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FINDING SARAH
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Pine Hills Police Book 1

Terry Odell

TO MY READERS. FINDING Sarah was first published in 2006 by what was then Cerridwen Press, and was written a number of years prior to that. When you read, please enjoy a tiny step back in time, to a world when cell phones were rare, and smart phones non-existent. Social networking was in its infancy. I've done some revisions and updating, and there's material in this version that wasn't in the previously published work. But, to me, it's about Randy and Sarah, and I don't think relationships have changed much in the last decade.

For Dan, who thought it was "cute" when I started writing. 
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Chapter One
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SARAH TUCKER’S HANDS shook with anger as she fumbled the keys into the lock of That Special Something. Bad enough the bus driver stopped beside a puddle the size of Crater Lake, which she cleared despite the restrictions of her skirt and pumps, thank you very much. But when that headbanger in the heavy metal-blasting SUV had sped by, any satisfaction at her nimble footwork disappeared in a dousing of muddy water.

The cheerful jingle of the boutique’s door chimes did nothing for her mood. Sarah rushed to her small office behind the glass sales counter and shrugged out of her coat to assess her wardrobe damage. She had an appointment with Mr. Ebersold at the bank to discuss her loan application. She couldn’t go home and change, and the last thing she wanted was to look like she actually needed a loan. If you needed money, you couldn’t get it, but if you had it, they’d give you whatever you asked for. She dampened some paper towels and daubed at her mud-spattered shoes and stockings.

Enough negative thoughts. Sarah hung up her keys and tossed her instant soup packet into the basket by her coffeepot. Another gourmet lunch. At a knock on the door, she checked her watch. It wasn’t quite ten, but she’d open for a possible sale. Patting her windblown hair into place, she hurried to the front door.

Christopher Westmoreland stood there, looking impeccable as always. No headbanger would dare splash water on his perfectly creased black trousers. His strawberry-blond hair wouldn’t dare blow in the wind.

“Chris. What brings you to town?” She stepped back into the store and toward the register. “I’m getting ready to open, but if you need anything, I’ll be glad to get it for you.” As if he’d actually buy something.

“Not today. I’ve got some appointments over in Salem. Thought I’d say hello before I head out.” He strolled to the counter and leaned over its glass top, close enough for Sarah to smell his sandalwood aftershave and the cinnamon gum he chewed. “You haven’t returned any of my calls. I know things have been tough since David ... died. I want to help. Why won’t you let me? For old times’ sake?”

Memories of David crashed over her. It had been more than a year, but the pain lay right beneath the surface, waiting for her to drop her guard. She shoved her emotions back into that metal strongbox in her brain, slammed the lid and turned the key. She was no longer Sarah, David’s wife. Or Sarah the daughter, or Sarah the high school sweetheart. She was Just Plain Sarah.

Sarah met his pale green eyes, the ones she’d found so irresistible in high school. “We’ve been through this before. I need to do it on my own. I can manage without your money.” Even though he’d promised “no strings”, Sarah knew if she took a dime from him, she’d be attached with monofilament line. The kind that cut when you tried to break it.

“Are you sure? You look like you haven’t slept in a month. And your hair. Why did you cut it?”

“Well, thanks for making my morning.” Sarah fluffed her cropped do-it-yourself haircut. “It’s easier this way.”

“How about dinner tonight? Come on, Sarah. We’re friends, right?” His eyebrows lifted in expectation.

Dinner with Chris or five-for-a-dollar ramen noodles at home? Accepting dinner wouldn’t be selling out, would it? “Maybe. Call me later, okay?”

“Great. See you.” He turned to leave, a broad smile on his face.

“I said, ‘maybe’, remember?” Sarah walked him to the door and flipped the sign from “Closed” to “Open”. She rearranged the crystal in the front window to catch the light and dusted the brightly colored pottery, shifting a pot, turning a vase so its pattern was visible from the street. Once she was satisfied with the effect, she meandered through the shop, adjusting animal carvings and moving a display of stationery to a roll-top desk.

An hour later, Sarah refused to let the lack of customers bother her. Easter was approaching, then Mother’s Day, and throngs of people would descend upon That Special Something to find the perfect gift. Throng? Right now, she’d settle for a trickle.

The door chimed. Sarah assessed the well-dressed woman who entered the shop. Probably in her sixties, with a large designer purse draped over one shoulder. A hat with ribbon trim and black leather gloves made her a bit old-fashioned and out of place for the tiny Oregon town, but a customer was a customer. Sarah gave the woman her biggest smile and stepped out from behind the counter. “Good morning, ma’am. Welcome to That Special Something. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“My niece is getting married. I thought I might find something out of the ordinary here.” Her voice was clipped, with a touch of sophisticated arrogance that said she was used to getting her way.

“Unique gifts are my specialty.” Sarah motioned to a display of crystal. “Perhaps she’d like these hand-painted wine goblets? Or some of these Egyptian perfume bottles?”

“Thank you. I’ll browse for a while, if you don’t mind.”

“Take your time. I’m Sarah. Feel free to ask any questions.” Fighting the urge to follow her customer around, Sarah retreated and let the woman roam the shop.

The way Chris had referred to David’s death churned through her thoughts. That horrible pause. The same one everyone used. But Sarah knew it had been an accident. David would never commit suicide. This afternoon, she’d get a loan from the bank and rehire the private investigator, or find a better one. The investigator would get the police to reopen the case and they’d find out it wasn’t suicide. Then she’d get the insurance money, which would pay off the loan and the shop would be safe. It made perfect sense. And maybe it would eliminate some of the guilt.

Sarah dragged her thoughts to the present, straightened her shoulders, and found her professional smile again. Her customer was studying some silver picture frames. Expensive ones. She thought about how hard it had been to get Anjolie to display her work in the shop, that her creations were too good for a mere boutique.

She telegraphed mental messages to her customer—Please, show Anjolie she was wrong. Buy one. Buy six.

The woman set the frame down and turned away.

Sarah wouldn’t let her disappointment show. “Can I show you something else?”

The woman strolled back and fingered the frames again. “You know, I like this one.” She picked up the most expensive one, the one with the lacy pattern of roses and leaves. “And I think I’ll take the matching vase over there.”

Not good to let a customer see you jumping up and down clapping your hands. Instead, Sarah called up her most professional tone. “Excellent choices, ma’am. Would you like them gift-wrapped?”

“No, thank you. But if you have gift boxes, I would appreciate it.”

Sarah ducked beneath the counter for the boxes, calculating what the sale would mean to her bottom line. When she rose, she stared into a gun barrel.

Her mouth went dry. Her knees wobbled and she grabbed the edge of the glass, transfixed by the gleaming metal.

“I’m sorry, my dear.” The woman’s voice seemed to come from nowhere. “I’m a bit short at the moment, but I do want these lovely things.” She slid the picture frame into her purse.

“What?” The word came out as a hoarse croak.

“I believe you heard me.” Keeping the gun trained on Sarah, the woman stepped around the counter. “Unlock the register ... Sarah, is it? I could use a little spending money.”

Time froze. Sarah glanced toward the street, but saw no one who could have heard her scream, if she’d been able to get a sound past the tightness in her throat. She kept a pair of shears in a drawer, but the woman was standing in front of it. Not that she’d have the nerve to stab someone holding a gun. The woman leaned over Sarah, her breath smelling of peppermint. Sarah felt the press of cold steel against her back.

“Do it,” the woman said. “Slowly.”

“I will. Please. Don’t hurt me.” Barely able to get the key into the lock with her trembling fingers, Sarah did as the woman asked, relieved that all she had in the drawer was her opening bank.

“Give me the cash,” the woman said. “Just the bills.”

Sarah’s fumbling fingers scooped out the money.

The woman snatched it from Sarah’s hands, then dropped a twenty on the counter. “You see, I’m not leaving you penniless.” Without lowering the gun, the woman backed toward the door. “I don’t want to appear greedy, but I think I’ll take a few of these animal carvings, too. Give my compliments to the artist.” Still training the gun on Sarah, she set the vase down on the display table and filled it with the small wooden creatures. “Have a nice day.” She picked up the vase and backed out the door.

* * * * *

[image: ]


SARAH STRUGGLED TO decipher the legalese of her insurance policy as she awaited the arrival of the police. She dreaded the thought of another claim. Getting everything straight after the electrical fire in January had been a nightmare. She’d been reading the same paragraph over and over when a knock and a voice at the front door set her heart pounding.

“Ms. Tucker? It’s Detective Randy Detweiler, Pine Hills Police.”

She unlocked the door to a tall, lanky man dressed in black denim pants and a gray sweater, gripping several bulky plastic bags. At five-four, Sarah didn’t consider herself exceptionally short, but she had to tilt her head to meet his eyes.

“Thank you for coming,” she said.

“No problem. Normally, we’d send a uniform to take your statement, but you’ve described someone we call Gracious Gertie. I’ve worked her case, so I thought I’d speed things up.”

He brushed past her, spread the bags on the counter, then flashed a leather case with a gold badge. “Gertie’s a sore spot with me. Do these look familiar? I found them in the alley about half a block away.”

Sarah froze at what appeared to be Gertie’s head in a bag on the counter, until she realized it was a wig, still attached to the black hat. The suit coat, shoes and even the large designer bag filled the rest of the counter space. “What—?”

“It’s her typical MO, although this is the first time she’s left her costume behind. Usually, she hits places that don’t get a lot of traffic, always disguised differently and she never takes much from any one place. She hit several shops on the other side of town about a year ago. Looks like she’s back.”

“Then you should be able to catch her, right?” She forced herself to slow down. “You don’t understand. I need my things. You have that stuff. Can’t you find some clues or something?” Sarah heard her voice quaver. No way was she going to break down in front of this police officer. Hands clutched across her middle as if to still the churning inside, she turned and walked away.

“I know you’re upset, ma’am, but I have to be honest. She’s been getting away with this in small towns all over Oregon for at least two years. Believe me, I’d love to be the one to bring her in, but I don’t think you should get your hopes up about recovering your merchandise.”

Sarah leaned against a display table and fought nausea, dizziness and then fury. She took a deep breath.

“Why don’t you tell me as much as you remember,” the detective said. His voice seemed to float from the distance.

“What?” She started to walk toward him and her legs gave way. A strong hand grasped her elbow.

“Take it easy. You’ve been held up at gunpoint. Sometimes it gets worse once you realize you’re safe. Let’s sit down. No need to rush into the paperwork.”

“No, I want to do this.” She looked into the detective’s face, saw an aquiline nose and scrutinizing brown eyes. A wayward lock of dark brown hair hung over his forehead, calling attention to a small scar above his left eyebrow. There was something vaguely familiar about him, but before she could summon the memory, the door chimed and she turned away.

A slender man sporting a stubble of beard, dressed in blue coveralls and baseball cap, stood in the doorway, taking a slow look around. He held a large metal case. Eyebrows raised, he looked at the detective. “You think we’ll get anything?”

“I’m not sure,” Detective Detweiler said. “You’ll have to dry the clothes—I found them in a puddle.”

“You get pictures?” the man asked.

“Yes.” Detective Detweiler turned to Sarah. “This is Mike Connor from the lab. He’ll dust for prints. Can you remember what she touched?”

“The silver over there.” Sarah pointed to the table. “Those animal carvings and I think she was looking at the baskets. I know she was wearing gloves when she came in.” She faltered. “I can’t be positive she still had them on when she came to the register. All I remember is the gun.” Speaking the word aloud brought back the fear.

“I’ll need her prints for elimination.” The lab tech faced Sarah. “This won’t take long.”

As if it were happening to someone else, Sarah watched him ink and roll her fingers. He slipped a card into an envelope and handed her a paper towel dipped in some gooey cleanser. She held it, transfixed, until she felt a warm touch and realized Detective Detweiler was wiping the ink from her fingers. She snatched her hands away and scrubbed them herself.

“Ms. Tucker can give me the details over coffee,” Detective Detweiler said to the tech. “We’ll be at Sadie’s down the block.”

“Is that normal police procedure?” Sarah asked.

“It is when the victim of a crime is in obvious distress. Where are your keys?”

“In the office. On a hook by the door.”

His long legs covered the distance in three strides and he returned with Sarah’s coat as well. “Let’s go.” He draped the coat over Sarah’s shoulders and held the door for her.

“The back door locks automatically,” Sarah said to the tech. “You can go out that way when you finish.”

The fresh air, damp with traces of rain, revived her and she navigated the short distance to the café with only an occasional hint of support from Detective Detweiler.

They found a booth in the back, and the detective ordered coffee and muffins. “You want your usual decaf, Sarah?” the waitress asked.

“Please.”

When the waitress left, Sarah eyed Detective Detweiler. “What? No doughnuts?”

“Don’t let it get out. I hate ’em. Probably have to turn in my badge if anyone found out.”

Sarah was surprised to feel a grin tug at the corner of her mouth.

The waitress appeared with coffee and a napkin-covered basket. Detective Detweiler lifted the napkin and pushed the basket toward Sarah. “Now, eat a muffin. We’ll talk later.”

She broke off a small piece of blueberry muffin. The jittery feeling in her stomach hadn’t disappeared, and she hesitated before putting it in her mouth.

“Please. Eat. You look like you’re bordering on shock.” He took her coffee cup and stirred in a liberal amount of sugar. “The sugar will help. Cream?”

She nodded and he poured. “I skipped breakfast, that’s all.”

“That and a gun in your face will do it every time.”

Sarah swallowed a morsel of the sweet muffin. Suddenly ravenous, she relished the rest of it. She looked up into those deep brown eyes again, glimpsing flecks of hazel this time. “Thank you. I guess I was hungrier than I thought.”

“Eat another one and relax while I make some notes.” He pulled out his notebook and clicked his pen open.

Sarah resisted an instant before plucking a muffin from the basket. The detective seemed engrossed in his notes and she was grateful for his silence. Once she finished her coffee, she grasped the table’s edge. “I guess we’d better do whatever we have to do, Detective Detweiler,” she said.

“Please. Call me Randy. Detective Detweiler doesn’t roll off the tongue.”

“Then it’s Sarah.” She studied his face again. “I’m sorry, but you look familiar. Have we met?”

His expression turned somber. “Briefly, after your husband’s ... death.”

That pause again. Realization hit her like this morning’s mud puddle. This was the man who’d told her to hire a private investigator. That there was nothing they could do in Pine Hills because it was out of their jurisdiction and the Polk County cops in charge had closed the case. Had he thought she was right when he’d recommended an investigator? Or was he trying to get her out of the police department’s hair when she’d demanded they keep investigating? The memories turned the muffins to lead in her stomach.

“I’m managing.” At least she had been until an hour ago. She blinked back tears. “Can we get on with the stuff about the robbery?”

“Of course. I understand.” He held his pen above his notebook. “How are sales? Any reason for Gertie to think your shop would be a lucrative hit?”

She shook her head. “We’re small, but we were doing well enough. Tourism is flowing out this way from Salem and Portland, and local artisans are being recognized. We’ve had some financial setbacks, but things seemed to be coming together.” In the grand scheme of things, that Gertie woman hadn’t taken a lot, but it wouldn’t take much to put the shop out of business. Between the cash and the merchandise, she was out almost five hundred dollars. Tears threatened again. She willed them away and stared at him.

“We?”

Sarah twisted her napkin. “I guess I still think of the shop as ‘ours’—that David—my husband—is still a part of it. Technically, his sister owns twenty percent, but she doesn’t do anything except demand her cut every month.”

“I’ll need her name and address,” he said. His pen clicked and hovered again.

“Diana Scofield. Lives in Portland, but I’ll have to get the exact address for you.” While she watched Randy make his notes, she wondered where Diana’s next check, dismal as it would be, would come from. The way to keep that woman out of her hair was to give her the money on time. She concentrated on the pen, as if its clicking was the only sound in the diner.

“Any trouble between the two of you?”

“I would have thought that came out during the investigation of my husband’s death.” She moved her hands to her lap where he couldn’t see them tremble, wiping them on her napkin.

“I wasn’t part of the investigation.” He paused. “I know this is difficult, but if we get the preliminary stuff done, I can start looking for Gertie and your merchandise.”

She nodded. “Diana and David were close. He was her father figure when their parents divorced. She worshipped him and I think she resented me for marrying him—stealing him away. She blames me for his death.”

This time, the pen was silent. Randy leaned closer. “Why would she blame you?”

Sarah struggled to find the detachment she’d needed the past fifteen months. The ability to become a different Sarah when she had to talk about David. “We were trying to turn the store into more of a gallery than a cutesy gift shop and it was stretching the budget.” She heard her voice go flat. Reciting words she’d repeated too many times before. “Diana wasn’t good with money. David kept bailing her out, and I thought it was time he let her suffer the consequences of her spending habits. We were arguing about it the day he died.”

Sarah raised her eyes to meet Randy’s. “David would never have killed himself because money was tight or we were having a few arguments. We were making a go of things, working them out.”

“Does Diana think it was suicide?”

“I think she needs someone to blame for David’s death and I’m the handiest scapegoat.” She heard the bitterness and took a deep breath. “Please. This can’t have anything to do with the little old witch who robbed me.”

“I’m sorry, but we have to consider everything.” Three more clicks of his pen. “Do you know what kind of gun Gertie used? Revolver? Automatic?”

Sarah shuddered. “I don’t know anything about guns. It looked ... big.”

“If you saw a picture, would you recognize it?”

“Maybe. I usually notice things, but—”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s not unusual when you’re frightened. Let’s move on. Who else has been in the store today? It’ll help Connor eliminate more prints.”

Sarah relaxed a little at the shift in the conversation. “Nobody was in the shop before Gertie, except me ... and—”

“And who?”

Sarah paused a moment. “A friend. Chris. Christopher Westmoreland. He was there before Gertie came in. But there’s no way he could be involved.”

“You know him well?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact I do. I can’t see him rubbing elbows with a thief. He’s a bigwig at Consolidated Enterprises.”

Randy made his notes. “Thank you. I’ll talk to him. Next question. How much did Gertie take?”

“Two expensive silver pieces and a handful of small carved animals. And about two hundred in cash.” She managed a wry grin. “She left me twenty dollars.”

“Do you have any recollection of her being in the shop before today?”

“I don’t think so. It’s been quiet, unless she came in during the Christmas season. We were busier then.”

“You have any other employees? Someone else who might remember her?”

“No. Only me.” She tried not to think of working side-by-side with David, but her voice quavered.

As if he sensed he’d taken her to the edge of her emotional limits, Randy stood up. “Let’s go.”

Back in her shop, Sarah flinched when she saw the remnants of the black fingerprint powder smudging the counter and Anjolie’s silver. The bags of Gertie’s belongings were gone, presumably taken by Connor. She dashed into the back room and returned with a spray bottle of cleanser and a roll of paper towels, wishing she could clean away the events of the previous hour by rubbing hard enough. She showed Randy an inventory photo of Anjolie’s vase and samples of the animal carvings, and she answered the rest of his questions.

She gave the counter one more swipe. “Look, it’s almost twelve. I should reopen if you’re done. Is there anything more you need?”

“I don’t think so. If she was wearing gloves and a wig, it’s doubtful we’ll get much, but sometimes the lab folks can pull rabbits out of very tiny hats. I’ll do some door-to-door and see if anyone else noticed Gertie. If I need anything else, I’ll call.”

“Thanks.” She walked over and held the door for him. When he left, she reached for the “Open” sign, but couldn’t face customers yet. She turned and leaned against the closed door, contemplating the shop. Their life. Hers and David’s.

Sarah meandered through the space, seeking comfort from the merchandise. She remembered working with David—refinishing the old shelves and tables they used instead of conventional store fixtures, the arguments about whether to carry high-priced oil paintings, the joy when they discovered a new artisan at a craft show. As she had so many times, she pushed the memories away, but now they refused to relinquish their hold.

She had no idea how long she’d been daydreaming when the back doorbell summoned. She peered through the small glass window. Anjolie. What was she doing here? Sarah opened the door.

Anjolie pushed past Sarah, her waist-length raven hair swaying as she marched to the table where her silver sat on display. She set a large cardboard box down on the floor and began loading it with her picture frames. “Someone from Pandora’s called and said I would do better over there.”

Sarah’s heart sank. “Wait. Can’t we talk about it?”

“There’s not much to talk about.” She fisted her hands on her hips and stared at the display. “You didn’t mention you’d sold the vase and one of my frames,” Anjolie said. She looked at Sarah with narrowed eyes. “I’ll take my check now, please.”

“They were stolen. This morning. The police were here. They think they know who took them, and I’m sure they’ll get them back soon.” She lifted her chin and met Anjolie’s gaze. “Can’t you leave your work with me for a few months longer? I know things will pick up.” She heard her voice rise in pitch and hated herself for it.

“Sorry. It’s settled. I agreed to bring my work to Pandora’s.”

Too drained to think, much less argue, Sarah went to the storeroom for some tissue paper. Without speaking, the two women wrapped and packed Anjolie’s silver.

“I’ll give you a week,” Anjolie said. “If the cops don’t find my stuff, I’ll expect a check.”

Sarah watched Anjolie load the carton into her van. When the phone rang, Sarah let the heavy back door swing shut and hurried through the shop. At the sound of Mr. Ebersold’s condescending voice, her stomach sank. Her bank appointment. She looked at her watch. She was twenty minutes late. Her attempts to explain were cut short.

“I’m sorry Sarah, but there’s no reason to reschedule. I’ve reviewed your loan application and it wouldn’t be prudent for us to grant the loan at this time.”

“I understand.” The words barely made it past her constricted throat. “Thank you for your time.” She waited until she heard him disconnect before she slammed the phone down. She would not be defeated. Not by some little old lady, not by a temperamental artist, not by a cheapskate banker. This shop was her life and by God, she would see it survive.

