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Frozen Hearts

 

Chapter 1

 

 “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

 Judge Margaret Taylor waited, along with the rest of the invited guests, for the newly married couple to seal their wedding vows with a kiss. The bri​de and groom glowed with smiles, and they were mesmerized, staring into each other’s eyes. This wasn’t the first marriage for either of them, but the happiness and love the mature couple shared couldn’t have been more obvious.

 Beams of late afternoon sunlight danced on the small ripples in the lake behind them, and the air-sweetened scent from the lilacs that draped the flower-covered arch added to the beauty of their romantic surroundings. Margaret cleared her throat and leaned into them a little more. “Sallie Mae, King, you can kiss to seal your vows.”

 King, looking dashing in his black tuxedo and much taller than his bride, was the first to break eye contact. He drew her into his arms and kissed her soundly. Everyone clapped in approval.

 Sallie Mae gave Margaret a teary-eyed smile. “Fourth time’s the charm.” She laughed and accepted her bouquet of white roses from her granddaughter, Celeste.

 The clapping continued when the newlyweds walked down the aisle between the white folding chairs that had been set up on the vibrant green lawn of the Laurel Heights Inn. She loved officiating weddings, especially this one because Sallie Mae had been a dear friend for many years.

 Margaret waited until all the other guests had headed into the resort to enjoy the cocktail hour. She shook her head, watching her twelve-year-old granddaughter run toward her. Edith’s long black hair was styled in a half ponytail, and her light pink lipstick brought out her flushed complexion. Wearing a dress was so not her norm, but she looked so pretty. The light turquoise dress with a handkerchief hem fluttered like the wings of a butterfly. She’d already exchanged her dainty sandals for sneakers.

 Margaret gave Edith a quick hug. “You don’t want to hear it, but you look beautiful. The party is in the other direction.”

 “I know, and I guess I’ll eventually like wearing dresses. I ran back to Daddy’s car to get my sneakers. I couldn’t stand those silly shoes.”

 “Since your mother knows you so well, they’re the same color as your dress. Where are your parents?”

 “Daddy took Noah to the potty, and Mommy went to the ladies’ room with Aunt Cameron because she feels like throwing up.” Edith shook her head. “I’m never going to have a baby.”

 “Someday I’ll remind you of that statement.” Margaret laughed.

 “Grandma, this is the first time I ever saw you marry anyone.” Edith looked around to make sure they were alone. “Sallie Mae looked really nice in her long lace dress, and King was so handsome in a tuxedo. But, Grandma, aren’t they kind of old to get married? She’s sixty, and King is sixty-two. I know because I heard Sallie Mae talking to my mother when we went to the Spoonful for breakfast a couple of weeks ago. Her granddaughter was her maid of honor!”

 “Edith, they might appear ‘too old’ to get married, but there’s no time limit on when a person should fall in love.”

 “You always wear the pearls Grandpa gave you so you can remember him. Is that how come you don’t go out on dates? Would you ever get married again?”

 Margaret was taken aback by her granddaughter’s very direct questions about thoughts Margaret had never considered. She answered as best she could. “I don’t go on dates because I don’t have time. I wear three hats. Lawyer, judge and the mayor of Laurel Heights.”

 She hooked her arm around Edith’s elbow before they joined the others. Even in sneakers, her granddaughter was almost as tall as Margaret. “Why all these questions about me going out with men?”

 Edith shrugged her shoulders. “You live in that fancy condo all alone. You don’t have a pet, not even a fish. Sometimes, I think you’re lonely. Mommy said you’re going on a cruise.”

 Now they were getting someplace. The cruise had prompted all these questions. “What does that have to do with you thinking I’m lonely?”

 “When I go for my piano lesson, sometimes I have to wait until Mrs. Schmidt is finished watching her program. She watches all the reruns of The Love Boat. She gets all goofy and says that’s the best place to find a husband. You can get married right on the boat.”

 “Edith, a ship’s captain generally doesn’t have the legal right to officiate a wedding at sea. He must be a judge, a justice of the peace or a minister. As for dating, that’s my choice. Getting married again? To be perfectly honest, I never thought about it. I’ll tell you what—if I ever get a marriage proposal, I’ll make sure I get your approval before I say yes.”

 “Okay, then I won’t worry. I’m starving. Let’s get something to eat.”

 Margaret chuckled. How quickly Edith could change the subject. “I’m with you.”

 The cocktail hour had already started when they stepped inside the main atrium. The crowd of a hundred people were helping themselves to an assortment of dishes at the different food stations before sitting at the small round tables to enjoy their food and drinks.

 No matter how many times she visited the inn, it never got old. Polished, full-length logs formed the inner walls. Hardwood and flagstone floors blended with gleaming woodwork to create a rustic setting. To accommodate the comfort of the inn’s guests, couches in soft beige leather, with the focal point being the floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace, created a comfy living room appearance. Despite it being the first week of August, a fire burned low. Pictures of natural flora and wildlife brought life into the room.

 The soft sound of water cascading over a narrow fieldstone cliff emptied into a small pond next to the entrance of Nature’s Bounty, one of the inn’s three restaurants. Dinner would be served in Forest Glen, the high-end restaurant that offered gourmet meals.

 Her son-in-law and his friends had built a fabulous resort that was filled to capacity year-round, especially during the summer months.

