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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 





While researching this book, I learned about the unsung heroes who fight wildfires.  These men and women, Hotshots, Helitack firefighters and Smoke Jumpers put themselves in harm’s way to fight back the fires that destroy homes, woodland creatures and natural resources.  They’re tireless and have to endure life-threatening situations.  One unexpected wind shift can mean their lives… 


            Fire is never a gentle taskmaster…


            Fire has always been and seemingly will always remain the most terrible of elements. 


                                                                                    Harry Houdini
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Chapter 1

 

 “You’ve reached Ask Magnolia, advice for the lovelorn. Leave me a message, and I’ll get back to y’all as soon as I can.”

 

 The cheerful Southern lilt in her best friend’s voice was the perfect spoonful of medicine to help pull Lidia out of her doldrums.

 

 “Steph, sorry, I called your business line by mistake. Call me back as soon as possible.  Use this new number.  My old one has been disconnected.”

 

 Lidia shoved her phone into the back pocket of her jean shorts before going to the refrigerator in her trailer to get the package of chicken breasts she needed for tonight’s dinner. She paused, wondering where she was supposed to prep her chicken Parmesan on the limited counter space.  “Get used to it,” she muttered, rearranging the bowls she’d already filled with breadcrumbs and the milk and egg mixture. 

 

 She glanced out the window over the sink to make sure her nine-year-old son was sitting at the picnic table under the awning attached to the trailer.  Spencer’s busy hands and mind concentrated on assembling a LEGO Minecraft Mountain Cave. The suggested age range was twelve to twenty-one, but he was already halfway through the intricate project.  The pieces were neatly organized in colorful plastic bowls, strategically lined up in front of him.  Albert Einstein, their three-year-old wire fox terrier, was sound asleep under the table.

 

 The startling ring of her cell phone caused her to accidentally tip the bowl of egg mixture. “Ah, damn!”  She grabbed a few pieces of paper towel from the roll to clean up the gooey mess on the counter and her hands.  Connection to the outside world continued to rattle her already strung-out nerves. 

 

 “Only two people have the number,” she calmly reminded herself and pulled the phone from her pocket.  The voice of her very agitated best friend filled her ears before she could offer a friendly greeting.

 

 “What do you mean someone burned down your house?  That’s horrible!  Do they know who’s responsible?”

 

 “Yes, yes, and no.  It’s under investigation.  Hope I didn’t wake you.”

 “No. Jeremy was here for dinner and just left.  I’ll catch a couple of hours of sleep before I have to go on the air.”

 

 “It still amazes me that my best friend hosts a live lonely hearts talk radio show.”

 

 “The local radio channel showcases American roots music and decided to experiment a year ago.  More than half of my calls are from senior citizens. The geriatric men are flirts and ask me if they should take Viagra! Hell, I don’t know. My boyfriend is a hot thirty-eight-year-old construction worker who is always willing and able to show me a loving good time. You’ve heard of that dessert Sex in the Pan? Well, he literally treated me to dessert sex before he left.”

 “Lucky you.  That would make a great topic for your Ask Magnolia syndicated column or your radio show.” 

 “I’ll keep it in mind. In your last email, you mentioned working on a big case but didn’t share any of the details. What the hell happened?”

 “The short version is Blackwell Industries was having unexplained fires that caused thousands of dollars of damage to three of their warehouses filled with electrical components. After the third fire, I discovered the remains of a body.  I was a key witness against the third-time loser who started the fire. He claimed he acted alone and didn’t know anything about a body.  As expected, the owners denied everything. 

 “The coroner confirmed my on-site determination that the victim was dead before the fire. There wasn’t any soot in the respiratory tract.  A couple days before the trial, I got a note that said, ‘You should’ve kept your nose out of our business.  We know about your son, and this is only the beginning, bitch.’  They enclosed a photo of Spencer with red slash marks over his face, coming out of his private school. In retaliation for my testimony, someone torched my house.”

 “OMG!  The bastards!  Hold it!  Blackwell! Is that the same Blackwell as Spencer’s dirt bag father?”

 “One and the same.”

 “What’s his response to all this?”

 “Considering there’s no love lost between us, he hasn’t reached out to me at all.”

 “I know he hated you, but not to show any concern for his son …  What a shit!”

 “We haven’t been able to prove Blackwell’s, the man or the company’s complicity, and I wasn’t about to stick around. I’m still reeling from losing everything and trying to keep some form of normalcy for Spencer.  It sickens me.  A nine-year-old little boy isn’t supposed to lose every one of his beloved treasures.”  Don’t fall apart thinking about the devastating loss. Think about now and keeping your precious son safe. “I’ll tell you more when I see you.  How is the house?” 

 “Good.  Jeremy went over there, and everything appears to be in good condition.  The tenant will be out in two weeks.  As soon as it’s vacant, Mrs. Strong will clean the place. Will you be here for the Roan Mountain Rhododendron Festival?”  

 “I plan to arrive a couple days before the annual celebration.”

 “I can’t wait to see Spencer. How long will you be staying?  Forever?”

 “Steph, right now I feel like a whisper in the wind, on the run, trying to protect my son.  Please don’t tell anyone I’m coming back.  Only you and my boss have this cell number.  We’re outside St. Louis for the next few days. Spencer wants to go to the Gateway Arch and the Old Courthouse.”

 “Girl, you’re freaking me out.  I haven’t told anyone, and Jeremy knows not to say anything.”

