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Chapter 1


April





"Jeremy! Emma!" Lindsay Powell called up the stairs. "Time to get up! The bus will be here soon!" Then she returned to the kitchen to stuff sandwiches into lunch bags, fill water bottles, and gather homework papers into folders. 

Hearing nothing but silence coming from upstairs, she yelled up one more time before reluctantly making the climb to get her kids moving. Her fourteen-year-old son Jeremy was sitting on his bed, earbuds stuck in his ears as he listened to what was probably a gaming podcast on his cell phone. He, at least, was dressed. Lindsay pulled one of his earbuds out and told him to head downstairs to grab breakfast.

Emma, Lindsay's twelve-year-old daughter, still had her head buried under the covers.

Lindsay sighed. "Come on, Em," she said, pulling the covers off her daughter. "You need to get ready for school."

Emma groaned and tried to take the covers back.

"I want you downstairs in five minutes. No excuses. Or no phone."

Emma groaned again but sat up. Lindsay patted her knee.

"Five minutes," she said again. Then she went back down the stairs to finish getting herself ready.

Jeremy was sitting at the kitchen table eating a bowl of cereal. Lindsay kissed him on the top of his head, then poured herself a second cup of coffee to sip as she packed her own lunch.

By the time Emma came downstairs, the kids had two minutes to race out the door to catch their bus. Following the flurry of activity, Lindsay took a deep breath and collapsed onto a chair. She had about fifteen minutes before she needed to leave, and they were the most peaceful fifteen minutes of her day.

Lindsay closed her eyes as she finished her coffee. There had to be a better way. She felt like she was running on fumes these days, with barely enough energy to make it through. Something had to give.





It was nine o'clock that night before Lindsay felt she could breathe again. The kids were upstairs – quiet, at least, if not asleep – and she curled up in an overstuffed chair with her laptop. She had bills to pay and paperwork to fill out for Jeremy.

Two months and school would be out for the summer. She should really figure out camps before they all filled up. Would she be able to swing it this year, though? She had just had that huge car repair, and she was still paying off the roof repair from last fall. But how could she afford not to? It wasn't as if she could leave them home alone all summer. And any kind of childcare would be just as expensive as camp.

Lindsay took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She was going around in circles. Her life had become one big spiral, and she felt like she was sinking deeper and deeper into some dark, bottomless pit. 

As Lindsay sat staring at her computer screen, zoning out to the blinking cursor waiting for her to type in a website address, her mind drifted. When had life gotten so complicated? Actually, it wasn't even that it was complicated. It was just…cluttered, full of to do lists and errands and running to one commitment after another. How had that happened?

Lindsay thought back, to before the kids, before her disaster of a marriage, before college and responsibilities took over. She remembered her own school years, full but happy, not running from one thing to another but spending time with friends, following her actual interests and passions rather than spending every spare minute occupied with some activity or staring at a screen. That was what she wanted for her kids: actual connections, with others and themselves. And that was what she wanted for herself: to feel alive, not a zombie struggling to survive.

She closed her eyes and rubbed her hands down her face. Thinking back also made her think about her parents. They had been close, but when Lindsay had wanted to move away for college, then a job, then marriage, they had supported her. They had wanted her to be happy. And she had been, for a while. Before life interfered. She wondered how they were doing. She hadn't talked to them in ages. 

With a quick glance at the wall clock, Lindsay debated if it was too late to call them. Maybe she could call the motel number. That way they could let the machine pick up if they were settled for the night. Lindsay pulled out her cell phone and found the number, took another deep breath, and made the call.

"Pine Valley Motel," a woman's voice answered. "Sylvie speaking."

"Mom," Lindsay replied. "It's me."

"Lindsay!" her mother exclaimed. "It's after nine! Are you okay? Did something happen?"

Lindsay heard the alarm in her mother's voice, but she was just so grateful to be talking to her mom. Tears began welling in her eyes. She swallowed them down before responding. "Sorry. Everything's fine."

A pause lingered before Lindsay's mom spoke. "I'll believe that there's no emergency, but I don't believe everything's fine. What's going on?"

The love and concern she heard were Lindsay's undoing. "Oh, Mom. I don't even know where to start."

"Well, let's start at the beginning. It's been a while, but I won't ask how you've been. That much is obvious. So tell me: did something happen, or is life just getting you down?"

"Just life, I guess." Lindsay sniffed. "Did you feel like this when I was younger? Like you were barely treading water?"