 “Where are your fellow Wishing Sisters?” Margaret knew the three best friends were practically inseparable.

 “Susan and Vicky are taking pictures by the waterfall. Their mom said since they’re all dressed up, she wanted to take a couple family photos. Do you mind if I go over and watch them?”

 “No, you go right ahead. I’ll get myself a drink and join the rest of our family in a little while.”

 Margaret walked into the Timberland Bar, just off the main atrium. The lumberjack theme was dominant, right down to the natural-wood barstools and tables. The bartenders and wait staff wore red-and-black-checkered shirts, suspenders and jeans.

 She recognized one of the three bartenders. He’d graduated with her son Treig. “Hi, Landon.”

  “Evening, Judge Taylor. What can I get you?”

 “I’ll have gin and tonic with lime, please.”

 She slowly sipped the refreshing drink, not yet ready to meet up with her family. The conversation she’d had with her granddaughter was thought-provoking. Looking around the room, she noted that she was surrounded by family and friends. How could she be lonely?

 Some of the locals she was socializing with had stood before her bench. Unfortunately, she’d had to sentence some for disorderly conduct or take their driver’s license away for DUIs or render judgment on petty misdemeanors. Over the past two years, the small-town atmosphere had changed with the influx of many visitors. The newly built Laurel Heights Inn attracted out-of-towners. The formerly vacant stores on Main Street were thriving with a variety of businesses.

 Her job as a judge had increased tenfold, and her private law practice was being run by her two partners. She hadn’t told her family, but she wouldn’t be running for re-election when her term of office as mayor was up nine months from now.

 In her ten years on the bench, she’d also made a number of enemies. The three threatening letters she’d recently received were now in the hands of the Laurel Heights Police Department, specifically those of her daughter, Jessie, who was a police lieutenant. Margaret was more annoyed with the letters than worried. I lost a lot of money. Now you’ll pay bitch! The generalized threat could’ve been sent by anyone.

 Laughter brought her back to the wonderful party, and she headed for the atrium. Despite the mouthwatering smells, she wasn’t hungry. The happy bride and groom where talking to Samantha and Luke O’Ryan. Sam had once been a short-order cook for Sallie Mae, but now she owned Tea in Time, a tea and bakeshop in town. Sam had made King and Sallie Mae’s wedding cake.

 Everywhere she looked, couples were laughing and enjoying the ambience, delicious food…and she was standing alone, nursing a gin and tonic. Her fingers automatically reached for the string of pearls she wore with her black suit. Ten years of missing Norman, her beloved husband. Had Edith been correct? Did she wear the pearls every day to make sure she’d never forget him? No, she didn’t need a reminder, because he’d always be a part of her heart.

 This was all a bunch of crazy thinking. No, she wasn’t lonely. She was just tired and was finally taking a much-needed vacation to have some fun. Two days from now, she’d be leaving Margaret Taylor, the judge, lawyer, mayor, mother and grandmother, at home.

 She’d already decided if anyone on the cruise asked what she did for a living, she would tell them she was a writer researching her next suspense novel.

 

 Brent Saeger checked the text message confirming the time and location of his meeting. Except for the music coming from the party, everything was quiet. Walking down the deserted corridor of the resort, he made a right turn and came face-to-face with a security guard.

 “The administrative offices are closed. Can I help you locate your room?” the woman asked.

 The badge attached to the front of her light blue golf shirt read Madison Evans. The smooth tone of her voice was as friendly as her Southern accent. Her blond hair was braided in a tight knot on her head, and she wore a minimal amount of makeup.

 “I’ve a meeting with Lincoln Adams at six-thirty. I’m to meet him in the office of the director of security.”

 “Please wait while I confirm. Your name?”

 “Brent Saeger.”

 She removed a device from her belt that appeared to be a combination radio and cell phone and quickly typed in a message.

 “You’re expected. Keep going, make a left, and you’ll see his office. Have a nice evening.”

 The rustic theme of the resort was a pleasant surprise, right down to wood-framed photographs of the surrounding woods and wildlife, taken by locals. A dark tweed carpet runner ran the length of the hall that ended in a T. A sign indicated Administration and Security were to the left, and the main lobby was to the right.

 The name on the first door read Treig J. Taylor, Director of Security. Two initials popped into Brent’s head. TJ. No, it would be too much of a coincidence. Brent tugged on the collar of his navy shirt and flicked back his long hair with his fingers. The priority message he’d received was last minute, and he hadn’t had time to get a haircut. He knocked on the solid door.

 The man of the hour opened the door himself. The first time he’d met Lincoln Adams, he was taken aback by the black patch he wore over his left eye. To keep with the “pirate” look, his black hair was gathered in a queue at his neck. Brent felt out of place in his jeans and L.L.Bean jacket when his boss was dressed in a tuxedo. Brent knew Lincoln Adams, owner of one of the most-respected security companies in the country, to be a great guy, and he’d given Brent a chance to get his life back on track.

 Lincoln held out his hand. “Brent, right on time.”

 Another man was sitting behind the desk, also dressed in a tuxedo. Other than the desk and a couple of visitor’s chairs, the décor was sparse, giving Brent the impression that the head of security spent very little time in his office. The top half of one wall was Plexiglass, and security operations could be observed on the other side. Apparently, he kept a close eye on what was going on.

