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Danger in Deer Ridge

A Blackthorne, Inc. Novel

 

Terry Odell

 

To everyone in our mountain town, for making us welcome.


Chapter 1

“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll be safe here. Grace said so. And so did Miri. Can we live here forever?”

Elizabeth squeezed her son’s shoulder. There’s no such thing as forever, she wanted to say.

Will turned away from the window. “They’ll come back, won’t they?”

At least his tone had changed. His somber mood had lifted when they’d passed fields with horses and cows alongside the road as they drove to their new home. And ever since he’d seen the herd of deer walk through the yard, he’d stopped complaining about leaving Grace’s house.

Pointedly avoiding his first question, she nodded. “The town is called Deer Ridge, so I’m sure there are lots of deer around. I think they have favorite places. If our yard is one of theirs, I’m sure they’ll come again. But probably not right away. They have things to do. And so do we.”

Will’s brown-eyed gaze, so like the puppy’s he’d had to leave behind, captured her heart. How could someone so young be so solemn? And so blasted perceptive.

She ran her fingers over his recently shorn hair, missing the blond curls. Will seemed to accept the changes their new lives required, but could he maintain the façade? She understood the constant effort it took to avoid anything someone might recognize as Julie Ann.

Starting with the name. Damn, she had to stop thinking of herself as Julie Ann Vaughn. Thanks to Grace’s magic, Julie Ann Vaughn was dead. Elizabeth had read the online article about the memorial service, complete with pictures of a grieving husband. The man could play a damn good role, right down to the crocodile tears.

For a short time, when she’d first run, she’d been Jillian, but now she was Elizabeth. Plain, boring Elizabeth. Elizabeth Parker.

Ignoring the chill that shuddered through her, she found a grin for Will. “Right as rain, buster. Now go put your things away. If you do it yourself, you’ll know where everything is.”

With Will busy in his room, Elizabeth started dinner preparations. For their first night in their new home, she’d let Will pick the menu. Hot dogs, macaroni and cheese, and, because she’d insisted on something green, string beans. And it did seem to be the sort of meal Elizabeth Parker would cook for her eight-year-old son.

She’d stopped at a Walmart the day before, on the drive from San Francisco to Colorado, and bought enough basics to get them started. They might not have much, but at least she had a pot to cook in. Groceries, she’d bought today, at a Safeway about an hour away. She remembered the clerk trying to convince her to get the discount card, and how he’d raised his eyebrows when she’d refused. Had that been a mistake? Would she be more memorable for refusing?

Didn’t matter, she reminded herself. No paper trail. No computer trail.

She filled the pot with water, then set it on the burner. Checking the unfamiliar gas range, she matched the knob with the appropriate burner and twisted it. Nothing. She waited. Tried again. Was she supposed to light the burner with a match? Where was the instruction book? She yanked open drawers hoping to find one. Nothing.

Taking a calming breath, she twisted the knob again, leaning forward to listen for the hiss of gas. Still nothing. She sniffed. Nope.

Great. Grace’s Realtor had promised the rented house was move-in ready. Elizabeth ran the water in the sink. After several minutes, it hadn’t warmed.

Stop. Think. Lights work. Refrigerator works. Those were electric. The stove was gas, and she suspected the water heater was as well. Heat? The sun streamed in, and she hadn’t noticed a chill in the place. But if the heat wasn’t working, it would get cold once the sun went down. The Colorado mountains weren’t known for sultry nights in June.

Biting back a curse, she dried her hands and went to the car for her rudimentary tool kit. She’d picked up a few skills helping Miri keep Galloway House running, but she was more of a tool passer than a Ms. Fixit. Would she know a gas line if she tripped over it?

Become more self-sufficient. Another thing to add to her growing “To Do” list.

She popped the trunk and reached in for the red metal case. The sound of footfalls behind her had her jerking upward, slamming her head into the edge of the trunk. She forced herself to move slowly.

Ignore the pain. Keep both hands free. Did she have time to open the chest and grab something heavy? Wasn’t there one of those tire-changing things lying in the trunk? Trying not to be obvious, she groped along the carpet-lined space.

“Ms. Parker?” A deep male voice conjured images of a linebacker-sized hit man. But why would a hit man use her new name? Her mind whirled. The voice wasn’t Victor’s. If Victor sent some thug, wouldn’t he be asking for Julie Ann? Who other than Grace and a Realtor she’d never met face-to-face knew she was here? The Realtor was a woman. Should she admit to being Elizabeth Parker?

And then a thought surpassed all others.

Will’s alone in the house.

Her fingers wrapped around cool metal. Barely registering its four-sided shape, she hefted it. Heavy enough to do some damage. Awkward to conceal. She half-turned, keeping her head down.

He cleared his throat. “Sorry I’m late. I’m here to turn on the gas.”

Relief supplanted some of the fear. Warily, her makeshift weapon at her side, she searched for a gas company vehicle. She saw a pickup at the far end of her steep, winding driveway, but she couldn’t make out a company logo. Was he blocking her in? If he was from the gas company, where was his toolbox? She hated this life, having to be your-life-might-be-at-stake careful instead of the normal-woman-alone careful.

“Got a flat?” the man asked.

She dared to look at him directly. Not a linebacker. Baseball player, maybe, although the dirt-streaked blue coverall he wore hid his shape. But there was no denying the underlying muscular build. A rugged face, jaws shadowed with stubble. Snapping her gaze from his face, she looked more closely at his uniform, seeking some gas company identification. Instead, a red-and-yellow embroidered patch with a helicopter and “Life Flight” stood out against the dark fabric. Beneath it was a small green cartoon logo, but she wouldn’t step close enough to see exactly what—or be caught staring. He kept looking up the driveway toward his truck, then back at her, his expression more questioning than menacing. Did he have a partner there? Was he signaling him?

He cleared his throat. “I can change your tire if you need it.”

“What?” she said.

“A flat.” He tilted his chin toward her arm. “You’re holding a lug wrench. Assumed you needed to change a tire.”

His expression said he knew damn well what she’d planned to use it for.

“Lug wrench. Right. Um … no. I was getting the tool kit. To fix the gas. But if you’re here to do that—”

“I am.” He reached into a deep pocket of his coveralls. Her heart fluttered. Her grip on the wrench tightened as he brought his hand forward. Did he have a gun? No, not a gun. A wrench.

He cast another quick glance toward his truck. “Rhonda Simmons sent me. Mountain Realty?”

Rhonda the Realtor. Right. Another layer of wariness peeled away. He must have caught her staring at his chest. He craned his neck toward his truck again, then patted the patch. “Oh, this. Yeah, I’m a backup pilot for Life Flight. We had a rescue, which is why I couldn’t get here when I was supposed to. I hope you haven’t been inconvenienced.”

“Not really. Not yet. We just got here today.” She felt like a fool holding the lug wrench, so she set it in the trunk. But didn’t close it. “Are you also with the gas company?”

“No, but I live down the road, and I do a lot of handy work in the area, so Rhonda called me. Won’t take more than a few minutes. Or, if you’re worried, you can call the gas company directly, but it’s Friday. They probably won’t get here until Monday at the earliest. And they’ll charge you twenty bucks. Your call.” He gave her a friendly enough grin, but there was something half-hearted about it.

Her brain seemed to have come to a screeching halt after the tangle of thoughts that had been racing through it. “Um…Can you wait here one minute?”

“No problem. I have to check something. Only be a second.” He started up the driveway.

“Wait,” she called after him. “Your name?”

He grinned again. This one seemed for real. She avoided thinking how his mouth turned up more on one side than the other, and raised her gaze to his eyes. Which, she’d already noted, were a greenish-gold with a dark ring around the iris. And why had she noticed that? Dropping her gaze to his chest didn’t work either.

“Mark Grinciewicz,” he said. “Folks call me Grinch.”

She wasn’t going to. Although she wasn’t sure she’d be able to repeat Grinciewicz without practicing. She slammed the car trunk closed. “Thanks.” She darted for the house. Grinch. That was the green thing on his coveralls. Well, he sure as heck wasn’t going to steal anything from her or Will.

She opened the side door to the kitchen, calling for her son.

“Almost done,” Will shouted from his room.

Hearing his upbeat voice calmed her. She found Rhonda’s business card in her wallet and punched in the number. While the phone rang, she peered out the window, watching the mysterious Grinch loped up the driveway toward his truck. Grace’s words played over and over in her head.

The secret is becoming the part you’re playing. But remember, other people play parts as well. Don’t take things at face value.

Grace hadn’t seen Grinch’s face. Not gorgeous, to be sure. Well-worn. Lived in. Caring. She’d already been fooled by superficial good looks with Victor. If Grinch rescued people, he had to be safe, didn’t he? But he seemed nervous, distracted. The way she felt every time she met someone new, hoping they couldn’t see through her lies. Was he lying?

She peeked through the kitchen window. He was heading back down her driveway, tapping the wrench against his palm. Warming up? She gripped the phone. Come on, Rhonda. Pick up.

Will bounded into the kitchen. “I’m done, Mom. Want to check?”

Grinch was walking around her car, running his hand along the hood. More thoughts buzzed through her head. Checking her plates? Planting a bug? Too much television, she told herself. She managed to keep the anxiety out of her tone when she answered Will. “As soon as I’m off the phone. Do me a favor and wait for me in your room, okay?”

*****

Grinch peeked through the passenger window of his pickup, reassuring himself that Dylan would stay asleep for the few moments it would take to get the gas flowing. The bumpy ride down the steep, pothole-filled driveway would have woken him up for sure. Besides, Chester was with him, and nobody would approach the truck with that mutt standing guard. He gave the window a soft pat, then headed toward the house.

It had been obvious that he’d frightened the Parker woman, and not by showing up unannounced. She had that trapped-animal demeanor. What’s her story? He wandered around her car. Layers of road dirt. California plates. Tires in decent shape, but if this was her only vehicle, she was going to have some trouble once the snows hit. Sooner if she didn’t get the driveway repaired and graded.

He checked the pickup again, Dylan’s red hair clearly visible against the passenger side window. Was he moving? Waking up? Damn, what was taking that woman so long? He needed to get Dylan home. Hell, he could have had the line opened and been gone by now.

He eyed the house. The front door opened, and the Parker woman trotted down the porch steps. At last. He strode toward her, trying to replace his impatience with a reassuring smile.

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” she said. “I verified that Rhonda sent you. Thanks for stopping by.”

“Understood, ma’am,” he said. “This day and age, it pays to be careful. Although you’ll find most folks around here are friendly.”

“Will it take long?” she asked.

“Not at all. I’ll open the main line to the house, then make sure everything works for you.”

“I’ll leave you to it.” She disappeared into the house like a prairie dog into its den.

He opened the line, then jogged toward her door. She must have been watching, because the door opened when he hit the first wooden porch step.

“You’re finished?” she asked. He noticed her round, blue eyes. Eyes that kept darting glances toward the house. “So we’ll have hot water and heat?”

“Show me to the furnace and water heater, and I’ll fire them up for you.”

“Um…I’m not sure where they are. Basement, I guess.”

He forced a smile. “Either that or the garage. I’ll find ’em.”

“Can I try the stove?”

“Sure. Give it a shot.”

She stepped in that direction, then stopped. “Um … it’s not going to explode, is it?”

He restrained himself from pushing past her. “Shouldn’t. Here, let me.” He twisted the knobs, hearing the pop as the ignition system kicked in. Seconds later, blue flames flickered below each burner.

He was about to check the oven when the sound of a dog’s frantic barking chilled his blood.

Chester. He whirled and raced to the door, flinging it open. The spotted mutt raced circles around Dylan, who was stumbling down the drive.

“Dylan!” Grinch leaped off the porch and sprinted across the gravel, dodging potholes. “I told you to stay in the truck.” He grabbed the child.

Dylan sniffled. “I’m sorry. But I—” Then he threw up what appeared to be three times the volume of what his little stomach could hold. What had Mrs. Bridger fed him? She had a reputation as a reliable sitter, and Grinch had been grateful she’d agreed to take Dylan at the last minute, but maybe it hadn’t been a smart move.

“It’s all right, Dyl. It’s all right. You’ll be okay,” Grinch said, ignoring the stench and the mess. He rubbed the boy’s back and held his head.

“I’m sorry, I tried to be good.” His tears returned, along with shuddering sobs. “I sicked in the truck too.”

“What’s going on?”

Grinch turned to see the Parker woman, hands on her hips, a scowl on her face. He sat on the ground, pulling Dylan into his lap. “Sorry. Dylan—I thought he’d be okay for a few minutes—your place was on the way—Rhonda said it was a rush job—I didn’t—”

The woman crouched by his side, running her fingers through Dylan’s sweat-soaked hair, touching his forehead. “My God, he’s burning up. What kind of a person are you, leaving a child alone in the first place, not to mention a sick one.”

“Dylan was asleep. I didn’t know he was sick. And Chester was with him,” Grinch said, the words not out of his mouth before he realized how stupid they sounded.

“Chester?” She whirled her head around, fingers curled into fists.

“Dog,” he said.

She scanned the yard where Chester was now performing the obligatory sniffing routine. Apparently satisfied there was no additional threat, her posture relaxed. “You might as well come in and get cleaned up. Should you call your pediatrician?”

“I ... we…don’t have one. I didn’t know Dylan was sick.”

She was already marching toward the house. Grinch scooped up Dylan and followed. Damn, the kid was burning up. Some father he was turning out to be.

At the door, Grinch stopped. “Let me get these coveralls off. No point in messing up your house.”

Without asking permission, she took charge of Dylan. “We’ll be in the bathroom.” She mumbled something and they disappeared. Momentarily stunned, he stood on the porch. His brain kicked in at last, and he unzipped the vomit-soaked coveralls and stepped out of them, shuddering as the cool air surrounded his skin. At least he had cargo shorts and a tee underneath. They seemed to have escaped harm. Leaving his coveralls and boots in a heap by the door, he went inside in search of his son.

The sound of water led him to the bathroom, where Dylan perched on the vanity, letting the Parker woman strip off his soiled shirt. Grinch paused in the doorway. Dylan had stopped crying. She wiped his face with a wet cloth, then ran it down his arms and over his thin chest. The boy had the fair skin that went with his red hair, but it was deathly pale now. His freckles stood out in stark contrast. Over the running water Grinch heard her saying those soothing things that women seemed born knowing. Dylan’s green eyes glistened with fever as they stared at her.

Grinch cleared his throat. “Thanks, ma’am. I can take over.”

She snapped her head around and glared at him. “Why don’t you go do whatever you have to so we can get some hot water? You are capable of that, aren’t you?”

Inwardly, he winced. There was no denying the unspoken words: Since you’re obviously clueless about taking care of a child.

Which was God’s honest truth.

“You okay, sport?” Grinch asked Dylan. The boy nodded, fixated on his new caretaker. Great. He’d been replaced. On his way out of the bathroom, he almost collided with another child. A boy, a few years older than Dylan, Grinch estimated. “Sorry.”

The boy tilted his head up. “Are you Dylan’s dad?”

“Yeah.”

The boy eyed him warily. “Mom’s good at taking care of people. She took good care of me when I was sick. I had an operation. My heart leaked. But I’m fine now.”

The boy had solemn brown eyes that twisted something inside Grinch. “That’s good to know.”

“These are mine, but Dylan can borrow them. I wore them when I was sick.” The boy held up some faded blue pajamas with superheroes flying about. “They’re … comforting.”

Christ, was everyone a better parent than he was? He swallowed to keep his throat open. “Thanks. I’ll go fix your furnace and water heater.”

He wandered through the living area, empty except for a faded green sofa and an assortment of Walmart bags on the floor. He found the stairs, trotted down to what was a partially finished basement. One big space, shabby brown carpet, three doors. He opened the first. Sink, toilet, and a Lilliputian shower stall. The next door led to the garage. He flipped on the light. No second vehicle. Nothing but cold air and a musty smell.

Opening the last door, he found what he needed. He fired up the water heater before tackling the furnace. Dust covered the outside. The filter was well overdue for a change. He crouched, checked the fittings, and turned it on. The Parker woman had better have it serviced it if she wanted an efficient heating system come fall.

Maybe he’d come by in a few days and take care of it. Fair enough, since she was tending to Dylan. Or maybe she’d already made the arrangements. It was her first day here, and her furniture hadn’t been delivered yet. Maybe her husband was on his way.

What difference did it make? And why did he care? He had enough on his plate right now.

He straightened from his crouch, wiped his hands on his shorts. He’d thank the woman, take Dylan, and get on with straightening out his life.

Gentle footfalls thumped on the stairs. Dylan? Grinch rushed to the base of the staircase. The Parker kid stopped midway down. “Mom wants you.”


Chapter 2

Elizabeth gripped the knife she was using to trim the green beans when Grinch appeared at the top of the stairs. The panic on his face eased some of her fear.

“Dylan? Is he—?” Grinch’s gaze shot around the room.

“He’s asleep,” she said. “In Will’s room. It’s probably better if you let him rest for a bit. Until we know he isn’t going to throw up again.”

“I threw up seven times once,” Will said, in a tone that was neither boasting nor complaining.

Grinch glanced toward the couch where Will sat, hunched over a drawing tablet.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll go sit with Dylan,” Grinch said to Elizabeth.

She nodded toward the hall. “On the left. There’s a bowl by the bed in case he throws up.”

Once he’d gone, she returned to her cooking. Not long ago, she’d trusted everyone to be as honest as she was. Okay, maybe Victor wasn’t honest, but at least she knew what to expect from him. Could she go through life not trusting anyone? Surely the man wouldn’t have brought a child with him if he was going to hurt her.

He might be checking you out. Reporting your whereabouts to Victor. What if he set your water heater or furnace to blow up in the middle of the night?

Somehow, that didn’t ring true. For now, she’d take the man at face value. Someone who’d done a stupid thing and seemed to regret it.

And if she was going to live here, she might as well start working on creating the right image. A single mother, neighborly, but not too outgoing. An image absolutely nothing like the one she’d projected as Julie Ann. Or even Jillian. Grace and Miri had both stressed how important it was. Elizabeth fingered her plain, do-it-yourself dyed boring brown hair, growing out into a plain non-style.

It’s more than changing your appearance. Find new hobbies. Cultivate new interests.

Not that Victor knew much about her interests. He’d always dictated what she could or couldn’t do. He’d assumed she enjoyed entertaining his friends, going to parties. Playing bridge with the wives while the men played poker. Schmoozing at the country club, playing tennis or golf. If that’s where he’d be looking, he’d have a hard time finding her.

No, Victor couldn’t have sent this guy. It was too soon. Things had been quiet while she was staying with Grace, and Elizabeth trusted that the former intelligence agent would have known if her and Will’s cover had been blown. The arrangements for this house had been made after Grace had procured Elizabeth’s new identity documentation. Elizabeth never asked how she got the paperwork, and frankly, she didn’t want to know.