Sarah stormed into the storeroom and dragged out the boxes of Easter merchandise. She was too upset to open the shop and it seemed as good a time as any to begin her new displays.

Even the fingernail she broke when she ripped open a carton didn’t bother her. She dug through Styrofoam packing material and pulled out hand-painted wooden tulips, their smooth surfaces soothing her nerves. She fetched some vases from another display and arranged wooden bouquets.

After an hour lost in the creative process, Sarah stepped back. The store reflected a vision of a springtime garden, replete with wooden bunnies hiding among caches of decorative eggs. She let that familiar glow of satisfaction wash over her as she surveyed the results of her labor, remembering how she and David had agonized over the carpet. It had to be neutral to set off the artwork, but beige or gray was so boring. They had finally settled on an amber brown and now it became freshly turned garden soil.

Outside, ominous rumblings of thunder sounded in the distance. Sarah clutched her arms around her waist, her thoughts returning to the rainy night the Highway Patrol officer had come to her door. In that instant, Sarah had known her life would never be the same. Her David, her soul mate, dead at twenty-six. He had finished her thoughts, known what she needed before she did.

She touched her chest, feeling David’s wedding band on the chain beneath her sweater. Even a year after he’d died, she still felt incomplete without him.

He couldn’t have killed himself. It was an accident, no matter what anybody said. In good weather, the mountain road was dangerous enough with its twists and turns and it had been stormy that day.

The pangs of guilt returned. If she’d been with him, would he still be alive? They’d never had secrets. Or had she missed something?

Accident or suicide, could she have had anything to do with his death? Had his mind been on their quarrel and not the road? Her eyes and throat burned. She might as well go home. She gathered the insurance papers, locked up and hurried toward the bus stop, hoping the bus would arrive before the rain.
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Chapter Two
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SARAH SLOSHED HER WAY to her four-plex apartment building, its faded pink paint looking even duller under the cloud-filled sky. What else could go wrong? True, she’d beaten the rain to the bus, but the skies had opened while she walked the last block home. She stepped up the boxwood-lined concrete stairs, pushed open the heavy wooden door and wiped her sodden shoes on the mat inside.

Standing in the foyer, Sarah let her eyes adjust to the dim light. Broken strains of Beethoven’s Minuet in G drifted from Mrs. Pentecost’s apartment. Eight-year-old Lydia was practicing her piano lessons. Sarah trudged up the flight of carpeted stairs to her apartment.

She exchanged her rain-soaked clothes for leggings and an old, faded sweatshirt and curled up on the couch to pore over the insurance papers. The value of the pieces stolen by that Gertie crook barely met the deductible. Not much point in filing another claim. Two claims in three months would wreak havoc with her premiums—if they didn’t cancel her policy altogether.

As Sarah rubbed her neck, the blinking light of the answering machine caught her eye. She punched the message button and heard Chris asking why she wasn’t at work and reminding her about dinner.

Would dinner be so bad? But as dejected as she felt right now, she’d probably give in to his offers of charity. There had to be another way, a way that didn’t entail being in debt to anyone but the bank. Not that the bank wanted her in any more debt than she already was.

Sarah hit the redial on Chris’ message, got his machine and begged off dinner. Blue funks were best wallowed in alone. She’d barely hung up when the shrill ring of the phone made her jump. Her heart quickened at Detective Detweiler’s voice. “Did you find her? Did you get my things back?”

“No, but I have some more questions. I think it’ll be easier to do this in person. I can be there in about an hour.”

The blue funk evaporated into hope of solving the robbery. Sarah blew her hair dry and repaired her makeup. She pulled off her old sweatshirt and replaced it with her favorite Kelly green sweater. She’d scarcely finished putting away the weekend’s clutter when the doorbell rang.

Randy stood in the doorway, holding a canvas briefcase, raincoat dripping, that one lock of hair hanging over his eyebrow. Wet, it was almost black. She motioned him inside.

He hung his coat on a hook by the front door, then crossed to the dining room table. “Is this a good place to talk?”

“Sure.”

He pulled out a chair and sat. Sarah took a seat across the table. Randy reached into his briefcase and extended a stack of photographs. “Do any of these look like the gun you saw?”

Sarah took the pictures and leafed through them, trying to be objective, trying to forget the way her mouth got dry just looking at them. She handed him two. “More like these, I think.”

She searched Randy’s face for a hint that he was pleased with her choices, but his expression was unreadable. “I could be wrong, though.”

“No, these are semi-automatics, and that’s what other witnesses said she used.”

“Other witnesses? Did someone else see her?” Maybe this would be over. When he put the photos back in his briefcase, she relaxed. Stupid. They were pictures, not real guns.

“No, he said. “I’m talking about last year’s robberies. They’re still open cases.”

“That’s right. You said she was here last year, but I must have totally missed it.” She lowered her eyes to the table. “Of course, back then, there was a lot I was missing.”

He was silent and she raised her gaze. His brown eyes locked on hers for a moment, then he looked back at his notebook, clicking his pen. “Gertie hasn’t turned up anywhere else lately, so it’s possible she’s back in Pine Hills. We’ve alerted the other merchants. Maybe I’ll get her this time around.”

She thought of that black powder all over her shop counter. “Did you get any fingerprints?”

“Some. We’re running them, but Gertie’s never left prints before, so we don’t have anything to compare them to. If Christopher Westmoreland was in the shop, I’ll need to get his for elimination as well.”

She laughed. “I’d love to be there when you do. I can picture his face when a cop comes to the door.”

Randy raised an eyebrow. “You think he’s hiding something?”

“Oh, no. He’s always seemed—above us mere mortals, you know. Image is everything. Nothing ever goes wrong for him.”

“Really. What can you tell me about him?”

“I can’t believe he had anything to do with this. He’s so ... proper.”

“I don’t make any assumptions when I’m working a case. Gets in the way. But the more I know, the better I can see the big picture. Eliminating data is as important as finding it. Are you seeing Chris?”

She raised her eyebrows, but he sat, his expression neutral. “As in dating?”

“As in anything.” The words were spoken casually, but there was a hint of anticipation in his tone. “I’m simply trying to get as much information as I can.”

She dismissed the fleeting idea he’d asked for personal reasons. “Not really. Chris came around after my husband died, trying to get back together, but—well, I don’t think of him that way. He pops in from time to time—coffee, the occasional dinner. He’s a friend. Like I said, he showed up at the shop this morning.”

“What did he want?”

“The usual—to help me. But I don’t want his help. I get the feeling there would be too many strings attached. I’d rather flip burgers than be indebted to him. I like being in charge of my own life.”

“Go on, please,” Randy said. “About Chris.”

Right. David was dead, and now she was talking to a cop about Chris. She waited for the twisting in her belly to pass. “Chris and I went our separate ways after high school. When he came back for Christmas break the first year, he seemed upset that I’d found David, but he got over it. Besides, it wasn’t like he’d been faithful to me. Rumor had it he was pretty popular with the girls.”

“Do you know anything about what Chris did while he was away at school?”

“No. Sorry.”

He nodded. “What else can you tell me?”

“Not much. After I got married, he was friendly enough—even pointed us to some local artists from time to time.”

Randy’s pen clicked again. “Do you remember which ones? Are they still with you?”

“Some.” She met his gaze. “I know. You’ll need their names. I’ll get you a list.” She went to her desk and turned on the computer. Once she’d printed the list for Randy, she circled the current artists and went back to the table. “I don’t think this will be much help—there’s not much they have in common, aside from being artists, of course.”

He looked up, pen at the ready. “Was he in contact with Gertie while he was in the shop?”

“Let me think.” She tried to replay the exact chain of events. “Chris showed up and we were talking. But no, he definitely left before Gertie came in.” She raised her palms. “My shop is such a tiny operation. What could anyone gain by having it robbed?”

He gave his head a quick shake setting that wayward lock of hair bouncing. One corner of his mouth curled upward. “If we knew the answer to that one, we might solve a lot of crimes a lot faster.”

His smile widened, and she couldn’t help but notice how it warmed his entire face. Something inside her warmed, too, and she blinked in surprise at her reaction. “I guess you’ve seen a lot of this.”

“Enough to know people will do crazy things for even crazier reasons. The first thing you learn is to leave your assumptions at the door.”

“Well, I still don’t see how any of this is connected to your Gertie, but I’ll help any way I can. The sooner you find my merchandise, the better. What else can I tell you?

“That should do it for now. Thanks.” Randy closed his notebook and placed everything back in his briefcase. “I’d appreciate it if you kept everything relating to the case confidential.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to Sarah. “You call me if anything unusual happens. Any time.”

After Randy left, she studied his card before putting it in her purse. He’d said to call any time. Of course he’d say that. Cops were always on duty, weren’t they?

Unable to settle, Sarah ran a hot bubble bath. Her head pillowed on a rolled-up towel, she closed her eyes, soothed by the soft crackle of popping bubbles. As the hot water released the tension in her body, burning tears threatened. She was not going to cry. Crying wouldn’t solve anything. She brought her right hand to the chain around her neck where David’s thick gold band hung. On the anniversary of David’s death, she’d gone to his gravesite and moved her own wedding band from her left hand to her right and vowed that the crying was over.

The chill of a bath gone cold made her realize she’d drifted off. She got out and bundled herself into David’s old plaid flannel robe. This was the only piece of him she hadn’t been able to part with when she’d cleaned out the closets. Even after so many washings, she swore she could still smell his essence when she put it on. Enveloped in the robe’s softness, she felt the swirling tide of her emotions begin to ebb. Dwelling on her misery wouldn’t help.

Without warning, the tears returned, streaming down her face. Tears of self-pity? Of grief? Guilt? Or maybe anger. Sarah didn’t care—she threw herself onto the couch and succumbed until she was exhausted. When the phone rang, she let the answering machine pick it up, too drained to move. Randy’s voice pulled her from the couch. Could he have found her things already?

When he told her he needed yet more information, her heart sank. She couldn’t deal with more questions tonight. “Can we do it tomorrow? I’ve got a class at St. Michael’s after work, but I’m usually home by eight-thirty.”

“Eight-thirty. It’s a date.”

She hung up and stared at the phone. Date? No, that was a figure of speech. They were trying to solve a crime.
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Chapter Three
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FIRST THING THE NEXT morning, Randy jogged up the three steps to Chris Westmoreland’s massive front porch and rang the bell. He composed his face into his friendly-but-firm interview expression and waited, enjoying the warmth of the early morning sun. Sounds of padded footsteps followed by a growled, “Who’s there?” came from behind the door.

When Randy identified himself, the door swung open. Chris stood before him, unshaven, wearing leather slippers and an expensive robe. Robe? No. A dressing gown, complete with the monogrammed pocket. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

Randy displayed his badge. “I have a couple of routine questions. I understand you were in That Special Something shortly before a robbery yesterday.”

Chris nodded and motioned him inside. Randy took in the large, elegant and decidedly masculine space, with a fieldstone fireplace and dark wood wainscoting. A group of framed black-and-white landscapes adorned one wall, while three abstract watercolors dominated another.

“I heard about the robbery on the news. Poor Sarah. If I’d had any idea, I would never have left the shop. I still wonder if I could have prevented it.” He perched on the edge of an oversized brown sofa and gestured toward a large leather easy chair. “Please, sit. How can I help?”

Randy set his briefcase on the floor and lowered himself into the chair. “Do you remember seeing anyone before or after you stopped in at Ms. Tucker’s? Older woman, well-dressed?”

Chris hesitated, as if he were replaying the morning. “No, I went straight from Sarah’s to Salem. Sorry I can’t be of more help.”

“Actually, you can,” Randy said. “I’d like your fingerprints. Strictly for elimination, of course. We found prints in the shop and it would help if we knew which ones were yours and which might belong to the robber.”

Randy remembered what Sarah had said and studied Chris’ reaction. She’d have been disappointed. Calm, collected, without a hint of indignation. He could usually read his suspects. Chris’ cool green eyes had no trouble meeting his own, yet they didn’t lock on the way liars’ often did. Liars either stared you down or never met your gaze.

“Of course, Detective. Do I go to the police station?”

“No, I can do it now.” He pulled the kit from his briefcase and rolled Chris’ prints onto the ten card. Chris remained nonchalant, showing little interest in the process until Randy was done. Then he examined his fingers with some disgust.

Randy handed him a foil-wrapped cleansing towel. “This should take it off,” he said.

While Chris worked on removing all traces of the ink, Randy packed everything back into his briefcase.

Chris escorted him to the door, still wiping his fingers. “Sarah’s a nice woman,” he said. “We go back a long way. Her husband’s suicide—a real tragedy.”

“I agree.” Randy pulled himself up to his full height and smiled at Chris. “It would be a real shame if anything else happened to her.”

* * * * *
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RANDY PARKED HIS PICKUP under a light in the far corner of St. Michael’s parking lot and flipped pages in his notebook. He asked himself why he hadn’t waited and met Sarah at her apartment as planned. When he’d decided to give her a ride home from her class, it seemed logical. But what had possessed him to get here over an hour early? And at a nursing home, yet. He gave himself an internal kick in the head and started reviewing his notes. Even in the parking lot, memories of Gram threatened to overwhelm him. He popped the plastic lid from his takeout coffee and sipped.

He let his mind float, searching for connections, but he needed more dots to connect. Eventually, the coffee made it clear he couldn’t sit out here much longer. He put everything in his briefcase and quick-stepped across the parking lot to the building’s entrance.

After a stop in the men’s room, Randy ambled down the speckled linoleum hall to the recreation center where the silver-haired receptionist had told him he would find Sarah’s class. At least the smell of antiseptic wasn’t so strong here. Ten feet from the open door, he froze. After a deep breath, he found his wall of detachment. At the doorway, he had to stop again. Gram was gone. It’d been eight years, he reminded himself.

Sarah’s voice centered him. He stood to one side, peering through the door. His mouth dropped open and he clamped it closed. Sarah roamed around a room of a dozen or so elderly men and women, some in wheelchairs, some sitting at tables, some standing. All worked with slabs of wet, gray clay. Dumbfounded, he studied Sarah as she moved from one person to the next, offering encouragement, taking their gnarled hands and helping them shape the clay into whatever their mind’s eye projected.

His automatic cop assessment—white female, late twenties, brown hair, blue eyes, five-four, one-fifteen—hardly did Sarah justice.

Deep chestnut hair that shimmered in the light. Stone blue eyes that reflected every thought in her head. He snorted as he thought of the way that would go over in a briefing.

She must have heard him, because her head snapped toward the door. Wearing a plastic apron, covered to her elbows in clay, she straightened and raised her eyebrows. And smiled.

“Keep going everyone,” she said. She crossed the room, hands raised in front of her like a surgeon after scrubbing. “Does this visit mean you’ve found something?”

He hated to erase the look of hope from her face. “Sorry, not yet. I thought—I don’t know what I thought. I didn’t realize this was the kind of class you meant. That you were the teacher. I guess I saw you sitting in some boring lecture and we’d sneak away and finish our business early. But you’re busy. I can come back.”

“I can’t talk now, but I could use another pair of hands. As long as you’re here, can you help?”

“I don’t know anything about this.” He started inching toward the door, trying not to look at the people in the room, trying to push away the memories they dredged up.

She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Neither do most of them. It’s therapy more than art. Just offer encouragement.”

“Hey, Sarah!”

Randy followed the crackling voice to its source, an elderly woman whose hand trembled as she tried to shape a mound of clay into what Randy could only envision as a differently shaped mound of clay. “I need one of those stick things.”

“Why don’t you help Mrs. Rasmussen? She had a stroke a few months ago and she needs to use her right arm more. There’s an apron by the sink and tongue depressors on the table—help her hold it and move it along the clay with her.”

He could feel the color draining from his face. “I’m not sure I can be much help.”

“Relax. It’s not supposed to end up being a Maria Martinez. It’s the doing that’s important.”

Forget Gram. Maintain. “Got it.” He rebuilt his wall and went to help Mrs. Rasmussen.

At seven-thirty, staff escorted the residents from the room. Randy followed Sarah, helping as she collected tools, folded plastic sheets and wiped down tables.

“You look happy,” he said. “How was work?”

Her eyes were blue Christmas lights. “I haven’t had so many customers in weeks, even if most of them probably came in out of curiosity. They bought, which is good enough for me right now.”

“And this? You obviously enjoy it.”

“Maggie, my neighbor, got me started doing this about three years ago. Lately, it’s the high point of my week.” She started covering the unfinished creations with plastic wrap. “Why don’t you ask your questions while I finish cleaning?”

“I can help,” Randy said.

“No, thanks. I need to be doing something,” she said. She turned her eyes to his, and he thought some of the light had dimmed. His gut twisted at the thought he might have caused it.

Randy retrieved his briefcase, pulled out his notepad and pen. He took a seat at an empty table. “I understand.” He clicked his pen open and printed the date and time on a clean page. “I want to know everything about your store.”

“There’s not much. After college, David and I managed the shop. Back then, our merchandise was the mass-produced, everyday stuff you could find anywhere. We wanted to add that special something—that’s what we called the shop when we bought out the previous owner. It took a while, but we convinced some of the local craftsmen and artisans to let us carry their work on consignment.”

“You’d think they’d have jumped at the chance to have someone showcase their work.”

Sarah collected scraps of clay and dumped them into a large plastic bucket. “About a year later, we found out they’d heard we weren’t reliable. Rumors in the art community, but we proved them wrong.” She added water to the bucket, covered it, and looked at him. “Do you think that might mean something?”

“I told you, I like to find out as much as possible about a case. I’m looking for common denominators. Go on.”

“We had the normal business snafus. Little things. Broken merchandise, shipment mix-ups. Things like that happen. I remember some exclusive hand-painted dinnerware that ended up at a rival shop in Cottonwood.”

“What shop?”

“Pandora’s. Wait a minute. Anjolie.” She dried her hands and took a seat across from him.

“What are you talking about?” He could almost see the synapses firing as he waited for her to answer.

“I don’t know how or if this fits, but Pandora’s is one of our chief competitors. It opened right after we took over our shop. Some of our orders ended up there. And Anjolie—it was her silver that was stolen—showed up right after the robbery yesterday. She pulled the rest of her stuff. Said she got a better offer from Pandora’s. I could understand if she wanted to move her things. We didn’t have a contract.” Her eyes widened. “Do you think Anjolie’s lying about Pandora’s? Do you think she had something to do with the robbery?”

“I need to pay Anjolie a visit and ask her. What’s her full name?”

“Anjolie Gaudet.”

“Do you have her address?”

“I’ll get it for you.”

“Was there any kind of pattern to the stuff that was lost or broken?” Randy asked. “Same kind of merchandise, same manufacturer, anything that would connect them?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Any other problems? Unhappy customers? Someone trying to buy you out?”

“Not really.”

The way she hesitated told him there was more than she was saying. “Not really, but ...?”

Sarah manipulated a leftover scrap of clay. “When we were trying to expand, David and I needed money. Diana’s husband—he was her fiancé at the time—thought owning part of a gift shop would be a nice wedding present and his investment helped us out. Diana tried playing shopkeeper a couple of times, but between the commute from Portland and fact that it entailed actual work, she stopped caring. Now, it’s strictly a financial relationship. As long as she gets her check every month, she’s satisfied.”

“You think she wants more?”

When Sarah locked her blue eyes on him, Randy knew he was dredging up memories she wanted to put away, and every question he asked caused her pain. But, painful or not, doing his job was the way to make things right. He shoved those thoughts deep down where they couldn’t disturb his objectivity.

“Our will said that if anything happened to both of us, Diana would get the shop. She’s saying that since he’s gone, she deserves half.”

“Why the sudden interest?”

“She didn’t get a whole lot after moneybags Scofield divorced her. The house, a small allowance, and her twenty percent of That Special Something. And twenty percent of not much doesn’t even cover her nail appointments. God forbid she should have to get a real job. She keeps telling me to sell, or make it into a Hallmark franchise or something. As if she has a clue how that could happen.”

Randy heard the bitterness. But he also heard the pride. “You don’t want to do that, do you?”

Her eyes flashed bright blue. “Never. Things were bad after the accident. I held on. I can ride this out.”

“I’m sure you will.” He glanced at his notes. “Not much more. You talked about some waylaid shipments, mixed-up orders. Do you remember when the problems started? Before or after your husband’s accident?”

Sarah’s lips tightened and the muscles in her jaw clenched.

Damn. He’d hurt her again. Without thinking, he reached across the table to take her hand, catching himself before he did, pushing a lock of hair out of his eyes to disguise his stupidity. “Sorry if this is painful.”

“No. David’s gone. I have to get used to that. But sometimes ... We were so happy ... It’s hard ...”

She lifted her head. When their eyes met, his physical response had him shifting in his seat. He was working a case, for God’s sake. “Go on.”

“I’d say there were always glitches, but I didn’t pay a lot of attention. David did the bookkeeping. Afterwards, I assumed I was messing up orders because I was such a wreck. But you have to understand, things like this happen. It’s part of the business.”

Something more hid in there, and it was his job to find it. “What else?”

She paused, twisting the ring on her finger. “Not much—unless you count the fire.”

“Fire?” He flipped to a clean notebook page. “Tell me about it.”

“It happened in January. It wasn’t very big. A short in the electrical system—faulty wiring, overloaded circuits. I didn’t lose much merchandise, but I had to close for almost two weeks while they repaired the damage. Those two weeks cut into my Valentine’s Day profits. And then, I had to fight with the insurance company. They didn’t want to pay the claim.”

“Did they?”

“Yes, but I had to have inspectors and adjusters come out three or four times. Seems like there was some discrepancy in the reports. A computer error, they said, once it was straightened out.”

“Sounds like you’ve overcome some troubles.”

