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A Mapleton Mystery

For the real Gordon Hepler, who isn’t a police chief, but wanted to play one in a book.
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Prologue
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“YOU HAVE A VISITOR. A gentleman. Would you like to meet in the sunroom?”

The old man shook his head. “No,” he said, perhaps a little too harshly. He gave a mental shrug. What did it matter? If nothing else, being old and dying excused all sorts of rudeness. “Here is fine.” He managed a weak smile.

This nurse’s aide was nice, not like the regular nursing staff—fat old battleaxes who acted like you should be grateful they bothered to check on you at all. Or pinched old biddies who seemed barely able to carry a food tray. The young ones were sweet, but they burned out fast. A wave of pain snaked through him, and he wondered if he’d be gone before she quit.

She plumped his pillow and raised his bed. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

She returned a moment later, escorting his guest. After pulling a chair closer to the bed, she flashed a sunshine-bright smile. “Ring if you need anything.”

His visitor waited until she left, then closed the door behind her. He introduced himself, handed over a business card. The old man couldn’t read the card without his glasses, but he knew the name that would be printed there. And the voice.

Reversing the chair, his visitor straddled it and folded his arms across the vinyl back. “Good news. I found him.”

The old man whirred his bed up straighter. After three years of searching, could it be possible? His heart fluttered. “You’re certain?”

He studied his visitor. They’d never met face to face. The man appeared older than he’d sounded on the phone. Craggy face, broad nose. A fringe of gray hair circled a freckled pate. The odor of stale tobacco hung like an invisible cloak. The old man inhaled the long-denied pleasure of a smoke.

The visitor nodded. “I’ve got the address right here.” He patted the chest of his baggy tweed sport jacket. “You have the money?”

“You’ll get it. But—no offense. I’d like to see some ID.”

The visitor shrugged. “No problem.” He hoisted a hip and dug a wallet from his pocket.

The old man fumbled through his bedside table clutter for his glasses. Tucking them over his ears, he squinted at the driver’s license the man held. “Very good. If you wouldn’t mind, there’s some stationery in the desk drawer.”

His visitor brought the paper, with an envelope and pen as well. Without asking, he sat in the chair in front of the television and picked up the remote.

The old man moved the bed table and tilted it to a comfortable writing angle. He’d written the missive countless times in his head, but had never committed it to paper. Too many snooping eyes.

Frustrated that his hand shook, he concentrated on keeping the writing legible. Twice, he tore the paper into small bits and started again. To the annoying background noise of channel surfing, the old man managed to finish his letter. He folded it in thirds, slid it into the envelope and licked the seal. After taking a sip of water to wash the glue taste from his mouth, he tapped the envelope on the table to get his visitor’s attention.

“I need the address,” the old man said.

“The money?”

“Like I said, you’ll get it.” He tore a clean sheet of paper in half, wrote a note, folded it in two, and scrawled a name and address on the reverse. Handing it to the man, he said, “Give this to Phil. He’ll get you the cash.”

The visitor frowned, but they’d already discussed it. This damn nursing home demanded all his monetary assets. He’d managed to stash some cash before he’d moved in—for personal emergencies.

His visitor took a paper from inside his jacket. “Here it is. Took some doing, I tell you. Mapleton, Colorado is a one-horse town.”

Hands trembling from more than infirmity, the old man addressed the envelope. Should he call? An ache that had nothing to do with the cancer filled him. What could he possibly say?

“There are stamps in the desk.”

The visitor took the envelope and stuck a stamp on it. “Nice doing business with you.”

“Wait. One more thing. When you get the cash, Phil will give you a small package. Mail it to the address you found for me. There will be enough money to cover your fee and the postage.”

“Guess I can do that.”

“You’ll mail the letter right away?”

“Of course.” The visitor slipped it into his jacket, tossed the remote onto the bed, and left.

The old man, filmed in a cold, clammy sweat, heart pounding, sank against the pillows. He thought about ringing the call button. No, not now. The nurse would come in with more drugs. He needed to think.
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FIVE YEARS LATER

Gordon Hepler yawned and rubbed his eyes. Next time, he swore he’d send Vicky McDermott out to deal with Betty Bedford and her ghosts. Vicky was a damn good officer, and Betty might listen to her—one of those woman-to-woman things. He’d told Betty to put in surveillance cameras, but she swore the ghosts in her shop wouldn’t show up on tape. Yeah, but the customers who pick something up and put it back somewhere else would.

Then again, dealing with the woman was a break from his normal routine as Mapleton’s Chief of Police. Budgets and paperwork. Damn, at thirty-six, he was too young to be riding a desk. He stared at the spreadsheet on his monitor. At this rate, he’d be blind before his contract was up for renewal. Would he accept it?

A promise was a promise, he reminded himself. Even if the person you made it to wasn’t around anymore.

Shaking away the ever-recurring doubts about why Dix had insisted he take the job, Gordon grabbed his eye drops from his desk drawer, tilted his head, and dripped the fluid into each eye. Blinking, he waited for his vision to clear, then picked up the first night report. Car blocking a fire hydrant on Ash Street. Nice fine for that one. The Mapleton town council would be pleased.

He continued through the stack. Mostly citizen complaints. Barking dogs, rowdy teens. He stopped at an altercation at Finnegan’s Pub. Triggered, apparently, by an article in the Mapleton Weekly.

Gordon found his copy of the paper and turned to the article in question. Holocaust: Fact or Fiction? Great. Another one of Buzz Turner’s articles, trying to parlay his job into one at a big-city press. Tabloid was more likely.

Drug use caught his eye on the next report and he read more carefully. His town didn’t need drug problems. Officer smelled marijuana, but didn’t find any hard evidence. Gordon checked the name. Willard Johnson. Not one he recognized. Address was Flo and Lyla Richardsons’ B&B. Not a local, then. Table that one for now, until he talked to the officer.

He shoved his chair away from his desk and grabbed his jacket. He stopped at Laurie’s desk. “Anything urgent?”

“No,” she said. “Except your direct line’s made it onto the telemarketer’s list again. I’ve had a few calls.” She waved some message slips.

“Save them. I’ll handle it later. Meanwhile, if you need me, I’ll be—”

“At Daily Bread.”

He stopped and glared at his admin’s grinning face. “I could be going out on a call, you know.”

“Of course, Chief. The cinnamon buns should still be warm. Bring me one.”

“One day I’ll have a prune Danish just to prove you wrong.”

“Change of routine might do you good.”

“You saying I’m predictable?”

Laurie gave him an eye roll. “Who, me?”

Gordon grumbled to himself as he ambled along the three short blocks to Mapleton’s most popular café. Ten o’clock was a perfectly normal time to take a break. And nobody in town would dispute the quality of the coffee and cinnamon buns at Daily Bread. En route, he checked the parking meters along the street, picking up his pace as he strode past Vintage Duds, Betty Bedford’s shop. He’d deal with her another time.

At the door to Daily Bread, he paused, schooling his features into a casual expression. He adjusted his jacket and pushed open the door.

Angie smiled his way, her blue eyes twinkling. “Hey, Chief.” She poured a cup of coffee, placed a cinnamon bun on a plate, and set them in front of an empty seat at the counter.

Gordon sat. “I want a Danish this morning. Prune.”

“Need more fiber in your diet, Chief?”

Heat rose on his neck. “Forget it. It’s a joke.” He tugged a hunk off the warm pastry and popped it into his mouth.

Angie spent more time than necessary wiping the counter around Gordon’s place. He recognized her look.

“Out with it, Angie. What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing.” She glanced around the room. “Can you keep a secret?”

Better than she could. “As long as it doesn’t involve breaking the law.”

Her eyebrows winged upward. “You know me better than that, Chief.” She lowered her voice and made a show of wiping the counter some more. “Megan Wyatt’s coming into town later today. To surprise the Kretzers. But you can’t tell her I told you. And don’t breathe a word to them.”

The squawk of his radio cut the conversation short.

~
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MEGAN WYATT RIBBONED the silver Chevy rental out of the Denver airport, finally leaving the interstate traffic for the tree-lined road to Mapleton. To Rose and Sam. Foothills soon gave way to serious mountain terrain, and long-unused driving reflexes surfaced. Slow when entering a turn, accelerate through it.

After navigating a series of switchbacks, a blue car appeared in front of her, seemingly out of nowhere.

And watch out for idiots admiring the scenery.

Megan hit the brakes, avoiding both a collision and swerving off the side of the mountain. Resigned to following someone who had to be a card-carrying member of the ten-miles-under-the-speed-limit club, she settled in behind the sedan. Florida plates. A flatlander. Probably scared to death at altitudes more than twenty feet above sea level. Geez. And trying to use a cell phone? Here in the land of no bars? If he wasn’t careful, he’d take the shortcut down the mountain. Straight down.

Tamping back her impatience, she eased off the accelerator, aware she had another twenty minutes before she’d be able to pass. She inhaled deeply and relaxed. Sunlight dappled the road.

How long had it been since she’d visited? Guilt filled her. Three years? Rose’s seventieth birthday. A quick recalculation dumped another bucket of guilt. It couldn’t have been seven years. How easy had it become to make excuses not to visit? In retrospect, they sounded so flimsy, but Sam and Rose had never complained.

We know how important your job is, sweetie. We’re so proud of you.

And if Angie hadn’t called, Megan might have kept putting off the visit until a funeral demanded it. No job should be that important. The phone conversation echoed in her head.

“You’ve got to get back here,” Angie had said. “For Rose and Sam.”

Her heart had skittered into her throat. “Are they all right?”

“Please come, Megan. It’s been too long. Something bad’s going to happen, I can feel it.”

Although Angie’s obsession with hyperbole hadn’t diminished since grade school, Megan couldn’t deny her friend’s concern had been genuine. And, she admitted to herself, if she waited until things slowed down at work, it would be another seven years. Or seventeen. Things never slowed down at Peerless Event Planners. There was always one event running, one waiting, and one in recap.

Ahead, the blue car’s emergency flashers went on. Was there a problem? She watched as the car slowed and pulled onto the shoulder. Should she try to help? Call 911? As if she’d get a signal here.

The driver opened his door, glanced her way, and adjusted a pair of sunglasses. As she approached, he waved her on. Glad to have clear road ahead of her, she passed, keeping an eye on him in her rearview mirror.

He rounded his car, walking into the forest. What could he be doing in the middle of nowhere?

Answering nature’s call, idiot. She drove on, trying not to imagine what would have happened if she’d approached him. She could picture it. “Hi. Need any help?” She shook the image away.

Half an hour later, she pulled onto the main drag of Mapleton, where time seemed to stand still. The grassy park with its red brick paths filled the center of town, framed by the stately Methodist and Episcopalian churches on one end, the modest synagogue on the other. Government center and official businesses to the east, shops and eateries on the west. The same cracked sidewalks, the same planters filled with juniper and potentilla.

Nostalgia drew her around the square, slowing at what had been Sam’s bookstore. When he’d retired—was it five years ago already?—the new owner hadn’t lasted a year, unable to compete with the big chains and the internet, not to mention the digital book revolution. Now, Vintage Duds, a second-hand clothing shop, stood where Sam had once fulfilled his dream. A rack of dresses sat on the walk outside the window.

She shook off the reminiscing—and a little more guilt at not being with Sam and Rose to celebrate his retirement.

She’d better let Angie know she’d arrived safely. Her friend was expecting her. Rose and Sam weren’t. Megan parked in the city lot and headed for Daily Bread. As soon as she pushed open the door to the coffee shop, she was engulfed by the familiar aroma of Angie’s famous—and all too filling—cinnamon buns. Knowing Rose would insist on feeding her, Megan settled for a deep inhale.

Angie had her back to the entrance as she stocked the display case. Megan took a seat at the counter. Smiling, she rapped the salt shaker against the Formica. “Hey, what does it take to get some service around here?”

Angie whirled, a brief scowl replaced by a huge grin. “Megan! You made it.” She rushed around the counter and threw her arms around Megan.

After returning the embrace, Megan inspected her friend. Other than her blonde hair cropped short instead of the ponytail Megan remembered, Angie hadn’t changed any more than Mapleton had. Still a petite bundle of energy.

“Safe and sound,” Megan said. “Wanted to let you know. You didn’t tell Rose and Sam, did you?”

“Of course not. I can keep a secret.”

For five seconds.

“Cinnamon buns are warm,” Angie said. “Want one? On the house.”

“Another time. I need to get over to Rose and Sam’s. There’s a law you have to arrive hungry, you know.”

Angie laughed. “Rose is probably my biggest competition, and she’s not even in the business. Coffee?” Angie didn’t wait for an answer, merely poured a cup of the steaming aromatic brew into a thick, white mug. “How’s everything in the world of event planning?”

Megan took a minute to enjoy the first sips. “Crazy. But Peerless will have to do without me for two weeks. I warned them I was going to be away from e-mail and internet connections.”

Angie pointed to the “Free WiFi” sign. “Got hooked up here four years ago.”

“Last time I was here, you couldn’t even get a decent cell signal.”

“Still hit and miss.”

“So, how’s business? Place looks busy.”

“Yeah, we’re getting the hunters, fishermen and nature photographers.” Angie winked. “And the word seems to be out that our baked goods are worth the detour. Keeps me busy.”

“That’s great.” Megan glanced around. The other diners were engrossed in their food or their newspapers. She lowered her voice. “I’m here. Tell me the truth. Were you exaggerating, or is there anything concrete you can tell me? About Rose and Sam.”

Angie’s smile faded. “Not really. But they seem so...draggy. Right after Justin showed up.”

“Justin?” Rose and Sam’s grandson. “He’s in town? How long?”

“He’s been here close to two weeks.” Angie leaned forward. “I don’t know. I have a...feeling. And you know my feelings.”

Yeah, Megan did. Angie had a minimum of five a week. Eventually, the law of averages said one of them would be true, which, of course, merely reinforced Angie’s belief in all the rest.

“And you think Justin could be up to something? You’re talking about Jumbo Justin? Justin the Jerk? Get real. He’s a lump. Never gave a damn about anything. But he wouldn’t harm Rose or Sam. He wasn’t that kind of kid. Appeared, sat around, went home.”

“Well, he’s not sitting around now. You should see all the repairs he’s convinced them to make on their house.”

“Repairs? Then of course they’d be draggy. Living with contractors is exhausting. Especially if you’re Rose and feel obligated to feed them.”

Angie wiped the counter. “Maybe I overreacted.”

Yeah, just a little. “No matter. Thanks for lighting the fire under me. It’s been too long since I’ve been home. If there’s a problem, I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

Megan waved off a coffee refill and gathered her jacket and purse. “I’ll be in touch.”

As she rounded the corner to the parking lot, the whoop-whoop of a siren filled the air. She stopped as an ambulance sped down the street.

When she realized the ambulance was headed in the direction of Rose and Sam’s, she ran the rest of the way to her car. Coincidence? There were plenty of other homes out that way.

She tossed her jacket and purse into the car and peeled out of the lot.

~
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JUSTIN NADELL GRIPPED his grandfather’s bony shoulder. “They’ll be here soon, Opa. Don’t worry.”

His grandmother tutted from the sofa. “I don’t know why you insist on making such a fuss. I slipped, that’s all.”

“Rosie, you were unconscious,” his grandfather said. “You didn’t slip, you fainted.”

“I don’t faint, Sam. I got a little lightheaded. From the paint fumes.”

Justin sat and slipped his arm around his grandmother. “Oma, I told you and Opa to leave until the work was done. A nice Florida vacation.”

“I’ve been to Florida. It was hot. Full of mosquitoes and old retired fuddy-duddys.”

The wail of the siren grew louder. Justin dashed to the front door, flung it open and peered down the street. Lights flashed through the aspen-lined avenue. The white-and-orange ambulance appeared, the siren shutting down as it neared the house. Justin waved to the driver and went inside.

He sat beside Oma, taking her hand. “They’re here. Everything will be fine.”

She glowered. “Everything is fine. What a waste of time. I’m sure there are people out there who truly need help.”

“Rosie, it shouldn’t hurt they take a look at you,” his grandfather said.

She struggled to rise, pushing Justin away.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Justin said. “Sit down.” He motioned to the paramedics, then jumped to clear a path through the obstacle course of furniture in Oma’s living room. Two men, one a stocky African-American, the other a tall, lanky blond, pushed a gurney into the entryway.

“Such nonsense,” Oma said. She crossed her arms across her narrow chest. “Davey Gilman, you can take that contraption back out to your fancy ambulance.”

The African-American man crouched at her feet. “Long as we’re here, Mrs. Kretzer, might as well let us check you out.”

“Listen to them, Rosie,” Opa said. “The sooner they check you out, the sooner they’ll leave.”

She tsked, but unfolded her arms. “Oh, very well. Justin, why don’t you bring some lemonade and the platter of cookies from the kitchen. Might as well give these nice boys something for their troubles.”

The paramedic Oma had called Davey spread his lips in a wide grin, his white teeth gleaming against his dark skin. “They wouldn’t be gingersnaps now, would they?”

“What else with lemonade?” Opa said. “And she baked them this morning.”

Davey’s grin widened even further. “Here we go.” He wrapped Oma’s arm in a blood pressure cuff and stuck the earpieces of his stethoscope into his ears.

“I guess that’s my cue,” Justin said, heading for the kitchen.

The second paramedic intercepted him, a gentle hand on his shoulder. “She’s in good hands,” he said. “She’s known Davey since he was a baby. He loves her like family.”