Sylvie sighed. "Sometimes. Being a mom is tough, and I was working what seemed like all the time when we took over the motel. But things were different then, and Pine Valley was smaller, less busy than where you are. I could give you and your brother a bit of freedom."

"I feel like I can't breathe sometimes, like my life is just an endless stream of responsibilities and I'm failing at everything."

Silence fell for a moment. "I think a lot of people feel that way, especially now with all the technology vying for our attention."

Lindsay heard a ringing in the background.

"Oh, honey, hold on a second. One of my guests needs something. Be right back."

Sylvie's voice was replaced by gentle hold music, and as Lindsay waited for her mother to return, she processed what her mother had said. Yes, life was hectic, but where they lived could be part of the problem. Maybe they all needed a change of scenery. Not just a vacation, but a real change.

"Sorry about that, Lindsay. When duty calls…" Sylvie's voice faded. "Anyway, what was I saying?"

"Just that what I'm going through is common. But what you said before, about where we live, I think you may be right. There are so many distractions, so many things fighting for our attention. Maybe we need a break from all this busy-ness."

"Okay. What are you thinking?"

"Not sure yet. But I think it involves a trip to Pine Valley."


      [image: ]Sylvie Cooper slid into bed beside her husband Ed and rubbed his shoulder. "Are you awake?"

Ed grumbled a bit before rolling over to face her. "I am now."

Sylvie felt bad for disturbing him. They usually alternated nights covering the desk, and it had been his turn to get to bed early. "Sorry. But you'll never believe who called tonight."

"VIP?" Ed guessed, his eyes still closed.

"One of the most important people. Lindsay."

"Lindsay?" Ed opened one eye. "Is everything okay?"

Sylvie sighed. "Yes and no. But they're coming to visit."

"Aren't the kids in school?"

"She's thinking the summer. All summer. She asked me to help find a house to rent."

"They can't stay here?"

"They need more than a room, Ed. Especially for two months."

Ed sighed. "Okay. Well, it'll be good to see them. It's been a while."

"Yes, it has. I hope the visit helps."

"With what?"

"She just needs a break. You remember what life with kids was like."

Ed grunted.

"And maybe…" Sylvie's voice faded.

"Maybe what?" Ed asked when she didn't continue.

"Maybe she can help us, too?" It came out a question. She knew Ed hated asking for help.

"We don't need help, Sylv," Ed said gruffly.

Sylvie didn't respond. They did need help, even if Ed didn't want to admit it. She didn't know how much longer the motel could survive. But she wouldn't push the issue. She would just spend the next couple of months laying the foundation. By the time Lindsay arrived, they would be ready.








  
  

Chapter 2


June





"Three more days of school!" Emma exclaimed as she came bouncing into the kitchen. For once Lindsay hadn't had to drag her out of bed. Jeremy wasn't far behind. 

As the kids gathered their lunches and backpacks, Lindsay pondered when she should discuss the summer with them. So far she had taken the easy way out by not saying anything. They hadn't asked, so she had kept quiet. But time was running out. 

Jeremy opened the door to head to the bus stop, and as he and Emma stepped outside, Lindsay called, "family meeting after dinner tonight!" She didn't know if they had heard her, but she would find out soon enough. Clubs were over for the year. Homework was pretty much non-existant. They could find a few minutes for her to break the news. She only hoped it would go smoothly.

Lindsay worried all day at work, while prepping dinner, and while they ate. She didn't even fight it when the kids begged to use their phones during dinner. While that was usually a hard "no," today she figured she would pick her battles. And she suspected she had a rough one ahead.

By the time Lindsay had finished loading the dishwasher, the kids had retreated to their bedrooms. She called up to them, and a couple of minutes later they came back down, grumbling all the way. Well, they were off to a great start.

When they were all seated in the living room, Lindsay began. "I wanted to discuss the plan for the summer," she said. The kids visibly relaxed.

Emma shrugged. "I figured we were doing camps like last year," she said. Then she perked up. "Are we taking a vacation this year?" she asked, grinning.

Jeremy grinned, too. "Yeah! Let's go somewhere. I read about this tech museum that's all hands-on."

"You are such a nerd," Emma responded, rolling her eyes.

Lindsay put up a hand before the bickering could commence. "That's enough." Taking a deep breath, she then said, "summer will look different this year, but we won't be going to a tech museum. Sorry, Jeremy."

The kids shared a look, like they knew they wouldn't like what was coming next.

