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    DEDICATION





This series is dedicated to the US Park Rangers, a unique breed of federal law enforcement officers who patrol the four hundred plus National parks in the United States. Working alone, they have to protect themselves as well as the thousands of visitors and animals that make millions of acres their home.





The following quote sums up who and what they are.





“If a trail is to be blazed, send a ranger.


If an animal is floundering in the snow, send a ranger.


 If a bear is in a hotel, send a ranger.


If a fire threatens the forest, send in a ranger.


And if someone needs to be saved, send in a ranger.”





                                                            Harry Yount 
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Prologue

April 1863

 The heat from the glowing lantern warmed Emma’s chilled fingertips. A late spring rain created the muddy surface underfoot, and she was glad she wore her boots. The route was familiar, because she’d walked this road many times to deliver the mail for her father, the postmaster.

 Tonight, her steps were filled with eagerness to get to the end of the route and the Flatbrook Hotel. It was frequented by the rich gentry, who enjoyed the scenic area, and offered an impressive view of the majestic Delaware River.

 Her seventeen-year-old heart beat with excitement. The note she’d received this afternoon said he’d be waiting just after midnight. He’d be in their usual spot, the attic room where they’d shared their hearts and bodies.

 In the distance, an owl hooted, and the wind rustled the young leaves, sprinkling drops on her head. She blocked out the cautionary words her younger sister had told her before she left the house. “He’s not of our kind. He’s a gentleman, and his family is wealthy. They own the hotel, and he’s only using you.”

 She’d argued that they loved each other. Her sister had warned that he’d get Emma with child, and he’d never marry her.

 But it was already too late. Emma put a hand to her flat stomach. He’d marry her once she told him about the baby they’d made.

 The moment she left the cover of the forest, she glanced up, and her eyes were drawn to the faint light in the attic room. He was waiting.

 Emma hurried across the field of wet grass and entered through the door used only by the servants. Many times, she’d helped when they had large parties, so Emma knew the cook and her cat, Rosa, occupied the small bedroom just off the kitchen.

 The room was still warm from the fire that Greta had tamped down in the iron woodstove. She moved quickly past the butler’s pantry and up the servants’ steps to the second level. Having gone up and down the steps many times, she knew which ones creaked, so she was extra careful.

 As soon as she reached the second level, she hurried past the six doors to the guests’ rooms. The smaller door at the end of the hall led to the steps to the attic. Sometimes she’d sneak up there and sit in the small rocking chair near the window and dream of the life they’d one day share.

 As soon as she opened the door, she saw the dim light shining at the top and blew out her lantern, leaving it on the bottom step.

 “Lance,” she softly called out, hurrying up the steps.

 “Emma!” he returned, and she ran into his open arms. Her shawl slid off her shoulders when she wrapped her arms around him. He’d removed his blue uniform jacket, and his heart beat against her cheek.

 “I was getting worried,” he said, rocking them in place. “I needed to see you before I left. Come, sit with me.” He guided them to the single cot under the eaves and took a firm hold of her hand.

 The single candle that he’d set on the nearby table reflected the crystal-green color of his eyes. “Do you know how long you’ll be gone this time? Is it bad?” She heard only bits and pieces about the war when customers came into her father’s general store.

 “I can’t tell you about the terrible things I’ve seen. Emma, my father wanted to buy me a commission so they could stick lieutenant’s bars on my shoulders, but I refused. I’m twenty-five years old and fight alongside fifteen and sixteen-year-old boys who have unbelievable courage. The men in my company are brave, and we’re all proud to be part of the 151st Regiment. The last I heard, we’ll be moving south toward Gettysburg.”

 He brushed his hand down the length of her hair. “Touching you, I feel clean, with lightness in my heart. At night, lying under the stars, I touch the length of your hair I keep in a small pouch I wear around my neck. Knowing you’re here waiting for me gives me strength and courage.”

 Emma slipped a finger under the ribbon she wore about her neck to pull up the button from his uniform that hung from it. “I keep this close to my heart.”

 Inside, her heart cried silent tears, but she needed to be brave, for him. Emma brought his hand to her cheek. “I wish you didn’t have to go, but I understand. I’m very proud of you, and I pray every night for your safe return.

 “I know we’ve talked about this before, but I worry about what will happen when you return. Your father owns copper mines and the hotel. I work in my parents’ store and deliver the mail. I’m not one of you. They’ll never let us marry.” Emma hung her head, and her long blond hair fell like a shawl over her cheeks. “My sister said you’re just using me.”

 He lifted her chin with his finger, and she wanted to believe the green eyes staring back at her were filled with love. “Do you actually believe that? Emma, I love you, and I swear I’ll marry you when I come home. I’ve a piece of land just outside of Milford that my grandfather gave me. It’s at the top of a mountain, and I’ll build us a home.”

 Tears slid down her cheeks, and she couldn’t stop them. “I want so much to believe you.”

 She’d debated telling him about their child, but couldn’t hold it back. She lowered her hand from his cheek and placed it on her stomach. “While you’re gone, know that you’re leaving a part of yourself. I am with child.”

 “Oh, my love.” Lance kissed her softly. “Now I have another reason to return to you.” He slipped off his gold signature ring that bore the crest of the Foster clan. “There isn’t a clergy around, but the same God you pray to every night has to be listening.” He slid the ring onto her left ring finger.

 “Emma Trauger, with this ring I thee wed. In my heart, you’re my wife. If something happens to me, give this to our son or daughter. It’s rightfully theirs.”