Justin stared into the cool blue eyes of the paramedic. “To me, she is family.” He shrugged away.

Justin arranged glasses and the pitcher of lemonade on one of Oma’s serving trays. As he peeled the plastic off the platter of cookies, he heard the paramedic’s radio squawk. He stopped what he was doing and rushed to the living room. Davey and his partner were fitting everything into their kit, concerned expressions on their faces.

“What’s wrong with her?” Justin asked.

“Nothing,” Davey said. “BP is normal, pulse is strong, respirations good, lungs clear.”

Oma gave her head an indignant shake. “As I told you.”

“It’s another call,” the partner said. “We’ve got to go.”

“You and Tommy can’t stay long enough for a nosh?” Oma asked. “Or Sam can put them in a bag for you.”

“Sorry,” Davey said. “Emergency.”

“Is she all right?” Justin asked. “Shouldn’t you take her to the hospital?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Davey patted Oma’s hand, but shifted his gaze to Justin’s grandfather. “Mr. Kretzer, make sure she calls her doctor.”

“I’ll do it myself,” Opa shot a no-nonsense glare at Oma and levered himself from the couch.

Justin followed the paramedics out the door, gripping the porch rail while they loaded the ambulance and sped away, lights flashing and sirens blaring. He stood there a long moment, taking slow, deep breaths. He released the wooden rail, giving it a solid whack before turning for the house.

He spun at the sound of an approaching car. A silver Chevy Cobalt peeled into the driveway, stirring up a whirlwind of leaves and dirt. The door opened and a frantic woman raced up the porch. She rushed into the house as if he didn’t exist. “Rose! Sam!”

“Excuse me? Ma’am!” He hurried after her.

Still ignoring him, she beelined to the sofa where Oma sat. “Oh, Rose. Where’s Sam?” Her head swiveled as she searched the room. “The ambulance. Is it Sam?”

Did everyone in this damn town know his grandparents? Stupid question. Not only knew them, but cared about them. The slightest incident seemed to bring them out of the woodwork. But how had this woman gotten here so fast? He cleared his throat and strode across the room.

“Excuse me? Ma’am?” he repeated. “They’re fine. Now, would you mind telling me who you are, and what you’re doing here?”

For the first time, she seemed aware of his presence. “I could say the same of you,” she said. She took a seat on the sofa and drew Oma into an embrace, apparently back to ignoring him.

~
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MEGAN INHALED ROSE’S citrus scent, the familiar 47-11 perfume engulfing her in comfort. “You’re okay? Sam, too?” Feeling Rose tense beneath her arms, she eased up on the bear hug.

Rose pushed away, squinting at her. “Meggie? Is that you?” She twisted toward the kitchen. “Sam! Come out here. Little Meggie’s home.” She returned her gaze to Megan. “Have you eaten?”

Megan smiled at the familiar greeting. Usually uttered before “Hello.”

Sam shuffled through the doorway, adjusting his glasses. “Mein Gott, Meggie doll. It is you.”

Tears sprang to Megan’s eyes and she blinked them away. When had Sam gotten so old? Where was the spring in his step? Rose, too. When she’d hugged her, Megan had been afraid she might crack one of Rose’s ribs. Guilt washed over her. No job was worth abandoning the ones you loved. She jumped up and rushed over to hug Sam. “I wanted to surprise you.” No need to mention it had taken a call from Angie to get her here.

“This calls for a celebration,” Rose said. “Meggie and Justin. Both home together.”

Megan studied the man in the room. If he was Justin, Rose and Sam weren’t the only ones who’d changed.

She hoped her incredulity didn’t show on her face. Or her wariness, as Angie’s concerns threaded through her thoughts. She stood. Smiled politely. “Justin. Hi. Good to see you again.”

She looked more closely. No more thick glasses, just clear mocha-brown eyes. A strong jaw line instead of a pudgy face. Sun streaks lightening his brown hair. And a broad-shouldered, muscular torso tapering to narrow hips. But muscles notwithstanding, if he was out to hurt Sam and Rose, she’d strangle him barehanded.

“Megan. It’s been awhile. Hi,” Justin replied with the same lack of enthusiasm.

Rose got to her feet. Sam moved to her side with a speed that took Megan aback.

“Rosie, you stay put. Doctor Evans will see you tomorrow, and he said to take it easy until then. I am completely capable of carrying some cookies and lemonade.”

“I’ll help,” Megan said. She gave Justin a polite nod and followed Sam into the kitchen.

“The good glasses,” Rose shouted after them. “And real plates. And not the everyday ones. And there’s some apfel kuchen. Maybe some vanilla ice cream. Check the freezer.”

“I know, Rosie, I know,” Sam called. “As if after all these years I wouldn’t know,” he muttered. He took glasses from a tray on the counter, put them in the cabinet, and went to the dining room, returning with four cut-crystal tumblers.

“Let me, Sam,” Megan said, setting the tumblers on the tray. She took his hands. “What happened? Why the ambulance?”

“Rose got dizzy. Passed out for a couple of seconds. Said it was the fumes from the painters. Justin insisted we call the ambulance—they checked her out before they left on another call.”

Megan sniffed. “I don’t smell any paint.”

“Yesterday, they finished painting the trim. For almost two weeks, people in and out. Pounding and painting. Repaired the roof, the porch, the laundry room. Painted the whole outside.” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “I think Justin was smart to call the ambulance. Rose, she’ll never admit to any weakness. Always an excuse, a logical reason. Doctor Evans will see her tomorrow.”

“I’ll come too.” Pangs of worry wrestled their way through her system. Could Angie have been seeing signs of Rose’s failing health? Or Sam’s? But why assume Justin had anything to do with it, deliberate or otherwise?

“She hates being fussed over.” Sam’s protest was half-hearted.

“Too bad. I’m here, and I’m going to fuss. She can take some of her own medicine.”

Sam chuckled. “That would be a sight to see. Now, we’d better get the food out.”

Megan went to the hutch and pulled out four dainty floral-patterned china plates, setting them on the polished cherry wood of the dining room table, then brought the cut-crystal pitcher that matched the tumblers to the kitchen. “You think we can get away with leaving the cookies on the everyday platter?” she asked, smiling. “Saves dirtying another dish.” When Sam raised his eyebrows, she stood on tiptoe and planted a kiss on his bald head. “Yeah, right.”

Once Megan was satisfied they’d met Rose’s hospitality requirements, she carried everything to the dining room. Justin held onto Rose’s elbow, escorting her to the table. He even held Rose’s chair for her. However, he avoided Rose’s apple cake with ice cream, and took only one gingersnap. She caught Rose’s frown. He’d lose points for that one.

She gazed across the table. “So, Justin. What brings you to Mapleton?”
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Chapter 2
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JUSTIN FINISHED HIS cookie and accepted a second glass of lemonade. “Vacation,” he said to buy time as he pondered the best answer to Megan’s question.

“There’s something wrong with my gingersnaps?” Rose’s interruption was welcome. “You don’t like my apfel kuchen?”

“Of course, Oma.” Justin patted his stomach. “I’m still stuffed from breakfast.”

“I remember when you were a boy, when you would come to visit,” she said. “Such a good eater you were then. A joy to feed.”

Justin managed a smile. He hadn’t eaten for joy in those days. But at least one of them had been happy.

A loud rap on the door rescued him. “I’ll get it.”

He opened the door to a tall, broad man in a leather jacket over jeans. Blue work shirt, open at the neck. Black tee underneath. Hiking boots on his feet. And a gun at his hip.

“Gordon Hepler.” He seemed to notice Justin’s gaze fixed on the gun, and indicated the badge clipped to his belt. “Mapleton Police. I came by to check on Rose and Sam.”

“The paramedics didn’t find anything, but she’s going to see her doctor tomorrow,” Justin said. “There doesn’t seem to be any cause for alarm.”

“Good to know.” Gordon peered around Justin into the room. “Hey, Megan. Heard you were in town. Welcome home.”

Good lord, did everybody know everything about everyone?

“Gordon, come in,” Rose said. “Have you eaten? We have kuchen and gingersnaps.”

Or maybe the man wanted a snack. God knows, nobody ever left Oma’s hungry.

“Actually,” he said, “I’d like to talk to Megan for a minute.”

Wouldn’t anyone? The years had refined her looks. Thick, curly, dark brown hair. No more pigtails. Lush lips, spontaneous smile. Braces gone. Same hazel eyes, bright and intelligent. Maybe not quite so mischievous.

He was blood kin to the Kretzers, but she was their ward, who’d lived with them after her parents died when she was five. He was just someone who’d shown up during vacations.

Then, Megan had welcomed his arrivals with less than open arms, constantly devising ways to get under his skin, encouraging her playmates to follow suit. Eventually, she treated him with sisterly tolerance, but he’d never doubted she couldn’t wait for him to leave.

Justin backed away. “I’ll tell her.”

“Wait a minute.” Opa came into the room, pushing him forward. “Gordon, do you remember our grandson, Justin Nadell? I don’t know if the two of you ever met.”

“I wasn’t here much,” Justin said. “Only visited. Summers, mostly.”

Gordon extended his hand. “My folks usually shipped me off to summer camp. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Justin returned the handshake.

“Hey, Gordon.” Megan joined the group.

The cop gave Megan a quick, clearly appreciative once-over. “You have a minute? I thought we might walk and talk.”

Megan turned toward Sam, her eyebrows lifted in question.

“Go,” Sam said.

Gordon held the door for her, guided her with a hand at the small of her back, and then the door closed.

Justin’s cell vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out, checked the display. Shit. Not now. Staring at the closed door in front of him, he frowned and let the call roll to voicemail.

~
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MEGAN SEARCHED HER brain for a mental file on Gordon. According to Angie’s gossip updates, Gordon and his wife had split three years ago. Which spared Megan the awkward small-talk faux pas of starting a conversation with, “So, how are you and” —what was her name? Cindy?— “doing? Any kids?”

Instead, she kept her mouth shut.

“Let’s walk,” Gordon said, heading away from the house. Rose and Sam’s house sat on a three-acre plot, most of which they left in its natural state. The air smelled of damp earth and what she always thought of as “green.” Seven years of city living evaporated.

“I hear you’re Chief of Police now,” she said. “Congratulations.”

He shrugged. “Small town. Small force. Mostly I do paperwork.”

“But it’s an accomplishment to be proud of.”

“I don’t know. When Dix—the last chief—got sick, he told the city fathers he wanted me to have his job. The council went along with Dix’s recommendation, over the mayor’s objections. Dix died about eight months ago, so we’ll see what they do when my contract comes up for renewal.”

“I’m sure you’re proving yourself more than worthy.”

He shrugged and cast his eyes downward. “How’s life in the big city, being an event planner? You organize weddings, parties, stuff like that?”

“No, I switched to conventions about four years ago. Fewer hissy fits. Less stress. And I get to travel.”

“Nice that you found time for a visit. I’m sure Rose and Sam are glad to see you.”

Was he implying she’d been neglecting them? She bit back a response and followed him along a path into the trees, concentrating on the quiet sounds of rustling trees and gentle birdsong.

“Okay, Gordon,” she said once they were out of sight and earshot of anyone. “You didn’t invite me out for a walk in the woods. What’s going on?” Had Angie blabbed about her feelings that there was more than renovations going on at the Kretzers’?

“You were on the highway about an hour ago, I assume,” he said. “Drove in from the Denver airport?”

“Wha—what?” That flew in from left field.

“The highway. Into town. You were on it.”

“Of course. It’s not like there are many options. Mapleton’s not exactly a major hub of civilization.”

“Did you notice a blue Toyota Camry, Florida plates?”

She stopped midstride. “Yes. I guess so. I can’t tell one car from another, but I followed a jerk in a blue car with Florida plates. He drove like a snail, and there’s no way to pass along that stretch. He finally pulled over to—you know—relieve himself. At least, that’s what I assumed. No gun, no camera. Why do you ask?”

Gordon pinched the bridge of his nose. “There was an...accident.”

She couldn’t help but note the hesitation. “I assume it involved the blue car?”

“Yes.” She noticed the furrows in his brow and the concern in his eyes. Somewhere between blue and green, the color of Aspen Lake after it rained. Creases etched their corners now, giving him a more seasoned look than the high school jock she remembered. She lowered herself to the log.

“Bad?” she asked.

He nodded. “Fatal.”

She got up and paced again, searching her memory. “I noticed him at the switchbacks—the ones after the turnoff to Aspen Meadows. He might have come from there—I don’t remember seeing him before. I rounded a curve, and there he was. I almost hit him, he was going so slow.”

“How was he driving? Any signs that he might be under the influence?”

“You mean weaving? A little. I figured he was looking at the scenery. Or not used to mountain driving. Especially if he was from Florida.” She thought some more. “Oh, and he was talking on his cell phone, or trying to. Which could explain why he was weaving. Unless he was drunk or on drugs. But can’t you tell that with medical tests nowadays?”

“Yes, but not as fast as they do on television.” He gave a wry grin. “Besides, it’s not our jurisdiction. State troopers handle accidents. We’re strictly local. Catch red light runners, write parking tickets.”

“And keep everyone safe,” she said. “I remember the things the police did when we were growing up. Talk to the kids at school about drugs. Sponsor after school sports. Show them that cops are the good guys.”

His grin widened. “You left out making sure no ghosts attack Mrs. Bedford.”

“What? Ghosts? Who’s Mrs. Bedford?”

“She’s the owner of Vintage Duds.”

“She sees ghosts?”

“Calls in no less than once a week. Says the clothes hold the spirits of their former owners, and she’s convinced they’re messing with her shop.”

“See. Your job is important. You’re protecting the citizenry from an entire other dimension.”

He chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. But let’s focus on the accident.”

“If it’s not in your jurisdiction, why is it bothering you?”

“I’ve got some things at the office I’d like you to look at.”

“Now? I just got here. I want to make sure Rose and Sam are okay.” Should she mention Angie’s harebrained idea that Justin had some ulterior motive for his visit? No. Angie’d undoubtedly blown everything out of proportion. She’d get a feel for things herself first. “Can’t it wait until tomorrow? It doesn’t seem fair to Rose and Sam to show up and dash out.”

“It won’t take long. I have to turn everything over to the troopers, but I want to show you first.”

He was already standing.

Right. He was a cop. People did what he said. She quickened her pace to match his longer stride as they returned to the house.

“Let me tell Rose and Sam I’m going,” she said.

“Tell them you have to take care of something in town. Not that you’re coming with me.”

“What? Why?”

“I’ll meet you at my office. Ten minutes.”

~
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JUSTIN HEARD A CAR door close. From his second-story window, he watched the cop car drive away. Seconds later, he heard Oma saying, “Thanks, doll,” and Megan got into her car and drove off.

Justin pulled his cell phone from its case on his belt, pressed the voicemail button. Before the call went through, he mashed the button to cancel the transmission. Better not to know. He had no answers yet.

All Megan had said while they were eating was that she had some vacation and she wanted to visit. And she’d be staying here, of course.

His grandfather poked his head into the room, carrying Oma’s plastic caddy of cleaning supplies and an armload of towels. “Your grandmother wants we should fix up Megan’s bedroom.”

“Of course,” Justin said. As if the bedroom wasn’t always ready, in case anyone needed a place to stay.

“And these go into the bathroom.” Opa dropped the towels on Justin’s bed.

“I’d better do some cleaning if we’re going to share.” Justin took the caddy. “Why don’t you make sure Oma’s being sensible.”

“Rose has an extra mouth to feed. She’s in the kitchen. In heaven.”

“All the more reason to make sure she doesn’t overexert before she sees the doctor.” He pretended to examine the contents of the caddy. “So, where’s Megan off to?”

“She said she forgot something, had to pick it up in town. I figured it was one of those female items. And Rose needed some things from the market.”

Justin laughed. “As if she couldn’t feed half the town with what she has here.”

“I learned long, long ago never to contradict your grandmother when it comes to food.”

“Go. I’ve got it all under control.”

He waited until he heard his grandparents arguing about what Oma should and shouldn’t be doing.

All under control. Like hell.

He crossed into the bathroom that connected his bedroom to Megan’s. They’d never had issues sharing when he’d visited before, even in their teens. Somehow, now, sharing the bath felt disturbingly...intimate. But first, he needed to inspect Megan’s bedroom.

He hadn’t given Megan’s bedroom more than a cursory check since he’d arrived. It was a generic guestroom, with a few dolls and stuffed animals proclaiming Megan had lived there. He moved to the window, struggling with the sash before the swollen frame groaned and moved upward in the track. He stepped away, feeling the fresh breeze waft into the room. Chilly, but it would get rid of the stuffiness.

Birds scattered from the oak tree outside. Memories of Megan’s unsuccessful attempts to get him to climb out one night brought a rueful smile to his face. God, he’d been a mess. Fat, insecure. A coward.

And you’re still a coward.

He checked the bookcase. A dictionary, a thesaurus, and some basic reference books suitable for middle and high school were probably Megan’s. The rest were from Opa’s extensive collection.

The shelves of books reminded him of why he was here, and a quiver of fear snaked along his spine. This might be his only chance. He checked the time, trying to guess how long Megan would be gone. He figured an hour on the outside—better shoot for half that. Using Oma’s sprays and polishes to cover his snooping, he set to work.
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Chapter 3
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EACH TICK OF THE OLD schoolhouse clock on his office wall heightened Gordon’s anxiety. Megan should have been here by now. The Colorado State Patrol would investigate the accident, but he didn’t want to turn over what he’d found before he’d talked to her.

