived at work to find eight Christmas stockings hanging on the walls. Only four had names on them. There was one for each Clancy, Christina, Mel, and Daisy. Someone had taken the time to embroider the names in glittering red ribbon on the white fun-fur. 
 
    She dropped her coat on the floor and took down her mother’s stocking. Tears filled her eyes while the caressed the letters. There was a lump down inside the toe and she stuck her hand inside to fish out the envelope of the day. Inside there was a note and a glittering gold ornament that read “Mom.” Christina wiped her tears away and hung the ornament on the tree. 
 
    Hanging her mother’s stocking back on the wall, Christina noticed one of the other stockings had a piece of tape and a note with Brady’s name. Secret Santa obviously hadn’t wanted to make the commitment for her. None of the stockings bore Leo’s name. 
 
    Preheating the oven and prepping her ingredients took Christina’s mind off nothing. Her daily activities in the bakery had become routine to the point she no longer had to make the conscious effort to remember each little thing, which was good because she ended up yawning and stumbling through the entire morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Leo ducked under the crime scene tape and sucked in a sharp breath. “Didn’t anyone think to open a window and air this place out? It smells like a dumpster.” 
 
    Shelley fanned her face. She stepped around him and headed away from him toward the far end of the room. “I guess no one got around to cleaning up yet. We’d better make it quick before I pass out.” 
 
    He grinned. The woman could deal with the scum of the earth, just not the stench they left behind. As he scanned the room, his smile faded. Gage’s apartment was even creepier in person than in the crime scene photos. The painted silver cement floor, the foil-covered tables, and spray-painted chairs looked more like they belonged in a bad space movie than an artist’s apartment. 
 
    Two things stood out as Leo walked from room to room, the red couch and the mussed bed with red satin sheets. His stomach lurched. The same bed he assumed Christina had spent a great deal of time on between poses. 
 
    Poses. 
 
    Leo turned his attention away from the bed and headed toward a thick stack of canvases leaning against one silver wall. The painting in front was bold and colorful, but childish. So were the next ten. As he moved aside the eleventh painting, his heart leaped into his throat. “Wow.” 
 
    Seeing one of Christina’s portraits in person took his breath away. She had far more talent than Gage would have ever known, yet she’d hidden behind his easel. It seemed Gage had recognized the one thing Christina hadn’t:  She was a superstar the world had yet to discover. 
 
    “What did you find?” Shelley asked. 
 
    Leo was too busy studying the portrait to answer. Gage’s signature slashed the lower right corner of the portrait, but he’d know Christina’s work anywhere. A woman’s toe touched the upper curve of Gage’s signature. Leo’s gaze followed her pale leg, past the book open on her bent leg to the lacy edge of her white summer dress and up to where her pale blonde hair hung over her face in an angled bob. The woman lounged on a bed with red satin sheets. 
 
    “Will you pay attention?” Shelley tapped his arm. 
 
    “Huh?” Leo flinched, unaware how long he’d stared at the painting. “Sorry. What’s up?” 
 
    She crouched in front of the painting and whistled. “Holy crap, that’s gorgeous. How come Gage didn’t do more of these and less of the graffiti crap?” 
 
    He stifled a chuckle. “Because Gage didn’t do the portraits. Christina did.” 
 
    “Christina?” Shelley wobbled. “You mean Rose, right? She’s an artist too?” 
 
    “A very talented one.” He placed the portrait aside, away from Gage’s paintings. “Will Gage’s estate let her take back what’s rightfully hers?” 
 
    “I hope so. That girl could sell these for a small fortune. Hell, I’d buy one.” She placed her hands on her hips. “Are there more?” 
 
    Leo waved to the stack. Together, he and Shelley sorted through hundreds of paintings and found several signed by Rose Ryan, a couple signed by Gage that were obviously painted by Christina, and a few unsigned. 
 
    “Is this why she went by Rose, not Christina?” She sat on a stool near an empty easel. “Maybe Rose wasn’t as much a stage name as a pseudonym. If she failed, she could go back to being Christina Davidson. If she succeeded, she could keep the art world out of her other life.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Leo ran a hand over his face. Christina’s entire life had been a string of one man after another taking control and profiting from her many talents. 
 
    Shelley sighed. “That poor girl had better learn how to stand up for herself before the next man comes along to mess with her.” 
 
    “I agree.” He trailed a finger over a portrait of a red-haired woman wading along the beach in the waves. “Her dad, Gage, Brady, they’ve all taken advantage of her.” 
 
    “And you?” Her question hung in the stifling air for several heartbeats. 
 
    “Maybe.” At least on one occasion. 
 
    She stood and stretched. “I’ll work on getting her paintings back. Did you find anything we could use to free Brady?” 
 
    In truth, he wasn’t really looking. “Not yet. I was hoping to find Rose’s art supplies. Brushes, paints, that sort of thing. All the things that were missing from their apartment.” 
 
    “She didn’t take them home with her?” She furrowed her brow. 
 
    “No.” He finally tore his gaze away from Christina’s painting. “Chances are if Gage was having her paint here, she might have stashed them somewhere in his apartment rather than packing them back and forth.” 
 
    “Okay. I guess that makes sense since his place is closer to the school.” Shelley turned and practically lunged toward a table full of brushes and tubes of paint. “What would I look for?” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “Damned if I know. She might have them initialed or in a special bag or box, especially if she took them to her classes. She’d probably keep them somewhat organized so she could grab them and go.” 
 
    After ten minutes, Leo’s attention wandered back to the bed. He got down on his hands and knees and lifted the blankets. Under the rusty frame, lay a wooden box etched with roses. He tugged the box and almost six months’ worth of dust bunnies from beneath the box spring. Once he blew off the dust, he could read “Rose” carved into the lid. “Found it.” 
 
    “Let’s see.” Shelley nudged him aside and opened the chest. “Nice. This proves she painted, but not that she painted those amazing portraits. What’s with the little angel?” 
 
    Leo frowned. In the top tray of the box lay a small glass angel. When Shelly reached for the figurine, he pushed her hand aside. “It could be a gift from a friend, or a warning. I think we should get that checked for prints.” 
 
    She raised her thin eyebrows. “Pardon me? Why would you even say that?” 
 
    “The fact we’re investigating a murder.” He grimaced. “The angel’s clean. No paint splatters, no marks, not even any dust.” 
 
    “So you think it’s a clue.” Shelley reached into her purse and withdrew a small plastic bag. “I had a hunch we’d need a few of these.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Leo took a few pictures of the angel, then flipped the bag inside out and stuck his hand inside to pick up the figurine. Something about the angel seemed so familiar. He was sure he’d seen one like it before. 
 
    She patted his shoulder. “You should take your friend her paints. She might want to use them sometime. Someone that talented will be itching to paint again.” 
 
    He gazed at the assortment of dented and crumpled metal tubes. “I thought you said we needed to go through the estate before we removed anything from Gage’s apartment.” 
 
    She snorted. “For the paintings. I doubt they even know her art supplies are here. Even if they did, there’s no disputing the box is hers. Her name’s all over everything.” 
 
    Leo sat with his back against the bed, his gaze on the paintings across the room. “Those portraits have her name on them too. Why can’t we take them?” 
 
    “I’ll make a call.” Shelley grabbed her cell phone. “If we try to walk out the front door with them, the doorman might call the cops.” 
 
    He closed the art box and sent a quick text to Danny with the photos of the angel attached. “Found this in Christina’s paint box. I’ll turn it in for fingerprinting later. Seems out of place.” 
 
    “Can you believe the nerve of that man?” Shelley growled. “The executor will let us take the box and the artwork, but I have to send him photos of each item and I have to buy him dinner Saturday night. Christ, I don’t even like the guy let alone want to show my face anywhere in public with him.” 
 
    “I believe it’s called taking one for the team.” Leo chuckled. “You’re a saint, Shelley. I’m sure Christina will appreciate your sacrifice.” 
 
    “She’d better.” She grabbed three paintings and headed for the elevator. “I’m taking these before that schnook changes his mind. You keep looking, take your time. I’ll stall the doorman.” 
 
    Alone in the silver studio, Leo cringed. What did Christina ever see in Gage to begin with? He appeared outrageous and thought he was the reincarnation of Andy Warhol, she was quiet, methodical and talented. Gage, if the bottles in the kitchen were a clue, was a drinker and party animal. Christina couldn’t handle more than a couple drinks and preferred sugar and spices to drugs. 
 
