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Worth the Seeing Through

 

By Lisa M. Owens

Love’s Value: Book Two

 

Police officer Connor Maclean has been on the job less than two months when a robbery call sends him to the art gallery of Guy Gustavsson, the man he fell in love with during one life-altering week in LA. He moved to Montana for Guy, even after the artist cut off contact. Now he discovers him injured and unconscious, along with a note indicating Guy was to meet someone named Jones about Guy’s painting of a former lover. But that’s hardly likely—for reasons only Connor knows.

Once he sees Guy again, Connor can’t stay away. He brings Guy to his home to recover. The relationship is rekindled. But Guy’s longing for his old love and new fears since the robbery trigger alcohol issues. When Jones makes a dangerous reappearance, Connor and Guy must focus on saving not just Guy’s life but their love and their hopes for a future worth the seeing through.
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One

 

 

MY THIRD night patrolling downtown Bozeman on my own didn’t start out as anything special.

I’d been on the job for nearly two months already, but I’d spent most of that time partnered with Nate Hamilton, a seven-year veteran of the police department. Not much had happened crimewise tonight. Well, nothing actually, when compared to a typical Friday night with the LAPD. But it sure was colder—about ten degrees above freezing in late April.

I was starving. I radioed Hamilton to tell him I was taking a quick break. But before heading for a fast-food place, I drove by the Gustavsson Gallery one more time. The building stood across the street from the hardware store, tucked into a block that included a pizza place, a yarn shop, a women’s clothing store, and a fishing outfitter.

Like a lot of properties on this part of Main Street, the building was old, redbrick, and two stories high. The first-floor gallery space was clearly visible through two big bay windows and the glass entry door between them. Guy Gustavsson had taken full advantage of the glass too, displaying a combination of large freestanding metal sculptures and striking watercolor paintings in the windows. The second floor, I knew, was the multiroom apartment where the artist lived. I held out hope that I’d see the inside of it, especially the bedroom, one day.

I’d been watching the place off and on since my first day in town, and I’d caught a glimpse or two of Guy. Each time, he’d been laughing with someone. Make that giggling. Flirty, happy-go-lucky Guy was a giggler. He was also as good-looking as I remembered from that wild week in Los Angeles eight months before.

The gallery should have been dark at this hour. It had been the past seven Fridays. But tonight, at past ten thirty, the lights still blazed bright, though I saw no one inside and the Closed sign was out. I guessed Guy was working in a back office, or he’d forgotten to turn the lights off in his rush to get somewhere. Not a single light glowed upstairs. I made a mental note to check the place again when I got back from my fast-food run.

I swung through the drive-through, got a cheeseburger and a bottle of water, and parked on the street to eat. My mind wandered once more to the first time I met Guy.

 

 

CHARLES FORNEY, my sometime boyfriend, had nagged me for a week to go with him to the opening of a new art exhibit by some guy from Montana. I wanted to stay home with a good book, but he bothered me enough that I caved. Charles collected art and lots of other things, including me for a while. But we had an open relationship. He insisted on it.

Charles loved the gaggle of wine-guzzling wannabes—wanna be sophisticated, wanna be noticed, wanna be yours—who showed up at these second- and third-string art openings to impress each other. He enjoyed spotting his wannabe friends across the gallery of the moment, then watching them fly to his money and his side to demand he share his thoughts on the artist’s efforts. A well-off investment banker, Charles moonlighted as a critic for one of the free weekly art-zines that littered the LA streets. When I was talked into attending these overwrought affairs, I spent a half hour looking at the art and the rest of the night wishing I’d stayed home.

That night was the same—right up until I saw the artist, Guy Gustavsson, an Asian with a Norwegian name. I heard his giggle first. When I saw him, I wanted to bend him over one of his erotic canvases and fuck him until he couldn’t giggle anymore. He stood with his own gaggle of admirers under a ceiling spotlight that made his sandy-bronze skin glow like an angel’s and his straight black hair, with purple highlights, glitter like he’d streaked diamonds through it. He was short, about five seven, but he had a hard, sculpted, man’s body, and I wanted to bite, suck, lick, kiss, and nuzzle every inch of it. Then I wanted to ask him how he’d come by the misleading last name. Adoption was my guess.

Weaving my way through the room and groups of people, I studied each of his paintings. They were Western scenes—landscapes and depictions of ranch work and life—with a few giving prominence to shirtless cowboys dripping with seductive undertones. Three featured one lean, blond cowboy in particular. All were watercolors in a style that brought to mind Andrew Wyeth’s Helga pictures but also used a technique that left something like little water droplets on the paper. It made the works appear lush and sensual and made you hungry for them—in the way the water they shower on grocery produce makes you suddenly desire parsley, peppers, and zucchini.

