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Welcome to Tabor Heights:

A friendly little town on Ohio's North Coast, where sweet romance is always in the air.

Here you'll be able to explore the lives of the members of the congregation of Tabor Christian Church in the space of two years. The stories overlap, and there's no one right place to start.

Just like any small town, you come in, you meet someone, you hear their story and get to know them, and they introduce you to their friends, tell you something about them, and you learn those stories. As you get to know these new friends, they introduce you to other people, and tell you about other interesting stories in town.

It's the same way with Tabor Heights. Start with the story that interests you the most, and then branch out. 

Settle back and enjoy your visit.

Welcome!
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Wednesday, November 6






Toni Napolitano checked her rearview mirror as she pulled up in front of the little cottage tucked among the trees between Main and the curve of road down into the Metroparks. A single notch of tension eased away at the sight of the Tabor Heights Police Department sign and all those black-and-whites parked behind it, almost directly across the street from her new home. It wouldn't ease her parents' anguish and disappointment over all the lies she had told lately, especially over her returning to Tabor Heights, but she felt a little better. This had to be done. She owed it to Angel, more than anyone else.

Taking a deep breath, she unlocked her door and stepped out of her fourth-hand brown SUV. She chose to take the glorious sunshine on the sugar dusting of snow as a good sign. A promise for success.

"Okay, God, I know we haven't talked in a long time, but please... help me catch him? For Angel? For my folks?"

She reached back into the front seat and pulled out the canvas bag with all her paperwork for the cottage and the thick folder of printouts of newspaper stories taken off the Internet. She walked around the trailer hitched to the back of her SUV and up onto the curb, and grinned at the thought of the whirlwind she had made of her life since reading that first newspaper article just three weeks ago. Pride mixed with panic surged through her, and she kicked aside some fallen twigs on the slate sidewalk as she approached the cottage door. She had quit her job at the Calumet Cyclone, gave up her apartment, sold most of her belongings, and drove all the way from Iowa to Ohio without a job to cushion her landing. 

Toni had told no one she was positive the White Rose Killer was the same boy who had killed her sister, Angel, twenty years ago. What use was all her education and being an investigative reporter if she spent her life reporting on small-town events, and didn't use the gifts God gave her to track down that boy, now grown into a sick, cruel man?

She pulled out the key her new landlord, Mandy Gordon, had given her and unlocked the front door. The scents of lemon, ammonia and honeysuckle greeted her as her boots made echoes on the bare, hardwood floor. The cottage was partially furnished: kitchen table and chairs, appliances, sofa, bedroom furniture in one room. That suited her perfectly, and she had chosen to take that as a sign of promised success and maybe God smiling on her plan. Toni had kept her pots and pans, her desk, TV, DVD player, stereo, books, and office equipment. Everything she now owned in the world was inside that trailer she had hauled for two days of silent driving. She was rather proud of herself for being able to get rid of so much, pull up stakes and go where her heart led her. 

If she had to, she would do it again. If she could find Angel's murderer and bring him to justice after all these years, she could do anything.

It took her less than half an hour to walk through her cottage and go through the checklist Mandy had given her. Living room, kitchen, bathroom, two bedrooms. The empty one would be her office. There was a cellar with a deep freeze and the detritus of belongings previous tenants had left behind, which Mandy had said she was free to use. Toni laughed at the snowshoes, three bikes with flat tires, or no tires at all, gardening tools, and a big, old-fashioned picnic basket with the wooden flap top that could be used for a table. She thought of picnics and bike hikes she, her parents and Angel had gone on in the Metroparks, when they lived in Tabor Heights twenty years ago. Would she still be here in the spring, to use that basket and enjoy the park?

If she found the White Rose Killer and she was still in this cottage in the spring, she promised herself she would go on a picnic. She would visit all of Angel's favorite places. But she wouldn't go to that dead end road in the Metroparks where Angel had died. She could never go there, no matter how her hunt turned out.

Her first trip out to the SUV was to bring in her two suitcases and five grocery bags of clothes and shoes from the back seat. With the chill in the air, Toni chose to unpack all her clothes and put them away in the tall dresser and bedroom closet, soaking up the warmth of the cottage before heading out again into the breeze.

"Afternoon," a man called, as she stepped around the back of the trailer and reached for the padlock to unlock it. "Sorry," he added, when she jumped and stumbled. "Guess you didn't see me."