He buried the tingle of guilt. He wasn’t withholding evidence. Merely...rerouting it. Briefly. And, technically, it wasn’t evidence. Simply something...interesting...in an accident victim’s car.

When the accident call came in, Mapleton had been first responders. Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds in the ambulance, and Ed Solomon in a cruiser. Technically the CSP was in charge of traffic accidents, but they were spread thin. Gordon liked to think of himself as a team player, and the troopers had never objected to the help. Gilman had inadvertently left an envelope belonging to the victim in the Mapleton ambulance and had turned it over to Gordon for safekeeping.

Tires crunched on gravel. He swiveled his chair toward the window and caught the silver gleam of Megan’s car pulling into the lot. It took conscious effort to even his breathing. He slid the envelope into his desk drawer and sorted through Solomon’s photos of the accident scene one more time.

“He’s expecting me.” Megan’s voice preceded her sneakered footfalls down the corridor. Laurie’s heads-up call coincided with a tap on his office door.

“Thanks,” he said into the phone. He hung up, took a breath. “Come on in.”

“All right, Gordon, I’m here.” Megan rested her hands on the back of the wooden visitor chair across from Gordon’s desk. “What’s so important?”

“You know anyone named Karl Franklin?” He blurted it out, no preliminaries. No way for her to anticipate the question, prepare herself. Unless she expected it.

Her expression was guileless. Her body language agreed. “No. Where should I know him from?”

He pushed a photo across the desk. “This the guy you saw?”

Bracing her hands on the edge of the desk, she leaned forward. And jerked away with a gasp. She sank into the chair.

“You recognize him?” Gordon asked.

She shook her head. “No. I didn’t expect something quite so...graphic.”

She’d paled. Gordon rolled his chair back and hurried to her side. “Shit, Megan. I should have prepared you first. I need to find out what you know before the troopers show up, and I blanked out the part where you’re not a cop and used to this. I didn’t think. You want some water?”

“No, I’m okay. It took me by surprise.” She closed her eyes, took a breath, and gathered her composure before opening them. “It’s not much worse than the crime scene TV shows. I think what got me is it’s real, not makeup. That I might have seen this guy alive. Is this Karl Franklin?”

“According to the troopers, yes.”

“Let me see it again.”

“You sure?” Had her reaction been to the bloody picture? The body was fresh, nothing grossly mangled. Blood covered the man’s face, and the eyes had the glassy stare of death, but as accident photos went, this one was on the tame side.

Or did she know the victim and was reacting on a more personal level?

She sucked in a noisy breath. “If it’s important, I can do it.”

“Keep thinking of it as a television show.” In school, she’d had a reputation for being open, saying what was on her mind. Now, he saw nothing shifty, nothing deceptive. No red flags. He ignored the twinge of remorse for upsetting her with the picture. But it brought her emotional responses closer to the surface, where he needed them.

“I never got a good look at his face.” She held the picture as if she were afraid to touch it.

“Look again, please,” he said. “See if any details about the man you saw come to mind.”

She nibbled at her lip. “All I saw was the back of his head. Bald on top. He got out of the car, looked my way, then went into the woods. He was wearing sunglasses. And I’m not sure I’d recognize him from this picture anyway. All the blood.”

“Don’t think about that for now. You said you’d followed him for some time. Close your eyes. Think about it. What did you notice? Was he alone in the car?”

She took a deep breath, as if she were preparing to jump into the swimming hole outside of town. With her eyes closed, she worried her lower lip again before speaking. “I’d say, yes, he was alone. He never seemed to be talking to someone else. I remember noticing the Florida plates, assumed he was a retiree. Maybe because he was bald, but that’s silly. Guys can go bald at almost any age.”

Gordon rubbed the top of his head, thankful he wasn’t one of them. “True enough. But those kinds of impressions might be based on more than lack of hair. The way he stood, walked, might have played a part.”

She picked up the picture, squinting at it as if she could see the living man under the corpse.

“I don’t know, Gordon.” Her eyes widened. “Please, don’t tell me I have to identify the body.”

“That won’t be necessary.” He smiled at the relief on her face. “But there is one more question.” Trying to read her, he set the real reason he’d insisted on seeing her on the desk. “Any idea why he had these?”

~
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MEGAN CAST A SLOW, scrutinizing look at Gordon. His features seemed rigid, almost expressionless. He was being a cop, she realized. A recently promoted police chief, no less. Not the old friend who had walked with her in the woods a short time ago. He caught her gaze. Held it. Pushed the papers a little closer. She picked up the first one. People. Mostly faces. Blurred and grainy. She looked more closely.

Her stomach churned. This wasn’t a gory crime scene picture, but she swallowed, concentrating on keeping Rose’s cookies and apple cake where they belonged.

“You found this on the dead man?” She dropped the page as if it were on fire.

“In an envelope in the car. That’s a copy.”

The faces belonged to her. All the pictures were of her.

She shoved the page aside and looked at the second sheet. No pictures on this one, but in neat, block letters—Rose and Sam’s address and phone number. And below that, some handwriting, barely legible. Gingerly, she picked up the paper and tried to decipher the faint scrawl.

Use the kid. They’ll talk.

Realizing her hands were shaking, she let the page float to the desk. “What does it mean?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

“Have you asked Rose and Sam? Maybe there’s a simple explanation.”

“I wanted to ask you first.”

“Well, you asked. I don’t know who the dead guy is, who Karl Franklin is, or why he would have these pictures.”

“Any idea where he got them?”

Reluctantly, she studied the pictures again, trying to ignore the creep factor. The quality was low, but recognition hit. “They’re from the company website. A quick trip through Google, click ‘Print’ and there they are.” She squinted. “It might be easier to tell on the original, but it looks like these were actually cut and pasted—with scissors and glue—onto a page, and then photocopied.”

Gordon raised his eyebrows. She caught a glimmer of surprise and appreciation in his eyes. He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a large manila envelope. Propping it open, he peered inside, then extracted a clear plastic sleeve. He placed it on the desk. After repositioning his desk lamp, he dipped into another drawer and pulled out a large magnifying glass.

“You really use that? It’s not a Sherlock Holmes thing?”

Some of the friend showed through as he gave her an amused grin. “We’re a little more advanced here, but sometimes the basics work just fine.” Holding the glass to his eye, he scrutinized the pictures. “I think you’re right.”

“Which doesn’t answer the question of what the paper means.” She tried to think of some innocent reason, but failed. No matter how she tried to spin it, it read like a threat. And judging from the sweat trickling from her neck down her spine, her brain gave it the same interpretation. “You think the they in ‘They’ll talk’ is Rose and Sam. Someone wants to find out something they know.”

He nodded.

“And it’s not Rose’s apple cake recipe. I think she’d share that without being threatened.”

“Agreed.”

“So,” she said, “what are you doing to protect them?”

The expression on his face turned the sweat to ice. “I’ve already assigned increased patrol in their neighborhood. However, at the moment, I’m more concerned about you.”

“Me? Why?”

“Use the kid.” He pointed to the words.

“I’m the kid? You think that’s me?” Of course he did. But she hoped he’d have an alternative suggestion. One her brain couldn’t come up with now.

He lifted his eyebrows. “Who else?”

“Nobody, I guess, since there aren’t any other pictures. But what does it mean?”

“I see a couple of possibilities.” Gordon’s expression was all cop.

“What do you mean?”

Megan resisted the urge to squirm as Gordon leaned forward and fixed those not-blue, not-green, not-gray eyes on her. Was she a suspect? How could he possibly think she was involved?

“Let’s start with the basics.” He raised his thumb. “One. We have someone, ostensibly headed for Rose and Sam’s address.”

She couldn’t find fault with that logic. “Okay.”

“Two.” He lifted a forefinger. “He’s got pictures of you, and apparently has connected you to Rose and Sam.”

“Agreed.”

“So, the question is, why?”

Well, duh. “And the answer is?”

“He’s either already made contact with you—”

“Which he hasn’t.”

“I only have your word for that.”

“Gordon, you’re kidding. Why would I lie?”

“Megan, I’m thinking like a cop here, not someone who knows you. This is what any cop would do—will do, once they see these papers.” He paused, as if searching for the best way to continue. “Or, they might think he was on his way to meet you. That you’re working together. I was hoping you’d give me something I could use to point them in the right direction.”

The clouds in her brain parted, and she understood the concern in Gordon’s expression. “You mean...you mean they might suspect me?” The words squeaked out. She took a breath. “I’ll tell them the truth. I never heard of this guy, nor has anyone tried to coerce me into getting Rose and Sam to say or do anything. I love Rose and Sam. They love me.”

“People will do a lot to protect loved ones. There’s also the possibility the guy was searching for you.”

“Here? How could he know I’d be coming here?”

“When did you plan the trip? Who knew you’d be here?”

Lord, he was dead serious about this. She tried to remember. “I bought my tickets five days ago. I gave my cell number to my boss and my team. And I told Angie.”

He jotted notes. “Thanks.”

“You can’t think one of them is involved.”

“I doubt it. If it was you he wanted, why not intercept you at the airport? Why drive from Florida?”

Megan leaned forward. “What if you hadn’t seen those papers? Would I be sitting here getting the third degree?”

He shook his head. “Without them, the whole thing looks like a simple, unfortunate traffic accident.”

“And you’re not going to...misplace...those pieces of paper, are you?” As soon as she spoke the words, she regretted the way they’d come out. “I didn’t mean to imply that you’d circumvent the law. I mean, I know you would never—”

He pulled his fingertips down the length of his nose. “I won’t say I didn’t think of it.” He put the originals in the envelope, then sealed it and wrote his name across the flap. “But I can’t pretend they don’t exist. The accident might not be in my jurisdiction, but Rose and Sam are. I’m going to check into it. As a matter of fact, maybe you could convince them to take a nice vacation with you until I get a handle on this.”

“They’d never agree. You know that. And it could be nothing. Meanwhile, I could help.”

He shook his head. “Not a good idea. Giving you access to an investigation, especially one where you’re involved, will make things look bad.”

“But what if you didn’t realize the pictures were me? I mean, it has been a long time.”

He shook his head again.

Of course. She had no right to ask him to do anything that might impugn his integrity as a cop, especially a probationary chief of police. But she could do some checking on her own.

~
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THE AROMA OF OMA’S brisket floated through the room. Justin’s stomach growled. He clenched his jaw and went on with his searching. He’d have to run miles before dinner. And, as the sound of Oma’s heavy-duty mixer joined the clattering of pots and pans, he figured maybe even more miles after. With Megan visiting, Oma would pull out all the stops.

He slid the next of Opa’s books off the shelf, fanned the pages and shook them upside down. And, as with the others, got nothing but dust for his efforts.

He swore under his breath.

He’d almost finished the shelf when a car pulled into the drive. Damn. So soon? He checked the window. Definitely Megan’s car.

She disappeared behind the open trunk, emerging with two of Oma’s canvas shopping totes. He swiped the dust from the front of the shelf and brought the caddy to the bathroom. Maybe tomorrow, while everyone was at the doctor’s, he’d finally have time to finish searching Megan’s bedroom.

He squirted toilet cleaner into the bowl, let it soak while he scoured the sink and rearranged his meager array of toiletries into a cluster in the corner of the counter. Megan could have the rest of the space for whatever female paraphernalia she’d brought. He sprayed something foamy into the tub and wiped it down.

He flushed the toilet, grabbed the toilet brush, and swished it around the bowl as it emptied, then filled.

“Cleaning the toilet for me, Justin? Still can’t aim?”

He jumped, spinning around. “Megan. Hi.”

She smiled. “I can’t remember you ever cleaning a toilet when we were kids.”

“We’re not kids. I’ve picked up a few civilized skills. Besides, you know Oma. If I wasn’t doing it, she would be, or she’d have Opa doing it. Bad enough she cooks twenty-four seven. She doesn’t need extra housework.”

Megan scrunched her face and fisted her hands at her hips. He smiled at the familiar gesture.

“You think I’m going to wear her down? Give me a break. Justin, I’m here because I care about them.” She shot him a look, almost tangible in its vehemence.

“Hey, hey.” He raised his hands in submission, getting rewarded with cold water dripping down his arm. He returned the brush to its holder next to the toilet. “We’re on the same side here.”

“Sorry.”

Her expression made him wonder. Even as she backed into her room, he had the creepy feeling she’d given him the once over, like an alpha dog checking a newcomer to the neighborhood.

He retreated to his room, closing the bathroom door on his side. He grabbed a pair of running shorts from the dresser. Maybe the endorphins would clear his brain. If nothing else, he’d counteract some of Oma’s cooking.

Downstairs, Opa’s snoring told him his grandfather was napping in his study. Justin checked the kitchen. “Smells great, Oma.”

Dabbing her forehead with her apron, she turned from the stove and beamed at him. “Come. Let me know how it is.”

He sighed. “Everything you make is delicious.”

“But maybe it needs more salt. Come. Taste.”

He strode across the uneven floor planks. Was there a crawl space underneath? “You know, Oma, it wouldn’t take that long to get a new floor in here. I’d hate for you to trip and fall. They have some great new stuff—looks like wood but it won’t warp. And you’d never have to polish it.”

She waved her wooden spoon at him. “I’ve been walking on this floor for forty-two years and haven’t fallen yet. It’s a perfectly good floor. No need to waste the money.” She eyed him, then the pot on the stove, waiting.

He picked up a spoon, dipped it into the simmering soup, and slurped the hot liquid into his mouth. “Delicious.”

She nodded in agreement. “You won’t be late now. Dinner will be at six. Sharp.”

“I’m going around the pond. Shouldn’t be more than an hour.” He kissed her cheek, then unexpected feelings surfaced from deep inside and he enveloped her in an embrace. “I love you, Oma.”

She accepted his hug, then gazed at him, a quizzical glint in her eyes. She waved him away. “And I love you. Now go do your running, and let me cook.”

On the porch, he stopped to warm up. He twisted his torso, did some quad and calf stretches, enjoyed the warmth of the afternoon sun. He’d hoisted one leg onto the rail and bent forward in an easy stretch when he sensed Megan’s presence behind him. Her scent, a mixture of flowers and spice, drifted through the air, mingling pleasantly with the kitchen aromas and clean smells of the newly repaired porch.

Her voice followed her scent. “Cleaning toilets. Exercising. My, my. This isn’t the Justin I remember.”

Thank God.

He continued stretching, trying to ignore the neatly manicured, slender fingers stroking the porch rail inches from his calf.

“Looks good,” she said.

He angled his head toward her. Her long, sleek, bare leg appeared next to his. Her shiny brown hair cascaded in front of her face as she leaned forward. He stole a glance, only somewhat relieved to find she wore a jersey warmup jacket over—over what? He shoved away some of the fantasies he’d had when he was thirteen. Like the time she’d forgotten to close her door to the bathroom before she pulled her nightgown over her delightfully developing breasts.

Had she been teasing him then? Because she damn well was teasing him now. Why?

“The porch, I mean,” she said. “I hear you’re responsible for all the repairs.”

He switched legs. “The house needed it. Rose and Sam don’t notice the way things are falling apart. I...nudged a little.”

“Sam says you were in the thick of things, wielding tools, stroking paint. I’ll bet you’re a wizard with a cordless drill.”

Her tone was low, slow, and sultry. He grabbed his ankle, kept his face hidden against his knee, and held the stretch. “Part of what I do.”

She stood up, unzipped her jacket, and arched her back, revealing a form-fitting top. Those breasts had done an excellent job of developing.

“Rose said you were going for a run,” she said. “Mind if I tag along? You can fill me in on exactly what it is you do. I thought you’d have done the follow-the-parent’s-footsteps thing. Become a doctor or a lawyer.”

She didn’t know? Rose and Sam certainly hadn’t kept her accomplishments from him, bragging about the way she was moving up, how she was thinking about starting her own consulting business. Were they ashamed that he’d chosen a different path?

“You run?” he asked. He took in her loose-fitting, knee-length knit shorts and everyday sneakers.

Tossing her head, spreading another wave of flowers and spice, she put her other leg on the rail. “Treadmill mostly. I need to work out the kinks. The drive from the airport got me all stiff. You know how that goes.”

He was not following that thought. “You sure?”

“Are you implying I won’t be able to keep up?”

“Frankly, yes. You’re not adjusted to the altitude yet. I figured on doing about three miles—easy jog down to the pond to warm up, run a lap, then walk home to cool down. Until you start cranking out those red cells, it’s not smart to push yourself.”

She planted both feet on the porch floor and cocked her head at him. “You run?”

“I’m not Jumbo Justin anymore, Megan, in case you haven’t noticed.”

She had the decency to blush, and was uncharacteristically quiet.

“Oh, don’t tell me you thought I didn’t know what everyone called me.”

“I never called you that,” she said softly.

“To my face anyway.” He trotted down the steps. “I have to go. I promised to be back in plenty of time for dinner. Maybe you should stay and help Oma in the kitchen.”

“Kitchen?” She fisted her hands at her hips again. “Is that all you think I’m good for?”

“No, of course not. But now, it’s probably the wiser choice.”

He jogged away, ignoring her shout for him to wait.
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Chapter 4
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YEARS OF TRAINING TOLD Gordon he should simply confront Rose and Sam. Ask them why Karl Franklin from Florida was looking for them. They’d laugh, say, “Good old Karl. Always—” And that’s where it fell apart. Always what? If they’d been expecting a long-lost anyone from Florida, it wouldn’t be a secret. He should have asked Megan if the Kretzers had any ties to Florida. If so, maybe Franklin was connected. He jotted a note.