I wanted to get close enough to listen as folks talked to him, but stay removed too. A plant or a pillar would have been the perfect blind, but the room lacked both. I tried to stay inconspicuous and listen to one person after another say the obvious bit about him not looking like a Gustavsson. To his credit, he never rolled his eyes. I knew because I watched them.

I also knew the instant he noticed me. His eyes widened. And didn’t that make my dick hard. But he continued to let me lurk until he was momentarily alone.

“So, do you like any of them?” he asked in a pleasing, musical voice. “I noticed that you’ve studied each one.”

He’d been watching me? “I like Cowboy and Cat best, I think.”

“Why?”

“The alliteration of the title, for starters.”

He giggled at that, an encouragement for me to go on.

“I’m not an art person, so you know. I studied psychology and literature in college.”

“I love Jane Austen.”

“Very romantic.” I nodded. “I read more Hemingway, I’m afraid.”

“Ah, dark, manly men.” He drew out the penultimate word so long that his tongue took up something approximating permanent residence near his lips—and didn’t that turn me on. The thought of leaving, for my own good, occurred to me. But I forgot it when he spoke again.

“Plenty of artistic style in those books too, I think.” He was mimicking me. Or mocking me. Glancing at his twinkling eyes, I suspected the latter. “So why do you like Cowboy and Cat?”

The painting was of the blond, from behind, his handsome face caught in profile. He wore tight jeans that hugged his ass, but no shirt, and a Stetson rode herd on his curls. Thick dark lines defined his work-sculpted muscles. The water droplet technique suggested dampness and sex, making him look sensual as hell. He’d perched one arm on a tall chest of drawers to look at a cat that sat atop it. The cat’s orange-and-white tones echoed the color wash of the drawers’ wood graining and the cowboy’s tanned skin. For me, the whole thing was a cowboy-sized hard-on.

“The eyes.” I looked deep into Guy’s chocolate-brown ones as I answered. “The cat’s are almond-shaped, like yours, and it looks like it would tell the man the meaning of life, if he would listen.”

“Exactly right.” Guy smiled broadly, revealing two deep dimples. He studied me for a moment before he continued, absolutely serious now. “Your eyes and face, on the other hand, suggest that you already know all about life, and it’s difficult, and you can handle it.”

I drew back. He couldn’t be reading me that well. “What do you mean?”

He cocked his head, and his long bangs fell in his eyes. He blew them away with his next breath. “Your eyes are deep and blue as an ocean, and way too serious,” he said. “And with that straight black hair—it’s too short, by the way—you look….”

“Black Irish,” I supplied. “The name’s Connor. Maclean.” I held out my hand.

“Exactly.” He snapped his fingers and shook my hand. “Of course you are. That’s what I was going to say.” He held on to my hand a minute too long, grinned, and brushed his fingers across my palm as he pulled away.

All of my blood dropped south of my belt. I had to think hard to come up with another comment to keep the conversation going. “How did you make those water droplets on the paper? I haven’t seen that before.”

“That’s top secret.” He winked at me, and I swallowed a groan. Everything about him was a turn-on, and he knew it.

“Actually, it’s called spattering.” After a long, charged pause, he added, “You are an art person, I think.”

“Absolutely not. Because my next question is, are the cats gay too?”

His eyes rounded and his lips crooked up until he exploded into a great giggle that drew looks from every corner of the room. Charles and five wannabes headed our way.

“My goodness, Connor,” Charles said too loudly as he neared us, “what could you have managed to say to amuse our artist?”

“Not much.” I took a step back and swallowed a gulp from my bottle of fancy water.

“I hope Connor wasn’t too offensive,” Charles said to Guy. “He’s a Neanderthal cop, not an art patron.”

“But I consider the Lascaux Cave paintings one of my prime inspirations,” Guy replied. He batted his eyes—for my benefit—before adding, “Haven’t you seen my website?”

Charles coughed and took a sip of his wine. “I’m afraid not. Sorry, no.” He glared at me, nodded to Guy, and walked away. His sycophants frowned and followed.

Guy stifled his next giggle with a hand pressed firmly to his lips. I imagined kissing them hard enough to make his eyes pop. I had to blink to erase the picture. When it disappeared, I wanted it back.

“Sorry, I think his rudeness is my fault. We’re together.”

Guy tipped his head sideways and stared at me. “Why?”

“I’m wondering that myself.”

“I’m going to Cuba when this is over,” he said, naming a popular gay club. “Will I see you there?”

Charles’s glare had already telegraphed that he’d be going home tonight with a wannabe or two, not me. “Quite possibly.”