“I’m sure it will be quiet again tomorrow. But things should pick up once Easter sales get going.”

“I’m sure they will.” He closed his notebook. “I think the worst is over. Can I do anything else to help? Please?”

Sarah filled a large plastic dishpan with hot water and started cleaning the sculpting tools. “I guess you can dry. There are towels in that drawer.” She pointed with her chin. “Can I interrogate you now?”

He laughed. “Fire away.”

“Tell me about yourself,” she said. “Let me guess. You played basketball in school, right?”

He chortled and shook his head. “Debate team in high school. I was tall, but totally uncoordinated. Couldn’t get a ball near the hoop if I was standing on a ladder. Rowed in college. No fancy footwork required. Just had to be able to count.”

“So you’re a six-foot-something cop who doesn’t like doughnuts and you don’t play basketball. Any other surprises?”

“Not really. And I’m six-six. Nowadays, that’s barely tall enough for pro ball.”

“Why did you become a cop?”

“It felt like the right job for me. Maybe it’s because my mom always used to say, ‘Why isn’t there a cop around when you need one?’ Then, when she was killed in a hit-and-run, it seemed like making another cop available was the thing to do. I found out I liked it and I’m good at my job.”

“I’m sorry about your mom. Has she been gone long?”

“Since I was six. I was lucky. My grandparents lived nearby, so I always had family around, even when Dad couldn’t be there for us. Until I went away to college, I spent more time at their place than at mine.” He turned away, fussed with arranging the tools into a straight line. “When my grandmother died, she left the house to me.” If Sarah heard his voice shift, she said nothing.

“Brothers or sisters?”

“One older sister. Married, three kids, lives in Akron, Ohio.”

“I’m an only. I always wanted a sister.” Sarah gave the room a final inspection and retrieved her coat and purse from a closet. “That’s it. Thanks for helping.”

“My pleasure. Can I give you a ride home?”

When she seemed reluctant, he pressed, telling himself it was his responsibility as a cop to take care of a citizen. “I insist. It’s dark and getting cold.”

His pulse jumped when she accepted.

They walked across the parking lot to his F-150. Twice, he resisted the urge to put his hand at her back to guide her, finally shoving his fists into his pockets. What would have been perfectly acceptable in an ordinary social circumstance was forbidden him as a cop with a victim. He glanced her way, noticing that she kept more than a discreet distance between them.

What was he thinking? He was a cop doing his job.

Yeah, right. Which is why you divulged your entire life history to someone you’ve just met.

Most of his colleagues didn’t know that much about his past.

And why was he responding, anyway? Those blue eyes? The way she’d looked at him when he walked into her store, as if she knew he’d make everything right. Damn. He never got involved with his cases outside the scope of his job. By the time his mind drifted back to reality, they’d reached his truck.

“This is it,” Randy said. Sarah gave Randy a quizzical look.

“What?” Randy asked. “Don’t like my ride?”

“Oh, no, it’s not that. I guess I was expecting ... you know ... a police car.”

“No, those are for the patrol officers. Took some doing, but I can use my pickup instead of the standard unmarked cars. Got tired of driving with my knees on my chin.” He unlocked the door and helped her up, letting himself enjoy the feel of her touch as she gripped his hand. When he took his seat, he glanced over at her. The animation she’d displayed when she was working with her class had disappeared. She stared straight ahead.

He let the cop take over. “I’d like to borrow your business files. I think I might get a better feel for this if I looked at the paperwork.”

“I guess so, if you think it would help.” Her voice was flat.

“It might. Ninety-five percent of what I look at usually turns out to be nothing. It’s finding which pieces make up the five percent of useful information that solves cases.”

“You can come by the shop tomorrow and look at whatever you think’s important. Or should we go there now?”

He saw the exhaustion overtaking her. “Tomorrow is soon enough.” Randy gave up on his rusty attempts at small talk for the rest of the drive. He slowed in front of her building, searching for a nearby parking place. Before he could drive around to the building’s parking area, Sarah broke the silence.

“You can drop me off here.” She’d already unfastened her seat belt.

“I’ll walk you up,” he said after stopping beside a fire hydrant. “I’ll park around back.”

“You don’t have to do that.” She opened the door and jumped down. “Thanks for everything. See you tomorrow.”

But before she closed the door, she gave him a smile that had more than his hopes up. She is a victim—you are a cop became his mantra as he drove home.
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Chapter Four
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SARAH PICKED UP HER mail and climbed the interior stairs of her building, thoughts of Randy churning through her mind. He wasn’t like the gruff, impersonal cops who had investigated David’s accident. His eyes—they said he cared. And the way he’d worked with her class—he’d seemed nervous at first, but once he got started, he fit right in. She thought of his huge, strong hands with their long, slender fingers helping Mr. Foster’s knobby ones. And the way he joked with Mrs. Evans until she stopped complaining about everything. Sarah had almost forgotten Randy was a cop while he was working with her.

But he was a cop. Maybe he’d look into David’s accident report. Maybe he could find something that would make them reopen the case. She’d almost had the courage to ask him on the ride home. Almost. Maybe tomorrow.

Sarah unlocked her door, tossed the mail on the coffee table, and powered on her computer. Tired as she was, she looked forward to entering the day’s sales for the first time in weeks. A pop-up on the monitor told her she hadn’t logged off properly the last time she’d used the computer.

“And it’ll probably happen again, you nasty little machine. You’re lucky you weren’t replaced five years ago. Don’t you forget who owns you. I’m Sarah. David doesn’t do this anymore. You do what I say, understand?” She clicked the window shut and moved on to her data entry.

Her totals looked reassuring until she opened her mail and saw the bills. Before David died, they’d never carried a balance on their credit cards, and now she’d been cut off on her Visa. It would take more than today’s profits to pay the monthly minimum, to say nothing about the interest that would be added. And the electric company said she couldn’t be late again.

There was one payment she might be able to put off. She marched to the phone before she could change her mind.

“Diana? It’s Sarah.” She heard the breathless way Diana answered, a man’s mumbling in the background. Well, what else was new? With her sister-in-law preoccupied, Sarah should be able to slide the robbery in before Diana’s little brain wrapped around it. Sarah smiled. “Am I interrupting? I’m afraid there’s some bad news.”

* * * * *
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AFTER MAKING HER DEPOSIT the next morning, Sarah walked the three blocks from the bank to her shop. Clouds rolled in, high and white. Yet, even as she tightened her coat, the buildings along the way seemed brighter, the birds in the trees sang more cheerfully, and the traffic seemed to be flowing smoothly, unpunctuated by honking. Amazing what one day of good sales could do. And Diana hadn’t seemed to mind delaying her check, which meant she was going to make it through the month. Sarah rounded the corner toward her shop, noticing the fresh pink and white blossoms emerging from the flowering plum trees that lined the street.

When she arrived, Randy was leaning against the door of the shop, hands stuffed in his jacket pockets, one ankle crossed over the other. That one lock of hair still hung over his brow. Aviator sunglasses over his hawk-like nose obscured his eyes. She took in the angular planes of his face. Handsome in a rugged kind of way, she decided. And, for some reason, he didn’t seem quite as tall as yesterday.

She smiled. “You’re quite the early bird. I don’t open for another twenty minutes.”

“I figured it’d be better to get here before you had to deal with customers.”

“Thanks.” Sarah unlocked the door and led Randy to her office. After hanging up her coat, she surreptitiously adjusted her sweater and gave her hair a quick finger comb. She went through the filing cabinet, pulled the folders from the insurance company and extended them to Randy. He’d removed his sunglasses and yes, his eyes most definitely had hazel flecks. “These are the insurance files,” she said. “For the merchant files, we marked the problems in red, but they’re not separated. I’m afraid you’d have to go through each file.”

“That’s what I do,” Randy said. He flexed his fingers. “Contrary to popular belief, most detective work is paperwork.”

Sarah gave him an intense stare. “This is about more than Gertie and the robbery, isn’t it?”

“Let’s say I’ve expanded my horizons.”

“If someone wanted to put me out of business, why waste time with little mix-ups? There’s got to be a more effective way to do it.” She gestured to the cabinets. “My files are your files. I can’t imagine you’ll find much, but suit yourself. I told you, things happen.”

Randy stepped to the file cabinets and withdrew a batch of folders. Sarah put a pot of coffee on to brew.

“It’s decaf, but help yourself. There’s a restroom behind you. I’ve got to open up now.”

Randy was already sitting at the desk, tapping his pen on its surface, engrossed in the files.

Customers trickled in throughout the morning. As Sarah expected, the novelty of the robbery had worn off, but business was steady. More spring merchandise would arrive any day now, and she planned for her new displays, trying to ignore the man working in her office. The cop working in her office, she reminded herself. Last night had been police business, nothing more.

Shortly before noon, Randy emerged, hands on his lower back, stretching and twisting. He’d taken off his jacket, and his turtleneck hugged his chest when he moved. Unsettled by her attraction, she moved her gaze higher and found his hazel-flecked eyes just as disconcerting.

“I guess that office wasn’t designed for someone your size,” Sarah said. “Did you discover anything interesting?”

“It’s too early to say. I’d like to borrow some of these files and do some more checking. I’ve made a list of the ones I’d like.”

“You’ll let me know what you find out?”

“Of course. You still have my card, right?”

“I think so.” She checked her wallet. “Yes, right here.”

“Give it to me a minute.” She handed it to him, almost dropping it as their fingers touched. He wrote something on the back. “That’s my personal cell phone number. You call me if anything happens.” He closed the short distance between them and set the card on the counter. “Day or night. Understand?”

“Should I be worried?” Ask him. Ask him to look at David’s accident. But the words wouldn’t come. Not yet.

“I don’t think so, but I prefer to be cautious. I’m a cop. I see too much of the bad side of things. Keep my card handy—consider it an ounce of prevention. I’ll check with you tomorrow.”

She watched Randy walk away, his long stride easy and relaxed. Something told her with him on the case, her life would get back to normal. For a minute she debated forgetting about the accident. David was dead and she needed to move on. But she thought of the biddies who came in from time to time, buying the cheapest thing they could find, looking at her like she was a black widow spider. They had no idea how much it hurt. She fingered her wedding band. David, why? Was it me?

* * * * *
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BY EVENING, THE CLOUDS had blown away, and the crisp evening air revitalized her as Sarah walked from the bus stop to her apartment. When she reached the top of the interior stairs, she saw Maggie juggling her purse and two grocery bags while trying to fit her key into the lock.

“Hi, Maggie. Let me help you,” Sarah said. She took one of the shopping bags.

“Thanks, Sarah. I don’t know why I never put the bags down first. By the way, is your heater working now?”

“Heater? There’s nothing wrong with my heater—at least I don’t think so. I haven’t had it on in a while. Why?”

“I saw a repairman coming out of your place yesterday. He said you’d called him to fix the heater. I meant to tell you, but things have been hectic and it must have slipped my mind. I assumed Mrs. Pentecost let him in.”

Someone in her apartment? Not fixing her heater, Sarah was sure of that. Wearing sweatshirts was cheaper than heating bills. Mrs. Pentecost would have said something. She heard nothing beyond a pounding in her ears. Maggie’s voice finally broke through.

“Sarah? Are you all right? You’re three shades lighter.”

“No, Maggie, I’m not all right. There was a robbery at the store and now you tell me a stranger was in my apartment yesterday. I’m having trouble believing it’s a coincidence.”

“A robbery! Why didn’t you tell me? Oh, dear. How much was stolen? Come in and call Mrs. Pentecost about the heater man and then tell me what happened.”

Maggie got the door open and gestured Sarah in. “Put the bag on the kitchen counter. Mrs. P is speed dial three. I’m going to change out of these exercise clothes.”

Sarah punched in the number. When Mrs. Pentecost confirmed that she hadn’t called a repairman, Sarah’s mouth turned dry. She fished in her purse for Randy’s card, called and told him what had happened.

Sarah tried to relax. She took comfort in the way Maggie swooshed into the kitchen, now dressed in a flowing orange and pink caftan, and started taking groceries out of the bags, pouring water into the teakettle, filling the cat’s food dish and setting a plate of cookies on the living room coffee table. Sarah shook her head at the woman’s energy. She knew Maggie was well into her sixties, but she could easily pass for someone in her mid-forties.

Sarah sat on the couch and watched Maggie carry a wooden tray holding a blue calico teapot and two mismatched cups and saucers. Maggie set the tray next to the cookies, poured two cups of tea, and sat down in the easy chair. The chair’s blue satin stripes clashed delightfully with the caftan’s orange and pink swirls.

“Now, tell me about the robbery,” Maggie said. “And what did Mrs. P say?”

Sarah took a deep breath and relayed the information as succinctly as she could before sipping her tea. “Mmm. This is good. A new one?”

“Jasmine Pearls. There’s a new tearoom on Baxter Street. FeliciTea. Don’t tell anyone, but the cookies are from there, too.” She winked at Sarah.

“My lips are sealed. Randy said to wait here if possible.”

“Oh, so it’s Randy, is it? Tell me more.” Maggie’s eyes twinkled even bluer.

Sarah knew she was blushing. “He’s the detective who’s been trying to catch the old lady who robbed my store.”

“And—?”

“What, ‘and’?”

“He wouldn’t be about six-foot-thirteen, now, would he? Brown eyes, brown hair hanging in his eyes? Nice ass.”

“How did you ...?” Of course. Maggie didn’t miss much when she was home. Sarah leaned forward. “Maggie, did you get a good look at the heater man?”

“Pretty good, I’d say.”

“That’s great. You can describe him to Randy.”

The doorbell rang. Sarah jumped up. “I’ll get it.”

Sarah smoothed her hair, forcing back the grin that insisted on breaking through when she saw Randy through the peephole. She motioned Randy into the living room and made the introductions.

“Nice to meet you, Detective,” Maggie said. “May I offer you some tea and cookies?” She pointed to her chair. “Please, sit down.” Maggie was already up and on her way to the kitchen.

Randy took a seat in the blue striped chair Maggie had vacated. Sarah watched Randy look around the apartment, an expression of incredulity on his face. Eclectic was an understatement. There was a blue lava lamp below a psychedelic Peter Max poster in the entryway, a beanbag chair that doubled as an ottoman for a Victorian easy chair, a chrome and glass coffee table and a Shaker dining table with a Van Gogh sunflower print above the sideboard.

Randy called out toward the kitchen, “Ms. Cooper, Sarah tells me—”

“Call me Maggie.” She returned to the living room with another cup and saucer, poured the tea and handed it to Randy. “Have a cookie, too.” A mass of black fur streaked in from the kitchen and pounced onto Randy’s lap.

“Othello!” Maggie said. “Shame on you. You know better than to bother a visitor.” She reached over to pick up the offending feline.

“I don’t mind. I have two cats myself.” He scratched Othello behind the ears. The cat kneaded his paws into Randy’s thighs and settled down, purring with contentment.

Randy took a cookie and set it on his saucer, then resumed scratching the cat. “Sarah says you saw someone leaving her apartment yesterday. Can you tell me what time, what he looked like, anything?” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his small black notebook. Sarah smiled when he clicked his pen three times before he wrote something down. Othello looked up once he stopped getting the attention he expected, then retreated to the kitchen.

Maggie’s expression became businesslike. All the frivolity left her voice. “It was three-thirty yesterday afternoon. I know because that’s the time I leave to read to the kids at the after-school program. I stopped to ask him what he was doing in your apartment, and he said he was fixing the heater.”

“And you’re sure he was leaving?” Randy asked.

Maggie thought a minute, searching the ceiling as if it would provide an answer. Sarah watched Randy’s gaze follow Maggie’s. She swallowed a giggle as Randy fought to maintain his composure when he noticed Maggie’s poster of the Chippendale dancers staring down at him. His eyes snapped back and met Maggie’s when she spoke again.

“He was standing in the doorway, holding the door behind him, facing into the hall. He stepped out and told me he’d been fixing the heater, that he’d had an emergency call that morning. I didn’t want to be late for my reading, so I went on downstairs. Yes, he was leaving, because he followed me down.”

“Did you see which way he went when he left the building?” Randy asked.

“No.” Maggie reached for a cookie. “I can’t say that I noticed. I was hurrying, you see, and I assumed he’d be stopping at Mrs. Pentecost’s to say he was done, or give her a bill, or return the key.”

Randy continued. “Can you tell me about the man? Height, age, physical characteristics?”

Maggie’s voice was more subdued now. Her pride in being a good observer had been questioned and Sarah could tell she was doing her best to be as accurate as possible with her description. Maggie stood and tilted her head upward. She raised her hand a few inches above her head. “There,” she said. “That’s the way I had to stand to look him in the eyes.”

Randy looked at Maggie. “So, I’m guessing about five-nine, five-ten.”

Maggie sat back down. “That seems about right. His eyes were light brown, fair skin. He had on a baseball cap. Plain, navy blue. He was wearing jeans, brown leather boots, and black gloves.” Her eyes opened wide. “Wait. They were too thin to be work gloves. I should have noticed.”

“You’re doing fine. Keep going.”

Maggie put her hands to her mouth and looked at Sarah. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I was that stupid. No tool box. I am such a fool. If I hadn’t been in a hurry, I’d have wondered and at least checked with Mrs. P.”

“People see what they expect to see,” Randy said. “It’s natural. Go on.”

Maggie shook her head. “A black turtleneck and an olive green windbreaker. No company logo, no name, but a lot of the people Mrs. Pentecost calls are independent workers and don’t wear uniforms.”

Maggie’s face blurred. Sarah put her hands to her cheeks—her fingertips were ice cold.

Maggie’s warm hands clutched Sarah’s. “You’re white. Did you forget to eat again?”

“Things were busy.”

Maggie poured more tea into Sarah’s cup and added a liberal amount of honey. “Drink this. I’m sure just this once the tea gods will forgive me for adding honey to Jasmine Pearls. You need the sugar. And have another cookie.”

Sarah sipped the hot, sweet beverage and listened while Maggie continued. “If you want, I could go look at mug shots.” She sounded excited. “If you still do things like that, I mean. I have time and a pretty good memory—”

“Thanks for offering,” Randy said. “I’ll let you know.” Sarah could tell he’d figured out that if he didn’t jump in, Maggie would keep on talking.

“How are you feeling, Sarah?” he asked. “Maggie’s right. You’re pale.”

The look of concern in his eyes brought a catch to Sarah’s chest. “It’s nothing. Really.” She set her cup on its saucer, glad it didn’t clatter.

“I’d like to check out your place if you’re up to it,” Randy said.

Sarah took a deep breath and stood. The room hardly spun at all.
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Chapter Five
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AT SARAH’S DOOR, RANDY pulled on a pair of latex gloves, took out his penlight and crouched to examine the antiquated lock. It wouldn’t have presented a challenge to any third-rate crook. He rose from his crouch and held out his hand. “Key?”

The spark when Sarah’s fingers touched his palm unnerved him. Dealing with a female victim was not a new scenario, but it had never been like this. He cleared his throat and slid the key into the lock, then unsnapped his holster. He heard a sharp gasp and sensed Sarah pulling back.

“A precaution,” he said. “Standard procedure.”

Wide-eyed, she nodded. “I understand. You don’t think he’s here now, do you?”

“No, I’m almost positive he isn’t.” She stepped closer to him, and he took a deep breath. He placed his hand on the grip of his pistol. The feel of the cold metal reminded him he had a job to do. “I’m going to take a quick look inside, just to be sure. Wait out here. I’ll be right back.”

She gave him a weak smile and stepped across the hall. “Yes, Detective.”

Randy stepped inside and gazed around the orderly space for signs of disturbance. Everything looked exactly as it had the first time he’d been here. If anything, a little neater. The same silk flowers and candlestick lamp on the table by the door. To his left, the rust colored sofa and two patterned upholstered armchairs. Maybe a few more magazines on the coffee table. He took in the rest of the space. A side table held an old-style answering machine. His eyes roamed beyond the polished dining table with its four chairs into the open kitchen. A small home office occupied what would otherwise have been a breakfast nook. No indications anything was amiss.

Beyond the kitchen, he found a small service porch, more a laundry and storage space than anything else. He unlocked a door to a flight of stairs that led down to the backyard, noticing a matching staircase from Maggie’s apartment. Randy rattled the knob, swearing softly under his breath. Might as well not be a lock at all.

A quick check of the closet and bathroom showed no signs of an intruder. Telling himself it was cop nerves that had his pulse racing and his mouth dry, he retraced his steps to the hall where Sarah waited. She raised her eyebrows at his approach.

“Nobody’s here,” he said. Her eyes were fixed on his holster and he resnapped it. “You were here last night, right?”

“Yes. I had no reason to think there was anything wrong.”

“Did the man Maggie described sound like anyone you know?”

“No. I mean, I’m sure I’ve met dozens of people who fit that description, but I don’t know them personally.”

“Let’s try to go over everything you did. When we go inside, I want you to take your time, look around, and see if there’s anything that seems out of place or doesn’t feel right.”

“Even thinking someone was in here gives me the creeps.” He saw her shudder and took her elbow to support her.

She smiled up at him. “You can relax. I’m not going to pass out on you.”

Randy removed his hand, far from relaxed. Sarah entered the apartment, stopping inside the door, and recapped her movements of the evening before. “Nothing seemed unusual except the computer message.”

“What message?”

“An error message when I logged on about not shutting down properly. I didn’t think that much about it—it’s not the first time I’ve forgotten the computer’s stupid rules.”

“Would you remember what files you worked on?”

“Sure. The shop files and my email. I made some tea and went to bed.”

“Anything seem out of place anywhere else?”

Sarah stood in her entryway and stared through her apartment, and Randy knew she was trying to look beyond her familiar surroundings. “Nothing seems different,” Sarah said.

“What about the kitchen. Anything wrong there?”