More years of relying on his gut told him he should do this quietly first. Find out more about who Karl Franklin was. Laurie’s call announcing the arrival of a Trooper Patterson interrupted his ruminations.

“Send him in.” He set the envelope on his desk and pulled out the evidence log sheet Solomon had started.

“Chief Helper?” A young trooper, his blond hair cut high in military fashion, stepped into the room. “Pete Patterson.”

Gordon stood, rounded the desk. “It’s Hepler.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“No sweat. Everyone gets it inside out. In this line of work, I think I’d prefer Helper.”

“Yes, sir. I’m supposed to pick up some of the accident victim’s personal effects.”

“Here you go.” Gordon handed a pen to Patterson, who scrawled his name on the log. “Cause of the accident?”

“Vehicle versus tree.”

“Trees usually win those. Especially along that stretch of highway. Did you respond to the scene?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ugly?”

“Saw a lot worse in Iraq, sir.”

Where the kid had probably learned not to volunteer information. He’d make a good cop. Keeping one’s mouth shut usually got you more information than barrages of questions. The kid waited. To be dismissed, or because he had something to say after all?

“Any clues to cause of death?” Gordon prodded.

“Can’t say, sir. I was there, but they had me controlling access. Clipboard duty.”

Gordon caught the hint of frustration. “I guess that got boring. Not many rubberneckers along that part of the road. Maybe next time you’ll get to chase away the media hounds.” He grinned. “Or even a police chief.”

The hint of a smile crossed Patterson’s face. “I did get to deny access to a pushy reporter, sir. And I heard some talk about shell casings.”

Gordon’s heart did a quick hop. “Someone shot the victim?”

“I don’t know. They’ll probably know once they go over the car. And do the autopsy.” He shifted his weight, almost imperceptibly. “Sir, I need to get back.”

“Of course.”

Patterson pivoted and marched from the room. Mind swirling, Gordon shut the door. Gilman hadn’t mentioned a gunshot wound. He and Reynolds wouldn’t have missed that. Or would they? How much attention would they give to a dead body? He called Dispatch, left a message for them to get in touch. He’d just hung up when his internal line rang.

“Yes, Laurie?”

“The mayor called. Said to remind you there’s a budget meeting at four-thirty.”

Damn.

“Thanks, Laurie. I’ll be there.” He sank into his chair and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. Being Chief of Police wasn’t being a cop.

Karl Franklin was dead. If he had been after Rose and Sam, they were safe enough. He pulled up the spreadsheet on his computer. What did the mayor want to cut now? Spare tires on their patrol cars? Kevlar vests? Kibble for Buster, their part-time K-9?

Why me, Dix? I was a good cop. Wasn’t I?

~
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MEGAN FASTENED HER hair into a ponytail and trotted down the steps after Justin. She’d probably laid it on a little thick. More like a lot thick—like the frosting on one of Angie’s cinnamon buns—but she wanted to find out what he knew. Her chat with Gordon had shaken her. Even more when she considered he’d probably stepped over some ethical boundaries when he’d shown her those papers.

She shivered at the memory of those pictures. And Rose and Sam’s address.

Justin was moving farther away. She rushed to the street, turned and hurried to catch up. Her heart pounded. This was nothing like her brisk walks on the treadmill at the gym. He jogged on, seemingly without effort. The distance between them increased. She pushed her pace.

“Justin. Wait. Up.” The words seemed to consume any remaining oxygen. Lights twinkled in front of her eyes. He must have heard her, because he turned and jogged in place. Thank goodness. She slowed a fraction, and after what seemed like ten miles later, gasping for breath, reached his side.

His hand grabbed her elbow. “Shit, Megan, what are you doing? I told you not to do anything strenuous until you get used to the altitude. We’re at six thousand feet here.”

“Didn’t. Seem. Bother. You.” She bent double, hands on her knees, sucking what oxygen-deficient air she could.

“First, I live at four thousand feet, not sea level. You’ve been gone for years. You have to acclimate. I’ve been here over a week. And I’m used to exercise.”

“Fine. But as long as I’m here, can we talk?”

“Can you walk? We can go slow, but I’d rather keep moving.”

Right now she wasn’t convinced she could crawl. She gave Justin a brave smile. “Lead on.”

“So, what do you want to talk about?” He’d released her arm, but was watching her as if he thought she’d collapse. Which she might, if she actually had to carry on a conversation and walk at the same time.

“What are you doing here?” she managed to wheeze out.

“Visiting. Same as you. And fixing up the house.”

“Tell me...about that. You said—”

He slowed to a leisurely stroll, and she took deep breaths. The lightheadedness passed.

“What do you really want to know, Megan?”

“It’s not like you visited a lot. A few weeks in summer, and not every year. If you cared about Rose and Sam, why didn’t you show up more often?”

“Geez. We were kids. It’s not like I could pick up and go where I wanted. I went where my parents sent me. Sometimes a vacation included a visit here. Sometimes it didn’t. What, you missed me?”

She swallowed her guilt. No, she hadn’t. She tolerated Justin’s visits because Rose and Sam expected it. Most of the time, she preferred not having to include him in all the things the kids did. He was clumsy, didn’t like to swim, and forget swinging into the pond from the rope on the elm tree. Rose always made them take turns choosing what to do, and Justin usually said, “I don’t care.” Which meant Rose picked things she thought were more suited to his city-living style. Museums. Children’s theater, with lunch in a fussy tea room afterward. Or the movies. The most adventurous activity Rose ever chose was a picnic. Not that any of her choices were bad, but they isolated Megan from her friends.

Face it. You were afraid they’d think you were like him. A doofus.

She took a few more deep breaths. As kids, she’d been the active one. Now, she was lucky to hit the treadmill a few times a week. “What happened to your allergies? You hated going outside.”

“Five years of shots.”

“Contacts?” She pushed an imaginary pair of glasses up her nose.

“LASIK.” His stride lengthened. “You want my life history? Mom and Dad were totally career oriented. They barely had time for each other, much less me. One thing I knew was that I didn’t want a job so demanding it would become my life.”

Justin was still walking, but she had to hurry to keep up. As long as she didn’t try to talk, she thought she’d manage. She waited, hoping Justin would continue without prompting. After an annoying few minutes where all she heard was her own labored breathing, and all she saw was Justin’s back as the distance between them lengthened, he turned his head.

She tried to catch her breath. The light surrounding him sparkled. Must be sunlight reflecting from the pond. Tiny black dots swarmed in front of her face. She swatted at them.

Justin appeared at her side. But he was far away at the same time.

“You okay?” he asked.

His voice seemed to echo. And then he had her elbow again, and he was dragging her off the road into the shade of the trees. “Sit.” He pushed her onto the curb, forcing her head to her knees despite her feeble attempts to push his hand away.

“Shit, Megan, you almost passed out. I’ve already called the paramedics once today. Breathe,” he demanded. “Slow. Deep.”

She tried. “You know CPR?”

“If you can talk, you don’t need it. But yes.”

Another surprise. She tried to stand, but Justin held her down.

“You always were stubborn,” he said. “When you feel up to it, I’ll walk you home. I can still get a run in.”

She shook her head. “No, Rose will smother me. I’ll wait.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

She raised her head, got her bearings. “We’re almost at the pond trail. There’s plenty of shade, and there used to be a bench or two.”

He nodded. “Still there.”

“Then that’s where I’ll be waiting. Go on. I’ll rest.”

He shook his head, but she knew he’d cave. He always had.

“Crap, Megan, don’t give me that look.”

“What look?”

“The one you perfected when you were eight, I think. The one that says, “I’m right, and even if I’m not, I’m not giving in.”

She smiled. “That bad?”

He returned a grin. “There never was any point in arguing with you.”

“It’s served me well in my job. Which reminds me, you haven’t told me what you do.”

“I teach.” He didn’t stop moving. Did he want to keep his muscles warm, or was he afraid to stop for a serious conversation?

“What?”

He swung his arms, twisted his torso, did some quad stretches. “I guess you’d say it’s what they called shop class when we were in middle school. Officially, all-purpose handyman stuff.” He stopped, stared at her as if daring her to put him down for not being a doctor or a lawyer like his parents.

Her heart had stopped drumming in her ears, and she stood. He watched, the defiance switching to wariness.

“So, why are you here and not teaching?”

“Spring Break,” he said. “I guess I’m not the only one who thought it was a good idea to see my grandparents.”

“I agree. They’re not getting any younger.”

“You sure you want to do this?” he asked.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Let’s walk.” He stayed close enough to catch her if she stumbled.

They strolled in silence, reaching the point where the road formed a T at the path to the pond, then continued toward the trail that ran along its circumference. “So you’re teaching middle school shop?” she asked as they approached the benches in the clearing. “That explains what you’ve been doing at Rose and Sam’s.”

He gave a quiet grunt. “Not exactly middle school. More like Last Chance Before Jail U. Alternative school. Or, if you want to use the out of date, down and dirty term, reform school.”

She’d never have thought of that one. “Um...you like it?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Well...that’s good then.” Justin the Jerk, who couldn’t stand his ground, now dealing with what had to be acres of attitude?

He’d gone tense, as if he sensed her disapproval. She realized her tone hadn’t been exactly...positive. “Hey, I didn’t mean—”

“Forget it. It’s what I do. Period.” He paused by the bench. “Sit. Rest.”

She sank to the wooden seat. “I’ll be here.”

He paused, eyeing her.

“Go. What could happen?”

He nodded, then took off, his pace increasing as he moved farther away. He disappeared around the first curve. She leaned against the wooden slats of the bench, enjoying the fresh air. Her eyelids drooped. She swung her legs onto the bench. She drifted.

Slowly, she surfaced to the sound of rustling in the leaves. A deer? She propped herself on her elbows, hoping to catch a glimpse of the animal. They were gorgeous creatures, with their big eyes and delicate legs.

With the image of a deer fixated in her mind, when the man emerged from the trees, it didn’t register. Not until he raced to her side, clapped his hand over her mouth and knocked her to the ground did she realize that one, it wasn’t a deer, and two, she was in deep trouble.

~
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JUSTIN CHECKED OVER his shoulder. They’d only come a few blocks, and Megan had already caught her breath. He let go of any remaining concern and kicked up the pace to make up for the leisurely way his workout had started. And to get his mind off the two nagging questions. One, would he be able to keep his grandparents’ names out of the mess he was trying to prevent? Two, what was Megan doing here, showing up unannounced? And the logical progression. Were the two related?

He pushed himself faster, striving for the mental disconnect where there was nothing but the run. Breathing. Feet hitting the ground. Sweat dripping from his hair, down his face, off the end of his nose. Down his arms, off the tips of his fingers. Washing away stress. Cleansing. Nothing but the run.

No thoughts of the way Megan had looked at him when he told her what he did. Disbelief. Disappointment. The same undercurrents he got from his parents. “As long as you’re happy,” they’d say. But he could see it in their eyes, hear it in their tone. Working with those kinds of people. No status, no prestige. Teaching was honorable, but why not a university professor?

Even Oma, who’d always tried to make him feel special, kept implying this was temporary. That one day he’d see the light and get a high-paying job. But since she and Opa had lived through the depression, Justin understood the value they put on money.

But it was helping those kind of people that made a difference. Like Eldon, who’d found a better use for his hands than pummeling someone into a pulp, and was putting food on his mom’s table three times a day. Justin had no delusions about saving them all, but the ones he reached made it worthwhile. His father prided himself on putting punks into jail. Screw that. Justin preferred keeping them out of jail in the first place.

He realized his pace had reached a flat-out run and eased off a bit. Laughter and splashes filled the air as he rounded the curve along the swimming area. A group of kids having some afternoon fun, getting in a quick swim before dinner.

Maybe he’d invite Megan for a swim tomorrow, if for nothing more than to watch her eyes pop and jaw drop again. He hadn’t missed the double-take when she’d actually recognized him. Did she even know why he’d never wanted to go swimming?

Probably not.

He tried to recapture the rhythm of the run. His shoes thudded against the packed dirt. Left, right. Left, right. He concentrated on breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

Halfway around the pond, he’d shaken the memories, only to have them replaced by anxiety, which was rapidly escalating to fear. The sleazeball had given him two weeks, and the first one had yielded a big, fat zero. On the other hand, he had fewer places to search. But with Megan here, it would be a lot harder to explore.

If he told her, would she help? Or would she go straight to Oma and Opa? Or Gordon, the cop?

The path veered away from the pond on an upgrade, and he focused on the extra effort he needed to maintain his pace. His mind clear at last, he settled into the run for the remainder of the distance.

As he approached the spot where he’d left Megan, he slowed to a jog. He could make out a second figure sitting on the bench. Had someone joined her? And so what if someone had? Dozens of homes used that clearing as pond access, and Megan knew half the people in town. Of course she’d chat with anyone who stopped.

From here, all he could tell was that the second person on the bench was definitely male. And had his arm around her. A turn in the path blocked his view. When they came into sight again, they were kissing, not chatting. And not the friendly, “Welcome home, good to see you” kind of kiss. More like tonsil hockey. He fought the urge to rush to her side. Her life, her business. And maybe she’d spend time with whoever he was and be out of the house.

Head down, he walked the last twenty yards, making enough noise so he wouldn’t surprise them. They didn’t seem to notice. Small wonder, engrossed as they seemed to be. Ten feet from them, he cleared his throat. They jerked apart, and two pairs of startled eyes met his. Eyes he’d never seen before.

“Um...hello,” the female said. Aside from her general coloring, she bore no resemblance to Megan. And these were kids, probably high-school.

“Hi,” Justin said. “I...um...a friend was meeting me here.”

“We got here about ten, fifteen minutes ago,” the boy said. “Haven’t seen anyone.” He and the girl exchanged guilty glances. She blushed and dropped her gaze.

“Guess she got tired of waiting,” Justin said. “I’ll be on my way, then.”

“Bye,” the girl said.

Justin didn’t look back. Megan wouldn’t have tried to catch up while he was running, would she? No. Stubborn maybe, but she wasn’t stupid. He jogged toward Oma’s, keeping an eye out for Megan, half-afraid he’d find her collapsed by the side of the road. He trotted up Oma’s front steps. As usual, despite his admonitions, the door was unlocked. Opa glanced up from the television. “You have a nice run?”

“Pretty good.”

Opa looked past him. “So where’s Meggie? Rose said she went with you.”
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Chapter 5
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GORDON STIFLED A YAWN as the mayor droned on about decreases in parking ticket revenue, raising the fines for speeders, the need for more school crossing guards, and something about coleslaw. Gordon blinked. Coleslaw? Once he realized the mayor was rambling about the Fourth of July picnic plans, which would probably change six ways from Sunday between now and the event, three months away, Gordon let his mind sift through the facts in the Karl Franklin case.

Case? He suppressed a snort. He had an accident victim, not even in his jurisdiction. The only facts he had were that the guy’s name was Karl Franklin and he was from Florida. But those pictures of Megan Wyatt. They definitely had his cop sense tingling. Another tingling came from his belt, where his cell phone buzzed. The mayor looked up from his papers and glowered.

“Sorry,” Gordon said. He glanced at the display, then arranged his face into what he hoped was a solemn expression. “Police business. I’ve got to take it.”

Good old Laurie, calling right on time. He wondered if anyone on the town council had figured out that he got called away from a lot of meetings. So what if they had. He nodded around the table and beat a hasty retreat for the hallway. Once out of the meeting room, he sauntered toward the exit.

“Thanks, Laurie,” he said. “You’re a life-saver, as always. I thought I’d go crazy—”

“This one’s for real, Chief.”

Gordon stopped mid-stride. “What?”

“Another ambulance call to the Kretzers’. And Officer Solomon’s rolling.”

Gordon remembered the call earlier in the day, but that had been a straight paramedic issue. Why Solomon this time? “Rose or Sam?”

“No. Something about Megan Wyatt. Since she was in here before, I thought you might want to know.”

“Details?”

“I heard the tail end of the radio traffic. They sent Solomon out code two, not three, so I figured it wasn’t too bad. You want me to find out?”

“Don’t bother. I’m on my way to the Kretzers’. Be there in ten.” He lengthened his stride, making his way out of the building and across the parking lot to his cruiser. Code two. More than a parking violation, but not urgent enough for lights and sirens. Then again, police code threes were few and far between in Mapleton. He hadn’t heard the ambulance siren, so his concerns eased a bit further. He climbed into the SUV and flipped on the radio. “Connie, what’s going on at the Kretzers’?”

Connie’s voice came over the radio, clear and calm. Gordon would have relaxed at her tone, but he knew Connie could handle an armed robbery, a bomb scare, and a shootout, all at the same time and never sound any more excited than the weatherman predicting a mild and sunny day. At least he assumed she could, should anything like that ever happen in Mapleton. She’d been chief dispatcher longer than Gordon could remember, and he’d never heard her lose her cool.

“Solomon’s not on scene yet. Caller reported an injury, possible mugging.”

“Anyone else involved?”

“No others injured. The incident didn’t happen at the Kretzers’,” Connie said. “Solomon didn’t request backup.”

Gordon thanked her and lead-footed it toward the Kretzer place. He started to switch on the lights, but didn’t bother. Traffic was light, and everyone in town knew to get out of his way when they saw the official police SUV. Sometimes it was good to be the chief, he thought. Except for the damn budget meetings.

He switched to the Nextel. “Solomon,” he barked.