The sound of the pot lid jiggling focused her attention where it needed to be. On being a mom, cooking dinner. She sighed. Victor had let her take cooking classes. She’d miss those. She’d have to settle for expanding her culinary horizons via television and cookbooks.

She removed the lid and poured the macaroni into the rapidly boiling water, giving it a stir and adjusting the gas. Which seemed to be working perfectly. Her confidence in her assessment of Grinch rose a notch.

Once the green beans were simmering, she figured she might as well start working on that neighborly image. After setting the timer, she dried her hands and headed for Will’s room.

Sounds of retching and coughing floated down the hall. She quickened her pace. Dylan’s head hovered over the bowl. Grinch’s large hand braced the boy’s head, and he uttered reassurances as Dylan brought up whatever was left in his stomach.

She hurried to the hall bathroom and dampened a washcloth. When she returned, the retching had stopped, but the boy sobbed. He hid his face from his father, more fear than misery in his expression. As if he was afraid of being punished. The same look she’d seen too often in Will’s eyes when he was trying so hard to please Victor. The look that had been the final straw, giving her the nerve to pick up and run.

Wordlessly, she stepped to the bedside and wiped Dylan’s forehead. She hadn’t noticed any evidence of physical abuse when she’d changed him into Will’s pajamas, but you didn’t have to hit a kid to hurt him. “Not much fun being sick, is it? But it happens to everyone. Nothing you can do about it.”

Grinch stood and took the bowl out of the room. The toilet flushed, water ran. He reappeared with the empty bowl.

“My mouth tastes ucky,” Dylan said. “Can I have some Coke?”

“Not yet, sport,” Grinch said.

The boy’s face fell. “Mom gave me Coke.”

Elizabeth wiped Dylan’s mouth with the cloth. “Tell you what. In a bit, I’ll get you some water, but you have to spit it out. It’s not good to add anything to an upset tummy right away, or it might get sick again.” She didn’t mention that there wasn’t a soft drink of any sort in the house.

“Okay,” Dylan said, settling down and closing his eyes.

Grinch handed Elizabeth the bowl. His lips flattened. “Dylan said he was sick in the truck. I’d better go clean it up. And check on Chester. We’ll be out of your hair soon.”

Dylan’s quivering chin melted her heart. She couldn’t turn him over to Grinch yet. “There’s no hurry. Dylan should rest. I was going to ask you to stay for dinner. That is, if you can tolerate hot dogs and mac and cheese. Will’s menu.”

He gave a noncommittal shrug and tromped out of the room.

She perched on the edge of the bed and stroked Dylan’s hair. From the kitchen, the timer dinged. “You rest, slugger. I have to check on dinner, but I’ll be right back.”

His eyes popped open and he grabbed her hand.

“You want me to stay until your dad gets here?”

He nodded. She trickled her fingertips across his forehead. It felt cooler, but was that because she’d rubbed him down? “Will,” she called. “Please turn off the macaroni. But be careful.”

Her son’s upbeat voice carried down the hall. “Sure, Mom.”

Seconds later, he called out again. “I don’t know how.”

She weighed the options. Gummy macaroni or a frightened child? No brainer. Will could sit with Dylan, but why expose him to whatever bug Dylan carried? Then again, he’d already been exposed, and if she caught it, he was bound to get it from her anyway. “It’s okay, Will. Come in here for a sec.”

She squeezed Dylan’s hand. “Will’s going to sit with you. I won’t be long. Promise.”

In the kitchen, she tested the macaroni, which was bubbling away, but not near done. It should be tender by now, not crunchy-chewy. She raised the heat a bit, stirred it, set the timer for two more minutes and went to check on Dylan.

“He’s asleep,” Will whispered. “He didn’t throw up again.”

“That’s good. Now go wash your hands,” she said. “Then go back to the couch.”

He scooted past her, and she watched with pride at the way he’d shown himself to be a helpful, compassionate kid. Growing up. She sighed. Leaving the door open, she went to the kitchen.

Dinner was not going well. The pasta wasn’t done, and the green beans weren’t tender either. She sliced the hot dogs, ready to add to the macaroni once it made up its mind to cooperate. She inhaled the smoky scent, reminiscent of budget meals at the Galloway House Shelter. Where she’d turned her life around.

There was a quick rap on the door. Grinch came in, arms raised in an apologetic gesture. “I’m ripe,” he said. “Mind if I clean up?”

“Go right ahead. Dinner’s taking a little longer than I expected.”

“Altitude,” he said, flashing that crooked grin. A much more relaxed smile. And much more disarming. She tried to ignore the way the t-shirt hugged his chest, and the shape of his muscular legs below his black cargo shorts.

She scraped the sliced hot dogs into a neat array on the cutting board. “What does that have to do with making a box of macaroni and cheese?”

“The water boils at a lower temperature. So things take longer to cook.”

“You cook?”

His smile widened. “Survival only.”

Was that why Dylan was so skinny? “Your wife doesn’t cook?”

He shook his head. “It’s just me and Dylan.”

She dropped it. If she asked too many questions, he’d expect answers from her in return.

Eventually, the meal was ready. As she portioned out the food, barely crossing into edible territory, she thought of the gourmet meals she’d served as Julie Ann, and heat rushed to her face. She made a mental note to buy a cookbook with recipes designed for eight thousand feet.

A few moments later, Grinch returned, smelling like bathroom hand soap instead of sweat and vomit. “Dylan’s sleeping. Can I help?”

She spread a blanket on the living room floor. “It’ll have to be picnic style until I get more furniture.”

Edible or not, Grinch didn’t seem to notice. He shoveled food into his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten in days. Will ate without complaint or comment, peering up from his plate at their guest from time to time. What was he thinking? They’d had conversations about why Victor couldn’t be part of their lives. Will had never said anything about wanting to go home, or missing his father, but did he miss having a male around? She hadn’t dated since she’d run away. Hadn’t even considered expanding her family to include a man. But was she hurting Will?

This was not the time to worry about it. He’d start school in the fall, and they’d have an expanded social life. But if he was going to eye every male they met as potential father material, she’d have to put a stop to that. Disarming grin or not, Grinch definitely had serious shortcomings in that department.

After throwing his plastic plate into the trash—real dishes were on her list—Grinch smiled. “Thanks for everything. I think Dylan’s okay to travel. We’re only about fifteen minutes away.”

She couldn’t find a reason to object. She had no cause to keep the boy here—not without his father staying, and that was out of the question. She nodded her agreement. “I can give you a plastic bag—you know, in case he gets sick again.”

Will jumped up and went to the drawer. “I’ve got it.” He handed it to Grinch with a grin. Then he raced over to his drawing pad and tore off a sheet of paper. “Here. I drew this for Dylan.”

Grinch’s eyebrows lifted. “You drew this?”

Will nodded. “Yes.”

“It’s very good.”

Will beamed. “Those are the deer we saw this afternoon. Maybe when Dylan’s better he can come see them. Mom said if this was a favorite place, they’d come again.”

“He’d like that,” Grinch said, but his tone said he wasn’t exactly excited about the idea.

Neither was she. Although she’d be happy to host Dylan. Alone. Give the kid some quality attention.

Grinch went to the bedroom and returned with a sleepy Dylan cradled in his arms.

“Wait,” Elizabeth said, plucking their makeshift table from the floor. “Take the blanket. You can leave it by the door the next time you’re by.”

“Thanks again, Ms. Parker. We do appreciate it.”

She draped the blanket over the child. “It’s Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth.” He smiled at her.

Why did she feel like she’d just been stripped naked?

*****

Grinch settled Dylan into bed, then poured Chester’s dinner into his bowl in the mudroom. The dog gave him a “took you long enough” stare before digging in. After making sure Chester’s water dish was filled, Grinch went to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. He cracked the top and let the sip of the cool liquid trickle down his throat. He took off his boots, sank onto the couch and stretched his legs out in front of him. He should never have stopped at the Parker house. Should have told Rhonda to find someone else.

He stretched aching muscles. After a day and a half on a mountain rescue, what he needed was a steaming hot shower, something more substantial than the pseudo-meal Elizabeth had fixed, and about twelve hours of rack time. Whimpering from the bedroom put a damper on all three. He scraped his hands across his eyes. He left the beer on the end table. Remembering what had happened at the Parker house, he grabbed a bowl from a kitchen cabinet before rushing to see what Dylan was crying about. Again.

Have a little sympathy. The kid’s sick. And he didn’t ask for any of this either.

Grinch stopped in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light. In lieu of a night light, he’d left the bathroom door ajar. Dylan tossed restlessly, eyes closed. Grinch crept into the room and sat on the edge of Dylan’s twin bed. He set the bowl on the floor and stroked Dylan’s head. Dry and warm, not hot. Maybe this was going to be a quick bug. One he hoped he wouldn’t catch too.

“Hey, Dylan,” he whispered. “I’m here.”

The boy’s eyes didn’t open, but a hand snaked out from under the covers. Grinch took it in his, and something inside turned to mush. He pulled the child onto his lap and rocked him, not sure who was comforting whom.

Dylan’s eyes opened, blinked, then shut. He rested his head against Grinch’s chest. “Spaghetti?”

“You want spaghetti? I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“No. Sing,” Dylan mumbled.

“You want me to sing?”

Grinch felt the nod. Good Lord, had the kid remembered? Grinch hadn’t been much at lullabies, and the only kid song he’d known when Dylan was an infant was “On Top of Spaghetti.” But he hadn’t seen Dylan since he was eighteen months old. Had he remembered?

Christ, his tongue thickened. Whispering was a remote possibility. Forget singing. He cleared his throat. Dylan snuggled closer. Grinch hummed at first, then slowly the words returned, as if it had been a day, not five years.

He felt the boy go dead weight in his arms. Singing softly, Grinch carried him down the hall to his own bedroom. He laid Dylan on the king-sized bed, rumpled from when he’d been called out on the rescue two days ago. He flopped down beside him, drew him close, and was out.

 

An ear-splitting tone ratcheted his heart rate. He leaped from the bed and grabbed the phone, leaving Dylan to sleep—he hoped.

“‘Lo,” he mumbled into the phone.

“Busy night? Hope she was worth it.”

It took a moment to place the voice. Not Life Flight’s dispatcher, which was a good thing. Jinx. Blackthorne’s controller. What the—? Grinch squinted at daylight. Seven? He flopped onto the couch. “What do you want? I’m on leave. Indefinite leave, remember?” He gave an involuntary glance toward his bedroom, the reason for that leave.

“You don’t check your messages?” Jinx asked, less jocularity in his tone. “If you’re not living in cell phone territory, you gotta check the machine once in a while.”

Grinch got up and went to the answering machine where the red numeral seven flashed. “Sorry. I haven’t been here for a couple of days. Got called out on a rescue. What’s up?” Grinch’s first thought was that a Blackthorne op had gone south. Blackthorne, Inc. handled investigations publicly, but they also went where Uncle Sam wouldn’t—or couldn’t. Those ops were under the radar. It hadn’t been that long ago when Grinch had been the victim of one of those mishaps, and he owed his life to the Blackthorne doctrine that no man would ever be left behind.

“Nothing big, but there’s an eyes-on job. Woman moved into your neck of the woods. Has a kid. She was in a Blackthorne safe house while they created her identity, got her set up. The boss wants someone to make sure she’s blending in, and your number came up, given the proximity. All on the Q.T. Shouldn’t interfere with your indefinite leave, and might pad your bankroll a bit at the same time.”

Grinch’s stomach lurched. “Her name wouldn’t be Elizabeth Parker, would it?”

“Man, don’t tell me she’s why you didn’t answer your phone.”

Grinch paused. “Not exactly. But we’ve met. I’m not sure I’m on her top-ten friends list. Why does Blackthorne care?”

“Grace Ellsworth—she provides occasional … relocation services for the company—said she’s worried the Parker woman might not be ready to handle her new identity. Like I said, she wants someone to help her blend in.”

“I need more, Jinx.”

“Wish I had more. For now, all I’m supposed to do is give you the assignment.” His voice lowered. “I’m thinking the boss is doing this more for Grace Ellsworth than for the Parker woman. I think they have … connections. But damned if I’m going there.”

The stiff, stern, unflappable Horace Blackthorne and a woman? That image had never crossed Grinch’s mind. And he didn’t want one to form now. He shook off the pictures sneaking into his head.

Quiet footfalls padded behind him. “Gotta go. Send everything you have to my email. We’ll talk later.”

“But—”

Grinch hung up and smiled at a sleepy-eyed Dylan, his teddy bear hanging by his side. “Hi, sport. You feeling better?”

A tentative nod, followed by downcast eyes and bare toes scuffling circles along the floor. Grinch stepped over and rested his hand on Dylan’s forehead. Warm, but nothing like yesterday. He made a mental note to buy a thermometer.

Grinch racked his brain for the proper care and feeding of a five-year-old with a stomach bug. Damn, his medical training for Blackthorne was basic first aid. He was the pilot, not the medic. He tried to remember sick days when he was a child and drew a blank. “Do you want something to eat?”

Dylan’s “Okay” was mumbled to the floor.

“What did your mom give you? Besides Coke?”

A shrug. More toe circles.

Grinch kept the irritation out of his tone as he did a mental inventory of his food supply. “Feel like some toast?”

“Okay.” Dylan didn’t look up.

One more shot. “It’s Saturday. I’ll bet there are cartoons on TV we could watch.”

“You too?” Dylan’s voice was tentative, tinged with fear.

Grinch squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “Of course, me too.”

That brought a smile. Not a big one, but it warmed Grinch as much as a Caribbean sunrise.

“You get the quilt from the bed. I’ll make the toast.” Dylan shuffled off, and Grinch put in a couple of calls. Not likely he’d find a pediatrician at this hour on Saturday morning, and he didn’t think Dylan needed an emergency room visit, but Hotshot, the Blackthorne medic, ought to know something. And so should Harper, another one of Blackthorne’s agents. He’d recently hooked up with a woman with a five-year-old.

Two hours later, the television turned low, Dylan slept, clinging to Grinch like a limpet mine on the hull of a battleship. He’d kept two pieces of honeyed toast down, along with several glasses of Gatorade, and had even explained some of the nuances of cartoons Grinch had never heard of.

When the phone rang, Dylan’s eyes shot open wide. His grip on Grinch’s arm threatened to cut off the blood flow. “No!”


Chapter 3

“That bitch. That sneaky, no-good bitch.” Victor Vaughn slammed his fist on his desk. Clawing his fingers through his hair, he stormed out of his office.

“Marie!”

His secretary jerked up, startled, even fearful. “Sir?”

Victor smoothed his tone. “Sorry to snap. It’s nothing you did. What’s my afternoon like?”

She clicked her mouse. “Lunch at Duplex with the Preservation Committee at one, then at three you have a dental appointment. Nothing after that, sir.” She smiled in knowing expectation.

He worked to return an apologetic smile. “I’m going to need you to cancel lunch, reschedule the dentist, and I’m sorry, but I’ll be tied up the rest of the day.”

Disappointment clouded her elfin features for a moment, quickly replaced with a professional expression. “I understand.” She reached for the phone.

He intercepted her hand, brushed it with his lips. “I’ll make it up to you. Get us dinner reservations at the Biltmore Bistro Saturday. And find something at that lingerie shop on Second Street. We’ll make a night of it.”

She brightened, her pale blue eyes sparkling. Damn, the care and feeding of a secretary-mistress was getting out of hand. It was one thing when he’d been married, but now that Julie Ann was out of the picture, Marie had started hinting at a more socially acceptable relationship. He’d worry later about which of her two functions best served his present needs. Or if it was time to move on. Right now, he had more serious matters at hand.

He leaned forward and stroked her cheek. “After you deal with my schedule changes, why don’t you take the rest of today off?”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind staying. I can catch up on filing, mind the phones.”

“Positive. What I have to do won’t require your expert assistance.” He smiled. “I even know how to set the phones to roll right to voicemail.”

“Will you be in the office, then?”

And why should she care? He’d given her the rest of the day off. “For a bit.” He smiled again, although his face hurt from the effort. “I know how to lock up, too.”

Her giggle transformed her from efficient secretary to vixen. Right now, he wanted her out of here. He turned and strode to his office, leaving the door open. He slid the paperwork on his desk into a drawer and listened while Marie made her calls. He pretended to be working on his computer, mindlessly typing the bitch’s name over and over. Marie never left without telling him, and he was supposed to be busy. From the way his keyboard clattered, the illusion was there.

After what seemed like eons, she appeared at his door, reciting her ritual refrain. “Is there anything you need before I go?” Her modest black jacket hung draped over her arm, and the lace of her silky red camisole strained across her breasts. She’d dressed for their now-cancelled assignation, and was clearly letting him see what he was missing.

He closed the document and ambled around the desk. His fingertip traced the edge of the lace. “You know there always is. But it’s going to have to wait.”

He allowed a brief kiss. He made sure to avoid body contact so Marie wouldn’t notice his lack of response. His mind was trying to figure out what he was going to do about his new problem, and even Marie’s heady perfume, delectable lips, and lush breasts couldn’t get a rise out of him.

He pulled away. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“If you need anything—”

He walked her the two short steps to the door. Hand on the small of her back, he maneuvered her to the other side of the jamb. She smiled, gave him a finger-wave. He waited, keeping a smile on his face, until he heard the outer office door close. Not sure why, he crept out to make sure she hadn’t stayed behind.

Only her perfume remained. He locked the door.

Pacing his office, he ran through his options, which weren’t many. He couldn’t go to the police. He couldn’t use his previous investigators. He’d gone through those motions when the bitch had first disappeared. Hard enough to spin that scenario, that he was the distraught husband whose wife and son had gone to visit relatives and disappeared. That they must have met with some tragedy, making him the sympathetic one. That had played out well enough, especially when she and the kid actually had turned up dead.

No, now he needed someone not connected to the firm, to him, or to anything that could be traced to him. Someone whose discretion was impeccable. Someone who would keep his mouth shut if the money was right. Because he knew this one would carry a hefty price tag.

Damn. He racked his brain. Someone, somewhere, had been talking about a no-questions-asked PI company.

Damn, who was it?

Damn. He sat at his desk, head bowed into his hands, trying to conjure up the hazy memory.

He went to his credenza and slid open the panel that concealed his mini-fridge. A short one, he told himself as he poured the chilled vodka into a cut-crystal tumbler. To clear his head. Take the edge off.

Images of a tennis tournament at the country club. Milling around at a post-award ceremony cocktail party. A guest of a casual acquaintance. Talking to a group of friends of that casual acquaintance. Victor mingling, not part of the conversation. The only reason he remembered anything at all was the conversation had triggered a brief thought that he was glad the bitch was too stupid to hire anyone to have him followed.

Who was it? What had he said?

Victor poured another drink, trying to clarify the memories. He swallowed half the vodka, searching for more, then finished his drink and set the glass on his desk. He closed his eyes, seeking images. Slowly they coalesced. A short, stocky man. Carrying a trophy. Not first prize, but if he’d won anything, the club should have records.