    And then there was Brady. 
 
    Leo wandered through the apartment one more time before Shelley returned, but found nothing else the police had missed. He picked up the box and a couple paintings, waiting patiently while she chatted with the doorman in the hall. That was when he saw the feather. 
 
    As he picked it up, he supposed the downy feather could have come from a pillow or comforter and travelled to Gage’s apartment from anywhere. The last place he’d seen one like it, however, was on the back of a stripper. Angel. 
 
    As he patted the pocket he’d placed the bagged figurine in, a knot grew in his stomach. He waited until they were in Shelley’s car before he turned to her. “Drop me off at Rascalz on your way back to the office. Take the figurine to my partner Danny. He’ll get it fingerprinted as soon as possible.” 
 
    Shelley raised both eyebrows. “Are you serious? We just found a whole boatload of nothing and you want to go hang out with strippers?” 
 
    Leo held up the feather. “I think we found a lot more than nothing.” 
 
    “I’m confused. A feather and a glass angel are clues?” Shelley grinned. “Forget dropping you off, I want to go where you go. Your job sounds a lot more fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    On the ninth day of Christmas, Christina walked around the entire bakery but found nothing out of the ordinary. She furrowed her brow. Had her Secret Santa gotten bored with the game already? She went about her routine of turning on the oven and setting out her ingredients. When she opened the refrigerator, she found a box of shiny red ornaments beneath a carton of eggs. “On the ninth day of Christmas, someone gave to me nine shiny baubles.” 
 
    A small laugh escaped her, then she wandered into the store to hang the ornaments and sighed. With Leo away and Clancy’s attention focused elsewhere, she was out of suspects. She was so sure Leo was her Secret Santa, she would have bet money, yet the gifts showed up even when he was out of town. 
 
    Her morning ritual out of the way, she returned to the task at hand. Dozens of buns and cookies later, and more customers than she’d seen in the past two months, Christina paused to wipe the sweat from her forehead with her forearm and glanced at the clock. One o’clock. No sign of Clancy or Leo, just a steady stream of customers. She was already worn out. Maybe after Christmas, she’d pool her meager funds and take a trip. Disappear from her family, from Packham, from Brady and all the reminders of Gage and Leo. 
 
    Unless Brady got out of jail. Would he bother to look for her? Leo knew where she was. If he talked to Brady... Leo also knew Brady well enough to not want him anywhere near her. 
 
    Christina blew a strand of hair out of her face and kneaded bread dough. Deep down, she missed Leo. How could she feel so strongly for some guy she just met? Compared to Gage, Leo was a knight in tarnished armor, but a knight nonetheless. 
 
    “Hey.” Lucy stood in the kitchen doorway. “Leo said you were a tea drinker, so I thought I’d drop by and have a cup with you. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    Christina gawked, her mouth dangling open. 
 
    Lucy shifted in her stance and winced. “If this is a bad time, I can leave your cup and go. I’ll bet Christmas can make things a little crazy around here.” 
 
    “No.” She blinked back a rogue tear and smiled. “Don’t go. Come and sit. I...can use the company.” 
 
    A relieved smile broke across Lucy’s face. “Thanks. Mitch and April took the kids Christmas shopping and I’m too restless to sit and write. I stopped by the bookstore, but Katie's scrambling with a ton of new stock and...” She trailed off then grimaced. “You’re really too busy to worry about my lame problems. I’ll go.” 
 
    Christina reached out and grabbed Lucy’s arm. “Sit. I’m busy, but sometimes distractions are a good thing.” 
 
    Lucy sat. “I thought Sophie worked here. I haven’t seen her lately.” 
 
    Christina snorted. “She quit to work for her new boy toy at his spa.” 
 
    “Oh. What?” Lucy’s whiskey-gold eyes widened and she burst into laughter. “She’s got a new boyfriend? Wow. I hope his insurance is paid up.” 
 
    Christina fumbled her rolling pin. “Sounds like you know her well.” 
 
    “She lived across the street from me.” She blushed. “Mostly, I just know what I’ve heard from the writing group. Sophie’s husband cheated on her and she tried to run him over. I guess she totaled his new truck.” 
 
    “I got a lot more details than that, but that’s the gist of it.” The chimes rang and Christina excused herself to serve a customer six éclairs and a dozen sugar cookies. After assisting two more customers, she returned to the kitchen and sighed. “Where was I?” 
 
    Lucy took off her coat and grabbed an apron. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    She blinked. “You want to help me?” 
 
    “It’s better than sitting here watching you run around like a headless Christmas goose.” 
 
    Christina smiled. “Can you work a cash register?” 
 
    “Yes, but I can only stay until four.” 
 
    “You’re hired.” She swallowed her trepidation. “I can’t pay much, but—” 
 
    Lucy beamed. “Give me a dozen buns and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    “Deal.” Christina grabbed a snowflake cookie cutter. Lucy was already more competent than Leo and she hadn’t even gone into the front of the shop yet. “I’ll even throw in something for dessert.” 
 
    A loud buzz from the oven made them both jump. While Christina turned to take out the fresh baked buns Lucy scrubbed her hands and took over cutting the new batch of cookies. While Christina set the buns to cool, Lucy filled tray after tray with snowflakes and bells, moving around the kitchen with ease. 
 
    “You’re pretty good at this.” Christina smiled. 
 
    Lucy laughed. “I have three kids who love to help in the kitchen. We’ve made a lot of cookies. At least here I don’t have to scrape icing off the ceiling.” 
 
    “Stick around, you might still get to. Clancy hasn’t been in yet today.” 
 
    “Is he that bad?” Lucy’s face reddened. 
 
    She shook her head. “Clancy looks rough and cranky, but he’s one of the good guys. I tend to bring out the worst in him.” 
 
    “Sibling rivalry?” 
 
    Christina sighed. “Not so much rivalry. He’s...he’s stronger than me. Physically, mentally, and so on. He’s got his whole life mapped out and can’t understand why I don’t know what I’m doing with mine.” 
 
    “Sounds a bit like my ex.” Lucy grimaced. “I don’t think he planned to go to jail though.” 
 
    “Mine either.” 
 
    “Clancy mentioned that, but he clammed up when I asked. I know dealing with that isn’t easy.” Lucy paused. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Christina shrugged. “Some days. When it’s busy, I don’t have time to think. It’s when I’m home alone at night...” She drew in a deep belly breath. “And when he calls.” 
 
    Lucy winced. “Does he call often?” 
 
    “Lately, once a day. Always to vent about the lack of privacy, that he can’t get a good latte...or about Leo.” 
 
    “Ah, right.” Lucy brushed a stray hair from her eyes. “Leo’s trying to get your husband out of jail and your hubby hates him for it. That makes no sense.” 
 
    “I know. And to top it off, Leo’s investigating me for Clancy.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Lucy paled. “Your own brother is having you investigated? That’s...that’s...” 
 
    “Low?” Christina tried to hide her smile. “At least Leo was upfront about everything.” 
 
    Lucy raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? That does not sound like the Leo I know. He usually holds everything close until he has to give it up and has the best straight-face in town.” She paused then gave a wink. “He must like you.” 
 
    Heat surged through Christina like she’d been tossed into her own oven. She avoided Lucy’s gaze and slid the cookies in to bake. 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Lucy gasped. “You like him too.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” She closed the oven door with a grunt. “He’s helping free my husband from jail. That’s it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Lucy folded her arms across her chest and grinned. “There’s a lot of color in your face for a simple business relationship.” 
 
    Christina scowled and mixed a batch of pastry dough. She noticed Lucy scurry toward the store front, but focused her gaze on the mixing bowl. Her conversation with Lucy sent her thoughts back in time to when she woke up next to Leo. Both her palms and the soles of her feet sweated. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Lucy leaned in the nearby doorway. “I don’t know you well enough to tease you like that. I’m just really glad Leo found someone like you.” 
 
    “I’m married, Lucy.” Christina frowned. “Nothing will ever happen between me and Leo as long as I’m married to Brady.” 
 
    “Never say never.” One corner of her mouth twitched. “Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    Christina widened her eyes. “You and Clancy?” 
 
    Lucy shrugged. “We’re just friends.” 
 
