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“Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday, dear Mommy! Happy Birthday to you!” 

Squeals and giggles, punctuated by applause, filled Shelly’s ears as she blew out the candles on the black and white cake her husband, Charlie, must have ordered from The Last Dollar Café. She smiled across the table at her spouse. A burly guy with a full, ginger beard, he wasn’t given to romantic gestures, but he’d come through for her this birthday. Not only had he ordered her favorite cake, he’d managed to get the day off from his job running a road grader for the county and he’d promised to take the boys fishing this afternoon, giving her a rare few hours all to herself, an unimaginable luxury.

“Happy birthday, sweetie.” Charlie kissed her cheek as she cut into the cake. She served the boys, Cameron and Theo, first, then gave Charlie an extra-large slice. Finally, she sank a fork into her own serving. The combination of rich fudge cake, velvety vanilla cake, marshmallow cream filling and chocolate frosting made her want to moan with delight. 

“Good cake, Mom.” Seven-year-old Cameron grinned at her, revealing the gap where a new tooth was just coming in.

“Good!” Five-year old Theo agreed, his mouth smeared with chocolate.

“The cake is wonderful. Thank you. And thank you for the presents.” In addition to the cake and the promise of an afternoon’s freedom, she’d received a T-shirt decorated with the boy’s handprints from their sitter, Debbie Starling, a rock shaped like a heart that Cameron had found in the river, a new romance novel from Charlie’s mom, and a lilac bush from Charlie. 

The boys had already finished their cake and showed signs of restlessness. “Who wants to go fishing?” Charlie asked.

“I do! I do!” They jumped up and began racing around the table, more like two puppies than human boys.

Charlie grabbed one boy under each arm, growling like an angry bear. They squealed and giggled. Shelley finished her cake, the sounds of her happy family filling her with such joy that tears threatened. Her own childhood had been so different from the life she lived now. How had she ended up so lucky?

“Go on, get in the truck. Cameron, help your brother buckle up. I’ll be out in a minute.” Charlie sent the boys racing for his truck. He turned to Shelly. “Sure you don’t want to come?”

“I’m going to spend the afternoon in a bubble bath, reading about some sexy Scottish highlander.”

“Are you now, lass?” He did a fair imitation of a Scottish brogue and nuzzled her neck. “You’ll have to tell me all about it, later.”

Laughing, she pushed him away. “Go. Before the boys decide they want to learn how to drive the truck.”

When the door closed behind him, she sighed and sat back in her chair. She debated eating a second piece of cake, but the second helping of anything was never as wonderful as the first, so she covered the cake and carried their dishes to the sink. She’d see to them later. For now, she was going to run that bath, do a quick check of her email, then forget about everything for a while.

She headed upstairs to the master bath, which Charlie had redone two years ago, with an over-sized claw-foot tub she’d found in Lucille Theriot’s junk shop, and slate tiles the green and gray of river stones. They’d added golden oak wainscoting and clean white plaster on the walls. As a girl, she’d dreamed of an elegant retreat like this. But the best feature of the room, one even her fertile childhood imagination couldn’t have conceived, was the five-foot picture window over the tub, which afforded a view of Mount Garnet, a jagged peak cappedwith snow most of the year. Now, in August, a riot of wildflowers – red paintbrush, blue columbine, purple bee balm and yellow black-eyed Susan – spilled across the meadow at the foot of the mountain like spatters of color dotting a painter’s smock. Who needed bouquets from the florist, with a scene like this right outside her window?

She turned the taps to start the water running, poured in a generous glug of vanilla bubble bath, then moved into the bedroom, to the desk in the corner where her laptop sat open. Charlie had fixed up this little corner office for her, too, with twin bookcases filled with her favorite novels and her collection of Colorado history books. She logged into her email and waited for it to load, scanning the headlines that filled the homepage. The usual assortment of celebrity gossip, political speculation and crime news. Here in tiny Eureka, Colorado, all of that seemed so far away.

Then her gaze fixed on a picture in the corner of the page, of a dirt-smeared, wide-eyed toddler with a halo of white-blond curls. Her heart pounded and in an instant she felt the bone-weariness and aching hunger of that little girl, the fierce need to be held and comforted, and her fear of the reporters around her. 

Where Are They Now? asked the headline. We remember the twenty-fifth anniversary of the rescue of Baby Shelly.

Unable to stop herself, she clicked the link to the story. 

Those five days in August of 1990 changed our family forever,” says Sandy Payton, seated in the kitchen of the home she and husband Danny built after their oldest daughter, Shelly’s rescue. Sandy was only 19 when her child disappeared through a crack in the dry earth, into a previously unknown cavern beneath the family’s ranch land in northwest Texas. Eight months pregnant with her second daughter, Mindy, Sandy could only watch helplessly and pray as rescuers from around the world descended on the ranch to try to save the little girl, whose picture dominated news reports over the next five days as volunteers worked tirelessly to save her.

“We’ll always be so grateful to all the people who helped, not only during rescue efforts, but for years afterwards,” Sandy told this reporter. “Shelly needed a lot of help to recover from her ordeal, but I’m happy to report she’s doing well today.”

Sandy says she and her eldest daughter remain close, but she declined to reveal Shelly’s location, out of respect for her privacy.