He devised his cover story as he dialed the tennis pro shop.


Chapter 4

After rubbing some tinted moisturizer over her face and daubing clear gloss on her lips to ward off the drying effects of Colorado’s climate, Elizabeth gathered her hair atop her head and crammed a ball cap over it. If nothing else, the new persona she was projecting saved a lot of prep time. She studied her image in the mirror. The glamorous façade Victor had insisted on had disappeared. Her confidence that nobody would give her a second glance hovered at the eighty percent mark. Victor might recognize her, but if he’d sent anyone, they’d have to be going by photos, and she sure as hell had never been photographed looking so … frumpy.

Which is what she’d looked like yesterday when Grinch had shown up. Frumpy and dirty from unpacking.

And why did she care? She slipped the tube of gloss into the vanity drawer. “Will. Get your jacket—and cap. We have to run errands.”

Will appeared in the doorway. “Can I get more drawing paper? Please? I’m out. And some new colored pencils?”

“I don’t know if there’s an art supply store in town.”

His face fell. Her heart squeezed. He’d accepted being yanked away from home and his friends, then from Galloway House, and then from Grace’s safe house. Drawing was his special pleasure, and he had talent. Victor knew that. But he’d thought it was wussy, had never shown any pride in Will’s creations. Instead, he’d tried to get Will to play football, but he’d never been able to quench Will’s need to put pencil to paper.

A chill trickled down her spine. Could Victor find them through Will’s hobby? She shook it off. Because she’d shopped at art supply stores in her old life didn’t mean she had to do it now. It wasn’t like Will needed any exotic supplies that only found at specialty sources. No way anyone could trace things like tablets of paper or colored pencils, especially if she bought them at the big discount shops. She smiled and tugged his cap lower on his head. “But we’ll look.”

“You think we’ll get home before the deer come again?”

She picked up her purse. “I don’t know if they have a set schedule. We’ll get back when we’re done.” At his resigned sigh, she added, “Maybe we’ll stop for lunch.”

Not exactly a bribe, because her errands would probably stretch into lunchtime.

She steered her car over the red dirt roads, dust flying up behind her, gravel ticking against the undercarriage. A dust-covered SUV followed, closer than she liked. She slowed, inching toward the shoulder, refusing to go beyond her comfort level on the unfamiliar, winding hills. Go around, buster. When he didn’t, her pulse jumped. She continued, watching the rearview mirror.

Ahead, the road straightened and he zoomed past her, kicking up more red dust. Of course. He’d waited until there was enough visibility to make passing safe. She chided herself for overreacting. Exhaling a long, slow breath, she ran the windshield washer, making a mental note to buy more fluid. Lots more fluid.

First stop, the post office. Elizabeth hoped the clerk didn’t notice the way her hand shook when she presented her driver’s license. Grace had assured her the identity would hold up to any scrutiny, but Grace wasn’t the one handing over the falsified license. She imagined the clerk confiscating it, the way an ATM swallowed bad debit cards.

“Here you go, Ms. Parker,” the clerk said, handing her the precious laminated card, along with a little blue envelope. “Keys are in here, and where to find your mailbox. Your mail delivery will start tomorrow.”

Elizabeth gave a quick smile. “Thanks.” She recalled passing banks of mailboxes on the drive to town. So, no mail carriers would show up at her door. One more layer of anonymity.

By the time Elizabeth had taken care of the requisite face-to-face bureaucratic necessities, she breathed easier. No one had given her a second glance.

But these were clerks. What would happen when the paperwork got processed? Would red flags go up? Alarms ring out from computers? Someone show up at her doorstep, dragging her off to wherever they dragged people who used fake IDs?

“Mom? Mom!” Will tugged on her sleeve, forcing her to deal with the here and now. “I’m hungry.”

“You’ve been great. How about lunch, then the store, then home?”

“Burger King? I saw one yesterday.”

“If you’ll eat a big helping of vegetables with dinner.”

He rolled his eyes, but agreed.

After an unmemorable meal, she’d wound her way through the aisles of Walmart, filling yet another shopping cart. As she transferred items to the belt, Will tugged on her sleeve again.

“Isn’t that the same man again? From Burger King?”

She jerked her attention to Will, who was pointing somewhere behind them. She grabbed his arm. “What man?” She caught herself before she turned around.

Stay calm. Act normal. Mom in the checkout line.

Surreptitiously—she hoped—she peeked behind her while she hoisted a bag of apples onto the belt. She couldn’t tell who Will had seen.

“He came in right after we did,” Will said. “He had a big red truck. It was cool. I saw him at the post office, too. He was coming in when we were leaving.”

With another internal admonition to stay calm, Elizabeth tried to picture the truck. She drew a blank. She’d been paying more attention to putting the mailbox key into her purse. The burger she’d had for lunch sat like an iron weight in her stomach. She reminded herself that no matter what, this life was better than the one she’d had with Victor. It would take some adjustment, that’s all.

She moved Will through the line in front of her. “You’re sure?”

He nodded. “I remember because he was wearing a red cap. Like I had when we went to the snow.” He tilted his head. “Can I get another one? You said it snows here.”

“Sure. For winter.” Her stomach relaxed a bit. A bright red cap would stand out. Not something someone would wear if he were trying to be inconspicuous. Or had he thought the same thing? That if he stood out, nobody would think he was after something.

Enough.

Burger King was only a couple of blocks away. Lots of people would shop after lunch. And the post office seemed another logical stop. There had been at least half a dozen people going in and out, checking their PO boxes. She tried to picture them, but they were a blur. Jeans, windbreakers, clunky shoes—almost androgynous. She added “Be more observant” to her “To Do” list.

Sneaking glances for the man in the red cap, she paid for her purchases, using the cash Grace had given her. She tucked the receipt into the envelope in her purse where she kept track of her expenses. She’d reimburse Grace once she got her finances in order.

“Open bank account” joined her “To Do” list.

After stowing her bags in the car, she climbed behind the wheel. “Buckle up,” she said automatically, listening for the click of Will’s belt.

“Mom! Isn’t that Chester?”

“Who?”

“You know. The dog. Dylan’s dog. From last night.”

She scanned the parking lot, spying a spotted dog sitting beneath a clump of trees along the border. “I don’t know, Will. A lot of dogs look alike.”

“But maybe he ran away. Dylan must be worried.”

Will missed Reggie, she knew. Elizabeth took off her cap and shook out her hair. She didn’t need to play mother hen to a dog. Bad enough Grinch didn’t know how to take care of his kid. Now he couldn’t keep his dog home.

But it was nine miles from her house to this shopping center. Hadn’t Grinch said he lived farther up the road? Surely the dog hadn’t come that far. She tried to remember what kind of truck Grinch had, wondering if poor Dylan was left inside alone. Again.

Will popped out of the car. “Chester!”

“Will, get in your seat. Now.” The dog had pricked up his ears. But it hadn’t moved from its spot. “If it is Chester, we’ll drive over and see if he’s okay. Do you remember what Dylan’s dad’s truck looks like?”

“I didn’t see it,”

She had to start paying more attention. She tried to remember what she’d seen of the pickup yesterday. It had been at the top of the driveway. A dark color, she thought. But dusty. Like almost every vehicle in the parking lot, hers included. Glancing around, she saw pickups, pickups, and more pickups. And SUVs. Lots of SUVs. Her little sedan was the outsider. She’d have to think about replacing it. Another time. She steered through the rows of vehicles, searching for a pickup truck holding a redheaded little boy.

When she didn’t find one, she swung around to the edge of the lot where the dog sat. He did look a lot like the one she’d seen yesterday. She pulled into a slot. Will buzzed down the window. “Chester?”

The dog responded with a whine. “See, Mom. He knows his name. That’s Chester, all right.”

Elizabeth realized the dog was leashed to a tree, but his water dish was out of reach. Reluctantly, she got out of the car to move the dish closer, Will at her heels.

“Why is he tied up like that?” Will asked.

“Because it’s against the law to let a dog roam free down here.”

Elizabeth spun at the deep male voice behind her. Grinch stood there, a collection of plastic Walmart bags in one hand. Dylan stood at his side, holding the other.

She sucked in a breath. The man moved like a phantom.

Grinch set the bags down and went to the dog. “What did you do, boy? Run around the tree? Not smart. Sit.” Grinch unclipped the leash from Chester’s collar. After unwinding it from the tree, he secured the dog again, then returned to Dylan, who grabbed his hand.

“Thanks for your concern,” Grinch said. “I’ll bet Chester thought he could catch a squirrel and got tangled up.”

Avoiding his gaze, she said, “See, Will. Everything’s all right. We’d better get going.”

*****

Grinch recognized the frightened-rabbit look in Elizabeth’s eyes. After Jinx’s call last night, her reactions when he’d shown up made more sense. He gave her his best “everything’s fine” smile—the one he used when he was rescuing a hostage on a Blackthorne op. Not that he had much practice. More often than not, he was making sure the helo was ready to take off at a moment’s notice. Dalton and Hotshot—they were the up-close-and-personal guys.

Elizabeth hadn’t met his eyes. She took her son’s arm and tried to sidestep around him. He faked one of those “trying to get around you, but we keep moving the same way” dance jigs and smiled again. “Sorry. I wanted to thank you for what you did for Dylan yesterday.”

Now she met his eyes, and he almost felt the daggers she shot at him. “Any mother would have done it.” Her expression softened a little and she lowered her gaze to Dylan. She brushed her fingertips across his forehead. “How are you feeling, slugger?”

Grinch expected Dylan to hide his face, but he gave Elizabeth a shy smile. “Better. Not all better yet, but mostly better.”

Elizabeth’s kid had gone straight to Chester. He knelt beside the dog, rubbing his ears. Chester quivered, focused on Grinch.

“Okay, boy. Good dog,” Grinch said. “Clear.”

With the release command, Chester jumped up and licked Will’s face. Will giggled, Chester rolled over for a belly rub, and Dylan gazed up at Grinch as if he, too, needed a release command. Grinch patted the boy’s rump. “Go on.”

“Boys and dogs,” he said to Elizabeth.

She looked over her shoulder at the three of them. When she turned to him, her expression was bordering on friendly. The border was as wide as the Rio Grande, but the open hostility was gone. As was the fear. Wary yes, but no longer frightened.

“Has Dylan stopped vomiting?” she asked.

Grinch nodded. He lifted his shopping bags. “Thermometer, Gatorade, honey, bread.” He paused, and she gave an approving nod. “And of course, the biggie. Chicken soup. Plain, with rice, with noodles—every shape known to man, including alphabet.”

“That should fix him right up.” She rewarded him with half a smile.

If he was supposed to keep eyes on the Parkers, he’d better start climbing out of the pit he’d dug himself into yesterday. “I took his temp in the store. It was under a hundred. That’s good—I mean, better than yesterday—isn’t it? Should I give him some aspirin? Or Tylenol? There were too many choices. I bought a bottle of each, just to be sure.”

Her smile widened a notch. “I’d say you’ve covered all the bases. Fever is nature’s way of fighting infection. Helps cook the bugs. Plus, since his stomach was upset, it was smart that you didn’t give him anything.”

“You saying I wasted my money?”

“Probably not. Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.”

She scanned the parking lot, glanced toward the boys again, then shook her head. Although she was following the conversation, there was a distracted air about her. Like a rabbit, making sure there were no coyotes around. Her gaze darted back and forth. Boys, him, parking lot.

Grinch’s stomach clenched when he saw the way Dylan had situated himself, barely within petting distance of Chester. Dylan’s attention seemed torn between Will, Chester, and Grinch, making sure he was still there.

Take it easy. These things take time. And the kid doesn’t feel a hundred percent.

Will giggled, and Elizabeth’s attention snapped that way. “Will, don’t get rough.”

“Aw, Mom. We’re having fun. Chester wants to play.”

A red Ford F-250 pickup slowed as it drove by, and Elizabeth followed it with her gaze. She stiffened. Her lips flattened. “We have to get the groceries home. And Dylan probably needs to rest.” The latter was delivered with a semi-accusatory glance Grinch’s way.

He swallowed a retort. He’d spent the morning coddling the child, who’d freaked every time the phone rang. Hell, Grinch had hardly been able to hit the head, much less check his email. Hotshot was on an op, but Harper had given him some tips on kid-care. However, any lengthy conversations with Jinx about Grinch’s new “assignment” would have to wait.

Right now, playing with Will and Chester was the first time there’d been more than six inches between himself and Dylan in a day. He’d needed supplies, but he’d waited until he was sure the boy felt well enough for a quick trip to the store, and yet he sensed she thought he was screwing up again.

“You’re right.” He motioned to his son. “Dylan, let’s go home.”

The boy leaped to his feet and rushed to Grinch’s side. Did he think he’d be left behind? Grinch scooped him up, stroking his hair. “I’ll wash the pajamas and drop them and the blanket off tomorrow,” he said to Elizabeth.

“No hurry.” He felt her gaze as he buckled Dylan into his seat. He shifted his eyes in her direction. She averted her face, but not before he saw a light flush rise to her cheeks.

“Buckle up, Will,” she said, perhaps louder than necessary.

Damn, he needed more from Jinx. Had Elizabeth been given a new life because someone had called in a favor from Horace Blackthorne, or was there more to it? Was she in danger? Or her son? Or both?

All Jinx had made clear in his abbreviated call was that Grinch couldn’t play his hand—not yet. If Elizabeth thought she was being watched, she’d bolt, and it was easier to keep eyes on targets if they stayed put. And from what he’d seen of her behavior so far, she was definitely the bolting type. He waited until she pulled out, then slid his pickup in behind her.

“Did you have fun with Will?” he asked Dylan, hoping to draw the boy out a little more. Kids were resilient, everyone said. He’d screwed up by leaving him with a sitter—how could a scared five-year-old understand that Grinch had been called out to extract a victim of a rockslide? Especially if he’d been coming down with the bug.

What’s done is done. Move on.

He reached over and patted Dylan’s leg. “You decided what kind of soup you want? How about alphabet? Or stars? You’re my star, you know.”

Dylan’s “okay” was delivered with a noncommittal shrug.

“Then we’ll go with the stars.”

Ahead, Elizabeth’s sedan hugged the curves. Great for summer driving, but she’d need something better equipped to handle the mountains in winter—unless she didn’t mind staying home for days on end. With a kid, she’d want to be mobile.

His eyes flicked toward his rearview mirror. The red F-250. The same one that had triggered Elizabeth’s tension in the Walmart parking lot. He tried to catch the plate, but red mud obscured it. Convenient? Or normal? What with water restrictions making it illegal to wash your car at home, dusty and muddy cars were the norm.

He studied the plate and made a mental note of the best approximation of the plate. He hadn’t been on an op for a while, but taking precautions was like riding a bike. He thought about teaching them to Elizabeth. Discreetly. Maybe as a game to play with Will.

They approached Elizabeth’s house. She turned into her drive. Will stuck his hand out the window and waved. Dylan waved back. And smiled.

The red F-250 stayed with Grinch as he drove past.


Chapter 5

With her purchases put away and Will happily test driving his new art supplies, Elizabeth sat with a cup of herbal tea and the new paperback she’d picked up. She’d earned a break. Two chapters in, she set the book aside. What had possessed her to pick up a suspense thriller? She was already on edge. She should have gone for the romance. At least in those books, someone had a happily-ever-after.

Her phone rang and she jumped. She definitely should have gone for the romance. And who knew she was here? Her mind whisked through the possibilities as she crossed the room for the phone.

The caller identified himself as the driver of the moving van, saying he would be there Monday—the day after tomorrow—between ten and two.

“Thanks.” After giving the driver directions, Elizabeth stared at the almost-barren room. Furniture would go a long way toward making this feel like home.

Grace had set everything up. Finding the rental, dealing with the property management company. Elizabeth had let her make the decisions—at the time, she was too worried about being found to care what kind of furniture would be in the house. Grace had promised to send the basics, saying the owners would give her the option to take it with her if she moved, or leave it for the next tenant.

Elizabeth recalled Will’s words, asking if they could live here forever. She was afraid that for her, there was no such thing—at least not in the foreseeable future.

She was hoping for a couple of years before she’d have to move again. Hot tears stung, not for her plight, not for a life constantly pulling up stakes, but for Will having to deal with it.

Victor didn’t like losing. And even though he’d barely paid attention to Will after his surgery, she knew Victor—he’d never tolerate someone making off with something that belonged to him. Like his son.

Of course, he considered her another one of his possessions. And if he ever found out what else she’d taken from him … .

Her “To Do” list grew again. “Safe Deposit Box.” Or would that be a way for someone to trace her? No. Not unless they found her. And even if they did, they couldn’t get into the box. Not while she was alive, anyway.

She shuddered at the thought.

Will ran into the room, waving his latest creation. He stopped short. “Are you sad again, Mom?”

She shook her head, blinking away any remnants of tears. “No, I was thinking. Show me what you drew.”

He grinned proudly and handed her the page. “It’s Chester.”

“It certainly is. This is great.”

“See how I blended the colors? Those new pencils are cool.”

She tousled his hair. “So is the artist using them.”

“Can I give it to Dylan?”

Which would mean another encounter with Grinch. “You know, Chester lives with Dylan, so he can see him all the time. Why don’t we put this on the fridge instead?”

Will considered her words for a moment. “Okay. I’ll draw something else for him then. Do you think he’d like a picture of Reggie?”

The puppy Will had had to leave behind. He sounded as though he’d accepted the separation. She studied his expression, which was quizzical, not regretful. No point in saying no. He’d just come up with something else. Maybe she’d find Grinch’s address and mail it to him.

“I’m sure he would.”

Will scampered off.

Elizabeth scouted through the kitchen drawers in search of a magnet or tape for the fridge door. Neither appeared. She started a new shopping list. In the meantime, she propped the picture on the fireplace mantel. She’d hardly paid attention to the dog, wasn’t sure she’d be able to pick him out of a canine lineup of spotted dogs, yet Will had no trouble recreating his image.

Could he draw people as well? She toyed with the idea of asking him to draw the man in the red cap, then quickly dismissed it. At least until she figured out a way to ask him without him sensing the reason behind it. He was too well-tuned in to her emotional state. She couldn’t stand the idea of him living in fear.

Tires crunched on gravel. Her heart thumped. A dusty SUV wheeled down her drive. Was it the same one that had passed her on the road this morning? She crossed the room, flattened herself against the wall, alongside the window. Straining to see the driver, she tried to slow her breathing, to hear something other than the blood pounding in her ears.

The car door opened. Elizabeth gripped the edge of the curtain. Sweat filmed her palms. The open car door blocked her view of the occupant. She waited. For the first time in her life, she considered buying a gun.

As if she’d shoot someone. She thought of Will. No, she didn’t want a gun in the house. She eyed the kitchen island across the room. That’s where she should be, surrounded by knives and heavy pans.