 “Oh, Lance, please don’t say that. I don’t want to live without you.”

 “You have to because of our child. This is my vow to you Emma: Our love is timeless. I will return to you, to this place. A kiss will set us free so we can start our new life together.”

 “I, Emma, accept your ring given in love before God. You are my husband. Our love is timeless, and when you return to this place, I will be waiting. Only your kiss will set us free so we can start our new life together.”
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Present Day

 

Chapter 1

 

 “The pain, the pain.”

 “Shush, Ermunaz. The baby will be here very soon.”

 “You keep saying that! Something’s wrong! I can feel it.”

 The cool cloth felt good against her forehead, but it was the worried look in Greta’s eyes that said things weren’t right. Another pain gripped her body, and the wetness between her legs felt unnatural. When the forceful spasm finally eased, calmness swept over her. A distant voice murmured, It will be all right.

 “Remember, Greta, don’t let them take him.”

 “You know it’s a boy?”

 “Yes. When he’s old enough to understand, give him his father’s ring.”

 “I promise. Now, take deep breaths.”

 She gasped and screamed.

 The tormenting dream woke Jordan from a sound sleep, and she shot up, making the blanket fall away. The flat of her hand pressed against her stomach. “Damn, that was so real. One never forgets what it feels like to be in labor, but that girl’s pain was unnatural.”

 She dragged her fingers through the long blond hair that had fallen in front of her eyes, sweeping it off her face. These dreams were becoming more frequent and intense. The same young girl starred in everyone. Now she was delivering a baby. Whose baby? What ring? Why now?

 Jordan was wide awake now. She glanced toward the digital numbers on her bedside clock and groaned. Five-thirty. This morning, she could’ve slept until seven because her shift as a US park ranger didn’t start until two this afternoon. Seven o’clock was also the time when her sweet Emma woke up. Her almost-three-year-old body clock was set to the same time every day.

 “Take advantage of the quiet and check out the photos you developed yesterday.” One of her favorite things to do was take black-and-white hobby pictures with her old Hasselblad camera. When she’d moved into the house a little over two years ago, she’d had the storage closet in the basement converted into a small photo lab.

 She hurried into the adjoining bathroom and stripped down before opening the glass sliding door to the walk-in shower. Sandy-beige tiles surrounded the separate Jacuzzi tub that was calling her name. Someday she might just take advantage of that and relax in a bubble bath.

 The oversize bedroom came with three walk-in closets. Two were filled with designer clothes from a lifetime ago. She called the third one her reality closet. She pulled out a sweatshirt with the initials FLETC and a pair of comfy leggings. Her slippers would be good enough to wear in the basement.

 The carpet runner that covered the oak stairs muffled her footsteps. She tiptoed across the hardwood floor of the dining room before walking into the family room and adjoining kitchen. Beyond the triple French doors and huge picture window behind the oak table, the rest of the state was still fast asleep. Soon, a faint glow from the rising sun would appear beyond the tree line. She loved the center-hall Colonial with its southern exposure on six acres of surrounding woodlands.

 She quietly opened the door to the basement and stepped over the fourth wooden step, knowing it had a slight creak.

 Her darkroom was at the bottom of the stairs. She pulled the chain to turn on the fluorescent light over her workbench. Yesterday, she’d quickly developed the last six black-and-white pictures on the roll of twenty-four, but hadn’t taken the time to look at them closely.

 Jordan removed them from the drying line and carefully lined up the eight-by-ten photos. She didn’t understand her obsession with the Delaware View House on Old Mine Road that was part of the area she patrolled. The original Greek revival building had been constructed in 1837 and became the Flatbrook Hotel. Just after 1900, it was renamed the Delaware View House. In 1926, it became known as the Salamovka, a resort for Russian émigrés.

 The boarded-up structure, despite its long history, became a victim of the Tocks Island Dam project that devastated the area in the early 1970s.

 In her photo, the late afternoon sun had caught the rusting metal on the crumbling roofline. “Sad, so sad,” she said.

 She picked up the last black-and-white picture she’d taken of the front of the house and stared.  And just kept staring. “What’s this?” She pulled open the drawer under her workbench and took out her Sherlock Holmes-style magnifying glass and held it up to the figure.

 “There’s a ghost in the window!”

 Hoodoo voodoo had never been her thing, but from what she was looking at, it just might be a game changer. “I’m not nuts! That’s a damn face!” She grabbed the other two photos she’d taken from a different angle two weeks ago, but there wasn’t any sign of a ghostly apparition in the upper window. It had to be some kind of a reflection.

 “I don’t have time for this now,” she said and left everything as it was. She opened the door and hurried up the stairs. The happy squeal of the precious little person who brought her untold happiness drew a smile to her face.

 “Mama!”

 The moment she stepped into the kitchen, her life changed from that of a US park ranger and photographer, to the mother of a toddler. Emma was sitting in her booster chair at the table. Jordan’s mother was trying to convince the fussy eater that oatmeal was yummy. The white, pasty mush was in Emma’s angel-soft blond hair and squished between her fingers. Her crystal-green eyes were a gift from her father, as well as the dimple in her right cheek when she grinned, like now.

 A few years ago, she would’ve gone ballistic about the mess and disorder in her kitchen, but Emma, the child she’d never envisioned having, had changed Jordan’s life. She tried to avoid the mush-coated hands and leaned in close to nuzzle her little girl’s neck.

 “How’s Mama’s little angel? Be a good girl for Grandma. I’m off tomorrow, and we’ll go to the playground.”

 “I go on the swing! Slide!”