"We're going to visit Gran and Pops."

Jeremy groaned. "In Pine Valley? It's so boring there."

"Seriously, Mom. How long do we have to go for?" Emma added.

"We…will be spending the summer there."

The complaints started in earnest then, the kids' voices becoming a jumbled-up buzz of annoyance. Lindsay held up a hand again and waited for them to settle down.

"I know it's a lot quieter there than what you're used to, but that's actually one of the reasons we're going." Jeremy let out a disgruntled sigh, and Emma crossed her arms, leaned back in her seat, and huffed. "I think we could use this time to slow down a bit, reconnect, maybe breathe a little."

"So, in other words, get bored out of our minds." Jeremy crossed his arms, too, and leaned back with a scowl. Then he leaned forward again. "Wait, don't you have to go to work? Are you staying here while we get banished?"

"Nobody's getting banished. And, yes, I have to work. But I have some vacation time, and I've gotten permission to work remotely for a bit." Work had been her biggest concern. Lindsay hadn't been sure how she would make it work. But she knew – and her boss knew – that she was a vital part of the staff. She had just had to make it sound like she could either work remotely or not at all. That discussion had been more nerve-wracking than confronting her kids.

Silence fell. Finally, Emma looked at her mother and grumbled, "when do we leave?"

Lindsay took a deep breath. "Well, school ends on Wednesday, and I figure we'll need a couple days to pack and whatnot, so we'll plan to leave on Saturday."

Silence fell again.

"Can we go upstairs now?" Jeremy asked after a minute, still scowling.

"Sure." The kids scrambled back upstairs, and Lindsay sighed. They weren't happy, but she figured it could have gone worse. Hopefully they would survive the summer.


      [image: ]Jake Figueroa slammed the door of his patrol car and strolled up to the car parked in front of it. He had seen a rise in speeding lately, and that did not make him happy.

Life as a police officer in Pine Valley was usually pretty low key. The occasional theft, traffic accident, or missing dog kept them busy enough. The previous year, an apartment building had collapsed, due in large part to the owner's negligence when it came to safety and repairs. That fiasco had thrown him — and the entire department — for a loop. But that, thankfully, seemed to be behind them.

Jake hadn't grown up in Pine Valley, but he had lived nearby. When he decided to become a police officer, he figured a small town would be a good way to get his feet wet. After a while, he had longed for more excitement, so he moved to the city of Waterbury and done a stint at a station there, but that had gotten old fast. He was usually a laidback guy who saw the best in everyone, and witnessing how horrible people could be to each other had been depressing. He had felt himself growing cynical, hardened. And he didn't like how that had felt. So he had moved back, grateful for the petty crime that was the Pine Valley department's bread and butter. There was probably a middle ground to be had somewhere, but for now he was happy where he was.

Jake handed the teen his ticket, wrote up the report, and went on his way. Half an hour and he could grab some dinner. He was glad the diner was back up and running. He could really go for a burger. Just as he was about to hand things off, though, another car sped past him. What was going on?

By the time Jake had clocked out, he had written more tickets in one day than he usually did in a month. Though a far cry from what he experienced for crime in the city, it was definitely a concerning uptick for Pine Valley. He suspected it was time to open an investigation.

When he opened the front door of the diner, Maggie greeted him. The smile on her face was nearly as bright as the light glinting off her new wedding band. She and Richard had gotten married just last month. The party that had followed after the ceremony had filled the diner and spilled into the street. He had been on duty that day, unexpectedly summoned to help with crowd control. The entire town loved Maggie, and he had felt more like a guest than an on-duty cop. The atmosphere had been festive, joyous, and Jake didn't think he had smiled so much before that day or since. It looked like marriage was still agreeing with Maggie.

"Officer Jake!" she greeted. "How nice to see you. Eating in?"

Jake usually ordered takeout, especially when still in his uniform. But it had been a strange, trying day. He could use the upbeat atmosphere of the diner tonight. He nodded. "Sounds good. The counter's fine."

"You got it." Maggie gestured to an empty seat, then headed behind the counter to get him a menu and pour him a glass of water.

After glancing at the menu, Jake ordered the burger he'd been craving and impulsively added a vanilla milkshake to go with it.

"A milkshake kind of day, huh? Need to talk about it?"

Jake chuckled. "Nah, I'm good. Just need a little something sweet, I suppose."

Maggie patted his hand. "I completely understand. Coming right up."