"No. I didn't." Toni pressed her hand over her heart. Her gaze fastened on the gold shield on the man's navy jacket before she took in his square-cut, cold-reddened face and dark gray eyes.

"Iowa, huh?" He gestured at the back of her SUV, where the license plate was barely visible behind the hitch. "What brings you to Tabor?"

"I lived here when I was a kid, and I decided it was time to come back." That was the truth, anyway. "I'm going to work at the Picayune." Actually, she hadn't applied at the newspaper yet, but she had met so much success so far, Toni dared to believe that part of her plan would work out as well. If it didn't, her next option was getting a job at the police department. She had worked as a dispatcher in college. Either job would put her in the center of the action, looking for the White Rose Killer, who had made Tabor Heights his hunting ground.

"Sounds like a plan. Well, welcome back to town." He held out a gloved hand. "I'm Duane Evans."

"Thanks, Officer Evans."

"Please, call me Duane." His grin had something almost shy, boyish about it. "Nice to see someone in the old Baker place."

"I remember walking past here when we'd go to the park." She cocked her head to the left and studied him. "How long have you lived here?"

"Feels like forever. My folks died when I was little and I came here to live with my dad's family." He frowned a little. "Why do you ask?"

"I was just trying to figure out if I knew you back then."

"Could be. What's your name?"

Toni laughed. "Sorry. I'm used to asking questions all the time—hazard of the profession. I don't usually talk about myself. Antoinette Napolitano."

Duane's eyes narrowed and he looked her up and down, then shook his head. "Sorry. Must be getting old. Name doesn't ring a bell."

"Well, we only lived here two years, and there are how many elementary schools in Tabor?"

"When I was a kid, five." He glanced around when a car drove past. "Uh... sorry. I'm supposed to be out on patrol. Just thought I'd check out the new neighbor. If you need anything..." He gestured at the police station across the street.

"Why do you think I chose this house in particular?" Toni laughed with him and they made their farewells.

He strode back across the street and she got to work. She had to unload the trailer and get it to the rental store before they closed at five. More important, she wanted to find a florist and visit Angel's grave before it got dark.

~~~~~
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HE HAD TO FOLLOW HER. His Angel would have wanted it.

He knew her face, the moment he saw the stranger get out of the truck pulled up in front of the old Baker house.

His Angel's little sister.

It gave him chills and tied his guts into knots, to stand there in the shadows of the trees and watch her go from the trailer to the house, back and forth, carrying boxes. Now he knew what his Angel would have looked like if she grew up.

It was a gift. It was a sign.

His angel was the right one this time. He didn't regret killing the first one. She had appeared in his life to distract him, to trick him and make him think Angel had kept her promise to return to him, no matter what. When they were children, they had promised to love each other forever, and not even death would keep them apart.

The first one had been false, a lying whore. She hadn't been worthy of his love, of his patience, waiting all these years for her to return to him. He had to kill her, to punish her. This new one, Katrina, was his Angel, returned from the dead just like she promised.

The return of Angel's sister had to be a sign.

He followed when Toni went to the rental station and had the trailer unhitched. He followed her when she went to Blooming Miracles and bought a bouquet of carnations and daisies. He followed her to the cemetery in Hyburg. He stayed by the gate, pulled out binoculars, and watched her put the flowers on a grave.

Angel's grave.

He was glad her sister didn't put roses on Angel's grave. Only he was allowed to put roses there.

~~~~~
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SNOW FROSTED THE STIFF grass over Angel's grave. Toni shivered, seeing in her imagination the white roses that had been there every time she came to the cemetery, until her parents couldn't take the pain, the cruel, silent taunting from the unidentified killer, and moved them to Indiana. Shaking, she crouched and leaned against the simple cross that held Angel's name, and her dates of birth and death. She had a hole in the index finger of her driving glove, but she ignored the wet and cold to clear out the engraved letters in the gray and pink granite.

There were no roses on Angel's grave. She supposed she should be grateful. How long had the roses continued? Until he found a new true love to haunt with notes and roses and demands for eternal loyalty?

"He's doing it again," she whispered, and her throat tried to close up.

Toni blinked away tears that felt as if they had been building up for years, just waiting to burst out. Her head ached from the pressure. She rubbed the tears away with the back of her fist. Now wasn't the time for crying. Not yet. When the White Rose was caught, exposed, and punished, then she could cry. Then she could finally ask her parents to forgive her for keeping Angel's secrets from them. Why hadn't she tattled on her sister? Their parents wouldn't have approved if they found out Angel had a boyfriend. They would have made her break up with him. She wouldn't have gone to the park to meet her boyfriend. She wouldn't have died, strangled by fencing wire and left lying in the dirt.