“Yes, Chief.”

“Report.”

“Just arriving. Ambulance is on scene.”

“I’m about five away.”

He arrived in three. The ambulance sat in the driveway. Good sign. If it had been a scoop and scoot, they’d be racing away, sirens wailing. Or did they have a body? Fighting the adrenaline rush, he parked on the street, loped across the lawn, and bounded up the stairs. The front door stood open. He tapped once, then stepped inside.

Megan lay propped up on a gurney in the middle of the living room. Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds hovered over her, Reynolds on the radio and Gilman starting an IV. They worked methodically, and Gordon didn’t get a sense of urgency. Relieved, he moved closer. Bruises were already apparent on her face. Her eyes were closed. Plastic tubing hooked over her ears and into her nostrils.

He resisted approaching her while the medics did their thing. Ed Solomon was offering reassurances to Rose and Sam, while the grandson—Justin, was it?—leaned against the wall, clenching and unclenching his fists. He wore running shorts and an oversized sweatshirt, sweat-darkened triangles at the chest and armpits. Matted hair, damp. But breathing easy.

Gordon slid his gaze to the gurney. Megan wore a pair of loose cotton shorts. A warmup jacket hung over the arm of a nearby chair and a pair of sneakers sat on the floor below. Had she been running with Justin? He nodded in Solomon’s direction, then edged across the room to Justin’s side.

“How is she?” Gordon asked.

Justin stared into space, as if he were trapped in another dimension. A muscle in his jaw twitched rhythmically. He seemed agitated, which was understandable, but it seemed to be more than concern for Megan.

“Justin?” Gordon said. “Are you okay?”

The man blinked and clawed his fingers through his hair. “What?” He shook his head, as if to clear it. “Oh, yeah. No problem.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

Robot-like, Justin stepped to an end table. Picked up a water bottle. Unscrewed the cap, took a long drink. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I wish I knew. I was out for a run. Around the pond. Megan wanted to tag along, but she’s not adjusted to the altitude yet. She got as far as that open space down the road” —he swept a hand in the general direction— “before she realized she’d never make it. She wasn’t there when I finished my run. I thought she’d gotten tired of waiting and left. But when I got here, she hadn’t shown up.”

Gordon pulled out his notepad and pen. “Go on. When did all this happen?”

Justin drained the rest of the water. “It was about four, maybe a little after, when we left the house. Maybe twenty minutes to get to the pond?” The water bottle crackled as he squeezed it, accompanying his speech like a background percussionist. “I don’t know. Megan was having trouble keeping up, so we went slow. Stopped a couple of times. I can usually do the pond trail in about thirty minutes. I’d say less this time.”

“So, you finished somewhere around five?” Gordon glanced at his watch. It was quarter to six.

“That sounds reasonable,” Justin said. “I wasn’t too worried—figured Megan had stopped to chat, or had decided to walk along one of the pond trails while I was running.” His mouth twisted up in a half-smile. “You know, to prove that she wasn’t a wimp.”

Gordon nodded. “Guess she hasn’t changed.”

A sharp hiss came from the gurney. Then a yelp.

~
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JUSTIN SNAPPED HIS head around. The cop spun on his heel and got to her side seconds ahead of him.

“What’s wrong?” the cop asked.

“Tweaked her wrist,” Dave said. He bent over Megan. “I’m going to immobilize it. I don’t think it’s broken, but they’ll x-ray it at the clinic.”

“Can you get this tubing off me?” she asked, rocking her head back and forth on the pillow.

“Sorry, no can do,” Tom said.

“You can use the extra oxygen,” Justin said.

She frowned. “Yeah, yeah. Sea level to six thousand feet. I got it. But it’s annoying.”

Justin moved forward, took her good hand, careful to avoid the IV. “What happened?” Please say she did something stupid, like trip and fall on the trail. That she made her way home before collapsing on the porch. As if she hadn’t heard his question, she stared at him. Or past him. She blinked, and her eyes cleared.

“Rose and Sam?” Megan asked. “Are they—?”

Oma and Opa appeared on the other side of the gurney. “We’re here. You do what Davey and Tommy say,” Oma said.

Justin smiled, not bothering to remind her how she’d refused to listen to them a few hours ago. He exchanged a quick glance with Sam, who returned the smile.

“We want to get her to the med center,” Davey said.

“Hang on one second,” Gordon said. “I’d like to ask her a few questions.”

“No can do, Chief,” Davey said. “She’s bruised and passed out. There’s a lump on her forehead, and her wrist should be x-rayed. Docs want to see her.”

“Did someone do this to you, Megan?” Gordon asked, ignoring Davey. The scrapes on her forehead and cheeks stood out in bright contrast against the pallor of her skin.

“I...I don’t know. It’s fuzzy.” Megan said.

“Can you give a painkiller?” Justin asked the paramedics.

“Not until the ER folks check her out,” Tommy said.

Justin stepped away to give them room. “Can I come along?”

“Not in the rig,” Davey said. “But you can follow us to the ER.”

“We’ll come too,” Sam said. “I’ll call Doctor Evans, let him know what happened.”

“Of course,” Justin said. “Give me a minute to change.”

The cop who’d been talking to Oma and Opa nodded Gordon over. Justin was torn between wanting to eavesdrop and getting to the medical center. Oma’s insistence that he get his tuchis moving made the choice obvious.

“Ten minutes, Oma. We’ll be there in plenty of time.”

An hour later, they were still in the small waiting room of the Mapleton medical clinic. Oma paced, Sam grumbled. Justin tried to stay calm. He’d grabbed Megan’s purse and dealt with getting the insurance ball rolling. She’d had all the requisite cards, and he’d used the opportunity to search for evidence that hinted at any ulterior motive for her visit, but aside from typical female handbag clutter, he had zilch. Maybe they’d keep her overnight and he could search her room and her luggage.

The double doors opened. The antiseptic hospital smell intensified. It took a moment to recognize the two paramedics, now in street clothes. They smiled, and Justin stood. “Any news?” he asked.

Davey extended his hand. “Dave Gilman. My partner, Tom Reynolds.”

Justin shook each of their hands in turn. “Justin Nadell.”

They nodded, then shifted their attention to Oma and Opa. “Nothing to worry about,” Tom said.

“Gott sei Dank,” Oma said. “Thank God. When can we take her home?”

“You can go see her now,” Dave said. “The paperwork will probably take longer than the treatment. The doctor has to release her, but it shouldn’t be long.”

“Did she say what happened?” Justin asked, lowering his voice.

“You’ll have to talk to the doc,” Tom said, glancing in Oma’s direction. He lowered his voice to match Justin’s tone. “Once they’re out of the rig and into ER, we’re done.”

Did that mean they knew something they couldn’t tell him?

~
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“MEGGIE, DOLL.”

She squinted, bringing her arm up to shield her eyes and grimaced at the sharp twinge in her wrist. Rose and Sam hovered over her, fear and concern etched in their faces.

“I’m fine.” Her voice quavered, which made Rose and Sam seem even more worried.

“Is this true?” Rose said, looking at Doctor Evans.

“I see no reason to keep her here,” he said. “She needs rest. She’ll get more at home in her own bed than in the hospital.” He gave Rose a stern glare over the top of his glasses. “But light meals for twenty-four hours.”

Rose nodded solemnly. “I have chicken soup.”

The doctor smiled. “Perfect. The workup was negative. She’s got some contusions, a mild sprain to her wrist. She’s probably going to feel sore for a day or two.”

“She’s right here,” Megan said. “And she definitely feels sore.” Like her entire body was one big bruise.

“Oh, sweetie. What happened to you?” Rose brushed Megan’s hair from her forehead.

Megan furrowed her brow, trying to remember what she’d already said. All she got for her effort was more throbbing. “It’s fuzzy.” She focused on Doctor Evans. “I remember going to the pond with Justin.” She noticed him in the doorway. He gave her a smile and a finger-wave. “And then I was here. Nothing in between. Oh, except I think I remember being in the ambulance. Do I have amnesia?”

The doctor shook his head. “A little short-term memory loss of the events surrounding the trauma are normal. I predict your memory will return in no time.”

A plump, gray-haired woman came in with a clipboard. “I’ll need your signature, Miss Wyatt. I’ve called for a wheelchair, and you’re good to go.”

“I’ll bring the car around,” Justin said.

Megan reached for the pen. “Um ... can’t say it’ll be legible.” She held up her wrist, encased in a thick elastic bandage.

“I’ll sign,” Sam said. The woman handed him the clipboard, he scrawled his signature, and Rose insisted on pushing the wheelchair. The orderly didn’t argue.

It felt like Justin hit every pothole and bump in the road on the drive home, but at last they arrived. She allowed Rose to cluck and fuss, not bothering to protest. Had it been only this morning when she’d left San Diego?

Megan accepted Rose’s help changing from her dirty clothes into a clean nightshirt, and crawled into bed. Rose closed the curtains, kissed Megan on the forehead, and tiptoed toward the door. “I’m going to leave the door open a bit so we can hear you if you need anything. You rest, and I’ll fix you a bite to eat.”

“Thanks.” Megan leaned against the pillows Rose had propped up behind her and sighed. God, what should she do? The pain pill the doctor had given her had turned her brain to cotton candy. She closed her eyes.

She opened them a short time later at a tap on the door. Light from the hall silhouetted a figure in the doorway.

“Hey, girlfriend. Heard you had a little mishap.” Angie strode into the room carrying a tray. Balancing it, she flipped the switch for the overhead light with her elbow.

Megan squirmed up to a sitting position, grimacing. “Apparently.”

Angie set the tray on Megan’s lap, then closed the bedroom and bathroom doors. She dragged the desk chair over beside the bed and perched on the edge. “I dropped off some cinnamon buns and Rose told me you’d had to go to the ER.” Her eyes shimmered with a mixture of concern and curiosity. “So, spill.”

Megan considered the tray. A mug of broth, a small bowl of Jell-O and some applesauce. Rose must have taken Doctor Evans’ words to heart. Not a cookie or pastry in sight. She cupped the mug with both hands, inhaling the rich, steamy broth. “I take it you’re not referring to the soup.”

Angie rolled her eyes. “I told you I had a feeling something bad was going to happen.”

“As I recall, you said it was going to happen to Rose and Sam. If this was related to your feeling, then I’m glad it was me and not them.”

“So, what did happen?”

Megan’s head throbbed. “It’s all blurry. The doctor said it might take a while for the memory to return.”

“Wow. You’ve got amnesia?”

“Calm down. It’s normal, he said. And short term.”

“You don’t think you fell, though. Someone did this.”

Without warning, the man’s voice, his cigarette breath punctuating his threats, were there, although she couldn’t see his face. Her hands trembled, and Angie took the mug from her grasp. “Careful.”

Megan composed her features. She wasn’t ready to deal with Angie’s prying. “I told you, I don’t remember.”

Angie cast a not-so-furtive glance toward the bathroom door. “So do you remember this? Where was Justin while everything was going on?”

“You think ... you think it was Justin? No way.” Justin didn’t smoke.

Angie hunched a shoulder. “Probably not. Although think about it. He’s out running. He could have grabbed you and left you lying somewhere, then come back and played the worry card to ward off suspicion.” Angie seemed disappointed. “Or what if there’s a serial killer on the loose? And you overpowered him and escaped?”

“You’re reading too many thrillers, or watching too much television, Angie. It doesn’t make any sense.”

The room seemed to blink out. Angie leaned forward, in full mother hen mode. “Oh, I’m sorry. This is real and I’m making stupid jokes. Was it terrible?”

Megan shook her head. “Not really. It’s over. Drop it.”

“Okay. Can you eat with your wrist bandaged? I could feed you.”

“Not necessary.” She worked on the soup, easily holding the mug in her left hand. “God, I’ve missed Rose’s chicken soup. I’ve tried to make it, but it’s never the same.”

Angie waited until Megan finished the soup, then leaned forward. “What do you think of Justin? He changed, didn’t he?”

“And I notice you didn’t bother to prepare me.”

Angie grinned. “Didn’t want to spoil the surprise. He’s hot.” She glanced at the bathroom door. “And sleeps next door.”

“A minute ago you wanted me to believe he could have hurt me. Now you’re playing matchmaker?”

“Oh, I was teasing.”

“About the mugging or the matchmaking?”

“Shut up and finish eating or Rose will shove it down your throat.”

Now that threat wasn’t so far-fetched. Megan lifted the dish of applesauce close to her mouth and scooped it in. When she’d done the same with the Jell-O, Angie gathered the tray and went to the door. “I have to get going. Call if you need me.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Or if you remember the details.”

“I’ll be fine. And thanks for stopping by.”

“What are friends for?”

After Angie left, Megan decided she couldn’t put off a trip to the bathroom any longer. When she opened the door, she heard Justin in the next room, talking to someone. He sounded irritated. Maybe a few notches above irritated. She crept across the room and put her ear to the door.
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Chapter 6
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“WHAT DO WE HAVE, ED?” Gordon approached the bench on the path where Justin said he’d left Megan.

Ed Solomon snapped a few more pictures, then ran his fingers through his hair. “Not a whole lot. No decent footprints. No trace I can find beyond a couple of fresh-looking cigarette butts, which I bagged. One with lipstick. Might have belonged to the kids. According to Justin, he finished his run and interrupted a couple of kids engaging in some minor hanky-panky. He said he didn’t see any cars parked nearby, so they probably live within walking distance.”

“I don’t suppose he got their names.”

“No, but he did describe them—although you know how unreliable eyewitness descriptions can be. From a distance, he thought she was Megan. Same general coloring. The guy was about five-ten, skinny. When I finish here, I’ll go knocking and see if I can round them up. Maybe I can stimulate their memories.”

Gordon gazed around the gravel and pine needle strewn clearing. “How many people use this access point, you think?”

“In summer, a lot,” Ed said. “Now, not so many. But it’s warming up, and runners like to start here, because it’s level. A dozen today wouldn’t be unreasonable.”

“So, we’re looking at a window of what? About forty-five minutes between the time Justin Nadell left her and the lovebirds showed up. Any number of people could have passed through.”

Solomon nodded in agreement. “Hasn’t rained in weeks. No decent shoe prints.”

“If this is where Megan was grabbed, you think it was opportunistic, or someone wanted her specifically?”

“Hell, if we knew that, we’d be in the office solving the damn thing.”

Gordon walked outward from the bench in an expanding spiral, shining his flashlight on the ground. “I don’t see any signs of a struggle. You think maybe the whole incident was an accident? She went jogging, slipped, fell, bumped her head? She just got into town—could have been lightheaded from the altitude. And the Megan I remember wouldn’t admit to being stupid.”

“You think she’s feigning memory loss?”

Gordon shrugged. “At the moment, that hypothesis is about as good as being mugged. We’ve got no proof of either.”

“Better for the citizenry if it’s not a mugger. They’ll drive us bonkers, calling every time the trees creak in the wind or a cat runs across their yard.”

“Call me if you find our lovebirds. Maybe they’ll have remembered something. Do your ‘I’m a cop, you have to talk to me’ thing. I’m going to grab some dinner.”

“It’s good to be the Chief,” Ed muttered.

~
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GORDON STOOD INSIDE the door of Daily Bread, wondering why it felt different. It took a second to realize he hadn’t heard Angie’s usual cheerful greeting. He checked the counter, where Ozzie, whose broad girth and extra chins attested to enjoying his own cooking, picked up a coffee pot and mug, and paused, clearly waiting to see where Gordon would sit.

Scanning the room for Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds, Gordon gestured to the booth at the rear where the paramedics waited. Reynolds made room on his side of the vinyl-covered bench, and Gordon sat. Simultaneously, Ozzie plunked a mug in front of him and filled it with hot, black coffee, a shade or two darker than his skin. He wiped his hands on his apron. “Meatloaf tonight, Chief.” Ozzie retreated to the kitchen.

Not even a question. Lord, was he in a rut. Was that why he was picking at the accident case? To break the monotony of paperwork and budgets? Or to prove he still had the cop chops? That Dix hadn’t recommended him for the job of chief because he thought he wasn’t good enough for street work?

He shoved those doubts aside. “Busy day.”

“Definitely not the usual routine,” Tom said. “What did you want to ask us?”

“The accident earlier today. Trooper on scene said he thinks they were searching for shell casings. You find any gunshot wounds on your victim?”

The medics exchanged surprised glances. “No. No way,” they said, in unison.

Gordon nodded. “Didn’t think you’d have missed it.”

“Well,” Dave said, stirring his coffee. “Even if we did, the M.E. wouldn’t have found it until after we got him to the morgue. I’m thinking the troopers would have been long gone by the time that happened.”

“I’ll ask, but I’m sure you’re right.” Gordon lifted his mug and inhaled deeply before taking a sip.

“You know,” Tom said. “We could rig an IV to get the caffeine directly into your bloodstream.”

“You saying I drink too much coffee?” Gordon asked.

“Afraid I’ll have to vote with Tom on that one.” Angie’s voice carried across the room. “Ready for a refill?” She was already ambling across the diner, coffee pot in hand.

“Maybe top it off,” he said. Dave and Tom slid their mugs closer. Angie filled each in turn, no wasted motion, no wasted coffee. Very little about her was wasted, he thought. Short blonde hair, no makeup other than some light gloss on her lips. No polish on her trimmed nails. She wore jeans and a Daily Bread t-shirt. Her scent was her own—she didn’t wear perfume because she didn’t want it to clash with the food she served.