Feeling sick, Shelly shut off the computer and closed her eyes, but she couldn’t shut out the flood of memories – trapped in that cavern, terrified of the dark, cold and hungry. But worse than the physical suffering had been the sense of abandonment. She wanted her mother and father even more than she wanted food or blankets. She didn’t understand what had happened. One moment she’d been playing; the next, she’d been plunged into this alien landscape. She worried about monsters, or devils, but most of all, she feared she had been forgotten. Exhaustion eventually dulled her senses. She found a puddle of water and drank from it, and curled up in a patch of sand and slept.

She’d spent five days in the cavern. The time was a blur of memory. She had had no idea that the whole world was focused on the search for her. When rescuers finally opened a passage into the cavern, she’d been pulled into blinding light – not from the sun, for it was dark when they reached her, but from thespotlights belonging to fifty television crews that filled her grandparents’ ranch. Reporters shouted and jostled for a view of her, and camera flashes exploded around her. Shelly clung to her mother, crying, but instead of holding her close, Sandy held the girl out to the cameras. “Say thank you to all the wonderful people who’ve rescued you,” she commanded.

That photo of the blonde, blue-eyed toddler dangling from her mother’s hands had appeared on the front pages of papers all over the world. “Baby Shelly Safe!” screamed the headlines. “Baby Shelly will celebrate her fifth birthday above ground!”

She should have known better than to log online today, of all days. The twenty-fifth anniversary of her rescue. Mom would be sure to find a way to exploit that. Sandy Payton had made a career out of being baby Shelly’s mom. She’d shown a natural talent for milking the public’s interest in thestory. Every year on the anniversary, she sent out press releases with updates on “Baby Shelly”. By the time Shelly was eight, she’d come to dread her birthday. By the time she was fifteen, she’d rebelled, refusing to talk to the reporters anymore, or to let herself be photographed. 

The day she graduated high school, she left home, never to return. Some people probably thought she was cold and uncaring, the way she’d cut off communication with her family. But her parents, especially her mother, Sandy, didn’t think of Shelly as a beloved oldest child, but as a meal ticket. 

People from all over the world had sent money to care for poor baby Shelly, who lived with her teenage parents in a mobile home on her grandparents’ run-down ranch. Shelly had read various reports of the sums raised – most reported close to $300,000 sent to the adorable toddler who’d been lost underground for five days. Sandy and Danny Payton used the money to buy a house near the ranch. They bought into a dry-cleaning franchise, which failed, and then a shoe store, which also failed. They said they had put aside money to pay for Shelly’s education, but when she asked for the funds to go to college, she learned the money was gone. 

“You can always get more money,” her mother told her. “Now that you’re eighteen, you should write a book. People will love it.”

A wave of nausea washed over Shelly. She stumbled into the bathroom, just in time to shut off the water and keep the tub from overflowing. She let a little of the water drain, then stripped off her clothes and sank into the bath. Gradually, she began to relax. Seeing the story had been a shock, though it shouldn’t have been. She knew what her mother was like, and what the press was like. Of course they’d exploit the anniversary. But she was safe here in Eureka. Charlie was the only one who knew her background. Whenever other people asked about her childhood, she made some remark about how she’d grown up “very ordinary and boring.” Her accent branded her as being from Texas, so she didn’t deny it, but because she never talked about or visited family, most people assumed her parents were dead, and she let them think that.  Her parents didn’t know she’d married Charlie Frazier, or about her two boys. Maybe it wasn’t fair to deprive the boys of a set of grandparents, but Shelly just couldn’t risk it. If her mom ever found out where Shelly lived, the family would have no peace. Shelly wouldn’t subject her boys to the constant public scrutiny that had ruined her own childhood.

When the water turned cold and her toes and fingers shriveled like walnut shells, she pulled the plug and climbed out. She’d pour a glass of wine and settle onto the sofa with her new book. Sure, it was only three in the afternoon, but she could have one glass of wine on her birthday, couldn’t she?

She was searching for the corkscrew when the doorbell rang. She debated pretending she wasn’t home, but most people knew her car and could see it parked in the driveway. They also knew it was her birthday and that she’d taken the day off to celebrate. Eureka was that kind of place – people kept tabs on each other.

She set aside the wine bottle and went to check the peephole. All she could see was the back of a blonde head. Whoever was standing there had turned around, possibly to admire the view of the mountains from this lot on the edge of town. Was this a lost tourist in need of directions? Who else would be out here in the middle of the afternoon?

She pulled open the door. “May I help you?”

The woman turned around and for a moment Shelly had the dizzying feeling of falling. She grabbed hold of the door frame to steady herself and stared at her mother.

Or rather, this wasn’t Sandy Payton, but a stranger who looked the way Sandy had looked twenty-five years ago – teased, bleached blonde hair, a gap between her two front teeth, and an over-abundance of eye makeup. “Hello, Shelly,” the woman drawled. “I’ll bet you thought you could hide from us forever.”

“Mindy.” The blonde couldn’t be anyone but her little sister, born a month after Shelly’s rescue. Mindy had emerged from the womb screaming and demanding attention and had never really stopped. “How did you find me?”

“It wasn’t easy.” Not waiting for an invitation, Mindy shoved past Shelly into the house. She stopped just inside the family room to set down an over-sized blue suitcase and look around – at the trophy bull elk Charlie had shot two winters ago, at the boys’ toys piled in the corner, at the worn but comfortable plaid sofa and matching love seat. “Well, isn’t this...quaint,” she said.