The car door closed. She peered out the window, forcing herself to pay attention to details. A portly woman, silver-blue hair in a too-tight perm, wearing a mid-calf-length denim skirt, a long-sleeved white blouse, and a long patchwork vest strode toward the porch in sensible black slip-on walking shoes. A cheery smile on her face, a large wicker basket over her arm, she climbed the wooden steps and knocked on the door.

Elizabeth wiped her palms on her jeans and finger-combed her hair.

You’re a normal, everyday mom. Smile.

She reached for the knob, then caught herself. “Who’s there?”

“Norma Fitzsimmons. I’m with the neighborhood hospitality committee.”

Elizabeth took a breath. To refuse to open the door wouldn’t fit the image she had to project. Cautious was one thing. Paranoid was another. She pulled the door open. “Hello.”

“Welcome to the neighborhood.” The woman handed Elizabeth a card identifying herself as part of the homeowners’ association. Not that it would have been hard to fake one, but Elizabeth figured the odds were against this woman being someone Victor had sent. He wasn’t clever enough.

“Please, come in.” Elizabeth motioned her inside. “We don’t have much furniture yet, only a few pieces. The couch has seen better days, but please, take a seat.”

Norma smoothed her skirt, then sat, holding the basket in her lap. Settling down on the opposite end of the couch, Elizabeth smiled. Waited. Tried not to visualize this grandmotherly woman reaching into the basket and pulling out a gun.

Elizabeth vowed to throw that suspense thriller away as soon as Norma left.

Norma set the basket on the couch between them. “There are some coupons for goods and services from local merchants, to help you get to know the community.” Her gaze darted around the room, obviously taking in its emptiness, and she gave Elizabeth an indulgent smile. “I highly recommend Danny’s Diner. They’ve got a certificate for a free meal, delivery included. The chicken piccata is excellent. Moving is enough work without having to cook every night.”

No, Victor was absolutely not clever enough to have sent this woman. “Thanks so much.”

Norma gazed around the room once more. “I’m afraid we don’t have anything in the way of furniture stores up here. But there’s an excellent one in the Springs. Well worth the drive.”

“Not a problem. Our furniture will be arriving Monday.”

“Excellent.” Norma reached into the basket and pulled out a small pink cardboard box. “And these are my favorite cookies. To die for, if I do say so myself. Never hurts to reward yourself with something decadent.”

Elizabeth took the box. A sticker with Fitzsimmons Fine Foods on the top explained the twinkle in Norma’s eyes. “Did you make these?”

Norma gave a quiet sigh. “No, but it’s my recipe. Kitchen work has gotten to be too much.” She held up her bony hands. “Arthritis. My son and his wife have carried on, though, and I do pop in from time to time. My husband works there three times a week.”

Elizabeth echoed Norma’s sigh. A family business. Not in the cards for her. “I’ll be sure to stop by.”

Norma smiled. “Kids get a free cookie. You have a son, don’t you?”

How would she know that? Elizabeth’s mind buzzed. Of course. Rhonda the Realtor knew, and probably reported it to the neighborhood association, where, if this was like any typical small town, the news would have spread. She swallowed away the dryness in her throat. Any mom would be willing to share that information. “Yes. He’s eight.”

Norma smiled. “He’ll be starting third grade?”

Elizabeth nodded.

“Excellent. He’ll love Mrs. Kendall. Enrollment starts in August.”

“Thank you. I’ll be sure to take care of it.” Elizabeth shifted her gaze toward the door in hopes Norma would finish her spiel and leave.

Which was probably not the way a newcomer should behave. She shoved herself into her new role. “Would you like some tea, Mrs. Fitzsimmons? I can open the cookies.”

“It’s Norma. And no thank you on the tea. Inviting as it sounds, I have another appointment.”

Elizabeth hoped her relief didn’t show. Pretending to be hospitable and being hospitable weren’t the same game. “Please don’t let me keep you.”

Norma handed Elizabeth a small, spiral-bound booklet. “This should answer any questions you may have, plus give you the contact numbers. Start with the blue section.” She stood and offered her hand. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you. I’m sure you’ll love living here.”

Elizabeth shook Norma’s hand. “I’m sure we will. Thank you again for stopping by.”

Norma’s eyes wandered around the room once more, stopping at the picture on the mantel. She walked over, tilting her head one way, then the other, like a curious bird. “This is quite good. That’s Chester, isn’t it? The Grinciewicz dog? Whoever drew this captured him perfectly. Was it your son?”

Elizabeth fought rising panic. Surely Will’s artistic style wasn’t distinctive enough for this woman to zero in on it, like recognizing a Rembrandt or a Picasso. Maybe Victor was more clever than she’d thought.

*****

Grinch watched the F-250 in his rearview, then checked Dylan. Tempted as he was to play out a few evasive maneuvers to see if the pickup was actually following him, the flush on Dylan’s cheeks said otherwise.

His shoulders tightened. What was he thinking? He had no business doing anything that might put Dylan in danger. Having a kid to think about would take some getting used to.

He slowed at the dirt road that led to his place. There were only three other homes down here, so odds were against the pickup having a legitimate reason to follow him along this side road. As expected, when Grinch made the turn, the pickup continued driving.

On the flip side, since there were only three homes down here, the guy wouldn’t have much trouble finding him.

He steered his pickup along the twisting driveway, hitting the garage remote as soon as he was in range. “We’re home.”

Saying the words brought a strange tightness to his chest.

An hour later, Grinch sat at his laptop, one ear cocked toward Dylan’s room. The boy had eaten half a bowl of soup, then accepted Grinch’s suggestion that some quiet reading time in bed might make him feel better. This was the first time he’d seemed eager to have Grinch read to him. With the child and his teddy bear snuggled against him, they’d gone through Where the Wild Things Are twice. The second time, Dylan read it to Grinch and the bear, although Grinch wasn’t sure if Dylan had simply memorized what was obviously a favorite.

Finally, clutching his teddy, Dylan had fallen asleep. His temperature had been half a degree higher, but according to Harper, that wasn’t unusual later in the day. “Sleep’s the best thing for them,” his former teammate had said. Grinch had thanked him and begged off before Harper started grilling him about the recent upheavals Dylan had brought to his life.

“We’re doing fine,” Grinch had said. And they were—in an extremely broad definition of the term.

A combat nap of his own would probably be smart, but he wanted to do a little poking around first.

He keyed in his guesses on the F-250’s plate and sent them to Jinx, then went through his email, deleting the spam that had accumulated while he’d been away. Which effectively deleted ninety-five percent of his inbox. Impatiently awaiting a response from Jinx, Grinch went to the kitchen and put on a fresh pot of coffee. The rich aroma soon filled the room. While he waited for the coffee to finish brewing, he cleaned up the aftermath of lunch and poked through the freezer trying to figure out what might make a suitable dinner for Dylan. Pepperoni pizza was probably not the best choice. He remembered the way Will had devoured the mac and cheese last night. That might work. If he had a box. Which he didn’t. He frowned, then started a list for his next trip to the store.

The coffeemaker gave its final sputters. Grinch poured a mug and inhaled. Almost as good as that first sip. He headed to his computer, although what he was doing eluded him. He was a pilot. True, he had the requisite skills for field work, but they were geared toward extracting targets from potentially hostile situations, not extracting data from cyberspace.

He plugged Elizabeth’s name into Google wondering what would happen. Seconds later, he had the answer. Over 100,000 results, that’s what would happen. Besides, if this Elizabeth Parker had been in a Blackthorne safe house, it was damn certain her real name wasn’t Elizabeth Parker. And if one of those more than 100,000 results managed to fit the woman he’d met, it would be just as damn certain her identity had been fabricated to match.

He sipped his coffee. What he needed was Elizabeth’s real name. No, what he needed was for Jinx to get back to him. Jinx would have the genuine intel. Whatever Grinch might pull off the Internet would be speculative.

Outside, Chester barked. Not a “hey, where’s my dinner?” bark. Grinch set down the coffee and listened. No cars. Probably another deer. Or a rabbit. Chester had a thing for the local wildlife. And ever since Dylan’s arrival, Chester had become hyper protective.

But in his line of work, an ounce of prevention … . He hugged the walls to see what the trouble might be. Chester’s barking had morphed into a low growl. Grinch passed through the kitchen, to the mudroom, to the door leading onto the porch. He stopped. Pressed his ear to the wood. Rustling trees. Magpie chatter. Normal sounds. He eased the door open. Chester sat at the base of the porch steps. His growls decreased in volume.

“What is it, boy?”

Chester barked twice, then bolted for the trees.

Grinch tensed. The hair at the nape of his neck prickled.

Grinch thought about retrieving his service weapon, but he’d locked it up once Dylan had come into his life. He’d switched to the rural civilian lifestyle, and while weapons were common enough here, most were the sort used for hunting game, not protection against home invaders.

And why was he thinking home invader? Elizabeth’s skittishness was rubbing off on him. It was more likely a couple of kids taking a shortcut to the trout stream. Grinch stepped onto the porch and whistled.

The dog darted through the trees, nose to the ground. Grinch almost called Chester back with a duty command, but the dog deserved a little time doing what dogs do. Grinch scanned the trees bordering the clear space surrounding the house, smiling at the way the dog seemed to take such pleasure patrolling his domain. He waited a few minutes, then trotted down the porch steps.

“Chester. Home.”

The dog gave two rapid barks, then loped to Grinch’s feet. He sat, head cocked, tail thumping, a dog-smile on his face. Grinch scratched the dog behind his ears. “Another deer? Or a rabbit? Better not have been a bear. You’d be lunch.”

Chester whined, then bolted up the stairs. Grinch spun around to see Dylan in the doorway, clearly fighting tears. Chester positioned himself in front of the boy, nudging against him.

Grinch rushed inside. “Hey, sport. Did Chester wake you?”

“I … I couldn’t find you.” He rubbed his eyes.

“I’m right here.” Grinch picked him up, pressing the boy’s cheek to his face. He felt warm, but more like a just-woke-up kind of warm, not feverish. “You should have called. I’d have heard you.”

The doubt in Dylan’s eyes twisted Grinch’s gut. He searched his memory, trying in vain to recall a single instance when Dylan had used a name—any name—for him. Biology made no difference to a five-year-old. The kid had lost the man he knew as his father. And that man wouldn’t come when Dylan called—ever again. He brought the boy to the couch and gathered him on his lap. “Is it because you don’t know what to call me?”

The tiniest of nods.

“Dylan, I know you miss your mom and dad. We’ve talked about that, remember? I’m your dad now. My name is Mark. Or would you rather call me Grinch like everyone else does?” Or you could call me Pop, or Papa, or—”

“Grinch?” Dylan’s voice was no bigger than his nod. Damn, the kid treaded on eggshells around him.

“Grinch it is.” He kissed Dylan’s cheek. “But you know I’m a good Grinch, right?”

A slightly less tiny nod. “I’m thirsty.”

“Sure thing. Gatorade or water?”

“Gatorade?”

“You got it.” Carrying the child, Grinch went to the kitchen, filled a glass and handed it to Dylan. The boy gripped it in both hands, drinking like he’d spent three days alone in the desert. Grinch checked his forehead again. Maybe it was fever-warm, not nap-warm. He’d have to check his temp.

From the other room, Grinch heard the sound of an incoming email. Jinx? At last. He stopped himself before dashing off, and found a smile for Dylan.

“Tell you what, sport. I have to do some computer work. You want to watch TV while I do? You can pick a movie, and when I’m finished, we’ll do something together.” He had no clue what, but the offer seemed to satisfy Dylan.

With Dylan absorbed in Willie Wonka, Grinch opened the email from Jinx. “No way. No earthly way,” he muttered.


Chapter 6

Victor crept out of bed, careful not to disturb the sleeping Marie. She’d made him pay for his previous cancellation—in more ways than one. He moved the wisps of black lace from the floor to the chair. La Perla, she’d said with a self-satisfied grin when he’d stripped her down to them. He’d feel that one in his credit card statement.

Dinner and wine had set him back a good three hundred, and then she’d ordered champagne and caviar delivered to the room.

Naked, he strolled through the suite to the sitting room where the upended bottle of champagne rested in the silver bucket. A throbbing headache in the morning would be yet another fee for what she’d perceived as neglect.

He lowered himself onto the sofa, resting his head in his hands. God, he’d had too much to drink. He contemplated calling room service for something to counteract the alcohol, but he wasn’t supposed to be here.

As always, Marie had reserved the suite in her name. The damn hotel “show me some ID, please” policy made a using fake name impossible. But at least his wasn’t on the books. And, as always, they arrived separately, but with damn hotel computers able to trace when someone entered the room, she never got a second key. After they’d eaten in the hotel restaurant, she went ahead to the room while he lingered over coffee. As usual, he picked up the tab, left the hotel, walked around the block and came in by the side entrance. She’d thrown the security latch so the door wouldn’t close all the way, and had been waiting in the darkened room.

He heard restless stirring from the bedroom, and held his breath, willing her to stay asleep. If she woke now, she’d expect another round. Given the stress he’d been under, it was a miracle he’d performed at all. Waiting to hear from Stone, the PI recommended by the guy at the tennis club, had his stomach in knots.

He squinted toward the bar, at the glowing numerals on the microwave clock. Barely eleven. Once Julie Ann was out of the picture, midnight was the earliest they parted. And so far, they’d always parted. She’d accepted it when their affair was officially extramarital, and he was officially cheating on his wife. Then Julie Ann had disappeared, and she’d accepted that he shouldn’t be seen fooling around, because that would feed the gossip mongers that Julie Ann had left him because he was fooling around. And nobody left him, damn it.

Then, he’d gotten the call that his wife and son were dead. It wouldn’t be good for the grieving widower to be seen having dinner and breakfast with his buxom secretary so soon after, even in a hotel where the inflated prices included discretion. And she’d accepted that as well, although she was probably the only one who knew his grief was feigned.

But lately, she’d started sending off strong signals that it was time things moved forward. He almost felt the claws digging in. Trouble was, he didn’t think their definitions of “forward” were the same.

The temptation to sneak out while she slept grew stronger. But he knew there would be more hell to pay if he didn’t say goodbye, a ritual she insisted on. No matter what, she saw him to the door. He could write a note. Saying what?

Then again, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to sow the seeds that things were changing.

But what good would it to do leave now? He knew he wouldn’t sleep. He hadn’t slept in more than fits and dozes since he’d discovered someone had been in his safe. It had to have been the bitch.

He paced to the doorway and watched her sleep. A dim glow filtered through the curtains, highlighting her red curls splayed over the pillow. He stared, transfixed, at the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. His gaze wandered to the pile of bed pillows heaped on the floor. How easy to creep in, pick one up, cover her face until her breathing stopped. His shoulders bunched, and he rubbed his neck.

Maybe a shower would clear his head, help him relax. He half-closed the bedroom door, then went into the small second bath off the sitting room. He shut the door before turning on the light, wondering when he’d started being so careful not to wake her. Time was, neither had slept at all. Well, as the saying went, “That was then, this is now.”

He adjusted the water as hot as he could stand it. Standing under the needle-sharp spray, he felt some of the alcohol-induced fog lift. He closed his eyes and leaned against the tiles.

If his investigator didn’t come up with something fast, Victor was as good as dead. That bitch. Damn her. He couldn’t put Louie off much longer.

He wasn’t aware Marie had come into the bathroom until the glass shower door opened. She stood behind him and wrapped her arms around his middle. Then moved them lower. He grabbed her wrists.

“God, Marie, not now. I’m not up for it. Not again.”

He lessened his hold, but his head filled with images of moving his hands up to her neck. Squeezing. Watching her eyes bulge.

She ground herself against him. “Oh, honey, I think you are.”

He spun around and took her right there, against the tiles, fast and hard, without a thought to her pleasure. When he finished, he rinsed off, and stepped out of the shower, leaving her. He wrapped a towel around his hips, then went to the heap of clothing beside the sofa where their lovemaking had begun. Not caring that he was damp, he dressed.

Marie appeared from the bathroom wearing one of the thick hotel robes. She padded into the bedroom, then returned with his cell phone. “While you were in the shower, someone named Stone said he’d set up a meet.”

Damn. Now he decides to call? Victor snatched the phone from her hand. Not a voice call. A text. Thank goodness for that much. “It’s a personal matter. And don’t you ever touch my cell phone again. This isn’t the office. Here, you’re not my secretary.” He slapped her across the face. “Go to bed. I’m leaving. And consider this our last … outing.”

Unlike Julie Ann, Marie didn’t cower and apologize. She fisted her hands. “Are you going to fire me while you’re at it?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

Her eyes went flat. Cold. “While you’re thinking about that, think about who really runs your office. I’m thinking a raise is in order.”

“Shut up, Marie.” He dressed, went downstairs, walked two blocks and hailed a cab.

Victor ignored the cigarette smoke that permeated the vehicle. He clenched the cell phone, mentally urging the driver to hit the gas. Traffic was light enough this time of night, but they seemed to be moving through molasses. He punched in Stone’s number.


Chapter 7

Elizabeth paced the confines of the living area, trying to settle. Her head knew there was no reason for anyone to know she was here, but the queasy feeling in her belly wouldn’t go away. Had she picked up Dylan’s bug?

And how was the little guy doing? His father had seemed much more responsible this afternoon.

She pondered that one. In her new role as a member of this community, it would make sense to pay a visit to make sure a sick child was all right. But not too overtly, because that would imply she didn’t think the father was capable of caring for his own son.

Even if it was the truth, it shouldn’t appear that way.

She realized her pacing had picked up in tempo, and slowed down. Because she didn’t approve of the father didn’t mean the son had to suffer.

In her other life, she’d bring over a batch of chicken soup—not the canned stuff, either. Something she couldn’t do now anyway, for the simple reason that she didn’t have a chicken. Or an onion, or half the other necessary ingredients. She was going to have to add “Make more lists” to her “To Do” list. Otherwise, she’d be driving down the mountain three times a day.

Earlier, when Will had asked to hand-deliver the picture he’d drawn of Reggie to Dylan, she’d played the “We’ll see” card. Will had gone to bed happy. And why not? Nine times out of ten, her “We’ll see” ended up being “Yes.” Maybe she should use the picture as an excuse to visit. It would probably mean more to a kid than homemade chicken soup.

She’d deal with Grinch. She realized she was thinking of him by his nickname, something she’d said she wasn’t going to do. And why was she the least bit concerned? Oh, bother. It was simply because calling him Grinch sounded too familiar—and he wasn’t the kind of man she wanted to be familiar with. Was she? No. Or so she told herself. She was worried about his son. And that, she knew, was the honest truth.

She went down the hall and eased open the door to Will’s room. He lay curled on his side, eyes closed, one arm dangling over the edge of the bed. She stood in the doorway for several moments, listening to him breathe, a habit she hadn’t been able to break since his heart surgery almost three years ago.

She closed the door, running her hand along the cool wood. “I love you so much,” she whispered.

With a new determination to get over her fear, she strode to the living room. Headlights illuminated the curtains. Heart pounding, she held her breath. The car continued along the road. Well, that determination hadn’t lasted long.