Tabor Heights still felt small, quiet, and safe. Just like it had when Toni, Angel and their parents had moved here. She had liked her small classes in school and the quiet, tree-shaded streets. She had felt safe going anywhere she wanted.

Toni hadn't felt safe since Curt Mehdlang went to the park to look for Angel and came back with the police, pale-faced and red-eyed from crying.

She had to get that job at the Picayune. She needed a job, and working for the local newspaper would give her all the information she needed, immediately. People expected reporters to ask questions.

"Please, God, if You're listening to me anymore, I have to have that job. I have to do it for Angel."

Standing, feeling a little wobbly in her knees, Toni stepped backward from the grave. She wondered where the other murdered girl was buried. She wondered what the current target of the White Rose Killer was doing right that moment. Did she feel curious about the man who wrote her those demanding, frightening love notes? Did she feel angry?

Toni thought about contacting the police, to ask to talk to the girl. Would they believe her, if she told them about Angel and her theories about the White Rose? Would they think she was a crackpot, capitalizing on someone's terror? Would it do any good to tell anyone?

Bottom line: she had to do something. Even if she had to do it alone.

––––––––
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THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 7

"Who's that?" Curt Mehdlang moved back from the table in the lunchroom at the Tabor Picayune, until his shoulders touched the top of the hatch window looking out over the river behind the building. It gave him the perfect angle to see through the gap in the curtain over the porthole window into Angela Coffelt's office.

A dark-haired young woman sat opposite Angela's desk while the editor looked through a sheaf of papers. As assistant editor for the twice-weekly newspaper, Curt would have known about any interviews. So what was she doing there? 

"Hmm?" Max Randolph, one of the copyeditors, pulled her mug of hot water out of the microwave and stepped over next to Curt. "Oh. She's here for a job interview. I heard her tell Myrna she was a reporter at a newspaper out in Iowa somewhere."

"Job interview?" Curt shook his head. “When did we advertise?”

"We didn't." Max raked her fingers through her mop of dark hair and twisted her combs back into place to hold it out of her eyes. "I heard her say she just moved back to town. Takes a lot of guts, moving without a job to go to, in this economy."

"A lot of confidence," he muttered, still watching the composed, familiar-looking woman. "Not much going on to warrant new staff."

Something about her oval face, those big, dark eyes and the way she tipped her head to one side. He knew he should recognize her. 

"Hmm?" He jerked, startled when Max touched his arm. "Sorry. A lot on my mind."

"I said, how can you say there's nothing going on, when the White Rose is still on the loose? That's kind of exciting. Sick, but exciting."

"You and Tony aren't going to use it for your next book, are you?"

"Spare me." Max rolled her eyes and ripped open two packets of raspberry hot chocolate mix for punctuation. "We write romances. Sickos preying on innocent girls, demanding love, sight unseen—that’s not romantic."

"Maybe we should check the personal ads at the PD and any other papers, to find someone who's been advertising for months and can't find his true love." Curt's stomach twisted and his mouth tasted like he had bitten into moldy bread. How could he make a joke about the White Rose Killer? Gretchen McKenzie was dead, and now Katrina Harper alternated between terror and frustration.

"I don't think someone like the White Rose would waste time and money on advertising. He's the kind of guy who sees what he wants and punishes anyone who won't give it to him."

"The White Rose?" Ted Gruber, the senior advertising rep, sauntered into the room. "Bet you anything he got rejected by e-Harmony. Maybe we should get the cops to subpoena them to open up their records."

Curt and Max exchanged glances. She muttered about a queue full of stories that needed to be edited and hurried out of the lunchroom. Ted sidled up next to Curt and went up on his toes to see through the gap into Angela's office. He whistled.

"Who's the cutie? Looks kind of familiar... Hey, is she victim two? What's her name, Karen? Kate?"

"Katrina," Curt muttered. "That's not her."

His stomach twisted and he stared at the young woman, standing now and shaking hands with Angela. Make her hair longer, exchange that brown blazer for a fuzzy pink sweater, and make her twelve years old... she could be Angelique Napolitano.

But Angelique was dead. Nearly twenty years now.