“I’d like that,” Guy answered. “But I have to run now. The gallery owner is waving at me.” He smiled and walked away, throwing an occasional broad hip swing in his step—I hoped for my benefit.

I looked for a place to put my bottle and left.

I couldn’t arrive at Cuba too early, so I drove around, debating the whole time whether to go there at all.

Charles and I weren’t a couple. We went out sometimes, and we had sex. The sex mattered most to him. I enjoyed our getaways. Looking back, I think I was making up for fun I didn’t have as a teenager because my widowed mom couldn’t afford much. I imagined repeating many of our trips with my own teenagers one day, but not with Charles. He didn’t want a family.

Did Guy? I wondered.

Against my better judgment, I went to Cuba. He wasn’t there yet, so I took a seat at the bar and ordered a Negra Modelo. The club was one of the more popular watering holes in a predominantly gay business district that was part of my beat. When I’d gotten the assignment, I was paranoid someone knew about me. Once I realized that wasn’t true, I relaxed into the job. I brought more understanding to it, but I was vigilant not to out myself.

Cuba was upscale, with a clientele predominantly thirty and over. We didn’t get calls to come here. The lovers’ quarrels, fights, drug busts, and rapes were three blocks over, where the guys were younger, poorer, and lonelier.

I’d ordered my second beer when I spotted Guy in the middle of a crowd coming in the door. Disappointment flared, but I wiped it off my face. Of course he’d come with a crowd. I should have expected that.

As I continued to watch, though, people peeled off left and right until he was alone. When he spotted me, his dimples popped out. That’s what I wanted to see.

I stood up and gave him my stool. He ordered a Grey Goose martini, very dry, with two olives, up.

“How did the opening go?”

“The gallery owner was thrilled with the crowd. Sold four paintings tonight, but not Cowboy and Cat. I think it’s waiting for you.” His giggle was mischievous. “And someone said there were two reviewers there, including one from The Los Angeles Times. I’ll believe that when I see the review.”

I didn’t tell him one of them might have been Charles. “Are you hungry?”

“What did you have in mind?”

Suddenly, my pants were tight. Thank God I was still mainly turned toward the bar. I didn’t want to let on yet the effect he had on me. I hadn’t experienced such an instant attraction since high school, when I’d fallen for the football captain. A gigantic unrequited, that one.

I took a swallow from my bottle and noticed his eyes following my throat. That was not going to help me calm down. “I meant food. They’re supposed to have good tapas here.”

“Supposed to? You haven’t been here before?”

“I’ve been in the neighborhood to make arrests.”

“That’s right. Thanks for reminding me not to give you any grounds to arrest me on lewd and lascivious.” He giggled again, but he sounded nervous now.

“Relax. No arrests tonight. I’m just entertaining a new acquaintance from out of town. This is also supposed to be a good place for that.”

“It’s a good place for lots of things. My guidebook said to be sure to check out the men’s room.”

“Guidebook?”

“Being from Montana, I had to look up a few things before I came to LA.”

“I thought everybody in Montana was into cowboy hats and spurs.” Guy was wearing shiny loafers, tight black jeans, and a tighter white shirt that showed off his finely muscled back and chest. No hat.

He took a sip of his martini and licked his lips dramatically. “Don’t knock what you haven’t tried.”

I nearly choked on my spit. He giggled long enough that I was able to recover, but my reply was lame. “If you want to try the men’s room, you’ll have to do it by yourself.”

“Not-quite-out officer, is it? I’ll just toast you instead of running my hands down your chest.” He batted his eyelashes and raised his martini glass.

I clinked it with my bottle. “You are a bad boy.”

“Guilty, Officer. Wanna cuff me?”

“Be happy to. But not here.”

“My hotel is just a couple of miles away.”

I waited for a giggle, but it didn’t come. “Well, Giggles, drink up, and we’ll go. I’ll check out the door locks for you. Wouldn’t want you to run afoul of any of the city’s criminal element.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Are you offering the opportunity to get to know you deeper?”

Even after I swallowed hard, I needed a moment before answering, “Definitely deeper.”

He smiled and began to play with the spear that held his two olives, popping them in and out of rounded lips. I groaned. He giggled. I slapped three tens on the bar and turned toward the door. He was right behind me.

We had sex five times—imaginative and exhausting, simple and sweet—before I slipped out of his room thirty hours later, just in time for work. We saw each other every day for the next five, until he flew back to Montana. I never saw Charles again, but Guy and I texted and phoned each other twenty times a day for a month, with plenty of Skype sex besides. I began to believe he might be the one. I promised to visit Bozeman. I said I’d move there. He quit answering.