Just because the homes up here aren’t cheek-by-jowl like in the city doesn’t mean there aren’t other homes. A good number of other homes. Where people live. And drive cars. And come and go during the normal course of the day.

She exhumed that determination. Eventually, she’d learn the comings and goings of the neighborhood. She’d pay attention, know who drove what car, when they left for work, came home.

Work. Grace. She dashed for her purse, fished out her new throwaway cell phones. It hadn’t taken her long to discover they weren’t worth much for voice calls until she got to the main road at the top of the hill, but texting worked fine.

And, as Grace had pointed out, the cell phone providers didn’t store text messages. She set the phones on the kitchen counter. Red, yellow, green, and innocuous black. She put the red and yellow ones in a drawer. Those were her backups, to activate when she ran out of minutes on the other ones.

She checked the green one. Green for Grace. The one with the number she’d given only to Grace, who’d told her she would use it for emergencies. Elizabeth trusted Grace when she’d said any calls she made to that phone would be from an untraceable source. In the brief time she and Will had stayed with Grace, Elizabeth had stopped doubting that Grace performed miracles. Undetectable miracles. From creating a new identity, to finding a home, to lining up prospective jobs—the woman seemed to have endless connections. If Grace said nobody could trace these calls, Elizabeth believed her.

Tentatively, she braved a look at the display. Nothing. Breathing more easily, she checked the black one. The one she’d designated her normal, everyone-has-a-cell-phone phone. One text. From Grace. A normal everyday message, then. She tapped it open.

Wi-Fi available at Fitzsimmons. Best day and time? Suggest twice a week to start.

Elizabeth smiled. That should be perfect. Norma Fitzsimmons had already plugged the shop, so for Elizabeth to drop by would make perfect sense. If the shop had Wi-Fi, then lots of people would use it, so she shouldn’t stand out. She was starting to feel more cloak-and-dagger than suburban mom. She hit “reply” and added her response.

Will try tomorrow morning. Eleven?

After pressing “send”, she picked up her book, then set it down. Definitely not bedtime reading. And with no television or Internet, there wasn’t much to do. Except what she ought to be doing—getting this hide-in-plain-sight thing down pat. She found the notes Grace had given her and started reading.

Grace had attempted to drill these instructions into Elizabeth before she left, but the events of the last few days had proven they hadn’t become second nature.

“Who was Julie Ann Vaughn?” was the first item on the page. “List everything you know about her. Then change as much as you can.”

Elizabeth flipped the page over and started writing.

She filled the paper and yawned. She needed some sleep. She plugged the green cell phone into the charger next to her bed, a lifeline she hoped she’d never need.

Tired as she was, her brain refused to shut down. She might not have the makings for chicken soup on hand, but she’d stocked up on herbal teas. After shrugging into her robe, she went to the dresser for some warm socks. She pulled out a pair and her fingers brushed the manila envelope she’d stashed at the bottom of the drawer.

Stupid. Her underwear drawer. The first place anyone would look. She removed the envelope and tossed it onto the couch while she fixed her tea.

Curled up on the couch, sipping her tea, Elizabeth ran her fingers over the padded leather cover of the small book on her lap. The gold lettering, faded with age, said “Ledger,” nothing more. The worn edges hadn’t miraculously repaired themselves. She opened it, as if the contents might have changed since she first saw it.

No. The same neat columns of figures and strange abbreviations. Some personal code. Halfway through, the handwriting changed to Victor’s meticulous printing. Pages dating back to shortly after his father had died. When Victor had stopped being the man she’d married and turned into an arrogant, abusive stranger.

She didn’t know how long she’d stared at the pages, but her tea had gone cold. She slipped the blue leather booklet into the envelope. Monday, her first stop would definitely be a bank to rent a safe deposit box.

She crawled into bed, where visions of dancing numbers and cartoon alphabet letters danced through her dreams, chased by a spotted dog. A man, shrouded in black with the exception of a bright red hat, flew through the sky, lightning bolts zapping from outstretched arms. Flames spread, and she was running, running, but her feet were mired in quicksand. A green-masked creature appeared, riding atop some kind of rocket, zipping back and forth quenching flames with bucketloads of chicken soup. Suddenly she was sucked out of the quicksand, covered in broth and noodles, flying through the air as easily as Superman.

She awoke to full sunlight, panting, with no comprehension of what the dream meant—no more than she understood what Victor’s notes meant. All she knew was the day she’d seen the ledger on his desk and innocently picked it up, he’d smacked her against the wall, hard enough to break her collarbone. Absently, she rubbed the spot. It had never healed exactly right. Victor hadn’t let her go to the doctor for a week, saying there was nothing they could do for a broken collarbone anyway.

She remembered cowering on the floor, watching him put the ledger into his wall safe. The one behind the dreadful abstract oil painting by some little-known artist Victor swore would be famous someday, and would be worth a fortune. Victor and his investment collectibles. Everything tucked away in boxes, waiting for their special moments.

Money and social standing. Victor’s world.

Will drew better than that artist, yet Victor couldn’t see nurturing any talent other than sports in him. She’d thought about stealing the painting before she left and putting one of Will’s drawings in its place, but knew that would have only made him that much more determined to hunt her down. It had taken months of patient snooping, but eventually she’d ferreted out the safe’s combination.

And more months before she’d had the chance to use it.

Noise from the kitchen gave her a reality check. She went out to find Will eating a bowl of cereal, his drawing tablet at his side. When he smiled, her nightmares disappeared.

“The deer came back. Five of them. Can we go see Dylan? And can I get some binoculars? There’s lots of birds, but they’re too far away for me to see good.”

“Well,” she corrected automatically. Then wrapped him in a hug. “Slow down. Let me have some coffee and we can talk about it.”

“Okay. And I was thinking. If I had a camera, then I could take pictures and draw them later. The birds don’t sit still long.” He jumped up, started for the window, then spun around and put his empty cereal dish in the sink.

“Like someone else I know,” she mumbled.

The house phone rang, and Will grabbed it before she stopped him. He listened, and his eyes sparkled. “Let me ask.”

“Mom, it’s Mr. Grinch. He’s going to bring my pajamas and blanket back, and wants to know if Dylan can stay here for a little bit. It’s okay, isn’t it?”

She swooped across the kitchen and grabbed the handset. “Let me talk to him.”

*****

Grinch accepted a cup of some god-awful flowery drink Elizabeth had called tea. When he’d arrived, her greeting would have frozen the Everglades, and she’d immediately turned her attention to Dylan. Apparently satisfied that the kid wasn’t on death’s door, she’d turned him over to her son. Will had shepherded Dylan to his room with excited talk about pictures.

And Dylan, bless his soul, had grinned wide enough to split his face and hustled after his new friend.

He set the tea down on the carton Elizabeth had dragged in to serve as a coffee table. “The boys seem to be hitting it off.”

“Will’s always been a friendly kid. I think he’s enjoying playing big brother.” She stood and picked up his half-empty mug. “I don’t want to keep you from your errands. I’m sure the boys will be fine.”

Hint taken. “I won’t be long.”

The details were sketchy, but Jinx had said to get close and stay close. Easy to say. Grinch couldn’t walk in and say, “Hi, there. I know your name is Julie Ann Vaughn, that your husband beat the crap out of you, and I’m your new bodyguard. And, by the way, even though you’re dead, your husband wants to know where you went.” When Dylan had picked up the picture of the deer Will had given him, Grinch had seen his opening.

From her tone when he’d called, it was clear Elizabeth thought he was something to scrape off the bottom of her shoes, but she’d come around when he’d made it about Dylan.

Which was good enough for now. What he needed was an excuse to show up. Get her used to seeing him around, then being seen with him. Because whoever was looking for her was looking for a single woman with a son.

He called for Dylan. Both boys came running. He crouched to Dylan’s level. “Remember what we talked about. I’m going to go out for a little bit. I’ll be back soon. I promise. Less than one hour.” He slipped off his watch and set the alarm. “I’ll be here before this rings. If it rings and I’m not here yet, you ask Ms. Parker to call me okay?” He handed Elizabeth the paper where he’d written both his house and cell numbers. Elizabeth nodded and smiled at Dylan.

Dylan took the watch and tried to fasten it to his wrist. “It doesn’t fit.”

“That’s not a problem,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll put it right here on the counter, and you can check it any time you want.” She flashed Grinch a stern look, then smiled at Dylan. “And if you need your dad for anything, you tell me, and I’ll call him right away.”

Grinch saw Dylan’s recoil at Elizabeth’s use of “dad.” He gave his son a quick bear hug and hoped she hadn’t noticed. “Have fun with Will.”

“Right,” Will said. “Come on. I have something cool to show you.”

“Will,” Elizabeth said sharply, as if she knew what that cool thing was. She shook her head briskly and brushed her hand across her chest. Showing off his scar was a possible red flag, and he should know better. But it would be the sort of thing he’d do to impress another kid.

“M-o-m.” He drew the word out with the “Are you crazy?” intonation universal to children. “I was going to show him the deer tracks. And the poop. It’s like big chocolate-covered raisins.” They headed for the side door.

Dylan laughed, and Grinch couldn’t suppress a grin. “Better not get them mixed up.” He turned to Elizabeth. “I don’t have much to do, but I can’t do it with Dylan around. Yard work, repairs. It wouldn’t be safe.”

Maybe that would earn him another point or two.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

He gave her what he hoped was a grateful smile. “Thanks again. Since I left him with Mrs. Bridger and he got sick, he’s been clingy.”

“A little separation anxiety is normal, especially if he’s been sick. It’ll be good to reinforce that you mean it when you say you’ll be back. And it’s smart to make the first trip a short one.”

He caught the admonition in that remark. “Yes, ma’am. And I do appreciate you helping out. Back in a flash.”

Grinch caught a glimpse of the boys at the side of the house, Dylan tagging after Will, who was darting across the yard, stopping every few seconds to point at the ground. Grinch smiled and climbed into his pickup.

Minutes later, he was at his computer and talking to Jinx on the phone. “All right, Jinx. I’ve got forty-five minutes, tops. Give me what you’ve got.”

“How’d it go with the Parker woman?”

“She tolerates me—which is a step better than yesterday. I’d rather take it slow—not scare her. From what you’ve said, she’s been through enough.”

“It’s for her own good,” Jinx said.

“You want eyes on her twenty-four seven, then you bring in someone else. Dammit, I’ve got a kid. You don’t do surveillance with a five-year-old.”

“Chill, man. If it was urgent, we’d deploy a team. Our intel says the husband’s looking into his wife’s disappearance. Since she’s supposed to be dead, we’re trying to figure out why.”

Something in Jinx’s tone put Grinch on alert. “This is more than helping a runaway blend in, isn’t it?”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean, ‘maybe’?” Jinx was one of Blackthorne’s top intel-gatherers. If there was information out there, Jinx would find it. His evasiveness gave Grinch a bellyful of unease.

“I told you before, this Grace Ellsworth set everything up, and she’s got the loop closed tighter than a forty-year-old virgin. She’s been in the game since before we were born, and if she doesn’t want something out there, it doesn’t get out there. That’s one of the reasons she’s on the Blackthorne safe-house list.”

“I can accept that.”

“She’s definitely got her network, and I swear, they’re the equivalent of a level-five security clearance. The good news, if I do say so myself, is that if I can’t find anything to connect Elizabeth Parker to Julie Ann Vaughn, odds are nobody else can. But if you don’t trust my work, I’ll see what Zeke can dig up.”

Zeke was Blackthorne’s second intel-gatherer. The friendly rivalry between Jinx and Zeke was long-running, but nobody in the organization would rank one above the other in terms of competence. “No need,” Grinch said. “If you can’t find it, neither can Zeke.”

“It ain’t braggin’ if it’s true,” Jinx said. “I’ve been trying to work it backward, from the husband angle, but it’s slow going. If there’s anything hinky about him, he’s no slouch at creating the image of the model citizen, grieving husband, distraught father. Everything comes up legit. If I didn’t know Grace Ellsworth’s reputation, I’d say she was being scammed, and the man is legit.”

“You trying to tell me Elizabeth Parker ran away from her husband for some other reason and is making up the abuse to start a new life on her own? Up here in the middle of nowhere? Forget it. I’ve seen her. She’s scared of her own shadow.”

“Don’t get your shorts in a wad. I’m tossing out possibilities. As for the husband, I’m digging into his finances—he’s got bucks, and anyone with that much money likely has secrets.”

“What’s the old man’s take? I can’t buy that Horace Blackthorne would let someone else call the shots on an op. Even if they do have a history.”

The thought of Horace Blackthorne having a history made Grinch shudder. It was as scary as realizing your parents had sex. Rather than go there, he pictured Jinx at his bank of computer monitors, the ever-present can of ultra-caffeinated soda at his elbow, his fingers flying between keyboard and mouse.

“The old man is being unusually quiet. He’s more or less ordered me to do as Grace Ellsworth says. He used the term ‘professional courtesy,’ and when he said it, it was definitely a You have your orders. Shut up and carry them out moment.

“Ouch.”

“Yeah, my ass is still smarting.”

“I guess I’ll stick with the neighborly approach. But give me a 911 if anything turns up.”

“I shot you an email with the URLs I’ve found that mention possibles for your Elizabeth Parker. It’s doubtful that she’s hit the grid, but it pays to be thorough. Have at ’em while I deal with the husband.”

Grinch set down the phone and opened his email program. He found Jinx’s message and started clicking through the links. It was possible that Grace Ellsworth had fabricated Elizabeth out of whole cloth. But there was another chance that she’d found a real Elizabeth Parker of an appropriate age who’d died, and piggybacked Julie Ann onto that identity. If so, it would help to know what anyone might find if they Googled Elizabeth.

So what the hell was he looking for? And how would he know if he found it? He was a pilot. A pilot who was effectively grounded until Dylan was stable enough to be left with a sitter. School would start in a couple of months. Until then, he wasn’t flying.

The thought of spending that long tied to terra firma made him twitchy. Maybe he’d take Dylan up a time or two. Maybe Elizabeth and Will would like an aerial tour of this side of Colorado. One more way to stick close.

He checked the clock. Arriving early would help prove to Elizabeth he was responsible. And it would definitely earn him a few more confidence points from Dylan.

He’d gone less than half a mile when he noticed a red F-250 pull out from a side road behind him. As it followed at a proper legal distance, Grinch realized he’d forgotten to ask Jinx about the plate. A mile later, the truck hung a right down another side road. Tempted to follow, Grinch checked the time. He had ten minutes.

No. He was a dad now. Not an operative. Just a sneak.


Chapter 8

Surrounded by the enticing aromas of herbs, spices, fresh-baked pastries and freshly brewed coffee, Elizabeth hurried to set up her laptop on one of the small wooden café tables. She smiled at Will, who was munching his free chocolate-chip cookie. Between that and his drawing supplies, she should have time for an uninterrupted chat with Grace.

While her laptop booted, she surveyed the café. Although Fitzsimmons Fine Foods suggested something a little more upscale than the order-at-the-counter system they used, the place was clean and everyone seemed pleasant—unlike some of the surly cashiers they’d encountered at the fast-food places.

It was shortly after eleven, and there were only a few empty tables, as well as lines at both the order in and takeout counters. True, there weren’t a lot of eateries in town, but from what she saw—and smelled—the food must be good. A server passed, carrying a tray laden with hot sandwiches and steaming soup. Generous portions, too. She wondered what it would be like to work here. Cooking, smiling, making people happy.

Her stomach growled. The line at the counter hadn’t diminished. As soon as she finished with Grace, she’d get a real lunch for herself and Will.

Her fingers drummed the tabletop while the computer found the Internet connection. When everything was ready, she painstakingly keyed in the URL Grace had insisted she memorize.

Once she’d logged in, she took a deep breath and started typing. She focused on the screen as her message was sent.

EP: Sorry I’m late.

She barely breathed as she waited for a reply. Grace had explained the system. Although they could chat live, messages would be stored, so if either of them wasn’t available, they could pick up what they missed. And she had to trust Grace’s assurance that they were the only two people with access to this system, as long as she didn’t reveal her password. Had Grace waited? She exhaled when the screen flashed that Grace was typing.

GE: Understood.

Maybe nobody else could see the messages, but Elizabeth tried to compose her questions and responses so they appeared to be casual conversation.

EP: Is everything going well?

GE: Yes, fine. 2 job possibilities lined up.

So soon? She was barely settled in. But a normal single mom, unless she had an outside source of income, would have to work. She thought about the shoebox with the treasures she’d hidden away. Should she mention them to Grace? She would know how to handle it. But the last thing Elizabeth needed was to set off red flags. Red skyrockets, more likely.

EP: Can’t leave Will until school starts.

GE: Part time. You should be able to work out details.

Elizabeth copied down the information Grace provided, and arranged for another chat in three days’ time. She was about to log off, but the screen indicated Grace was typing another message. Elizabeth waited. Will was in concentration mode, pencil to paper, top teeth biting bottom lip.

GE: Remember: Do things you wouldn’t have done before. Break patterns.

EP: I’m trying.

GE: How is Will’s health?

EP: Fine. Why?

She couldn’t imagine why Grace had asked, unless it was part of the trying-to-look-like-everyday conversation thing.

GE: Possible connection. Unlikely, but be aware.

Elizabeth realized she was chewing her lip the way Will was. She wiped her mouth with her napkin, hoping she’d hid the gesture. Another habit to break. She stared at the screen for a moment, then cast her eyes around the café. Everyone seemed engrossed in their own meals and conversation. Enough of being cryptic. She started typing.

EP: You mean someone might be looking for a boy who had heart surgery?

GE: Long shot, but possible. Medical records should be confidential.

EP: What do I do? He’ll need checkups, and what if he gets sick? I can’t deny him a doctor’s care.

GE: Of course not. For now, remind him not to share that information with friends. Children talk.

Elizabeth promised to do so, then signed off. She remembered to clear her browsing history and powered off the laptop. “Time for lunch, Will. What did you decide?”

As if she needed to ask.

She stood in line waiting to order a grilled cheese sandwich for Will and a turkey club for herself, once again noticing how cheerful the staff was despite the lunch rush. But this wasn’t one of the job prospects Grace had given her. Of course not—if Victor knew one thing about her, it was that she loved cooking and was damn good at it.

She placed her order. When she turned, Will was talking to a man she didn’t recognize. He was bent over the table, apparently discussing whatever Will had drawn. A red knit watch cap was crammed into the hip pocket of his jeans.

Somehow she managed to refrain from racing across the café, knocking over everything in her way. She strode to the table and stuck a normal mom expression on her face. Nowadays, a mom had a right to be concerned if her child was talking to a stranger, right? She cleared her throat. The man turned and smiled.

“I hope you don’t mind, ma’am. This your boy? I was admiring his artwork.”

“He said he’d let me draw his truck someday, Mom.”