 “Like she’s supposed to understand what being ‘good’ means. The playground isn’t safe for a two-year-old. She only wants to ride on the swings meant for the older kids.”

 Jordan kissed Emma on the forehead before glowering at her mother. “She’ll be three in a few months, and you need to start using the word ‘no’ more often.” Jordan bit down on her bottom lip so she wouldn’t laugh. “One of your fake eyelashes is hanging off.”

 “Oh, shoot!” Her mother blinked rapidly before adjusting the enhancement on her eyelid.

 In her sixty-nine years on this earth, Cassandra Bishop had made sure to take care of her body, especially her face, skin, and hair. Not many women could get away with a head of white hair and not look “old.” She could easily pass for a woman in her early fifties. It helped that she owned a chain of very high-end beauty salons and spas in Beverly Hills and LA. These days, Jordan wouldn’t be able to afford just a haircut at one of the posh locations.

 Her mother still managed her personal beauty routine, despite taking care of Emma while Jordan worked. She looked good in black leggings and a leopard-print, hip-hugging tunic that accented her tall, slender body. She was a fan of vintage jewelry. Personally, Jordan found the turquoise and jade earrings her mother was wearing a bit gaudy.

 The smell of freshly brewed coffee urged her to take a mug from the cabinet and pour a cup. She added a little half-and-half. The first sip invited a sigh. Caffeine, just what she needed.

 “Mother, you’re not in Beverly Hills anymore and don’t have to be so particular about how you look. You’re living in a house on the cuff of the Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, one of the busiest national parks in the country. Unless you’re trying to impress the deer, wild turkeys, and bears, I wouldn’t bother.”

 “I’m not trying to impress anyone!” Frustration filled her mother’s voice when she moved to the counter to get a few paper towels from the rack next to the sink to wipe up the mess on the clear plastic tablecloth. “Do you think this is easy for me?”

 Before her daughter escaped, Jordan used wipes to clean the mess off of her face and hands. The oatmeal was still soft, so it came out of her hair easily. She dropped butterfly kisses just above the collar of her sleeper, making Emma scrunch up her neck at being tickled.

 “Mama, get down now.”

 The minute her little feet hit the floor, she hurried into the adjoining family room to get her hard-sided book of farm animals sitting on top of the toy chest. Emma plopped on the soft cushion of the child-size armchair, a gift from her grandmother. Her favorite book would keep her busy for a while. Jordan would use the time to have a much-needed talk with her mother.

 She pulled out a chair at the table and cradled her cup in her hands. “I know how much you miss California, your shops and celebrity friends. If you want to return home, I’ll look for a housekeeper to watch Emma.”

 “Absolutely not!” Her mother tossed the wet paper towels into the garbage can and joined Jordan at the table. “Housekeepers and nannies raised you and your sister. I don’t want that for my granddaughter. I just wish you had a husband.  If the father of your child was paying child support you wouldn’t have to struggle so much.” 

 The father of her child. Right. Only one person knew his identity, and Jordan planned to keep it that way. “Mother, don’t even go there. I don’t want or need a husband. I’m doing fine. No, Emma and I are doing fine. I love my job.”

 “That’s another thing. You have the skills of a professional cosmetologist and makeup artist, just like me, but you tossed all that training away and became a federal cop! They don’t pay you enough for all your hard work. You walk out of here like a female Rambo, with that lethal black gun and one of those zappers that make people jiggle around, not to mention that arsenal in your vehicle.”

 Arguing with her mother over the subject they’d discussed many times was pointless. “Mother, we’ve been through this more times than I can count, so I don’t know why you’re bringing up the subject again. Yes, I trained under one of the finest makeup artists in Hollywood—you —but that wasn’t for me, so I chose another path.”

 “You’re a cop!”

 “Yes, I’m a kick-ass cop.”

 Jordan couldn’t understand why her mother was bringing this up now, considering she’d been here for two years. Jordan’s schedule was four ten-hour days at work, and then she was off for three days. Her mother seemed happy flying to California twice a month to check on her businesses that she’d left in the very capable hands of her managers.

 “Why couldn’t you have stayed at the Allegheny National Forest with Cameron and Kane? At least you’d have close friends.”

 Jordan took a few more sips of her coffee. “I miss my friends, but this is where I’ve always wanted to work.” Jordan got excited just thinking about why she’d moved to this area.

 “Mother, we’re surrounded by history. Gifford Pinchot, the man who suggested to President Roosevelt that we need to conserve our natural resources and create national parks, has an estate twenty minutes from here. The two men met at the Hotel Fauchère in Milford. Gifford drew his idea on a paper napkin. There’s so much more, but you’d roll your eyes from boredom.”

 Cassandra avoided the possibility of breaking one of her long nails by tapping her finger on the newspaper sitting beside her cup of coffee and blurted, “Your father was a damn dreamer!”

 Jordan shook her head. Had she missed something? When had the subject of her father entered the discussion? She was well aware that her parents had never married. She just wished she’d been able to spend more time with him. “Mother, watch your language! Why are you bringing up my father now?”

 “There’s an article in this newspaper about the Tocks Island Dam project in this area in the late ’60s and early ’70s.”

 “I’m familiar with the tragedy that displaced residents on both sides of the Delaware River.”

 Cass lowered her voice and her eyes glassed over. “The story brought back very painful memories. Neither your father nor I ever told you we lived in this area.”

 Her mother’s announcement was shocking. If someone had stuck Jordan with a pin, they wouldn’t have drawn any blood. Her mother rarely talked about her life with her father. “Where did you live?”