And why was he noticing her scent? Or wondering if her hair looked the same when she woke up in the morning. He realized he’d held her gaze longer than necessary. Breaking the connection, he nudged the filled mugs to the medics.

“Sorry I wasn’t here when you got in, guys,” she said, apparently oblivious to his ogling. “Ozzie take your orders?”

The three men nodded. “They should be coming up, then. I’ll check.” She half turned, then swiveled and leaned over the table. “Can you tell me what happened to Megan? I was over there, and she says she can’t remember.”

“Not unusual,” Tom said. “Her injuries weren’t bad, but she might be suppressing the event itself. Temporary memory loss happens quite often.”

“You saw her?” Gordon asked. “So she’s home?”

“Yes. Rose has her tucked into bed, snug as a bug.” She turned her pale blue eyes to Gordon. “You’re going to find out what happened, aren’t you?”

“That I am. Ed Solomon’s checking out the scene. And as soon as I finish here, I’ll go talk to Megan. Her memory might be clearer after she’s had a little rest.”

“I’ll go light a fire under Ozzie and get you on your way.” She pivoted and took off across the diner at a brisk pace, her retreating hips providing a pleasant view.

“When you going to ask her out?” Dave said.

“Huh? What? Me? Angie?” Gordon shook his head. “Not my type.”

Dave grinned at Tom. “My money says they’ll be an item by the Fourth of July picnic.”

“Three months? I’m thinking Memorial Day, tops,” Tom said.

“Shut up, the two of you. This is a small town, and I don’t need you spreading rumors. I’ve got a position to uphold here. Besides, Angie’s dating what’s-his-name. The mechanic from Conifer.”

“Over and done three months ago,” Tom said. “I thought the cops knew what was going on with all the good citizens of Mapleton. You know, serve and protect.” The two men laughed.

Gordon swung his legs around and levered himself up from the bench. “Enough.” He strode to the register and dropped some bills on the counter. “Angie, I’ll take my dinner to go.”

Like living in a goddamn fish bowl.

~
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JUSTIN FLOPPED ONTO the edge of the bed, clenching his cell phone at his ear.

“I told you, I don’t know,” he said. “And things are complicated. You have to give me time.”

“There’s not a lot of time left.” His tormentor’s voice was calm. Refined. But the threat beneath the even tones came through loud and clear.

“Maybe I don’t care,” Justin said. “It’s not as if it’s going to affect my life.”

“Don’t pull that,” the man said. “And even if you don’t give a shit about your own life, what about your grandparents? The only reason I haven’t dealt with it myself is as a favor to you. A favor with an expiration date.”

Justin felt like someone was twisting his gut with a pipe wrench. “Are you absolutely positive it’s here? I’ve already torn the place half apart.”

“My sources say yes.”

“But if it’s not? Or if it’s never found? Everyone could get on with their lives.”

“That’s not acceptable. It’s there somewhere. Find it.”

“I have until Sunday night,” Justin said. “I’m counting on you to honor our agreement until then.”

Without waiting for a response, he ended the call.

Water ran in the bathroom. Had Megan overheard? He held his breath, waiting until the water stopped, expecting her to knock on his door. He remembered the way she used to knock twice before swooping in anyway, and he grabbed his discarded running shirt from the floor and wiped the cold sweat from his face. He took a deep breath, held it for five counts, exhaled slowly, and hoped he could divert any questions she might ask.

Maybe the years had planed away some of her rougher edges. The way she’d barge in and speak her piece, demanding answers, never thinking she was prying into areas outside the bounds of privacy. He recalled she never seemed to draw lines between family, close friends, or casual acquaintances. What was in her head spilled out of her mouth.

He waited a full minute, listening. The far door closed. He dragged his fingers through his hair. Off the hook. For the time being.

Footfalls ascending the stairs, too quick and heavy for either of his grandparents, destroyed any sense of his calm. He tensed as they slowed, approaching his room. But the knock didn’t come. Instead, it was at Megan’s door.

“Come in,” she said.

The door opened, then closed.

“How are you feeling?” The cop’s voice. “Up to a few questions?”

Justin wasn’t above a little eavesdropping himself. He sidled to the bathroom door and eased it open. He didn’t hear Megan answer, but a chair dragged across the floor, creaking a little as the cop sat in it.

After a brief interval of unintelligible whispers, Megan called out, “Come on in, Justin.”

So much for stealth.

Megan sat in bed, propped up in a nest of pillows. Too pale, he thought. And when she blinked, it seemed to be in slow motion.

“Is this a good time?” Justin addressed Gordon. “I think she needs to rest.”

“And I need to ask some questions.”

~
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MEGAN TOOK A SIP OF water from the glass beside her bed, the cool liquid soothing the dryness in her throat.

“How’s the memory?” Gordon asked.

“Blurry,” she said, avoiding his eyes. Why did he have to show up here? The stranger had said he’d be watching. Without thinking, she cast a quick glance toward the window. Seeing the closed curtains, she relaxed.

But if the man was watching, and saw Gordon’s car, would he think she’d called them? Another thought chilled her. Could the man have bugged her room while everyone was at the hospital?

She trusted Gordon, wanted to tell him everything, but not now. Not here, with Rose and Sam in the house. Why hadn’t she told him to go away? Had to be the pain meds slowing her brain functions. She had to think it through. For now, she’d be content that she’d made him promise not to tell Rose and Sam about the papers in the dead man’s car.

The pills dulled the pain, but not the fear. She’d do as the stranger demanded and keep her mouth shut about what he’d said until she could figure out what it was he wanted. The doctor had said memory loss was normal, so Gordon would believe her. She hoped.

Gordon muttered something, then reached for his belt. Unclipping his phone, he checked the display. He gave her an apologetic grin and lifted the phone to his ear. “Hepler.”

Maybe he’d be called away. She wanted to signal Justin to keep his mouth shut, but Gordon kept his gaze on her as he listened to whoever was on the phone.

“Who’s on duty?” he said. After a pause, he continued. “Tell her Vicky’s on her way, that I’ll be there later. Then have Vicky call me with an update.” He flipped his phone closed and slipped it into its holder. “Mrs. Bedford’s on another ghost watch.”

Megan smiled. “Do you need to go? We’ll understand.” Please.

“Ghosts?” Justin said.

Gordon sighed. “Not yet. But she’s insisting tonight’s the night—again—and wants me there.”

“Ghosts?” Justin repeated. “Where?”

“I’ll explain later,” Megan said, winking at Justin, then wincing at the stab of pain in her forehead.

Gordon’s expression shifted from exasperated to serious cop. “So, Megan. What can you remember?”

She convinced herself to relax. “I remember running. Falling. Like I’m dreaming. I remember thinking how I had to get to the house, and then I was on the porch, and then the paramedics were poking around.”

Gordon wrote in a little notebook. “But you don’t remember where it started?”

She glanced at Justin. “We were going to run. I got as far as the Maple Street access and waited on the bench.”

“You remember seeing a couple of kids?” Gordon asked.

She shifted her gaze to Gordon. “No. Definitely not. I didn’t see anything.”

“I told the officer what I saw,” Justin said. “But the kids said no one else was around. At the time, I didn’t think there was a problem, or I’d have asked more questions. Although the way they were tangled up, I don’t think they’d have noticed if an elk walked by.”

“No problem,” Gordon said. “My officer is out tracking them down.” To Megan, he said, “I have a couple more questions if you’re up to it.”

Of course he’d have more questions. But she needed to steer him away from asking about what had happened to her. “Did you find out anything else about the car accident?”

“What car accident?” Justin looked at Megan, eyes wide, reflecting concern. Or fear? “Were you in an accident?” He gripped her forearm.

She gave his hand a pat, then pried his fingers loose. “No, no. Not me. Nothing like that. I saw the car—before the accident happened. Gordon thought I might have been a witness. But I wasn’t.”

“Which reminds me,” Gordon said. “Justin? Do you know of any ties Rose and Sam have to Florida? Or someone named Karl Franklin?”

After a few seconds of apparent thought, Justin said, “No to both.”

“Thanks. I’ll ask them,” Gordon said.

“Ask what?” Rose bustled in. “Whatever it is, it should wait. Meggie needs her rest. There’s coffee downstairs.” She scuttled to the bedside and kissed Megan’s forehead. “Some herbal tea for you, and I’ll bring it up. You two” —she made a shooing motion as if the two large men in her path were nothing but pesky kittens— “out.”

“One minute, Rose,” Megan said. “I need to ask Gordon one question.”

Rose inched her glasses down her nose and glared at Gordon. “Make it quick.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Megan waited until Rose was likely out of earshot. “Gordon, remember. Please don’t bother them tonight. They’ve had enough excitement for one day. Bringing up the accident will cause unnecessary worry.”

“Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” Justin asked. “Like maybe how some traffic accident involving someone from Florida could possibly involve my grandparents?”

“Let’s go downstairs,” Gordon said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Megan.” Gordon motioned Justin toward the door, and the two of them thudded down the stairs.

She threw aside the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Ignoring the shakiness in her knees and the throbbing in her wrist and head, she scuffled to the closet for her robe. How dare they leave her here, like some invalid.
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Chapter 7
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GORDON GROPED FOR THE alarm, sending the clock crashing to the bedroom floor. He leaned over the bed, sweeping his hand across the carpet until he found it. Pressing the off switch did nothing to silence the piercing tones. He blinked, bringing the glowing red numerals into focus. Four-seventeen? What the—?

The noise finally resolved itself into the ringtone he reserved for Dispatch. He hoisted himself onto the bed and fumbled for his cell phone. Flopping onto his back, he thumbed the answer button. “Hepler.”

“Chief, you need to get to Vintage Duds.” Country music played in the background.

Irv. The night dispatcher. Gordon closed his eyes and swallowed the curse on the tip of his tongue. “Can’t someone tell Betty Bedford there’s no such thing as ghosts? I already did a full walk-through with her at ten. And eleven. Where’s—who’s on duty? Vicky. She’s good with Mrs. Bedford. Let her handle it.”

“No, Chief. You need to get over there. Now. She’s dead.”

He jerked upright and hit the lights, squinting against the sudden brightness. “What? And shut off that music.” He shielded his eyes with his free hand. His heart pounded at a rapid clip, but his brain hadn’t caught up yet. “Dead? Vicky’s dead? What? How?” He jumped up and headed for the bathroom.

“No, not Vicky—she’s already on scene, along with half the force.”

“You’re telling me Mrs. Bedford is dead? In her shop?” One handed, he grabbed toothbrush and paste, trying to uncap the tube. Damn cell phones were too small to tuck between chin and shoulder.

“Yes, Chief.”

“On my way.”

~
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MOST OF THE TIME, GORDON enjoyed living above the lake on the outskirts of town. Gave him a little distance between work and his personal life—what there was of it. Tonight, the twenty-five-minute drive seemed endless.

Earlier, he’d asked the Kretzers about Karl Franklin. He’d been subtle. Casual. He recalled the way Megan had kept her eyes fixed on him, ready to intervene if he crossed whatever limits she’d set. But he’d simply mentioned it in passing. One of those small talk throwaway lines. “Oh, I understand you’ve been to Florida. We had a traffic accident earlier involving a Floridian. Maybe you knew him. Karl Franklin.”

Sam had laughed out loud. “You’ve lived in Mapleton too long, Gordon. Even here, you don’t know everyone by name and face. Florida’s a big state.”

Gordon had played the sheepish bumpkin. Megan had smiled. Justin hadn’t reacted to the name. So Karl Franklin was a dead stranger. Maybe the quest for whatever he wanted from Rose and Sam had died with him.

From there, he’d gone to Vintage Duds where Betty Bedford had pointed out every damn piece of merchandise that was half an inch out of place. Her definition of place. With all the bric-a-brac scattered all over the shop— “It gives such ambience, don’t you agree?” she’d said—how the hell could anyone tell if something had been moved? But he’d smiled and agreed. Told her he’d have Vicky—Officer McDermott—check that nothing unusual was going on.

She’d looked disappointed. “You mean you won’t be handling this personally?”

He’d fed her some bull about how Vicky was tuned in to the other side more than he was. Told her to go home and get some sleep.

But Mrs. Bedford had called at ten and insisted on talking to him. She’d seen shadows outside. She’d brought an old cushion from a patio lounge chair, some blankets and a pillow, and was determined to spend the night in the store and catch the ghosts in the act.

“Mrs. Bedford—”

“Please, I’ve told you. Call me Betty.”

“Betty. Aren’t you afraid the ghosts will stay away if you’re here?”

“I’m going to be in my office. They won’t find me.”

He hadn’t bothered to dispute her logic. He’d walked the perimeter of the shop, inside and out, with her tagging along behind him like an eager puppy. He’d convinced her it was probably a stray dog, or someone taking a shortcut from Finnegan’s. Reluctantly, she’d let him leave, but had refused to go home.

At eleven, she’d called again. This time she’d heard noises. Another trip downtown. He’d run through the routine again, telling her that Officer McDermott would handle any more calls. He’d already assigned her to check the Kretzers’ place regularly. And to do it without letting them know, since he’d promised Megan not to worry them.

Damn, no ghost had killed Mrs. Bedford. But who had? And why?

Slow down. All he knew was that she was dead. She could have imagined a ghost and scared herself into a heart attack. Or tripped over a mannequin, or any of the myriad obstacles in her shop and broken her neck. Why assume murder? Six months off the street and he’d lost his open-minded objectivity. Or was he so fed up with paperwork and budget line items that he was actually thinking someone being killed was a positive thing?

He ignored the stop signs and two blinking red traffic lights as he sped through town, heading for the flashing cruiser and ambulance lights outside of Vintage Duds. Why the ambulance? Had Betty been alive when the call came in? Was someone else hurt?

He angled his SUV beside Vicky’s cruiser and jumped out. Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds leaned against the fender of their rig, sipping coffee from Styrofoam cups. “Chief,” Gilman said. Reynolds bobbed his head.

“What do you have?”

“DRT,” Gilman said. “Flat line.”

Dead Right There. Although the medics weren’t officially permitted to call a death, he trusted Gilman and Reynolds to know the difference between someone who might be resuscitated and someone long gone.

“So why are you here?” Gordon asked.

“Thought we’d stick around until someone releases the body. We might be needed for transport.”

“I’ll go see what’s up,” Gordon said. He did a quick turn, scanning the area. “Coffee?”

Reynolds pointed to his left. “Angie brought an urn.”

Gordon spotted the white Daily Bread van. Angie waved and approached with a steaming Styrofoam cup. Why was he the last one here?

“Coffee, Chief?” Angie asked.

She looked reasonably fresh. Smelled good, too, above the coffee aroma. Thinking about it, he figured being up this early was normal for her. “Who’s baking?”

“Me. Soon. Solomon was grabbing coffee when he got the call. It sounded like my services might be appreciated.”

“And they are.” He took the cup, had a few sips and handed it back. “Thanks. I’ve got to check out the scene.” He marched up the sidewalk to the storefront, where Vicky waited, clipboard in hand.

“Here you go, Chief. Solomon’s got the alley door. Doc Evans is with the body now.”

“Glad someone got around to calling me,” Gordon grumbled as he signed his name. “Let me look around, but I’m going to want a full report.”

He ducked under the tape, stepped into the store and came to an immediate halt. This wasn’t the work of ghosts.

~
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JUSTIN FANNED OPEN the slats of the blinds and peered out his bedroom window. The cops had been checking all night. A plain blue sedan drove by. Did an unmarked car mean things were better or worse? The regular cop car parked out front had left about an hour ago.

Guess we’ve been demoted from stakeout to drive-by surveillance.

Rubbing his eyes, he climbed into bed. Hands folded under his head, he lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. How had he ended up in the middle of this mess?

Easy answer. To spare his grandparents.

From the other room, he heard the rustling of sheets, a faint whimper. Megan tossing and turning. Again. Was she in pain? Having nightmares? Should he do something? The old feelings of inadequacy, of insecurity, of being a failure, threatened to displace any confidence he’d built over the years. He quashed a fleeting desire to pull the covers over his head. He was an adult now, and beyond those childhood anxieties. Now he had full-fledged grownup anxieties.

The whimpering grew louder. Almost a cry. Justin ripped back the covers and crossed to the bathroom. At Megan’s closed door, he paused. He tapped his knuckles against the wood. “Megan?” No answer. Pressing his ear to the door, he heard muffled weeping.

He eased the door open. “Megan?” he whispered into the darkness. “What’s wrong?”

She sniffled. “Go away.”

He flipped the bathroom light on. “No, I’m coming in.” He left the door ajar behind him, providing enough light to see.

She sat up, hugging the covers to her chest. “Just a dream.”

Justin crossed the room and sat at the foot of the bed. “Talk to me, Megan.”

“I ... I can’t.” She wouldn’t meet his gaze.

“You remembered, didn’t you?”

“No. It’s ... I can’t sleep is all.”

“You want anything? Herbal tea? Hot chocolate? Another pain pill?”

She paused, as if he’d posed the question of the ages. She flexed her wrist, then inhaled sharply. “Maybe a pill.”

The vial sat on her bedside table, beside a glass of water. He opened the container and tipped out a tablet. She took it from his palm, popped it in her mouth, and he handed her the water.

“I haven’t been able to sleep either,” he said after she swallowed the pill. “How about we talk until it starts working?”

Handing him the empty glass, she cocked her head. “Another surprise. We hardly ever talked as kids.”

“Yeah. I was a loner. Not that you tried to change that.”

“The first time you visited—when I lived here—I was six. You were eight.”