 “Brent, this is my brother-in-law, Treig Taylor.”

 Brent took the director of security to be in his early forties. His dark blond hair was cut short, and from the golden color of his skin, he spent a lot of time outdoors.

 “Correct me if I’m wrong, but did you work for the CIA? I was given sparse details about the guy who got me out of prison after he found the actual murderer.”

 “You’ve got the right TJ. I’m just sorry we didn’t find him sooner,” Treig said. “You lost five years of your life. Having also worked undercover for the CIA, I know the pitfalls of working with the bad guys. I’m glad I don’t do that anymore.”

 “I’ll also be forever grateful to Lincoln for giving me a job. Not too many people want to hire an ex-con, even when they’ve been proved innocent.” He expelled a deep, reflective sigh. His finger automatically sought the jagged scar that ran down his neck. “The cartel set me up, and I spent five years in hell. Sometimes, it got so bad while I was undercover that I didn’t know myself anymore.”

 “That’s one of the reasons I quit the CIA,” TJ said.

 “Sorry, didn’t mean to bring up my hellish past. Working for you, exposing insurance fraud, is like being on a permanent vacation.”

 “That’s one of the reasons we asked you to meet with us this evening,” Lincoln began. “You’ve worked insurance fraud for six years, but we need you to become a bodyguard for one of the most important women in our lives, Margaret Taylor.”

 The request was momentarily stunning. Protect Margaret. His Maggie May. “I think it’s only fair that I disclose your father was my best friend in high school,” he said to Treig. “I also knew your mother.” He kept it to himself that she’d been his girlfriend—before he’d introduced her to Norman Taylor.

 “We know you grew up in Laurel Heights, and your background indicates you graduated the same year as my parents,” Treig added. “The plus side is you’re an old friend, so she’ll trust you.”

 “I haven’t seen Margaret since we graduated high school. So why does she need protecting?”

 Treig opened a file folder on his desk and passed three photocopies to Brent. The words in the threatening notes had been cut out of magazines. The last one was plain and simple. You’re a dead woman.

 Brent handed the chilling letters back to Treig. “She was bound to piss off someone during her years on the bench, but those are not from someone who got their hands slapped or lost their license. This is serious shit.”

 “They were left under her windshield wiper. We’ve checked them for prints,” Lincoln said. “We have some idea where they’re coming from. Two years ago, she covered for a judge in another jurisdiction. The case involved the Magellan drug cartel.”

 Brent thrust out his hand. “Say no more. The scar on my neck is a personal reminder of those sons of bitches.”

 “Her ruling for the defendant, who just happens to be the wife of a police lieutenant in the town where she presided over the case, had a domino effect on their organization. Their drug operation was hit hard by the South American government.”

 “So you think it’s them going after Margaret?”

 “Treig reached out to one of his CIA contacts to find out if they’ve put out any kind of hit list on those responsible for bringing down Fabio Magellan.”

 “Have you told Margaret any of this?” he asked Lincoln.

 “Jessie—my wife—Treig and I briefed Margaret on what we found out.”

 “Brent, my mother is strong-willed, stubborn and claims she can take care of herself. The past year, she’s been taking karate at the Norman Taylor Community Center. She goes to the police range to target-shoot with my sister. According to Jessie, my mother has great aim.”

 “How appropriate that the community center is named after her husband and my old friend. So what is it exactly you want me to do?”

 “Guard my mother with your life.”

 “TJ, that’s understood, but you said she’s strong-willed and thinks she can take care of herself.”

 “That’s the hardest part of your assignment. She’ll be unaware that we have one of our security agents keeping an eye on her.”

 “Normal, undercover. I’m visiting my old hometown and renewing my friendship with Margaret.”

 It was the wary look Treig gave Lincoln that said there was a lot more to this request.  “Not exactly normal. Keeping her safe just got more difficult. In two days, my mother is going on a fifteen-day vacation, first one in many years,” Treig explained. “It’s a land, sea, and air tour of Alaska. Starts with the land tour and ends with a cruise.”

 “Visiting Alaska in August doesn’t sound bad. Are you sure the person after her knows she’s leaving town?”

 “Brent, you’ve been gone a long time,” Lincoln noted. “Remember, Laurel Heights is a friendly town full of busybodies, so it isn’t a secret that the mayor is going on vacation.”

 Lincoln handed Brent a manila envelope. “This is your travel package, tickets, everything you’ll need. You’ll be flying out of Pittsburgh directly to Anchorage to meet your tour group. You won’t be sitting together, but your seat on the plane is behind her.”

 “Tour group? I realize I’ve got more white hair than black, but is this one of those senior citizen things?”

 “No, mixed group. When Cindi Pearl, my admin, made the reservation, she got friendly with the girl in the tour office and asked how many people are going on the trip. Normally, these group tours are filled months in advance, but a last-minute cancellation made an opening for you. Your packet comes with a list of forty names.”

 “Because I know how thorough you are, you’ve already checked out your mother’s fellow passengers. Any red flags?” he asked Lincoln.

 “They all came up clean, but we, too, are able to create false identities. You’ve had a half dozen. For this assignment, you’ll use your real name. Margaret will see right through any false identity.”