As he sipped his water and waited for his meal, Jake looked around the diner. It had gotten a facelift after the kitchen fire last fall and still looked fresh and new. It was hard to believe this diner had been standing for well over fifty years.

His mind was wandering now. He spent way too much time alone with his thoughts. While he didn't mind the solitude, he had found himself feeling fidgety lately, looking for an outlet for — what? What did he need to let out? He supposed he just wanted to be seen, not just as a symbol of the law he was hired to uphold, but as a person. Even Maggie, so friendly and welcoming to all, had greeted him as Officer Jake. But he was more than that. And being alone ensured that no one ever saw that. It was just him and his thoughts. Always and forever. Before he had moved away, he had friends in town. They would get together, have a few drinks, play cards or video games. But life moved on, and his buddies had families of their own now, with little spare time to hang out with him. Maybe he should try to make some new friends. But how the hell did grown men make friends?

Maggie set down his platter and milkshake, startling him from his reverie. She saw him jump and smiled.

"Sorry about that. Didn't mean to scare you."

He returned the smile. "No worries. Just off in my own little world."

"Happens to the best of us. Enjoy your shake." She smiled again and left him to eat. And ponder his fate.








  
  
Chapter 3




"Iknow it's not perfect," Sylvie said as she opened the door to the rental house. "But the pickings were slim for short-term rentals, especially with furniture. We're not exactly a vacation hot spot. We're lucky Richard got married when he did." 

"Richard?" Lindsay asked, stepping over the threshold. Jeremy and Emma shuffled in behind her, silent except for occasional dramatic sighs. They had barely spoken five words to her since she had broken the news. She was grateful they had at least greeted their grandparents with affection.

"This was his place, but he moved into his new wife's house, so it opened up. His daughter and son-in-law own the house. The in-law apartment is just one bedroom, but the sofa in the living room is a pull-out. I thought we could pick up a cheap bed to add to the bedroom, maybe a room divider or something."

"We'll make it work. I brought an air mattress, too. I appreciate you handling the arrangements." Lindsay placed her suitcase in the living room and took a look around. She could see a galley kitchen toward the back, with a small table just outside it, between the kitchen and living room. She could only guess the stairs in front of her led to the bedroom. What was the bathroom situation? Could they handle sharing a bathroom for two months? Could the kids handle sharing a bedroom? Should she and Emma share the bedroom instead? Or would the pullout be for her? So long, privacy. But they would get through this. It would be good for them, learning to make do with less. People did this all the time.

Lindsay took a deep breath. The kids seemed frozen in front of her. They had been on their phones, but now they stood looking around them with nearly identical expressions of disbelief and mild disgust. Obviously, they hadn't yet seen the brilliance of her plan. She had to admit she was struggling, too.

"I know it isn't much," she began, as much for her own benefit as that of the kids. "But this will be great. It'll bring us closer."

Their eyes shifted to her. "We'll be closer, all right," Jeremy muttered. "Where's my room?"

"You guys will be staying upstairs," Lindsay replied, and they all trekked up the stairs, the only sound their shoes clattering against the wood.

The bedroom was a good size, and the bathroom was just across the hall.

"We have to share a bed?" Emma screeched as she assessed the situation.

"No, " Lindsay assured her. "We have the air mattress for tonight, and tomorrow we'll go pick something up. Gran knows of a place not far from here. You'll each have your own bed."

"But we have to share a room," Jeremy said.

"You guys used to love sleepovers."

"Yeah, like five years ago."

Lindsay sighed. "It's either that or you sleep on the pullout sofa, Jeremy, and Emma and I share the bedroom. It's just for a couple months."

"Whatever." Jeremy tossed his duffel bag on the floor by the door and flopped onto the bed. A minute later the earbuds were out, and Jeremy was in his own little world.

A desk stood by the window, with a cushy chair tucked under it. Emma claimed the chair and pulled it out. It wasn't long before her phone was out again and her thumbs were typing furiously, no doubt complaining to one of her friends.

Lindsay closed her eyes and took another deep breath. Sylvie patted her shoulder, and the two of them went back downstairs.

"You knew it would be an adjustment," Sylvie said when they were back in the living room.

"I know. I just didn't expect… I don't know what I expected. Magic?"

Sylvie gave her an empathetic smile. "It'll be okay," she said. "Give it time." After a moment's pause, Sylvie clapped her hands together. "Okay," she said. "I'm going to leave you to it. I picked up a few things at the store, so you've got coffee and milk and cereal and stuff. Basics. I got a rotisserie chicken, pasta, in case you didn't feel like going out again tonight. But if you're up to it, we'd love to have you over for dinner. Give it some thought, see how the kids do, and let me know."