 “Thank you, Steph.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.  Gotta go. You need your sleep, and I have to finish making dinner.”

 Some of her stress melted away. She glanced up, expecting to see Spencer, but blind fear gripped her body when all she saw was a half-completed LEGO Mountain Cave. 
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 Kane Wallace turned the galvanized faucet on the spigot so the water could flow into the hose attached to his toy trailer.

 “Mister, do you know how to build a proper campfire?”

 He quickly turned to see a young boy with rust-colored hair that brushed the frames of glasses that were too large for his small face. Damn, my instincts are getting dull.  This kid snuck up on me.  Beside him was a brown, white, and black dog that kept tugging on the leash while he sniffed the short grass around the hookup station. 

 Guessing a kid’s age was as foreign as talking French, but he figured the slender boy to be about nine or ten.  Protruding from the breast pocket on his hunter green shirt were two yellow pencils and a small writing pad.  There wasn’t a speck of dirt on his jeans, and his sneakers were clean and neatly tied.  

 “Yes, I know how to make a campfire.”  

 Kane moved a short distance to the trailer to make sure the water hose was securely connected. “Where are your parents?”

 “My mom is in the next trailer over.  I don’t have a father.  We’re traveling the country to broaden my horizons.  I go to a special school that designed a curriculum to meet my advanced needs.”

 Jeez, the kid talks like a stuffy adult.  “Broaden your horizons?  How old are you?”

 “Nine and a half.”

 A slurping sound drew his attention to the dog drinking from the puddle of water that had formed under the dripping connection at the spigot provided by the campground. Kane pulled the wrench from the back pocket of his jeans and winced when pain shot up his left arm.  A slew of silent curses filled his head. He hated this feeling of weakness and reluctantly determined he needed to wear the brace a little longer.  With a couple of turns of the wrench and the leak stopped.  

 “Why are you wearing that brace?”

 “I tore a tendon in my wrist.”

   “How?”  

 “Jeez, do all kids ask this many questions?”

 “My mom said there is nothing wrong with asking questions. That’s how we learn.”

 “I was in a motorcycle accident.”  That was the furthest thing from the truth, but the young boy didn’t need to know any of the extenuating circumstances.

 Kane opened a small door on the side of the trailer and unwound the electric cord before plugging it into the connection at the power pole.  His shadow was in the shape of a boy and a dog.  Stop being a grumpy camper, be a little friendly, his softer side reminded him.

 “What kind of dog is that?”

 The boy’s slender back stiffened, and he proudly announced, “Albert Einstein is a wire-hair terrier and is three years old. The breed was developed in England by fox-hunting enthusiasts.  Rudyard Kipling, the English poet, and journalist, had one.”

 Kane shook his head. This kid presented himself like a college professor.  “How old did you say you were?”

 “I’ll be ten on Halloween.  Did you know Halloween began as the festival of Samhain?  It’s part of the ancient Celtic religion in Britain.  It’s a festival marking the end of the harvest season and the beginning of winter.”

 “You sound like a walking encyclopedia.  Are you supposed to be talking to strangers?”  Kane didn’t know what to make of the kid’s action when he held out his hand in introduction.  There wasn’t a speck of dirt under his neatly trimmed nails.

 “Spencer Blackwell Cunningham.”

 Kane had no choice but to accept the small hand offered in friendship.

 “Now we’re properly introduced, so we’re no longer strangers.  What’s your name, sir?”

 “Kane Wallace.”

 “Are you married?  Any children?”

 “No and no.”

 Both of them jerked to attention when a panic-filled female yelled, “Spencer! Einstein!”

 “That’s my mom.”  The dog tugged on the leash in the direction of the familiar voice and wagged his short tail.  “We’re in trouble. When she calls the dog Einstein, she means business.”

 “Mom, we’re right here,” the boy calmly called out.  The dog started barking to confirm they were nearby and didn’t stop until hurried footsteps rounded the front of Kane’s trailer and a woman abruptly stopped in front of her son.  

 “Spencer!” She gasped before gathering him in her life-protecting arms.  The dog continued to bark and put his front paws on her upper thigh in greeting.

 “What did I tell you about leaving the trailer?  You don’t go off alone!”

 “Mom, you’re crushing my face.  I can’t breathe.”

 “Sorry, sweetheart,” she offered with a tight smile and eased some of the strength in her arms. “You scared me to death.” 

 “But I had Al.  He’s a hunting dog and will protect me from wild predators.”  The kid held out his arm.  “I have my phone watch, and you can track my whereabouts with the GPS on your phone.”

 “It’s not the four-legged predators I’m concerned about, and you can’t always rely on technology because of inconsistent cell signals.  I also told you not to talk to strangers.”

 “But, Mom, this gentleman is not a stranger.”  Spencer pushed out of his mother’s arms, pulling the dog with him.  “This is Kane Wallace.  We were discussing how to build a proper campfire.  He’s incapacitated due to a motorcycle injury.  You should invite him to dinner.”

 The muscles in Kane’s face tightened as he tried to hold back a laugh.  This kid was too smart for his own good.  “I don’t know of any kid his age that speaks so formally or is so spotlessly clean. You must be Mrs. Blackwell-Cunningham.”

 “Lidia, and it’s just Cunningham.  I’m sorry if Spencer and Al disturbed you.”  

 “Mr. Wallace, did you know the timber rattlesnake is the largest venomous snake in Missouri, spanning up to five feet in length?  Have you ever encountered a rattlesnake?”