“Mindy, what are you doing here?” Shelly stared at the suitcase, fighting panic. 

“Maybe I wanted to visit my big sister. How long has it been? Eight or nine years?”

It had been ten. On Shelly’s twentieth birthday, when Sandy, fifteen-year-old Mindy in tow, had ambushed her outside her apartment with a camera crew from 20/20, Shelly had enough of annually reliving her tragedy for profit. She’d packed that night and moved to Colorado, and done her best to disappear. She’d legally changed her name to Green, then changed it again when she married Charlie. She never talked about her past and on her birthday, she did her best to forget those five days underground, and all the days after that in the glare of the spotlight had ever happened.

It was harder to ignore the flesh and blood woman standing in front of her. “How did you find me?” she asked again.

“I hired a private detective. A good one. It cost a lot of money, but my publisher was happy to pay up.”

“Your publisher?” Shelly’s blood felt like ice water.

“I’m writing a book.” Mindy dropped her purse onto the sofa, then sank down beside it. She wore a pink denim mini skirt, high heeled sandals and a pink tank top that stretched across the well-endowed chest she’d also inherited from their mother. “They sent some ghost-writer dude to help me, but I told them I really didn’t need him. I mean, how hard can it be?”

“What’s the book about?” Shelly asked, though she already knew the answer. Part of her held on to the hope that she was wrong.

“What do you think?” Mindy snarled at her. “The book is about you – the blessed baby Shelly, rescued from the bowels of the earth. As written by her sweet-but-neglected little sister.”

“No.” Shelly swallowed, then said the word again, louder, and with greater force. “No. I won’t help you write a book. I don’t want anything to do with it.”

“Don’t take that attitude with me.” Mindy popped up from the couch and rushed at Shelly so fast Shelly took a step back. Mindy grabbed her arm. “You owe me this. Our whole life, you got everything, while I got the leftovers. Well, I’m not going to let you cheat me out of this chance. This publisher is willing to pay me a lot of money for your story, and I’m going to give it to them.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about – leftovers.” Shelly tried not to show how shaken she was by Mindy’s words. “Mom doted on you. The two of you were just alike. I was the outsider, the one who never fit in with your shopping trips and fashion shows. You were Miss Sweetwater County, for goodness sake!”

“I only entered that pageant to try to get Mom’s attention,” Mindy said. “But it didn’t work. August seventh rolled around and it was back to ‘my darling Shelly.’ Whatever money we had went to pay for your clothes and do your hair, so that you’d look good for the television cameras.”

“But she wouldn’t let me get my teeth fixed.” Shelly ran her tongue over her newly straightened teeth, free of braces for only a few months now. “She wanted people to think we were still too poor to afford things like that, so I had to wait until I was grown, and pay for them myself.”

“It was still all about you,” Mindy said, refusing to be sidetracked from her rant. “Mom spent all her spare time writing letters and making phone calls to the press, to try to get attention for you.”

“Attention I never wanted,” Shelly protested. Honestly, had she and Mindy really grown up in the same household? Aside from the annual money grab over the anniversary of her burial and resurrection, Shelly had felt ignored by her family. She was the studious, shy and reserved child in a family of brash and coarse rednecks. While her parents and little sister raced four-wheelers around the family ranch, Shelly stayed in her room, reading Jane Eyre and dreaming of living in Victorian England. As far as she was concerned, the world her parents and Mindy reveled in was a scary, dangerous place. But they could never understand that.

“I can’t help it if you were too stupid to appreciate a good thing when you had it,” Mindy said. “But I’m not stupid. This is my one chance to make something of myself, and I’m going to take it. With or without your help.” She sat on the sofa again, arms and legs crossed, chin jutting defiantly.

Shelly sank onto the opposite end of the sofa. Fear of what lies Mindy might put into her book warred with an aching desire to find a way to mend fences with her little sister. No matter how much the woman before her might annoy her now, she had once been the tiny blonde baby Shelly had carried around like a doll. In those early years, before Mindy became too aware of “the legend of Baby Shelly” as Shelly liked to call it, Mindy had worshiped her big sister. And Shelly had adored her. Mindy had been the one person in her life who didn’t expect to gain anything by knowing her.  Leaving her parents behind had been hard, but leaving Mindy had been even harder.

“You can stay here a few days,” she said. “We’ll talk.”

Mindy immediately relaxed her defensive posture. “Thanks,” she said. She surveyed the living room once more. “I guess this place isn’t so bad, considering you’re here in the back of beyond.” She focused on the toys in the corner. “The detective I hired said you had kids.”

Her stomach knotted at the prospect of introducing her boys to an aunt they’d never even known existed. “I have two little boys, Cameron and Theo. They don’t know about the whole ‘baby Shelly’ thing,” she said. “So don’t tell them. They don’t need to know.”

“What about your husband? The detective said you had one of those, too.” She wrinkled her nose, as if a husband was an unfortunate acquisition, like a smelly dog, or a cat with fleas. “Does he know?”

“Charlie knows, but we don’t talk about it.” Confessing her true identity to Charlie had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done; she’d been sure he’d either want to capitalize on her fame, like the rest of her family, or he’d run as fast as he could away from her and the media circus that was always a threat if anyone stumbled on her real identity. When he’d done neither, she’d known he was a keeper. “I like to keep the past in the past,” she said.