"You're an angel, Mom."

"I do what I can." She gave Lindsay a hug.

Lindsay didn't want to let go. Could she stay curled up in her mother's arms forever? Life was so much easier here. She sniffled.

"It'll be okay," Silvie repeated softly. "It takes time, but you are strong. And you're doing what you need to do. They may not see it, but someday they'll appreciate it."

Lindsay pulled back and wiped her damp eyes. "I hope so."

Sylvie squeezed Lindsay's hands. "Settle in, and we'll talk later."

"Thanks, Mom."

Sylvie handed Lindsay the key and bid her farewell. Lindsay watched her leave, swallowed down her tears, and took yet another deep breath. She could do this.


      [image: ]Sylvie drove back to the motel, processing the interaction with Lindsay. The situation was worse than she had thought, but surely nothing a little time at home couldn't cure. Her own problems could wait. She hoped. Right now, she would focus on getting the kids settled and not lashing out at their mother. She would offer to take the kids sometimes, to give Lindsay a break. While Lindsay had taken the first and last weeks of summer off as vacation time, she would need to get work done in between, and that would be difficult with kids underfoot. She would look into offerings at the library and the community center, too. There were bound to be at least a few activities the kids would be interested in. If she could get them off their phones.

As she pushed open the door to the motel office, Ed lifted his eyes from the computer and greeted her with an up-bob of his head.

"Lindsay and the kids get settled in?" he asked.

Sylvie sighed. "I guess. It's going to be a tough adjustment. The kids sure are mad at Lindsay for bringing them here."

"Wish I knew how to help," Ed said after a moment.

"Me, too. For now, I'm going to see if I can find some things to keep them occupied and out of trouble. And bake cupcakes."

"Cupcakes?" Ed flashed Sylvie a grin.

"In case the kids come over later."

"And for me, right?"

Sylvie chuckled. "You might get one or two. If the kids don't eat them all first."

Ed grunted. Sylvie made her way to the door at the back of the office that led to their living quarters. She wished they had been able to offer Lindsay and the kids space here, but things would have been even tighter than at the rental. While they had had extra bedrooms when their kids had been younger, those rooms had long since been converted to be part of the motel. They had reasoned that if the kids ever came to visit, they could stay at the motel. The rest of the time, the income potential would help make ends meet. They never expected to need more space long-term.

Sylvie sighed again. She had been doing that a lot lately, and not just because of Lindsay's situation. The converted rooms were just two of the many that sat empty more often than not. They were fortunate the renovation costs were long since paid off; she truly didn't know how they would survive if they still had those payments. As it was, they were barely keeping the lights on.

Her hope was that Lindsay, who had a head for marketing and the degree to back it up, would be able to give them some direction, ideas to help them turn things around. While Ed was resistant to change, she was sure Lindsay could convince him. If she was able to ease her own stress, first. They could help each other.

And it would start with cupcakes. She hoped they would come to dinner.








  
  
Chapter 4




Jake sat in his patrol car, watching the cars go by as he listened to his scanner. The speeding issue had abated, as suddenly as it had begun, but something wasn't sitting well with him. Had it just been a fluke? Some newcomers or visitors who didn't want to follow the rules of the road? Or was something else going on? His gut told him to remain vigilant, that the sudden quiet was only a reprieve, not an end. But he would take the reprieve, however long it lasted. 

He sipped his coffee as his mind processed the speeding incidents, seeking out patterns or clues. Different neighborhoods, different times of day. The only thing the incidents had in common was the age of the offenders: all teens between sixteen and eighteen. Maybe the local driving school wasn't emphasizing the importance of following speed limits. Or maybe there just wasn't enough in town to keep kids occupied and they had to find their thrills somewhere. Which led him to wonder what the next attempts would bring, if that was the case. If he was honest, Jake could understand the appeal in causing mischief when one was bored. Anything to liven up the day. And the kids probably didn't see any harm, didn't think it was really affecting anyone else. The problem arose when those "harmless" bits of mischief began to escalate. That's what his gut was telling him to look out for. Was there a way to prevent it from happening? If the cause really was a lack of things to do, maybe the town could do something to encourage safe, lawful fun. But what? He would have to give it some thought.