 “In one of the abandoned homes along the Delaware that was part of the Tocks Island project. The government bought all those homes, against the owners’ wishes, and most of them were knocked down. Others were left standing and abandoned after the plans to build the dam fell through, and we lived in one of those.”

 This was further mind-blowing. “You! Lived in an abandoned home?” Who was this woman? “My mother, the neat, clean, can’t-have-a-hair-out-of-place prima donna?”

Embarrassment deepened the pinkness in her mother’s blush-softened cheeks. “Cut the sarcasm, Jordan. My friend Flower and I ran away from home when I was nineteen. We thought being hippies would offer the freedom we wanted, you know, fight the establishment, meaning your wealthy grandparents. Now don’t go ballistic, but I met your father at Woodstock.”

 “Woodstock! You’re just telling me this now?” Jordan reminded herself to lower her voice. “The famous rock concert in 1969? Even I know about that one.”

 “Yes, in Bethel, New York,” Cass confirmed.

 “Some say it’s the most famous rock concert and festival ever held.”

 “I agree. It showed the world the culture of the 1960’s. Buzz—he hated his real name, Busby—was leaning against a tree, playing his guitar. I stopped to listen. I thought your father was the most beautiful guy I’d ever seen. He was very talented. He invited me to sit down, and we connected right away. Before you ask, neither your father nor I took drugs. We stayed together for the entire concert.”

 This reveal about her parents was unbelievable. Jordan didn’t want to add to her mother’s obvious embarrassment by asking if they’d slept together right off.

 “Daisy, one of your father’s other friends who also played guitar, told us about these abandoned homes in a place called Shawnee in Pennsylvania. We could live in paradise, in total freedom. We had a small commune with two other couples.” Cass drew in a deep breath. “We raised goats.”

 “You raised goats!” This was getting more and more interesting. Somehow she couldn’t see her mother as someone who would take care of farm animals.

 Emma heard the word goat and came running into the kitchen with her farm book. “Read book, Mama.”

 Jordan settled Emma on her lap and set the book on the table. She flipped to the page with a picture of a goat. Emma pressed a button so she could hear the sound that the animal made. “Goat! Goat!”

 “That’s right, sweetie. Mother, continue.”

 “At the time, we thought we were living a carefree life in paradise. The park service notified us that we’d have to get out, but we ignored their warnings. I’ll never forget the day the federal marshals showed up and literally threw us out.”

 Her mother was visibly upset, and Jordan was torn between defending the system and offering loving support. “What happened?” She calmly asked.

 “It was just after sunrise, and I’d just finished nursing your sister. Your father was in the woodshed, getting more wood for the woodstove. They pounded on the door and demanded I open the kitchen door. The marshals brandished guns and told me I had fifteen minutes to collect what I needed and leave.”

 “Fifteen minutes!” Even Jordan found that hard to believe.

 Cass nodded. “Buzz demanded to know what was going on. We were both shaken, but did what we were told. How do you decide what to take after living in the house two years? We tossed a couple of blankets on the ground and collected what we needed for Sierra and as much of our belongings as we could gather in fifteen minutes.

 “Your one-year-old sister was screaming, but those cold, heartless bastards didn’t care. Fifteen minutes later, we gathered our belongings. They put us in a van and drove us to the outskirts of Bushkill and told us to get out. That February, it was eighteen degrees.”

 “Where were your friends?”

 “Daisy was a formidable mover and shaker. She’d convinced the others to join a group of protesters. They’d gone to Washington to protest the Vietnam War.”

 Jordan’s heart was breaking as she heard what her parents had gone through and the horrible way they’d been treated. “Where did you go?”

 “Your father played his guitar in a band at a restaurant down the road. It was also a motel, and they had tourist cabins on the property. The owner felt sorry for us and let us stay in one of the cabins for the rest of the winter. I decided living the hippie life wasn’t for me, so your father hocked his very expensive guitar and bought a plane ticket to LA for me and your sister.”

 Jordan still had a hard time picturing her mother dressed in beads, soft leather boots and fringed jackets. “What did Grandma and Grandpa say?”

 “What could they say? I disgraced their high-society reputation because I had your sister out of wedlock and lived with ‘wild druggies’—their words, not mine. I humbled myself because I needed a place to live and provide for your sister.”

 “And Daddy stayed in Pennsylvania.”

 “He got a job in a music store and repaired instruments. He rented a little house on the Delaware and continued to live, as he called it, in paradise. He missed Sierra terribly and me, too. I told him to move to LA, and he could play professionally. He reluctantly agreed, but wanted to save up enough money to purchase a vehicle to drive cross-country.”

 “Tell me he had a hippie Volkswagen Bus painted in psychedelic colors.”

 Cass offered a little smile. “That, he did. Your snobby grandparents refused to let him park it anywhere near their estate.”

 “Did he get angry?”

 “Actually, he laughed. He lived in an apartment above a garage where he kept his Bus. Within a week, he got a job playing guitar and sold some of his original songs.”

 “So he was making good money?”

 “More than he ever dreamed, but he wasn’t happy. Oh, he spent lots of time with Sierra and me, but we drifted apart. I grew up and liked living with conveniences and civilization. He couldn’t take living in a crowded city—the noise, crime, you name it.” Cass shrugged. “So he left when you were ten years old and never came back.”

 “Did he drive his hippie Bus?”

 “He sure did and actually sent me a few pictures of him on his drive cross-country.”

 “Did you save them?”

 “I did. I’ll scan them into the computer and send them to you and your sister.”