“Butch Logan.” He reached for his pocket and Elizabeth stiffened. He handed her a business card. “I’m new here. I’d be happy to give you a free consultation. No obligation, of course.”

She turned the card over in her hand several times before reading it. Logan Landscaping.

“Um … Thank you. We’re renting, but I’ll let the owners know.”

“I’d appreciate that. Between the water restrictions and the deer eating everything, most folks seem to ignore their plants. I hope I can show them there are ways to work with nature, not fight her.”

She finally allowed her gaze to rise. Keeping her head down wasn’t exactly the best way to be observant. She smiled as she took in his features. Light brown eyes. Tanned skin. Sun-bleached hair curled around his ears. Wide mouth, easy grin.

“I’m sure you’ll do well, Mr. Logan.”

He extended his hand. She took it. His grip was firm. His hands were rough, like those of someone who worked with them.

A server approached. “Grilled cheese and turkey club.”

Elizabeth acknowledged the order. As the server set down their plates, Elizabeth gave Mr. Logan a polite, We’d like to have our lunch now, nod of dismissal.

Grateful that he understood and left, she sat. Will carefully closed his drawing pad and set it away from his food. Elizabeth took a sip of her lemonade to moisten her dry mouth. And three deep breaths before she spoke to Will. She kept her voice low against potential eavesdroppers. “What were you doing? Have you forgotten about not talking to strangers, especially when I’m not here?”

Will’s eyes popped open. He stopped mid-bite and put his sandwich down. Her volume might have been low, but he hadn’t missed the intensity behind it. “He liked my picture, Mom. I had to say thank you, right?” A bit of eight-year-old defiance crept into his expression. “And I didn’t tell him my name. Or where I live. I know the rules. But aren’t we supposed to be polite?”

“What exactly did he say?”

Will took a bite of his sandwich. Chewed. She saw his mind replaying everything. He swallowed. Wiped his mouth. She tamped back her impatience.

“I was drawing. He came by and stopped for a second. Then he said, ‘That’s very good.’ I said ‘Thank you.’ Then he said, ‘Do you draw a lot? Can I see something else?’ So I showed him my other pictures. He saw the picture I tried to draw of his truck and said if I wanted, he would let me draw it from all around, and then you came over.” His eyes defied her to find something wrong in what he’d done.

And she couldn’t. It was hard enough on him, having to live the lies of omission she’d drilled into him. “He didn’t ask where you lived, did he? Or offer to take you for a ride?”

Will shook his head. “I know not to get in a car—or a truck—with a stranger. And he didn’t ask where I live. I thought he’d let me draw it while he was eating lunch. You know, in the parking lot. I was trying to draw it from here, but I can’t see it good—well.” He gazed at her with those round, puppy-dog eyes. “He’s a nice man, Mom.”

“He probably is. And I’d love to see your pictures.”

Will nodded, absorbed in his sandwich. She dragged the tablet across the table. Chatting with Grace had spooked her even more. Had Will drawn anything that might be a link Victor could follow?

She flipped through the pictures she’d already seen. Deer. More deer. An attempt at birds. Beneath that was the picture of Reggie she’d suggested he give to Dylan, apparently forgotten. The last drawing was indeed a pencil sketch of a pickup truck. She couldn’t tell one type from another—one more thing to learn, since half the vehicles around here were pickups, and most of the rest were SUVs. But he’d drawn the Ford logo on the grill. She did another scan of the room and when she saw Mr. Logan in line, she looked out the window. His red truck was clearly visible from their table, and Dylan had done an excellent job capturing it. She closed the tablet.

“Good job. I’ll bet when you add the color, it’ll look exactly like Mr. Logan’s truck, even without being close to it.”

He shrugged. “I’d like to see it better.”

“Another time, maybe. Are you finished?”

Will crammed the last bite of sandwich into his mouth, then washed it down with the rest of his lemonade. “All done.”

Elizabeth didn’t see any indication she should bus their own table. Instead, she saw Mr. Logan seated behind her, watching. When he noticed, he quickly returned to his meal.

She wondered if Grace could do some kind of a background check, or whatever you did to find out who someone really was.

She stopped short at the realization that she had described her own situation. What if Victor had someone like Grace hunting for her? Collecting her thoughts, she hurried after Will. They were going to have a serious discussion on the ride home.

*****

Grinch plopped a bowl of SpaghettiO’s in front of Dylan. When the boy picked up a spoon and started shoveling lunch into his mouth, Grinch grabbed his phone and punched in Jinx’s number.

“Jinx. Forgot to ask about the plate. Did you get anything?”

“Yes and no. Or good news, bad news. How do you want it?”

Grinch glanced at Dylan, who was eyeing him with a You’re ignoring me gaze. “Either way. Cut to the chase.” He poured a cup of coffee and sat at the table across from Dylan. “I’m having lunch with my kid.”

“Got it. Sorry. Not used to you being a parental unit. We got a hit on the plate. That’s the good news. The bad news is that it’s a rental. And we can’t go any further without a warrant, which we have no grounds for, even if we were actually law enforcement, which we’re not.”

“In other words, a dead-end.”

“Sorry. Keep an eye on your email. I’ll keep you posted.”

Aware of Dylan’s skeptical gaze, Grinch put the phone in its cradle, dumped the rest of the pasta rounds into a bowl and sat. “Good stuff.” In fact, compared to field rations or foraging for lizards and snakes on an op gone south, it was damn good.

Dylan smiled and went back to eating.

“So, sport, what do you want to do after lunch?”

 

Grinch cracked the cap of a beer and parked himself in front of his computer. Maybe he and Dylan were making some headway with their new relationship. They’d engaged Chester in some serious ball retrieval, had searched the property for evidence of deer—a new talent acquired from his hour with Will—and had worked on some football skills. He smiled. The kid had potential.

And now Dylan was in his room building something with his Lego set. Grinch had suggested that they each needed some “private time,” and was gratified when Dylan agreed cheerfully. Or had it been the promise of going out for a burger and ice cream later? Didn’t matter. The boy’s entire demeanor was shifting, and Grinch had two hours to himself. A thirty-six-year-old man couldn’t spend his entire day with a five-year-old. Or vice-versa.

He opened the emails from Jinx and hit print. Taking the printouts and his beer to the couch, he turned on the television. Fifth inning. The Rockies were behind, six-two. He turned the volume down and started reading.

The medical records turned his stomach. Elizabeth’s scumbag husband had apparently used her as an outlet for his frustrations, whatever they happened to be. His short time with her had convinced him she hadn’t deserved any of the twelve visits to ten different emergency rooms in four cities. And who knew how many injuries had gone unreported.

He clenched the beer bottle and flipped to the next page. A summary of newspaper and magazine articles, along with photos. Victor Vaughn, prominent businessman. Playing tennis. Holding awards. Shaking hands with local politicians and other prominent businessmen. Doting wife at his side.

Grinch squinted at the photos, trying to see the society woman as Elizabeth Parker. Based on these pictures, he’d never peg the women as one and the same. His curiosity piqued, he went to his computer and followed the links to better versions of the images.

If Grace Ellsworth was responsible for the transformation, she’d done an excellent job. He doubted he’d believe Elizabeth had once been Julie Ann. Short, with her expensively styled strawberry blonde hair wisping around her face, impeccably made up, dressed to show off her petite yet curvaceous figure.

He visualized the woman he’d met as Elizabeth Parker. No makeup, brown hair pulled back or tucked under a cap. Nothing remarkable, nothing to attract attention one way or the other. It would take a trained eye—a very trained eye—and a very up-close-and-personal look at Elizabeth to suspect she was the woman in these old photos. Exactly the way to disappear.

According to what Jinx provided, Julie Ann Vaughn had run away from her husband, taking their son, Will. She’d gone totally off the radar until she’d shown up at Grace Ellsworth’s house and left as Elizabeth Parker.

He checked his printouts. The public records told another story.

An obituary. Julie Ann Vaughn and her son Will, according to reports, had been involved in a car accident. A car registered in her name had careened off the road on the coast highway in northern Oregon. Both occupants had drowned.

Jinx had sent copies of the police reports. Mangled, bloated bodies, but enough evidence to identify them as Julie Ann and her son. Knowing Blackthorne’s ability to spin things, Grinch wondered if the report had been … enhanced.

Vaughn had claimed they had gone to visit relatives. For a brief time, he’d been a suspect, but local law enforcement had gone through the motions and accepted his story. The bodies had been released to the husband, and they’d been buried in the Vaughn family plot.

Nobody turned a new identity around overnight. Not for a naïve woman and an eight-year-old. He wondered how long Julie Ann had been gone before her so-called accident. And when she’d shown up at Grace Ellsworth’s. And how she’d gotten there. It wasn’t like she’d wandered into a Blackthorne safe house on her own.

And why had she shown up here? It seemed too damn convenient that she ended up five miles away from where he lived. Especially since he hadn’t lived here in years—this had been his parents’ place until they’d decided to abandon the homestead and hit the road. Or the seas. And the tracks. They’d sold the small rancho’s livestock and were now gallivanting around the globe. Last he’d heard from them, they were on some kind of a cruise around the Galapagos.

They’d been delighted to hear they’d re-inherited their grandson, but not delighted enough to rush home to Colorado. He couldn’t blame them. No reason for them to cut short living their dream to bail him out. His ex had made it clear she wanted all ties to any part of his family severed, and he’d gone along with it—plus his work for Blackthorne had made home visits few and far between.

Grinch scanned the pages again, then re-checked Jinx’s email. He slapped the papers into a file folder and picked up the phone. Jinx answered on the first ring.

“Where’s the report from Grace Ellsworth?”

“I told you, she stays on the sidelines. Or under the sidelines. Hell, Grinch, she was a spy in World War II.”

“I need more. I want to talk to her.”

“You think I have her direct number? Get real.”

“Use whatever channels you have. Give her my number. Set up a message board. Ask her to set up a message board. Just get me in touch with her. If I’m supposed to be working, I’m not doing it without more information. Like am I a bodyguard or a babysitter? And why? And what else have you got on the husband?”

The prolonged silence chilled Grinch to his toes. “There’s more, isn’t there?” More silence. Remembering Dylan, Grinch kept his voice low. “Either you tell me, the old man tells me, or Grace Ellsworth tells me. Or I’m finished. I said it before. If this is a genuine op, send in someone who can work it full time.”

After cutting the connection, Grinch shoved the paperwork into a drawer, grabbed another beer and flopped on the couch in front of the television. Rockies were still behind, seven-five. Half an hour later, the Rockies had come back. Bottom of the ninth. Rockies at bat. Score tied, two men on, two outs.

He almost ignored the ringing phone. One eye on the screen, he grabbed the handset. “Yeah?”

“Mr. Grinciewicz? This is Grace Ellsworth. I understand you want to talk to me.”


Chapter 9

“Mom! Someone’s at the door!”

Elizabeth rushed up the stairs from the basement laundry room, calling, “Did you see who it is?”

“No, I heard the knocking.”

Which she hadn’t noticed over the sounds of washer and dryer. Was that a potential problem? Someone could sneak up and she wouldn’t know. “Don’t open it.”

“M-o-m,” Will said. “I know, I know. Stay in my room.”

She heard his door slam. They’d gone over the rules again on the ride home from lunch, but she wasn’t sure Will understood the consequences of even a small slip.

She peered through the kitchen window and saw Butch Logan’s pickup truck at the bottom of the drive. A glance through the light pane on the front door revealed a large plant, apparently hovering in mid-air. She opened the door, and Butch Logan poked his head around the pot of greenery.

“Hi,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by unannounced, but I wanted to give you this. Consider it a housewarming gift.”

She fingered the oval green leaves and tiny yellow flowers. “What is it?”

“A Siberian peashrub. Caragana arborescen, if you want to get technical.”

“It’s lovely, but a gift isn’t necessary.”

“My pleasure, although I’ll confess to an ulterior motive.”

What motive? Her heart jumped. She shifted into what she considered her social mode. How many dreary events had she endured as the loving wife of Victor? She knew how to be polite, how to pretend to listen to boring conversation, and how to excuse herself when she couldn’t tolerate any more. Not that there was anywhere to go with Mr. Logan on her porch. She gave him a polite smile. “What would that be?”

“If you’ll let me plant it—and a few more—it’ll be good advertising for my business.”

“I’m not sure that’s a smart idea. I’m not much of a gardener. I’m afraid dead plants won’t have customers seeking your services.”

He chuckled. “That’s not a problem. I specialize in xeriscaping.”

“What’s xeriscaping? Sounds complicated.”

“Not in the least. Means I use plants that grow in this climate, without you having to water them, or do much of anything.”

“That sounds like my style of gardening. Where would you plant them?”

“Up near the road, where everyone can see. And, if you don’t mind, I’d put a sign—small and tasteful, of course—with my company name in the plot.”

“I should get the landlord’s permission.”

“I understand, but it’s a win-win for them as well.” He set the plant on the porch. “I’ll leave this one here for now. You call me when you talk to them.” He grinned. “And if your boy wants to draw my truck while I’m working here, that’s fine too.”

She put one hand on the doorknob and smiled. “I’ll let you know, Mr. Logan.”

“Butch.”

She nodded and closed the door. After he drove off, she searched out the neighborhood directory Norma Fitzsimmons had left.

What had Norma said? Check the blue section. Elizabeth flipped to the section of the small pamphlet where the pages were printed on blue paper. Covenants and restrictions of the association. Also county rules and regulations.

No, she wanted names and addresses. She found the merchants’ advertising section. Nothing about Logan’s Landscaping. But hadn’t he said he was new, starting a business? So he might not be in this directory yet. Or had he not paid for an ad?

And did Butch Logan live in this development? He never said where he lived, only that he was trying to set up a business. For all she knew, he lived miles away and was simply casting a wide net for clients. Come to think of it, she couldn’t recall seeing any signs—tasteful or otherwise—on her route to and from town.

Was this what it was going to be like forever? Never able to take anyone at face value? Never trusting anyone, always considering ulterior motives? Another ulterior motive hit her like the winds that kicked up dust devils. Was he hitting on her?

She almost laughed out loud. She’d gone out of her way to appear unhittable, but from what she’d seen on her few shopping sojourns, she looked like every other woman in this part of the country. On the one hand, she didn’t stick out. On the other, maybe here guys hit on plain, frumpy women. If they wanted glamour, they’d live in the city.

Her head pounded. She was in the kitchen fixing tea when Will came in. He rested his elbows on the counter and his soft brown eyes melted her heart.

“It’s going to be fine, Mom. I know we have to hide from Dad.”

He’d seen Victor beat her. To protect her, Will had tried to bear the brunt of a few of those beatings himself, which is why she’d left. She walked around the counter, knelt, and clutched him to her chest. Stroking his hair, she said, “That’s right. We have to pretend we’re brand new people. You’re Will Parker now.”

“And you’re Elizabeth. I know.” He pulled away, his eyes filling with tears. “I think I forgot one of the rules one time.”

A flash of panic surged through her. She tamped it down and hugged Will tighter. “It’s okay. Tell me which one. And when.”

He sniffed. “The first time Mr. Grinch came over. When Dylan was sick. I told Mr. Grinch that you were good at taking care of sick kids. I told him I had an operation on my heart.” He gazed up at her. Tears streamed down his face. “I’m sorry.”

She thumbed away his tears. “Did you tell Dylan?”

Will shook his head. “No. Only Mr. Grinch. Will Daddy find us and hurt you some more?”

“Oh, baby, no. We should be fine. I can tell Mr. Grinch it’s a secret, and I’m sure he won’t tell anyone else. It’s harder for little kids to keep secrets, so I’m glad you didn’t say anything to Dylan.”

Will nodded sagely. “I know.”

Elizabeth took the opening. “I’ll bet Dylan told you things that maybe he shouldn’t have.”

“You mean like about his real mom and dad? He asked if my dad was in heaven like his mom and dad are.”

She hoped she kept the surprise off her face. Grinch wasn’t Dylan’s father? “What did you tell him?”

“What I’m supposed to say. That my dad died when I was a baby. And then I switched subjects, like you told me to. I talked about the deer.”

She squeezed him until he squirmed. “Good boy. You’re a champ.”

He pulled away from her embrace. “I saw Mr. Logan’s truck a little while ago. Did he come to visit you? Will he come back so I can draw his truck?”

Marveling at the way Will shifted gears, she tousled his hair. “We’ll see. He wants to put some plants up by the road. If he does, yes, you can draw his truck.”

“Cool! When?”

“First I have to get permission from the people who own the house. It doesn’t belong to us, remember?”

“They’ll say yes, won’t they?”

“We’ll see.”

“While you ask, I’m going to go outside and look for spoor.” He turned to her. “Did you know that’s what you call it when you track an animal? Looking for spoor. I found that out in my animal encyclopedia.” He grinned. “And poop counts as spoor, too.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, spoor sounds classier than poop. And don’t forget your jacket.”

“Mom, I don’t need a jacket. It’s not cold.” He dashed outside.

She thought about hot summer days, and kids going to the pool, or to one of the nearby lakes or streams. She couldn’t forbid Will to enjoy his childhood. The surgeon had used a minimally invasive technique, so the scar wasn’t conspicuous. And Will would love making up some new and exciting story about how he got it.

She sat on the couch with her tea and the neighborhood directory. This time, she searched the resident listings. No Logans. She turned to the Gs and found Grinciewicz. No Mark, but there was an entry for a Paul and Eva. His parents? But grandparents would surely have offered guidance. That didn’t connect with Grinch’s obvious lack of experience. And why had Dylan come to live with Grinch?

According to Will, Dylan said his real parents had died. Was that true? Or was Dylan living in a child’s fantasy world? Making up a story that helped him cope with a less-than-adequate father?

Alternate scenarios whipped through her brain. Grinch had kidnapped Dylan, told him his parents had died. Someone had abandoned Dylan, and Grinch had rescued him. Grinch was simply minding Dylan while his parents were off somewhere. He was Dylan’s uncle.

Maybe she could get Will to pump Dylan.

Great—encourage your own kid to do what you’re trying to teach him to avoid. Talk about his past. Nope, no way. She couldn’t ask Will to do it. But nothing was stopping her from chatting with Dylan.

Curious, she flipped to the map at the end of the book and found the Grinciewicz’s address. Too far to happen by on a walk. And not on the way to anywhere else she had a reason to be going.

Or ask Grinch. If he had nothing to hide, he shouldn’t mind a few questions. But there she was at that tit-for-tat thing again.

The door slammed and Will bounded in. “I saw a different kind of bird. I’m going to try to find it in my books. It had a funny bill.” He shot toward his room.

Glad that she’d invested in some books about Colorado wildlife, Elizabeth debated calling for an Internet connection for Will’s sake. Grace had said not to, not right away. But driving to town to use Wi-Fi was a pain. Could someone trace them if Will poked around wildlife sites? She sighed. Maybe by the time school started, her identity would be secure enough to justify prudent use of the web.

Moments later, Will appeared, tiptoeing instead of bounding. His eyes were saucer-wide.