 “I rarely use it these days.” Brent flipped through the colorful brochure that highlighted the stops on the tour and read through the list of tourists. “Most of them are married, two sisters, a brother and a sister. Margaret and I are the only single names.” He closed the folder and stared first at TJ and then Lincoln.

 “So any one of these people could be a hired killer.”

 Lincoln nodded.

 TJ stood up and moved out from behind his desk, taking his tuxedo jacket with him. “You’ll be on one of the cruise line’s older ships, so there’ll be no internet. Cell phone coverage will be limited, especially through the Inside Passage. Any questions?”

 “Just to clarify, I’m to guard your mother even though she feels she can take care of herself, and I can’t tell her why I’m really there.”

 TJ patted Brent on the back. “You understand perfectly. Oh, and my mother has earned a nickname—Formidable Margaret—and doesn’t take anyone’s shit. Now, we’ve got a wedding reception to attend. My mother is a guest. Do you want to have a drink at the bar and see what she looks like now? Will you be able to recognize her?”

 “No, thanks. I know what Margaret Taylor looks like, plus I’m not dressed appropriately. I need to head home to Presque Isle to close up my houseboat.”

 “It still amazes me that you live most of the year on a houseboat in Erie, Pennsylvania,” Lincoln said.

 “Call me paranoid. There are twenty-four houseboats on Horseshoe Pond. I know all my neighbors and can see what’s coming in any direction.”

 They walked out of the office together. “Brent, I don’t have to tell you how important this assignment is,” Lincoln reiterated.

 “I promise I won’t let anything happen to her.” Vacation hell!

 

 Brent watched the two men walk away before he turned in the opposite direction and headed for the exit. Protect Margaret Taylor. He’d been entrusted to protect the only woman he’d ever loved, who just happened to be the mother-in-law of the president of one of the top security agencies in the country. He didn’t know whether to be honored or scared shitless.

 Protect the girl who broke his teenage heart forty years ago. The last time he saw Maggie, she was kissing Norman Taylor right after they’d received their high school diplomas. He’d walked away, gotten in his battered Ford station wagon and driven to his grandfather’s house on Chautauqua Lake in New York.

 Would he recognize her? TJ hadn’t had to ask the question. Brent had followed her career. Margaret’s face was prominent in the news media, especially when she’d run for mayor. He lost the argument with himself about whether to see what she looked like in person and did an about-face.

 Music and the sound of people having a good time drew him to the main atrium. He kept in the shadow just inside the doorway and didn’t have any trouble spotting his first love. She was flanked by her son and his boss.

 In high school, she’d been a heart-pounding looker. Her hair was long, straight and ink black. Forty years later, she was still a looker. Age had added to her beauty. Her hair was still long, but was now a silvery white that gave her complexion a soft glow. The smile, reflected in her eyes, was still the same. The black suit made her appear formidable, powerful. He wondered if she ever let herself go and had fun.

 Satisfied, he turned around and headed back the way he’d come. Good thing he hadn’t mentioned to his boss that one rarely gets over the first woman he ever loved. He certainly hadn’t.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 Margaret tossed her carry-on and small backpack onto one side of the king-size bed and flopped out, spread-eagle, on the other side. Her hotel room bed was comfy-soft, and she let out a long moan. She now understood the meaning of jet lag. According to her watch, it was eight in the evening at home. She’d just turned the time on her watch back four hours… So she had four additional hours before she could go to bed. She’d also forgotten that in the summer Alaska got at least twenty hours of daylight. Talk about a shock to the system.

 A representative from the tour company had been waiting when she got off the plane. Along with her and twenty-five other weary travelers, they were “herded” onto a tour bus and taken to the Hotel Captain Hook in downtown Anchorage. The seat next to her had been empty, and she was grateful because she really hadn’t felt like chatting.

 A representative from the hotel directed them to the entrance, and she followed in line. The spacious main lobby was rich, dark, polished wood. The beamed ceiling reminded her of an old whaling ship. She was too tired to appreciate the rustic ambience, but did take the time to salute the hotel’s namesake in a framed photo on the wall.

 She was further taken aback by the sight of the long lines of vacationers eager to get their hotel keys. From the surrounding chatter, the hotel was used by a number of cruise lines that sailed out of Anchorage.

 She was also starving for real food, not having eaten anything since last evening. It had been quite a while since she’d flown and she hadn’t wanted to take the chance she’d feel sick to her stomach if she ate breakfast. The coffee and snacks she’d eaten on the plane weren’t cutting it.

 If it had been up to her, once she got to her room, she’d order room service, take a long hot shower and go to bed, but that wasn’t about to happen. According to her itinerary, she had a limited amount of time to freshen up and attend a meet and greet with her fellow tourists. Coffee and dessert would be served in a private banquet room on the top floor of the hotel. Indigestion 101.

 It suddenly hit her that she wasn’t the one in charge. She’d signed up to be part of a tour group in which everything was preplanned.

 She wasn’t a mother who directed her children’s lives. She wasn’t a judge who issued rulings that would forever change people’s lives. She wasn’t a lawyer who advised her clients. She wasn’t the respected mayor of Laurel Heights who was trusted to make the best decisions for the town. She was just Margaret Taylor, who’d been set adrift, alone in the scary new world of anonymity.