Curt shook his head. He was seeing Angelique everywhere, lately. He had nearly knocked himself out on the basketball court two weeks ago, when he looked up in the stands and thought he saw her sitting there, cheering for Tabor Christian's team in the inter-church basketball tournament. The look-alike was Sheila McGuire, Officer Frank McGuire's niece. Her parents were Army doctors, both on duty overseas.

Ted stomped over to the coffeemaker and tossed a quarter into the donation jar. Everyone was supposed to put in fifty cents for the coffee. "Some loony thinks he's in love and plays Cyrano DeBergerac, spouting love poetry from the bushes. When the girls get scared, he gets nasty." He spilled coffee on the counter, then scattered as much sugar as he put in his coffee. He picked up the sponge from the tiny sink, made a half-hearted swipe at the mess, left it sitting there, and headed out of the lunchroom. "What happened to the good old days when a guy saw a girl he wanted, clobbered her over the head and dragged her back to his cave?" He disappeared down the hall to the front of the long, narrow office space.

"I bet you got rejected by e-Harmony, too," Curt muttered.

He heard the doorknob click and pretended to read the six-month-old copy of Writer's Digest. He sauntered to the doorway of the lunchroom, watching from the corner of his eye as Angela walked the stranger to the front of the office. The long hallway down the far side of the office unit went from front to back, giving Curt a clear view of the traffic at the front door. He watched Angela and the Angelique look-alike shake hands. Several knots of tension in his gut and shoulders loosened when the young woman walked out the door.

"Likely prospect?" he greeted Angela, as she came back down the hall. They paused in front of the large room where the reporters worked.

"Maybe. But we really don't have any openings. Something about her caught my attention. I'm not sure what." She rubbed her temples and attempted a smile. "Please tell me Dad isn't trying to install another arcade game on the file server?" She gestured at the cluster of workers gathered around the stacked unit of CPUs and printers, with a jungle's worth of cables leading out to the other computers in the office.

Andrew Coffelt had inherited the Tabor Picayune from his father and had gladly embraced every advance in technology. Curt sympathized with Angela, because her father was a little too eager to rest on his credits as publisher, semi-retired yet still in the office every day. His delight in trying out new software on the office system was a constant source of frustration for Angela. The only thing that kept her from banning her father from the office was the fact that his experiments hadn't interfered with the publication of the paper. Not yet, anyway.

Curt suspected that even if Andrew caused a power blackout of downtown Tabor Heights for a week, Angela still couldn't ban her father from the paper. They both loved it too much. He just wished she wasn't stuck with being the adult while her father enjoyed his second childhood.

"I think he's just checking out the FBI site that Loni decided to access. Tracking the White Rose and identifying him has become the favorite hobby here," Curt offered.

"Unfortunately." Angela's brown eyes lost focus. Then she shuddered, wrapped her arms around herself, and continued down the hall to the lunchroom, her shoulder-length black hair streaming out behind her with the impetus of her exit.

"Something wrong?" He followed her.

"Everything lately reminds me of the White Rose. That woman who was just in here—”

"Looks like both his targets?" He nodded when she stared at him. "I noticed. She reminded me of someone I knew when I was a kid."

"You might have known her. Toni said she lived here for a few years. Toni Napolitano. Sound familiar?"

Curt started to say no, then choked. "Short for Antoinette?"

He remembered Angelique's little sister, trying to tag along with them when their gang from school went to play kickball. A scrawny kid, she pouted a lot when Angelique told her to stay home. Curt thought she was four years younger than him, putting her in third grade while the rest of them were in seventh.

"Yes, Antoinette. Her credits are impressive. She brought a folder full of clippings." Angela sighed and put down the coffee carafe without filling her mug. "We can't really afford another reporter on staff right now. But it wouldn't be fair to just tell her no without at least examining her work."

"Look at it this way." Curt's smile felt stiff. "She looks so much like the White Rose's targets, would you feel right giving her a job that would have her all over town, letting him get a good look at her?"

"That's not funny." She dumped cream and sugar into her cup before reaching for the carafe again.

"I wasn't trying to be funny." He glanced toward the open door of her office. "So, those clippings she brought. What did she write?"

"Everything. Her specialty seems to be investigative reporting. If you ever feel like you need a partner, I'd seriously consider her."

"Nah, not yet." Curt stayed in the kitchen when Angela went back to her office.

Investigative reporter, huh? He felt sick with the certainty of what brought Toni Napolitano back to Tabor Heights. Somehow, she had heard about the White Rose, the two women he had terrorized, the one he had killed. She heard about the notes, demanding undying love and purity; the white roses left on doorsteps and even inside the victims' houses. The threats against any men who trespassed on his territory.