“Right. Well, I’m not so crazy about the past, either, but I do like to think about the future. Especially a future where I have lots of money to spend.” She stood and hefted the suitcase. “Why don’t you show me to my room?”

Shelly led the way to the guest room up under the eaves. “It’s kind of small, isn’t it?” Mindy wrinkled her nose at the quilt-covered bed and four-drawer dresser.

“If you don’t like it, there’s a very nice bed and breakfast, the Idlewilde – or you can try the motel.”

“No, this’ll do.” Mindy plopped the suitcase on the bed. “You run on and I’ll get ready to meet the rest of the family. Won’t they be surprised to see me?”

Surprise wasn’t the word Shelly would use to describe her own feelings, she thought as she hurried down the stairs. Shock. More than a little loathing. And a puzzling nostalgia – not for the way things had been, but the way she’d always wanted things to be. She’d always wanted a close relationship with a sister who understood and sympathized with her. Instead, she’d gotten Mindy, who, to hear her tell it, had been born with a grudge against her famous sibling. 

Maybe this visit was a chance to change that dynamic. She didn’t want to live the rest of her life wondering what would have happened if she’d made more of an effort to be the kind of sister Mindy needed. The kind of sister that Shelly really wanted to be. 

Lucille Theriot leaned against the counter in her junk and antique shop, Lacy’s, and frowned at the letter in her hand. Printed on thick, creamy paper with the state seal at the top, the letter didn’t bode well for the town. Missives from the state seldom did, a fact Lucille had learned in her six years as mayor of Eureka. 

The string of cowbells hanging on the back of the shop door clattered and clanged as the door pushed open and Maggie Clark rushed in, fly-away strands of her red hair forming a halo around her head as she was backlit against the bright day. “Hi, Maggie,” Lucille said. “If you’re here to help with the decorations for Hard Rock Days, they haven’t come in yet. I’m hoping they’ll show up tomorrow.”

Maggie frowned. “Was I supposed to help you today? I can’t keep track of anything anymore.” She adjusted the baby sling across the front of her body, then pulled the door to, shutting out the rumble of a motorcycle driving past, and the voices of a group of tourists on the sidewalk. August was the busiest time of year for the town, when vacationers flocked to the cooler mountains, to admire the scenery and speak wistfully of wanting to live in such an idyllic setting “someday.” Most of those day dreamers, confronted with the reality of harsh winters and the remote location, sensibly stayed away, but a few let the mountains cast a spell, and remained here year round. Maggie was one of the ones who had stayed, having come to town a year ago to claim an inheritance, and never left.

“I’d say you have a good excuse.” Lucille laid aside the letter and reached both arms out for the baby. She didn’t make a conscious decision to hold the baby – she just couldn’t help herself. Besides, Eureka’s youngest citizen was her god-child. She couldn’t see the little Angela Clark and not hold her.

Smiling, Maggie unhooked the sling and handed over the sleeping infant. Angela, stretched her little arms and legs in sleep, then curled into herself again, sucking at the pacifier between her lips. “How’s my darling Angel?” Lucille asked, smiling at the infant.

“She looked like an angel now, but she was a little demon at two this morning.” Maggie sank into a chair with the universal weary look of a new mother. “She refused to go back to sleep. Fortunately, our rooms are pretty sound-proof. So I don’t think she woke any of our guests.”

Maggie and her husband, Jameso, managed the Idlewilde Bed and Breakfast, but they also held part-time day jobs, Maggie as a reporter for the paper, the Eureka Miner, and Jameso tending bar at the Dirty Sally Saloon. “I don’t believe your mama,” Lucille cooed to the baby, who had opened her eyes and was staring up at her. “You would never be anything but a little angel.”

“Maybe next time she wakes up howling, I’ll bring her to your house.” Maggie covered her mouth to hide a yawn. “Anyway, I came over here to warn you.”

Lucille reluctantly looked away from the baby. “What did you come to warn me about?” she asked.

“A guy stopped by the paper looking for you. A private detective named Duke Breman.” She fished a business card out of the pocket of her jeans and handed it to Lucille.

Lucille studied the card, a white square with embossed black lettering. “Duke Breman, Private Investigations, Austin, Texas,” she read. “He’s a long way from home.”

“He said it was urgent that he talk to you.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I sent him over to the library.”

Lucille smiled. “You’re an evil woman, Maggie Clark.” 

“I thought it wouldn’t hurt to have Cassie give him the once over before he got to you.” Cassie Wynock, the librarian, suspected every newcomer to town of being up to no good and didn’t suffer fools gladly. 

“Did he say why he’s looking for me?” Lucille rocked the baby in her arms. 

“No. He was pretty tight-lipped. Good looking, though. Cassie might decide to be nice to him.” 

“How old a man is he?”

“Fifties? Dark hair, graying at the temples. Lines around the eyes – brown eyes. About six feet tall, nice shoulders. Like I said, good looking.” Maggie grinned. “Maybe he wants to ask you out.”

“I’m sure strangers are flocking to town to date me.” Lucille moved behind the counter, using the excuse to turn away from the younger woman and hide the flush of embarrassment that still warmed her cheeks whenever she thought about her last romantic relationship. Gerald Pershing had been a handsome stranger in town, also from Texas. He’d wooed her, then swindled the town out of most of its budget. When the town council had managed to trick him into giving them part of the money back, he’d returned and continued his pursuit of Lucille, while also trying to milk more money out of the town coffers. He’d left a couple of months ago and Lucille prayed she’d seen the last of him.