“I remember. You were a bossy little squirt.” He gave her leg a playful punch.

“We were kids. I was insecure. I was afraid of you.”

“Afraid?” That hit him like a two-by-four. Megan the Fearless? Afraid of him? “Of me? Whatever for?”

She fussed with the sheet. “It hadn’t been that long since my parents died. I was a late-in life-baby, and my parents were probably closer in age to Rose and Sam than to parents of other kids my age. Rose and Sam were like family.

“Then, all of a sudden, they were family. Deep down, I worried that they might go away forever, or send me away. Rose used to go help Sam in the bookstore, but I’d panic if she left me with someone, or had someone come stay with me after school.”

“That’s understandable. You’d had a traumatic loss.”

“When you showed up, I thought Rose and Sam might like you more than me. And you didn’t like to play with us kids, so you spent a lot of time with Sam in his store. I was afraid they wouldn’t have room for both of us, and since you were a real relation, you’d be the one they chose.”

He didn’t respond immediately, trying to think like a frightened six-year-old who’d lost her parents less than a year before. All the mischief she’d wrought, blaming it on him. It made sense now.

“Maybe we didn’t talk enough then,” he said. “But my parents, and Oma and Opa, should have explained. I think kids understand a lot more than adults give them credit for. All my folks said that year was that Oma and Opa had a little girl living with them, and that I’d have someone to play with. I didn’t have many friends at home, so I thought it might be fun.” He grinned. “Even if you were a girl.”

“But I wasn’t what you’d expected.”

“No, you weren’t. You didn’t like to read. Or do jigsaw puzzles. Everything you did involved running, or included some kind of ball. I was a klutz. And then there was the frog incident.”

She ducked her head. “I’m sorry about that one. I still owe you for not telling Rose I put it in your bed.”

“I think I checked for nighttime guests for six months—even after I went home.”

“I remember being glad when you went home. Like I’d won. You stayed what—three weeks that first time? It seemed endless.”

He huffed. “Yeah, on that we can agree. And too bad, because that visit set the tone for all the rest.”

“If I could go back, I’d try to be more understanding. You think we can put it behind us? Start over?” She extended her good hand. “Friends?”

He accepted the handshake. “Friends.” Her hand was dry and warm in his. Smooth. In the dim light, he couldn’t read her eyes, but she didn’t let go. And then he wondered, if they’d grown up close, would he consider her more a sister than a woman? Because he was definitely thinking woman. So what? Sister or woman, it didn’t matter. What it meant was he now had one more person to protect.

Or could he trust her with the truth?
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Chapter 8
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GORDON STOOD INSIDE the doorway, taking in the scene, finding the detachment needed to keep from smashing his fist through the wall.

Betty Bedford was secured to her wooden desk chair. Her ankles were crossed in front of her, bound with duct tape. Another wide belt of tape went around her torso. Her arms, taped at the wrists, were behind the chair.

A nuisance, a pest, a thorn in his side she might have been, but she was a vital woman, barely into her sixties. She should have been pestering him for years to come. Her bright, eager eyes, now filmed with death, stared into nothingness.

He took three deep breaths, counted to ten, and called out to Doc Evans, who doubled as the city coroner.

Doc straightened from his crouch next to the body. “She’s been murdered.”

Yeah, that was a fairly easy call. The slit throat was a dead giveaway. Kind of hard to do yourself when you were tied up. Or tie yourself up afterward. And her shop was in ruins. Heaps of clothing in the center of the room, all her quirky ambience pieces broken and strewn helter-skelter. Cardboard boxes, contents spewed, lay upended amidst the debris.

“You going to call the Sheriff’s Office in on this one?” Doc said.

“Ya’ think?” Gordon scrubbed his hands over his face. “While we’re waiting, what can you tell me?”

“I’m no medical examiner, but I’m willing to go out on a limb and say cause of death was exsanguination.” He pointed to the pool of blood at the base of the chair. “She died in this chair, judging from the blood. And from the way the blood’s dried, I’d say she’s been dead several hours. The ME will be able to tell you more after an autopsy.”

“Thanks. Hang tight.” A homicide in Mapleton. There’d been one close call, a couple of thugs thinking they could lie low in Mapleton after robbing a Denver jewelry store about fifteen years ago. His father had been in the thick of things, and if not for the quick thinking of Dix, Betty Bedford might have been Mapleton’s second homicide victim instead of the first in fifty-some-odd years. Gordon took a moment to collect his thoughts, giving another silent thanks to Dix.

He pulled out his radio, then changed his mind and used his cell to call Dispatch. Buzz would be monitoring the radio, and he wasn’t ready to cope with a reporter. Buzz meant well, but his normal stories were gossip, although he called them human interest. This kind of a story would have him salivating, there’d be a special edition of the weekly paper, and he’d no doubt call in every media contact in Colorado. Hell, he’d probably call CNN.

Gordon wasn’t surprised when Connie answered his call instead of Irv. Even Angie had shown up at the scene.

“Hey, Chief. Irv called me. Said he felt a little out of his element, so I came in early.”

Irv, retired from another small town force, worked three nights a week as a dispatcher. Gordon thought he’d applied for the job as a way to live with his insomnia.

“Thanks. I need you to call the County Sheriff’s Office. Get them to roll their Crime Scene Response Team to Vintage Duds.”

“Already done.”

“Why do I get the feeling I was left out of the loop on this one?”

She lowered her voice. “Chief, I dropped the ball. I assumed Irv had already called you. I should have asked.”

He couldn’t bring himself to fault Connie. “It’s over. Good to know the department runs even when I’m not around. What else has gone down that I should know about? Recap, please.”

“Vicky McDermott called it in. Irv rolled the medics and another car. Then he called me. From what he said, I figured we were going to need all the help we could get.”

“You thought right. Get me three fresh uniforms to maintain the perimeter.”

“On it.”

“And if anyone but me calls, your vocabulary has been cut to two words. ‘No comment.’ Pass the word to the rest of the staff.”

“Roger.”

“Good work.” He hung up and backed out the door. Vicky McDermott stood sentry with her clipboard. She looked pale. He thought of Mrs. Bedford in the chair and figured he was probably a few shades lighter than normal too.

“Someone get pictures?” he asked her.

“Solomon, sir. He brought the good camera. All I have is that dinky point and shoot.”

“No problem. The county guys will bring all the fancy gear. I’m going to check around. Then I’ll need your report. Say, my office in half an hour?”

“Yes, sir.” She hesitated, like she wanted to say more.

“What is it?”

“I keep wondering if I could have done something to prevent this. Or been here in time to see the bad guy.”

“I’m sure you did everything according to procedure. I shouldn’t have given you two addresses to cover on top of your normal patrol duties.” He pulled his ball cap out of his pocket and tugged it on. “For what it’s worth, I’m kicking myself too. But hindsight isn’t going to help us now. We have to pull together and find the creep who did this.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll have my report ready.”

Her stride was steady as she walked to her car. Buzz, appeared from behind Angie’s van, dropping his cigarette into his coffee cup as he trotted up. “Chief! Chief!” He had a pen and notebook at the ready. “Can I get a quote? What happened?” Buzz stood on tiptoe and craned his neck, trying to peer into the shop.

“Buzz, you know we’re going to have to notify next of kin before you can run with any story. We don’t need your sensationalism.”

“What do you mean, sensationalism. I write in-depth studies.”

“For starters, your Holocaust article was uncalled for. Mapleton’s got a sizeable Jewish population. “

Buzz flapped a hand. “Hey, that was only the first article. I’m thinking my series will be picked up by the national papers.”

“Think about the consequences next time you print a one-sided article. You don’t want to alienate your readers, or they won’t read the next installment.”

“Hey. Not my fault they cut the bit where I explained I’ve got a whole series planned, showing all sides of the picture. I’ve got a hot lead on some new information. I’m lining up interviews with people from town. I’ve got a publisher interested in a book deal.” He shifted his gaze toward the shop. “But this is more immediate. I promise not to print anything until you give me the word. You’ve got to give me something, Chief. This is big.”

“What do you know?”

“Officer McDermott found Mrs. Bedford’s body. And her throat was cut. Do you have any suspects?”

Damn. That was already too much information.

“You know as much as I do, Buzz. And I’m counting on you to keep your word. If I see a special edition of the Weekly, you’re going to be so far out of the loop, you won’t know who won third prize for the best canned beets at the County Fair.”

Buzz glowered, then stomped toward his battered old RAV4. “Just doing my job,” he muttered, smacking his fists against his thighs.

Gordon waited until Buzz drove off, then found Ed Solomon, camera around his neck, leaning against the wall in the alley behind the store, but away from the door to Vintage Duds. Keeping the scene uncontaminated, Gordon thought, allowing himself a quick glow of pride that his officers knew their jobs.

Solomon had been on duty all day, and the security light above the door emphasized the shadows under his eyes. He snapped upright at Gordon’s approach. “Chief.”

Gordon nodded. “Didn’t expect to see you, but thanks for coming.”

Solomon’s lip twisted upward in a half-smile. “Hey, pass up a chance to be part of the only homicide in Mapleton history since—well, since before my time, anyway.”

“Mine, too. What did you find?”

Solomon pulled out his Maglite, flicked it on and pointed the beam at the Vintage Duds door. “No sign of forced entry. If our guy came in this way, either the door was unlocked, or Mrs. Bedford let him in.”

Gordon cursed under his breath. She’d probably heard more noises, thought she was catching her ghost, and opened the door to confront it. But it wasn’t a ghost.

Solomon swung the light along the gravel-covered alley. “No prints I could find, nothing unusual, but we don’t have any snazzy toys to find the less-than-obvious stuff. No cigarette butts, no candy wrappers. Not like the alley behind Finnegan’s.”

“Yeah, Mrs. Bedford had everything spic and span tonight.”

“I heard the radio traffic. Another ghost watch.” Solomon made a clucking sound. “A ghost wouldn’t leave prints, or need to open the door.”

“You saw inside?”

Solomon sobered at Gordon’s tone. “Definitely not a ghost.”

“Any flesh and blood individuals show up?”

“Couple of lookie-loos, but I convinced them they should be elsewhere. And Buzz, of course, as expected. I sent him on his way, too.”

“Of course. The man must have a scanner on twenty-four seven. The other merchants know?”

“Nobody’s come by.”

He made a note to touch base with them. Maybe the rumor mill had stopped grinding and they hadn’t heard. If they had, they’d have been here. “Crime Scene Response Team is on its way. I’ve got a couple of things to check at the station, but I’ll be back. Until then, grab some tape, block off the alley, let’s say one store in either direction. Same thing out front. Might as well show the locals we’re putting their tax dollars to good use.”

“Will do.” He started off.

“Hang on,” Gordon said. “Give me the memory chip. I can copy the files and start investigating.”

Solomon slipped the camera from his neck and extracted the chip, placing it in an evidence envelope he pulled from his jacket pocket. Gordon signed for it, then waited until Solomon returned with the yellow tape. After helping set the perimeter, Gordon stormed to the station to deal with the communication snafu.

Calmly. Professionally. With great finesse and understanding. Or so he told himself as he resisted the urge to peel rubber as he left the scene.

~
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MEGAN DRIFTED ALONG with the swirling fog of the pain medication.

“Megan?”

She squinted, finding Justin’s silhouette at the foot of her bed. Right. They’d been talking. “Hmm.”

“Pill taking effect? You think you can sleep now?”

“Maybe.” She scooted down in the bed, closed her eyes, and sank into the mattress.

Shapes and shadows danced in her head. Dreamy, ethereal. An abstract ballet. Something lurked at the edge of the shadowy figures. With a rush, it stormed into the midst of the dance. Sharp, jerky motions. A male form. Thick, blocky. He wove in and out among the dancers, tripping them, knocking them down, destroying the graceful patterns of their movements.

She strained to see him more clearly. Discern his features. He had none. A mask? Heart pounding, she reached for his face, frantic to pull away the covering. He grabbed her arm.

“Megan. Wake up.”

She struggled to free herself.

“Megan. It’s me. Justin. You’re having a nightmare. Wake up.”

Soothing tones, repeated over and over. You’re safe. Wake up.

She shot to the surface, gasping, as if it were from the depths of the ocean. “Justin?”

“Welcome back.”

She raked her hand through wet, tangled hair. “Whoa. That was some pill.”

“Maybe next time half will be enough.”

“I think I prefer the pain. How long was I like that?”

“Not too long. Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.”

She looked at the clock. It was after six. “You were here the whole time?”

“No, you crashed about five minutes after you took the pill. I went to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I came in when I heard you.”

“Heard me? Was I talking in my sleep?” Her mind had cleared enough to know she wasn’t supposed to be talking, although she wasn’t clear on the details yet. She clenched her good hand into a fist, trying to make order of the muddle in her head.

“Nothing intelligible,” he said. “Mostly groans.”

It didn’t matter. It wasn’t whether she talked, but whether the man thought she’d talked. She shuddered, and the shudders grew into uncontrollable shivers. Her throat tightened.

Justin snaked his arm behind her and she clung to him. Just for a minute. Just until she got centered. Heat radiated from his body. She absorbed it like sunshine on a winter day. She buried her face in his chest, concentrating on his steady heartbeat, trying to slow her own to match.

“Oh, God, Megan. Easy. You’re safe.”

“Just hold me for a second.”

“I’ve got you. Nothing is going to happen to you. I promise.”

If only. But now, he was here, he was strong, and she did feel safe. She wasn’t shivering anymore. Enough. This was Justin. He was practically family. She took one last deep inhale, soaking up his scent before pulling away.

“Thanks,” she said, avoiding his gaze.

“Any time.” He brushed his fingers along her jaw. Rough, calloused fingers, but oh, so gentle.

Water gurgled through the pipes. “It’s nearly six,” she said. “Rose and Sam will be up.”

“If you want to sleep in, they’ll understand.”

And invite the nightmares? “No, I’ll get up. I have to scrounge a plastic bag for my wrist so I can wash.”

“Need any help?” He grinned.

“In your dreams.”

“I meant scrounging the plastic bag.”

She ignored the feigned innocence in his expression. “Right. Please.”

“No problem. Back in a jiff.”

“Justin?”

He turned. “Something else you need?”

A way out of this mess. She shook her head. “Thanks.”

He dipped his head, then went into his bedroom, closing the door on his side of the bathroom. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Her eyes followed the cracks as if they were a roadmap that would lead her to answers.

When no illuminated route appeared, she sighed and got out of bed. Steadier on her feet than she’d been last night, she padded into the bathroom to check the damages. The swelling on her forehead had gone down, but there was a nice collage of purple and yellow surrounding the red lines where the scrapes had scabbed over. Makeup wasn’t going to help. Deciding a bath would be easier than a shower for keeping her bandage dry, she turned on the taps.

And was immediately doused with cold water. Some idiot hadn’t flipped the diverter from shower to tub. “Justin!” she squealed.

The door flew open. Justin appeared, plastic bag in hand, panic in his eyes. “What happened?”

He stood there, his eyes widening. His gaze wandered across her body, and she realized her cotton nightshirt bore the results of her impromptu shower. She grabbed for a towel.

“Damn it, Justin, don’t you know enough to set the water for the tub after you shower?”

His mouth curved into a grin. “I don’t take baths.”

She snatched the bag from him. “Out. Out, out, out.”

Downstairs, the doorbell rang.
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Chapter 9
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GORDON SMELLED THE coffee as soon as he stepped out of his SUV at the Kretzers’. Seeing lights and movement in the kitchen, he strolled to the door and rang the bell. Sam, hair disheveled, wearing a flannel robe and leather slippers, peered out, then opened the door.

“Gordon? Is something wrong?”

“No. Sorry to come by so early. I wanted to check on Megan. Has she remembered anything more?”

“She’s taking a bath, I believe. If you’d like to wait, the coffee’s ready. You can ask her yourself.”

Good as Rose’s coffee was, Gordon couldn’t linger. He almost mentioned what had happened at Vintage Duds, but decided these folks didn’t need any more excitement. They’d find out soon enough. “No, I have to get to the station. Have Megan call if she regains her memory.” Inhaling one last lungful of coffee-scented air, he turned to leave.

Rose’s scuffling footfalls sounded behind him.

“Gordon, wait a minute, please.”

He pivoted and gave her a patient smile. “Yes?”

She came closer, cleaned her glasses and gave him the once-over. Self-consciously, he rubbed his hand over his unshaven jaw. She made a tsk-tsk sound.

“Why are you here so early? You wouldn’t show up unannounced at six-thirty in the morning simply to check on Megan. And to look at you, you haven’t been sleeping. What’s going on?”

Damn, she could read him like his mother. Better, maybe.

“I’ve been working a case since early this morning. And if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a meeting at seven.”

“Should we be worried?” she asked. “Is this about Megan’s accident?”

“No, not at all.” What the hell. Better to hear it from him instead of the gossip mongers. “There was an ... incident at Vintage Duds.”

“Incident?” Sam said. “What kind?”

“It might be a homicide.” Might be? Talk about sugar-coating. “That’s what my meeting’s about, so I need to go.”

“Was it Betty?” Rose asked, one hand to her mouth.

He nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

She blanched. “Her family. They know?”

“We called her sister. She’ll make the arrangements.”

“Can we help? She has no family here, but maybe a memorial service?”

Gordon put his hands on Rose’s shoulders. “That’s very kind, Rose.”

“You’ll tell me how I can help?”

“Promise. I’ve got to go.”