By the time he got home that night, he wasn't any closer to figuring things out, but he was grateful for a slow day. In his line of work, a slow day was a good day. He had discussed the situation with some of his colleagues, and they had drawn the same conclusions he had. The overall decision had been to wait and see, but to make special note of any possible similarities with any new crimes that happened to occur. Jake supposed he could accept that, though he was usually less inclined to sit on his laurels and wait.

Jake changed out of his uniform, then, after grabbing a beer from the fridge, opened his laptop and sat at the breakfast bar in his kitchen. He had missed a baseball game earlier in the day and wanted to check stats, but once that was done, he found himself at loose ends. Usually he was content reading, turning on his Xbox, or watching a movie to pass the time, but he found himself getting fidgety more and more lately. Maybe it was the increasing alienation he had been feeling, or maybe the situation at work just had his mind working overtime, and his body was struggling to keep up. Regardless of the reason, Jake found himself getting up and grabbing his keys. He had to move.

He picked up his cell phone, fished around in a drawer for a set of earbuds, and headed out the door. Maybe listening to a podcast while taking a walk would satisfy him. He was pretty sure there was a new episode of a sci-fi show he liked. And, if nothing else, the exercise was a good idea after a day of sitting in a patrol car. He really should get back into an exercise routine. The more sedentary lifestyle he had acquired with his move back to Pine Valley had started becoming apparent around his midsection. Maybe he should join a gym. That would get him out of the house, interacting with other people as he attempted to get back in shape. It was worth consideration. But in the meantime, he would go for a walk. Or maybe a jog. He really was feeling antsy.

The summer had started off relatively cool, and Jake was grateful the oppressive humidity he was sure was on its way hadn't arrived yet. While he loved having seasons in Connecticut, he did not love the humid summers. Give him fall any day. But today wasn't too bad, with a light breeze that kept the climbing temperatures at bay.

School was out for the summer, and Jake had started seeing more kids and teens out and about, playing outside, hanging out in town, picking up summer jobs. It got him thinking about the potential crime uptick he saw coming, but he pushed the thought down and pushed "play" on his phone instead. He had to turn his brain off; he was off the clock.

Jake lived in an apartment building near the outskirts of town. Thankfully, he hadn't been involved in the building collapse of the previous year. He had a good, honest landlord who didn't skimp on safety. But he could see the demolition site from his building. With the owner in prison, he wasn't sure what would happen to the land, and he sometimes walked by to see if any progress had been made on the clean-up. Today, however, he headed in the opposite direction. If his intention was to get his mind off work, jogging past a former crime scene likely wasn't the best way to go about it.

The opposite direction led toward a road that eventually split, to move either further into the surrounding forest or loop around and head back to town. With the sun still up for hours and his goal of settling his mind and body down, Jake opted to head toward the forest. Even if he couldn't hear the birds chirping and critters scurrying with his earbuds in, the sights and overall serenity would soothe him. He hoped.

As he jogged, Jake passed a few fellow residents, and he nodded or gave a brief wave as they passed. Those he didn't immediately recognize from around town got his mind working, trying to place them or connect them to families he did know. With a low growl of frustration, Jake tried to bring his attention back to his podcast. He needed to get out of work mode.

He jogged further into the forest, acknowledging with a glance at his phone that he should probably head back soon. He had left without eating dinner, and his stomach was starting to let him know that hadn't been a good idea. He slowed his jog to a walk to give his body a rest, walked around a small clearing, then turned to head back on the trail.

Sunlight filtered through the treetops, making lacy shadows on the ground. One patch of sunlight, however, angled toward a large, flat rock and glinted off something tucked at its base. Jake squatted to try and make it out. It wasn't unusual for hikers to lose something in the woods. He would dig it out and bring it back to the station.

What he dug out, however, had obviously been left there intentionally. It was a plastic bag filled with what appeared to be a thief's stash. A few wallets, a watch, a couple of pieces of jewelry. Jake held the bag, turning it over in his hands, unsure how best to proceed. If the thief had wanted to dispose of the items, he could have stuck them in the trash. Why leave them in a bag in the woods, unless he planned to come back for them — or add to them? Was this his trophy case? Proof to show others? How many people were involved?

He could bring the bag back to the station, attempt to find the owners of the lost items. Or he could try and catch the thief when they came back to claim the bag. Who knew when that would be, though. He would have to discuss the situation with a detective back at the station. In the meantime, though, he needed to make a decision.