“You’ll let me know when you find out what he’s up to?” Maggie asked.

“Are you asking as a reporter or a friend?”

“Both.” Maggie shoved up out of the chair and came to lean on the counter. “News is pretty slow this time of year. Until Hard Rock Days, we have to make do with the occasional tourist lost in the mountains, or a traffic jam caused by a timid RVer on the mountain passes, but that’s it.”

“Hard Rock Days is one of our biggest claims to fame,” Lucille said. “Though that isn’t saying much, I guess. Still, we get a good crowd to see the drilling and mucking competitions.”

“Watching guys slam hammers down onto steel drills and haul carts full of mine waste always makes me nervous,” Maggie said. “It looks so dangerous.”

“It is dangerous,” Lucille said. “Though not as much as it probably was for real miners. Still, the ore cart races and drilling competitions are a good way to remember the miners who are the reason Eureka is even here.”

“Don’t let Cassie hear you say that. According to her, her ancestors founded the town to bring civilization to the wilderness.”

“They came here looking for gold like everyone else,” Lucille said. She handed over the letter with the state seal. “Here’s something for the paper. The state wants us to come up with a plan for managing noxious weeds.”

“Noxious weed? Do we have a pot problem in Eureka?”

“Noxious weeds, plural. Invasive species and things like that. We’re supposed to pull them, poison them, or mow them down with goats.”

“Goats?”

“It’s the preferred method.” Lucille leaned over and pointed to a group of addresses at the bottom of the letter. “There’s a list of people who rent goats to cities to control their noxious weeds.”

“So is Eureka going to rent goats?”

“I’ll have to take that up with the town council.”

“That ought to make for a livelier than usual meeting.” Maggie folded the letter. “Can I keep this long enough to make a copy?”

“Be my guest.” Lucille turned her attention back to the baby, who’d fallen asleep again.

“I’m tempted to wake her so she’ll be more likely to sleep tonight,” Maggie said. “But she looks so sweet, I haven’t the heart.”

“I take it Jameso’s working this afternoon?” Lucille said. Maggie and her handsome husband usually traded off child care and duties at the Inn.

“Yes. Now that Olivia’s left the Dirty Sally, they’re always short-handed. You wouldn’t think in a town this size, where there aren’t that many jobs, that it would be so tough to find a new bartender. But so far no one has stayed more than a few weeks.”

“Being on her feet all day was getting too hard for Olivia.” Lucille’s daughter was five months pregnant with her second child.

“Oh, I understand,” Maggie said. “And Jameso doesn’t mind, not as much as I do. I’m hoping they’ll find someone to fill the position soon, so we can have a few more nights home together.”

The door jangled open to admit Cassie Wynock, gray curls bobby-pinned close to her head, prim gray skirt swirling about her calves above her sensible oxfords. “What have you done now, Lucille?” she demanded.

“I don’t know, Cassie. What have I done?”

“A private detective came to the library looking for you just now. He said his name was Duke.” She wrinkled her nose. “That can’t be his real name. What mother names her child Duke?”

“Maybe she was a fan of John Wayne,” Lucille said, her expression perfectly sober. Cassie wasn’t known for her sense of humor. Lucille wondered if she even had one.

“He said he was from Texas. You certainly seem to attract a lot of attention from men from that state.” Cassie sniffed. 

“Remarkable, since I’ve never been there,” Lucille said. “What did you tell him?”

“I sent him to the Last Dollar. I wanted a chance to question you before he got here.” 

“Maybe he’ll eat Janelle and Danielle’s pie and forget all about you,” Maggie said. The café, next to the Dirty Sally, had the best food in town.

“Why is a private detective looking for you?” Cassie asked. 

“I don’t know. I haven’t done anything.” Lucille didn’t do a very good job of hiding her annoyance. Cassie brought out the worst in her. Well, Cassie brought out the worst in most people. 

The phone rang. Lucille returned the baby to Maggie and went to answer it, grateful for the interruption. “Hello?”

“Lucille, this is Danielle.”

“Oh, hello, Danielle.” At the sound of the name of one of the two owners of the Last Dollar Café, the other two women leaned toward Lucille, listening.

“There’s a gentleman here looking for you. He’s a private detective. What should I tell him?”

“You can send him over to the shop. I can’t imagine what he wants with me, but I don’t mind talking to him.”

“Okay, I’ll do that. I tried to talk him into eating lunch first, but he seems pretty intent on finding you.”

“He doesn’t know what he’s missing, turning down your lunch special,” Lucille said. 

“You’re so sweet. I’ll send him over, if you’re sure it’s okay.”

“Thanks for running interference, but I don’t mind talking to him, really.”

She hung up the phone, then shuffled through some papers on the counter. 

Cassie was the first to break. “Well? Is he coming over?”

“He is. Don’t you have work to do at the library?”

“Sharon is there.  I don't need to hurry back.” She sat in a chair by the door, feet together, hands primly in her lap, back straight.

Lucille turned to Maggie, who held the baby against her shoulder. “I’d never hear the end of it from Rick if I left now,” Maggie said. Rick Otis owned and edited the Miner. He would probably consider the arrival of a private detective in town as pertinent news.