 Once again, Kane was taken aback by the wealth of knowledge that came out of the kid’s mouth.  “I can honestly say I try to avoid encounters with all species of rattlesnakes.”

 “Come on, Spencer.  We’ve got to get back to our trailer. I’m sure Mr. Wallace has things to do since he just pulled in.”

 “But what about inviting him to dinner?”

 Kane refused before causing the woman further embarrassment.  “Thanks, Spencer, maybe another time.”

 “Will you be here tomorrow? We’re planning to visit the St. Louis Gateway Arch and the Old Courthouse.  Did you know that the Arch was designed by Finnish-American Eero Saarinen?  Construction began in 1963, and it was opened to the public in 1967.  It cost thirteen million dollars.”

 “I’ll be here for a few days, and they’re on my list of places to visit.”

 “That’s good.  We can continue our conversation about the proper way to build a campfire.”

 “Spencer, we need to get something straight.  Making your mom worry about where you are is totally unacceptable, GPS or not. Get your mom’s permission before you come over.”  

 Setting ground rules for the kid was overstepping his bounds, but the warning must have met with his mother’s approval because she gave Kane a small smile.  

 “Sounds like you have parental experience.”

 “No, just nieces and nephews who try their parents’ patience.”  

 “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Wallace.”

 “Kane, please.”

 

 Kane waited for them to go back to their trailer before he went inside his home away from home.  He first turned on the air conditioning and washed his hands at the kitchen sink.  He reached to open the refrigerator to get a cold beer, but stopped, closed his eyes, and muttered from one to ten, following the trail of feathers leading to his bedroom.

 “Tulip! Goddammit!   His brows tightened into a murderous frown, staring down at his two-year-old English bull terrier lying in a blizzard of white feathers.  He’d purposely spread an old sheet over the bed quilt to keep the fabric clean.  He picked up what was left of his down-filled pillow and shook it in the face, giving her master a pleading, don’t-scold-me look.  Feathers continued to fall out of the hole she’d made.  

 “When you didn’t bark at the dog outside, I knew you were up to something.  I just bought this pillow!”  He sat down on the bed, and a number of feathers took to the air.  Her soft whimper shot straight to his heart and her slow doggy crawl that brought her to his lap.  

 “Did you think I wouldn’t notice since you’re as white as the feathers?  Sorry, you couldn’t camouflage your black ears and nose and, of course, your pink collar.”  It had to be the I-give-up tone in his voice that encouraged Tulip to give him enthusiastic licks on his cheeks.  “I’ll clean up the mess before I get my beer.  I know you hate being confined in a small space, but we have to make the best of it for the next few weeks. After dinner, we’ll go for a long walk around the campground.” 

 The moment Kane said the magic word, the dog’s pointed ears shot up, and depending on one’s personal observation, Tulip’s chubby lips drew up in a doggy smile.

 Kane retrieved the vacuum from the storage area in the rear of the trailer and carefully sucked up the fluffy mess.  Normally, Tulip would bark at the machine, but she must have figured she’d gotten into enough mischief, so she didn’t try her master’s patience further.

 As soon as he was done, he gave her a chew bone and refilled her water bowl.  “Stay out of trouble.”

 The dog took her bone under the dinette table and began to munch.

 He and Tulip had all the comforts of home—sleeping quarters with a queen-size bed, a full bathroom, kitchenette, and dining area.  He’d recently mounted a flat-screen television in his bedroom. His three-year-old toy trailer’s rear opening created a ramp to make it easy for him to transport his Ultra Classic Harley.  

 It was already after six, and he wasn’t in the mood to cook anything, so he pulled a TV dinner out of the small freezer and popped it into the microwave above the stove.  He sat at the table and checked the messages on his cell phone while he nursed his beer.  Only one required a call back.

 The timer on the microwave said he had another ten minutes, enough time to call his Uncle Frank.  His mother’s brother had been like a father to him since he was twelve years old.  

 “I was wondering when you were going to call me back,” his uncle said.  “Did you locate her and the boy?  I sent you their itinerary.”

 “I’m parked right next to them.”

 “I really appreciate you stepping up to the plate so quickly.”

 “You’re lucky I’m on medical leave and I can do this for my favorite uncle.”  

 “When do you have to report back to work?”

 “I should get medical clearance in a couple of weeks.  How come you didn’t tell me she was so damn attractive—no, more like gorgeous.  And Spencer is a walking encyclopedia.”

 “Keep your fly zipped.  She’s got enough trouble and doesn’t need you sniffing after her like a dog in heat, and I’m your only uncle, smart guy.”

 “Jeez, give me some credit.  I’m a US park ranger, not a pervert.  Are you sure she doesn’t know about me?”

 “She knows I have a nephew and two nieces, but we rarely get time to talk about our families.  She’s the best damn fire marshal I’ve ever worked with, but she got a raw deal from the kid’s father. Lidia was unaware he was married.”  

 “I briefly researched the recent fires she investigated.  The guy accused of setting the fires has a long history of arson, but he’d never killed anyone before. Do you think she wasn’t meant to find the body?”

 “That’s my take, but they don’t know how good she is at doing her job.  We’re still trying to determine the identity of the body.  Someone powerful is after her.  A few days before the trial, she got a threatening letter that mentioned Spencer.  The morning of the trial, we went to retrieve the evidence from our storage room, but it was gone.  She testified using her personal notes and pictures.  A couple days after the trial, someone torched her house.  Lidia and I agree there’s more to this case.”