I moved anyway. I texted him when I did. He didn’t reply. After that, I couldn’t work up the nerve to do anything more than drive by his place. I didn’t want to hear that he’d lost interest or, worse, found someone new. I probably shouldn’t have come.

The crackle of the radio interrupted my thoughts. A robbery, two victims, one dead, one injured, suspect gone. At the Gustavsson Gallery.

“Nooooo!” My fingers shaking, I hit the lights and siren.




Two

 

 

I ARRIVED before Hamilton and the EMTs. The gallery still glowed bright like every light was on, but I saw no one inside as I sprinted to the door. Guy could not be dead. He couldn’t.

The front door opened when I turned the knob. Across the room, another door was ajar.

“Police! Anyone here?”

“Back here. God, hurry! I think he’s dead,” a weak voice called from the back room. It sounded like a kid’s—definitely not Guy’s. My heart sank.

I ran for the back and banged hard into the partly opened door when it didn’t move.

“Back up!” I yelled at the person on the other side as I took a step back, then shoved hard. The door gave a bit, a terrible screeching and scraping from the other side indicating I was moving something heavy as I pushed.

When the opening was big enough, I squeezed inside the combination office and storage area and stepped around the upended desk. Papers, a couple of desk drawers, a smashed laptop, and several mangled canvasses littered the floor. In the middle of the mess, a skinny red-haired teenager with a bloody gash across his right temple squatted next to a man lying facedown and still. I could see blond streaks and blood in the shoulder-length, straight black hair that obscured his face. My stomach flipped.

“Guy?” I yelled. He didn’t respond. I was already feeling for a pulse as my knees hit the floor.

“He’s not dead, is he?” the kid asked, his voice jumping an octave midsentence. “He was already on the floor when I came in. This other guy was whaling away at him with that—” He pointed toward a brass obelisk-like thing lying near the exterior door.

“Shhh. I gotta concentrate on him for a minute.”

The kid gulped back the rest of his words. My blood banged in my ears as I felt a weak, erratic pulse in Guy’s neck. “Thank you,” I whispered. I grabbed my shoulder mike and told the dispatcher we had two living and to steer the EMTs to the alley.

I brushed Guy’s hair aside and groaned at what I saw. His face was bruised and cut. Blood ran down his forehead from his scalp. More of it pooled under his smashed nose. Near his right shoulder, his blue shirt was blood-soaked and torn, and sharp edges of bone stuck through the ripped material.

I bent over his face, trying to hear or feel his breath. The coppery smell of his blood clogged my nostrils. Bile rose in my throat. God, I had to keep it together. A puff of air tickled my ear. I froze and waited. It came again. Guy’s breath—barely. The sound of sirens loud and close filled the air.

“Hang on, Guy. Hang on.”

“He’s alive?” the kid whispered.

“Yes.” I sat back on my heels and looked at my other victim. His temple was bloody. I pulled a handkerchief out of my pants pocket and pressed it to the right side of his face. He winced.

“This guy hit you too?” I asked.

“Huh?” He took the cloth out of my hand, pressed it to his temple, then held it in front of his eyes and gagged like he might throw up.

“Hey.” I grabbed his shoulder. “Look at me. Look at me.” His blue eyes were clear and responsive as he focused on my face. Good, no concussion. Maybe he could tell me something. “You hurt anywhere else?”

“I don’t think so.” He looked at Guy again.

“No. You look at me,” I said sharply. “What’s your name?”

“Alex.” He dragged his eyes back to my face. “Alex Whittaker.”

“Are you hurt anywhere else, Alex?”

“No,” he said slowly, like his mind was checking body parts.

“Tell me what happened.”

He took a deep breath and started talking a mile a minute. “I just got off work—at Marconi’s Pizza, I work at Marconi’s—and I glanced this way ’cause the door was open and the lights were on and that wasn’t usual. And I saw a guy in a leather jacket hitting him.” He waved the handkerchief toward Guy, and his eyes followed his shaking hand. “Oh God.” He saw his own blood again on the cloth and rocked back hard on his heels. I grabbed his shoulder to steady him.

“You’re going to be okay.”

“Me?” he shrieked. “What about him?” He waved both arms frantically. This time, despite the hold I had on him, his butt hit the floor. His feet flew up, and his left heel bumped into Guy, pushing him. Guy made no response.

“Oh God, Mister, I’m sorry,” he wailed. “I’m so sorry. Oh God. Mom. I gotta call my mom—”

“Alex, take a few deep breaths now. We’ll take care of that for you.”

The squad pulled up, brakes screeching, followed by more flashing lights that had to be another patrol car. Hamilton, I hoped.