    “That’s a good start. He adores you and the kids.” 
 
    A dreamy smile lit Lucy’s face. “He’s really good with them, but I’m not in a hurry to move into a new relationship with anyone. My ex has made it difficult for me to trust anyone.” 
 
    Christina stared. Brady and Gage had done the same for her. Was that why she couldn’t totally let her guard down around Leo? 
 
    “Clancy said you used to paint when you were a kid. He’s pretty proud you got a scholarship for art school.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Clancy had never mentioned being proud of her. Had she ever given him the chance? Christina slumped her shoulders as tears sprang to her eyes. What could have been. 
 
    “Do you still paint?” Lucy asked. 
 
    Emotion clogged her throat. “A little.” 
 
    Lucy chattered, unaware of Christina’s imminent breakdown. “If Gina finds out, she’ll hassle you for art lessons. She loves to paint, but only ponies and rainbows. Since her dad...” She leaned against the table. “Gina won’t talk about anything bad. Just all the happy thoughts and good times. The boys hardly talk at all anymore.” 
 
    Christina took the dough from the mixer and showed Lucy how to shape the éclairs. “They’re lucky they have you to keep them safe and grounded.” 
 
    Lucy wiped her eyes. The back of her hand came away damp. “It’s hard to stay strong when I just want to lock myself in the bathroom and cry. I have to be the strong one. There is no one else. I’m alone with three kids.” 
 
    Christina swallowed her discomfort and drew Lucy into a hug. “Aside from the kids, I know exactly how you feel.” 
 
    Lucy stiffened, then let out a long, slow breath. “You have Clancy and your dad.” 
 
    “Sort of. They don’t know about...my life.” Well, they didn’t until Leo came along. She laughed through her tears. “My life really sucks.” 
 
    Lucy tightened her arms around Christina then backed away slightly. “Your life brought you back here, didn’t it?” 
 
    She tilted her head. “That’s the part that sucks the most.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Lucy shrugged. “I never would’ve met you otherwise. Seems to me like we’re two beans in a coffee grinder.” 
 
    Christina smiled. Finally, a ray of sunshine. “Do you want to learn to make cream puffs?” 
 
    Lucy burst into laughter. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “You again?” Jakova snorted. “Are you coming back as a paying customer this time or still just being nosy?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to Marty.” Leo kept his back to the wall and guarded his wallet. 
 
    She gave slow nod. “Of course you do. So does everyone else, but he’s not here.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes, glad he’d ditched Shelley at her office. “Where is he?” 
 
    Jakova shrugged. “When you find out, let me know. He took off a couple days ago so no one’s gotten paid this week.” 
 
    A warm hand slipped into Leo’s and Angel pressed against him. One of her feathered wings brushed his face. “Aww, you came back to see me.” 
 
    The feather on the floor. Did Angel bring her wings to Gage’s apartment, or did it cling to her clothes when she left work that night? If the police found more feathers elsewhere in the crime scene, they’d soon track them down to Angel. Either she’d killed Gage and framed Brady, or someone wanted to frame her. Someone who knew her schedule, knew she’d have a reason to go to Gage’s apartment that night. 
 
    Jakova snorted, then gave a smug smile and walked away into the crowd. 
 
    Angel dragged Leo into a quieter corner, her eyes were glassy and pupils dilated. “Are you okay? You look kind of pale.” 
 
    “Fine. Tired.” He put his hands on her shoulders, plucking a small feather from her wing between two fingers. “Where were you the night Gage was killed?” 
 
    Her blue eyes widened. “Me? Why?” 
 
    “You said you did some modeling for him.” 
 
    Angel leaned back. “I worked with him a couple times and he freaked me out so I never went back.” 
 
    “Freaked you out how?” 
 
    “He starting yelling about nothing being right, how everything was a mess, that sort of thing.” She glanced over her right shoulder into the crowd. “Jakova posed for him all the time until Rose came along, then he brushed her off every chance he got. I never saw anything he’d painted of Rose, but she was with him all the time when she wasn’t here or in classes. Even Brady got jealous to the point he and Gage had a major fight right before Rose left town. At first I thought it was over her, but...” 
 
    Leo frowned. “It wasn’t?” 
 
    Angel fiddled with her gold bracelet. “Gage was supposed to make Rose famous. Instead, I heard he wanted to take credit for her paintings. Brady got mad enough to knock him out and drag Rose out of the apartment.” 
 
    “So how did you hear all of this?” 
 
    “Brady came in the next day crying into his beer. He told Marty the whole story. Then he told us Rose had left and wasn’t coming back.” She winced. “I thought he was just being melodramatic, but then Rose called Marty and told him she was leaving town.” 
 
    He tucked the plucked feather into his pocket. “Did you ever pose for Rose?” 
 
    “Rose?” Her cheeks darkened. “I...she...” She paused to let out a slow breath. “I don't think that’s relevant.” 
 
    “Actually, I think you just made it relevant.” 
 
    A passing waitress bumped into Angel. “Marty’s back and he’s pissed about something.” 
 
    “Oh great.” Angel winced. “At least we’ll get paid.” 
 
    Leo stared after her as she wove through the crowd and onto the stage. She spoke into Jakova’s ear then disappeared behind the glittering gold curtains. 
 
    When a thick, dark hand clapped Leo’s shoulder, his heart leaped into his throat. He turned to meet the narrowed gaze of the bouncer. 
 
    “Boss wants to see you upstairs,” he growled. “He’s got something for you.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” Leo winced. Marty either had new information or a one-way ticket through his plate glass window onto the stage. He followed the bouncer up the stairs to Marty Upshaw’s office. 
 
    The bouncer rapped on the door, flinging it open when Marty grunted on the other side. 
 
    “Close the door.” Marty paced, sweat beaded on his forehead and shadows beneath his eyes. “You must be psychic. I was gonna call you when I got back.” 
 
    “What about?” Leo sat in one of the leather chairs in front of the desk. 
 
    Marty paced between the bar and the window, then back to pour a shot of scotch. “I made a quick trip to Las Vegas.” 
 
    Leo’s back stiffened. “Vegas? What for?” 
 
    “The truth.” Marty threw back his drink then frowned. “I always had doubts about Brady’s whole story about he and Christina getting married.” He paused to pour another drink. “I found the chapel. I even found the Elvis who supposedly married them.” 
 
    “Supposedly?” 
 
    He sighed. “For Christina’s sake, I’d hoped it was all a hoax. I bloody well prayed Brady had conned us all and we could throw it all back in his face.” 
 
    Leo swallowed hard. “And?” 
 
    “I checked her signature against the one on the contract I have with her at the club.” Marty handed him a sheet of paper. “She and Brady were supposedly married two years ago. The problem is the signature on the marriage license isn’t the same as hers. Brady or someone else could have forged her signature.” 
 
    “So what does that mean?” Leo released a slow breath. 
 
    Marty poured another drink. “I’m no lawyer, but it seems to me if she didn’t really sign the papers, they’re not actually married. It’s a sham and she can sue his sorry ass. I’ll even help pay her legal fees.” 
 
    “Pour me one of those.” Leo stood and gazed out the window. 
 
    He snorted then poured a second shot and handed one to Leo. “Are we celebrating or thinking of ways to keep him in jail?” 
 
    “I guess that depends on what Brady has to say for himself.” 
 
    Marty raised his glass. “Well, you know where my allegiance is. I’d love to see him rot behind bars for all he’s done to Christina. If I ever got him alone in a dark room for five minutes... Well, let’s just say he wouldn’t walk out under his own steam.” 
 
    “I know someone who might be able to help. I’ll see what I can do.” He clinked his glass against Marty’s and tossed the scotch to the back of his throat. The liquid burned all the way to his belly. 
 
    Marty made a copy of Brady and Rose’s marriage license and certificate, as well as a copy of Rose Ryan’s employment contract. “Whatever happens, protect Rose for me. She’s a good kid and deserves a break.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” Leo left the club in a daze. He drove over to Shelley’s office with his mind reeling. What had Brady been thinking? Why would he betray the one person he thought the world of? The one person who trusted him. 
 
    Shelley seemed as stunned by the news as Leo. “You know I have to turn this over to the police as evidence, right? You also know this does nothing to help our case.” 
 
    Leo sat across from her and put his feet on her desk. Christina would be just as stunned. “We need to get both signatures analyzed to be sure. I can’t confront Brady with any of this until we know the truth.” 
 