 “Just a few minutes in her company and I could tell she’s running scared.”  

 “We offered to put her up in a safe house and get her protection, but she refused and said she could take care of herself and her son.  She’s stubborn and has a short fuse if she’s provoked.  All I can say is keep a safe distance and observe. You know the drill.  You’re a federal cop.  Whatever you do, don’t tell her who you are because she’ll bolt, and we’ll never be able to offer her protection.  Have you come up with some kind of cover if she asks what you do?”

 “Before I left home, I got a few business cards from a friend of mine.  I install alarm systems for Adams Security Home Protection.  If she calls to confirm, they’ll support my cover.”

 “On a personal note, I heard from your mother that you never call her.”

 Kane wasn’t about to go down that road.  “Thanks, Uncle Frank.  I’ll keep you posted.”

[image: img3.jpg]

 “Don’t flood the bathroom,” Lidia called out and immediately caught herself before she added, The bathroom isn’t as big as the one at home.

 She finished drying the dishes and draped the damp dish towel on the handle of the small oven and only had to take four steps back to sit on the padded bench at the table.  She’d had to start from scratch, right down to purchasing new dishes.  Spencer always associated the use of paper plates with going on picnics or having a barbecue, but she wanted to give their present situation the normalcy of a real home.  Ruthless bastards had destroyed everything she’d worked hard to provide, single-handedly, for him.

 This was home and would be until she could figure out the next step that would be the safest and right one, for them. Luckily, Spencer’s special school was out for the summer, and he didn’t have to go back until August.  That gave her a little over two months to decide what to do and what direction to take.  

 Her family homestead in Roan Mountain, a small town within the Cherokee National Forest, was waiting for her return, but might not be right for Spencer.  Living just outside of Cincinnati with modern conveniences was all he knew.  Main Street in Roan Mountain was a block long, without sidewalks.  You blinked, and you were almost over the Tennessee-North Carolina state line. She hadn’t been home in over ten years.

 “Mom, the water turned cold,” Spencer announced, coming out of the bathroom, already dressed in the Star Wars-themed pajamas they purchased the other day. It didn’t bother him that water from his wet head ran down his cheeks.  She pulled the dish towel off the stove handle and used it to catch the drops that had reached his slender jaw. 

 “I have to remember the water heater in our trailer is much smaller than the one at home,” he said, “so we have to wash quicker.”

 “I kind of forgot, too,” she admitted, “and used some of the hot water to wash the dishes.”

 “Mom, I know you don’t want me to know anything about who and why someone burned down our house.  You said this is now our home, but are we going to live in a trailer forever?”

 Tears welled up in her eyes, but she blinked rapidly and offered her very intelligent, much-too-grown-up-for-his-age son a small smile.   She swiveled her knees out from under the table and drew him onto her lap.

 “Mom, I’m not a baby. I’m too big for your lap.”

 She pressed her nose to his neck and breathed in the clean scent of citrus shower gel. “I knew you were going to say that, but you’ll always be my baby and stop making that ‘Oh, Mom’ face.  As of right now, I don’t know, but think of what we’re doing as a grand adventure.  We’re going to visit places you’ve read about and can experience firsthand.”  Lidia swept out a hand.  “We have everything we need, but most important, we have each other.”

 “And Einstein.”

 At the mention of his name, the dog got up from the soft padded bed they’d placed under the table and came out wagging his tail.  He licked Spencer’s hand and then Lidia’s.  “We have each other and Al.  In two weeks, we’ll be visiting Aunt Stephanie in Roan Mountain. We’ll be staying at the house I grew up in.”

 “Aunt Stephanie really isn’t my aunt because you don’t have a sister.  You just want me to call her that because you’ve been best friends since high school, and your parents aren’t your real parents because you were adopted.”

 Sometimes she wished her son wasn’t always literally correct.  “We’ve always been like sisters, and yes, I was adopted.  Horace and Winifred adopted me when I was six.  They loved me with all their hearts.  I wish they could have met you.”

 “Do you know anything about your real parents?”

 Lidia shrugged.  “I have no memory of my life before I came to live with the Cunninghams.”  Lidia gave her son a quick hug and kissed him on the forehead.  “It’s time for bed. Television or book?”

 “I’d like to continue reading Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea.  Mom, Jules Vern, was brilliant writing a book about a submarine in 1870.  Did you know the hand-cranked Confederate submarine H.L. Hunley torpedoed the mighty USS Housatonic in Charleston Harbor in 1864, a year before the Civil War ended?” 

 “No, I didn’t know that.”  She touched her lips to his warm forehead before ruffling his still-damp hair.  “Spencer, I need to find fun things for you to do other than researching facts.”

 “Why?”

 “If you have to ask that question, we need to start doing fun things.  Now hop into bed.”

 “Mom, I know you sneak into the lower bunk when I’m asleep, but it’s okay.  You can sleep in your own bed.  Al is right next to me.”

 “Did you ever think I want to be close to you?”  Stop, you’ll make him paranoid.  “Okay, I’ll stay in my own bed.  I’ll even close the curtain,” she said and pulled back the sheet and light blanket.  

 “Mom, would you think I’m a baby if I asked you to sing our song now before our story?  I usually fall asleep and don’t hear all the words.”