Lucille shrugged and resumed opening the mail. It probably wouldn’t hurt to have witnesses to whatever this Duke fellow had to say. She slit envelopes and unfolded the contents, only to transfer all of it to the recycling bin at her feet. Most of the mail was advertisements or catalogues from various galleries and auction sites she dealt with. Mingled with mail for the shop were communications for the city, but Eureka didn’t even have a town hall, and few paved streets, so they weren’t likely to need a new computer system or the latest in hazardous waste disposal.

The cowbells jangled and all three women turned to watch a tall, dark-haired man enter. Lucille’s first thought was that Maggie had not been kidding when she’d said the guy was handsome: dark hair, craggy features, brooding brown eyes, and enough silver in his hair and lines around his eyes that she didn’t feel like a perv lusting after him. 

He didn’t flinch at the trio of women staring at him. He nodded to each of them. “I’m looking for Mayor Lucille Theriot,” he said, in a deep, velvety voice.

“I’m Lucille.” She resisted the urge to smooth her hair. “What can I do for you?”

“Duke Breman.” He offered his hand and she shook it. It was softer than she’d expected, smooth and warm, but with a firm grip.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Breman?” she said again.

He glanced over hisshoulder at Maggie and Cassie. “Is there some place we can talk privately?”

“No, there isn’t,” Cassie said. She stood and joined them at the counter. “If you have something to say, you might as well say it in front of God and everybody. There are no secrets in a town this small.”

“You’re the librarian, right?”

“Yes.” Cassie stood up straighter, but at only five foot two inches, it didn’t make her look any taller. With her cap of gray curls, white blouse, gray skirt and sensible shoes, she looked like a stern Sunday school teacher. 

He shifted his gaze to Maggie. “And you’re the reporter.”

She nodded. “My husband and I also run a bed and breakfast, the Idlewilde, if you’re looking for a place to stay.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. I’m not sure how long I’ll be in town.” Duke returned his attention to Lucille. “I take it you already know I’m a private detective.”

“Yes. And I can’t imagine what you want with me.” When he hesitated, she added. “You can go ahead and talk in front of these two. They’re right that we don’t have many secrets around here.”

“I’m looking for a man named Gerald Pershing. I understand you’re a friend of his.”

Cassie gave an un-ladylike snort. Lucille glared at her. “I know Mr. Pershing,” she said. “I wouldn’t say I was his friend.” What exactly did a woman call a former lover turned adversary?

Duke took a small notebook from his jacket pocket and consulted it. “But he and the town of Eureka did share interest in a gold mine in the area, the Lucky Lady?”

“That’s right. Gerald sold his shares in the mine to the mine manager, Bob Prescott, and left town at the end of June.”

“Do you know where he was headed when he left here?” Duke asked. “Or where he is now? Has he been in contact with you since he left?”

“No to all those questions,” she said.

“Is Gerald missing?” Maggie asked.

Duke glanced at her, then turned back to Lucille. “No one has heard from him since he left Eureka. I was hoping he’d been in touch with you.”

“What’s the old reprobate done this time?” Cassie asked. 

Duke looked pained. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

“I take it you’re working for a private client, not law enforcement?” Lucille asked.

“Yes.” He tucked the notebook back into his pocket. “I’d like to talk to you more, but it doesn’t look like now is a good time. May I call you?”

“If you like.” Lucille tried to look more nonchalant than she felt. In fact, her heart was racing as if she’d run down the street. “My number is in the book.”

“I’ll be in touch, then.” He nodded to each woman in turn. “Good afternoon, ladies.”

When he was gone, Lucille sagged against the counter. “Well,” she said.

“Don’t go looking so starry eyed,” Cassie said. “I wouldn’t trust that one as far as I could throw him.”

“You never trust anyone, Cassie,” Maggie said.

“At least I don’t go making a fool of myself with every handsome man who comes along,” the librarian said.

Cassie had been foolish about plenty of men, but Lucille didn’t bother to point this out. “I’m touched that you’re so concerned about my welfare, Cassie,” she said.

Cassie gave another snort. “I don’t give a fig about you, but I do care about this town, and I won’t see you drag its name through the mud again.” She left, the cowbells jangling behind her. 

“Well, I care about you,” Maggie said. She walked over to Lucille and squeezed her shoulder. “Let me know if he says anything to upset you.”

“And you’ll do what? Sic Jameso on him?”  While Maggie’s husband was about Duke’s size, and fifteen or twenty years younger, Lucille wasn’t sure he was as tough.

Maggie smiled. “That’s a thought. Mostly, I’d just offer sympathy. Though I could write nasty things about him in the paper.”

“I doubt if he’ll upset me. I have no idea where Gerald is now, and I don’t care.”

“Do you think he swindled somebody else and that’s why this detective is trying to track him down?”

“Probably. I feel sorry for whoever it is, but I can’t help them.”

“Oh well, it’s a little excitement in an otherwise dull summer. One thing you can say for Eureka – we’re not much for scandal and deep, dark secrets.”
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Chapter Two
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By the time Travis Rowell parked his 1999 Chevy pickup in front of The Last Dollar Café in Eureka, Colorado, he had the shakes from drinking coffee for the last fifteen hours and both knees ached from being behind the wheel so long. He’d driven all the way from Dallas because he couldn’t afford to fly, and because he didn’t like to fly. He wasn’t afraid of flying, mind you; he just hated the hassle. 