 “I’m a female Robinson Crusoe, but what are my chances of meeting Man Friday? You’ve totally lost it. It was your decision to be plain ol’ Margaret, so you’ve got to go with the flow.” She set the timer on her phone for forty-five minutes and fell into a deep sleep.

 

 An hour later, feeling a little refreshed, she got off the elevator on the sixteenth floor with eight more people. A wall of windows on three sides of the room premiered snow-covered peaks in the distance and the Cook Inlet. As a going-away gift, her family had given her an Alaskan guidebook, and she’d taken the time to read some of it on the plane, so she was already familiar with the body of water.

 A table had been set with beverages and desserts, so she helped herself to coffee and a few cookies. Cup and plate in hand, she looked around. Now where to sit? The tables were almost full, but she spotted a couple of empty chairs at a table for eight close to the windows. Ready or not, it was time to start socializing.

 She gave the men and women a little smile before making herself comfortable. From their accents, two couples were from the southern part of the US. She took their ages to be in their late fifties or early sixties. The other two people at the table were sisters. They’d already hit the gift shop and were wearing red T-shirts with the words Alaska or Bust. After a few sips of coffee, she introduced herself.

 “Hi, I’m Margaret from Pennsylvania.”

 “So nice to meet you, Margaret. I’m Dawn Judd, and this is my sister Myrtle. This is our dream vacation. Are you traveling alone?”

 “Yes.” She was tempted to follow with, I’m waiting for Man Friday. 

Margaret, behave.

 The two couples didn’t introduce themselves, but gave Margaret polite smiles. She should’ve felt slighted, but to each his own.

 “Everyone, can I have your attention?”

 Margaret shifted in her chair so she could see their tour director. The woman had paired a navy vest with a white blouse and tailored trousers. Her light blond hair was styled in soft curls. She wore a minimum amount of makeup and had a very pretty smile.

 “I’m Carol Timmins, your tour guide for the next two weeks. I’ve been doing this job for eleven years, and Alaska is one of my favorite places. I’ll be handing out your itinerary for tomorrow, even though you should’ve received the entire itinerary in your travel packet. I’ve listed my cell number. I’m available to you twenty-four hours a day if you have any problems, but I do try to get at least six or seven hours of sleep a night,” she added with a short laugh.

 “Before we go any further, I’d like each of you to stand up, tell us your name, where you’re from and a little about yourself. Let’s start with the table to my left.”

 

 Brent shifted in his chair and listened to the conversation between the brother and sister sitting to the left of him. Paul Arnold and his sister Eliana were financial planners from Miami. As soon as he sat down, Eliana made it a point to introduce herself and asked if he was traveling with his wife. When he said he was traveling alone, she’d given him a very warm, flirty smile. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been hit on.

 He rarely stood still long enough to form any type of relationship. A year after he got out of prison, he tried one of those dating sites. The obvious scar on the right side of his neck raised questions. It inevitably came up in conversation that he’d spent time in prison for something he didn’t do. Two women he’d dated had stared at him in horror and couldn’t walk away fast enough. Another had wanted to know if he felt dirty and what it felt like to go that long without a woman.

 Eliana’s interest in him would surely die when he casually mentioned he’d spent five years among the scum of the earth in prison. But this wasn’t about him. His job was to protect his longtime friend.

 Across the table were two semiretired couples. From their accents, he took them to be from the Midwest. Both owned horse and cattle ranches. Other than the woman who wanted to be more than friends, he didn’t get any uncomfortable vibes from anyone, but the trip was just starting.

 Because of his dark glasses and baseball cap, he knew Margaret hadn’t noticed him on the plane or the bus ride to the hotel. When she’d had to wait in the long line to get her hotel key, she’d appeared annoyed. Or maybe she was just tired.

 For this little get-together, she’d dressed in a simple light green and white dress and looked lovely. She’d gathered her long hair in a knot at the back of her neck and was once again wearing the same pearls she’d worn at the wedding reception. He’d ditched his jeans and wore tan trousers and a white golf shirt. Yesterday, he’d taken the time to get a haircut.

 As soon as he’d gotten to his room on the tenth floor, he’d taken a quick shower and called Lincoln to let him know they’d arrived and all was quiet. If Brent got an itch about any of the other guests, he’d send a text requesting further info.

 As each person introduced themselves, he recognized their names, confirming their identities from the list Lincoln had provided. The list also included where they were from and what they did for a living. They’d just finished with table one and started on the second table where he was sitting. He was apprehensive of Margaret’s reaction to his presence, but there was no turning back. All personal feelings needed to be kept off the table.

 He still was trying to adjust to the fact that he’d been entrusted to keep safe the first woman he’d fallen in love with. What would her reaction be if he ever showed her the picture he’d carried in his wallet all these years? As part of a class trip, they’d taken the Duquesne Incline tram that scaled Mount Washington in Pittsburgh. Pictures had been required for their report. When they got to the top of the lookout, she’d thrown her arms wide, laughed and then threw him a kiss. Sweet, innocent, in love, he’d thought at the time. Silly adolescence before his life had turned to hell.

 He sipped a little more of his ice water to clear the dryness in his throat before he stood up and introduced himself. Here goes nothing.

 “Hi, I’m Brent. I’m from Erie, Pennsylvania, and sell life insurance. Visiting Alaska is on my bucket list.” He sat back down and waited.