 This was the sweet side of the little boy who held the keys to her heart, the side that didn’t seek answers to his many scholastic questions.  She sat on the side of the bed and smoothed a hand over the top of his head.  “I’ve been singing that song to you since you were a baby, letting you know that no matter how old you get or where you are, I’ll always be there for you.”  Lidia’s soft soprano voice started singing Billy Joel’s Lullabye (Goodnight, My Angel).

 Spencer fell asleep a little after ten, but she hesitated getting up from the bed, loving these special bedtime moments.  Einstein came over with his leash dangling from his mouth, a reminder for her to take him out before she settled down for the night. 

 She took a quick shower and liked the feel of the soft material of her new two-piece pajamas.  As promised, she closed the curtain separating her queen-size bed from the rest of the trailer and got her cell phone from the drawer in the small cabinet next to the bed.  She propped the two pillows against the wall and made herself comfortable before she called her boss, remembering to keep her voice low.

 “Hi, Frank.  Hope I’m not calling you too late.”

 “Nah, game just finished.  Brewers won.  How are you doing?”

 “What do you think? Someone deliberately torched my house, and I’m running to keep my son safe. I can’t even use a damn credit card and am paying cash for everything.  I’m still reeling from losing everything and trying to keep calm in front of Spencer.”  She paused and ditched the sarcasm, remembering who she was speaking with.  ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to come off so strong.  I’m just worried.”

 “Apology not necessary. I approved your request for a leave of absence, but how long do you think you’ll be gone?  You’re the best damn fire marshal we’ve ever had.”

 “My first priority is seeing to my son’s safety.” 

 “Paying someone to make your evidence disappear tells me someone powerful, with friends in high places, is after you. There weren’t any prints on the threatening letter they sent, and we haven’t made any headway identifying the body you found.”

 Lidia could hear the frustration in her boss’s voice.  “The accelerant they used was over the top and was meant to camouflage a murder.  Burning down my house in revenge tells me there’s more going on than fires and a murder. If I didn’t have to leave town to protect my son, I could’ve worked on the case. Just make sure you don’t share our itinerary with anyone.”

 When the exterior light on the next trailer over came on, she winced from the bright reflection that shot across her bed before she lowered the cloth shade.  It reminded her of the favor she needed from her boss. “Frank, could you do me a solid and run a license plate?  Guy is on the next site over, and Spencer made friends with him.”

 “Does he appear threatening?”

 No, he’s damn hot and I wouldn’t mind if he jumped my bones, but I need to keep my priorities straight.  “Name is Kane Wallace, driving a late-model Chevy truck. PA vanity plate, HARLYMAN.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 “Spencer, as soon as you finish brushing your teeth, get your windbreaker from the closet next to the bathroom. We have to walk Einstein in the doggy area before we leave.  I’m going to put the cooler in the truck.”

 She stepped down on the metal step before descending to the area right outside the trailer that she’d covered with an outdoor carpet.  She liked the campground because there was a generous amount of grassy space around the concrete parking slabs. For a weekday in late June, most of the sites were filled with a variety of trailers and motorhomes.  

 She inserted her key to unlock the driver’s side door of her 1991 extended-cab F-250.  The Kelly green truck was her pride and joy. The salesman had assured her that Kermit could handle pulling the additional weight of the trailer. It took every cent she’d had to purchase the trailer. Since the cause of the fire was questionable, her insurance company was reluctant to settle her house claim.  She wasn’t about to wait around for them to make up their damn minds. 

 She set the red and white cooler that contained their lunch and drinks on the back seat.  Spencer had requested his favorite sandwich—Nutella and banana on whole-grain bread.  His taste in food was limited because he’d researched what went into processed foods.  Persuading him to eat a hot dog was like trying to persuade a grizzly bear to give up salmon.  The ice packs she’d added would keep her chef’s salad cool till lunchtime. 

 Spencer came out the door with the dog’s leash securely in his hand.  “Did you do a good job brushing?”

 “Of course.” He gave her a teeth-baring smile. “My retainer can only help straighten my teeth, not prevent them from getting yellow.”

 “Okay, professor. Let’s walk the dog.”  

 They headed down the blacktop path toward the fenced-in area designated Doggy Haven.  Lidia opened the white picket gate of the area that was empty of other dogs.  She watched Spencer remove the leash from Einstein’s collar before the dog dashed over the freshly cut grass with his nose to the ground, sniffing out his comrades. 

 “It’s your turn to pick up his business.”

 Spencer gave her a grin and pulled a plastic bag out of the pocket of his jeans. 

 In the three years they’d had Einstein, the change in Spencer’s formerly withdrawn personality had done an about-face.  She’d told him about Buddy, the black Lab she’d had as a child and how much she enjoyed having a pet.  For his seventh birthday, he’d asked for a puppy, and Lidia couldn’t have been happier.  She’d let him know that owning a pet came with a great deal of responsibility and that he’d have to help clean up after the dog and take him for walks.  She hadn’t objected when Spencer asked if the dog could sleep at the foot of his bed.  It was a match made in heaven.

 They were almost back to their trailer when her heartbeat double timed at the sight of a man wearing a black-hooded sweatshirt kneeling at the front of her truck, doing something under the fender.  Whatever he was holding was hidden by his black gloves. The first thought that came to mind was the guy was trying to plant a bomb on the underside of her truck.

 Cop instinct and protective mother instinct both kicked in, and she put a strong grip to her son’s shoulder. “Spencer, don’t move.  Stay here with Einstein.”

 “What’s wrong?”