Just like he had done, had Toni made the connection between the White Rose and her sister's murder? Did she feel duty-bound to hunt him? Just like Curt felt duty-bound? After all, he found Angelique's body, left lying like so much discarded forest trash in the park.
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Chapter Two
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"This is Angela Coffelt at the Tabor Picayune, calling for Toni Napolitano."

Curt stopped outside Angela's office, his hands full of the layout sheets for the next day's paper. He stayed still, hoping Angela wouldn't see him.

"I'm just calling to say I'm sorry—”

Curt backed away, heading across the editorial room to his desk. He felt sorry for Angela, having to be the bearer of bad news. He had read Toni's clippings and she was quite good. The paper she worked for in Iowa was a ten-page weekly. She certainly deserved to move on up to more challenging territory.

Angel had been his first crush. He couldn't send Toni back to Iowa, but he could make sure she wasn't visible all over town. If his theory about the White Rose Killer was correct. He didn't feel the least bit of guilt for encouraging Angela not to hire her. 

Maybe he should call Pastor Glenn and share his theory and fears with him. Several prayer chains and Bible studies at Tabor Christian had made the White Rose Killer a focus of concern, just because Police Chief Ray Cooper was a member. This hadn't become personal yet. The Napolitanos had attended the church during their short stay in town, and Curt had a chilling mental image of Toni's casket at the front of the church during the funeral service, just like Angel's had been.

~~~~~
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TONI STEPPED THROUGH the side door into her kitchen with her arms full of groceries. She saw the light flashing on her answering machine, sitting in the wide window seat. After her interview this morning, she had gone on a shopping spree, picking up things like curtains, throw rugs, cleaning supplies and food. After all the work she had put in yesterday, getting unpacked and settled, she had decided to splurge and celebrate in anticipation. Sometimes, acting like she had already succeeded had made all the difference. If she acted like she had the job at the Picayune, then maybe she could make it real.

Toni planned to turn on the TV, curl up on her two-seater couch to eat Chinese, and go through her Star Wars DVD collection until she went unconscious. Unless she had to start work the very next day. Then she would get a good night's sleep. She actually debated ignoring the message on the answering machine until she had unpacked all her shopping bags. Anticipation was always the best part of any good news.

Curiosity won out. It always did. She put her bag from the Green Dragon on the window seat, pressed the play button, then stepped across the tiny kitchen to fill the refrigerator.

"This is Angela Coffelt at the Tabor Picayune, calling for Toni Napolitano."

Toni dashed back across the room to the window seat. She laughed at herself. As if being on top of the machine would affect the message?

"I'm just calling to say I'm sorry, your credits and your reporting skills are topnotch, but we simply don't have the need for another reporter on our staff. There are a handful of other community newspapers you might try, even the Cleveland Plain Dealer or the Akron Beacon Journal, if you want to move up to the dailies. Thank you for applying to work with us, but again, we simply can't add anyone else to our staff at this time."

Toni snatched up the first thing she could reach, which turned out to be her hot and sour soup. The splat on the forest green tile floor came nowhere near adequately expressing how she felt and filled the air with the mouthwatering aromas of Chinese food. Toni wasn't hungry. She stared through tears at the red light on the answering machine.

No. She knuckled her eyes until they were dry again. She couldn't cry, not yet. Not until Angel's murderer was caught. Not until she knew any other potential targets were safe.

"What am I going to do?" she whispered and sank down to the floor.

Maybe she was wrong to try to do this alone, but who could she ask for help? She had to find someone who remembered her sister, who cared about what happened twenty years ago.

"Time to take some risks," she told her quiet kitchen. She glared at the answering machine. "You're going to hire me, Angela Coffelt. You just don't know it yet."

~~~~~
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HE SAT IN THE DARKNESS and cold outside the Harper house and watched Sam Conrad's car pull up and Katrina climb out. His hands clenched around his steering wheel, watching the two of them say goodbye. Katrina leaned in the open window, swaying her backside a little. In the overhead interior light of the car, he saw her face light up at something Sam said, and the two of them laughed.

The news had trickled through town for the past two days, but he had refused to believe it. Sam Conrad claimed that he and Katrina had been dating casually for the last two months. They hadn't been serious about each other until the White Rose made his claim on her. Some of the fools in town had laughed when they talked about Sam and Katrina's whirlwind romance. That would send the White Rose running. Who would mess with Sam Conrad when he was ready to fight for his girl?