Sam walked him to the SUV. “There is something you’re not saying.”

“Police business, Sam.”

“I understand. But I’m thinking you would tell Rose to keep the doors locked, except you’re afraid it would upset her. On the other hand, if I insist, she’ll simply call me a worry wart. But the doors will be locked.”

“You’re a wise man, Sam.”

~
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GORDON TOSSED HIS BALL cap onto a hook inside his office door, shrugged off his jacket and draped it over the back of his chair. Cinnamon wafted to his nostrils. His stomach rumbled. His mouth watered. He followed the aroma to the break room where several uniformed county deputies were stuffing their faces with cinnamon buns.

“Sorry we don’t have donuts,” Gordon said, insinuating himself between them and grabbing one for himself. “Nothing but fresh-baked cinnamon buns. Us being the poor country bumpkin police force and all.”

One deputy wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then licked his fingers. “If this is your normal fare, let me know when you have an opening, and I’m putting in for a transfer.”

“No, this is a special service. Only happens when we get a homicide. At the current rate, you might tell your grandson to apply for the job.” He poured coffee into his mug, raised it in salute. “Briefing in five, officers,” he said, and went off in search of Laurie.

Irv approached. “Chief, do you want me to stay? I know I screwed up, but it won’t happen again.”

Damn straight. Irv had taken Gordon’s initial instructions too literally. He’d told Irv that Vicky was in charge of dealing with Mrs. Bedford’s whining, and Irv had extrapolated that to mean he shouldn’t bother Gordon with any calls regarding Betty.

In retrospect, Gordon admitted he might have sounded irked when he’d talked to Irv after Betty’s second call out. Still, the man should have known the difference between a homicide and a fear of ghosts. But, bottom line, Betty had been dead for a while before Vicky found her, and getting called out at oh two hundred instead of oh four-seventeen wouldn’t have mattered.

Irv looked humble to the point of it being embarrassing.

“Sure,” Gordon said. “We can use all the help we can get. Connie’s working Dispatch, but she can use an assistant.”

“I won’t let you down.” Irv spun on his heel and marched toward Connie’s desk.

Gordon found Laurie with Solomon in the multi-purpose room, pushing desks together, forming one long table down the center. The white board was set up at the far end of the tables, creating the top of a T. Solomon had taped an eight-by-ten blowup of one of the crime scene shots.

Detective Tyler Colfax, the deputy who’d shown up at the scene to help work the case meandered into the room and leaned against the far wall, apparently content to let Gordon’s staff handle setting things up. Gordon nodded in his direction.

Colfax lifted a cup of coffee in response. Mid-forties. Average height, beginnings of a paunch, but his relaxed stance was deceptively casual. Steel-blue eyes grabbed every detail. Soft-spoken, but people did what he said, no questions asked, Gordon knew, after working with him earlier.

Members of the Mapleton force, most munching on cinnamon buns, filtered into the room. Nothing like a grisly murder to bring out the curiosity in everyone. He figured most of the off-duty staff was here volunteering to “help,” although there wasn’t a hell of a lot they could do. Consensus was, the asshole who killed Betty was long gone, but until the evidence was analyzed, they had no idea who they were looking for.

And what does the Mapleton PD have to analyze evidence with, even if we find it?

However, leaving stones unturned wasn’t good police procedure, so he and the deputies would be knocking on doors, hoping for a lead. Didn’t need any fancy equipment for that.

His crew and half a dozen deputies strolled into the room, finding seats around the table, dragging in chairs, or standing against the wall. Gordon strode to the white board.

“Thanks for coming,” he began. “A few details to get out of the way. I’m Police Chief Gordon Hepler.” He glanced around the room, making eye contact with the deputies. “We’re working as a team with the Sheriff’s Office on this one. Detective Tyler Colfax will be helping me head up the investigation.”

He paused, half-expecting some reaction from Colfax, but the man only gave a perfunctory nod of his head. Nothing wrong with collaboration, is there, Dix? Doesn’t make me less of a cop.

Gordon regrouped and pointed to the picture. “The victim, Betty Bedford, was discovered at oh two-twenty-eight by Officer McDermott.” He gestured toward Vicky, and she raised her hand.

He went on. “I had personal contact with Mrs. Bedford from twenty-three-hundred to approximately twenty-three-forty, so we know she was alive then. At that time, there were no signs of unusual activity at her place of business.”

He picked up a black marker and began a time line across the lower portion of the board. At appropriate intervals, he drew vertical lines representing the times he’d mentioned.

“The victim had requested extra surveillance, being concerned about intruders, so special attention was paid to her store.”

There was a brief undercurrent of murmuring from his officers, who were well aware of Betty Bedford’s eccentricities. He shot them the look he usually reserved for the mayor, and they quieted.

“Officer McDermott’s reports indicate no other merchants were in the surrounding shops, although Finnegan’s, which shares the rear parking lot with Vintage Duds as well as eight other establishments, was open, and there might have been some witnesses.”

“You think the suspect could have been in the bar?” a deputy asked.

“Anything is possible. We’re a small town. On a weeknight, it’s likely the patrons were regulars, so a stranger might be remembered. I want you to work in teams of two. One Mapleton, one deputy. Deputies will drive. Their cars have computers, and I’ll expect your reports immediately. Nobody goes anywhere without backup. Check in with Connie in Dispatch. She’ll assign sectors. Canvass the neighboring shops, in case we missed a merchant working late.”

Vicky bristled. He shook his head.

“Officer McDermott had her routine patrols, plus I’d asked her to do extra surveillance of a residence on the north side. It’s possible someone was in and out while she was performing the rest of her assigned duties.”

“Maybe our suspect was hiding in one of the stores,” a deputy said. “Would have had lights off, nobody would notice.”

“True,” Gordon said. “When you’re doing your interviews, have the merchants check for evidence they had an uninvited guest.”

“Drugs?” another deputy asked. “People go all kinds of crazy if they’re high or need a fix.”

Gordon considered it. “Other than a little weed, we’ve never had a serious drug problem, and I can’t imagine Betty Bedford being involved. But it’s an avenue to explore. Thanks.”

He paused, trying to think of anything else he missed.

When he couldn’t, he said, “Questions?” He waited out a short silence. “Ladies and gentlemen. We’ve got a bad guy to catch.”

~
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JUSTIN SAT IN THE WAITING room of Doctor Evans’ office, checking his watch against the clock on the wall for the umpteenth time. He picked up the tattered copy of National Geographic and tried to concentrate on an article about radio tracking whales when what he wanted to be doing was searching. But when Opa had asked him to drive, he couldn’t think of a reason to refuse.

Finally, Opa, Oma, and Megan came through the door. From their smiles, he assumed they’d had good news. Hoping to avoid a protracted chat session with the receptionist, he rose, immediately heading toward the door. “Ready?”

“Megan’s fine,” Oma said. “No after-effects, except a sore wrist.”

Typical, he thought, to put Megan’s welfare first. “And what about you?”

“Nothing serious,” Oma said.

He stopped, holding the door open, his pulse jumping. “But there was something?”

“He’s changing my blood pressure medication,” she said. “What I was taking lowered it too far, and that’s why I got dizzy.”

“And passed out,” Opa added. “Maybe more than once. We need to stop at the pharmacy and get the new prescription filled.”

Relieved, Justin said, “Of course. Megan, did he give you any different pain pills?”

“No, he recommended over the counter stuff.” She held up her wrist. Yesterday’s thick support had been replaced by a thin elastic sleeve. “It’s much better.”

Now, if he could figure out a way to keep everyone out of the house for an hour or two. Instead, Oma came up with half a dozen other essential errands, which Justin figured were primarily to catch up on what had happened at Vintage Duds.

Megan yawned. “I could use a cup of coffee. I’ll walk over to Daily Bread. You can meet me there.”

“I’ll go with you,” Justin said. “I could use a cup myself.”

“I’ll go with Rose,” Opa said. “An hour?”

“Sounds good,” Justin said. Could he skip the coffee, get home and have time to do a little poking around? Not enough. He resigned himself to another late-night excursion, after everyone had gone to bed. Maybe he’d have decaf now, and crash for an hour when they got home.

He followed Megan to a booth near the rear of the diner. Angie zeroed in on them, carafe and mugs in hand. “How’s the memory?” she asked.

Megan glanced around, as if she were afraid someone might be listening. “Same.”

“Heard the news?” Angie said. “About Betty Bedford?”

“Yes,” Justin said. “Kind of hard to avoid it.”

Angie checked the room, then nudged Megan over and sat beside her. “Yeah, but did you hear how she died? All the details? I was there. It was awful.”

“You were there?” Megan’s jaw dropped. “You saw it?”

“Not exactly there, as in inside the store, but I heard about it when I came in to start the baking. So I brought over an urn of coffee.”

“Being the good Samaritan,” Justin said. Angie hadn’t changed one bit. Always had to be in the thick of things.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Angie said without looking at him. “The cops appreciate a good cup of coffee while they’re working, and I figured they’d be there awhile.” She twisted on the bench so she was facing Megan. “It was awful. Her throat was cut. I think I’m getting a burglar alarm. Or a big, loud dog.”

“I’d go with the alarm,” Justin said. “Don’t have to walk or feed it.”

Angie rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

Still dismissing him, as if he didn’t exist, Justin thought.

“God, that’s terrible. No wonder Sam made a fuss about locking all the doors,” Megan said.

“Yeah, well they called in some county deputies, and the crime scene folks—they’re not as cute as the ones on television—and they’re all over town asking questions.”

“Maybe that’s why Gordon stopped by so early this morning,” Megan said. Justin detected a hint of relief in her expression.

“He questioned you?” Angie said. From across the diner, someone lifted his coffee cup, and she slid out of the booth. Focused on Megan, she waved an “in a minute” gesture in the man’s general direction. “Why would he think you knew anything?”

Megan chewed her lip. “I didn’t talk to him. Sam said he wanted to know if my memory came back. God, I can’t believe it. A murder in Mapleton.”

“Ronnie at the gas station said the cops were asking about drugs,” Angie said. “But Betty Bedford doesn’t—didn’t—seem to be the drug dealing sort.”

After Angie left to handle coffee refills, Megan silently nursed her coffee for several minutes. When she spoke, he had to lean forward to hear. Her scent, her only adornment, surrounded him. She wore no makeup, undoubtedly because she couldn’t apply it left-handed. Even so, he didn’t think makeup would have concealed the deep shadows under her eyes, or the worry lines between her eyebrows. Her lips were pinched together, as if she were keeping a secret trapped behind them.

She cast a furtive glance around the room, then studied the contents of her mug. “Gordon would be busy investigating the murder, wouldn’t he? Even if there were county deputies, it would be his top priority, right?”

“I’d think so.” He matched his tone to hers.

Another look around the room. “So why would he take time out to drop by Rose and Sam’s unless he thought there was a connection?” When she lifted her mug, it shook in her hand.

Justin took the mug from her hand and set it down before she spilled coffee all over the table. He gave her what he hoped was a reassuring grin. “He wanted some apfel kuchen?”

She glared. “I’m serious.”

He lifted his hands in apology. “My bad. But Gordon would have mentioned it, wouldn’t he?”

“I guess.” Her eyes went saucer-wide. “You can’t believe he thinks Rose and Sam are involved? That he came by to search for clues? All hush-hush.”

“That’s totally ridiculous.”

She picked up her spoon, then put it down. Repeated the motions with her fork. Then her knife. “Justin, I’ve got to tell you something. But you can’t tell anyone.”

His heart hammered. What did she know? “I won’t.”

She scanned the room again. He started to check, but she stopped him with a sharply whispered, “Don’t turn around.”

“Megan, you’re being paranoid. Whoever killed Mrs. Bedford is long gone. Why would a killer hang around a small town where he’d stand out as a stranger?”

“Unless he’s hiding in plain sight. Or ... or, I don’t know. But I don’t want to talk here. Let’s go somewhere more private.”

Justin left payment for the coffee on the table. He guided Megan toward the door, his hand at the small of her back. He felt her trembling. He threaded his arm around her waist, and she leaned into him.

Her cell chimed. She pulled it out, squinted at the display, and her eyes widened. “Sam texts?”

He chuckled. “I showed him how. He and Oma were always saying they hated the way cell phones interrupted everything. Texting seemed less intrusive, although he complained about the tiny keyboard. I didn’t think he’d actually use it. What did he say?”

“That they’re done, and they’ll meet us at the car.” Just then, Oma’s voice carried from down the block. “Justin! Megan! We’re finished.” An array of bags hung from Opa’s hands.

“Guess we’ll talk later,” Justin said. Megan moved away, but laced her fingers with his. Her vise-like grip telegraphed her fear.

The brief ride home was unusually quiet. The distressing news of the murder seemed to muffle any need for idle conversation. Justin pulled into the garage, hitting the remote to close the door behind them. Opa fumbled in his pocket for the key to the mud room.

Justin grabbed the bags and followed him inside. “Where do you want these?”

“Put them on the kitchen table for now,” Oma said, slipping out of her coat and sliding it onto a hanger.

Justin, contemplating Megan’s fear, didn’t realize his grandfather had stopped in the middle of the doorway to the kitchen, and collided with him. He stepped back, waiting for Opa to move forward.

“Mein Gott!” Opa said.

Then it hit Justin. The crawling sensation up the nape of his neck. The sense of disturbance. The faint odor of tobacco. Someone had been here. Or was here, waiting.

“Oma, Opa. Megan,” he said in a whisper. “Get in the car.”

“But I need to put some things in the refrigerator.” Oma tugged at the bags Justin held, tried to push him out of her way.

Then she screamed.
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Chapter 10
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GORDON SHOVED HIS NOTEBOOK into his pocket. Another “Sorry, didn’t see anything,” interview. Some of Finnegan’s regulars had offered descriptions of suspicious characters. Three strangers in the bar last night. Ten different descriptions. Tall, short, black, white. Maybe Hispanic, maybe Asian. Young, old. Fat, thin. He rubbed his eyes.

Every lead, however flimsy, had to be followed. So far, they’d had no luck. He started to think maybe there were ghosts involved after all. He got into his car, ready to tackle the next interview.

His phone rang. “Hepler.”

“Tyler Colfax. Can we meet? I have some interesting information on your accident victim.”

Detective Colfax’s words took a detour on the way to Gordon’s brain. Accident? What happened to Betty Bedford was no accident. Slowly, his thought processes found the right path. “The traffic accident yesterday? Karl Franklin? Thought that went to state patrol.”

“It’s ours now. Your office?”

“On my way.” Shell casings. They’d been looking for shell casings, Patterson had said. Had they found some? Or evidence that it wasn’t a routine accident? Why else would the Sheriff’s Office have it? Was he dealing with a second homicide? And could it be related to Betty Bedford? He remembered the papers Franklin carried. Were Megan and the Kretzers in serious danger? Had he dropped the ball when he assumed the threat had died with Franklin?

He’d checked the Florida DMV records and hadn’t come up with anything useful. Plenty of Franklins, although none of the pictures resembled his Karl Franklin. And they didn’t even all have pictures. If the original license had been issued before they computerized the photos, the computer search came up blank on that count, because they just mailed stickers as renewals if a person’s record was clean. Damn, he felt useless.

Was getting him behind a desk really why Dix pushed him into the chief’s job?

Gordon snapped his phone shut and tossed it into a cup holder. He did a quick three-point turn and pointed his SUV toward the station, flipping on the light bar as he turned the corner.

He pulled into the rear lot, his tires kicking up gravel as he aimed for the station’s rear entrance, glad nobody had taken his slot. In his office, Gordon found Colfax sitting at his desk, using his computer. He stopped in the doorway, cleared his throat. “Hello?”

The detective turned when Gordon entered, evidently taking in Gordon’s frown. “Don’t worry. I’m using your terminal to access the county system. Your secrets are safe.”

Gordon kept walking. “I’ll be right with you. First chance I’ve had to hit the head all day.”

When he returned, Colfax had moved to the visitor chair. An open file folder sat on the desk. Gordon sank into his own chair and leaned back. “There’s got to be a basic design flaw in cop work. You survive on coffee, but there are no bathroom breaks when you’re working a case.”

“Super-economy-sized bladder ought to be one of the job requirements.”

“I hear you. What do you have?”

“Less than we should have. CSP ran the plate on the car. Gave us a blue Camry, but it’s not registered to a Karl Franklin.”

The tiredness brought on by lack of sleep and tedious interviews vanished. He leaned forward. “Go on.”

Colfax leafed through the papers in the folder and pulled one out. “Car belongs to a Tomo Yamaguchi. Sixty-two years old. Lives in Fort Lauderdale. Is alive and well, and had no idea his plate was stolen. He and his wife were driving cross country. The plate could have been lifted at any one of countless stops. He’s an amateur photographer, she’s a free-lance writer. They’re trying to put together some sort of off-the-beaten-path travel book.”

“Maybe you can connect Franklin to one of their stops.”

“We’re working it. But they’ve been on the road six weeks. They’ve taken innumerable detours, stopped at scenic overlooks, schlocky tourist attractions, roadside rest stops, hole-in-the-wall eateries. They probably parked their car in a hundred different places.”

“Did Franklin put his own plate on their car? Or steal theirs?”

“Swapped ’em. That’s probably why the Yamaguchis didn’t notice. Both cars had the standard issue Florida plates. Can’t say many people actually pay attention to them. You put it on, forget about it. They’d probably notice if it was gone, but it doesn’t surprise me that they wouldn’t notice a different one.”
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