 “Remember when we talked about special situations when I tell you to stop what you’re doing without question and listen to me?  This is one of them.  Stay here!”

 She lifted the hem of her pant leg and reached inside her short leather boot to pull out the Beretta 22 pocket pistol she always carried, but quickly pulled the sleeve of her sweat jacket over her hand so the sight of the weapon wouldn’t alarm Spencer. Taking determined steps and deep breaths, she approached the man and ordered in a firm, no-questions-asked voice. 

 “Whatever’s in your hand, carefully set it on the ground and stand up.  Slowly back away from my truck.  Don’t do anything stupid because my sleeve is covering my weapon.  I’m a damn good shot.”
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 Kane dropped his adjustable wrench and slowly stood up before turning to encounter the fierce, unmistakable don’t mess with me warning on Lidia Cunningham’s face. Damn, this is the second time I’ve been caught off guard.  I really need to get back to work.

 “Jeez, that’s what I get for trying to be a Good Samaritan.  Lady, you’re scary. Let me know when it’s safe to breathe.”

 “Kane!”  Lidia shoved the piece deep in the side pocket of her jacket.  “I’m so sorry.  I thought…never mind.”

 The flustered hue of embarrassment deepened the pink in her cheeks.  “What are you?  A cop?” he asked.

 “I’ve a concealed-carry permit that covers a number of states. I’m being very cautious since Spencer, and I are traveling alone.  There are too many sickies in the world.”

 “Would you really have shot me?”  

 “Probably, but I would’ve been sorry,” she added with a hesitant smile. “Again, I apologize.  Why are you inspecting my truck?”

 He pointed to the fluid under the front fender.  “When I came out of my trailer, I noticed the puddle on the ground. That’s a mixture of water and radiator coolant.  You’ve a leak someplace, and I thought it might be just a loose hose clamp.  Have you noticed any temperature problems?”

 “Kermit has been running a little hot when we go up a long hill, but recovers quickly. I thought it was the weight of pulling the trailer.”

 He bent down and retrieved his wrench.  “You named your truck after Kermit the Frog?”

 “Why not?  It’s green and has a personality all its own.”

 “This thing is, what, twenty-five years old?  Time for a new truck.”

 “Never!  And it’s twenty-seven years old.”

 They both turned at the sound of running footsteps and a barking dog.  “When I saw it was our new friend, I figured it was okay to unfreeze. Good morning, Mr. Wallace.”

 “Morning, Spencer.” Kane petted the very excited dog who was sniffing the bottom of his jeans.  “Morning to you, too, Al.”  He had to remember to introduce the dog to Tulip. She was tucked in her oversize cage that included a doggy bed from L.L.Bean, plus a chew bone and water.   

 “Did you know my mom named the truck after one of the Muppets?  He was the star in Emmet Otter’s Jug-Band Christmas, one of my mom’s favorite movies. Why were you inspecting Kermit?”  

 “There might be a problem with the water pump or a leaky hose.”

 Spencer frowned at him and then his mother.  “Does this mean we can’t go to the Arch?”

 Kane shook his head.  “It isn’t advisable that your mom drive until it’s fixed.”

 Lidia bent down and eyed the puddle before looking up at Kane. “This is very disappointing.  Kermit has never given me any problems.  We were planning to tour the Arch, see the IMAX movie and go on the paddleboat ride on the Mississippi.”  

 “I was planning to go to the Arch today also.”

 Spencer stepped forward and laid claim to Kane’s hand before giving his mom a wide-eyed smile. “We can go with Mr. Wallace.  His truck has a cab with additional seats to accommodate all of us.”

 “Spencer, that’s rude to invite us to join Mr. Wallace.  He has plans of his own.”

 “It’s no bother since we’re going in the same direction,” Kane assured.

 “I don’t want to put you out.  Besides, I have to find someone to fix my truck.”

 Having a mechanic inspect her truck was the last thing he needed. “I’m familiar with engines since I take care of my own truck and motorcycle.  If it’s a simple fix, I could do it for a lot less money than you’d have to pay a garage.”

 “Are you a mechanic?”

 He’d already anticipated her asking the question and reached into his back pocket for his wallet.  He withdrew one of his false business cards and passed it to her.  “I install home alarm systems.”  He held up his arm to display his black brace partially covered by the sleeve of his jacket.  “Currently on medical leave till my shoulder and wrist are fully healed.”

 Most people took a business card and barely looked at it.  She took the time to read the front and back that listed Adams Home Protection Security’s major locations throughout the United States.

 “Impressive.  I’ve actually heard of the security company.  I met one of their undercover insurance investigators.  Do you know Samantha Kingsley?”

 He checked his surprised reaction to her unexpected question. I stop by her bakery every chance I get to buy her delicious sticky buns.  Since she no longer worked for the company, he felt confident his cover was safe.  Kane shook his head.  “It’s a big company, and I only work with alarm systems.”

 “So, Mom, are we going with Mr. Wallace?” Spencer pressed, still holding Kane’s hand.

 “Why don’t we play tourist today, and I’ll see about your truck tomorrow?”

 “Please, Mom.  Please?”

 Lidia shrugged.  “Okay.  Let me put Einstein in the trailer. I also have to get our cooler from Kermit.  Since you’re being a Good Samaritan, I can make you a sandwich.”

 “Not necessary, I packed my own cooler.  Let me put my stuff away and wash up.  I’ll meet you by my truck in twenty minutes.”