"Whore," he growled, watching Katrina walk backward away from the car, waving to Sam as he drove away into the night. "You're mine. I told you that you're mine. He doesn't have any right to you."

He waited until Katrina climbed the front porch steps and went inside her parents' house. His fingers tightened on the steering wheel, almost cutting through the vinyl cover. How could they stand having a filthy liar living in the house with them? He had thought she was his angel because she looked like a good girl, still living at home with her parents, protected and pure.

He was wrong. Again. She would have to be punished.

But first, he had to deal with Sam. 

Without turning on his headlights, he pulled out of the shadows of the trees in the empty lot and headed down the street in the direction Sam had gone. He knew everybody in town, every street, every business. He knew where Sam lived, and the route he would take to go home.

Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot by the swimming hole in the Metroparks, parking his car behind the bathhouse, which was locked up for the winter. He watched until he saw the blue-tinted headlights coming down the park road. That was Sam's car. He had followed Sam to a stop at Heinke's Grocery and waited until he saw him standing in the checkout line. Then he drove away to get ahead of him on the route home.

He had a bucket of glass shards in his trunk, and it was a matter of moments to strew pieces of broken bottles across the park road. Then he ducked behind the bathhouse and waited until he heard the satisfying screeching of Sam's brakes locking up, the thud-bump of the car sliding off the road onto the berm. He pressed his gloved hands over his mouth, muffling his laughter, as Sam climbed out of the car, surveyed the damage, then pulled out his cell phone and called for help. He calculated he had maybe fifteen minutes before Sam's roommate got to that spot in the park.

Plenty of time to teach a filthy poacher like Sam Conrad to leave another man's woman alone.