    “Understandable, but we’re not here to prove he’s a scumbag, just whether or not he’s a murderer.” She tented her fingers, elbows on her desk. “What do you have so far?” 
 
    “Brady owes Marty money. Marty would love to see him rot in jail or hell, whichever is more convenient. Two women who worked with Christina in Marty’s club have links to Gage, Brady, and Christina. Jakova was Gage’s muse before Christina came along. She was jealous and also seen on surveillance videos at Gage’s apartment building that night. Angel—” 
 
    “Angel?” Shelley’s eyebrows rose. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Angel was also there that night, also caught on video, plus I found a feather outside his door when we searched Gage’s apartment. I have a feeling she’s responsible for the glass angel we found in Christina’s art box.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why? What would she have to gain if Gage was out of the picture?” 
 
    Leo closed his eyes and rubbed his face. “Maybe the killer’s goal had nothing to do with Gage at all.” He yawned. He needed sleep and food. “It seems to me all of our suspects had bigger issues with Brady than they did with Gage.” 
 
    She nodded then sat back. “Then why didn’t they kill Brady too?” 
 
    “Maybe they wanted him to suffer.” 
 
    “And they didn’t care what they had to do to make that happen.” Shelley blew out a long sigh. “You know that would change the entire investigation.” 
 
    Leo stared at the marriage certificate on Shelley’s desk and reached for his phone. “Danny, I know who shot Gage. I have to track down one more suspect, then I’ll get back to you.” 
 
    He phoned Rascalz, but both Angel and Jakova were gone for the night. Just as he was about to ask for Marty, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a napkin. Angel had written her phone number beside a small angel wearing a halo He dialed the number and blew out a slow breath as she answered. “Hey, Angel, it’s Leo. I’m in town for one more night and thought I’d give you a call.” 
 
    She laughed. “Wow, and here I thought you were as hooked on Rose as every other man in town. I was just going to shower and grab some dinner. Why don’t you join me?” 
 
    He glanced at Shelley and smiled. “Give me your address. I’ll be right over.” 
 
    Once he’d hung up, Shelley wagged a finger. “You’re not planning to interrogate her alone, are you?” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    “Yup.” She grabbed her purse. “I’m joining you and bringing my voice recorder.” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “There’s no way she’ll talk to both of us. I could just wear a wire.” 
 
    “Sure, I just happen to have one kicking around.” She snorted. “Give me a break, Leo. If Angel’s your lead suspect, I need to be there.” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “You can wait in the car. I’ll text you when I need backup.” 
 
    “You’ll need more than that if she shoots you.” Shelley followed him out the door and nagged him all the way to Angel’s apartment building. 
 
    Finally, he blew out a breath.  “I don’t care what you say, I’m going in alone.” 
 
    “At least let me come inside the building. I’ll wait in the lobby in case you need backup.” 
 
    Leo rolled his eyes. “You’re not my backup. You’re a lawyer.” 
 
    “I’ll be your backup if you get arrested,” she said. “At least call my number on your way up so I can listen to what’s happening. You know, in case she confesses or something.” 
 
    Leo knocked at Angel’s apartment door five minutes later, glad he’d left Shelley downstairs with the doorman to wait for ten minutes. He didn’t like the idea of her listening on the phone, but had humored her. 
 
    When Angel opened the door, Leo swallowed hard. He had to focus on his mission, despite the fact she wore nothing but a silky white robe that fell open as she leaned to kiss his cheek, her hands on his chest. 
 
    “Come on in,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    “I can’t stay long.” Leo glanced at his watch. “I just have a few questions for you.” 
 
    She pouted, a thin layer of white powder on the end of her nose. “Oh, poo. All business again? Why not stay and have a couple drinks with me? Loosen up a little.” 
 
    “I’m on my way to see Brady.” When he heard Shelley comment over the phone, he stuck it in his pocket. 
 
    “Brady? Seriously?” Angel batted her blue eyes and huffed. “Do you still think that loser is innocent? You’re crazier than he is.” 
 
    “No, actually, I’m thinking about switching sides. I think he’s guilty and I plan to push for the death penalty so I can have his wife for myself.” Not a total lie. 
 
    “What? What is it with that woman? How does she always get the guys? I should’ve killed Christina when I had the chance.” Angel’s leer turned into a sneer. “Do you really think Brady Ryan had the guts to shoot Gage in the head? You’re as dumb as he is.” 
 
    “Actually, I know he didn’t do it.” Leo folded his arms across his chest, not surprised Angel knew Rose Ryan’s real name. “That’s why I’m here. I think he was drugged and got one good shot off before he collapsed. My guess is that’s when you stepped in.” 
 
    Mouth open wide, she sat on the couch and stretched out her legs. The lower half of her robe fell open to reveal enough thigh to distract most men. “Go on.” 
 
    Leo fought to ignore the way Angel licked her lips and leaned forward to reveal more skin. “Was it jealousy or did he brush you off? Did he tell you he’d rather sleep with boys than girls?” He paused. “Maybe he mentioned you were past your prime and he wanted you gone.” 
 
    Angel reddened. “You’re wrong. Totally wrong. Gage never wanted me or Brady.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Who did he want then?” His heart raced. He already knew the answer. 
 
    “Rose or Christina, whatever you want to call her.” Angel pouted. “Once Gage met her, nobody else was good enough. Nobody posed like Rose. Nobody moved like Rose. Nobody made him feel like Rose. Nobody was as talented as Rose. Christ, he was the bloody twenty-four hour Rose Ryan channel. The problem was she could out paint that loser blindfolded and he got jealous. He never even knew who she really was.” 
 
    “Is that why Gage got involved with Brady? Payback?” 
 
    She shrugged and let the sleeve of her robe slide down over her shoulder. “How the hell do I know? Brady was a miserable, moon-eyed troll. He only wanted Gage because your friend Rose had him first. That’s the way he works. Why don’t you come and sit beside me? We can have some wine and talk.” Talking was the last thing she looked like she wanted to do. 
 
    Leo took a step back. “I’ll bet you do know. I’ll bet Gage wanted Rose back and Brady was the only person standing between Gage using Christina’s art as his own to make a lot of money.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re not going to fool around with me, at least be a dear and get me a glass of wine.” She indicated a blue bottle on the counter. 
 
    He poured her wine from the open, full bottle and set her glass on the coffee table. Out of her reach. “First you have to answer a few questions.” 
 
    Angel grimaced. “Anyone ever tell you what a jerk you are?” 
 
    “Pretty much daily.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “Why’d you frame Brady for Gage’s murder?” 
 
    She sat up and reached for the glass. “He was whiny and stupid and totally deserved it. All I wanted was Gage dead and for that liar Rose to take the fall. She told me she’d be back by then, but only Brady showed up that night instead.” 
 
    Leo’s stomach did a flip. “You wanted to set Rose up instead?” 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah.” She gulped her wine and made a face. “The farther that little witch is out of my life, the better. All I ever wanted was a life with Gage. A life full of parties and paintings and free-flowing booze.” 
 
    “Instead you got dumped for a pudgy, bald guy.” 
 
    “Don’t rub it in.” Angel frowned. “Gage had no idea what Brady was really like. He never knew the whole story about Marty or that Brady only married Rose to pay off his debts. She danced for free while he played with his boy toys.” 
 
    No surprise. Brady wasn’t faithful to Rose, nor she to him. 
 
    “So what happens now?” She sipped again, her words beginning to slur. “You are going to whisk me off to jail where I can live happily ever after?” 
 
    “Something like that.” How much had she drank before he’d arrived? He glanced around for a second bottle. The same dazed look he’d seen on Christina’s face at The Tipsy Duck now settled over Angel’s features. He took her wine glass away. “Were you planning to drug me or was this all for you?” 
 
    “Silly boy.” She laughed and lay back on the couch. “Do you really think I’d waste a fine wine on you? I know you’re not a drinker. Actually, I know a lot about you.” 
 
    “Like what?” Leo grabbed her phone to dial 9-1-1, while Shelley barked commands over his cell phone. 
 
    “Like you’d never pass by a damsel in distress. I saw a lot of things while I hung around Packham and spied on you and your little girlfriend. I even know you slept with her.” Her head lolled to one side and her words slurred. “I know you’d never be able to sleep at night if you left me here to die. Soldier or not, I’m not the enemy. Brady is.” 
 