 “Perfect.”

 Kane went inside and asked himself what he was doing.  It’s not like he’d permanently damaged her truck.  All he did was open a clamp to let out a little fluid.  His uncle had told him to keep an eye on them, so what was wrong with setting things up to make sure they were protected? Tomorrow he’d refill the coolant and replace the thermostat since he was familiar with truck engines before their systems were monitored by computers. 

 Tulip whimpered when she saw him and gave a tail wag.  “Sorry, sweetheart.”  Her typical bulldog features made some people hesitant to approach Tulip, but she had the sweetest personality.  Kane put two fingers between the bars of the cage and ran them over the top of her white head. “I’ll take you for a long walk when I get back.  I’ll even introduce you to Albert Einstein, the handsome dog next door.” The promise of a long walk did the trick, and she returned to her bed and bone.

 After washing up in the bathroom, he went into the bedroom to change his clothes. There was no question Lidia Cunningham was paranoid. When his uncle had said she’d do anything to protect her son, he hadn’t been exaggerating. Surprisingly, he carried the same style of Beretta 22 pocket pistol. He wondered if she’d realized her hand had shaken slightly when she pointed the gun at him.  

 Others might feel intimated by the fierce challenge on her face, but he’d recognized the effort she put into shielding her fear from an unknown enemy.  He understood, having walked in similar shoes. The horrific memory from years ago flashed through his mind, but he tamped it down before it gripped him in its hot fury.  It was a lifetime ago and had no part of his present life.  

 He reached for his cell phone on the side of the bed and noticed he’d missed a call from his mother.  His uncle had mentioned that his sister “needed to hear from her son.”   Tonight would be soon enough to call his mother.  He slipped his arms into the dark blue windbreaker he’d left on the bed and picked up his soft peaked cap that bore the logo from the St. Louis Cardinals.  

 “Tulip, watch the place,” he called out and headed out the door, ready to guard his charges. 
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 “Lidia, what are you doing getting involved with a stranger you know nothing about?” she muttered to herself.  “What happened to not drawing attention to yourselves?  My truck is what happened.”

 “Mom, you’re talking to yourself again.” Spencer reached into the narrow storage cabinet next to the table and brought out three Milk-Bone dog treats.  

 “They’re just mommy thoughts.”  She set a bowl with fresh water on the floor near Al’s bed.  It suddenly struck her that Spencer wasn’t wearing one of the soft peak caps from his prized hat collection displayed on a rack on the back of his bedroom door.   Her anger at the bastard arsonist who’d destroyed her son’s possessions heightened a few notches. “We’ll get you a hat at the Arch to start your new collection. Do you really have to take your backpack?  It’s subject to search.”

 “Mom, I already know. I have my notebook, two pens, my tablet, extra charger, and my new binoculars.”

 The backpack should’ve held action figures, Hot Wheels, Pokémon cards, Nintendo DS—normal ten-year-old-boy stuff.   Changing him was the last thing she wanted to do, but sometimes it would be wonderful if he would let himself be a normal kid.  His plain red shirt had a collar with a breast pocket and was tucked into the waist of his tan denim jeans. Just once, she’d like to tell him his sneakers were untied.

 Lidia grabbed her own small backpack to put her phone in the separate storage slot and noticed a text from her boss.  

 The name you gave me is clean.  He lives in a small town outside of Pittsburgh.  Went a little deeper.  He installs home alarm systems. If anything else comes in about the case, I’ll let you know. Try to enjoy being a tourist.

 The positive report on their neighbor put her mind at ease, but checking a little more couldn’t hurt.  There was a strong possibility she still had Samantha Kingsley’s contact information. They’d worked together on a case of fire fraud in which Samantha had represented the insurance company.  She’d do a little research on her computer for Sam’s email address.

 Before leaving, she hurried into the bathroom and ran a brush through her hair, which fell to just above her waist. At times, she thought about chopping off ten inches to make it more manageable, but Mr. C, her adoptive father, had claimed God twirled his finger to create the soft waves in her pretty hair.  When she was a young child, her hair had been dark blond, now it was light brunette.  The waves were still there.

 She peeked around the open bathroom door to make sure Spencer was occupied with Al before she opened the medicine cabinet to take out the small, zippered pouch of makeup that she rarely took the time to use.  A quick brush of peach-hued eye shadow brought out her brown eyes, and quick flicks of mascara made her eyelashes appear longer.  Her deep-salmon lipstick was almost the same color as her sleeveless top.  Again, she asked herself what she was doing.  “Trying to spark a little interest from the hunk that makes my hormones go crazy.”  

 “Mom, you’re talking to yourself again.  Are you ready?”

 “Coming,” she said and smiled at the woman in the mirror with the sparkle in her eyes. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in the company of a man, other than for work. This wasn’t a date, but it felt nice.

 She collected her backpack from the foot of the bed before they walked outside.  Kane was sitting in the front seat of his truck, and the engine was running, just like her heart that was beating too fast.

 When they approached the truck, he got out and hurried around the front to open the passenger door for her. They were close enough that she got a good whiff of his aftershave.  She wasn’t familiar with men’s cologne, but whatever he was wearing smelled sexy.  He’d ditched the jeans and was wearing camo cargo shorts with large side pockets and wide-strapped leather sandals that displayed his sexy naked toes.  She was in trouble.   

 “Right on time,” he said before reaching for the aviator sunglasses stuck in a holder on the visor.  