“Mom. There’s a weird noise in my room.”

*****

Grinch muted the game. “Thank you for getting in touch with me, Mrs. Ellsworth.”

“Forgive me for bringing this up, but I do trust that everything we say remains in the strictest confidence. I know you wouldn’t be working for Horace Blackthorne if your credentials weren’t impeccable.”

“You have my word.” And, he would bet, a complete background check sitting in front of her.

“First, it’s not a coincidence that I relocated Ms. Parker where I did. I was aware of your circumstances, and at the time, it didn’t seem that she would need more than a friendly neighbor, someone to help her make the transition.”

“And now?”

“And now there is the possibility of complications.”

He took a breath, keeping his voice level, as much to avoid disturbing Dylan as to hide his irritation. “Mrs. Ellsworth, I understand that you’re trying to divulge as little information as possible—I’m quite familiar with the ‘need to know’ concept. I’m also familiar with what can happen if vital information is withheld based on someone else’s decision as to who needs to know what. But if you want my help in any capacity, I’m going to insist on being in the loop. All the way in.”

“Understood. And I’m sure you understand that I protect my charges as if they were my own children. I have a specialized network, and most of them are unaware of anything beyond the people they deal with directly. The system has served me well since long before you were born.”

“I don’t doubt it. But, as I’m sure you’re aware, I’m a single parent of a five-year-old boy who’s in a fragile emotional state.” He figured she already knew the details. “While putting my life on the line is part of the Blackthorne job description, I will not do anything to jeopardize my son—not only his personal safety, but his adjustment to his new life.”

“Of course.”

Well, she was being a lot of help. He sneaked a quick peek at the television. Naturally, they were in commercial mode. He took a deep breath. “What are these complications you mentioned?”

The pause told him Grace Ellsworth was deciding what to tell him. His grip on the phone tightened.

“Very well, Mr. Grinciewicz. You tell me what you know, and I’ll fill in any other necessary details.”

Grinch recapped what he’d learned from Jinx’s data. “I don’t mean to belittle the plight of abuse victims, but they’re not exactly a rarity. What’s so special about Julie Ann Vaughn?”

“I’d prefer it if you forget that name. She’s Elizabeth Parker.”

“Agreed. But the question stands. How did Elizabeth Parker get into a Blackthorne operation?”

Another pause. “You don’t know?”

“Mrs. Ellsworth, until a short time ago, I was a pilot first, an operative second. After my last mission, I was on enforced medical leave, and then Dylan came into my life. I haven’t exactly been up to speed with Blackthorne business. So no, I don’t know.”

“I apologize. Mr. Dalton said he would fill you in.”

Dalton? What did the cowboy have to do with this? Last Grinch heard, Dalt had found the woman of his dreams. “We haven’t been in touch.”

“My apologies for making the assumption. Mr. Dalton’s path crossed that of Elizabeth Parker, and since he was the one who brought you to my attention, I assumed he’d followed through with you.” Her tone had shifted, as if she was embarrassed to admit she’d made a mistake by not confirming.

“Working for Blackthorne, we can be hard to reach sometimes. Odds are, I missed Dalton’s message. At this point, it’s irrelevant. What can you tell me?”

“For reasons unclear, Elizabeth’s husband has recently become highly motivated to recreate her path after she left him.”

“I thought you’d arranged her death.” If Grace Ellsworth was as good as Jinx said, there shouldn’t be a scrap of evidence Elizabeth was alive.

“I did. The documentation should stand up to any scrutiny. However, as I’m sure you know, often there’s a weak link in the chain, and someone is willing to talk if the motivation is right.”

“Social engineering generally trumps following the rules.” He picked up his beer. “Is she in immediate danger?”

“Not immediate. But I believe in being prepared.”

He took a swig of his drink. “Excuse me for asking, but wouldn’t telling Elizabeth make more sense?”

“A valid point. But if they do suspect Julie Ann Vaughn is alive and they connect her to Elizabeth Parker, if she runs again, that would confirm it. She’s safer if she firmly establishes her new identity. Her cover is solid.”

“Unless there’s a weak link in the chain.”

“Which is why there are as few links as possible.”

He got it. “Well, I’m in the chain now. And I have no intention of being a weak link. But it would be nice to know who the other links are.”

“Where you live, you’re the only one. As far as anyone else knows, Elizabeth Parker is relocating to get away from the stress of city life. She wants to provide a small-town upbringing for her son, reminiscent of the one she knew as a child. If anyone she’s dealt with delves into her background, that’s what they’ll find.”

“Was there ever a real Elizabeth Parker? You know, in case a long-lost cousin shows up?”

“Anyone who thinks they share a branch of her family tree will be mistaken.”

He heard the edge in her tone. As if she wasn’t used to being questioned. Hell, she probably wasn’t. “Sorry. We’re used to going into an op knowing everything inside, outside and upside down. What we don’t know can get us killed.”

“I appreciate your thoroughness.”

“Now that we understand each other, what exactly do you expect me to do?”

“As I said earlier, everything possible to integrate Elizabeth into the community.”

He heard the emphasis on Elizabeth. “You mean integrate Julie Ann with Elizabeth. Because, frankly, Mrs. Ellsworth, it didn’t take me more than a few minutes with her to wonder what she was scared of. And that was before I heard word one from Blackthorne. If she’s going to turn into Elizabeth, she needs a tutor.”

“Precisely. I attempted to lay some foundation for an effective disappearance before she left, but I think her own fears interfered with the absorption of her lessons. I’m hoping some of it will come back to her once you broach the subject.”

“Me?”

“I can’t think of anyone better. I will confess, at first I thought your cover should be a suitor, but given even the remotest possibility that Mr. Vaughn might uncover a lead, we need to move more quickly than establishing a proper relationship would permit.”

“To do that, she’ll have to know who I am.”

“I’ll take care of that. However, your cover in the community should lean toward a more … personal … relationship.”

“You mean we’re going to have to pretend we’re … dating?” At least she wasn’t pushing a love-at-first-sight gig.

“It makes sense. You’re both single parents. She’s new to the area, you’re returning after a long absence. I’m sure you can find sufficient reasons to see her while making sure she’s acquiring the requisite skills.”

Grinch set down his now-empty beer and dragged his hand through his hair. “You did say you’ll take care of the introductions.”

“I will. Meanwhile, I suggest you start finding activities that will provide opportunities for you to spend time together. Publicly, of course. You both have sons. There are numerous summer programs for children. I’m sure you can start there.”

“Thank you. I will.” Grinch ended the call, feeling like he’d just auto-rotated a landing in a stalled-out helo. Start with summer programs, she’d said. Not until he’d had another beer. And called Dalton.


Chapter 10

The fear on Will’s face jerked Elizabeth to attention. “What kind of a noise?”

“I dunno. Kind of a clunky, creaky, squeaky thing. Do you think this house has ghosts?”

“Ghosts? No, I’m sure the house isn’t haunted.” She gave Will a reassuring pat. “Let’s go check it out.” She stood and offered her hand, surprised when he took it.

He hesitated at the doorway. She squeezed his hand. “Where did it come from?”

He pointed toward his closet. “Over there.”

She stepped into the room. Will hung in the doorway. His reluctance to enter had her own heart thumping.

Ghosts? She dismissed that easily enough, but couldn’t shake images of Victor, or someone he’d sent, hiding, waiting to snatch Will, even though she knew there couldn’t be anyone in the house. Could there? No, she’d have noticed. Wouldn’t she?

Too bad Will didn’t play baseball. A hefty bat would feel pretty good right now.

Stop it. You’re being ridiculous. There’s a simple explanation.

She moved toward the closet. Something rumbled through the floorboards. She stopped. Listened. This time there was a whooshing sound. She exhaled, then smiled.

“All clear,” she said to Will. “Your closet is above the laundry room. I’m washing clothes, and sometimes the pipes make funny noises, especially if they haven’t been used for a while.”

“Are you sure?” He didn’t sound convinced. “Ghosts are good at hiding.”

Elizabeth flipped on the closet light. “Come here. We can check together. If there are ghosts, I’m sure they’ll leave evidence.”

“Like spoor?” His eyes brightened. “Wait. I’ll get my flashlight.”

“Good idea.” Together, they examined every inch of the closet. “I can’t see any spoor, can you?”

Will shook his head. “I don’t know if ghosts leave spoor.”

“I don’t know either. But tell you what.” She pointed to the heaps of clothes and toys. “I know you don’t have shelves for some of these things yet, but if you keep your closet tidy, there won’t be any ghost hiding places.”

He tilted his head and gave her his You’re doing sneaky Mom stuff frown. “I guess.”

An exceptionally loud screeching noise, followed by a series of high-pitched beeps, echoed in the space. Will dropped his flashlight and grabbed her hand. Then silence. He let go, then peered around warily.

“I think that means the washer is done,” Elizabeth said. “You want to start organizing in here while I put the laundry in the dryer?”

Will stooped and picked up the flashlight. “I think I’ll go with you. Maybe there’s ghost spoor downstairs.”

Elizabeth tousled his hair. “Oh, so maybe ghosts do leave spoor?”

He chewed his lip. “Just because we didn’t find anything here doesn’t mean there’s nothing downstairs. Maybe that’s where the ghosts are. And if we’re together, I can keep an eye out while you’re busy with the washing machine.”

She’d have hugged him if she didn’t know he’d rebuff her while he was playing hero. A role no eight-year-old should have to assume. “Sounds like a plan.”

Will’s heroics didn’t extend far enough for him to take the lead, but he followed her downstairs and into the dimly-lit laundry room, sweeping his flashlight from side to side. “I don’t see anything,” he said.

Elizabeth made a point of peering behind the washer and dryer. The puddle of water filled her with dismay. Until she remembered Grinch saying he was something of a handyman. When opportunity knocked, it was smart to open the door.

Technically, she should probably call the rental management company—she hadn’t yet called about Butch Logan’s proposal. But at the moment, she was more curious about Grinch and Dylan.

The phone rang, and Will took off for the stairs. “I’ll get it.”

“Will! No. Let the machine pick up. Remember? It’s probably another junk call.” She’d registered the number for the “Do Not Call” list, but that would take a month. And of course, Will didn’t stop. She knew he’d be listening to the message, itching to grab the receiver.

Robo-calls should be outlawed. She’d started getting them before she was in the house for twenty-four hours. Every time the phone rang, her blood pressure went over the top. Despite Grace’s assurances that Victor had bought her faked death, she expected to hear his voice every time she answered the phone.

She eyed the wet clothes in the washer. Would running the dryer be safe if the floor was wet? Electricity and water weren’t a good combination, but the dryer plug was well above the floor. She decided not to risk it and went upstairs to deal with Will and the phone.

Three steps from the top, she heard the last few words of the factory-installed male voice on her answering machine. Then Grinch’s voice. Then Will’s. “Mom. It’s Mr. Grinch. Can I get it? Please?”

Since he’d remembered to ask, she agreed.

Will lifted the handset. “Parker residence.”

Pleased that he’d used the proper greeting, she crossed into the kitchen, smiled at Will, and reached for the phone.

“Okay. Here’s my mom,” Will said as he handed it over.

“Hello,” she said.

Grinch’s voice came through the headset. “I promised Dylan burgers and ice cream, and thought you and Will might like to join us. I can pick you up on the way.”

Something about the confidence in his tone made her glance at Will, who hovered expectantly.

“Did you mention this to Will?” she said, perhaps a bit too snippy. But you didn’t ask a kid first. You started with the parents. Grinch should know that.

“Of course not.” His tone shifted, matching hers. “I said, ‘May I speak to your mother, please.’ “

“I’m sorry.” She felt heat rush to her face.

“So, is that a yes?”

She checked the time, thinking of the chicken breasts she’d forgotten to thaw this morning. And that two minutes ago she’d wanted to talk to Grinch, anyway. Why did he get under her skin? “Sounds great. And how are you at fixing leaky washing machines?”

“I’m handy with a wrench. I take it you’re talking about yours?”

“Yes. I did my first load of wash, and now there’s a puddle on the laundry room floor. Is it safe to run the dryer?”

“How much water? Is the entire floor wet?”

“No. Only behind the washer.”

“Should be safe, but I’ll take a look after dinner. We’ll be there in half an hour.”

Twenty minutes later, Will was dressed in a clean shirt, drumming his feet against the side of the couch as he sat, waiting impatiently. “When will we get a TV? You said we’d have one here. There’s a satellite dish, so why can’t we have TV?”

“We will. The moving van comes tomorrow, remember. And then we have to get it hooked up. Patience.”

Elizabeth had changed her clothes as well. For a burger dinner with someone who rubbed her the wrong way, she’d spent far too much time deliberating over the proper wardrobe. She and Will had left with little more than the clothes on their backs. Nothing to tip Victor off that they were going any further than the movies and dinner. She’d risked allowing Will a few of his favorite books. She didn’t think Victor had a clue about Will’s possessions, and she’d prayed he wouldn’t notice a few books missing from the multitude in Will’s room.

They’d had burgers that night, too, she recalled. On the road, over a hundred miles from home. She checked the fit of her new jeans, probably appropriate for a casual Sunday dinner out. She’d chosen a simple long-sleeved tee in a dull mustard yellow. Totally wrong for her coloring. Which made it totally right for Elizabeth Parker. Low-heeled shoes, because she’d always worn heels. A touch of mascara to disguise her light eyelashes, some lip gloss, and she was finished. Why did she feel like she was dressing for her prom?

Tires crunched down the driveway.

“They’re coming!” Will cried.

She heard the car door open, then slam. She grabbed her shoes and rushed to the window. Had he checked to see if it was Grinch’s truck? Or was he racing out into the arms of someone bent on kidnapping him? “Will!”

Her stomach roiled, then relaxed when she recognized the pickup. She slipped her shoes on and composed herself. She wasn’t going to chew Will out in front of anyone. A simple reminder, she told herself. Delivered with a patient smile. Later.

At least he was waiting on the porch. And maybe he had checked the truck, which was coming to a stop near the porch.

She found her purse, went out and locked the door behind her. Giving Will’s shoulder a squeeze, she murmured, “Company manners. And remember the rules.”

And was rewarded with an eye-rolling “M-o-m.”

Grinch swung out of the truck and strolled toward them. His gaze locked with hers, as if he expected something. What? An apology? A thank-you? A lecture?

He flashed that crooked grin and something low in her belly fluttered.

Get a grip. It’s burgers. Ice cream. And a leaky washing machine.

“Hi,” she said. “We’re ready.”

He nodded in return, then opened the rear door of the truck. “Boys can sit in back.”

Will climbed in and immediately started chattering away with Dylan. For some reason, she couldn’t make out what they were saying. Her entire brain was tied up absorbing this … man in front of her. This exceedingly male man.

Creased jeans, polished cowboy boots, and a button-down green pinstripe shirt that fit perfectly and was definitely his color. When he took her elbow to help her into the truck, she was inundated with the feel of his strong hands, even through the fabric of her shirt. And his scent. So different from the expensive cologne Victor wore. Grinch smelled fresh, woodsy, and … male.

She busied herself with fastening her seatbelt. Driving to town with this … man … beside her was definitely going to be a challenge.

*****

Grinch checked to make sure the boys were properly buckled in. He glanced at Elizabeth, who seemed to be taking great pains with her seatbelt.

Judging from the way Elizabeth had greeted him, Grace hadn’t talked to her yet. Either that or Elizabeth had miraculously acquired a poker face to rival Dalton’s. He’d trust that Grace knew Elizabeth well enough to handle the hows and the whens of explaining the situation. Which meant his current mission was to try to bridge the chasm he’d created when he’d shown up with a sick kid.

“Thought we’d go down to the Bear’s Lair,” he said when they reached the crossroads into town. “They’ve got good burgers, and they’re kid friendly. It’s down in the Park, about twenty minutes from here. Simple country fare, though. Hope that’s all right.”

“Of course. I’m sure the kids will love it. And I’ll confess I’ve had my fill of fast food chains.”

“They’ve got more than burgers, if you’re ready for a bigger change.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m happy with anything.”

He hung a left, and they drove in silence for a few miles. Will was talking about ghosts and spoor, and a glance in the rearview told him Dylan was listening with wide eyes and an open mouth.

Elizabeth fidgeted with her purse. Her gaze flitted from him to the boys and out the window. Based on the people he dealt with on ops, he’d swear she was trying to decide if it was in her best interest to talk. Which made total sense. He should wait her out, let her be the first to speak. But her scent filled the cab of his truck, and he needed a diversion before a long-neglected part of his anatomy made itself known. How to put her at ease? Damn, he didn’t do small talk.

He cleared his throat. “So, what’s the problem with your washing machine?”

She seemed relieved he’d asked. But he’d bet six month’s pay that she wasn’t trying to bring up her laundry problems. Any start was a good start, though.

“There was a puddle of water on the floor after I did a load of wash. The machine came with the house, so I don’t know what condition it’s in. It’s noisy, but it seemed to work okay.”

“Might be a loose connection or a leaky hose. What kind of noise?”

From the backseat, Will chimed up. “It sounded like a ghost. And clunking. And then a big screech.”

“Do you have a lot of experience fixing things?” Elizabeth asked. “You said you were a pilot.”

“I am. But we lived in an old house, and something was always in need of repair. My dad was the local go-to guy if someone needed something fixed. I learned from him. I’ll answer the occasional call. Like I did for Rhonda.”

There was a momentary hesitation, as if she was meticulously choosing her words. “Do you live with your parents?”

He shook his head. “No. I live in their house, but they decided they wanted to travel. They’re cruising the Galapagos now.”

“I bet they miss Dylan, though. Do they visit often?”

“It’s been a while,” he said. He shook his head and frowned, hooking a thumb toward the backseat. “Little pitchers,” he said in an undertone.

She nodded. More silence. Even the boys had quieted. Which Grinch knew was a precursor to, “Are we there yet?”

Elizabeth jumped in to fill the silence. “Hey, guys. How many animals can you see out there?”

With the kids busy pointing at horses and cows, they hit the outskirts of town.

“There’s a horse. On top of that roof,” Dylan said.

“Doesn’t count,” Will retorted. “It’s not alive.”

“Does so,” Dylan said.

Elizabeth twisted in her seat. “You know, I don’t remember saying the animals had to be alive. And since we’re in town now, there are no more pastures. See. Over there.” She pointed. “There’s an elk on that building.”

Grinch made mental notes on the “distract and change the subject” technique Elizabeth was using. This assignment might have some side benefits.

Moments later, he swung into one of the few empty slots at the far side of the restaurant’s parking lot. When they stepped inside the Bear’s Lair, Dylan’s mouth dropped.

Grinch grinned. “Lots of teddies here, aren’t there, sport? Think you can spot one like yours?”

Dylan, head tilted back, scanned the walls. Grinch looked at Will. He probably thought teddy bears were too babyish for a big boy of eight. But instead of bored nonchalance, an almost tearful expression slid over Will’s face. Elizabeth looped her arm around his shoulder and crouched, whispering something in his ear. He nodded solemnly, then wiped his eyes.