 “We’d love that.”

 “He eventually purchased his little rental home, but refused to have a phone. He did call weekly to find out how you and Sierra were doing. The outside world was just that, the outside world. He had a heart attack and died alone in the house.”

 “So the money he left Sierra and me in his estate came from his songwriting.”

 “Yes. He was a very private person and never wanted the world to know how talented he was.”

 “Why haven’t you shared any of this with me before now?”

 “Because I’m a different person now, and I didn’t want you or your sister to think I was a flighty person with loose morals.”

 Jordan burst out laughing. “Mother, you just revealed a side of yourself that makes you a little more human.”

 “I don’t know whether to be insulted or not. There’s something you must know. Your father loved you and your sister. You were his finest miracles, as he liked to say.”

 “I wish I’d spent more time with him. When we were together, he’d talk about the trees, mountains, the Delaware and all her moods. He kept calling it his paradise. Maybe that’s why I’ve been drawn to this area.”

 Jordan glanced at the clock over the stove. It was only eight-thirty, and so far her day certainly hadn’t been boring. From dreaming about a pregnant girl, to seeing a ghost in a photo and now finding out that her mother had been a hippie…

 Sunshine breached the tops of the trees. They all could use a bit of fresh April air. “What do you say I give Emma a quick bath, and we’ll have breakfast at the Forklift Café?”

 “Biscuit and gravy,” Emma hollered. “Me color.”

 “Yes, you can have biscuits and gravy. You can color, too.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 The pain had dulled, overtaken by inner calmness. Around him, the endless bombardment from the cannons had ceased. His arm and part of his leg were gone, and his own blood warmed his cheeks. He accepted the end was near. Would it be in hours, minutes, seconds? It didn’t matter.

 They’d never talked about dying. He’d be a hero, fighting for the oppressed, securing their freedom…

 The past two days, he’d seen many of his fellow soldiers, his friends, die. He was only twenty-five years old. It wasn’t supposed to happen to him. His love was at home, waiting. He’d have a son or daughter to go home to when the war was over. They’d have a home.

 An inner glow warmed his heart. His little girl would have her mother’s sweet smile. His son would be brave and carry on his name. She’d give their child his ring, given in love.

 His eyelids lowered just as the sun set on his final breath of life. His last thought was his vow. 

Our love is timeless. I will return to you, to this place. A kiss will set us free so we can start our new life together.
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 The intense dream woke Foster from a deep sleep. He shot up and moaned. His left hand moved automatically to his right shoulder, which emitted a pain in protest from being moved too quickly. He shifted his legs to make sure they were both still there.

 Damn, that dream was too real. Who just died? These dreams about the same guy were much too frequent. Giving it more thought, he remembered that they’d started when he moved here. Who was the man’s love? What war? Iraq? No, there were cannons. The Civil War?

 A second pain, less intense, shot up his arm and traveled through his shoulder to the base of his neck. This recuperation was taking too long. The surgeon had said it would take at least six months for his injury to heal, so he shouldn’t rush things. At least he’d gotten eighty percent of his arm movement back.

 The culprit who’d helped tear his rotator cuff occupied the foot of his bed. The German shepherd was staring him down.

 “You suddenly decided to put your search-and-rescue training to use, but expected me to get us out of that collapsed building.” It had been bad, one of the worst times he’d ever been asked to help identify the dead. He was supposed to have been in a laboratory examining jawbones and teeth, but fate had him driving in an area where they were still looking for survivors of an earthquake in Chile.

 Bones woofed and doggy-crawled over to Foster, and he patted the three-year-old canine on the head. “You helped find four children. Your first and only success, but it will be sometime before I can get back out in the field.”

 Bones woofed twice more before he jumped off the bed. The time on the bedside clock said seven in the morning. “Good enough. I couldn’t sleep any longer. Those damn dreams are becoming annoying.”

 He stepped into his UGG slippers that he’d left beside the bed. Foster carefully reached for his bathrobe that he habitually draped over the arch of the brass bedframe. He wasn’t ashamed to admit he was a neat freak and a creature of habit. When he set something down, he expected the item to be where he’d left it.

 Not wanting to repeat jolting his shoulder, he slowly slipped his right arm into the sleeve first and then his left, before tying the belt securely around his waist. The antique oval mirror behind the dresser caught his reflection. He actually smirked at the picture he presented. His maroon robe matched his pajama bottoms. Neat, but boring.

 The physical therapist had encouraged him to use his right arm and hand, but he used his left hand to brush his hair off his forehead. A visit to the barber in town was definitely needed. Milford was his home now, so he needed to start establishing himself with the local vendors. 

 Before going downstairs, he raised the cream-colored linen shades on the two windows just halfway. The former bread-and-breakfast, built in 1865, had two stairways. One led to the front entry, and the other to the kitchen. Bones was sitting at the bottom of the steps near the door to the backyard. Fortunately, the yard was fenced, so Foster didn’t have to worry about keeping an eye on the rambunctious tail-wagger.

 The smell of fresh-brewed coffee was very much welcome. Nightly habit. Set up the coffeepot so his morning brew would be ready when he came downstairs. He grabbed a white ceramic mug from the cabinet next to the sink and poured a cup.

 He headed for the glass-sided porch his Aunt Daisy had added to the rear of the house. It had to have been her guests’ favorite place, relaxing on the thick cushions of the white wicker rocking chairs and love seats.