Sarah crossed to the room and opened a few cabinets. “No, it looks normal. I cleaned up, which means I probably removed any evidence if he’d been in here.”

“Bedroom?” Randy followed her to the short hallway that separated the living area from her sleeping quarters.

Sarah checked the closet and looked in her dresser drawers. “I put my stuff away last night and got dressed this morning. Nothing seemed weird. I have to admit, I’m not the neatest when it comes to putting away my laundry, but I don’t think anyone’s taken anything.”

“So you’d say your clothes are where they belong?” He hesitated, but he had to ask. “Your underwear?”

She jerked her head around and stared at him. “Why are you interested in my underwear?”

“I’m not, but sometimes—”

“Sometimes what?”

Randy couldn’t answer right away.

“Oh, God.” She yanked the top drawer open again. “You think he might have been someone who got his jollies from women’s underwear.”

“It’s not uncommon. But in this case, no, I think he came here to get what he could from your computer and left everything else pretty much alone.”

The expression on Sarah’s face said she didn’t believe him, but he kept his gaze steady and moved on with his questions. “When you logged on, aside from the error message, were your files intact? The same as they should have been?”

“I entered the day’s receipts and everything seemed normal enough. I have backups of everything on disc.”

“If you don’t mind, I can look to see if I can tell when these were last opened.”

“Go ahead.”

Randy sat down in front of the computer and powered it on. “You used the computer last night. I’m sure your prints have obscured any that might have been left on the keyboard or mouse even if he took his gloves off. Besides, other than the fact that we’re pretty sure someone was in here, nothing was taken or damaged.” He turned and focused his eyes on her. “I can call the lab and they’ll come by and make a big mess out of everything. Or, we can assume that whoever was here was only interested in your computer files.”

“What’s your recommendation? You’re the pro here.”

“I have to be honest. Since nothing was taken and nobody was hurt, I’m afraid it might take quite a while to get someone out here. This kind of thing is low priority.”

“I don’t think I can face another round of fingerprint powder, especially if it’s not likely to give us anything. Do you think I’m being stupid?”

“No, I think you’re being realistic.” When Randy reached for the mouse, she began to pace the living room. He noticed her rush down the hallway, but kept his attention on her computer files until she came from the bedroom carrying an armload of flimsy garments.

“I’ll be right back,” she said. “I’m going to wash these things. Probably twice. I can’t afford to replace them and there’s no way I’m wearing them until they’re clean.”

“You know, he probably never touched them.”

“Probably isn’t good enough. Just the thought ... yuck.”

Randy watched Sarah try to open the porch door without dropping any of her bundle. He started to offer help, but didn’t think she’d want him dealing with her underwear, either. He focused on the computer screen, reminding himself that this was supposed to be a professional relationship.

All he knew was he couldn’t let her down. His gut told him he was dealing with something deeper than a series of coincidences, even if he didn’t have much evidence beyond a probable breaking and entering.

Fifteen minutes later, Sarah wasn’t back. It shouldn’t take that long to start a load of wash.

Randy pushed his chair back, crossed through the kitchen and stopped in the porch doorway. Sarah leaned against the washing machine, head down. Randy’s heart tugged. First the robbery, then the break-in. She was hanging on by a thread.

He hesitated, then walked up behind her and let his fingers brush her shoulders. Sarah stiffened at his touch. She kept her head down, her soft trembling resonating through the woolen bulk of her sweater. He turned her around and gathered her against his body, inhaling faint traces of peach.

The washing machine clunked and she pulled away. “I am so sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”

Randy tilted her chin up with his fingers and looked into her eyes. Sarah looked down, avoiding his gaze. “It’s a normal reaction.” He told himself that his automatic response to holding a woman in his arms was a normal reaction, too. And hoped she’d been too upset to notice.

“You must think I’m such a wuss.”

He pulled her face up, forcing her to meet his eyes. “No, I think you’re someone who’s had a run of trouble. And I’m here to make things right.”

“Did you find anything in the computer?” Sarah asked, sniffling and wiping her hands on her skirt, a resolute expression on her face.

Randy returned to the business at hand. “Not much. I didn’t see anything modified yesterday except your shop files, but I’m hardly a computer geek. All we have is Maggie’s word that someone was in your apartment.”

Sarah pushed past him and went toward her bedroom, returning with a CD, and slipped it into the drive. “These are the backup shop records.” She opened several files, then turned back to him. “Everything looks the same, so, I guess he didn’t change anything. What should I do?”

“Do you bank online? Do a lot of online shopping?”

“No, the bank is close to the shop, so I never bothered with that. I don’t use the Internet much—this computer is a dinosaur, anyway.” She shrugged. “I have plenty of real-life stuff to keep me busy.”

Randy nodded. A new computer and paying for broadband were probably unnecessary luxuries given her current financial status. “I know what you mean. I spend enough time on the computer at work.”

“Well, I do play a few games. But not on line. Just me and my computer.” She tilted her head. “What should I be doing about the break-in?”

“I suggest tomorrow, first thing, get a locksmith in here. That lock on your front door is barely adequate and the one on your back porch is worse. Change them and make sure you get good deadbolts. And see if the owners will put a security system on the foyer door. There’s no excuse for such easy access to the building.”

Sarah nodded.

“And, I’d like to make sure he didn’t bug your phone.”

Sarah’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

“Another precaution, but if nothing was taken, maybe something was left. If the landlady can let the techs in, you don’t have to be here.”

Her head slumped into her hands. “Whatever.”

“Look, it’s getting late. You haven’t had anything to eat, and neither have I. Let’s get some food, and I’ll tell you what I found out.”

Damn. He wanted to surround her and crush her to him, protect her from all the evil in the world. Instead, he looked at her with what he hoped was a professional expression. “What do you feel like eating? Italian? Thai? Barbecue?”

“I don’t know. I’ll let you pick.” She made no move to get up from the chair.

Randy stepped beside her and pulled her up. His hands touched hers and that tightness in his chest came back. Her eyes, glistening with unshed tears, held that same trust he’d seen when he first met her. He was a heartbeat away from breaking every rule in the book when doorbell chimes, followed by Maggie’s voice, shattered the moment. Thank God. What was he thinking?

“Sarah? It’s Maggie.”

Sarah worked her hands from Randy’s grasp. “I’m coming, Maggie. Just a second.” Swiping the back of her hand across her eyes, she hurried to the door.

“Hello, sweetie. I know you didn’t have lunch today and I figured the two of you would be busy looking for clues, so I nuked some of my lasagna.” She bustled past Sarah into the kitchen and set the casserole on the stove. “If you wait two minutes, I’ve got some salad, too. And some brownies for dessert. Nothing like chocolate to get the brain in gear, I always say.” She was almost out the door when she turned back and looked at Randy. “I brought enough for both of you, of course.”

“How can I resist? It smells wonderful,” he said.

“Please join us,” Sarah said. “It looks like more than enough for three.”

“Nonsense. I don’t have anything more in the way of clues to offer. Besides, Othello and I are going to watch a movie on the tube tonight. Thomasina. He absolutely adores it.” And she was out the door.

“She is something else,” Randy said to Sarah.

“That she is. But she’s a wonderful something else. After David died, I don’t know what I would have done without her. She took care of so much. And she is a great cook. Why don’t you set the table while I get some rolls?” She indicated a cabinet.

Maggie was back with the salad and brownies before Randy had finished laying out the silverware. After depositing the food with Sarah, Maggie went to the living room and returned with the bowl of silk flowers from Sarah’s entry. She plopped the bowl down in the center of the dining table. “You make sure she eats,” she said, giving him a stern look, then whisked away. Randy stared after her, shaking his head.

“So, let’s eat,” Sarah said. She sat down and Randy was glad to see she’d served herself a portion almost as generous as the one she gave him. The two ate their lasagna, their silence paying tribute to Maggie’s cooking. When they finished, Sarah suggested coffee and dessert in the living room.

“It’ll have to be decaf,” she said.

“Not a problem.” As she began clearing plates, he pushed back his chair. “Let me help you.”

“No, you relax. I know where everything belongs.”

Randy remained at the table, leaning on his elbows, watching her work in the kitchen. Her movements reminded him of the way she’d worked with the seniors last night. She moved with a feline grace, rinsing dishes, measuring coffee, wrapping leftovers. Once again, he forced himself back to reality. He was on a case. She was a victim. He collected his thoughts and moved to the living room. Sarah followed with the platter of brownies.

“Now,” she said. “Tell me what you found out today.” The meal had wiped away her look of fatigue and despair. Her expression held a look of expectant optimism.

Randy settled himself into a corner of the couch. “I spoke with Anjolie, and she is not a happy camper. A Mr. Brandt told her Pandora’s would double her profits if she’d pull her things from your store. But when she brought her pieces to the shop, they denied everything.”

Sarah’s eyes popped wide open. “Now I’m totally confused. If Pandora’s isn’t trying to lure away my artists, then who is?”

“The call to Anjolie came during the robbery.” Randy flipped through his notebook. “From a pay phone at a rest stop on Interstate Five. However, nobody at Pandora’s has heard of Brandt. Have you? Unhappy customer?”

Sarah’s brow wrinkled. “No, sorry.” She raked her fingers through her hair. “This is too confusing. Let me get the coffee. Maybe that and another brownie will make things clearer. How do you take it?”

“Black, please.”

When Sarah brought the coffee, he took a mug, and he swore her fingers lingered a second or two longer than necessary. A faint blush colored her cheeks. She sat down facing him from the opposite end of the couch.

“What about Gertie’s clothes? Can’t you use them for DNA or something?”

Randy smiled. “It’s not quite like television. Pine Hills doesn’t have that kind of a lab, but we could send samples to the state if we thought we had something. But they’re busy with murder cases, so a robbery like this one could take a year to process—maybe longer. Plus, nobody has any DNA from Gertie to match it to, so it wouldn’t do us any good. We checked her clothes, but nothing was remarkable enough for us to track down.”

“What about the fingerprints?” She kicked off her shoes and tucked one leg under her.

Randy watched as she adjusted her skirt, averting his eyes once he realized he had looked somewhere he had no business even thinking about. He shifted on the couch and cleared his throat, holding his coffee mug in front of his lap, praying she wouldn’t detect the effect she was having on him. “They belonged to Chris Westmoreland. I ran him through NCIC—that’s the National Crime Information Center—the DMV, and a couple other databases. No arrests. He’s worked for Consolidated Enterprises for the past five years in Development, he drives an Eclipse, and has had one speeding ticket.”

“I told you, Mr. Good Citizen. Anything else?”

“I’m looking for Mr. Brandt, but without more to go on, it’s tough.”

Sarah nodded, her bright eyes peering over her coffee cup. “I’m sure you’ll find more soon.”

Randy tried to ignore the way his heart seemed to skip a few beats every time he looked at her. He went on.

“The company Chris works for has very far-reaching fingers. I’m going to see if any of them dip into anything that would tie to your shop. But even if there’s a connection, there’s nothing to indicate there’s anything untoward going on. Consolidated has holdings in hundreds of small companies and the fact that some of them might be connected to your store could mean nothing.”

“So, where do you go from here?”

“I keep looking. It’s going to be another day of computer work, paperwork and phone calls.” He set his mug down on the table.

“Can I help?”

“No, this is plain, old-fashioned, boring police work. Just my style.”

“You’re not plain, old-fashioned, or boring,” Sarah said. “I think what you do is fascinating.” She jumped up and took the coffee mugs to the sink, busying herself rinsing them and putting away the leftover brownies, but not before Randy saw that blush rise to her cheeks once more. Was she responding to him, too? Or embarrassed that the conversation had turned personal? He’d better get out of here before he did something he’d regret. He stood and reached for his coat.

“I need to get going,” he said. “It’s getting late and I have lots to do tomorrow. Do you have someone who can stay with you? Or a friend you can stay with?”

“I’m not leaving my home. And Maggie’s right across the hall.”

“You’ll change the lock tomorrow, right?”

“Yes, I promise.”

Randy stood at the door, looking back through the apartment. Sarah stayed in the kitchen. He swallowed and tried to keep his voice steady. “You have my cell phone number.”

She flashed a quick smile. “I’ll even add it to my speed dial and keep the phone next to my bed.”

He knew the grin he gave her was anything but professional. She rewashed a glass, holding it to the light, studying it, rinsing it again.

“Lock the door behind me,” he said.

“Yes, Detective.” She walked toward the front door, stopping a few feet from him. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to my laundry.”

* * * * *
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RANDY SMILED AS HE heard doors open and close upstairs. Maggie would be giving Sarah the third degree any minute now. He couldn’t explain why Sarah affected him the way she did. Maybe he’d been alone too long. Six years since he and Heather had called it quits. Not that they’d had anything serious to begin with. Being a cop didn’t leave a lot of time for developing relationships, and he’d never found anyone who understood what the job meant to him. A couple of short-lived flings, but no one had hit him the way Sarah had. Like a brick wall falling on him. God, even thinking of her made him hard. Stop. Letting people get close got in the way.

He paid a call to Mrs. Pentecost. She’d been out that afternoon and hadn’t seen anything unusual. She confirmed she hadn’t called anyone to fix a heater. He radioed Dispatch from his pickup to report Sarah’s address, a description of Chris Westmoreland and his Eclipse. Something about the man raised the hairs on the back of his neck, and it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye out. “I don’t expect anything, but if you see him, make sure I get a call.”

Randy replaced the handset and drove across town to his house without realizing how he got there. Damn. He needed to focus. He grabbed Sarah’s files, retrieved his mail, and unlocked his door. Inside, he dropped everything onto the narrow table behind the couch, then hung up his jacket and secured his weapon. Starsky and Hutch wound themselves around his ankles, yowling that their dinner was late. “Sorry, guys. I got detained.”

He scratched both felines behind the ears and went to the back porch to refill their food and water dishes. They bounded across the house ahead of him and waited impatiently for him to finish. “Enjoy,” he said. He left them to their meal and went back inside.

He crossed to the liquor cabinet and poured a generous two fingers of Jameson. Tonight called for the good stuff, the twelve-year-old he saved for special occasions. He stared at the bottle, turning it in his hands. Almost full. That didn’t say much for special occasions. He swirled the amber fluid, watching it trickle down the sides of the glass, then let that first sip linger on his tongue before swallowing. The fiery heat worked its way down his throat. With a sigh, Randy ran his fingers through his hair and sat down on the couch. He fingered the remote and stared at the television with unseeing eyes. The cats joined him while he made two trips—or maybe it was four—through the channels and finished half his drink.

Sarah. Hair that smelled of peaches. A splash of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Eyes the blue of the stone in his grandmother’s brooch. The one he’d loved to run his fingers across as a child, feeling safe and secure whenever he touched its smooth, cool surface. Sodalite, she’d called it.

Enough. Do your job.

Randy groaned and extricated himself from the stack of cats on his lap. He retrieved Sarah’s files, went to the kitchen table and set his glass on the flecked yellow Formica surface. He could hear his grandmother telling him to slow down, take things one step at a time, think things through. What had worked for his struggles with algebra should work here as well.

The bright fluorescent lights in the kitchen brought things into sharper focus. He pulled a yellow legal tablet from a drawer and began making lists. Lists of the companies Sarah bought from. Lists of the companies Consolidated owned. Lists of shipments gone awry, of damaged merchandise. Next, he got out the highlighters. Eventually, he had rainbows of lists. Somewhere, there had to be connections, common denominators, but whatever they were, they hung just out of reach.
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Chapter Six
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SARAH FLOATED UP FROM the depths of sleep to see faint patterns of light playing around the room. Her fingers fumbled for the clock at her bedside, encountering instead a cut crystal bowl of wax fruit. Right. Maggie’s guest room. She’d insisted Sarah spend the night.

Fully alert now, Sarah wriggled her way out of the old waterbed. Once she had become accustomed to the faint gurgling every time she moved, she’d spent a restful night. She hoped to get back to her own apartment before Maggie woke, but instead found her neighbor humming tunelessly in the kitchen.

“Good morning, Sarah. I hope you slept well.”

“Like a baby. Thanks again for putting up with me. Sorry to dash off, but I have to call a locksmith to change my locks and still get the shop open on time.”

“Call the locksmith from here, sweetie. You can eat breakfast while you’re waiting. Or you can ask Mrs. Pentecost to take care of it. She is the manager and ought to do something besides making us listen to Lydia practice piano for hours on end.”

“You like to listen to Lydia and you know it, Maggie.”

Sarah stepped over to the workspace where Maggie had a small desk and wall-mounted phone. Why was she not surprised to find the Yellow Pages open to “Locksmiths”? And a red circle around one ad, no less. She suppressed a smile and dialed the number.

“Okay,” Sarah said to Maggie after hanging up the phone. “They’ll be here within an hour.”

“That’s the company we recommend at the Women’s Center. You’ve got plenty of time to eat. Come. Sit.”

Sarah knew better than to argue. Maggie set a plate of pancakes, scrambled eggs and sliced honeydew in front of her.

“Start on that while I get the juice and coffee.”

Sarah nodded, her mouth already full of eggs. How long had it been since she’d taken the time to eat a real breakfast? She reached for the syrup container. Genuine maple, not the imitation stuff. After pouring a liberal quantity over the pancakes, she smiled at Maggie.

Maggie beamed back at her. “You eat every bite of that.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Sarah applied herself to the task at hand.

Maggie flopped onto a chair and sipped her coffee. “Did you notice your new neighbors?” she asked.

“No. Where?”

“The building next door, where the Fredericks lived. I saw a couple of guys carrying some chairs and things up. I thought I’d give them a day before welcoming them to the neighborhood. If it’s even a ‘them’. I haven’t seen much evidence of anyone.”

“That place has been empty almost a year. It’ll be nice to have someone living there. Any idea who might be moving in? Kids? Young? Old?”

“Not yet, but I’ll find a reason to pop over. Maybe you can give a shout when you see some activity. Your kitchen window looks right into their dining room.”

“I’ll do that.” Her plate empty, Sarah carried it to the sink. “Maggie, this was delicious. Sorry to dash, but I have to get dressed before the locksmith comes. Thanks again.”

“Think nothing of it. I enjoy the company. I need to get ready myself. Thursday is my day at the hospital.” She paused. “But I could come and work with you—I’ll worry about you being alone.”

“Don’t, Maggie. Randy said this woman doesn’t hit the same shop twice. I’ll be fine.” She leaned over and kissed Maggie on the cheek. “I’ll stop by after work.”

With only slight trepidation, Sarah entered her apartment. Everything looked the same as always, but she missed that warm feeling of welcome. Trying to ignore her uneasiness, she hurried to shower and dress. She had to wait until her hands stopped trembling before she could apply her makeup. The doorbell put a stop to her fussing and she hurried to the living room.

“Triple A Locks,” came the voice from the other side of the door.

“Be right there.” Sarah peeked out at the distorted image of a man in green coveralls, three entwined As embroidered over the pocket, before opening the door. The man handed her a business card.

Sarah read his name off the card and pointed out the lock. “Thanks, Mr. Foster. I need something a little more burglarproof here and on the back door. We’re pretty sure someone picked it the other day.”

“I’ve got the deadbolts you asked for, and spare keys. Shouldn’t take long to switch them over.”

Sarah left the man to his work and went to her kitchen window to see if there were any clues to who the new neighbors might be, but their blinds were closed.

The locksmith finished his work in efficient silence and handed Sarah four keys and an invoice. Her stomach sank. She’d have to revisit her budget. No, she would take it to Mrs. Pentecost. The building management should have to pay at least some of this charge. “Let me get my checkbook.” She returned and recorded the amount in the register, afraid to do the math beyond knowing she could cover the check.

The locksmith latched his toolbox. “Nice neighborhood here. We don’t get many calls in this area.”

“Glad to know I’m the exception,” Sarah said under her breath. She handed the man his payment. “Thanks.”

“No problem. Call us any time.” He whistled something that sounded like “Oh Susannah” as he packed his tools.

“One more thing,” Sarah said. “Can you verify the lock was picked?”

“Not officially. But I’m sure the cops could. You can bring the whole mechanism to them.”

“Thanks. I think I’ll do that.” Sarah loaded the old parts into a plastic bag.

She watched the locksmith leave, listening to the whistling fade down the hall. Feeling safe and secure as the key moved like a knife through butter in the new lock, she went downstairs to drop off a key and alert Mrs. Pentecost about someone coming to check the phone lines. The manager answered the door wearing a floral robe, a cup of coffee in her hand. Sounds of the morning news came from a television set somewhere in the apartment.

“It’s not my responsibility to pay for the new lock,” Sarah said. “It was a building security issue.”

“I’ll have to see what the management company says. If you can’t prove there was someone in the apartment, I don’t know if they’ll pay.”

“I’ve got the old lock. I’ll talk to the detective about getting a police report and see what he says. And I’ll bring you a copy of the locksmith’s bill.” Sarah stepped back. “Say hi to Lydia. Tell her she’s getting very good.”

“I’ll do that.” She gave Sarah a half-smile and closed the door.

A black pickup drove by as she walked toward the bus stop and Randy wormed into her thoughts. Her cheeks flamed as she remembered how she’d felt when he held her. He probably treated everyone like that, trying to comfort and help deal with traumas. She vowed to let him do his job.

* * * * *

[image: ]


SARAH OPENED THE SHOP door and locked it behind her, glad to have an excuse to put thoughts of Randy aside while she dealt with her daily routines. The extra weight of the lock in her purse reminded her she needed a police report. Maybe she could call the station and leave a message. She wasn’t ready to talk to him yet.

The doorbell buzzed at the back door. “Coming,” she called. She hurried through the shop and peered through the window.

A disembodied voice came from behind an array of roses, lilies, gerbera daisies and something purple she couldn’t identify. “Delivery for Sarah Tucker.”