 

 Margaret stared fixedly at the man who’d just introduced himself. It couldn’t be! He was years older, but the face was the same. Brent Saeger. His last name came to her as naturally as breathing.

 What was even more troubling—he shouldn’t even be here. He’d been convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison. How was it possible he was walking around free? She was torn between letting someone know he was a convicted killer and remaining silent.

 She’d never forget the last thing he’d said to her. You broke my heart. Still wearing his cap and gown, he’d walked away after high school graduation, right out of her life. She’d never heard from him again. He’d never even reached out to Norman, his best friend at the time. In a way, she couldn’t blame Brent. She’d fallen in love with his best friend. One didn’t pick and choose who they fell in love with, it just happened.

 Margaret, you’ve learned to hear both sides of an argument before you render judgment. Play it cool and find out what’s going on. She’d also be making a phone call to her daughter to request information on convicted murderer Brent Saeger.

 She was so distracted, Margaret just now realized Dawn stood up and introduced herself and her sister Myrtle. They were schoolteachers from Topeka, Kansas. They fell in love with Alaska while watching the cable TV show Alaska State Troopers. If they could meet one, Dawn said, their trip would be complete.

 Now it was her turn. Don’t look at him. She drew in a deep breath and pasted on a smile.  “Hi, I’m Margaret. I’m from a small town outside of Pittsburgh. I’ve always wanted to visit Alaska.”

 “And what do you do?” their tour director prodded.

 Here goes nothing. “I’m gathering information for my next murder mystery book. I publish under a different name.”

 Uncomfortable silence filled the room, and all eyes stared at her like she was an alien who’d just landed on Earth.

 “A writer. That’s a very exciting profession,” Carol complimented, clearing her throat. “Will you actually write the book on the tour and possibly kill someone off?”

 Margaret was already having second thoughts. Maybe she should’ve told them she was a judge, lawyer and a mayor. “Considering I have an entire room of characters, I’ll definitely be making notes.” Margaret threw in a catty smile as an afterthought.

 She couldn’t resist and made eye contact with Brent. He was grinning and winked. Damn, he knew she’d just lied.

 “Are you really going to kill someone? I mean, on paper?” Dawn asked as soon as Margaret sat down.

 “It’s all fiction, so you don’t have anything to worry about.” She forced herself to sit through the rest of the introductions and was relieved when Carol bid everyone a good night.

 Margaret wasn’t in the mood to socialize. She wanted to talk to her daughter before she confronted Brent Saeger. It was time to make a quick exit.

 She tossed her napkin on the table and stood up. “I’ll see you in the morning. Have a good night.”

 A number of the other guests also decided to end the evening. Rather than getting cornered on the elevator, she headed for the stairway at the end of the hall. Her room was on the tenth floor, so she had to walk down only six flights.

 Her hurried footsteps echoed on the metal steps. Margaret, what are you afraid of? He’s only a former acquaintance. “You thought taking a vacation would be a change of pace, easy, uncomplicated. Robinson Crusoe, my ass,” she muttered. “Friday shows up, but he’s a convicted murderer walking around free.”

 She’d gone down two floors when the sound of footsteps above of her increased her anxiety. They weren’t slow and steady, but hurried. Her heartbeat sped up, matching her rapid footsteps. The moment she reached the tenth floor, she opened the door and almost ran to her room. Her hand shook slightly when she swiped the keycard.

 As soon as she closed the door, she flipped the locking device even before she turned on a light. It really wasn’t necessary. The curtains were still open, and it was still daylight at nine- thirty at night. She drew in a few calming breaths. “You’re being ridiculous! Maybe I should’ve had a glass of wine.”

 Before taking her shower, she called Jessie, but had to leave a message. To her frustration, Margaret then remembered it was the middle of the night on the East Coast.

 The itinerary was sitting on the nightstand, and she glanced at the time they had to meet in the morning for their first day of touring. Breakfast at 6 a.m. Have voucher in your travel packet signed by wait staff. Bus leaves promptly at 7:30 a.m.

 Six a.m.! Margaret hung her head. “This is a vacation?”

 

 The hot-to-trot Eliana had her hand wrapped around his upper thigh. “So tell me, Brent, what kind of insurance do you sell?”

 You’re going to need some if you don’t take your hand off my leg. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Margaret move away from her table. He needed to make sure she got back to her room safe and sound.

 “Eliana, I’m on vacation, and selling insurance is the last thing I want to do.” He stood up. “If you’ll excuse me. It’s been a long day, so I’ll see you on the bus in the morning.”

 He didn’t give her a chance to reply and scanned the area for Margaret. She wasn’t standing in the long line for the elevator, so she must’ve taken the stairs. He hurried down the hall and entered the stairwell. It wasn’t his imagination that he could hear more than one set of footsteps hurrying down the stairs. “Ah, shit!”

 He skipped down every other step and opened the door to the tenth floor. He was torn between going to the left to make sure Margaret was safely in her room and going after the person who’d been following her.

 Considering his room was just across the hall, he felt confident she’d made it back to her room safely. As soon as he got into his room, he sent a text to both TJ and Lincoln that they’d get in the morning. You were right. Someone was following her this evening.