 He knew it wasn’t just his aunt’s cooking and Victorian-themed rooms with brass beds and fine linens that had her guests returning year after year. It was the million-dollar view. To get to the Mountain View Bed-and-Breakfast at the top of the mountain just outside of Milford, you had to drive up a winding road, past open fields, and the surrounding forest.

 To the left, you could view the mighty Delaware River, which separated Pennsylvania and New Jersey. An early morning fog hung over the water now, but it would soon dissipate as the sun inched higher in the sky. The sight was eerie, but beautiful.

 His eyes shifted to the right. He never tired of the view of the magnificent estate of Gifford Pinchot. It was little-known by the public that the conservationist had suggested to President Roosevelt that the US government should create national parks.

 Foster was a history buff and loved studying the past. The area that was rich in history had played a big part in his decision to move out of the city and into this former B&B that Aunt Daisy left him when she died five years ago. Technically, he was on medical leave, but changes in his life were needed, changes that… 

He couldn’t think about that now.

 When Bones started barking incessantly, Foster headed for the kitchen and looked out the window over the sink. The dog was circling an oak tree, being entertained by two squirrels chasing each other. Despite it being April and officially springtime, the tree limbs were still bare, so the frisky critters were easy to spot.

 Foster just shook his head. The instructors at the search-and-rescue training center had been correct. Bones was too easily distracted by other animals, yet he’d inherited some of the sharp instincts from his sire, who was a great search-and-rescue dog.

 The cell phone in his pocket vibrated. Right on time. His father had sent a text to let Foster know he was back in the States and would be calling Foster at eight this morning. Another creature of habit. He leaned against the kitchen counter and continued to watch the dog.

 “Hi, Dad.”

 ‘How are you feeling?”

 “With my hands. All kidding aside, better every day.”

 “Son, we could’ve used your expertise. A mudslide in India took out an entire town. The slide unearthed bodies from a graveyard, adding to the confusion. There’s still a lot of work to be done.”

 “Dad, you know the surgeon told me it would take at least six months for me to get back my mobility.” That’s a cowardly excuse. Remember who you’re talking to.

 There was a long pause before his father continued. “Son, you’re not going to like what I’m about to say. Since there’s nothing wrong with your brain or eyes, you could’ve worked right alongside me. Our skills are unique, and there aren’t that many of us.”

 Why did it take his father to point out something Foster had been pondering ever since his accident? “Are you suggesting I’m suffering from burnout?”

 “In the thirty years I’ve been a forensic odontologist, I’ve worked some cases that made me lose sleep because of what I witnessed. You know I’m talking about 9/11. You’d just started out, but you worked it right alongside me.”

 Well, shit. “Has burnout ever happened to you?”

 “Yes, after 9/11. The horror that affected the lives of so many, the dead and the living. Families needed, begged for answers. We weren’t able to identify everyone. Your mother, God bless her, was alive, so she became my anchor. You need a woman in your life.”

 “Don’t even go there. Mom understood how much time we have to devote, as you said, to the living who want to know what happened to their loved ones. Trisha, my very ex-girlfriend, decided it was time for me to put that damn engagement ring on her finger and get married. She had someone Photoshop me into a picture and claimed we were expecting our first child. I didn’t find out about it until I returned to the States.”

 “Not all women are pushy bitches like her. So what are you going to do, reopen your aunt’s bed-and-breakfast?”

 “No, it’s my home now. There’s a lot of history in this house. What really struck me were the photos of Aunt Daisy on display in her library. Did you know she was a hippie? There’s a picture of her holding up a sign at a Vietnam War protest. She played guitar, too.”

 “She was a typical flower child and almost brainwashed your mother into becoming one, too. They wanted to go to Woodstock.”

 “Wait. The original Woodstock in Bethel, New York?”

 “One and the same. I refused to let those crazies go alone. It was madness. The estimated count was 450,000 people! Your Aunt Daisy brought along her guitar and hooked up with her friends. I never saw so many people smoking marijuana so openly in my life. That last day, it poured, and the rain created all that mud. People were body-sliding in it. I convinced your mother enough was enough and got out of there. We had to walk two miles back to my car.”

 “I’m shocked. Not about the drugs, but that you went to Woodstock.”

 “Daisy insisted she could do whatever she wanted because your grandparents had no say in what she did with her life. She lived in one of those abandoned houses on the Delaware River and raised goats before she came to her senses and married a doctor.”

 “Funny you should mention that. I just read an article in the weekly newspaper about the Tocks Island Dam project. I plan to look into it a lot more. Mom obviously didn’t follow her sister’s wild path because she married you.”

 “Thank God. Foster, let yourself heal and think about how much you’re needed by both the living and the dead. Your job is in a laboratory, not crawling into collapsed buildings looking for survivors.”

 “Thanks, Dad. Talking to you helped and has given me something to think about. You need to cut back on your own hours. I have five bedrooms, and Milford is a quaint town, perfect for taking a break.”

 “I’ll think about it. Take care, son.”

 Foster did feel better and opened the back door. “Bones, enough horsing around with the squirrels. How about a treat?”

 The offer was enough to stop the canine dead in his tracks. His ears perked up, and he ran into the house. He parked his butt in front of the cabinet where Foster stored a large box of Milk-Bones.

 Bones gobbled up a dog biscuit in seconds flat. Biscuit. The word made Foster’s mouth water for the humankind. While exploring the area around the Delaware River, he’d discovered a local café. Every spot in the small parking area had been filled. The Forklift was now one of his favorite places to get breakfast or lunch and was only a twenty-minute drive from his house. Their signature dish, biscuits, and gravy, were the best he’d ever eaten.