I rocked back on my heels and stood, lifting Alex with me. “Why don’t you and I move over by the desk, so the EMTs can get to Mr. Gustavsson? Can you do that?”

“Yeah, okay.”

I picked up and righted the desk chair and sat Alex in it as the first EMT came through the door. I recognized him—a guy named Wisniewski, who knew his stuff. He went right for Guy, while the second one, a woman, came toward Alex. Right behind them came Hamilton. He took in the scene, then waved me toward the gallery.

Wisniewski was already calling Guy’s vitals in to the emergency room. They were bad, but I’d heard worse on victims who lived. I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and followed Hamilton toward the gallery.

He stopped in the doorway, where we could watch the EMTs at work. “What you got?”

“The unconscious vic is the gallery owner, Guy Gustavsson. The teenager is Alex Whittaker. His only injury seems to be the cut to his temple. No concussion as far as I can tell. Whittaker says he was walking through the alley when he saw a man in a leather jacket hitting Gustavsson—likely with the metal sculpture near the door you came through. The kid came in to try to stop it. The robber hit him too, and fled into the alley. That’s about it right now. The kid was starting to freak out.”

Hamilton glanced back into the office, watching for a moment. The female EMT was cleaning Whittaker’s wound, telling him he was going to be fine. He wouldn’t even need stitches. Another EMT had come in, and he and Wisniewski were about to lift Guy to a gurney.

“Can’t say I blame the kid for getting upset. It’s pretty ugly in there.” He sighed. “Damn. Gustavsson is a good guy. Always donating his time and art to kids’ causes. I’ve worked a couple fundraisers with him.” He shook his head. “Look around the gallery and see if you can find anything that might tell us what happened. I’ll touch base with the EMTs and see about contacting the kid’s parents.”

I scrubbed my face with my hands. “I noticed all the lights on here as I headed for food. Damn, Nate, I should have stopped to check it out.”

He shook his head. “Don’t go there. Let’s get some facts first.” He moved into the office.

I started a slow circle around the gallery, looking for anything. The large room held a wide assortment of paintings and sculptures in multiple media, all carefully placed and arranged. Several of the paintings were Guy’s. I recognized his style. In two of them, I also recognized a familiar blond cowboy.

A wooden bar-like structure took up lots of space along the gallery’s west wall. Behind it, I found another desk. Unlike the one in the office, this one was still neat and orderly. Atop it lay a day planner open to today’s date. In the nine o’clock time slot, in dark ink, were four words—Jones. Cowboy and Cat—and a Montana phone number.

Hamilton came back into the gallery. “Gustavsson is headed for the ER. He’s touch and go right now.”

I looked away, hoping to get my fear under control.

He noticed. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” I clenched my fists and straightened my spine. I couldn’t let him know how well I knew Guy.

“We should be able to talk to the kid in a few minutes,” he continued. “They’re almost done with him. His mom’s on her way.”

I nodded and pointed at the datebook. “It looks like whoever attacked the two of them had an appointment.”

He came up behind me to read the notation. “I’m guessing Jones wasn’t his real name.”

“Probably not.”

“It does suggest a perfectly normal reason for the lights to be on when you went by before, and no reason for you to stop. What’s Cowboy and Cat, do you suppose?”

“The name of one of Gustavsson’s paintings.”

“And you know this…?”

I waved at the wall where two other cowboy paintings hung, each with a small white nameplate next to it. “One of those is called Cowboy at Morning Light.” I hadn’t read the nameplates, but I was pretty sure one said something close to that. I’d seen the painting on Guy’s website plenty of times.

Nate nodded. “So Gustavsson was going to show a painting called Cowboy and Cat?”

“Something like that.” I knew he couldn’t possibly show it, but I couldn’t reveal that yet either.

“I’m going to go sit with Whittaker. You wait here until his mom arrives. Then we can talk to him.”

Five minutes later, a thin woman knocked at the gallery door. Like the kid, she had freckles and red hair. Hers was pulled back in a ponytail. Honestly, she didn’t look much older than him. She frantically glanced around as I let her in. She wasn’t going to be calm until she saw him.

“I’m Kellie Whittaker. My son—”

“Is going to be fine, Ms. Whittaker. This way.” I led her into the office.

“Mom, I’m so sorry,” the kid began.

Before he could finish, she was at his side hugging and shushing him. She pulled back to eye the bandage covering his temple. “You’re okay?” She brushed it lightly with her fingers as he nodded.

“The EMT said he’s going to be fine, Ms. Whittaker,” Nate assured her. He flashed one of his trademark smiles, showing lots of perfect teeth and looking as trustworthy as the boy next door. “There was a lot of blood, but Alex didn’t need stitches, and he doesn’t have a concussion. Here.” He handed her a folded piece of paper. “The EMT left instructions for you, advice on cleaning the wound, that kind of thing. They had another call.”