 

 When the alarm on her phone went off at five o’clock, it felt like she’d just gone to bed, and she was craving the four hours she’d lost. The first thing she did was check her messages. Jessie had sent her a text. Call me ASAP. Four hours ahead would put Jessie in her office.

 “Mother, you’ve only been gone a day and are already attracting trouble. You do remember those threatening notes.”

 “I can hardly forget when you keep reminding me. What did you find out about Brent Saeger?”

 “Nothing. A bad electrical storm came through during the night and knocked out our main power. Right now, we’re running on a generator that handles basic necessities. The power company promised we’d be up and running in a couple of hours. If you’re uncomfortable, come home. I’ll have Lincoln send the company jet.”

 Jessie’s suggestion erased the last dregs of tiredness from Margaret’s brain. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not coming home. Brent was your father’s best friend in high school. We were all friends.”

 “Wait a minute! I remember you were going through your high school yearbook with Edith, and she asked who a boy was who had his arm around your shoulders. You laughed and said it was the first boy you kissed.”

 “Jessie, I was fourteen years old! I kissed him on a dare on the playground and embarrassed him in front of his friends. I’ve got to take a quick shower. Pass my request to your husband. Maybe he can find out why a convicted killer is walking around a free man.”

 “Mother, please be careful.”

 “I promise I won’t take any foolish chances. Kiss my grandchildren for me.”

 The temperature today was supposed to be in the sixties. The sixties, in August. They’d be traveling by motor coach to visit the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center. The bus would continue afterward to Seward, where they’d board an excursion boat through the Kenai Fjords National Park.

 Wanting to feel comfortable, she wore tan capris with a turquoise knit top and light jacket. There wasn’t any time to dry her hair, so she gathered it in a ponytail so it could air-dry. She planned to use her small drawstring backpack, a vacation gift from Edith.

 At six in the morning, the huge dining room in the hotel was packed, and she, once again, had to stand in line. The cool, calm and collected hostess at the podium assured everyone that they’d have breakfast before they were to leave on the bus. Margaret was foot-tapping annoyed when the hostess kept coming up with tables for two or four people behind her in line, rather than a single table for her.

 Her stomach growled, and the time on her watch read 6:15.

 “If you don’t mind the company, we can get a table for two.”

 Her back stiffened, and she didn’t need to turn around to find out who’d just whispered the suggestion directly in her ear. Her heart was pounding when she shifted around to face him.  “Brent.” A familiar grin reminded her of the giddy teenager she’d been so long ago.

 “Maggie, or is it just Margaret these days?”

 Keep calm, show no reaction that will let him know you know what he is. The hostess chose that moment to announce she had a table for two.

 Brent raised a finger. “We’re two and have waited patiently for a table.”

 The startled hostess looked at Margaret for confirmation. Eat breakfast with a convicted killer or sit with an old friend to try to find out what the hell was going on?

 She nodded. “We’re together.”

 As soon as they sat down, the waitress didn’t waste any time and filled their water glasses. “Coffee? Tea? The reindeer sausage is really delicious.”

 “I’ll have coffee and orange juice,” Brent said, “and I will take your recommendation with two eggs over easy. Also, a side of sourdough pancakes.”

 “I’ll have the fruit yogurt and granola parfait with a side of sourdough toast, plus coffee,” Margaret ordered. “Are you really going to eat reindeer?”

 “When in Rome.” He laughed before adding half-and-half to his cup of coffee.

 “I take it you’ve been to Rome?”

 “Yes.”

 Brent was smooth and appeared self-confident. Apparently, prison hadn’t given him an inferiority complex. Having played football in high school, he’d been built, similar to her Norman. Brent had caught the attention of her female classmates, especially his great smile.

 Time had been very good to him, and maturity added to his good looks. His hair was a blend of gray and black, longer on the top and short on the sides, the same style as in high school. He’d pushed up the sleeves of his salmon-colored knit shirt to reveal tanned arms. No glasses, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t wearing contacts. She needed them for reading and working on her laptop.

 When he’d turned his head to give the waitress his order, the sight of the vicious scar on the right side of his neck was startling. It raised more questions about his past. Should she be afraid of him? The instincts she’d come to live by hadn’t sent any threatening vibes. Was it because he was an old friend, a friend who’d possessed her teenage heart?

 Margaret, once again you’re being ridiculous. Ask him! She was undoubtedly going to embarrass him, but she needed to know how come he was having breakfast with her and not eating with fellow convicted felons. Two couples from their group were sitting at a nearby table, so she kept her voice low.

 “I’m shocked to see you here. Shouldn’t you still be in jail for murder, Brent Saeger?”

 He didn’t appear to be the least bit insulted and took her question in stride. He dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Touché. Who wants to know? The judge, the lawyer or the mayor? Oh, maybe you want to use me as a character in your next murder mystery?”

 Damn, he’d turned the tables on her. He was smooth and suave. “I prefer people don’t know what I really do for a living. The last I heard, you were convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison.”

 The waitress brought their breakfast. Unfazed by her comment, he cut his first piece of reindeer sausage and took his a bite. “Who told you about me?”

 “Sallie Mae Whipper, the owner of the Spoonful. She hears everything. Since you went to school with Norman and me, she thought I’d be interested in knowing what happened to you. I was shocked and upset, so I called the judge who handled the case. He said the evidence against you was solid, and the jury had no problem finding you guilty.”