He unfolded himself from the driver’s seat of the truck and surveyed the place where he was going to be exiled for the next few weeks or so. There was plenty of picture-postcard scenery, he’d give it that, provided you liked looking at mountains, rocks and trees. The town itself resembled some old West movie set, complete with dirt streets and false-fronted stores. Red geraniums and pink petunias bloomed in baskets that hung from light posts in front of almost every business, including the café where he’d parked. The Last Dollar proclaimed jaunty lettering over the door– were the prices so high it would empty your wallet to eat there, or did you have to be desperate, down to your last dollar, to attempt it?

In any case, he wasn’t particularly hungry. He wanted to get to work and get this over with. The sooner he had his story, the sooner he could head back to Dallas and his girlfriend, Trish. He’d only taken this gig because of her, anyway. The money from this job would set him up with enough cash to pay off some debts and finally tie the knot. 

An old man, skinny as a scarecrow and sort of dressed like one, in canvas trousers held up by suspenders and a checked flannel shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal knobby elbows, emerged from the café and scowled at him. Travis smiled and waved to the man, then turned his back and pulled out his phone. He punched in the number he’d memorized by now and tapped his foot while he listened to it ring. One...two...three...

“Hello? Where are you?” The woman’s nasal twang and demanding tone made Travis’s right eye twitch. “I called and left a message an hour ago,” Mindy Payton said.

“Don’t get in a panic,” he said. “I’m here. In beautiful downtown Eureka. And I didn’t get your message, probably because the service is so spotty here on the back of beyond. I have to hand it to your sister – when it comes to places to hide out, this little burg in the middle of nowhere seems just about perfect.”

“Oh, it’s perfect, as long as you don’t want to go shopping, go to the movies, eat almost anywhere beside that café or see anything besides rocks and deer.” 

Travis grinned. The one good thing about this gig was that Mindy, his erstwhile partner, had to suffer as much as he did. Maybe more.  Marvelous Mindy, with her big hair, makeup and high heels, would be as out of place here in Grizzly Adams country as Tinkerbelle in a blizzard. And speaking of blizzards. “We’d better get busy,” he said. “I want to be well shed of this place before the first snowfall. This place probably turns into Siberia in winter.”

“We’ll both be out of here long before then.”

“So she’s here, right? Your famous sister? That detective wasn’t lying through his teeth about that, was he?” Paying off the ex-cop who’d tracked down Shelly Payton for him had taken most of the meager advance he’d been able to wrangle from the publisher. The expenses of getting to Eureka had taken the rest. But it was all going to be worth it in the end. The public would line up to hear the true story of baby Shelly, all grown up and turned recluse in the Colorado mountains. Especially if the author of the book was her sweet baby sister, Mindy. Travis had even wrangled a byline for himself, as well as a cut of the royalties. “With Travis Rowell” would be his ticket to even bigger and better things.

“So have you talked to Shelly?” he asked. “Was she glad to see you?”

“I’m staying at her house. She was so thrilled to see me, she moved me right into her spare bedroom.”

Some of the tension went out of his shoulders. This was going to be easier than he’d thought. “Great. Why don’t I come over now and introduce myself?” And maybe the sister had another spare room he could use, to save the cost of a motel room. After all, if he was going to document her life for her adoring fans, he should probably spend as much time as possible with her.

“I think we need to take it slower,” Mindy said. “She and I need some time to bond, then I can bring you in.”

So much for feeling optimistic. Travis had been around the block enough times to know how to read between the lines. “You haven’t told her about the book yet, have you?” he said.

“I told her. I mean, I had to tell her. What kind of person do you think I am?”

Travis thought Mindy was a whiny, spoiled, manipulative leech, but he knew enough not to share that opinion with her. “What did she say? Is she going to cooperate with us?”

“She’s not sure. She wants to help me, of course, but the past is so painful...” Mindy’s voice trailed away, as if talking about the past hurt too much. Though of course she’d spent her whole life profiting from that very past. 

“Let me come over and talk to her. I’m sure I can win her over.” Travis prided himself on a certain amount of charm. 

“I don’t know,” Mindy said. “I think it’s too soon to bring you into the picture.”

“It’s the perfect time.” Travis tried to hide his impatience. “Look at it this way – she’s been stuck here in the middle of nowhere for a while now. After all those years in the limelight, she’s bound to be missing it. I mean, wouldn’t you? I sure would. She’s probably dying for a chance to be the center of attention again.”

“Oh, I’m sure she is,” Mindy said, sounding bitter.

“See, that’s the genius of our plan,” Travis said. “You show up, all young and beautiful and fresh from the city.” Might as well lay it on thick. One of the reasons he was so perfect for this job was that he was good at massaging inflated egos. And Mindy’s ego was almost as pumped up at her chest. “She’s going to want to show you up – to compete. You’re the key to our getting the story we want.” 

“She’ll be jealous of me, you mean.”

“Absolutely! I mean, look at you. You’re gorgeous. You have a big book contract. You’re going places. And where is Shelly going? Nowhere. She’ll be dying to try to grab some of the attention away from you. It’s just human nature.”

“You’re probably right.” Mindy still sounded doubtful.

“I know I’m right.” He shifted his phone to his other hand and leaned into the truck and grabbed his notebook. “Give me directions to her place and I’ll stop by and introduce myself. I’ll make it a point to flatter you and let her know you’re the big deal here, not her. She’ll be begging to talk to me before I’m through.”