“I’m Sarah,” she said. She took the flowers, revealing a stocky deliveryman. “Thank you.”

“I’ll need a signature, ma’am.”

“Sure. Sorry.” Sarah set the vase down on the nearest table and signed the clipboard.

“You have a nice day,” he said and then hastened back to his van.

After making sure the door was secure, she poked through the greenery until she found the plastic pick with its tiny envelope. Her fingers trembled with a twinge of excitement as she pried out the card. She read the neat, block printing.

Forget him. Let me help. Dinner tomorrow. CW.

She dropped the card on the counter. Why would she think they might have been from Randy? She pulled the gold chain from beneath her blouse and ran David’s ring back and forth along its length. She needed Randy to find her stuff. Nothing more. She didn’t need Chris either. If things kept up, she’d be out from under in three months. She was the expert scrimper. What was a few more months of ramen noodles?

Giving the ring one final squeeze, she tucked it back inside her top. She picked up the vase and carried it to the front window. By the time she finished rearranging things to showcase the flowers, several people gathered to admire the display. She flashed the browsers a smile, then went to unlock the door and turn the sign to “Open”.

The flowers created a conversation piece, and Sarah made a mental note to change her front window display more often, and to put something unusual in there. Maybe she’d be back on top in two months.

Shortly before closing time, when the shop was empty, Sarah took the cash out of the register and went in the office to lock it up. She heard the door chime and left the safe ajar in case she had to make change. Happiness at the prospect of another sale made a smile effortless as she went to the front.

She could feel the smile drop off her face. “Diana? What brings you to Pine Hills?” Her sister-in-law stood in the doorway, the hem and necklines of her red dress threatening to meet in the middle. The diamond pendant she wore drew the eye to breasts Sarah didn’t remember being quite so ... round.

“I wanted to give you this in person, Sarah. After all, we used to be family as well as business partners.” She held out a large, blue envelope. “I talked to a lawyer last night after you called.”

Sarah felt her face glow until she was afraid it matched Diana’s dress. “Let’s cut the legal lingo. Give me the abridged version.”

“Well, what it says is that if you’re so much as a day late with any of my checks, I’m going to get the shop.”

“You can’t do that.” At least Sarah didn’t think so.

“Oh, he says I can. There’s a bunch of stuff about liens and whatever. But look. I have a much simpler solution.” Diana strolled across the shop to an easy chair Sarah had for customers to sit in while they browsed some of the books she carried.

When had Diana called a lawyer? Why did she think it was just her luck that Diana was probably sleeping with one? That it had probably been him with Diana when she’d called? Sarah ripped open the envelope. The letterhead said, “Lincoln and Gross, Esq., Attorneys at Law.” She tried to skim the contents while she listened to Diana’s saccharine voice. She recognized lien and foreclosure, but she’d have to study this—no, she’d have to get someone to translate it. She stepped across the shop and looked into Diana’s deep brown eyes. The one trait she shared with David. “What?”

“It’s no secret I don’t want to work here. And we both need money. Let’s face it. This place is half a step from Chapter Eleven. I didn’t exactly come out on top after my divorce. So.” She leaned forward.

“Cut to the chase. I need to finish closing.” Sarah flipped the door sign and went behind the counter to settle the credit card machine.

“So. We sell. Make it a Hallmark franchise. You get to be the manager, and we split the profits.”

Sarah felt like she’d gone over the first drop of a roller coaster. She waited for her stomach to catch up. “Hallmark? A card shop?” As if Diana had a clue how franchising worked.

“Oh, come on. They sell other things too.” Diana pointed to some bears. “Stuffed animals, like those.”

“Those are handmade and one-of-a-kind,” Sarah said. “Hallmark shops don’t sell them.”

“You know what I mean. Come on, Sarah. It’ll solve both our problems. I already know someone who’s interested. He thinks this is a great location.”

“Well, you tell that someone to get uninterested. There’s no way this is going to be a card shop. It was better than a card shop when we started it.” She whirled into her office and counted to ten, then twenty, then wrote Diana a check. She put the checkbook into the safe and kicked the door shut. The pain in her toes was worth it. She found her sister-in-law wandering through the shop, fingering merchandise. Sarah shoved the check into Diana’s hand. “There. You’re paid in full. I’ll see you next month.”

“Why is it so hard for you to admit defeat and move forward?” Diana folded the check into thirds and slipped it into her purse. “David’s gone. Why are you still hanging on?”

“I’d think you, of all people, would know about honoring someone’s memory.” The words came out sharp, clipped, and thankfully, without a trace of crying.

Diana tugged on her skirt and sashayed to the door. “I’ll see you in a month.”

Sarah let her take five strides before calling out. “Diana? If you’re meeting someone, you might want to change your nylons. You’ve got a big run in back.” Without waiting for Diana’s reaction, Sarah closed the door. She leaned against it, afraid if she tried to walk across the shop, she’d collapse. It took several minutes before her head cleared.

She’d been juggling money for months now. She’d owe the artists from today’s sales, but she paid them monthly. There was time to recoup what she’d given to Diana before she had to pay them. First thing in the morning, she’d have to make sure today’s cash hit the bank to cover Diana’s check.

It had been a long time since Sarah had been able to draw a line between her household and shop budgets, although that had been one of David’s hard and fast rules. With a silent apology, she ran the numbers through her head, starting with this morning’s check to the locksmith. She’d have to insist the building manager reimburse her. First, she called the police station and asked to speak with Detective Detweiler. Almost relieved when the voice on the phone told her he was unavailable, she left a message that she needed a copy of the police report on the break-in. She hoped whoever gave him his messages didn’t report the way her voice was shaking.

She hung up and stared at the phone for a long time before making the next call. She’d give herself one more day.

“Chris? It’s Sarah. Thanks for the lovely flowers. Can we move dinner to Saturday?”
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Chapter Seven
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SARAH SAT IN HER OFFICE, fighting off a rising feeling of anxiety as she rushed through reconciling sales and getting her bank deposit ready for tomorrow. She kept listening for the door, half expecting Diana to come back with a lawyer, or Gertie to come back with a gun. She’d been working alone for months and it hadn’t bothered her until today. She chided herself for her nerves, but she didn’t relax until she locked up and was on the bus.

On the ride, she wondered if she could squeeze out enough money to rehire Jennifer for a few hours a week. An art student and an excellent photographer, Jennifer had been great at Christmastime. Maybe she’d work strictly on commission if she could sell her own work in the shop. There was always a way.

By the time she got off the bus, Sarah felt in charge again. She dropped a spare key off with Maggie, declining the invitation for dinner and a chat. When she unlocked her door, the new deadbolt released with a satisfying thunk. Sarah started a U2 CD and headed for the kitchen. The blinking answering machine could wait until after dinner.

Poking through the refrigerator, she decided a salad and a frittata would be perfect. She even set the table with a Battenberg lace placemat and treated herself to opening a bottle of wine—one of her last Christmas gifts, which she’d been saving for a special occasion. She poured a glass into one of her good crystal wineglasses. Almost as an afterthought, she lit a candle. She whisked eggs, added some onions and zucchini and sipped her wine while she sautéed the mixture. While it cooked, she assembled her salad.

Once she’d finished eating and had done the dishes, she refilled her wineglass and went to deal with the phone messages. Mrs. Pentecost said the management company would be willing to pay half the lock installation charges. Better than nothing, but she’d push for a full reimbursement once she got a report from Randy.

Sarah punched the delete key and played the next message.

“It’s Randy. No problem with a report for your landlady and your phone’s not bugged. Also, I have a couple of things I’d like to run by you. Call my cell phone.”

Sarah took a sip of her wine. Eight-thirty. Not too late to return the call. Randy had sounded businesslike on the phone, nothing personal. Maybe he hadn’t noticed that she’d gone a bit beyond detective-victim last night.

Stop. Pick up the phone and call.

Sarah took the handset to the couch. Three deep breaths later, she pressed the speed dial for Randy’s cell. After four rings, she thought maybe he wasn’t available. Before she could decide if she was glad he wasn’t there, he picked up.

“Sorry. I was feeding the cats. I’ve been working on your case all day. Can I come by the shop, or you come by the station tomorrow? There are some things you might be interested in.”

“If you stop in either before opening or after closing, that would be better. I can’t predict what kind of free time I’ll have during business hours.” At least she could hope she’d be busy.

“After work, then. And I’ll have a copy of that report for you. That lock was cheap and you should have a better one.”

“I got a better one. Top of the line.” She swallowed another mouthful of wine. “The management company will pay half, but I thought with a police report, I could get them to cover the whole cost.” She wanted desperately to ask what he’d found out, but forced herself to keep quiet. “I guess I’ll see you sometime tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.”

Almost as an afterthought, she went on. “I think you ought to dig into Diana Scofield. She came by the store today and tried to get me to sell. She says she’s having her own money issues.” Sarah thought if Diana sold some of her jewelry, or moved to a smaller house, those issues might go away.

“I’ll do that. But remember, try not to discuss the case with anyone. Chris, Diana, or anyone who you do business with.”

“Why? I’m having dinner with Chris on Saturday. Are you afraid I can’t keep my mouth shut?”

A pause. “No, it’s more like you can’t keep your face shut. You have a pretty transparent face and I’d prefer nobody knew I was digging.”

Fatigue engulfed her. “I’ll be careful. I want to get my data entry done and go to bed.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

It wasn’t until after she’d hung up that his words registered. She had a transparent face. God, that line last night about keeping the phone by her bed. She was definitely going to have to keep things impersonal tomorrow. He was doing his job. No more, no less.

And she was going to do hers. She picked up the phone and called Jennifer.

* * * * *
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IN HER SHOP OFFICE, Sarah rummaged through the packets of her “add boiling water” collection while she waited for the kettle to boil. Corn chowder would be today’s lunch, albeit a late one. The chimes over the door announced a customer, and Sarah pushed away from her desk.

Chris strolled into the shop, beaming. “Hi, Sarah. The flowers look wonderful in the window.” He roamed the shop, picking up one item after another before setting it down exactly where he’d found it. Sarah wondered why he never carried one to the counter and bought it. That was the kind of help she’d accept from him. Not his charity.

Chris spoke, still roaming. “It turns out I probably saw the old lady who robbed you Monday. Some overgrown cop came by Tuesday, questioning me. Fingerprinted me. At seven-thirty in the morning, for God’s sake. Can you believe it?” He glanced back at Sarah for a moment.

“He was doing his job.” Maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about her transparent face, if Randy had already questioned Chris.

“Well, I hope he catches her.” Chris turned. “Where’s Anjolie’s silver? Did the thief take it all?”

Sarah gave him the abridged version of Anjolie’s visit. The shriek of the kettle from the back room stopped her explanation. She lifted a finger and motioned behind her. “Sorry. Be right back,” she said and escaped into her office, away from Chris.

“I’ve got to run, Sarah,” she heard him say. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Seven. Do you still have that black and white sweater? It’ll be perfect.”

“Sure,” she called. She wasn’t in the mood for an argument. “See you tomorrow.” She ate her soup, trying to forget about tomorrow night, about Diana, about losing her shop. When Randy invaded her thoughts, she reminded herself it was natural to be thinking about him. He held the key to solving the robbery, and if what he said was true, maybe more.

* * * * *
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RANDY ADJUSTED THE visor against the afternoon glare and pulled on his sunglasses. Diana Scofield was his next and, thankfully, his last interview today. He’d gotten the same story from the artists he’d talked to. Chris had never been a middleman. None of them admitted knowing him.

He found the address Sarah had given him in a neighborhood of well manicured lawns tucked behind privacy hedges or stone walls. He left his pickup on the street and ambled up the long driveway to Diana’s house. The wraparound porch with its carved stone columns dwarfed Chris’. Owen Scofield made his fortune in a dot-com before the bust and must have known how to invest it, because he wasn’t hurting for bucks. Owned an art gallery, two restaurants, and a night club. He could handle the mortgage payments on this house without sneezing, and that was his only leftover expense from his marriage to Diana.

Randy ran his handkerchief across his face, stuffed it back in his pocket and rang the bell. Ascending and descending tones chimed behind the double doors. He glanced up at the security camera and suppressed the urge to make a face. The door opened a few inches and a dark brown eye peered through the opening.

“Diana Scofield?”

“Yes. What can I do for you?”

“Detective Detweiler, Pine Hills Police,” he said. He displayed his badge and ID, and the door shut to release the security chain and then opened, revealing a tall, leggy blonde exuding too much expensive perfume. She wore black leggings that left nothing to the imagination and a tightly fitted white t-shirt that didn’t reach her navel, which sported a silver ring.

“Police? Pine Hills?”

“I have a few questions, ma’am. I shouldn’t take up much of your time.”

She stepped back, not disguising the once-over she was giving him. “Come in, Detective. We can sit down and be comfortable.” She flipped her hair back from her face and pivoted, her three-inch heels clicking on the tile floor.

Randy shook his head as she walked ahead of him, knowing damn well that wiggle in her ass was for him. What the hell? He enjoyed the brief trip to a formal living room, where she sat on an uncomfortable-looking yellow sofa.

He gave her an easy smile and sat across from her in a matching upholstered chair with spindly carved legs he hoped would take his weight.

“Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea? A drink? Oh, but you’re on duty. Would you mind if I fixed myself something?”

“Nothing for me, but be my guest.”

She leaned forward to rise from the couch, revealing her generous cleavage, and crossed to a bar at the far side of the room. Randy enjoyed the view once more, both coming and going, before she returned with two glasses. She held a rocks glass and set a tall glass of a clear liquid on the coffee table between them. “Ice water,” she said. “In case you get thirsty from all the questions.” She settled herself onto the edge of the sofa and ran the tip of her tongue across red-painted lips. “Now, is this where you ask me where I was at the time of the robbery?”

Praying for strength, Randy thanked her and opened his notebook. “Why not? Where were you on Monday morning—let’s say between nine and noon?”

She locked her gaze on his. “Monday? I had a session with my personal trainer from nine-thirty until eleven. I’m sure he’ll remember. We had an excellent workout.” She winked. “And I had lunch at the tennis club with friends. I’ll be happy to provide names. Besides, it was a little old lady who robbed Sarah. Surely I don’t fit that description, Detective.”

Randy reached for the water, suddenly grateful she’d provided it. Once he was sure he could keep his face straight and his voice even, he answered. “No, I don’t think you do, Mrs. Scofield.”

“Oh, call me Diana. Everyone does.”

“Yes, ma’am. I need to cover the bases here. I imagine the robbery came as a shock. But nobody was hurt, and the thief didn’t get much.”

“Yes, thank goodness for that. My loss—well it’ll hardly be noticeable. My share is twenty percent, you know.”

“Yes, your loss was negligible. I’m thinking maybe someone put that little old lady up to the robbery.”

She crossed her hands over her ample chest. “You can’t think I had anything to do with it.” Diana picked up her drink and swirled it around. “You should look at Sarah. She could have set up the robbery herself. Like you said, she didn’t lose much and it made for some good publicity, I’ll bet.”

Randy gave her a noncommittal nod. “Do you get along with Ms. Tucker?” He waited, pen poised, watching her eyes narrow for an instant before she brought them under control.

“She’s my sister-in-law. Or was. I’m not really sure how that works, but it doesn’t matter. I have my share and I tried to convince Sarah to give me half—if she had, we’d be splitting the losses fifty-fifty now. But she’s pigheaded about doing everything by herself.” She downed half of her drink, extending her cleavage as she placed the glass next to his.

“Do you know anything about business problems other than the robbery?”

“Like what?”

“Orders not showing up, broken merchandise, things like that.”

Diana gave him a blank stare and fanned her fingers through the air. “Oh, I leave those details to Sarah. It’s too much trouble to drive to Pine Hills to check up on things. She sends me reports with my checks, but she doesn’t cheat me.”

“You seem very trusting.”

“Hey, I see the auditor’s reports. Before the divorce, my husband insisted on them, and things don’t seem much different now. It’s a struggling business, and we’d both be better off if she’d wake up and get out.”

“You think she should sell?”

More cleavage when she picked up her glass again. “Yeah. My checks are chicken feed. If she’d sell the stupid place, I’d get my lump sum and have a little nest egg. But she’s going to have to go bankrupt before she’ll quit.”

Randy looked at his notes. “You know a man named Brandt?”

“Maybe. I know lots of people. What’s his first name?”

“I don’t have one.”

Diana studied her nails, turning her palms away and spreading her fingers. “Could be Billy. Haven’t seen him in months, though. I think his name might have been Brandt.”

Randy enjoyed the quick hit of adrenaline. “Can you give me anything more?”

She shrugged. “Not much. Tall, blond, killer blue eyes. I met him skiing. He was an instructor at Timberline.”

And probably did a lot of après ski tutoring, too. “You have an address or phone number?”

“No. He moved around a lot. But he came into town from time to time during the off-season. We had ... drinks.”

“Thanks.” This might eliminate twenty-six of the twenty-seven Brandts he’d found in the Marion County databases and save a lot of legwork. “What about Consolidated? Do you know anyone who works there?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Not that I’m aware of. I don’t usually discuss work with people. And most of them are from around here, not out in the sticks like Pine Hills. Unless you mean Owen, of course.”

“Owen? Your ex-husband?”

“The one and only. He sits on the board of Consolidated.” She snorted. “He sits. That’s what they call it and that’s about all he does for them, it seems.”

Randy jotted a note. Somehow his search into Owen Scofield hadn’t discovered that one. “Would he have any reason to want to put your sister-in-law out of business? Maybe see her as competition?”

“Not that little shop. Trust me, Sarah’s idea of art is nothing like what Owen exhibits. Besides, if he wanted it, he’d find a way to walk in and take it over. He never was one for subterfuge. Does what he wants when he wants with whoever he wants.”

Randy ignored the bitterness he heard in her tone. He figured Diana had probably given her husband his share of headaches.

“Where might I find him?” It looked like Diana wasn’t going to be his last stop after all.

She gave him a wicked grin. “Oh, are you going to talk to him, too? That’ll be rich. It’s Friday—he’s probably at the gallery getting ready for their new show. Some avant-garde photography exhibition, I think.”

He read off the names of companies from Sarah’s problem files. “Any of these ring a bell?”

“Only one—Kavelli. They make excellent crystal. I’ve got a few pieces. Sarah sells it. I get a discount.”

Randy felt the beginnings of a headache at the base of his skull. He drained the water and handed Diana the empty glass. “Thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions.”

“I’m glad to do whatever you need. Are you sure I can’t do anything else for you?”

She actually batted her eyelashes.
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Chapter Eight
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AS HE DROVE, RANDY chewed the facts. Sarah had been robbed. Not by Chris. Not by Diana. Not by Owen Scofield, although after spending twenty minutes with the man, Randy sure as hell wished he could have dragged his royal pompousness down to the station for questioning. No, Sarah had been robbed by Gracious Gertie, either of her own accord or at someone’s coercion.

Then, someone broke into Sarah’s apartment but didn’t take anything. He’d better find a lead to Gertie, or the chief would have his butt in a sling for wasting time on a non-case. Was Diana’s ski-instructor Brandt the guy he needed? What could a ski bum have to do with a Pine Hills gift shop? One step at a time, he reminded himself. Collect the data, then see how it fits.

Randy stepped on the accelerator, but the late afternoon traffic wasn’t going to let him cover the distance back to Pine Hills fast enough to suit him. He tried to convince himself he needed Sarah to identify the silver he’d found at Pandora’s but gave up. She could do that tomorrow. He just wanted to see her.

Something about Sarah was making this case personal and he dug for professional detachment. Shit. His mind had wandered again and he slammed on the brakes at the glow of red taillights ahead of him, narrowly avoiding rear-ending a Toyota. Five-thirty already. Had Sarah left? He hadn’t confirmed their appointment.

He reached for his cell phone and punched in Sarah’s work number. Three rings. Four.

“Pick up, Sarah. You’ve got to be there,” he said, as if speaking the words aloud would make it happen. When the machine answered, Randy waited out the recorded message, his hand squeezing the phone until the beep gave him his cue.

“Sarah, it’s Randy. I guess I missed you.”

A click, then Sarah’s voice. “I’m here.”

His grip on the phone eased. “I’m glad I caught you.”

“I’ve been doing busywork.”

“I’m still about half an hour away. Do you want to wait there, or shall I come by your apartment later?”

There was silence on the other end of the phone. He’d probably scared her again. Professional distance, keep it impersonal. “If you want to wait until tomorrow, I understand,” he added.

“No, tonight will work. But I’d like to take care of my data entry before I get too tired. Maybe we could meet a bit later? After dinner? Unless something comes up on your end and you need to postpone.”

For someone with a transparent face, Sarah had an awfully opaque voice. Damn women anyway. “Tell you what. I’ll drop by your place around seven-thirty. If you prefer, we can go back to the station and talk there.”

Sarah agreed and Randy held the phone for a while before disconnecting. Unless something comes up, she’d said. If she knew what came up every time he thought of her. He exhaled and watched the road stretch out in front of him.

Randy picked up some takeout chicken, eating most of it in the truck. Once he got home, he showered, shaved and set food out for Starsky and Hutch. They gave him disapproving looks when he picked up his keys to go out again.

“Sorry, guys. Duty calls. That’s what happens when you live with a cop, remember?” He gave them each one more quick scratch behind the ears and started for the door. In true feline fashion, they turned their attention back to their dinner.

Randy pulled into a slot in the parking lot behind the Municipal Building and took the stairs at a run. The light was on in Preston Laughlin’s office and his door was open. Randy glanced in as he passed, and the chief looked up from behind his desk. “Detweiler. Glad I caught you. Come in for a minute.”