 Margaret started on her parfait and tried to convince herself Brent wasn’t eating Rudolph.

 The cool confidence in his voice disappeared. “To make a long story short, I spent five years in hell before the real killer was found. I was exonerated, but I’m permanently labeled with a black mark by small-minded people who won’t let me forget I spent time in prison. I’ve tried to be honest with people, but they look at me with contempt and think I’m scum.” He held out a piece of sausage. “Want to try a piece? It’s delicious.”

 Just like that, he answered her question, but now she felt small. She chastised her doom-and-gloom thoughts that he might be an escaped convict. Margaret shook her head to the offer to sample Rudolph.

 “Thank you for being honest with me. I don’t think any less of you. Brent, I don’t know what to say. I’m a judge who has to work with the determination made by a jury, and I’m bound to render punishment based on their decision. But in your case, the establishment was wrong, and you were imprisoned for something you didn’t do. Saying I’m sorry for a system I believe in isn’t enough.”

 “I’ve been out for six years, and I’ve put it behind me.”

 “Do you really work in insurance?”

 

 Yes, but I investigate fraud for your son-in-law. He couldn’t tell her that, so he added to his list of lies. “Sure do. I was sorry to hear about Norman. Even though he stole you away from me, he was a great guy.”

 “He was a wonderful husband and father. His death left a very big hole in my heart.”

 He wasn’t surprised by her reveal. The bitterness of jealousy he’d suffered had been a long time ago, when he was a teenager. Margaret and Norman had been were very much in love, and months later, he’d realized they were meant to be. 

Once again, she was wearing her pearls, and she ran the tip of her finger over the smooth white surfaces of the gems. Now he understood the significance. The pearls had been a gift from her husband.

 When Lincoln had asked him to protect Margaret, Brent hadn’t thought his feelings for her would resurface. He needed to close the door on his teenage feelings of love, right now.

 Brent glanced at the time. “It’s twenty to seven, and we’re scheduled to be on the bus by seven-thirty. I have to go back to my room and get my jacket. Any chance we can sit together on the bus? There’s a female barracuda who wants to get to know me a whole lot better.”

 “Eliana, the blond bombshell sitting next to you at the table last evening?”

 He nodded. So Margaret had been watching him.

 “Since we’re old friends, it’s up to me to protect you from flirty females.”

 “I’d really appreciate that,” he said with a grateful grin.

 They signed their vouchers and handed them to the waitress before leaving the restaurant. He kept it to himself that his room was right across the hall from hers. They’d be here for only another night before moving on to the next location. He was used to living out of a suitcase, so nothing had changed.

 When they got off on the tenth floor together, she was surprised see that his room was right across the hall. Before opening her door, she caught his attention.

 “Brent, last night I took the stairs. Did you follow me back to my room?”

 So I was right. Shit! “To tell you the truth, Eliana waylaid me at the table. I did take the stairway, but I didn’t hear any other footsteps. Why?”

 Margaret shook her head. “I just wondered. See you in a few minutes.”

 Before leaving the room, he checked his cell phone messages. Lincoln had responded. “TJ heard from his contact in the CIA. More than one contract killer. One tracked to the head of the accounting firm that exposed cartel money laundering. Keep us posted and keep her safe!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 When they got downstairs, it was hurry up and wait. They stepped outside and were greeted by sunshine and blue skies. Fellow tourists were milling around the front of the hotel, looking like lost souls, trying to determine which one of the eight tour buses they should board. It took everything in him not to laugh.

 “Do you think they’d miss us if we didn’t get on the bus?” Brent said it as a joke.

 Maggie elbowed him slightly in the gut. “If you promise to behave, I’ll give you one of the lollipops in my backpack.”

 He twisted around to show her the nylon pack he wore on his back. Their backpacks were exactly the same, right down to the navy color. “I’m wearing one too. Don’t tell me you still have a thing for Tootsie Pops?”

 “Sure do. They help me think. My granddaughter gave me a supply, along with this backpack.”

 “So you sit on the bench and eat a lollipop while you’re contemplating someone’s fate?”

 “I’m tempted.” She laughed.

 The mild breeze sent the tip of her ponytail to brush his cheek. So familiar. She’d worn her hair that way in high school. “Maggie, this is coming from someone who’s the same age as you are. You look fantastic, and I’d love to hear more about your family.”

 “Thank you, Brent. The years have been good to you too. I have no problem talking about my two grandchildren, Noah and Edith, or my son and daughter. Carol’s waving us in the direction of our bus.”

 Brent took her elbow and guided her to the line waiting to get onto their bus. He hated waiting in line, but his lovely companion offset his impatience. “Let’s sit in the back of the bus.”

 Now Margaret did raise a brow. “You mean like you and Norman liked to do? Now that I think about it, why did you two always want to sit in the back?”

 “Those were the seats reserved for the cool kids.” He grinned. “Norman and I were on the football team and were looked up to as kind of heroes. We got on the bus, and all the kids watched us swagger down the aisle. Plus, the kids who sat in the front were closer to the watchful eye of the bus driver and aide. We sat in the back and tossed spitballs, among other things. Those seats had to be earned. If any of the geeks wanted to challenge us, we were prepared to defend the cool kids’ seats.”