    “You’re Christina’s enemy.” He asked the emergency operator for an ambulance, positive from the white powder and wine that Angel had already ingested enough drugs to cause an overdose. On his own phone, Shelley shouted for him to unlock the door, she was on her way. 
 
    Angel sighed. “She’d never leave me to die either. Don’t let the naked dancing fool you, honey. She’s a goody-goody. That’s why Brady and Gage loved her. She’s everything I’m not.” 
 
    Leo unlocked the apartment door. “What kind of drugs did you take, Angel?” 
 
    “Who wants to know?” She giggled. “God? Is God going to save me now that I told you the truth? Hey, God,” she shouted so the operator could hear. “I killed D.J. Gage. I tried to frame Rose Ryan, but she never freaking showed up so I clocked her husband on the head and stuck the gun in his hand instead.” 
 
    “What was that?” the operator asked. 
 
    Leo lowered his voice. “Just listen and send an ambulance.” 
 
    “An ambulance is on the way, sir.” 
 
    Angel laughed so hard tears rolled down her face. “I killed Gage, I framed Brady, and I took enough painkillers to numb the pain for good. Forever and ever, amen.” She rolled her head to face Leo. “If I say amen does that make it a prayer even if it’s a murder confession?” Her eyes rolled closed. 
 
    “Hurry!” Leo barked into both phones, then knelt on the floor next to Angel. “What did you take? Where’s the bottle?” 
 
    Her laugh turned into giggles that dissolved into a flood of tears. “Gone. You’ll never know and it’ll haunt you for the rest of your miserable life. And so will I, just because you’re so damn cute.” She gasped for air, her voice thinned. “Forget the medics and just let me die, Leo Blue. I deserve it. I’ve been a bad little girl.” 
 
    “Yes, you have. You’re not going to die, Angel. No one can punish you if you die.” He raced around the apartment to search the garbage cans. By the time Shelley and the medics arrived, he’d discovered the pill bottle in the trash and had re-corked the wine. 
 
    The medics worked furiously to revive her then carted her off to hospital. Leo closed his eyes and groaned. Angel probably wouldn’t make it. At least he had her confession and needed to talk to Brady before he could return to Packham and talk to Christina. 
 
    Shelley followed Leo down the hallway away from the police interrogation room an hour later. “I can’t believe you managed to get Angel to confess on tape.” 
 
    “Both you and the operator heard everything. The police found Angel’s prints on the wine bottle in Gage’s apartment that night. She’d originally said she bought the bottle, which gave her more opportunity to drug it. The ME also found traces of her lipstick on both Gage’s face and Brady’s. If she hadn’t seen Brady that day, he wouldn’t have had any on his cheek.” 
 
    “And the smoking gun?” She quickened her pace to keep up with his long legs. 
 
    “None of her prints were on the gun,” he said. “Just on the bullets. My guess is she used gloves or even the satin sheets on Gage’s bed to hold the grip. The lab techs did find powder burns on the bedding.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” Shelley stopped. “So that’s it? Brady’s actually innocent.” 
 
    Leo faced her. “He still fired a weapon at another human being. Whether that shot was one that actually hit Gage or went into the wall is still up to ballistics to figure out. Chances are, Brady couldn’t hit the broad side of an artist.” 
 
    She let out a groan. “So we’re done.” 
 
    “Aside from springing the loser out of jail? Yeah, we’re done.” 
 
    An awkward silence surrounded them until she sighed. “That’s too bad. I was just starting to like you. You’re a good guy. Make sure you keep in touch, maybe I can put you to work again sometime. What do we do with Brady now?” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “I’d love to leave him in jail for a while longer just to make a point, but he has some loose ends to tie up.” 
 
    “His runaway bride,” Shelley said. “So what do we do? Hand him over to Marty or bring him to Packham? If Marty doesn’t want him, could you make sure he gets to Christina’s bakery?” 
 
    He hesitated, not convinced reuniting Christina and Brady was a good idea. “I’ll call around and drop him off with the highest bidder, but you’d owe me big time.” 
 
    “Honey, you send me your expense report and I’ll do whatever you want.” Shelley winked. “Anything.” 
 
    Leo grinned. “Then keep Brady as far away from Christina as humanly possible.” 
 
    “Except that.” She handed him a letter. “His highness requested you take him to see her for Christmas.” 
 
    Leo flared his nostrils. “No way in hell.” 
 
    “Too late. I already made arrangements for the courts to release him into your custody until all charges are dropped.” She flashed a saccharin smile. “You don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Why didn't you tell me this sooner?” 
 
    Shelley winked. “It must have slipped my mind while you were saving the day. You have a Merry Christmas, Leo. Have a good trip back to Packham with your co-pilot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Eyelids still heavy, Christina sat up on her bed then fell back. Having Lucy’s help, even for a few precious hours, was fun and had given her an energy she’d only felt while painting with Gage. She closed her eyes and released a long sigh. 
 
    Lucy had been a fresh reminder of all Christina’s dreams discarded along the roads she’d taken. While Lucy fought to become a writer and make her dreams come true, Christina had given up. Even worse, she’d let Gage, Mel and Brady decide her fate. They’d fought to undermine her talents while she’d stood by in naive silence. 
 
    Gage had tried to pass her paintings off as his own. 
 
    Brady had used her to pay off his debts. 
 
    Mel wanted her to fill in for her mother. 
 
    Christina was done. She had her own dreams, her own calling. She refused to be a doormat for the men in her life anymore. 
 
    Once Christmas was over and Packham rang in the New Year with the last of her sugar cookies and gingerbreads, she’d pack up her meager possessions and move to New Mexico. In the anonymity of the desert, she’d become the artist she’d always dreamed. She’d live her life alone in a small cottage overlooking the sagebrush and breathtaking Taos mountains. 
 
    For now, however, she flicked on Clancy’s television while she debated how to start her day. Should she shower first then go the bakery, or just pull on her work clothes and stumbled down the stairs in the cold, showering later so her hair didn’t freeze? 
 
    The early morning news came on and, as she stood and stretched a kink from her neck, images of Brady and a gurney carting off a body bag filled the screen. Gage. Her heart seemed to stop and her entire body grew heavy. On the verge of collapse, she sat at the end of the bed and turned up the volume as an image of Angel flashed onto the screen. 
 
    “...the exotic dancer was reported to have committed suicide after admitting to the murder of local artist D.J. Gage less than a month ago. Jennifer Sinclair, better known as Angel, a performer in Rascalz, was recorded in a nine-one-one call confessing to the murder shortly before she succumbed to an apparent overdose of drugs and alcohol.” 
 
    Christina turned off the television, the image of Angel burned into her retinas. “Why?” 
 
    Angel had always been her good friend. Her confidante when she’d met Gage, who’d gushed over her talent and beauty. Her shoulder to cry on when she’d discovered the arrangement between Brady and Marty. 
 
    “Crap.” She rolled over to pound a pillow. “Crap. Crap. Crap.” 
 
    While she’d wanted Brady to be innocent, this wasn’t the ending she’d hoped for. She opted for the shower and cried until she had nothing left inside. Life had to go on. The town still needed their bloody cookies and fresh-baked buns to survive the holidays. After braiding her hair, she pulled on clean cargo pants and a tank top then reached for her mom’s old sweater. Even the soft acrylic did nothing to help her feel grounded. 
 
    She slid into her running shoes and made her way to the bakery. Her mind numb from shock as she turned on the ovens and took out her ingredients. As she turned to set eggs and shortening on the table, she noticed the note propped between two shiny new cookie cutters. “On the eleventh day of Christmas, someone gave to me eleven silver bells.” 
 
    Eleven silver bells meant today was Christmas Eve. 
 
    Christina sighed. One more week before her nightmare was over and she’d be free to leave. Free to mourn her losses and live the life she wanted. She just didn't know what kind of life that was just yet. 
 
    As she re-read the note, curiosity led her into the store. Amid the other ornaments, the tree was adorned with tiny silver bells that tinkled at her touch. At least her Secret Santa hadn’t given up on her. 
 
    After a few deep breaths, she set her brain on automatic and went about the day. Customer after customer entered asking for “those amazing cookies” their friends had served at Christmas parties, dinners and luncheons. Christina gave up baking bread and buns to keep up with the cookie demand. She considered calling Lucy to come back and help even if she had to bring the kids, but was just too busy to call or even to answer the phone that rang incessantly from ten until noon. 
 