“Sure, Chief. What’s up?” Randy glanced at his watch, then at his superior. A slight man, but deceptively powerful, as Randy had discovered to his embarrassment during a hand-to-hand workout at the gym several years before. He’d sported bruises for a week. Laughlin always dressed as if a television crew might need his statement—dark business suit, tie neatly knotted, its matching silk square peeking out from his breast pocket. Underneath the façade, however, was an experienced street cop.

“Sit.” Laughlin took off his glasses and set them on his desk beside a picture of his wife and kids. “You’re on the Gracious Gertie case, right?”

“Yes. As a matter of fact I’ve got an appointment with the victim in less than an hour. I stopped by to update my reports and pull a couple files.”

“Looks like you’ll be off the case soon. Woodford P.D.’s reported someone matching her description and MO in their area. Should give you time to get caught up.”

Randy sat for a moment, sorting his thoughts before answering. He had court dates, a few interviews on other cases and the usual backlog of paperwork. Nothing urgent. “Look, Chief, I’d like to stick with this a little longer. I might have a lead on the man who called Anjolie Gaudet. I’ll be happy to cooperate with Woodford, of course.”

“Something you haven’t told me?” Laughlin’s steel gray eyes bored right into Randy’s, as if he could cut out the middleman and get the answer directly. Randy thought sometimes he could.

“Not exactly.”

“Try me.”

Although Laughlin had to answer to the bean counters at city hall, Randy knew him to be a fair man. If the chief thought some extra hours were justified, he’d permit it. Randy made sure he kept his gaze steady. “While I was investigating the robbery, I found what might be the possibility of business sabotage, and there were Consolidated connections. Consolidated is big business around here, and if they’re into something shady, we should know about it.”

“Might be? Possibility?” Laughlin’s eyebrows stretched for his hairline. “What kind of sabotage?”

“Ms. Tucker’s shop. She’s been having some financial trouble, and I think there’s more than run-of-the-mill snafus behind it.”

“Has she filed any complaints? With Kovak on vacation, you’re pulling double duty. You got time for this? Or are you letting things get personal?”

“No, sir. It’s a gut feeling. I’ll check on my own time if you don’t think it’s justified.”

“How many open cases?”

Randy did the mental math. “Six, but most of them are in the ‘wait for someone else’ phase.”

Laughlin picked up his pen and twirled it in his fingers. “I remember David Tucker. A shame about the accident. He was in Rotary with me. Tell you what. You take half a day to coordinate with Woodford.” He pointed the pen at Randy, using it to punctuate his remarks. “You can continue your work on this Consolidated-Tucker investigation for a couple of days, but after your other work is done. That includes the paperwork, too. Things have been quiet, but if anything new comes up, you drop this in a heartbeat.”

“No problem. Half a heartbeat.” Randy stood and started to leave Laughlin’s office.

“Detweiler?”

“Sir?”

“You’re a loner, and that makes you a damn good cop. I’ve always trusted your gut. But I’m wondering if a different part of your anatomy’s leading you around on this one.”

* * * * *
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RANDY RECITED HIS COP-victim mantra all the way to Sarah’s apartment. Nonetheless, he had to wipe his hands on his jeans before he knocked on her door. “It’s Randy.” The sound of the deadbolt being released brought a smile to his lips.

Sarah opened the door and motioned him inside. She wore an oversized blue sweater over faded jeans that hung on her slender body. Her feet were bare, revealing pale pink toenails and a silver toe ring. Sounds of Mozart drifted from the stereo system.

“So, you said you have some information,” she said.

“I might have found some of your things.”

“That’s great!” Her smile brightened the room. “Which ones? Where? Did you catch Gertie? Tell me.” Her eyes sparkled.

He dropped his files on the dining room table and took a seat. “Whoa. Slow down. I guess what we have is one of those ‘good news, bad news’ situations.”

“What do you mean?” She sat down across from him. “I thought you said you found some of my things.”

“I said might have found some. I went to Pandora’s and saw a silver frame that looked like the picture you showed me, and some animal carvings, too.” He pulled the prints out of one of his folders, dropping them on the table in front of her.

Sarah picked them up and studied each photograph. “It’s hard to say. I don’t have exclusivity with Dylan—he does the animal carvings—and Anjolie pulled her silver from my place right after the robbery.” She continued to go through the pictures.

“You’ve got several pictures of frames here,” Sarah said. “Gertie only stole one from me. I thought you said Pandora’s didn’t want Anjolie’s work.”

“I talked with the manager. They accepted it, but gave her the same deal you did. I guess she was too embarrassed to bring her things back to you when she found out they hadn’t made that great offer.”

“Her stuff was stolen from my shop. I can understand why she wouldn’t come back.”

Sarah tapped the stack of photos on the table while she talked. “Each of Anjolie’s pieces is slightly different. Did you compare the one you took from my files to these?”

“I tried, but I can’t tell if it’s the same frame, or another one like it. I thought you might know what to look for.” He pulled the picture of the stolen frame from Sarah’s files.

She scrutinized the pictures, comparing the stolen frame to several in the stack. “I can’t be positive. I had strictly ‘one-of-a-kinds’. There are a few here that have a roses and leaves pattern. It’s obvious that Anjolie brought a lot more work to Pandora’s than we displayed.”

That “we” brought Randy down in a hurry. David was still in the room with them. He fumbled with the files. “Can you identify the stolen frame?”

“Sorry. Not positively. Not from a picture.”

“I don’t think it’s too important at this point. I don’t think Anjolie was involved in the robbery.” He didn’t mention that he thought Anjolie had been duped in order to hand Sarah yet another setback in her shop operations.

Sarah leaned across the table and extended the photos to Randy. David or no David, the scent of peaches in her hair and the featherlight touch of her fingers sent an electric shock down to his toes. He squirmed in his chair, trying to ignore the ache in his loins. “Now for a summary of where things stand.”

“Please.” Her eyes looked right through him.

He cleared his throat before continuing. “Gertie has shown up in Woodford, so I’ll be turning that part of the investigation over to them. I did find that Consolidated owns more than half of Pandora’s and has had dealings with most of the companies that you’ve had problems with.”

“So you think Consolidated is trying to put me out of business? That doesn’t make any sense. I’m a tiny operation. And if they wanted my place, why didn’t someone simply come right out and make me an offer? No, I don’t buy that.”

“Not Consolidated. But someone who’s connected might be behind it.” He rearranged the photos. “I talked to Diana today. Her husband’s on Consolidated’s Board of Directors.”

“You think moneybags wants my shop?”

“No, but I think maybe Diana might have met Consolidated people—maybe at functions with her husband. Maybe there’s some connection. I don’t know. And she gave me a possible lead on Brandt.” He bowed his head, massaged his temples. When he looked at Sarah, she was grinning.

“Headache? Diana can do that to you. Want some aspirin?”

“No, it’s nothing.”

She stared at him and her mouth gaped. “She hit on you, didn’t she?”

Had Sarah read him that easily? “I think she was doing what came naturally.”

“Most of what Diana has didn’t come naturally,” Sarah mumbled. “I don’t blame you for reacting.”

“Believe it or not, I was doing my job and wasn’t ... reacting. Not the way you put it.” Diana might be built like an adolescent’s wet dream, but it was Sarah who had his blood surging south.

“Diana knows how to get what she wants. And now she wants the shop.” Sarah pushed back from the table and wandered into the kitchen. She leaned against the counter, then walked back to the living room, picking up and setting down the pictures on her shelf.

Randy got up and stood behind her, jamming his hands into his pockets. He ached to hold her again, to offer comfort, to inhale her scent. But he couldn’t help but notice that she lingered over a photo of herself with another man. Sarah’s hair had been longer, pulled back in a casual ponytail, her face fuller. The man’s hair, thick and curly, hung about his face in windblown disarray. Against a backdrop of pine trees, the two held hands and even from where Randy stood, there was no mistaking the love in their eyes. They stared at each other like nothing else in the universe existed.

David. Randy kept his voice steady. “What’s wrong?”

She swiveled away and sat on the couch, head down, twisting tendrils of her hair. Randy lowered himself into one of the armchairs.

Sarah spoke softly, obviously trying to keep her voice from breaking. “She’s trying to force me to buy out her twenty percent. I can’t come up with that kind of money without selling the shop. Unless—”

“Unless what?”

“Unless—” The phone’s ring cut through the soft background music. Sarah waited out three rings before picking up the handset. “Hello?”

Randy saw her expression change from pain to resignation. “Look, I can’t talk now. See you tomorrow.” She clicked off the phone and set it down. “Sorry.”

The room felt very crowded. “Chris?”

She nodded. “I hope you don’t mind. There are some things I need to do.”

“Of course.” He got up to leave. “I still want you to be careful.”

“I will.” She stood, headed toward the door. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Is this ... normal? These personal visits?” She turned away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. You’re doing your job. I’m tired.”

“No, you asked a legitimate question.” He took a step backward while he searched for the words. “I like to think that I devote this much time and energy to every case. But I don’t think that would be the truth.”

She closed the distance between them, stood on her tiptoes and reached up to put her hands on his cheeks. “Bend down a little,” she whispered.

“Sarah, I shouldn’t ... I can’t.” His voice cracked. He needed to get out of here fast.

“I know. But I can.”

Against every professional instinct, every bit of common sense, he bent down. Her lips touched his, their soft warmth sending that shock coursing through his body again, a hundredfold more electrifying than before. Then, before either had a chance to respond further, she pulled back. “Thanks,” she said. “For everything.”

What she had given him scarcely crossed the boundary of chaste, yet it was as erotic as any kiss he could remember. He wanted to pick her up and smother her with kisses—deep and soul-baring. Instead, he grabbed the files and backed out the door.
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Chapter Nine
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SARAH LOCKED THE DOOR behind Randy, sighed and leaned against the cool wood, waiting for the pounding in her head to stop. What had she done? How long ago had she vowed to keep this impersonal? A day? Two? Good grief, she’d hung up after talking to Chris, then turned around and kissed Randy.

The memories lingered, the citrus scent of his aftershave, the softness of his freshly shaven cheeks, the warmth of his lips. That all-over tingling she hadn’t felt in so long. Her panties were damp. A dull ache in her belly lingered.

It wasn’t until she was in the bathroom that she realized Randy hadn’t been the sole cause of those feelings. She had been so caught up in the week’s activities she hadn’t bothered to look at a calendar. Of course, she’d get her period now. No wonder she’d been such a wreck.

When she pulled off her sweater, the chain with David’s wedding band caught in the bulky knit. Still warm from its contact with her flesh, the touch of the smooth gold brought another set of memories flooding back. How could she betray David? She grasped the ring in her fist, squeezing until the pain of metal against flesh brought tears to her eyes.

Hugging herself, she stumbled into the bedroom and eased herself onto the edge of the bed. She stared at the phone on the nightstand for a long moment. Three times she picked up the receiver only to set it down again. Finally, she pushed a speed dial button.

“Hello,” came the familiar voice from the other end.

Sarah tried to speak, but her voice couldn’t squeeze through her constricted throat.

“Hello? Who is this?”

“It’s Sarah,” she managed to whisper. “I think I need some company.”

“Oh, you sweet thing. Of course. Can you make it over here? I’ll put on some tea and you can stay as long as you need to.”

Sarah sniffed back the tears. “Yes. I’ll be right over.” She pulled on her old flannel nightgown and heavy plaid winter robe, shoved her feet into heavy socks and slippers and shuffled across the hall. Maggie was at the door, waiting for her. Othello looked up from his basket, gave a quiet mew in greeting and tucked himself back into a ball of fur.

“You poor dear.” Maggie clucked. “Come in. The tea will be ready in a jiff. Go sit on the couch.”

“Oh, Maggie, I’m sorry to bother you. I couldn’t be alone. I’m so confused. And miserable.”

Maggie was at her side with a box of tissues. “Don’t you worry about a thing.”

Sarah looked up. Maggie’s hair was wrapped in a towel and she, too wore a warm robe.

Maggie pulled off the towel. “What do you think?”

Sarah sat there, too stunned to speak. Maggie’s hair was Lucille Ball red. “I ... I think ... it’s—”

“A bit over the top, eh?”

“Maybe a little.” The teakettle whistled.

“I’ll give it a week, then I’ll decide,” Maggie said. “Everyone needs change, you know.” She wrapped the towel back into a turban and went to the kitchen to get the tea.

She came back with two steaming mugs and handed one to Sarah. “You sip that slowly, dear. Chamomile with valerian. It’ll help you relax.”

Sarah took a tentative sip of the hot liquid. This was more than herb tea. She gave Maggie a questioning look.

“So I added a little brandy. You look like you need it.” Maggie scooted closer and patted Sarah’s knee. “Now, tell me everything.”

Sarah closed her eyes for a moment and everything poured out. “It’s Randy. And the robbery and the break-in and Diana and Chris and I kissed Randy and ... I got my period and I feel awful and David—” The tears welled up in her eyes. She gulped. “How can I do that to David?”

Maggie pried the mug from Sarah’s fingers and set it on the coffee table. She put her arms around her. “First, you cry. Let it out.”

Sarah had cried so many tears this week, she didn’t think there could be any left. Yet, under the protection of Maggie’s touch, the softness of her robe, her lavender scent, they came. In torrents. Wet, messy, blubbering sobs. When they finally dried up, Sarah took in a long, shaky breath and gave Maggie a weak smile. “Guess I needed that.”

“Cleanses the body. Straightens out your chemistry. Nothing to be ashamed of. Now, you said something about kissing Randy.”

Leave it to Maggie to get to the heart of things. “It was a stupid thing to do. Now if it had been Chris, I’d understand. I’ve known him forever and we have a history.”

“What does Chris have to do with any of this?”

“He’s always offering to help. And I might have to take him up on it.” Sarah decided to leave out the gory details of Diana’s bomb. “But when he called tonight and Randy was there ... I don’t know. Chris leaves me feeling ... well, nothing. He’s a friend, but I think he wants more and I can’t decide if I could ever go there with him.”

“And Randy?” Maggie winged her eyebrows.

Sarah felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “Definitely not a nothing feeling. It’s probably because if I accept help from Chris, I’m admitting defeat. Randy’s doing his job, so it’s not the same kind of help. But why did I kiss him? Maggie, how can I think about another man? And why am I thinking about a man at all, especially now? One I hardly know.”

“You’re afraid you’re betraying David?”

Sarah nodded.

“That’s a normal feeling.” Maggie patted Sarah’s knee. “But, listen to me. David’s gone. It’s been well over a year. There shouldn’t be any betrayal here. Let me tell you, there’s a lot to be said for the cultures that enforce a strict mourning period. There’s a nice line to cross, a way to say ‘it’s over’. By the time the dreariness is finished, the wearing black, not seeing people, they’re ready for some light in their lives. I think Randy might be your light.”

“You do?” Sarah asked. She worried a tissue in her hands.

“Yes. But you have to think so, too. You have to listen to your heart.” She ran a finger down Sarah’s cheek. “Tell me. How did that kiss make you feel?”

A warmth radiated through her. Sarah didn’t think she could attribute all of it to the brandy. “It was one little kiss—like a friendly kiss on the cheek, but on his mouth. I kissed him, Maggie. He tried to do the right thing and say, ‘no’, but I insisted.” She set the shredded tissue on the coffee table and picked up her mug, staring into its steamy depth.

“And did he like it?” She gave Sarah a mischievous grin.

“Maggie! It’s not like we pressed up against each other, you know. He’s six-six. He had to lean down to let me kiss him. Those parts ... they were out of contact. But—”

“But?”

“So, I might have noticed. But he was definitely trying to hide it, so I didn’t think it would be right to bring it up.”

“I’d say that’s exactly what you did!”

“Oh, Maggie, you’re terrible!” Sarah burst into an uncontrollable fit of giggling, accompanied by Maggie’s laughter.

When Sarah could breathe again, she gasped. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

Maggie wiped tears from her eyes. “Freud might say differently. Now, finish your tea. Do you want anything to eat?”

“No, thanks. I feel so much better. I’m sorry I’ve been so much trouble lately.”

“Don’t you worry about it. You’re family. You can call me any time. You know that.”

“I do. Thanks for the tea. I think it’s done its job. I’ll see you later.”

“Keep an eye out for the new neighbors,” Maggie said. “I’m dying to meet them.”

* * * * *
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SARAH PUSHED OPEN HER shop door. Saturday had dawned bright and brisk, which seemed totally unfair. How dare the day look so cheerful when she felt so miserable. All she wanted was to lounge on her couch with a heating pad and a mug of hot tea. Thank goodness Saturday’s early closing meant she’d have time to lie down before dinner with Chris.

Jennifer appeared moments later carrying a large cardboard storage box. “Good morning, Sarah.”

“It’s so good to see you.” Sarah turned and extended her arms for a hug.

Jennifer set the box down for a quick embrace before giving Sarah a scrutinizing look. “Are you okay? You look tired.”

“Cramps. The usual misery.”

Jennifer nodded. “Bummer. Hey, if you want to take the day off, I think I can manage by myself. It’s been a while, but it’s like riding a bike.”

“No, I have plenty to do. With you out front, I can stay in the office and catch up.” She tipped her head toward the carton. “Your photos?”

“Yeah. You said I could display them.”

“And I meant it. You keep one hundred percent of any of those sales and a commission on all the rest of the merchandise you sell. I wish I could give you a salary on top of it.”

“Hey, I understand. It’s more than fair for two afternoons a week and every other Saturday. Showing my work here is a coup, believe me.” Jennifer pulled off a knit cap and shook out a dark mass of shoulder-length waves.

Sarah couldn’t help but think of them as tresses, flowing tresses. She fingered her do-it-yourself cut. What she wouldn’t give for hair like that. “Nothing much has changed. Why don’t you look around and get familiar with the stock. We have a couple of new artists since you were here last. Francisco Flores—he does small watercolors of the Cascades—and Isabella Velasquez. Her blown-glass sculptures are on the back wall.”

Jennifer shrugged off her backpack, flung it behind the counter and zeroed in on the new work. “These are nice. Do you have bios? The customers like it when I share details about the artists.”

“Of course. I’ll get them for you.” Sarah went to the storeroom, found the papers and brought them to Jennifer. “Here you go. I’m going to tackle the dreaded paperwork.” She flashed a smile and went back to the office.

Sarah started plowing through the pile of papers on her desk. She had no idea how long she’d been working, the sounds of typical shop business muted by their familiarity.

“Sarah? I think you need to come out here.”

Something about the hesitant squeak in Jennifer’s voice sent Sarah’s heart going double-time. She winced at the pain in her belly when she moved and clutched the corner of the desk for a moment. “What’s wrong?”

“I was busy, but I was watching. Honest. You know I don’t ignore the customers.”

Sarah gripped Jennifer’s shoulders. “Calm down, Jen. Tell me what happened.”

“I was rearranging some things, to make room for some of my photos and ... look.” Jennifer picked up a three-hundred-dollar Kavelli crystal urn. One of the handles was snapped off.

There was a new pain in Sarah’s belly. “How did it happen?”

“I don’t know. But ... that’s not all.” She brought Sarah to the Egyptian perfume bottles. Three were missing, Sarah saw at once. From the look in Jennifer’s eyes, they hadn’t been sold this morning. Jennifer pointed to a pile of brightly colored broken glass behind the case.

Her cramps forgotten, Sarah rushed through the shop, checking the merchandise. A gouge in the corner of an oil painting. Not a lot of damage. A few pieces. Expensive pieces.

She felt the room spin and Jennifer leading her back to her chair in the office. “Close the shop,” Sarah whispered. “Now.”

Jennifer hurried to obey and Sarah picked up the phone. Darn. She fumbled for Randy’s card. Why didn’t she have him on speed dial here? She punched in his cell number, relieved when he answered on the second ring.

“Sit tight. I’m out of town, but I’m going to call the station right now and someone will be there.” Sarah heard muffled sounds of Randy using the radio.

“Do you think someone broke in last night and did this?” he said when he came back on the line.

Sarah shook her head, unable to find her voice. She cleared her throat. “I’m not sure. When I got here, Jennifer took over. I didn’t even look around. But the door was locked. I know that.”

“Jennifer?”

“My part-timer. She started today.”

She answered the unasked question. “No. No way. She’s worked for me before. Absolutely no way did she do this. She’s as much of a wreck as I am.” Sarah looked up to see Jennifer in the doorway, shaking her head and looking contrite.

“Who was in the shop today? Chris? Diana? Anyone acting suspicious?” Randy said.

“I don’t know. I was in back. Hang on.” Sarah repeated Randy’s questions to Jennifer.

“She says no. Mostly moms with kids, but I keep that kind of merchandise too high for little fingers. Jennifer knows what she’s doing. She knows how to watch the merchandise.” Adrenaline surged through her system, clearing her head. “Diana!”

“Was she in today?”

“Not today, but she was in yesterday and she was wandering around. I wouldn’t put it past her to do something like this while I was in back getting her check.”

“For now, please wait for the investigators.”

“Does this mean more fingerprint powder?” Sarah asked.

“Afraid so. Someone should be there soon.”

Sarah hung up and looked at Jennifer. “I guess you can go home now. We’re closed until the police get here.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

Another onslaught of cramps clutched Sarah’s belly. Without bothering to move the files and papers, she leaned forward and pillowed her head on her arms like a schoolchild at naptime, when her biggest challenge was trading her tuna sandwich for peanut butter.

Jennifer came up behind her and kneaded the muscles in Sarah’s neck. “I’ll make some tea.”

Sarah had barely started drinking her tea when the back doorbell buzzed. Jennifer told her to stay put and hurried out to answer it, returning a moment later with a young police officer.

“Ms. Tucker? I’m Officer Colleen McDonald. I understand there was some trouble here.” Tall and lean, with the red hair and freckles her name personified, Officer McDonald gave Sarah a friendly smile. “Detective Detweiler said this wasn’t the first incident.” She pulled out a small notebook and uncapped a pen. “Can you tell me everything you remember?”