Jake looked around to see if anyone else was in the area. What was the best way to do this? He didn't want to tamper with evidence, but it wasn't like he carried a pair of gloves in his back pocket. Maybe he had a tissue or something in his wallet. He believed in being prepared.

He found a crumpled tissue in one of the pockets of his wallet and dug it out. Thank heaven for small favors. Then he opened the bag, removed each item carefully using the tissue, took pictures of it, and placed it back in the bag. He wasn't opposed to a stakeout; it certainly wouldn't be his first. But he also didn't want to waste his time if the thief never came back. The wallets had been stripped of cash, but credit cards and identification were still present. The jewelry appeared to be low-end, possibly just costume jewelry, though he wasn't an expert in the area. If he had to guess, he would say the thief or thieves were amateurs, looking for a quick thrill rather than a big score. Would they notice if he at least removed the IDs and credit cards? Better not. Not only could the thieves notice, but he would be tampering with evidence. Should he just leave everything here?

Jake placed everything else back in the bag, adjusting it to look like it had before. Then he tucked the bag back under the rock and stood up, brushing his hands off on his jeans. He had pictures of the IDs, so he could check to see if any reports had been filed for stolen items. He would discuss the situation with a detective to get their take. And he would come back in a couple of days to see if anything had changed. Was this the next step up they had expected? Or did they have another group of troublemakers on their hands?








  
  
Chapter 5




Lindsay had done her best to unpack and acclimate to her summer home, but time had ticked steadily by, and she was getting hungry. The kids had been worryingly quiet. She didn't know if they had accepted reality or were still sulking. Either way, they had to figure out dinner, so Lindsay reluctantly made the climb to their room. 

The kids lounged in much the same positions as she had left them in. They barely looked up when she entered the room.

Lindsay knocked on the doorframe, waited for their eyes to meet her gaze, and attempted a smile. "Hey, guys. We have to figure out dinner. Gran invited us to dinner, but if you would rather stay here, I could make chicken and pasta."

Jeremy and Emma shared a look, then they both shrugged. If she wasn't feeling so discouraged, Lindsay would have laughed. The kids hadn't been so in sync in years. At least misery was bringing them closer.

Lindsay took a deep breath. If they wouldn't decide, she would. And she needed to get out of this house that was quickly feeling like a prison.

"Okay, then, Gran's it is. Get your shoes back on and meet me downstairs in five minutes."

She turned and headed back downstairs, pushing down the tears that were threatening to flow again. She knew it would take time to turn things around, but she hadn't expected such blatant misery and hostility. It wasn't as if she was forcing them to do hard manual labor. Though, now that she thought about it, maybe that wouldn't be such a bad idea. She could ask her dad if he had any projects they could help with. Maybe it would teach them responsibility. Goodness knew they could use it.

They piled back into the car in silence, kids still with their faces glued to their phones. She never let them have this much screen time. She should probably say something, but she just didn't feel equipped to handle another argument right now. As they pulled into the motel parking lot, though, she had to at least set some ground rules.

"Okay, guys," she began. Then she waited until they both put their phones down and looked at her. She met their gazes in the rearview mirror. "You can be mad at me all you want, but Gran and Pops haven't done anything wrong. So I expect you to be respectful, and civil, and polite. There will be no screens at dinner. Afterward is up for discussion if you behave during dinner." They both scowled but didn't argue. Lindsay took a deep breath and closed her eyes. "Okay. Let's go in."

They may have resented being stuck in Pine Valley, but the kids loved their grandparents and greeted them with hugs and small smiles. Lindsay felt at least a little tension release from her shoulders. She greeted her parents, and they all made their way to the apartment at the back. The office was equipped with a bell, and Sylvie brought the cordless phone to the apartment in case anyone needed them, but Lindsay hadn't seen many cars in the parking lot, so she suspected it would be a quiet evening.

Though the space had been updated when it had been renovated, the decor hadn't changed much, and Lindsay felt transported back to her childhood. Her visits home in recent years had been few and far between, and, especially with her recent stress and anxiety, she craved the familiar comforts of home. Her parents had bought the motel when she was in elementary school and her brother was in middle school. Sylvie had wanted a way to be home with the kids, and this provided them with the means for both parents to be home and on hand for whatever the kids needed. She was sure it hadn't been perfect or easy on her parents, but Lindsay and her brother had never had reason to question their love, support, or the security they longed to provide, so they made it work. It was the same feeling she wanted for her kids. She just wasn't sure how to go about it, since all her efforts thus far seemed to have failed. Maybe her parents would be able to help.