    Worst of all was that everyone wanted to hang around the display case to discuss the latest in Gage’s murder case. Why would a stripper want to kill such a talented young man? Who was the guy they’d already arrested? Was he going to be released now? Christina, like the rest of them, had no answers. 
 
    When Clancy arrived shortly after lunchtime, his jaw dropped. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s Christmas Eve and I can’t keep up with the demand for cookies.” She huffed a hair out of her eye. “People are going crazy for them.” 
 
    “Of course they are.” Clancy didn’t seem nearly as surprised as she was. “Lady, you’re the best baker in town.” 
 
    “I’m the only baker in town.” 
 
    “Potato, potahtoe.” He grinned. “You need anything?” 
 
    She winced. “Help.” 
 
    “Sure.” Clancy shrugged. “I’m closed for the holidays anyway.” 
 
    As he donned an apron and stepped behind the counter, Christina wanted to ask if he could call Lucy instead. She didn’t bother. “Thanks. You’re the best.” 
 
    He snapped his head toward her. “Was that a compliment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Funny, I could’ve sworn that was a compliment.” 
 
    Christina tried to hide her smile. “Well, it wasn’t. Get to work.” 
 
    From lunch until she locked the door at three o’clock, Clancy sold every last piece of baking on the shelves. He stood behind the counter and frowned. “No wonder you needed help, those people are animals. Is there anything left in the back?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just the packages I put aside for you, Lucy and the kids.” 
 
    Clancy smiled. “She had fun yesterday.” 
 
    “Tell her if she ever wants a job...” She cracked her neck. “That won’t work. I won’t be here after the New Year. Does she want to run a bakery?” 
 
    “No, but she’d gladly work for you again anytime,” he said. “Say, maybe during the busy seasons like Christmas and Easter. Maybe Dad will be back by then. He called me, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What did he want?” 
 
    Clancy wiped at the same smudge on the table for a third time. “He’s not coming home for Christmas after all. He’s decided to stay in Florida for another month or two. I thought he hated that place.” 
 
    “So he said. Maybe he found a girlfriend.” 
 
    “Or maybe he had one down there all along. I wouldn’t put it past him.” He frowned. “Someone should keep the bakery open for Easter and people do love your sugar cookies.” 
 
    “So you think I should stay.” 
 
    He took off his apron and approached her. “I think you should do what makes you happy. If that includes running the bakery and painting in your spare time, then I’m all for it.” 
 
    Christina hugged him. “Thanks. And thanks for helping me out.” 
 
    “Anytime.” He caught her up in a bear hug and set her down near the Christmas tree. “Now, where did you hide my calzones?” 
 
    “I haven’t had time to make any today.” 
 
    “Then fork over the cookies.” Clancy grinned. “Don’t forget, you’re invited to Lucy’s house for dinner tomorrow.” 
 
    “Which is why I made the extra package.” 
 
    “Then you’re coming for Christmas dinner, Scrooge? That’s awesome.” 
 
    Christina gave him a playful punch to the arm then turned to clean up the bakery. “Be nice. I’ll be there. For Lucy.” 
 
    Once he left and the doors were all locked, the bakery seemed even quieter than usual. When her pocket vibrated, she assumed Clancy had forgotten something. “What?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a nice Christmassy greeting.” Brady snorted. “Hey, I’ve got good news. Leo got me out of jail. I finally get to go home and put all this murder nonsense behind me.” 
 
    “What do you mean behind you?” She flinched. She’d forgotten about the possibility of Brady’s release. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Behind us, I mean.” He was quick to back pedal. “This means you and I can be together again. You can come home and dance and I can—” 
 
    “You can go to hell.” Christina tightened her jaw. “I’m not going back to being a stripper for any amount of money. In fact, I’m not going back to Newville at all. Marty doesn’t need me and neither do you. I’m nobody’s paper doll.” 
 
    Brady hesitated. “Whoa. Have you been drinking? You know you can’t handle your liquor. The last time you drank too much, we ended up married.” 
 
    She bit her lip. The last time she drank, she ended up in bed with Leo. Not a bad place to wake up, but not a great way to get there. 
 
    “I know I said I wanted a divorce,” Brady said. “But I’ve reconsidered. I think we should give things another chance. Seriously. When are you coming home?” 
 
    “Are you deaf?” She rolled her eyes. “I am not going back to Newville. Ever.” 
 
    “But your scholarship—” 
 
    “I’ll forfeit the scholarship.” 
 
    “Your job—” 
 
    “Marty already fired me when I didn’t come back.” She crossed her fingers hoping that was true. 
 
    “Our apartment—” 
 
    “Was never ours to begin with, Brady. There’s nothing of me there and there never has been.” Christina covered her eyes with one hand to block the tears. “I think the divorce is a good idea. We both need to move on.” 
 
    His silence was followed by “Oh” and he hung up before Christina could say more. She set her phone aside, her thoughts more jumbled than ever. After not eating in hours, the remains of her energy seeped away in her sigh. Forget cleaning up. She had nothing better to do tomorrow anyway, Christmas Day or not. As she finished washing the dough off her bowls, the phone rang again. 
 
    “Hey.” With one word, Leo sent tears to her eyes. 
 
    Christina sucked in a sharp breath. “Hey, yourself.” 
 
    He cursed. “I take it you heard the news.” 
 
    “Yes. That and Brady called.” 
 
    More swearing. Where he should have been happy he’d proven Brady was innocent, Leo sounded even more tense than usual. “Then you know all about his impending release and Angel’s suicide.” 
 
    “As much as everyone else seems to know.” Her throat tightened with tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe.” Leo sighed. “I meant to call sooner to tell you everything, but I’ve been busy with the police and Brady’s lawyer.” 
 
    Christina nodded and paced the kitchen. “That’s okay. It’s done.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s done.” Leo hesitated. “What do you want me to do with Brady?” 
 
    “That’s not up to me, is it?” 
 
    Leo chuckled. “Either you want the guy back or I find a deep lake to chuck him in. He’s really straining my last nerve.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile. “What does he want to do?” 
 
    “That’s not as important as what you want,” he insisted. “Do you want him anywhere near you? If not, I’ll go drop him off in downtown Buffalo and come back in time for Christmas.” He paused. “Buffalo has a zoo. I could bump him into the lion cage.” 
 
    Christina laughed. “I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, but I think I need to deal with Brady on my own terms.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine.” He sighed. “What do I do if he wants to see you?” 
 
    She pulled her keys out of her pocket. “Lucy helped me realize I’m the only one who can fix this. Brady and I either have to lay some ground rules or walk away from each other and get things over with so we can both move on.” 
 
    Leo cleared his throat. “Um...you and Lucy are friends now?” 
 
    She smiled at the worry in his voice. “She helped me in the bakery yesterday when things got crazy.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. You both need friends. Maybe you, Lucy and Katie should hang out sometime. Just warn me ahead of time, I want to be out of town that day.” 
 
    “Gee thanks.” 
 
    “What are you doing now?” 
 
    “Closing the bakery for Christmas. I’ll reopen in a couple days. I could really use a break.” She leaned against the steel door. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Going to meet with Marty. We have a few things to discuss about Angel and Brady.” He blew out a loud breath. “Then I have to go pick up Brady and have a serious conversation with him. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 ~ Leo 
 
      
 
    Leo would have preferred baking cookies with Christina and sniffing her spicy hair rather than spend Christmas Eve driving from Newville to Packham with Brady. He’d heard enough whining about showers, trendy clothes and Christmas shopping to last the next ten years. Finally, after two hours in Brady’s cramped apartment while he fretted about packing and one artist meltdown, Leo dragged him down the stairs. 
 
    He got into the driver’s seat, slammed the car door and glared at Brady. “If you so much as speak again before we hit city limits, I’ll rip out your goddam vocal chords.” 
 
    When Brady opened his mouth, Leo narrowed his eyes. Brady shrank against the door and looked out the window, fidgeting with the seatbelt. The instant they passed the city limits, Brady broke the silence by singing Christmas carols. 
 
    “What will it take to get you to stop?” Leo gripped the steering wheel. 
 
    Brady turned off the radio then let out a long, slow breath. “Stay away from my wife.” 
 