 He dumped the rest of his coffee in the sink and headed upstairs to take a shower and make the bed. His thoughts reflected on Woodstock and hippies. A visit to Aunt Daisy’s attic was needed. The time period of Woodstock and this Tocks Island Dam project were close. Hopefully, she’d have some information about the area.

[image: img1.png]

 At ten-thirty on a weekday morning, Jordan was lucky to get a parking space. The glass front doors on the one-story building were covered by a hand-painted mural of a fork and a cup. Green-and-white-striped awnings covered each window on the front and along the side that bordered the parking lot. The metal sign, shaped like a fork, was lit during the evening hours, a welcome beacon each night when she drove home from her shift.

 The locals knew a good thing. Come Memorial Day, six weeks from now, seasonal residents would return to the area and open their homes that had been closed up for the winter.

 That’s when her job would start in earnest. Tourists would return to the area to camp, hike, visit waterfalls, take out canoes and tube down the Delaware. Trout season had opened two weeks ago, and die-hard fishermen were already trying their luck. 

Jordan, stop thinking about work. This is family time.

 She opened the back door of her minivan and released the clips on Emma’s car seat. “Now, behave. No running around. You have to sit in your booster chair.” Jordan carried her up the short flight of steps.

 “Me color,” Emma announced.

 The moment she stepped inside, she was surrounded by the warmth of welcome. Shelves displayed tasteful seasonal gift items. Directly in front of her was a display case of mouthwatering temptations and homemade desserts, from pies, cakes, and cookies to Emma’s favorites—cake pops and Rice Krispies treats.

 Lori, one of the waitresses, was standing behind the counter, handing a customer her change. Her T-shirt was bright blue and bore the gold Forklift logo. The moment she saw Emma, she gave a happy wave and came out from behind the display counter.

 “Here’s our favorite little girl!”

 “Color and biscuits.”

 “She knows what she wants,” Lori said. “Two tables are open, help yourselves. Regular drinks?”

 “Lori, you’re a wonder, always remembering what we like to drink. Yes, coffee for me and apple juice for the little mischief maker.” Jordan turned to her mother, who was studying the three shelves that displayed different types of specialty teas. “Mom, what flavor?”

 “I think I’ll have the peach spice Rooibos.”

 Emma had a tendency to be loud, so Jordan chose a table in the corner. Lori hurried over with a cup of very used crayons and a place mat with farm animals. In the center was a cow. Emma’s eyes widened before she emitted, “Moo.”

 Her mother ordered a ham-and-cheese omelet with a side of fresh fruit and wheat toast. Jordan had a Forklift Breakfast, which included a stack of pancakes, another of Emma’s favorites. Lori already knew to note a single order of biscuits and gravy for them.

 Since Emma had a long way to go until she learned to color in the lines, Jordan helped color in some of the shapes while her daughter made animal sounds. Her mother took a few minutes to check the messages on her phone. When they got home, Cassandra planned to have a FaceTime meeting with her managers.

 Jordan respected her mother’s keen insight, as she ran her businesses from three thousand miles away. She sipped at her tea like a lady and dressed in what Jordan called her mother’s “California trending style.” Cassandra Bishop wouldn’t be caught dead in a woodcutter’s plaid shirt or coveralls, let alone chunky boots. Jordan was still trying to get a handle on the fact that her mother had been a hippie.

 She wanted so much to talk to Sierra, but her sister and her husband were working with Doctors Without Borders in a day-to-day health care facility in Africa. Her sister hadn’t seen Emma since she was three months old.

 Her daughter managed to keep her voice level down, especially since Lori had brought Emma’s food. She’d mastered using a fork and spoon, but Emma needed a little more help with food that contained liquid, such as gravy and maple syrup.

 “Let Mama help.” Jordan went to reach for the fork, but Emma pulled it away.

 “I can do myself.”

 Customers at a nearby table chuckled. “Sounds like our granddaughter.”

 “This one is stubborn,” Jordan replied. “Emma, let me help.”

 The obstinate two-and-a-half-year-old shook her head and jabbed the fork into a silver-dollar pancake swimming in maple syrup. “I do myself.”

 The jerking momentum created a pancake flying saucer that landed on the head of the man sitting behind them.

 “Emma!” Jordan and Cassandra chorused, and Emma burst out crying.

 Jordan grabbed a stack of extra napkins that Lori had known to place on their table and hurried over to face the victim of the flying pancake. He wore the maple-soaked disk like a badge of honor, while syrup ran down his cheeks. Embarrassed from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, she just stared. And stared.

 NO! It can’t be!

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 Foster considered himself lucky to get the last parking spot in front of the Forklift. The waitress had given him fair warning that the weekends were absolutely insane, so he should plan to wait for a table. The lined parking spaces were a bit narrow, but he managed to squeeze in his new four-wheel-drive truck.

 The minute he stepped inside, his eyes zeroed in on the dessert case. You never knew what Grace, the pastry chef, would make. Whatever she made was always delicious. In the front of the case was a key lime pie that would be going home with him.

 One of the waitresses was taking an order over the phone. She smiled and pointed to the dining room, indicating he should take any table available. He chose the one in front of the windows that ran along the side of the nostalgically attractive dining room.

 Wanting to keep the wrinkles from his brown corduroy sports jacket, he draped it over the chair on the opposite side of the table. Normally, he felt comfortable in his long-sleeved burgundy shirt with his black and burgundy plaid bow tie and dress trousers. Looking at some of his fellow diners, he suddenly realized his neat, stuffy, professor style shouted tourist. He needed to change his mode of dress to blend with his new life.