On the table were all the kids' favorites: homemade macaroni and cheese, fried chicken, and her mother's famous buttermilk biscuits. Comfort food all the way, with a salad on the side as a nod to a balanced meal. Her kids actually seemed enthusiastic as they put their phones away and took a seat at the table. Lindsay felt like crying again. What would she do without her parents?


      [image: ]Sylvie watched the kids dig into their meals with gusto. She was glad she had gone through the trouble of making their favorites. Though she and Ed would have certainly enjoyed the meal if it had been just them, having the kids appreciate her food made everything much better. She was glad Lindsay had taken her up on the offer.

Conversation consisted mostly of small talk while they ate, catching up on bits of news while tiptoeing around the elephant in the room that was the plan for the summer. She could see Lindsay relax somewhat during the meal, but until the kids were settled, Sylvie suspected Lindsay wouldn't really unwind. She wondered if sharing her own concerns about the motel would offer a good distraction. Maybe after dinner she would broach the subject.

Once the dinner dishes were cleared, the kids turned to Lindsay, and she gave a curt nod. Apparently there was some kind of understood agreement, as the kids then scurried to the living room and took their phones out. Sylvie watched them a moment, sighed, and turned to Lindsay. "Still not talking to you?"

Lindsay shook her head and looked down at the table. "Not really. I'm lucky if I get acknowledgement. Once we get back to the house, we'll have to figure out the sleeping arrangements, and I'm expecting eye rolls and complaints. I'm letting things slide for today, but I'll need to start setting ground rules tomorrow if I don't want it to be like this all summer." Her lower lip trembled. "I knew they would be unhappy, but I didn't expect it to be this bad."

"They're kids. They rebel. While not ideal, I think it probably feels worse than it is because you're feeling so fragile yourself. It will get better."

"I hope so." Lindsay took a deep breath then turned to her father. "Dad, I was actually hoping to ask you a favor."

"Of course," Ed answered. "What do you need?"

"Well, I was thinking the kids will need something to keep them busy, burn off some energy so they're not on their phones all day. I want to find some activities in town, but in the meantime, I was wondering if you had any projects or anything that you could use their help with. Fixing stuff, even cleaning rooms. Show them the value of hard work and all that."

Ed chuckled. "Then they'll really have something to complain about, huh?" He grinned. "I'll see what I can come up with."

"Thanks, Dad."

"Of course." He patted her hand. "What are grandpas for, if not to put their grandkids to work?"

Lindsay gave a small smile. It didn't quite reach her eyes, but it was better than nothing. Sylvie cleared her throat, took a glance at Ed, then turned back to Lindsay.

"Actually, Lindsay, I was wondering if you might be able to do us a favor, too. I thought it might get your mind off things."

Lindsay raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Not sure what I could do, but I'd be happy to help if I can."

Sylvie paused. It had seemed so simple, so straightforward, but now that the time had come to actually discuss it, she found she was reluctant. Talking about one's troubles made them all seem that much more real.

"Mom?" Lindsay reached out a hand for her mother's. "Is something wrong?" She sighed. "Here I've been going on and on about my problems. What is it?"

"Well, the thing is…" Her voice faded. She cleared her throat again and met Lindsay's gaze. "The motel is having trouble staying afloat." There. She had said it.

Lindsay's eyebrows perked upward again. "Business is down?"

Sylvie nodded. "Business is down. Costs are up. I said it earlier: Pine Valley isn't exactly a tourist hot spot. We did pretty well when you and Joey were growing up, but the past few years, with the new bed and breakfasts taking all the customers looking for quaint weekends or walks through nature, and the schools switching to regional so we can't even count on the sports teams coming through at the championships…it's been tough."

Lindsay turned to face her dad, then back to Sylvie. "I'm so sorry to hear that. But how can I possibly help?"

"Well," Sylvie began again, glancing at Ed before continuing, "I…we…thought that maybe you would have some ideas for us. From a marketing perspective. Maybe see things we could do to bring in more customers."

Understanding dawned on Lindsay's face. "Got it."

"And, well, I thought it might be a good distraction, get your mind off the issues with the kids. We'll swap problems for a bit." Sylvie flashed a small smile. "If you're open to it, of course."

Lindsay squeezed Sylvie's hand. "Of course I'll help," she said. "It's the least I can do. I'll try to do some brainstorming tonight."

Sylvie squeezed back. She felt better already.
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