He cleared his throat, giving her a minute to comprehend all that. “I’m Officer Hamilton, and that’s Officer Maclean. We’d like to ask your son a few questions. Right now, he’s our only witness to a pretty brutal robbery.”

But she wasn’t paying attention. She’d spotted the blood on the floor where Guy had lain. She paled considerably as she began to put together what her son had been through.

“Let’s all move into the gallery, shall we?” Nate suggested.

We headed for the desk, which had two chairs by it, and Nate motioned the Whittakers into them. Once they were seated, he leaned against the desk so he didn’t tower over them. I moved to flank the kid’s chair but kept my distance. We didn’t want to frighten them.

“So, Alex, Officer Maclean said he found you and Mr. Gustavsson in the office.”

The kid turned wide blue eyes on me. “You’re not in any trouble,” I said quickly, reassuring him. “You’re a victim too. We want to know what you saw. It may be a while before Mr. Gustavsson can tell us anything.”

“Why don’t you start by telling us why you were in the alley?” Nate asked.

Alex’s mother looked Nate up and down, then me, assessing our intentions. She nodded to her son, giving him permission to talk, I guess.

“I’d finished work,” he began.

“At Marconi’s,” she added.

With occasional prodding from Nate, the kid described how he noticed two men struggling, heard the robber yell something about money—“Give me the money. You promised me nine thousand dollars for the painting!”—while continuing to beat Guy with the sculpture. Guy fell to the floor as Alex entered the office, and the robber hit him too, and ran out the door. The kid provided a detailed description of the suspect. A cop couldn’t have done a better job. I wrote it all down.

“This is great, Alex. How is it you’re so thorough in your description?”

He looked at me like I’d asked the dumbest question in the world. “I’m an artist. I notice things.”

At that, Hamilton grinned broadly. He snapped on a pair of protective gloves and began searching the desk drawers, taking care not to mess up any fingerprint evidence. “Do you think you could draw us a picture of the man?” Before he finished speaking, he’d pulled a pad of paper out of one of the drawers and given Alex a pencil from his pocket.

“No problem.” The kid pulled his chair up to the desk, took the pencil and paper, and went to work. He soon crumpled up and tossed the first sheet he drew on, then the second, and I began to worry. But on the third, he hit a groove. He kept sketching and shading his drawing until, twenty minutes later, he put the pencil down and pointed a finger at the portrait. “That’s him. That’s him exactly.”

Detailed as a photograph, the drawing showed a hefty white man, likely in his thirties, with high cheekbones, wide-set eyes, a crooked nose, and combed-back, wavy hair.

“Like I said, he was about five inches shorter than you”—Alex pointed at me—“with blue eyes and brown hair.”

“So he was six feet tall?”

He nodded.

Nate pulled out his phone, snapped a picture of the drawing, and began pushing buttons to text it to the dispatcher.

“This is great work,” Nate said. “This guy is distinctive looking. If he’s still in town, we’ll find him.” He handed me the drawing. “Get this to the station and start writing up your report. I’ll finish up here.”

“Is my son going to be safe with this man loose?” Kellie Whittaker asked.

“Absolutely, ma’am,” Nate said as I headed for the door. “But we’ll have an officer follow you home and stay outside your house for a while, too, so you don’t worry any.”

By the time I headed home the next morning, we knew the phone number was a dead end, and we hadn’t found “Mr. Jones.” Doctors had removed Guy’s spleen, eased pressure on his brain, and repaired his smashed right shoulder. He also had stitches across his face. He likely wouldn’t wake up today. Maybe not for another day or more. Maybe not ever.




Three

 

 

MY FIRST-FLOOR apartment was a furnished two-bedroom setup with one bathroom, a hall closet, and a living room/eating area with a galley kitchen. Beyond the door was a hallway that served three more apartments identical to mine and led to a security door and tiny entry lobby. At the other end of the hall, another exit opened on a stairway to four more apartments and another exterior door.

The place had three redeeming features: a large front window that, if I stood on my toes and craned my neck, included the barest glimpse of the distant Gallatin Mountains; a big-screen TV in the living room; and a painting in the bedroom. The painting was Cowboy and Cat, the most expensive thing I owned after a rusting Jeep Cherokee and my custom mountain bike.

Everything else in the apartment from the furniture to the carpet, floors, blinds, walls, kitchen appliances, tub, and john was beige.

I locked my gun in the gun safe in the entertainment center, changed into sweats, and flopped on the bed to stare at the painting. To buy it, I’d used all of the money my mom left me when she died. I paid cash and didn’t give the gallery owner my name. Nobody knew I owned it.