    “I get you sprung out of jail and all you have to say is for me to stay away from your wife?” His jaw tightened. “I’ve got half a mind to kick your sorry butt out right here and now, you pudgy little rat.” 
 
    “You’re right. Thank you for getting me out of jail. Stay away from my wife.” 
 
    Five miles passed before Leo’s jaw ached from clenching his teeth. “Here’s the deal. You go back to her and make things right. I’ll keep my distance. If I hear you’re treating her badly, I’ll come back and pound you. If you dump her—” 
 
    “Then she’s all yours.” Brady finished. “Deal.” 
 
    That wasn’t the response he’d expected. Christina deserved better than to be a pawn in her husband’s games. 
 
    Brady tapped a finger in time to the Christmas music on the radio. “Did I get her a nice gift yet?” 
 
    Leo snorted. “Do I look like your personal shopper?” 
 
    “You did everything else,” he said. “I thought you might have checked that off the list too. It’s kind of late for me to get anything now except stuff at the gas station.” 
 
    “I don’t need gas.” Leo glanced to the stack of Christina's paintings in the back seat. How had Brady missed seeing them? “I’m sure she’ll be glad to see you and not care about stuff.” 
 
    Brady snorted. “You don’t know my Rosie.” 
 
    “And you don’t know Christina.” Fancy baubles and jewels were not the way to her heart. He wondered if she acted the way Brady wanted just to keep in his good graces. 
 
    “That’s low. I’ve never even met this Christina person.” 
 
    “Yes, you have. She’s your wife.” Leo pulled off the road and slammed on the brakes. “Why did you really marry Rose?” 
 
    “You’re asking me that now? Don’t we have to get to Packmule?” 
 
    “Packham." He gritted his teeth. “After all I’ve done for you, that’s the one thing you’ve never told me.” 
 
    Brady sighed and leaned his head against the window. “She’s special. I might not love her the way you do or Gage did, but she’s one of a kind. I didn’t want to let her go.” 
 
    “So you tried to ruin her. The club, the dancing, the booze, they were all things you used to keep her under control.” 
 
    “Nah, those things were fun and Rosie liked them. At first, anyway. You’d like them too if you came and hung out with me and Marty for a while.” Brady studied Leo long and hard. “I could get you to like a lot of things you’ve never tried before.” 
 
    Leo narrowed his eyes and pulled a U-turn into traffic. “Guess again, dough boy.” 
 
    “Wait! What are you doing? You’re supposed to take me to see Rose.” 
 
    “Not a snowball’s chance in Hell.” Leo grabbed his phone and pressed send on the message he'd typed in earlier. Before he’d even picked up Brady. 
 
    “Who did you just text?” Brady’s voice raised a full octave. 
 
    He forced his shoulders to relax before his head throbbed. “Someone who would like you to explain a lot of things.” 
 
    “We’re going to Marty’s club, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Nope.” Leo drove to a large house on the outskirts of town and pulled into the driveway. 
 
    Brady cringed. “Oh, hell no. Don't make me go in there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, dough boy.” Leo grinned as two burly men, one he recognized as the bouncer from Rascalz, lumbered toward the Jeep. “Marty’s got valet service. I don’t have to make you do anything.” 
 
    “When I tell Rose about this, she’ll never speak to you again.” He shrieked as the bouncer opened the passenger door. 
 
    “Bet you wish you were back in jail right now.” Leo revved the engine and peeled out of the yard, away from Brady’s screams in the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 ~ Christina 
 
      
 
    Even in her sleep that night, Christina’s heart seemed to thump louder with each breath. Her focus shifted from her glorious dream, to her heartbeat, to the hammering on the apartment door. Finally, she groaned and pulled the covers over her head and turned over. There was no way she planned to be out of bed before nine at the earliest, whoever was out there would just have to wait. She snuggled beneath the blankets and dozed off again. 
 
    Seconds later, someone prodded her shoulder. “Get up, lazy.” 
 
    Leo? She sucked in a sharp breath. No, it had to be Clancy, no one had the key to her apartment nor was she expecting company. She rolled over and stared into Leo’s eyes. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    He kissed the tip of her nose. “Merry Christmas to you too, babe.” 
 
    “How did you get in here?” She pulled the covers up over the flannel pajamas. 
 
    “It’s Christmas morning, get your butt out of bed and get dressed.” 
 
    Rolling over, she yanked the covers over her head again. “What’s the point? It’s just another day.” 
 
    He didn’t speak, but the bed bounced as he lay beside her and wiggled closer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She blew out a sigh then turned to face him. 
 
    Leo shrugged. “Waiting.” 
 
    “You could at least take off your boots if you’re crawling into my bed.” 
 
    He nuzzled her ear. “The faster you get out of bed, the less wet your bed gets.” 
 
    “Jerk.” She shoved him off the mattress. “I don’t want to get out of bed.” 
 
    Leo sat on the floor. “Trust me, I don’t want to get out of your bed either, but I’ve got something for you downstairs so get up.” 
 
    “Can’t you give it to me here?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows then leaned forward with a lingering kiss. “I could, but it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Fine.” She blew out a frustrated breath and threw back the blankets, aware his gaze followed her while she gathered clothes and stumbled toward the bathroom. She splashed her face with cold water then looked up at her reflection. 
 
    Christmas Day had finally arrived and the only thing to greet her was Leo’s smiling face. Christina wasn’t so sure that was comforting, but it was something. She pulled on the baggy white sweater and jeans. “Okay, what’s the surprise?” 
 
    “Put your boots on. We have to go down to the bakery.” 
 
    Christina punched her hands to her hips. “I don’t want to go to the bakery. I spend too much time there as it is.” 
 
    “This will be worth it.” Leo held out her coat. Her boots were lined up at his feet. “Do you want your surprise or not?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Then move your butt,” he said. 
 
    Christina hesitated, then reached for a small box she’d tucked beneath her pillow. “Wait a sec. I have something for you.” 
 
    A frown flickered across his face. “That’s really not necessary.” 
 
    “It’s not much.” She handed him the small box. “Just something I saw.” 
 
    He lifted the lid and narrowed his eyes. Carefully, he lifted out a thick gold chain with an oval pendant. “You got this for me? I didn’t think you even liked me.” 
 
    “I’m trying. You do have your moments. It’s tiger’s eye. To protect you when you travel. Like I said, I don’t expect you to stick around now that your case is over, so...” 
 
    “That was thoughtful.” Leo set the box aside and opened the clasp. “It’s cool. I love it.” 
 
    Christina reached up and fastened the chain around his neck, fully aware of his breath on her face. She clasped her hands at the back of his neck and kissed him. 
 
    Leo stiffened and shifted away. “If you want my gift, we have to go down to the bakery. It’s near the tree.” 
 
    She wanted to kiss him. Wanted to spend Christmas Day alone with him. Disappointed, she stuck her feet into her boots and snatched the coat out of his hands. “Of course.” 
 
    “If we don’t leave now, you won’t get your gift until New Year’s Eve.” He led the way down the hallway and opened the front door of the bakery. 
 
    Christina froze. “Did Clancy unlock that?” 
 
    Leo’s eyes widened. “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Liar.” She frowned. “You’re the one who’s been leaving all the Christmas stuff, aren’t you? What did I ever do to you?” 
 
    “You really don’t want me to answer that, babe.” He pushed her through the door. “Get inside, it’s cold out here.” 
 
    “At least let me make us tea.” She glanced up and gasped. 
 
    The tree glowed with white lights that shone off the assortment of ornaments. Sometime over the past twelve days it became a stunning Christmas tree. Today, twelve angels hung among the assorted ornaments and took her breath away. Beneath the tree, sat a pile of gifts she was positive weren’t there Christmas Eve. 
 
    “On the twelfth day of Christmas, someone gave to me twelve little angels.” She gazed up at Leo. “You did all this for me, didn’t you? Even after I’ve been so mean to you. Are all the gifts from you too?” 
 
    “No, something tells me those are from family, friends, and possibly even Clancy, but there is one from me.” Leo pulled a gold box small enough to house a ring or earrings out of his jacket pocket. 
 