By the time Sarah and Jennifer had answered all of Officer McDonald’s questions, Connor had come and gone. An ache in her head threatened to overtake the one below Sarah’s belly and she felt herself trembling. Officer McDonald snapped the cap back on her pen and slid the notebook into her pocket. “I’m under strict orders to give you a ride home, ma’am,” she said.

Sarah looked at the mess. “No need. I’ll clean up here and I can take the bus.”

“I’ll clean,” Jennifer said. “You go home. Get some sleep.”

“My car’s out back,” the policewoman said.

Sarah turned to Jennifer. “Thanks. Leave the receipts in the safe. I’ll come in early Monday and finish.”

Sarah followed the officer to the patrol car parked in the alley. “Do I know you? You look familiar. Maybe from high school?”

“You might have known my older brother, Greg. He would have been a couple of years behind you. Me, I was a bit of a hellion. My folks sent me to St. Luke’s to let the nuns straighten me out. Guess they did—look what I’m doing for a living.” She stopped at a blue and white patrol car. “Here we are,” she said. She unlocked the passenger door. “You can ride up front.”

Sarah winced as she lowered herself into the seat.

The officer must have noticed. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

“Yes. Just killer cramps.” Glad her escort was a woman, Sarah rested her head against the glass of the car’s window, letting her eyes half close. “It wasn’t so bad when I was on the Pill. But since my husband died, I haven’t taken them, and the last few months, I’ve been miserable for about two days.”

“Maybe you ought to start again. Make things easier on you.”

“Mmmh. Maybe.” If getting back on the pill would mean she didn’t have to feel like this several days a month, that was a good enough reason to consider it. As for the other benefits, well, if it turned out they would come in handy, so be it.

Good lord, where had that thought come from? Randy was a cop working on a case. Her hormones were really doing a number on her.

Sarah hoped she wasn’t blushing. She turned her face toward the window and away from any possibility of carrying the conversation any further, making a point of studying the streets. When they passed Loomis Drugs, she said, “Take a left at the corner. You can drop me off in front.”

“No way, ma’am. Strict instructions to make sure you’re secured before I leave. I don’t know how much you’ve dealt with Detective Detweiler, but I’m sure as heck not getting on his bad side.”

The officer parked and was opening the passenger door before Sarah could unbuckle her seat belt. Sarah accepted the outstretched hand.

She dragged herself up the steps to the building and opened the foyer door. The flight of stairs loomed like Mount Hood. Gripping the handrail, she supported herself through the climb, barely aware of the police officer’s supportive presence one step below her.

Inside her apartment at last, Sarah let her purse fall to the floor, followed by her coat, then collapsed on the couch with a groan. “Thanks, Officer,” she said. “You can go now.”

“Detweiler told me to give you the VIP treatment, and I’m on duty for another fifteen minutes. You’re stuck with me until then.” She crossed the room and began perusing Sarah’s CD collection. “Nice variety. You like Simon and Garfunkel?”

“Brought up on it, more or less. My mom played them all the time when ... when things were rough. And when my husband died, I found they worked for me, too.”

The policewoman roamed the room, looked out the windows and Sarah felt a flutter of panic. “Are you my bodyguard? Are you afraid I’m in danger?”

The policewoman came back and settled in the armchair nearest Sarah. “We have no grounds to protect you like that, ma’am. No threats have been made, no personal harm has been done.”

Sarah swung her legs over the side of the couch and pushed herself up to a sitting position. A flicker of motion from her kitchen window caught her eye. She’d have to let Maggie know the new neighbors were in. Some other time. Right now, she didn’t care if she ever found out who had moved in. All she wanted was to crawl into a hole. A deep, dark hole.

“Thanks,” Sarah said. “For everything.”

“You get some rest.” Officer McDonald left, and Sarah locked the door behind her.

“Rest. Sounds good.” Sarah went to her room. She undressed, pulled on an oversized t-shirt and snuggled under the comforter. With her emotions roiling like a witch’s cauldron, some dead-to-the-world time would be a blessing. The phone rang. Probably Chris reminding her about dinner. She let the machine handle the call. A glance at the clock told her she could sleep for three hours and have plenty of time to get ready. Her eyes closed. That was the last thing she remembered until she was awakened by the doorbell and someone pounding on the door shouting her name.

Groggy, she staggered to the front door and peered through the peephole. Chris. Sarah fumbled with the deadbolt latch and yanked the door open.

“God, I fell asleep,” she said. “Come in before Maggie has a fit and calls the cops.”

At that, Chris clamped his mouth shut. “Did you forget our date?” He glanced at his watch. “We have reservations at Martinelli’s in half an hour. Get dressed quick and we can make it.”

Sarah rubbed her temples and sank onto the couch. “I can’t, Chris. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean, you can’t? Why not?”

“Some of my merchandise was damaged. At the shop. I had to call the police. Again.”

His expression softened. He sank onto the cushion beside her and put an arm around her shoulder. “That’s terrible. I had no idea.”

Sarah leaned into him. “I feel lousy, Chris. I want to go back to bed.”

“I could call for delivery. Whatever you want.”

“I don’t think I could face it. Please. We can go out another night. I need to do some serious thinking about the shop.”

“I’ve told you, all you have to do is ask. Anything.”

She straightened. “I know. And I’ve told you I’m going to make it or break it on my own.”

“You’ve become stubborn since—”

That pause again. “Say it. Since David died. Committed suicide? I will never believe that, but he’s dead. Gone. And I’m on my own and I’m going to manage, or it won’t mean anything.” She looked into his eyes. He wanted to help. He wanted more, she was positive, but she’d deal with that later. With a hollow feeling of defeat, she got the words out. “Maybe there is something.”

He perked up. “Anything.”

Sarah worked her way out from under his arm and found the letter Diana had given her. She brought it back to the couch and pored over it again. “Do you remember David’s sister, Diana?”

“Can’t say that I do, but I’m sure we’ve met. What does she have to do with this?”

“She owns twenty percent of the shop. She says if I’m a day late with her payments, she’s going to demand her share. Do you have legal people at Consolidated who can look at this and tell me if she can do it?” She handed him the letter.

Chris barely glanced at it before folding it back into the envelope and sliding it into his sport coat pocket. “Monday, first thing.”

“Thanks.” She walked to the door and held it open. Sometimes you couldn’t be subtle with Chris. “I’m going to go back to bed now. I’m sorry about missing dinner.”

“I understand. I hope that cop catches whoever did this to you. But he seems more big than brains, if you ask me.”

“Randy’s a good cop. He’ll catch her.” Chris’ back stiffened, his lips tightened.

“Get some rest, Sarah,” he muttered. “I’ll call.”
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Chapter Ten
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RANDY PUNCHED SARAH’S number into his cell phone while he sat waiting for the light to change. Sarah’s machine played out its message, and when she didn’t pick up after he announced himself, he called Colleen.

“Calm down, Detweiler. I saw her in and she was going to bed. You know how it is after the adrenaline leaves your system. The neighbor across the hall caught me as I was leaving. She’ll keep an eye out.”

Yes, Maggie would. He took a calming breath. Was this event connected to the robbery, or yet another of Sarah’s business problems? Or were they all related? He checked his watch. None of the shops in the area would be open until Monday.

“Were there any other calls?” Randy asked. “Anyone else report anything?”

“Negative. But the damage was subtle. Ms. Tucker can’t be sure when it happened. It’s possible other merchants might still find some damage.”

“I’m going to have to follow up with the owners.” Randy hesitated. He had no right to ask Colleen to go beyond her patrol duties for him.

“Ask it, Detweiler. What do you need? Your partner’s on vacation. Let me pitch in even if I’m not a detective. Yet.”

Why not? “If you could get a list of merchant phone numbers for me, I’d really appreciate it. No immediate rush, but if you could have it on my desk Monday morning—”

“No problem. You want me to make the initial calls?”

“No, thanks. You’ve done plenty. Thanks, Mac.”

“I said no problem. And Detweiler?”

“What?”

“I like her. I can understand your ... concern.”

Randy heard the click of the disconnected phone. Damn. Was he that obvious? Could she read him that easily? Sarah wouldn’t have said anything to her. Or would she? Crap, that woman thing again. Solving crimes was nothing compared to understanding women.

The light changed and he let his mind chew on the new developments as he drove. Maybe kids had done the damage, to see what they could get away with. He wished he could believe it.

Randy was convinced someone had talked Gertie into robbing Sarah. Why else would she have returned to a town she’d already hit? He turned to the positive. Woodford had Gracious Gertie, whose name had turned out to be Louise Franklin, in custody. For some reason, when he heard the news, not being the arresting officer didn’t rankle the way he’d expected it to. He allowed himself a smile. Tomorrow, Sarah would ID the Franklin woman, he’d confront her and she’d talk. And maybe she could give him the connections he’d need to pull everything together.

Before going to the station, Randy made a quick trip around Sarah’s block. Her apartment was dark. On impulse, he pulled in behind Sarah’s building and went upstairs to Maggie’s unit. He tapped on the door and had almost turned to leave when it opened. Cooking smells reminded him he hadn’t eaten since too long ago.

Maggie stood in the doorway. He blinked. She grinned.

“Hi, Randy. Come in. The I Love Lucy look threw you, right? Can I get you something to eat? I’ve got some leftover chicken I can reheat.”

Randy checked his watch. After seven. Tempting, but he had work to do. “No, maybe another time. I wanted to touch base before I went to the station.” He glanced around. “Where’s Othello?”

“He was acting sluggish, wouldn’t eat. I took him to the vet. They want to watch him until Monday.”

“I hope it’s not serious. He’s a nice cat.”

“It’s probably nothing. He was out in the yard a couple of times this week. Could have picked up something there. He’s getting old. Nearly twelve.”

“I wish him a speedy recovery.”

“I’ll tell him. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it.” She peered into his eyes. “Christopher Westmoreland came by a while ago, but he left. Alone.” She smiled.

“Sarah said they were going to dinner.”

“I’m certain she cancelled after the to-do at the shop. Sure I can’t get you something?”

“I’m sure. I want Sarah to go to Woodford tomorrow and identify Gracious Gertie—the woman who robbed her.” He’d never be able to think of her as Louise Franklin.

Maggie shot him a huge grin. “They caught her? Fantastic. I’ll bet you’re thrilled.”

Randy smiled down at Maggie. “I am. I need to get back and pull all my paperwork together.” He planted a quick kiss on Maggie’s forehead.

“The color grows on you,” he said. “I think I’m starting to like it.”

Maggie glowed and shut the door behind him.

Randy stopped at Sarah’s door. He placed both palms on its smooth surface. “Sleep well,” he whispered before going downstairs.

At the station, Randy sat at his desk, waded through his emails, filled out his paperwork, and read the reports Colleen filed. He scribbled a note for Connor to put as much of a rush as he could on the prints from today’s call, for all the good it would do. All his suspects had been in the shop, with plenty of opportunity to leave prints all over the place. But, there was always the possibility they’d get a hit on someone new.

Randy stuffed the files into his briefcase, stood and stretched, his fingertips grazing the ceiling. What he needed was time to let his brain digest today’s new wrinkle.

* * * * *
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A PIZZA BOX AND SIX-pack balanced under one arm, Randy propped the screen door open with his foot as he worked the key into the lock of his front door. Inside, he set the pizza on the counter, popped the top off a beer, and called for Starsky and Hutch.

“Hey, guys. I’m home! Sorry I’m late. Again. Ready for dinner?” He went out to the porch to fill their food and water dishes and clean their litter box. When he had finished and still saw neither cat, he pushed the door to the backyard and whistled. Although he knew they could roam the neighborhood if they wanted to, they rarely went far. He left the porch door propped open and went back to his pizza.

The NCAA basketball season was reaching its peak and Randy spent the rest of the night caught up in a double-header. At the final buzzer, he realized it was nearly midnight. When he checked the porch, everything was exactly as he’d left it.

Randy put on his jacket, took a flashlight and whistled again, trying to ignore the gnawing feeling in his stomach. As he probed shrubbery around the perimeter of the yard, he continued to whistle softly between his teeth. The breeze rustled the foliage, the clouds and moon played off one another, casting shadows that moved through the yard, but the cats were nowhere to be found. As he started up the porch stairs, a faint mewing caught his ear.

“Starsky? Hutch? That you, boys?” He lowered himself to a crouch and shone his light under the porch. Starsky lay across Hutch’s body, blinking as the light beamed across him. Randy stuck his fingers through the wooden lattice frame at the bottom of the porch and jerked away the section nearest the stairs with a resounding crack. On elbows and knees, he crawled toward them. Shit. They were limp, barely breathing. “It’s okay. I’ve got you,” he whispered.

Randy bundled both cats against his chest, flew up the stairs and snagged his wallet and keys. In the truck, he placed the cats on the passenger seat, wriggled out of his jacket and wrapped it around them. Hell and damnation, he didn’t care about regulations. He pulled out his flashers and turned on the siren as he sped to the veterinary clinic, giving silent thanks that Pine Hills and the neighboring communities had enough animal lovers to support twenty-four hour emergency vet service.

Randy screeched to a stop at the clinic’s door and carried the cats toward the clinic. “Stay with me, guys. We’re there.”

A young Asian woman in a blue lab coat had the door open and was rushing to meet him.

“I heard the siren. What’s the matter?” She reached for the cats, but Randy maintained his hold until they were inside.

Randy set his pets on the examining table. “I found them a little while ago, under the porch.”

The vet had her stethoscope in her ears and was moving it slowly across Starsky’s inert body. She looked in his eyes, pried open his mouth and ran her hands down his black and white body, then repeated the exam for Hutch. Randy shifted from foot to foot as he waited for the doctor to speak.

“They’re very weak. I can’t tell what’s wrong based on a quick exam, but I’m leaning toward poison. We have another cat here with the same symptoms.”

Randy gasped. “Othello.”

“Yes. Does he live in your neighborhood as well?”

“No, but there might be a connection. Will they be all right?”

“I can’t promise anything. I’m going to try the same treatment we’re using on Othello. He seems to be responding, but he was in much better shape when he was brought in.”

“Damn. I should have looked for them sooner. It’s not like them to skip dinner. I thought they were busy in the yard and then I got involved in the game—” He was aware of a hand on his elbow. He looked down to find the doctor gone and a young woman leading him to the waiting area.

“Dr. Lee has taken your cats for treatment. Are you a regular patient here?”

Randy nodded. “Detweiler. Starsky and Hutch. We usually see Dr. Stetter.”

“Why don’t you sit here for a few minutes? I’ll pull your files.” She stopped in front of one of the hard plastic chairs.

“I need some air,” Randy said. “Be right back.”

Outside, Randy leaned against the rear of his pickup and took several deep breaths, the fresh air washing the antiseptic smell of the clinic from his nostrils. He was upset, but more than that, he was angry. His palms burned and he realized he had clenched his fists so tightly that he’d nearly drawn blood. Had it only been Starsky and Hutch, Randy might have written the incident off as an isolated case of sadistic mischief. But not with Othello being targeted as well. This was no longer a coincidence. Sarah was the connection between him and Maggie. This had become personal.

Randy walked slowly around the parking lot, collecting his thoughts. Once he’d calmed enough to speak to the vet’s assistant he went back inside, but she wasn’t at her station. Randy leaned on the counter until she returned a few moments later.

“Dr. Lee said you should go home and she’ll call you as soon as she knows anything.”

“Thank you.” Randy said. “Let me give you my cell phone number.” He wrote the number on the back of one of his cards and handed it to her.

Randy left the clinic and got into his F-150. Not until he had trouble getting the key into the ignition did he realize his hands were shaking. He gave the steering wheel some emphatic thwacks with his fists and tried again. The key slid into the ignition this time and he drove home in a fog, too angry to think.

As he went to hang his jacket on its hook by the door, its cat smells and stains overwhelmed him, and he let it fall to the floor. He went straight to the liquor cabinet. He swigged his whiskey from the bottle as he paced through his house.

* * * * *
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SUNLIGHT FORCED ITS way past closed eyelids. Randy squinted against the daylight, saw the open whiskey bottle on the floor by his side. His fingers fumbled for the bottle, and he lifted it to the table. Half empty. That explained the pounding in his head. He swung his legs over the edge of the couch and pushed himself to a half sitting position. God, who’d turned his living room into a merry-go-round? He staggered to the kitchen and forced himself to brew a pot of coffee.

A drink of water came up as fast as it went down, but he felt a little better. He hadn’t been like this since his grandmother died. He knew better than to drink to excess, especially in anger.

Careful not to move his throbbing head, he picked up the phone. Dr. Lee wasn’t in. The tech told him Starsky and Hutch showed no signs of improvement, but they were holding their own. The news did nothing for his headache. He headed for the shower.

Randy started the water as hot as he could stand it, then gradually brought the temperature down until he shivered under a frigid waterfall. He dried off, put on khakis and a long-sleeved polo shirt and went back to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. He brought it to the couch, reached for the remote and tolerated about ten minutes of Sunday morning evangelists before shutting off the noise.

Sarah. He’d better wait before he called her. He’d thought about suggesting a picnic lunch before the drive to Woodford, but his stomach flipped cartwheels at the thought.

With a grunt, he pushed himself up and into the kitchen. He found a box of saltines in the cabinet and fought with the waxed wrapper, finally ripping it apart with his teeth. He nibbled on the corner of one of the salty squares. Not bad. He chewed his way through half a dozen and his stomach settled a bit.

He decided to try a piece of toast when the phone rang. Before picking up, he plopped a slice of bread into the toaster and depressed the handle. Sarah’s voice, sounding excited, made up for the knives shooting through his skull.

“Maggie said you caught Gertie!”

Randy hooked the handset onto his shoulder and retrieved his toast. “Not me, but the Woodford police have her in custody. I want you to come to Woodford with me to identify her.”

There was a brief silence. “When?”

Randy glanced at the kitchen clock. Eleven. He was definitely not ready to take a two-hour drive through the mountains. “How about I pick you up around one? Will that work?”

Another silence.

“Sarah,” Randy said. “There’s nothing to worry about. She’ll never know you’re there.”

“I can do it. That’s not it. But ... is something wrong? You sound ... tired.”

“No. Shaking off a hangover.”

“Oh.” Another pause.

He couldn’t bear the disappointment in her voice. “My cats got into some poison and I had to rush them to the vet. I drank too much when I got back. Stupid and I’m paying for it.”

“That’s awful.” Another silence, longer this time. “You know, Maggie took Othello to the vet yesterday, too.” The hairs on his neck rose. He said nothing.

“You think they’re connected.” Sarah’s voice was tremulous.

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence. Would Chris do something like this? Or Diana?” He waited out yet another long silence.

“I can’t imagine either of them doing something that awful. I don’t think either of them has pets, but they wouldn’t ... they couldn’t ...” Another dead interval. “I am so sorry. If someone hurt you and Maggie because of me, I’ll—”

More silence.

“Sarah, leave this one to me. I’ll see you at one, okay?”

She sighed. “Okay. One.”

Randy threw the cold piece of toast in the trash and ate some more saltines. They sat like a leaden mass in his stomach.
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Chapter Eleven
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RANDY ROSE FROM HIS knees in his bathroom and rinsed his mouth. What a waste of his good Irish. Next time, he’d stick to the cheap stuff. No, amend that. Avoid the next time altogether.

The sound of a car driving off, followed by the beep of the motion detector on his front porch, halted his course of self-pity.

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he eased the curtain beside the front door aside just as the doorbell rang. He yanked the door open.

“Sarah! What the—? How did you get my address?”

She smiled up at him. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Without waiting for an answer, she pushed past him, hung her coat on the rack, glanced around and marched into the kitchen.

Randy’s frantic visual search of the house revealed no underwear strewn on the furniture. Too late to dispose of the empty beer cans on the kitchen table. He hustled down the hall and shut the bedroom doors. He returned to find Sarah opening and closing cabinets. The beer cans had disappeared.

“Maybe if you’ll tell me what you’re looking for, I can help,” he said.

“No matter. I found it.” She had commandeered his chef’s knife and was filling a saucepan with water. A small plastic bag lay on the counter.

He’d expended enough energy. The room was doing its carousel imitation again. He sank onto a kitchen chair and watched her open the bag, pull out a gnarled brown root, and slice thin discs from its length.

She dropped several slices into the water and turned the flame on under the pot. When she faced him, her pallor, along with the shadows under her eyes, bothered him more than his hangover. He took in her shapeless, faded denim jumper and scuffed sneakers. Not her usual professional attire. Had she dropped everything to come to his rescue?

Or maybe she didn’t give a damn what she looked like in front of him. Not worth spending time on wardrobe choices or makeup. His stomach roiled again. He swiped his hair out of his eyes. Christ, he was pathetic.

A spicy scent filled the room, reminiscent of Christmas gingerbread men. He struggled against the memory—he, Gram and his sister rolling, cutting, and decorating. So long ago.

“It needs to steep for about ten minutes. Ginger tea,” she said. “Old family hangover recipe. Mom and I used to make it for my dad—kind of a Sunday morning ritual.” One corner of her mouth turned up.

Randy swallowed and willed his stomach to stop churning. “Must have been tough.”

“That was years ago. He and Mom split up. She’s happily remarried. We don’t hear from Dad.” She pulled a chair out from the table to face him and laid a hand on his knee. Her eyes, looking so much like the stone in his grandmother’s brooch, haunted him. He bowed his head. He felt her move behind him, felt her soft hands massaging his neck.

“I’m sorry about your cats,” she whispered, still kneading knots from his neck and shoulders. “Have you had them a long time?”