“All right.” She sounded more cheerful now. “She lives just out of town. Take a street called Pickax on up the hill and around, then turn on Camp Robber Way. Can you believe these street names? Anyway, it’s the house at the very end, on the left.”

“I’ll be right there.”

He found the house easily enough; how could anyone get lost in a place this small? It was typical for the area – a log cabin that looked as if it had squatted on the side of the mountain for a century or more, the metal roof streaked with rust in places, a black stove-pipe jutting into the sky. Travis parked his truck and strode up a dirt path to the front door and lifted the heavy knocker. 

A woman’s voice called from the other side of the door. “Who is it?”

“My name’s Travis Rowell. I’m a friend of Mindy’s.”

The door opened enough to reveal half a woman’s face: one blue eye, a pale cheek, a hank of light brown hair. “Mindy, there’s someone here to see you,” the woman – it must be Shelly – called over her shoulder.

“Actually, it’s you I came to see, Shelly.”

She flinched at his use of her name. Which made no sense. He’d read the private dick’s report – she went by the name Shelly still. Probably because it was easier than trying to get used to being called a completely different name. She was Shelly Frazier now, though. 

“Well, open the door, silly. He won’t bite!” Mindy’s high, girlish voice drifted to him. The door opened wider to reveal the sisters standing side by side. The resemblance was more obvious now – they had the same narrow noses and wide, blue eyes, though Mindy had enhanced her features with copious makeup and bleached and curled her hair. Shelly was plainer, clearly older, and unsmiling. 

“Come on in, Travis.” Mindy grabbed his arm and dragged him forward, past her sister and into the open front room of the house, with its soaring ceiling, large black woodstove and dead animal heads on the walls. Right out of a Ralph Lauren ad, minus the pouty models, though Shelly certainly had the pout down. “Shelly, this is the guy I was telling you about – the one who’s helping me write my book,” Mindy said.

The guy who was actually writing the book, he could have pointed out, but he knew enough to keep his mouth shut. “It’s great to meet you, Shelly,” he said. “This is a gorgeous place you have here.”

Shelly folded her arms across her chest and scowled at him. “I’ve already told Mindy, but I’ll tell you, too. I’m not interested in any book about my life. I prefer that the past stay in the past.”

Her attitude didn’t surprise him; he’d expected as much, considering all the trouble she’d gone to to hide her identity. But his years as an investigative reporter had taught him how to sweet-talk reluctant subjects. “But this is your chance to really tell your side of the story – to show people that you’re not the person who’s been depicted in all the articles over the years.”

Her stubborn expression never changed. “I’m not interested, Mr. Rowell.”

“Call me Travis, please.” He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans, a deliberately casual pose. “I don’t want to pressure you. I’ll just hang around here a few days, talking to people in town, gathering background information. I’m sure Mindy and I have enough for the book without your cooperation, but I want to assure you that I would really prefer to present your side of the story.” Without her cooperation, he didn’t have a story – the publisher had made that clear. He wanted an exclusive account in Shelly’s own words, something that would stand out among the sea of books cribbed from news accounts and conversations with third parties that had cropped up over the years. But Travis hoped the threat of such a retelling would make Shelly feel more cooperative.

“You can do what you like, Mr. Rowell,” she said. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave now.”

“Shelly, wait!” Mindy clutched at her sister’s arm. “All we want is for you to talk to us a little. Tell me what you’ve been up to for the past ten years. I mean, it’s not as if anyone’s going to use the information against you. People love you – they always have.”

“They love the cute blonde toddler who was trapped in the cave. They don’t even know me.”

“Then here’s your chance to let them know you,” Travis said. “Think of it like Facebook, and our readers are your friends.”

“I have real friends,” she said. “I don’t need any more.”

“Shelly, please!” Mindy’s voice soared to a piercing whine. Travis frowned at her. She needed to shut up and let him handle this. 

“I’ll leave now,” he said. “Just think about what I’ve said. You can set the parameters for our conversation. If there are things you want to keep off limits, I’ll respect that.” Though he would do his best to find away around any restrictions. After all, that was his job, and he was good at it. He took out his wallet and withdrew a card. “Here’s my number. Call me any time to discuss this further.”

“Where are you staying?” Mindy asked.

“I have a room at the local motel.”

“You need to leave now, before my husband gets home,” Shelly said.

“Is he a jealous man?” Travis asked. “I promise you, he has nothing to worry about from me. I’m practically engaged to a wonderful woman in Dallas.”

The lines between her eyes deepened and she shook her head. “Just...go.”

He nodded, and backed toward the door. She was a tough one, but he knew he’d wear her down eventually. People liked him. They trusted him. He had that kind of charming, easy-going personality.

He was climbing into the truck when the door opened again and Mindy raced out. Surprising how fast she could run in heels. She sagged against the driver’s side door, winded by her sprint in the thin air. “Don’t worry, I’ll work on her,” she said. “She’ll come around.”

“Don’t badger her,” he said. “In fact, act as if you don’t care. That will make her curious. She’ll want to talk to us to find out what we’re up to.”

“I have learned a few things we can use in the book, and I have some ideas.”

Of course she did. Mindy had the idea that she was going to contribute something useful to this project, beyond her access to her sister. It was in his best interest to let her keep thinking that. “I’d love to hear your ideas,” he said.
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