    Christina took a small step back. She didn’t wear either. Her gaze met Leo’s and he nodded for her to open it. She opened the wrapping and found a small gold box inside. Lifting the lid off, she was stunned to find the box empty. “There’s nothing in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I left your gifts in the kitchen. I just wanted to see your reaction to a little jewelry box.” Leo spun her around in place and marched her forward. 
 
    “That’s so mean.” 
 
    When he flicked on the lights, Christina gasped. On top of the table she normally rolled out her cookies, sat a familiar box. Her box of paints and brushes. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Where did you get this? My grandpa made it when I was little. He always said Mom and Dad should’ve called me Rose, not Christina. I thought Gage would have gotten rid of it when I left.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “Are you kidding me? From what I’ve heard, everything you touched was gold. Honestly, I’m surprised he didn’t have it on a bloody shrine instead of under his bed.” 
 
    When she noticed a stack of canvases near the back door, she took a step back. “Where did you get those?” 
 
    “I rescued them from Gage’s apartment. Brady’s lawyer, Shelley got permission to bring them to back to you.” 
 
    Christina smiled and flipped through the canvases. All her favorite paintings were still there. One or two were missing, namely the ones Gage had the nerve to send to Buffalo as his own. She huffed and walked away. “I don’t want them. You should’ve destroyed them.” 
 
    “I would, but they seem to be in high demand.” He handed her a business card. “This is the gallery Gage sent his paintings to. They still have three of yours right now that the staff is having a bidding war on. The owners want to put your paintings on display.” 
 
    “What?” She brushed him off. “Be serious.” 
 
    “I’m dead serious. They love your work and they really want to meet with you.” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “That’s crazy. They’ve only seen a couple paintings.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re dying to see more.” Leo caught her by the elbow. “I’ve had time to think on the very quiet drive back to town. I think you should paint again. For you, this time. Besides, you’re one bloody talented lady and I know how much it means to you.” He paused. “I’ve already talked to Marty and settled things there. He sends you his best wishes and tells you he hopes he never sees you again.” 
 
    Christina gave a small laugh. “I’ll take that as a step forward. So what do we do now? You and I, I mean.” 
 
    Leo bowed his head. “You know I can’t stay.” 
 
    “I know. You need to follow your heart too.” Christina threw her arms around his neck, her lips brushing his cheek. “That doesn’t mean I have to like the idea of you abandoning me on Christmas Day.” 
 
    Leo brushed back her hair. “It’s for the best. For now. You need to figure out what you want and let the flour dust settle after all these guys have trampled your life. Sell some paintings. Take a vacation. Once you’re free and clear of Brady, then...” He trailed off and looked away. 
 
    “Freedom. What a concept.” Christina cradled his face in her hands and gave him a long, lingering kiss. “You know I’m indebted to you forever.” 
 
    “Nah, maybe just for a year or so.” He wrapped his arms around her and grinned. “Although I will expect free cookies when I get back to town next month.” 
 
    “I think I know someone who makes pretty good sugar cookies, but only if you’ll help me make more gingerbread houses next Christmas or, better yet, heart-shaped cookies for Valentine’s Day.” 
 
    Leo ran his hands through her sleep-rumpled hair. “Now that I might be able to do.” 
 
    Several kisses later, Christina followed Leo to the front door. “You have my number. Where are you off to today?” 
 
    “I know this great little place on a mountainside in Tibet. I’ll take you there sometime. You could do some great paintings of me falling off yaks.” 
 
    Christina laughed as he walked away into the falling snow and knew she’d miss him with every cell in her body. As she touched her neck to brush away a stray hair, she realized a necklace hung around her neck that hadn’t been there when she got out of bed. She backed into the store out of the cold and looked at her reflection in the glass. A jade lion pendant lay on her chest, dangling from a delicate gold chain. 
 
    “How the hell did he do that?” Christina laughed as tears sprang to her eyes. Since Leo had already driven off, she sent him a text since her words would have been lost to her sobbing. 
 
    “Jade. For love, healing and protection.” Leo texted back. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    After she made a pot of tea, she sat alone to open the gifts her family had stacked beneath the tree. Before long, sweaters, art supplies, and gift certificates lay on the wooden floor beside her. Clancy had given her a necklace that brought tears to her eyes, their mom’s gold heart locket, which now held pictures of Daisy and Christina. 
 
    “Hey, Merry Christmas.” Clancy tapped on the front door. He wandered inside and sifted through her gifts then looked up at her and tilted his head. “Nice necklace. Jade, right?” 
 
    “I think so. He kind of snuck it around my neck when I wasn’t looking.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know what you were doing.” He chuckled. “But that sounds like Leo alright. So, what’s the plan for today besides dinner at Lucy’s house tonight?” 
 
    She collected her gifts then stood up. “First, I need a shower and breakfast, then we’re going to the seniors home to bake desserts for Teeny’s Christmas dinner at the home.” 
 
    Clancy shrugged. “Now that sounds like something Mom would have done. That’s awesome. I’ve got nothing better to do until later anyway. So what are you doing down here? I thought you’d bring your haul upstairs so you didn't have to set foot in this place today?” 
 
    “I should have. Actually, Leo stopped by to say good-bye.” She waved her hand toward the kitchen. “He brought me a few things from the city.” 
 
    “Good-bye? Where is he off to?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Wherever all good Samaritans go when they need a rest from the world.” 
 
    Her brother wandered toward the kitchen then cursed. “Did you do these?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Christina leaned in the doorway. “Leo said Gage was planning to sell them at a gallery in Buffalo. The owners were disappointed they had to ship them back. The staff had already picked their favorites and wanted to buy them before the public even got to see them.” 
 
    Clancy grinned, shaking his head. “Seriously? Then I think you have a phone call to make next week.” 
 
    “I do?” She stared. 
 
    “Yeah. You could have your first big sale before the new year. Think about it.” Clancy grabbed her by the upper arms and gazed into her eyes. “Leo's giving you an opportunity to get your own big break. You just need to take it.” 
 
    So much for all thoughts of running off to New Mexico to paint. Christina supposed she could set up a room in her parents' house. Maybe she would be the breath of life the house needed. And she could live closer to Lucy and the kids. 
 
    Suddenly, her life had a million more possibilities. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Christina breathed a sigh and went to work in the kitchen. After baking a couple dozen parts for a gingerbread house, she squeezed a solid line of icing, her focus never wavered. Scattered on the table were all her ingredients and bags of candy. The kitchen at the seniors’ home was larger and bustled with more activity than she was used to, but she had a mission. Once she finished using the oven, she and her project took up a small corner of the room. 
 
    “You almost done?” Clancy appeared at her shoulder. “We have a roomful of hungry octogenarians out here all armed with walkers and canes and stuff.” 
 
    “Go away. I don’t want anything to happen to this one.” 
 
    He headed toward the stool at the far side of the table, but she shot him a glare and waved him away. Her brother shrugged. “By the way, Lucy said she’s got something you—” 
 
    “Get lost.” Christina already knew Leo was gone and Brady was out of her life. Her heart broke the second he’d set foot outside the bakery then flew out of the country and out of her life. But only temporarily She watched to make sure her brother left the kitchen, then spread a layer of icing on top and added candy until the whole thing looked like one of her mother’s mouth-watering creations. 
 
    She stepped back and smiled. Both her mom and Leo would have been proud. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 ~ Leo 
 
      
 
    Danny dropped Leo off at the airport near noon Christmas Day. “Where are you off to this time? Tibet? Japan? China?” 
 
    “I’ll decide when I get inside.” The last thing Leo wanted to do was walk away from Christina when his gut screamed she needed him far more than she let on, but she needed to work things out with Clancy and her dad. If Leo stuck around, he’d only complicate things more. For now, he wanted her to focus on what was best for her, not worrying about how to make him happy. She wanted him to follow his heart. How the hell was he supposed to follow his heart when he wasn’t so sure he even had one? 
 
    “Do Lucy and the kids know you’re leaving the country?” Danny asked. 
 
    Leo had enough of his own guilt to weigh down his shoulders at the moment, he didn’t need Danny’s help. “No, I’ll text her before I take off.” 
 
    “You’d better or she’ll strangle you the next time she sees you.” Danny clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Send me a text from time to time. I like knowing you’re okay.” He paused. “You are okay, aren’t you? I know you and Christina—” 
 
    “Christina and I are fine. Never better. I’ll be in touch.” Far from okay, Leo walked toward the security gate without looking back. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back when I need to be.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    The End 
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