He had a baseball bat in his trunk, saved to deal with that self-righteous jerk, Mark Donovan, but it would work just as well on Sam.

~~~~~
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"ANGELA." CHIEF RAY Cooper wasn't surprised to see the editor of the Picayune come into the waiting room across the hall from Sam Conrad's hospital room.

Her sense of responsibility for the entire community had drawn him to her, even before he discovered their mutual interest in horses. Her need for a new stable for her horse had been icing on the cake and gave him all the opportunities he could wish for to spend time with her without the entire town speculating on their relationship.

That had been five years now. How did time go by so quickly?

"How is he?" She tipped her head toward the hospital room, the door still closed while the doctors conferred with Sam's older sister and her husband.

"Lucky to be alive." He heard the footsteps coming down the hall and stopped himself from reaching for her hands. "Yes, Evans?"

Officer Duane Evans leaned into the room, braced on the doorframe. "Everything okay in here, Chief?"

"Fine. You're not on duty. Go on home." He held up a hand, stopping the young man. "You did a good job, Evans. Sam's going to live to thank you for being there."

"If I hadn't been running late, heading home..." Evans shuddered. "Who'd do that to a guy?" He glanced at Angela. "Ma'am? I can stay if you need to talk to me."

"The story can wait for the next edition," Angela said. "Curt will probably catch up with you tomorrow to ask, though. Thanks."

"Yes, Ma'am." He nodded to them and left.

"What exactly did the White Rose do?" Angela asked, sinking down into one of the waiting room couches, a remnant from the sixties with chrome and black vinyl cushions, flat and promising backaches.

"Nobody said it was the White Rose." He sank down next to her and took hold of her hand without thinking.

"Ray..." Her mouth quirked up just a little. "Everybody knows Sam Conrad claims Katrina is his girl, and anybody who knows Sam knows he's doing it just to protect her from the White Rose. The only person who would have any reason to hurt him is the White Rose. So what did he do?"

"Covered the park road with glass, and when Sam stopped with two flat tires, ambushed him from behind with a baseball bat, then hung him by his knees from the nearest tree." Cooper swallowed hard. "Evans found the baseball bat covered in blood, and in two pieces." He watched her eyes widen and she winced. "Angie... we have to do something. I just don't know what yet."

"Dad and I agree, whatever approach you choose on this, we're behind you. If you want to keep it low-key, if you want to make it a media circus to drive him out from cover, we'll do it."

"Sometimes when you're doing those election interviews, it seems like you can read the minds of the candidates. I don't suppose you can manage that now?"

"Sorry." She shook her head. A hint of blush touched her cheeks when he raised her hand and brushed his lips over two knuckles.

That was all they had before the door across the hall opened and the doctors came out, followed by Leslie Hancock and her husband. All they ever had were moments, other than those rare free afternoons when they could go riding together, but Cooper didn't let it discourage him. 

––––––––
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FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 8

"No, sorry, Angela is in the bathroom." The gravelly voice of Myrna Calhoun blared down the hall from the front desk to the newsroom.

Curt felt the other editorial staff flinch. They all hated it when Myrna worked the receptionist desk, but on delivery days, the newspaper needed at least two people answering the phones. Myrna was in her seventies, a former gym teacher, and claimed she had danced in Vegas when she was younger. Thanks to that story and a flapper costume she wore every Halloween, the former circulation manager had dubbed her “Bubbles.” On days like this, when Myrna didn't have the sense to keep people's private business private, Curt swore the bubbles were in her head.

Sighing, he got up and walked to the front of the newspaper office to rescue whoever was at the counter. Angela was expecting Xander Finley for an interview to talk about the new branch office Common Grounds Legal Clinic planned to open in Tabor Heights. Even a trial lawyer might not be able to stand up against Myrna's interrogation tactics. Curt hurried down the long hallway, past the advertising office, past circulation, past the storage room that held office supplies and the morgue, to the front of the office where Max Randolph worked on copy and the ever-changing staff manned the switchboard. Annalee Gray typed the stringer's stories and helped out on the phones when things got really bad, and Curt saw her hanging up a phone as he walked past her desk. She gave him an apologetic little smile. Curt winked and shook his head. Obviously, Myrna had more important things to do than answer the phone today, so Annalee had to step in, leaving the oblivious old woman to embarrass Angela and the Tabor Picayune yet again.

"Can I help you with something?" Curt asked, holding out his hand to the woman standing in front of the counter, still giving Myrna an I can't believe you said that look. Then he got a good look and wished he had stayed in the back and let Myrna drive her away.

He had been foolish to hope Toni Napolitano would give up after one failure. She wouldn't have been the good, detail-oriented reporter he saw in her clips if she gave up that easily. He should have expected her to come back and try again.

"I was in here yesterday to interview for a job," Toni said. She stretched out her hand to shake Curt's. Her puzzled little frown when he withdrew his hand was almost comical.

He remembered the way she had stared, her eyes big and stunned, when he gave her parents the news about Angel. Then Toni had let out a little scream and ran from the room. He could still hear the sound of her sneakers slapping on the wooden steps as she fled upstairs, and the slam of her door. And her wracking sobs that echoed through the whole house.

"I know. I also know the editor called you and said there wasn't an opening for you." Curt braced his hands on the edge of the counter. Usually he could intimidate people by leaning in close to them. It helped that he was taller than most of the people who came through the newspaper's doors. Little sparks lit up Toni's eyes, but she didn't back away.

"There's more going on here than just a job."

"Like what?"

"I don't think that's any of your business."

"Considering I'm assistant editor, and if you do manage to bull your way in here I'll be stuck working with you, yes, it is my business."