So what kind of meeting had Guy had about it last night? Was he trying to get it back? Who knew he wanted it? And how did they know?

I jumped off the bed and made for my laptop, set up on my tiny dining table. I typed in Guy’s name and Cowboy and Cat.

The first listing was from Guy’s website. I clicked on the link and landed on a big picture of the painting on the front page of the site. Underneath it, in large type, a couple of sentences explained that Guy wanted it back. How long had that been up there? I’d never seen it. But I’d quit checking his site when I moved to Bozeman.

The second listing was a small story from The Los Angeles Times, dated in February—right after I moved—detailing how artist Guy Gustavsson, a rising star on the Western art scene, was trying to find the painting, which sold at the very end of the LA gallery show, that earned glowing reviews on both coasts and started his career on its sharp upward trajectory. A month later, a version of the story was in a national art magazine and a couple of East Coast art publications. Three weeks after that, People Magazine had a short write-up complete with a vague quote from Guy about how a major change in life circumstances had given the painting deep sentimental value, and he’d pay significantly more than the sale price to get it back.

Guess I should have been reading gossip magazines. Guy was actually looking for me. But what were the changed circumstances? Had the cowboy been one of his lovers and now he was dead? Had that been why Guy hadn’t called me back? Had I left a promising career with LAPD to try to win back a man in mourning? Was the painting about to suck me into a crime investigation, not to mention out me, before I cleared probation?

My life could not be turning to crap again this fast. I’d already had my fair share of bad times, enough to protect me for another decade at least. But life was never fair. I knew that better than most, and after last night, I felt like I was on the fast track for a repeat visit to hell. The only thing worse than Guy being involved with someone else, or mourning someone else, would be losing him before I had a chance at… anything.

I called in what I’d discovered to the day sergeant, to share with the detectives continuing the investigation. Once he hung up, I stared at my phone. If Mom were still alive, she’d be sitting at her kitchen table, drinking her coffee and working her crossword puzzle. If she were still alive, she’d know what to say to calm me down.

I imagined the start of the call. We’d had pretty much the same beginning four or five times a week right up until she died of cancer five years ago. First, she’d ask how my shift went. She’d asked my dad that same question until the night he never came home again. He died in the line of duty, saving six kids on a school bus from a psycho kidnapper. She was terrified when I followed him into the department, but she supported me like she’d supported him. Even though her fear for him drove her to drink. She’d sobered up when I was eighteen, three years after he died.

After I told her I was fine, she’d ask what was wrong. She’d have heard something in my voice. I’d say what I always did before I answered—that if I could do that intuition thing like she did, I’d be chief of detectives already. She’d laugh and say, “You’re going to get there. Take your time and enjoy where you are right now.” She’d ask me again what was wrong.

I’d tell her about Guy and how scared I was that he might not make it. She’d wait a half minute and say the words I needed to hear: “Don’t be playing what-ifs and if-onlys on yourself, baby. Promise me you won’t. You think positive thoughts about Guy’s recovery, and you wait and pray. It’s the hardest part, I know. But anything else is wasted effort that drives you crazy. Let it go—”

“And let God. I know, Mom.” She was an AA alum. I was so proud of her. God knew I wanted the chance to tell her that one more time. He knew I needed to hear her say those words one more time too. But she couldn’t, so I imagined her saying them, and then I said them twice. It didn’t feel the same.

 

 

WHEN I got to work that night, Guy’s condition hadn’t changed, and they still had no clue when he’d wake up. But we had a name and a rap sheet to go with Alex Whittaker’s drawing: Jimmy Mitchell, thirty-two, a local who was jailed on burglary charges as a juvie, got out, and never went back in. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been scared straight. He was the prime suspect in a series of thefts and burglaries involving lower-end luxury items, but there’d never been enough evidence to convict. He said there never would be—he wasn’t going back to prison. He had an area address, but he wasn’t there. He’d dropped out of sight.

My shift, 8:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m., was routine. I asked about Guy’s condition before I headed home. No change.

“Hey, Connor, wait up.” Nate Hamilton headed across the parking lot. He was grinning, like always. “You want to go out for breakfast?”

“Sure.”

“Let me call Jenna, and I’ll meet you at the Leaf and Bean in about ten minutes.”

He was nice to reach out to me. We’d talked a lot since I’d arrived, of course, since he trained me. But we’d also talked basic personal stuff. He was thirty-three, like me, married, and originally from Wisconsin. He liked patrolling, was senior guy on our shift, and didn’t aspire to anything else. He was due to become a dad any day.