 The waitress he knew as Mary Ellen set a cup of coffee in front of him and took his order for a Forklift Breakfast with a side of biscuits and gravy. 

 He glanced out the window, wondering if he’d see a bear in the area of the garbage dumpster off the parking lot. Last week, he’d gotten excited when saw a black bear pull a black bag from the iron container and proceed to drag his prize of leftovers into the wooded area that bordered the restaurant. A few of the other diners spotted the hungry predator, made a comment that the bears were awake and went back to eating. Apparently, seeing a bear here was commonplace. He really needed to get out of the laboratory.

 The other thing that pleased him about the hometown café was the quick service as Mary Ellen delivered his bacon, eggs, home fries, three golden buttermilk pancakes and, of course, his biscuits and sausage gravy. He was used to eating alone, but the chatter among the other diners was dominated by the child sitting at the table behind him.

 The little girl named Emma was entertaining and had making farm animal sounds down pat. She definitely had a mind of her own when it came to feeding herself. He’d just placed his knife and fork crosswise on his clean plate to indicate he was finished eating when something plopped on his head, followed by an unknown substance oozing down his forehead. The mother had lost this argument.

 “Well, of all the…”

 Before he could reach for his napkin, the young child’s mother moved to stand next to him. The sight of what her little girl had done was so shocking, the woman’s jaw dropped. With a wad of napkins crunched in her hands, she continued to stare. His eyes dropped to the front of her sweatshirt, and he recognized the letters. FLETC. Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers. Maybe a relative of hers had attended the largest law enforcement training center in the country.

 Of course, the little girl’s crying drew the attention of the other diners, but the grandmother’s cuddles calmed the child.

 Syrup continued to snake its way down his cheek, so he helped himself to a couple of the napkins in the woman’s left hand. No ring.

 Lori, the other waitress, hurried over with a package of wet wipes. “Better use these, or you’ll attract a bear,” she teased.

 “Thanks,” he said and proceeded to eliminate the sticky mess.
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 The chatter from the other diners drew her out of her shock at seeing the man she’d never expected to see ever again in her life. Foster Scanlon. He looked good. No, he looked great. That bow tie made him look like a sexy professor. He looks even better naked.

 To her relief, he didn’t recognize her. Three years ago, her hair had been much shorter and a reddish strawberry-blond. Her eyes had been an artificial blue because of vanity contacts. The sequined champagne dress she’d worn to her sister’s wedding had left little to the imagination. You’re acting like a boob. Say something.

 “I’m so sorry.” She used one of the napkins and brushed at a spot of maple syrup on the front of his shirt. “Emma is very strong-willed when it comes to doing things on her own.” She nodded toward his empty plate. “Please, let me pay for your breakfast.”

 “No, I’m fine, just startled.” He turned around and looked at Emma, who proceeded to eat the rest of her biscuit in sausage gravy. “Your little girl has excellent taste in food.”

 The ease at which he spoke helped her to relax. “That she does. Again, I’m sorry.” She needed to end this now, but inwardly cringed when her mother spoke up.

 “Jordan, the least you can do is buy the man a cup of coffee.”

 “Mother.” She scowled with a tight-lipped grin. “We have to get home. You have a FaceTime meeting, and I have to get ready for work.”

 “I’ll take a rain check.” He reached into the side pocket of his jacket, removed a slender wallet, and passed her a business card. “My name and personal cell. I’m new to the area and haven’t had time to make many friends. Give me a call, Jordan, so we can have that coffee.”

 “A rain check, then.” She shoved his card in the back pocket of her jeans.

 Emma had finished all of her food, so it was time to literally get out of Dodge. Jordan put Emma’s jacket on before lifting her off of the booster seat.

 “My picture,” Emma said and reached for her messy artwork. Before they could move away from the table, she held it out to Foster. “Hang up picture on frigerator.”

 “For me?” He appeared surprised by her daughter’s gesture, but he took the artwork and smiled.

 “She wants you to put it on your refrigerator with magnets.”

 “I definitely will. You did a beautiful job. Thank you, Emma.”

 “See you around,” Jordan said and hurried up to the counter to pay her bill. Over her shoulder, Emma waved to Foster.

 “Lori, don’t argue. Add his meal to my bill.”

 “Pop,” Emma said, pointing at a vanilla cake pop in the dessert display case. There was also a key lime pie, one of Jordan’s very favorite pies. “I’ll take the pie, too.”

 Jordan leaned in close so she could keep her voice low. “Do you know where he’s staying?” She didn’t bother to ask his name, but the helpful waitress said it anyway.

 “His name is Foster Scanlon. He moved into the old Mountain View Bed and Breakfast in Milford. He’s become a regular.”

 Not good. Much too close. “He’s going to run a B&B?”

 “No, he inherited it from his aunt and plans to make it his home.”

 Could this day get any worse? An unknown girl is giving birth in her dream, a ghost appears in her picture, and she finds out her mother and father was hippies. Now the cherry on top: Emma’s father was living seven miles away.

 She was annoyed with her matchmaking mother, and as soon as they pulled out of the parking lot, she blurted, “Why did you invite a total stranger to have coffee with us?”

 “He was quite handsome, too young for me, but not for you. He had that nerdy, professor like look that you prefer. His corduroy jacket, with those leather elbow guards, wasn’t off the rack. His bow tie wasn’t one of those cheap clip-ons. When we were leaving, I noticed he was wearing Ferragamo Oxford shoes, which don’t come cheap.”
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