Toni's face went white. Curt almost laughed at this hint she knew who was the assistant editor, and she remembered him. He had been a scrawny kid, four inches shorter than Angel, back in seventh grade. Now he towered over everyone in Tabor Heights, except maybe Pastor Wally and a few men in the fire department.

"Curt, it's been a long time." She mustered up a smile. "You probably don't remember me, from when we were kids."

The total silence hit Curt like a hammer blow. He looked to his left. Myrna sat up straight at her desk, eyes wide, greedy glee stretching her orange-lipsticked mouth in a wide smile. She lived for gossip and warped everything she heard. 

"Old home week, I guess." Curt forced a smile, caught hold of Toni's arm, and stepped around the counter. She didn't resist as he led her to the front door and out onto the sidewalk in front of the newspaper office. Snow had started falling again. "If you're trying to impress the boss with your persistence, you get ten points for that, but you lose ten on timing."

"You don't understand."

"I think I do. I think you're here because of Angel." Curt hated himself when he saw the shock in those big, dark eyes, the hurt mixed with the relief. He hated the proof that she had come here looking for Angel's killer and hated the suspicion that he had just encouraged her.

He wanted to throw her over his shoulder, drive her to the airport and put her on the first plane back to Iowa. Curt let go of her hand and gripped both her shoulders to turn her around.

"Go home, Antoinette. Leave the crime-fighting to the police."

"I have to do this."

"Does anybody tell you how much you look like Angel?" He flinched when a car drove down the street between the newspaper's building and the shopping plaza it faced. The driver didn't look at him. He could only imagine how it looked for him to stand out here in his shirtsleeves with more snow threatening in the horizontal wind. 

"No. We don't talk about Angel." Her mouth flattened and the anger lighting her eyes turned into that old pain Curt had seen in his dreams, ever since the White Rose's first “true love” turned up dead.

"You look a lot like her. If I see the resemblance, I bet the White Rose will, too. What do you think will happen if he sees you and thinks you're Angel, come back from the dead?"

"You think that's exactly what's happening, don't you? You think it's the same boy who killed Angel." Toni grasped his arms and shook him once. "Curt, you have to help me with this."

"Help you get killed? Angela has a sign over her door. Maybe you missed it when you came in. It says we report the news, we don't become part of it."

"I'll make you a deal." She leaned closer and Curt caught the scent of peppermint on her breath. "I'm only going to stay as long as it takes to catch the White Rose. Then I'm gone. This town has only bad memories for me. So, we work together, and the faster we catch this guy, the faster I'm gone and out of your hair. Deal?" She released him and stepped back, holding out her gloved hand.

"I don't make stupid deals." Something writhed inside his gut when that hopeful gleam in her eyes died, crushed by his growled words. Curt sighed, knowing he was going to hate this. "By now, Angela probably knows you came back. I'll tell her what you want and we'll get back to you, okay?"

"Why not tell me now?" Angela said.

Curt groaned and turned around to see her framed in the doorway, her big, dark eyes bright with something that wasn't exactly amusement. He could just imagine what kind of warped story Myrna had told her.

"Max warned me there was somebody who needed rescuing from Myrna," Angela said. "I have the feeling I'm rescuing Miss Napolitano from you, instead."

"How much did you hear?" he had to ask.

"More than should be discussed out here on the sidewalk." She beckoned for him and Toni to follow her back into the office.

Myrna was busy on the phone, lecturing someone about the history of Tabor Heights, with her back to the door. Annalee stood at Max's desk, leaning over her shoulder and studying the screen. Max met Curt's gaze and gave him an eye-roll. Curt didn't know if he should laugh or feel guilty for making a scene. Once they reached Angela's office, she closed the door, made sure it latched, and tugged the curtain over the porthole window. Angela perched on the front of her desk while Curt and Toni took the seats in front of her.

"I'm just catching up on the back-story," Angela said as she crossed her arms. "I should apologize for not recognizing your name, Miss Napolitano. Your sister's murder was the first story I helped write, when I started working for my father." She took a deep breath, exhaled loudly, and tried to smile. "I remember Angel. I was in ninth grade when she was in seventh. She used to bring in the ads your father placed."

"If I had told you I wanted the job because I needed an excuse to come back and hunt Angel's murderer, would you have hired me?" Toni spoke softly, with a world of exhaustion in her voice.

"I honestly don't know." Angela tipped her head to one side, like a bird studying something before it pounced. Curt knew that look didn't bode well for him, since her gaze focused on him now. "Something tells me you knew when she was here yesterday. Want to tell me why you didn't say anything?"

"I figured she was safer working somewhere else, if we couldn't get her to leave town," Curt said with a shrug.

"No matter what you decide, I'm staying," Toni said.

"I could tell Chief Cooper you're going to be a hindrance to his investigation," Angela said softly. Her lips flattened into a grim smile. "But I won't do that. Because quite honestly, linking Angel's murder to the White Rose never occurred to Ray or to me, or anyone else working the investigation, that I know of. How long have you had the theory, Curt?"

He felt like a kid being raked over the coals in school when Angela looked at him that way.

"A week or two. I don't know where the idea came from, but all of a sudden it just hit me that Gretchen and Katrina both look like Angel, if she'd grown up. The white roses and the notes reminded me of the notes her parents found. It sounded too similar for a coincidence, but maybe I was hoping that's all it was." He shrugged. "I wanted some more evidence before I wasted the chief's time with my theories."

"Let's hope you don't get any more evidence," Toni muttered.

"Amen," Angela said. "Let’s make a deal, Miss Napolitano—”

"Please, call me Toni. If we're going to be working together."
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Chapter Three
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"That's a pretty big 'if' right now." Angela nodded. "I will go to Chief Cooper and tell him your and Curt's theory, and that you want to help. I assume you and Curt were arguing about you staying out of trouble, and trying to convince you to leave town."

"We were." Curt had the sinking feeling he had just stepped into a mess too large to be cleaned up.
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