 “My mom hates it when someone is late,” Spencer announced, fastening his seat belt. “According to my calculations, the trip should take us about fifteen minutes, depending on the traffic.  Make a right outside the campground onto Route 3 and pick up Route 64. We’ll cross the Mississippi into Missouri.”

 Kane glanced in his rearview mirror.  “Are you our official navigator?”

 “I should’ve warned you,” Lidia stepped in.  “When we travel, he is my navigator and plans out our route.”

 “Thanks, but I’ve already programmed the route on my phone.”

 “I’m really excited to see everything since I researched the history of the Arch and Old Courthouse.  Did you know that it was first named the Jefferson National Expansion Memorial  but was changed to Gateway Arch National Park this year and it takes up ninety-one acres? It was created to celebrate the Louisiana Purchase and the first civil government west of the Mississippi River.  I’m anxious to talk to a forest ranger.”

 “Thanks for the heads-up,” Kane said.  He wanted to dispute Spencer’s reference to a forest ranger, but remained silent.  

 He forced himself to keep his mind and attention on driving and not on the handsome woman sitting in the passenger seat.  The beams of sunlight coming through the windshield followed the soft waves in her hair that hung freely down her back. She’d added a little eye makeup that brought out her lovely brown eyes.  

 Had she gone to this trouble to attract his attention?  It definitely wasn’t necessary.  He appreciated a natural beauty, and she had that going for her all the way. He was glad she’d decided to wear jeans rather than shorts that would have shown off her attention-grabbing long legs that made a guy look twice. He certainly had.

 “I wonder how they determine the center of the Mississippi that separates the two states,” Spencer said as soon as they crossed the bridge into Missouri.

 “I’d say right down the middle,” Kane answered with a light chuckle. “Okay, Professor, how many states does the Mississippi border or pass through?”  

 The question took the almost ten-year-old by surprise.  “Ah, I really don’t know.  Let me look it up on my tablet.”

 Kane took the exit marked Arch and followed the parking signs.  “Save it till another time.”

 “I assure you, he won’t forget.  He remembers everything,” Lidia added.  “I don’t believe anyone has ever called him Professor.”

 “If it’s inappropriate, I apologize, but he’s the smartest kid I’ve ever met.”

 “No, it’s kind of cute.”  Lidia pointed to the turnoff for the parking area.  “What time shall we meet you at your truck?”

 He hadn’t anticipated that they’d go off on their own.  “Would you mind if I tagged along with you and the professor?  At lunchtime, I’ll get our coolers, and we can eat in the park around the reflecting pools.”

 She shrugged a shoulder and gave him an almost-shy smile.  “It’s fine by me, I mean, us, but if you want to go off and do something on your own, please don’t let us stop you.”

 He put the truck in park and turned off the engine.  “No problem. The first thing we should do is get our combined tickets.”

 Spencer walked between them when they headed down the long path that wound through the grassy park.  The silver giant was right in front of them.  Tourists held up their cell phones to take pictures, while others used expensive cameras to get the best shot.  A number of artists had set up canvases on easels to capture the national monument with the Mississippi in the background. 

 “I can’t believe we’re actually here!  It’s so huge! Did you know that the height measures six hundred and thirty feet, which matches the same width of the Arch at its base?”

 “This is only the start.”  Lidia slipped an arm around Spencer’s shoulders. “Your brain will be overflowing with knowledge at the end of the day, my son.”

 They entered the museum housed below the monument, and Spencer tugged on Kane’s hand.  “Don’t be afraid. We are subject to search and screening by a magnetometer and x-ray equipment like when you go to the airport.”

 Kane just nodded since he was fully aware of the safety precautions.  His Beretta was safely locked in his truck. He leaned in close to Lidia, and her hair brushed his cheek.  “Tell me you don’t have your itty-bitty pistol with you.”

 She gave him a facetious smile.  “I left it home, and that itty-bitty gun could do a lot of damage.”

 “So noted,” he said and winked.
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 The lines in the ticket area weren’t long.  Kane waited behind Lidia and performed a cursory sweep of the area.  Who and what he was looking for, he hadn’t a clue.  He was surrounded by families with young children, retirees, and a number of classes of school-age kids around Spencer’s age.  All were wearing the same color—neon green shirts from Thomas Jefferson Elementary School.  The teacher was giving instructions to the chaperones, but the kids’ attention was on the huge stuffed buffalo at the entrance to the Museum of Westward Expansion, where they were to start their tour.

 He watched Lidia remove her backpack, open the front flap, and reach inside for her wallet, but her hand appeared to be searching around.  “No,” she breathed, still shifting things around in the small space.

 “What’s wrong?” Kane asked, stepping closer.

 “The envelope with my cash isn’t in here!”

 Panic laced her statement, but he said in a calm voice, “I’m sure they take credit cards.”

 “I can’t use a credit card! I mean, I don’t want to use a credit card,” she quickly added.

 “Mom, does that mean we have to cancel our plans?”

 Kane put a reassuring hand to Spencer’s shoulder.  “No worries, Professor.  I’ll handle the tickets, and your mom can pay me back.”

 Embarrassment, once again, colored her cheeks a darker pink.  “Kane, that’s too much of an imposition. We’re practically strangers.”

 “I beg your pardon,” he said and smiled down at Spencer’s grinning face.  “We became good friends yesterday when the professor introduced himself.  Really, it’s not an imposition.  Like I said, you can pay me back when we return to the campground.”  
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