The hostess greeted them and led them to a booth, fussing over the boys. Will insisted on sitting next to Dylan, which meant the adults would be seated across from the kids, putting him next to Elizabeth.

Somehow, over the conglomeration of cooking smells, he caught her scent. Nice. Really nice. He studied his menu, although it hadn’t changed since he and his high school gang came here. He used it as an excuse to study Elizabeth, who was discussing choices with Will.

Even this close, she didn’t resemble the socialite in the pictures he’d seen. He got another whiff of her and wondered if she’d changed her scent along with her appearance. She didn’t smell like expensive perfume, and he had a feeling she would have worn it before. Right now, he didn’t think she could smell any better, no matter what perfume she might have worn in her other life.

Down, boy.

He considered the burrito for about a nanosecond before opting for a more gut-friendly burger, hold the onions. After all, she had asked him to her place. True, it was to check out the washing machine, but making a good impression mattered.

Service was quick, and before long they were chowing down.

He couldn’t figure out what to say to Elizabeth and tried another tack. “So, Will,” he said between bites. “You like baseball?”

In response, he got a shrug reminiscent of Dylan’s. He tried again. “Football?”

Almost frantically, Will sought his mother. She reached across the table and touched her son’s hand. Grinch’s brain said there was no reason to think about her fingers on his own hand, but stirrings below made it more and more difficult to listen.

You’re supposed to be making friends. And if she’s an assignment, she’s totally off-limits.

Maybe he should have ordered the burrito.

“Will had major surgery a few years ago,” Elizabeth said. “He couldn’t participate in sports.”

“I’m fine now,” Will said. “I can play baseball. And football.”

Sidetracked or not, Grinch knew an opening when he saw one. “There’s a summer program at the rec center. They have lots of different activities. I was thinking about signing Dylan up.”

“Can I, Mom?” Will said. “Please?”

Elizabeth smiled. Will’s eyes brightened and his smile broadened. Grinch shifted in his seat as his body gave a happy response as well.

“We’ll see,” Elizabeth said. She turned to Grinch. “Do you have any information on the program?”

“It’s online,” he said. “I can email you the link.”

She pushed her plate aside and moved her coffee in front of her. “No Internet.”

He almost expressed his surprise, then realized it was probably a sanction Grace had imposed. Tracing people through Internet use required some sophistication, but if her husband had the contacts, it wasn’t out of the question.

“We don’t have a TV yet, either,” Will said. “But Mom said we’re going to get it soon. The moving van comes tomorrow.”

“You could watch at my house,” Dylan said. “And play Lego. I have lots of toys.” Grinch couldn’t tell if he was boasting, or if he’d noticed how few toys Will had and was trying to be nice. Whatever his motive, he was talking. Interacting. Smiling. Something loosened in Grinch’s chest.

“Can I, Mom?” Will asked. “Tomorrow?”

“I don’t know, Will,” Elizabeth said. “The movers are coming.”

“All the more reason for Will to come over,” Grinch said. He shot Elizabeth a look he hoped said, “I’ll explain later.”

“All right.” Elizabeth grinned at Dylan. “Ask Will to build you one of his special Lego forts.”

“Thank you,” Grinch mouthed.

She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows, as if to say, “For what?” He wondered if that gesture was an old habit. Most likely. It took a lot of conscious effort to get rid of automatic responses.

Dylan shoved his plate forward. “I’m done. Now can we have ice cream?”

Grinch laughed. “You’ve got it.”

When they’d finished their ice cream, Grinch stood. “All right, sport. You’ve had enough Coke to float away. Let’s hit the head before we hit the road.”

Dylan gave him a questioning look, and some of his former hesitation showed. Wanting to please, but not sure what to do. Grinch realized he’d never used the term with Dylan, and it probably wasn’t part of a normal five-year-old’s vocabulary. Will seemed puzzled as well. “Restroom. Bathroom. On a ship, you call it the head.”

“Cool,” said Will. “I’m going to hit the head too.”

Elizabeth wiped her mouth. “Then I’ll hit the ladies’ head.”

As they walked to the rear of the restaurant, Will stuck by Grinch’s side, ignoring his mother. She hesitated in the alcove, pretending to check her purse until he pushed the door to the men’s room open and followed the boys inside. Grinch wondered if Elizabeth routinely followed Will to public restrooms. He was definitely too old to use the women’s facilities, and probably didn’t appreciate a maternal chaperone escorting him to the door and hovering outside. But that was the way things were these days, whether you were on the run or not. At least he had a son. He wondered how he’d handle things if he had a daughter.

They regrouped and trekked across the parking lot. On the way, he noticed that Elizabeth kept her eyes downcast. While it averted her face from curious eyes, she wasn’t paying attention to any eyes that might be making her. It was a delicate balance, but she’d have to learn to keep her eyes open without it appearing she was casing a room.

A gust of wind swirled through the lot. Scattered raindrops painted dots on the asphalt, interspersed with bouncing hail. Elizabeth wrapped her arms around herself. “What happened to the sunshine?”

Grinch gazed at the rapidly darkening skies. “I guess the front got here sooner than expected. They’re talking snow flurries, but it was supposed to hit well after midnight.”

“Snow? It’s June,” Elizabeth said.

“Welcome to the Colorado mountains.” Grinch grinned, grabbed Dylan’s hand and jogged toward his truck. “Where you can get all four seasons in a day.”

Will’s laughter followed them to the truck. As they drove through the lot to the highway entrance, Will leaned forward. “Hey, Mom. Isn’t that Mr. Logan’s truck?”

Grinch slowed. Will was pointing at the ever-present red F-250. Who the hell was Mr. Logan?

Before he asked, Elizabeth jerked as if she’d received an electric shock. She opened her purse and pulled out her cell phone. She stared at it as if it were a rattlesnake in her hand and she didn’t know how to let it go without being bitten.


Chapter 11

Elizabeth tried to control the trembling in her hands when she saw Grace’s name on the green cell phone display. Her ears buzzed. Something warm rested on her thigh.

“Hey, you okay?” Grinch said, and she realized he’d been speaking. And it was his hand creating that warmth on her leg.

She nodded. “Fine.”

“You sure? You’re kind of pale. You think you might have caught Dylan’s bug?”

“No. Nothing like that. A friend I haven’t heard from in ages. Took me by surprise.” She slipped the phone into her purse. There hadn’t been a 911 code, so it could wait a bit.

Grinch held her gaze for a moment, then removed his hand. She didn’t think she’d convinced him, but he seemed willing to let it drop. She rested her hand where he’d placed his, absorbing some of the residual heat.

She and Victor might have ended up with serious problems, but in the early years, he’d been kind, caring, and someone who was … there. That’s what she missed most. Companionship. Independence was a good thing, but sometimes sharing the load made it easier to be independent.

The hail increased in intensity, clattering against the metal of the pickup.

“Is someone in heaven throwing rocks at us?” Dylan asked, his voice trembling.

“It’s hail,” Will said. “Like giant, hard snowflakes. Sometimes hail can get as big as a golf ball. Or even a softball.”

“You get a lot of hail where you’re from?” Grinch asked.

“No,” Will said. “This is my first time. I read about it and saw something on TV. It’s cool.”

“Will it hurt us?” Dylan asked.

Elizabeth twisted in her seat. Dylan seemed on the verge of tears. “No,” she said. “We’re safe and sound inside the truck. It’s loud, though, isn’t it? That makes it kind of scary.”

She turned toward Grinch, wondering if he’d caught on that his kid was scared and he needed to do something. His hands gripped the wheel. They’d reached the edge of town, and he seemed intent on the road ahead as he turned up the mountain. She reached for the radio. “Maybe we can listen to some music.”

Grinch stayed her hand. “Nothing but static here.” His shoulders lifted, then relaxed. He threw a quick glance into the backseat. “I suppose we could sing. What do you think, Dyl? You think we can sing ‘On Top of Spaghetti’ louder than the hail?”

Elizabeth smiled. “We know that one, don’t we, Will? Bet you can sing louder than Dylan.”

The two boys exchanged a challenging glance. Within seconds, the car was filled with a raucous rendition of the childhood classic.

After the first verse, Grinch interrupted. “Will might be loud, Dyl, but we’re good. Remember what we practiced?” Elizabeth’s eyes widened as the singing changed. Grinch had a gorgeous baritone, and Dylan’s higher-pitched voice blended in perfect harmony. Even Will quieted, listening to what was now real music. She glanced into the backseat, seeing Dylan’s formerly timid expression now glowing with delightful pride. For the moment, her world centered around the joy in the car.

They worked their way through half a dozen other songs, from “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” to “The Cat Came Back.” Although Grinch didn’t know all the words, he picked up the choruses and added a rich undertone to the singing. The hail subsided, but lightning lit up the sky, and thunder rumbled like a bass drum accompaniment.

All too soon, they pulled into her drive, and reality returned.

Grinch wheeled his pickup as close to her front porch as possible and turned off the ignition. He faced her and cleared his throat. “I can come check out your washing machine if you’d like.”

She didn’t like the idea of wet clothes sitting around, and even if she had a clothesline, it wasn’t like she could hang them in this weather. She checked the time—a little past seven. Finding out what Grace wanted could wait a little longer. “That would be great.”

“Doesn’t look like it’s going to let up,” Grinch said. “We’re going to have to run for it.”

She found her house key. “I’ve got dry towels inside. Let’s go.”

Only moderately soaked, they clambered up the porch steps. She slotted her key and twisted the knob open. Grinch set down a giggling Dylan, who he’d tossed over his shoulder as they sprinted from truck to door.

“Shoes off,” Grinch said as they stepped inside. Velcro ripped and shoes clunked as the boys tugged off their sneakers.

“Will, take Dylan to your room while we wait for Mr. Grinch to check the washer.”

Grinch flashed her the grin that shot those twisty feelings to her belly. “No need to be so formal. Plain Grinch is fine.”

She started to explain that she didn’t approve of her son using familiar names for adults, but gave up and headed for the stairs. “Laundry room’s in the basement.”

Even though he was barefoot, his tread on the stairs behind her reminded her of his overwhelming maleness. When he followed her into the ever-shrinking laundry room, her heart drummed against her ribcage. And when he placed his hands gently on her shoulders to move her aside to survey the damage, the damp, musty smell of the wet concrete floor and the aroma of laundry detergent disappeared, replaced by something masculine. She inhaled softly, afraid he’d notice her drinking him in. Sage, she thought. And cedar?

He hesitated, not yet dealing with the washing machine. If she turned, just a little, she’d be facing him. Then, if she lifted her head, just a little, and he dipped his, just a little … no. Absolutely no way was that fantasy going to play out. She settled for one more deep, quiet inhale before stepping away.

Grinch leaned over the washer and fiddled with something, humming as he investigated.

“You have a wonderful voice,” she said.

His response was a questioning grunt.

“Your singing. In the car. And the way you and Dylan harmonized. I’m … impressed. I’ve always wished I could carry a tune.”

Another grunt. This one sounded more like “mother.”

Even his grunts seemed melodious. She leaned against the wall, trying to contain her body’s responses to his presence.

A bright flash of lighting, followed immediately by an eardrum-threatening thunderclap had her jumping. For Grinch. Instinctively, she grabbed him. And then blackness surrounded them, with two ear-piercing shrieks from upstairs.

Grinch swore, loud and hard, and she was glad the boys weren’t down here. Relieved he couldn’t see the way she must be blushing, she let go of his middle, pivoted, and felt her way out of the dark chamber for the main basement space. There, windows admitted enough light to see.

She raced up the darkened stairwell, one hand on the banister, Grinch close on her heels. At the top, she nearly collided with Will, who was clutching Dylan’s hand.

“Did something explode?” Will asked. “Was it a bomb?”

She hugged him to her chest, and Grinch swung Dylan into his arms.

“Lightning,” Grinch said. “You have a flashlight? I think you took a direct hit.”

Elizabeth sniffed the air. Ozone, and something electrical. Smoke?

“Are we on fire?” she asked. She hurried to her bedroom and brought the flashlight she kept at her bedside.

“I don’t think so, but let me check. You and the boys stay here.” Grinch took the light and trotted downstairs.

“I want to come,” Dylan said.

“He’ll be right back.” Elizabeth gathered the boys and herded them onto the couch. “Mother Nature can be scary sometimes, can’t she?”

Will popped up. “Wow, Mom—look at the sky.” He hurried to the window. “I’m gonna draw that.”

The bulk of the storm seemed to have passed, and the sun’s fiery ball reflected off huge pillows of dark storm clouds, giving the sky a deep red-orange glow. She took Dylan’s hand and joined Will. “See, when Mother Nature scares us, she apologizes with something beautiful like that.”

Grinch returned, a grim expression on his face.

*****

Grinch noticed the expectation on Will and Dylan’s faces, and the concern on Elizabeth’s. He mustered a quick smile and refrained from blurting out what he’d intended to say. Damn, he wasn’t used to tempering his language. With his team, it was constant banter, no holds barred.

“What happened?” Elizabeth said.

“I think it fried your breaker box. There are scorch marks on the wall where the lightning must have come in.” Actually, he was damn lucky he hadn’t been zapped when he was checking the washing machine, but no need to bring that up.

Her face fell. “Can you fix it?”

Right then, he’d have given anything to reverse time and move her house out of the path of that lightning strike. He decided against checking individual appliances to see if they were fried. Let that one wait. “Sorry. If it is your breaker box, you’re going to need a licensed electrician. They’ll have to re-do the complete thing.”

Her back stiffened, her fists clenched. “Can you recommend someone?”

“I’ll do what I can. But for now, pack an overnight bag for you and Will.”

She stared at him as if the words weren’t getting through. He stepped closer and took her hand. “You can’t stay here tonight. There’s always the possibility of something smoldering in the walls. And your power isn’t going to come on.”

“Right. No power.” Her head jerked toward the refrigerator. “My food.”

“I’ve got a couple of coolers. Load up what you can, and I’ll come back for the rest.”

“But the stove is gas. I can cook.”

Grinch checked the stove. “Electronic ignition. Needs electricity to run. Most have safety features that shut them off when the power goes out. It’s not safe to stay here.”

She ran her fingers through her hair, as if that would untangle her thought processes. “All right. Can you drive us to a motel?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. First, they’re too far away, and second, I’ve got a ton of room at my place. Three empty bedrooms. You’ll be a lot more comfortable than at a motel.”

“But—”

“No buts. Grab what you need, and let’s get going before another storm hits. And while you can see well enough to pack.”

“Mom?” Will said. That one word spoke volumes.

Elizabeth tossed her head, turned to her son and smiled. “The lightning damaged our electricity. So we’re going to stay with Mr. Grinch and Dylan. Go pack your pajamas and some clean clothes for tomorrow.”

Will’s eyes brightened. “Like a sleepover?”

Elizabeth tousled his hair. “Exactly. And don’t forget your toothbrush.”

Once Will had left, the concern returned to Elizabeth’s face. “I’ll go pack, too.”

“Can I help?”

She shook her head and disappeared down the hall.

Grinch paced the room. Grace had told him to find a way to get close to Elizabeth. It was almost as if she’d orchestrated this whole thing. Hell, if Jinx’s assessment of her talents was accurate, maybe she could control lightning. Right now, nothing would surprise him.

He snorted, then realized Dylan was standing in the middle of the room, watching. Taking his cue from Elizabeth, he tousled the boy’s hair. “Looks like Will’s going to sleep over. You like that?”

“Will our house get lightninged up, too?”

Grinch grabbed him and tickled his belly. “No, we have a magic box on our house that won’t let the lightning hit us.” And he’d make sure Elizabeth got whoever owned her house to install a whole-house surge protector. They should be part of the building code. This part of the country was a major lightning magnet.

 

Two hours later, Chester and the boys were in bed in Dylan’s room, although far from asleep. Hearing Dylan’s giggles made up for a delayed bedtime. As for Elizabeth—no giggles from her. She’d barely spoken. Well, she had asked him where his clothes dryer was, used his phone to report the problem to the property management company, and thanked him for going to her house for her perishables, but she might have been a robot.

She’d accepted the bedroom down the hall, next to the boys and away from his, and had sequestered herself. He listened to her footfalls as she circled her room, to the shower running, and to murmuring too quiet to be intelligible. On her phone, he surmised. She hadn’t struck him as the sort who talked to herself. He resisted the temptation to eavesdrop, instead cracking a beer and putting a few of his mother’s CDs in the player, singing along softly, accompanied by the sounds of a gentle rain, letting the music settle him.

Elizabeth’s storming into the room made short work of any settling. She wore baggy sweats, and her hair hung in damp tendrils. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides. He jerked upright, killed the music and set down his beer. “Something wrong?”

She froze. As she met his gaze, he watched her body language and expression shift from anger to submission, a behavior she’d undoubtedly used to deflect her husband’s abuse.

“Guess you talked to Grace Ellsworth,” he said.

Silence.

“Elizabeth,” he said. “We obviously need to talk about this. Can I get you a drink?” Without waiting for a response, he went to his father’s private stash and poured generous shots of brandy into two crystal snifters.

He handed her one, then sank into his father’s leather armchair, indicating she should take the couch he’d vacated.

She sat, swirling her drink, but didn’t sample it. Or talk. He set his on the cherry end table beside his chair. “Grace told me not to say anything until she spoke to you.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“I’m on your side.”

“So she says. She also said you know Dalton.”

Some of her guardedness retreated when she mentioned his teammate’s name. “I do.”

“Miri seems to think I should trust you.”

“Miri?”

“Dalton’s girlfriend. She runs a shelter in San Francisco. That’s where we met. Dalton kind of helped me out of a jam.”

“Sounds like Dalt. For what it’s worth, I haven’t talked to him in over a month.”

“So, where do you want me to start?” she asked.

Again, deflecting any possible confrontation. He leaned back in his chair, trying to maximize the distance between them. “Wherever you feel comfortable.”

She lifted her glass to her lips, sniffed, then swirled some more. “Are you Dylan’s father?”

Well, that wasn’t what he’d expected. “I am. But … it’s kind of a long story.”

“Apparently I’m not going anywhere. I have time.”

He picked up his brandy and stared at the light reflecting from the crystal facets. “His mother and I divorced when Dylan was eighteen months old. She … moved up. Severed all ties and became a major social climber. Too good for the likes of us.”

She flinched, and he realized, too late, that she’d come from that life. He lifted a hand in a peace offering. “Sorry. I guess some of the bitterness shows.”

She gave a noncommittal shrug. And waited.

He took a sip of brandy, then a breath. “About a month ago, she and her husband were killed in a traffic accident. Her mom’s dead, her dad’s in a nursing home. And his parents—well, they didn’t see any need to encumber themselves with someone who wasn’t a blood relation, especially if Dylan’s bloodlines weren’t up to their standards. I’m all he has left.”
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