I moved my Jeep from the station to a parking lot on Mendenhall and walked the few blocks to the coffee shop, going out of my way so I didn’t walk past Guy’s gallery. Inside, the eatery was long and narrow, with a pair of high tables in the front window and a counter and stools along the east wall. The service area was opposite them, and beyond it the room opened up to include more tables, some easy chairs, and a couch. Watercolors of mountain scenes, birds, and animals, including one painting of a cougar and another of a pair of mountain goats, covered the brown brick walls. Bozeman was full of mini art exhibitions like that. After putting in an order for a breakfast sandwich, I took my plain black coffee to a table in the back. Nate came in right after I sat down.

“Thanks for coming here. I know it’s out of your way, but it makes it easier for me to get my wife’s breakfast.”

“You get her breakfast here every day?”

“Nah. Normally she gets it herself. She works at the yarn shop a block down, on the same block as the Gustavsson Gallery actually. But the shop is closed on Sundays, so I’m getting it for her.”

“That’s sweet. All’s good on the home front?”

“Oh, yeah. Jenna feels fatter every day, but she thinks she’ll be able to work right up until the delivery. Things going okay for you?”

“Yeah. I’ve figured out the food co-op, explored the local hardware store you told me about, and pretty much got the street map down in my head.”

“Has to be easier than LA.” He grinned big. He liked needling me about LA.

“Nate and Connor,” the college kid at the register called out, indicating our orders were up.

“I’ll get them.” I got up before he could. “You need to save your energy for the baby.”

He made a rude gesture, and we both laughed.

When I got back with the food, he chowed down. My sandwich was great, but I had to force myself to eat it. Images of Guy lying on his office floor flickered through my brain like a short film stuck on repeat. He contentedly crunched his way through a bowl of granola.

“Man, that’s noisy.”

“Tastes great, more filling.” He smiled big, showing his teeth and his granola.

“That is gross, Nate.”

He gave an open-mouthed laugh—so I saw even more granola—and went back to chewing.

“Can I ask you a question?”

He nodded.

“What did the night sergeant mean when he told me I was hired to meet the Bozeangeles quota?”

He swallowed, thank God, before he started talking. “Some folks who’ve been here forever think Bozeman has too many transplants from Los Angeles. Hence, Bozeangeles. But there are folks from lots of other places too. Me, for instance. I’m a Wisconsin farm boy.”

“I don’t know anything about farms.”

“Here’s what you need to know: Milk comes from milk cows, which aren’t at all like the cattle you see around here. Here, it’s mainly Black Angus, which are beef cows, as in steak and hamburger. The best milk cows are black-and-white Holsteins. Don’t let anyone tell you different. And chocolate milk does not come from brown cows.”

“I know that.”

“Just checking. Can’t ever be sure what city boys know about farming and ranching. Especially those from Los Angeles.” He grinned again. That was his way—lots of grins to keep things light. I appreciated it.

“What do you have planned for today?”

“Visit with Jenna. Find out what she wants me to do. Do it. Get some sleep before we start all over again. You?”

“Long bike ride. Then sleep.” I left out the part about visiting the hospital to see how Guy was.

“You finding some good trails?”

“I’m doing Hyalite Canyon Road today.”

“That’s a great one. I’d go with you but….”

“You have a lot going with the baby coming. So, is it a boy or a girl?”

“Jenna won’t let me tell anyone—”

“Forget I asked.”

“The closer it gets, the more I feel like I have to tell somebody. Promise you won’t tell a soul and never mention this to my wife? She’d shoot me.”

I had to laugh. He was dead serious. “Promise,” I said in the same tone.

“It’s a boy.” He sat up straight and grinned until his smile seemed wider than his face.

“Congratulations. I’m honored you confided in me.”

He nodded. “You’re a good guy, Connor. You’re going to fit in fine here, despite being from LA.”

He got an orange scone for his wife, and we both took off. I headed back to my apartment, changed, and grabbed my bike. I sprinted the miles to the trailhead, working to build my stamina. I’d done this trail before and liked it. I was eager to tackle the technical difficulty again and cut my time. And maybe quit thinking about Guy.

As if.




Four

 

 

EVEN AS I rode, my mind wandered back to that first night in Guy’s hotel room. I’d replayed the scene so many times that, had it been a chapter in a book, the ink would have been worn off the pages.

He was on me as soon as I locked the door.

“You know,” he whispered, pushing my chest against it, one hand grabbing my neck, the other groping my ass, “you look awfully good from the rear. Is this why cops always have the criminals turn around when they frisk them?”

I wasn’t sure I liked being manhandled by a guy ten inches shorter than me—an artist at that. “What kind of game are you playing?”
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