Oh, God. Anger, fury, rage. Those feelings he understood. Those he could deal with. But anguish pushed itself to the surface and his eyes burned. That was the last straw. Even when his grandmother had died, he’d kept everything locked inside. He jerked away, ignoring the spinning of the room, stumbled to the living room, and threw himself onto the couch where he turned on ESPN as loud as he could stand it. Sarah stayed in the kitchen.

He sensed her approach, raising his gaze enough to see she held a steaming mug in her hand. She extended it. “Sip it slowly. It should help.”

When he didn’t move, she said, “I’m not going anywhere. Drink.” Her tone brooked no nonsense.

Randy reached for the mug and took a sip of the spicy liquid. A hint of honey underscored the ginger. He raised his eyebrows and looked at her. It was surprisingly good, and he managed a weak smile.

Sarah perched on the arm of the couch. “I’m not moving until it’s finished.”

He took another sip. Whether it was due to her presence or the tea, the knots in his stomach loosened, the churning eased.

“You going to tell me how you found me?” Randy asked.

“Maybe I’m not such a bad detective myself.”

He looked at her over his mug, waiting.

“I called the station, asked for Colleen. Anyway, we worked a deal and she drove me over.”

“A deal. What kind of a deal? What have you two been doing?” He hoped the heat rising in his face was from the tea.

“Nothing. Don’t be mad at her. I told her I’d take a cab, but she insisted on driving me.”

“She never should have given you my address.”

“Technically she didn’t. She drove me over. And if it makes you feel better, we were talking, so I wasn’t paying attention to where we were going. Plus, I have no sense of direction. I get lost in elevators, so I don’t think I could find my way back here.” She nodded at his mug. He drank some more.

“Please don’t blame her,” she went on. “I can be pretty insistent. And,” she continued, her voice lowered, “she told me the cats were your grandmother’s. Starsky and Hutch?”

“Yeah. My grandmother got them as kittens. She died before they were a year old. I’ve had them ever since.”

The phone rang and Randy went to the kitchen. The room had stopped spinning, and the up and down motion was a fraction of what it had been. Dr. Lee’s voice on the phone sent the adrenaline surging. He clutched the edge of the table.

“I wish I had better news,” she said. “Your cats survived the night, but they’re still extremely weak. Othello is improving, but I’m still trying to identify the poison. Once I know what it is, I can begin more specific treatment. I can’t make any promises.”

Randy nodded. “Thanks for calling.” He hung up the phone. Sarah stood behind him, her hand on his back.

“They’re alive,” he said. “But that’s about all.”

Sarah crossed in front of him, took both of his hands in hers and squeezed them. “They’ll make it.”

Her compassion stretched his control to the limit. Unable to get words past the lump in his throat, he walked back into the kitchen and added the remaining ginger tea to his mug.

Sarah followed. “Think you can eat something? I saw the crackers. Smart move.”

“I can’t say that they’re still with me,” he admitted. “I tried some toast, but couldn’t face it.” He lifted the mug. “Thanks for the tea.”

“Sit down and I’ll make you some more toast.”

Randy finished three slices of toast, then called the Woodford police department. Gertie-Louise still wasn’t talking. They had three reliable eyewitnesses to tie her to the robberies in Woodford and another one in Maple Grove. Sarah would make her the prime suspect for the Pine Hills crimes as well, and he could close those cases. And something told him he’d find another link to Consolidated.

He watched as Sarah wandered into the kitchen, found an apple, took two bites and set it down. She read a section of the paper, got up for a drink of water, then went back to the couch.

“What’s the matter?” Randy asked. “Nervous?”

“That’s not it. It’s ... I can’t believe anyone would do this. Or why. Poison cats? Hurt innocent animals to get at me? Every time I think of it, I get furious all over again.” She tugged on her hair. “It’s got to be some sort of strange coincidence.”

“To a cop, coincidences send up red flags.” He went to the sink and rinsed his mug, then grabbed a pen and his legal tablet and sat in a chair opposite Sarah. “We should talk.”

She eyed the tablet and her posture stiffened. “About what? I thought all I had to do was identify Gertie for you.”

Randy tried to ignore the new roiling in his stomach. “I think the robbery is only part of it. I think a lot of your shop problems might not have been everyday business snafus.”

Her lips tightened. “Diana, right? She tried to make it so I’d sell the shop, but when the sabotage didn’t work, she went all legal.”

“I don’t know—”

“No, listen.” Sarah’s eyes went stormy blue. “Diana wanted more money. Twenty percent of a mass market shop would be more reliable than what she was getting from me. But I wouldn’t sell. If she bankrupted me, she’d be stuck with nothing. The answer was for her to convince me I couldn’t make a go of things on my own. Little things. Chip away until I gave up. Don’t you get it?” She stopped to take a breath. “You’re not writing anything. You’re not even clicking your pen.”

“What?” Randy looked at the pen in his hand.

“You click your pen when you’re thinking. You assume because you’re the cop, you’re right, and how could I know anything?”

His head throbbed. “No, that’s not it. Let’s forget the earlier snafus for now. The fact that she’s gone to a lawyer put her lower on my list. Why would she damage your merchandise once she’s decided to force you to sell? It would make the shop less valuable, not more.”

Randy could see the scenario playing out in Sarah’s head. It was a good thing she wasn’t a crook—she telegraphed every thought. She ducked her head and rubbed her temples before meeting his gaze.

“The way you put it sounds logical, I guess. But she’s still on your list, right? You ran her through the computers like you did Chris, didn’t you?”

He nodded. “Everyone’s on my list. I’m trying to put them in order.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Am I on your list?”

There was nothing teasing in her tone and his stomach lurched. Because he knew she’d insist on the truth, he gave it to her. “Not anymore.”

“You investigated me? I was the one who got robbed, remember.”

“Standard procedure.”

“When you came to St. Michael’s that night. Was all that standard procedure, too?”

He fisted his hands in his hair. Studied the floor. Then met her eyes in an even stare. “I showed up early because I wanted to see you. Not a suspect. Not a victim. You.”

She was quiet for a long moment, her eyes never leaving his. “I’m sorry. Maybe I’m more nervous than I thought. You have a job to do.”

“Yes, I do, and I’m sorry when it hurts you.” He set the tablet on the coffee table and leaned forward. He kept his voice neutral, did his best to muster a comforting smile. “I’d like to know more about David’s accident. Did you hire one of the PIs I suggested?”

She nodded and her eyes went from stormy to blank. “Mr. Dobrovsky. But according to him and the Highway Patrol, it was suicide.”

“I was at a convention in Florida when the accident happened. Tell me about it.”

He could see her searching to center herself. When she spoke, her voice was dull and flat. “First they thought it was an accident, but they found the note.”

“He wrote a note?”

“No. It was a card.”

“Maybe you should start at the beginning.”

She inhaled, then exhaled a slow, shaky breath. “David had an appointment with an artist—to sign a contract for exclusive handling of his work. Before he left, we had another argument about giving money to Diana.” She folded her arms across her belly. “When the cops found the card, they started thinking suicide.” She snorted, almost a laugh. “It was a Hallmark card—one of those generic ‘I’m sorry’ ones. He was apologizing for the argument, not saying that he was going to kill himself. But nobody listened.”

“That wouldn’t have been enough for a suicide ruling.”

“They found an insurance policy he’d taken out a few months before. I tried to explain that his best friend had died suddenly, and he realized anything could happen. Ironic, isn’t it? He was trying to protect me and instead, I’m up to my eyeballs in debt.” Her voice grew quiet. “And we were talking about starting a family.” Tears brimmed, but she wiped them away. Anger filled her voice now. “And then they found antidepressants in his blood.”

Randy wiped his palms on his jeans. “Was he—”

“Say it. Depressed? A mental case?” She stood, rubbing the small of her back. “I don’t know, dammit. He never said a word to me, never complained and I never saw him take pills. But they added everything up and said it was suicide. The report was full of mumbo jumbo about something jamming the accelerator, skid marks or no skid marks, tire tracks or no tire tracks.”

Her voice had faded and he went to her. “Come here.” He gathered her into his arms. She relaxed into him for a minute, then pushed away.

“I don’t know what’s worse. Knowing or not knowing. The private investigator said he couldn’t find enough to dispute the official findings and that it would be a waste of my money to go further. And since I didn’t have any more money, it seemed like calling it off was the best plan. But—even if it wasn’t the insurance money, everyone looks at you funny. Sometimes I get angry. At David, at everyone.”

“Survivor’s guilt,” Randy said. “You wonder if you’d done something different, maybe he wouldn’t have died. But there was nothing you could have done.”

She turned her eyes up to meet his. “You know.” Not a question.

He nodded. “I was on the road, on a case, when my grandmother had a stroke. Technically, it was my day off and she’d wanted us to go to dinner, but I’d begged off. Work first, even though there was nothing that couldn’t have waited a day or two. A neighbor found her. I didn’t get back in time. I’ll always wonder if things would have been different if I’d been home. I could have had her to the hospital sooner.” Or, if he hadn’t been engrossed in a damn basketball game and checked on his cats ... He cleared his throat against the constricting heat, raised his hand, palm out, to cut off Sarah’s response.

“It’s about time to hit the road. Bathroom’s in there if you want.” He motioned to the guest bath and went in search of a clean jacket.

* * * * *
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THEY DROVE IN SILENCE. About fifteen minutes down the road, Sarah reached for the radio buttons. “Do you mind?”

“Be my guest.”

Sarah punched each button in turn, listening for a moment before moving onto the next.

“I thought it was guys and TV remotes. What are you doing? Radio surfing?” Randy asked.

She giggled. The sound sent quivers through his body.

“No, just trying to get more of a feel for who you are. I think you can tell a lot about a person by their taste in music.”

“Do I pass?”

“I expected country, and the classical surprised me, but four of them are the same ones that were in my car. When I had a car. And they’re on my stereo at home, too.”

Randy didn’t miss the “my” instead of “our”. Had David’s memory faded a little more? “Why don’t you pick one and we can listen?”

Sarah settled on a soft jazz station, leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes.

They were almost to the worst stretch of mountain road and he turned his concentration to his driving.

When they arrived at the Woodford police station, Randy chatted with Ned Hodges, the officer in charge of the case. “So, she still won’t talk?” Randy asked.

“Clams have nothing on her,” Hodges said. “If you’ll follow me, we’ve got the lineup ready.”

Sarah chewed on her lower lip. She looked pale, but perhaps it was due to the station’s poor lighting. Randy put a hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

She stiffened beneath his touch. “Fine.”

Hodges held the door for her. “You understand the procedure, right? We’ve got five women in there. They can’t see you. They’ll step forward one at a time and say, ‘Unlock the register. I could use some spending money.’ Then you tell us which one is the lady who held you up.”

Randy watched as Sarah nodded, her eyes wide. She sat on a folding metal chair behind a narrow table, peering through a glass window. He positioned himself against the wall where he could watch both Sarah and the lineup. Hodges clicked a switch and plunged the room into darkness. The space on the other side of the window was awash in light. The door behind the glass opened and a line of gray-haired women paraded in. Randy waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim light and studied Sarah, trying to see what she was thinking.

She examined each woman in turn. He could feel her straining to compare their voices with the woman who had frightened her barely a week ago.

“Do you recognize her, ma’am?” Hodges asked.

“No,” Sarah said. Her voice quavered. “She’s not there.”

* * * * *
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RANDY HELPED SARAH into his F-150. After swallowing a huge helping of pride, he’d admitted his screwup to Hodges and got a booking photo of Gertie—Louise—to do what he should have done in the first place—confirm her identity with her previous Pine Hills victims, not rely solely on Sarah. Hodges had positive confirmation that the woman in custody had pulled the Woodford robberies. Randy tossed the folder behind the seat and took his place behind the wheel.

“It wasn’t her,” Sarah said. “The height was wrong, the body type was wrong, and the voices were all wrong. I have an eye for detail.”

“I believe you, Sarah. It was my mistake.”

“But if it’s not her, who robbed me? What do we do now?”

“We go home.” He rechecked his cell phone display.

“They’ll be all right,” Sarah said. “The vet would have called if anything had happened.”

“I’m that obvious?”

“I know those cats mean a lot to you. And it’s all my fault. Someone is mad at me and he’s taking it out on you and Maggie. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t you dare think that. This is not your fault.”

Sarah gave him a weak smile. “Tell me about your grandmother. She must have been nice.”

He couldn’t. Randy saw his grandmother, the day she’d brought home the kittens. He’d been staying with her over winter break and she’d let him name them, although she’d lobbied for Patches and Midnight.

“Look, Sarah. I know you mean well, but I don’t feel like talking. Please drop it.”

“I understand,” she whispered. She turned those blue eyes on him and he felt like a jerk, but he couldn’t deal with it. She’d cut too close. His cats ... Gram ... he refused to think about them anymore.

The weather had turned blustery and Randy fought the crosswinds and driving rain as they made their way over the winding road through the mountain. Randy concentrated on seeing the road between passes of the windshield wipers. Rain, the swish of his wipers and tires on asphalt were the only sounds.

Once they’d reached the other side of the mountain, the weather cleared. They were driving through the Pine Hills business district when Sarah said, “Stop at Thriftway, please.”

“What for? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Just stop. Please.”

Randy pulled into the lot behind Thriftway.

“I’ll be right back.” She grabbed her purse and darted into the store.

Randy drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. This had been one hell of a day. What was she doing in the store? He heard the door open and Sarah climbed in, two bunches of flowers in her hands. She placed them behind the seat and said, “Drive.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me where we’re going?”

“Drive. Left out of the parking lot. Right on First.”

Randy did as he was told. The look of earnest determination on her face left him little choice.

“Right at the light,” she said when they reached the outskirts of town. “Pull into the parking lot.”

“There’s nothing here but the cemetery. What—”

“I have some unfinished business. And I think you might, too.” She waited for him to stop, then turned to him. “She’s here, isn’t she? Your grandmother. Colleen told me on the drive to your place.”

“Yes, but—”

“When was the last time you were here?” She gave him a blue-eyed stare that pulled the answer out of him, pain and all.

“For the funeral.”

Her expression said she’d known. She handed him a bouquet and took his other hand in hers. “You have to do this. It’s hard, but it’s important. Trust me.”

They strolled along the path. It took Randy a few false turns, but he found his grandmother’s grave and knelt to place the flowers in the receptacle by the headstone. He felt Sarah’s hand on his shoulder.

“I’ll leave you alone. I’ll be across the path by that big oak tree. But you have to say goodbye. Talk to her.” Sarah gave his shoulder a squeeze and walked away.

Talk to her? What was Sarah thinking? Gram was gone. He didn’t converse with the dead.

He brushed a few dead leaves from around her headstone and ran his hand along the rough granite. The memory of her last day kicked him in the teeth. Her smile, trying to hide the disappointment when he’d said he had a lead he wanted to follow. The perfunctory peck on the forehead he’d given her.

It was your day off, damn it. And the last words you said to her were, “Sorry, Gram, gotta work. Another time.”

You could never count on another time.

His throat tightened. Checking to make sure there was no one else around, Randy took a deep breath as eight years of suppression slammed through his defenses.
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Chapter Twelve
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SARAH SLOWED AS SHE approached David’s grave. She’d been here often after his accident, but it had been three months since her last visit. The visit where she had vowed to stop grieving. As if saying could make it so.

She ached for Randy. He had never completed his grief. It was devastating not being able to say goodbye to loved ones, to have them taken without warning. She turned and saw him, kneeling at his grandmother’s graveside, shoulders shaking, as he dealt with the feelings he’d kept inside all these years.

She walked the rest of the distance to David’s grave with confidence. She knelt, placing the flowers one at a time into the container as she spoke.

“Hi, Sweetheart. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I still miss you.” She brushed away some leaves. “I think of you every day. I know you’re not here because ... because you wanted to leave me. Us. I can’t prove it and I don’t think anyone can. I guess you’re the only one who really knows.”

After she made final adjustments to the flowers, she traced the letters on his headstone with a forefinger. “I met someone. I like him. You’d like him, too.” Her voice cracked, but she forced herself to speak aloud. “I know you don’t want me to be alone the rest of my life. No one can ever replace you. You’ll always be a part of me. But there’s room for so much more. I know you’ll understand.” She remained motionless for several minutes, hardly aware of the drizzle, feeling warmth course through her body despite the chill in the air. She wiped a tear from her cheek. David understood.

Sarah rose from her knees at a light touch on her back. She turned to Randy and gave him a damp-eyed smile. His eyes were red, his cheeks were wet, but he looked at peace.

“You better?” she asked.

“Yes.” His voice was hoarse.

“You never cried for her before, did you? You never said goodbye. You have to grieve, you know, or you never heal.”

He nodded.

“I had a few things to clear up myself,” she said. “I think David understands.”

“Understands what?”

“This,” she said, and she pulled him under the shelter of the oak tree and kissed him. A gentle kiss, one that spoke of friendship, of understanding, of sharing. His moist lips touched hers. She tasted the salt of their intermingled tears, felt the sweet tenderness of his lips and then, without warning, her tongue sought his. Not a chaste kiss this time, but one deep with passion. He returned the kiss and she crushed her hips against him. He reached down and cupped her bottom in his hands, lifting her tight against him, giving her clear evidence of his arousal, and they lost themselves in the depths of their hunger.

The rain began in earnest, and they drew apart. Randy placed one gentle kiss on her cheek before he grasped her by the hand and they raced to his truck.

When Randy pulled to a stop in front of Sarah’s building, he reached over and stroked her cheek. “This can’t go further, you know. Not while I’m working on your case.” He took her hand and brought her fingers to his lips. “I’ll work round the clock to close it.”

“I understand. But please call if you find out anything.” She saw the underlying pain in his eyes. “Or if you want to talk.”

She closed the door, then ducked her head and hurried inside. Once she was in her apartment, Sarah crossed to the window and pulled the curtain aside. Randy’s truck was still there. She raised her hand. He flashed his headlights and she watched the black pickup crawl away.

While she fixed her dinner, Sarah noticed the lights in the apartment across the way. She reached for the phone to let Maggie know. No. She brought her plate to the table. Tomorrow would be soon enough.

* * * * *
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RANDY DROVE TO THE station, his emotions in turmoil. He sat behind the wheel in the parking lot until he gathered the composure to go inside. Sarah had yanked the bandage off an old wound, releasing all the festering guilt. He’d heal cleanly this time, thanks to her gentle touch, but the incision was still sore.

Memories of her kiss made him all the more determined to solve the case. He made a quick stop in the men’s room to rinse his face, then went straight to his desk, giving cursory nods to the few officers he passed on the way. Behind a closed door, he checked his voice mail, thumbing through his pink message slips while he waited for his computer to boot. Nothing from Dr. Lee, but Maggie’s name leapt off one of them.

He seized his phone and punched in her number.

“I’m sorry to bother you on a Sunday, but I knew you were working,” Maggie said. “I thought I’d check with you before I said anything to Sarah, in case it’s nothing. She’s had enough scares lately.”

A chill ran through him. “What are you talking about?”

“I went to the building next door to welcome the newcomers with some brownies. A man came to the door, probably in his forties, kind of fat. There was no furniture in the living room. There was a card table in the kitchen covered in pizza boxes and burger bags.”

“And ...” He forced himself not to snap at her. Let her talk. She was obviously trying to make up for the mistake with the heater man.

“And, I saw these two easy chairs parked right in the dining room area. Kind of strange for a dining room, wouldn’t you say?”

“Maggie, I’m sure there’s a point here someplace. So far, you’ve got a fast food-eating man whose furniture hasn’t been delivered, who decided to put a chair in the dining area of an empty apartment. Maybe he likes the view.”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to say!”

“What do you mean?”

“The view. That dining room looks right into Sarah’s kitchen window. And I can’t be sure, because the guy was doing his best to get me out of there before I could see anything, but I think there were some binoculars and maybe some other fancy techno stuff on a little table by the chairs. Anyway, it didn’t look kosher, and I thought you might be able to find out who rented the place. We don’t need peeping Toms in the neighborhood.”

The thought of someone watching Sarah made his skin crawl. “Hang on a second, Maggie.” How much would someone know if they’d been watching her apartment? Techno stuff, Maggie said. Listening equipment? Could he hear what went on in Sarah’s place? Shit. He wanted her out of there. Now. “Would the man have a view of Sarah’s front door?”

“No, it’s off to the side.”

“Here’s what I want you to do. Go across the hall and get Sarah to your place.”

“Why can’t I call her?”

“If the man has listening equipment, he can hear her side of the conversation.” Which, Randy knew, would probably be loud and clear.

“I get it. All hush-hush. Don’t worry. I’ll get her out on the Q.T.”

If his nerves hadn’t been firing on all cylinders, he might have laughed at Maggie’s enthusiasm. “Good. Have her call me from your place. She has my cell number.”

He paced his office while he waited for the call. Today was Sunday. When did Maggie say he’d moved in? Was it only one man? Damn. No matter what Sarah said, he couldn’t see Diana as a major player here. But this whole case looked like someone was playing puppetmaster. Diana didn’t seem to have the brains. But the more he thought about it, the more he wondered. She knew how to use her ... charms ... to get what she wanted.

Slow down. He was a cop, and it was time he started acting like one. He had a whole bunch of nothing, but it all surrounded Sarah. He took his legal tablet and had half-filled a page with disjointed notes when Sarah called.

“I’m at Maggie’s. Now, will you tell me what’s going on?” Any fear in her voice was hidden beneath the indignation.

Randy forced himself to keep his tone neutral. “I’m sorry. Your new neighbor might be spying on you.”

“That’s ridiculous! Watching me? If he is, why don’t you arrest him?”

“It’s not that easy. Watching someone isn’t against the law. As a precaution, I’d like you to stay with Maggie for a little while. I’m going to do some database searches and see if I can trace the rental.”
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