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Prologue

1990


He had read in his college psychology book
that after the first one the rest were easier. He could see this
was true as he looked down into the face of victim #3 who would
forever look surprised until decay or animals did their work.

Three. Didn’t this grant him serial killer
status? Surely it did, but serial killer wasn’t a title he wanted.
That sounded awful, so callous. He wasn’t an awful person; he was
caring, a pillar of the community–look what he did for a living,
for Pete’s sake. A family man, well, almost a family man.

He thought back to victims #1 and #2,
remembering the look on their faces before and after; the puzzled
look as he questioned them and then the surprised look of not
believing what was happening as they had the life choked out of
them. Their make-up still in place, but their hair tousled from the
struggle. Yeah, they still looked pretty good afterward. No use
being cruel. Victims #1 and #2 had done their duty and gone
quietly. They had walked toward his car like he asked and with
their back to him had not seen it coming, but this one . . . she
had asked questions. She had challenged him. She had backed away,
still facing him. He had had to chase her and then to see her eyes
staring up at him as he squeezed her throat . . . Well, that’s what
happens when you’re not cooperative. Granted, her knee nearly
caught him, and that would have been painful but, he’d seen that
coming. The more he thought about it, the more indignant he became.
She had some nerve!

Stop reminiscing. Dispose of the body and
get back to work.

He looked around the remote wooded area once
again, reached inside the trunk of his car and lifted the woman
onto his shoulder. He walked for perhaps a hundred yards and set
her down. With #1 and #2 he had debated about burying their bodies.
He even brought a shovel for the first. Originally, he hadn’t
wanted her found, but digging a grave was hard work. He needed to
keep moving. He needed to get back on the road, and the more time
he spent out here, the more he was exposed. Seriously, why bury?
The animals and time would take care of things here because who
would ever look for her several miles from home? If somebody should
come across the body, big deal. He never left a clue. He made sure
of that. Well, except for one little thing. He chuckled at his own
private joke.

Okay, body disposed of. Next step: the
celebratory cigar. For a job well done. He carefully unwrapped the
plastic and slid off the paper ring, putting it in his pocket. Eyes
closed, he slowly dragged the cigar under his nose, inhaling the
smell. Satisfied, he clipped the cap, and put it in his mouth.
Next, he pulled out the book of matches from the place where he had
seen #3. He ripped out a match, closed the cover and struck it
against the striking surface. He loved the sudden flare and stared
at the flame for a few seconds. This ritual always brought back the
memory of, well, of the reason he wasn’t a full-fledged family
man.

Wait a minute. Was that victim #1? He
thought about this as he lit his cigar. He never thought of her
like that. Ouch! Caught up in this daydream, he’d let the
match burn down to his fingers. He flicked it out. So . . . that
would make these girls #2, #3 and #4? Yeah, but who had been
the actual victim that first time?

He got out his small tin box, placed the
burned match inside with the other two, snapped the box shut and
put it back in his pocket.

Since he wasn’t familiar with this area
yet, he relied on a colleague’s impression of the place,
beautiful and remote. Yes, after a few moments of puffing on his
stogie and admiring the scenery, he agreed. He bent down over the
woman and placed a little memento on her cheek to remember their
time together.

He stood up, gave the woman a last look with
a silent goodbye, and as he walked back to his car he smiled. The
first one had been personal. He had grieved. Okay, be honest,
you thought you would grieve. Yes! He would count her as
the first. She had given him a mission, a mission he could
accomplish and was good at. He was up to number four already. Piece
of cake.

Yes, it really is easier after the first
one.

It’s also easy when you’re right.



Chapter 1

Seven Years Later


Brad hung up the phone, cupped his chin in
his left hand and propped his elbow on the kitchen table. He stared
out the apartment window, stalling for time. He gazed at his right
leg, his driving leg, broken the night before, cast and already
signed by his fellow co-workers. Being cops, they’d written a few
choice phrases.

He was no psychic, but he already knew how
his next phone conversation would go. He would genuinely like to
avoid it, but how? As a detective, he didn’t have a clue.

He sighed. Just do it and get it over
with! Take the guff she’s gonna give, then be pleasant. Above
all--be pleasant. You, of all people, know how she gets.

He forced a smile. Fake it ‘til you make
it.

Nope, he was going to get blasted.

Well, she can’t do too much damage by
phone. Oh, what a sucker. Call already! He picked up the phone
and dialed.

“Hey, Phoenix!” Yeah, light and
breezy.

He heard a quiet, “Bradford.”

He groaned inwardly. Bradford—which was not
his real name—was reserved for special occasions, like when she
wanted to get a point across, or in this case, to let him know she
already knew what he didn’t want to tell her.

“Hey! How would you like to go on a case—an
honest-to-goodness hot case with me today?”

Silence for several moments and then, “At
1:10 this morning I was rudely awakened with the sensation of being
up against a tree. Only . . . it wasn’t me. I mean, obviously, I
was in bed.”

He closed his eyes for a moment and then
said, “You know I hate to fly.”

“I told you, you would be safe. I told you I
knew you’d be safe.”

“Yeah, I know, well, you . . . I mean, I
hate flying and it wasn’t going to be that long a drive.”

“It would have been even a shorter
flight.”

“I’m sorry but as a psychic you’re not one
hundred percent correct.”

“I see. You think that sweet talk of yours
is going to get me to chauffeur you around town? Okay.”

“Okay, as in . . . you’ll do it?” Now he was
suspicious. Great, she had something in mind to get
even.

“Sure. Anything for you.” He could imagine
her wicked smile on the other end of the telephone line.

“Let’s get this over with. What do you
want?”

She was already locked and loaded. “I want
the name of the moron with the fake southern accent,” he could feel
her seething temper, “who called me this morning to tell me about
your accident.”

Ah! She wasn’t mad, well, not entirely mad,
about him driving instead of flying—basically not taking her
psychic advice. She had found an additional reason; one he hadn’t
even seen coming!

“You mean Lieutenant Rand Montano?” he
chuckled slightly.

“Oh, you boys have even given him a name
and a title! I’m impressed. Apparently, none of you had
anything better to do in the ER.”

“He’s, um, quite a character,” said
Brad.

“It was Rick, wasn’t it?”

“No. It was Lieutenant Montano.”

“Oh, you’re gonna stick with that
story?”

“Yes, because it was—”

“Fine! You think I’m not a psychic? You
think I can’t figure out which idiot cop called me pretending to be
somebody else? That had to be the worst accent I ever heard.
Fine!”

“Stop! You’re working yourself up over
nothing. You know I believe in your sixth sense! I didn’t want to
fly, okay? My God, I’ve been calling you for how many years asking
you to come out and touch stuff? This is ridiculous.”

“Ya know what? I’m gonna know who it is just
by him slinking around trying to avoid me. I told him off. And I
told him off good. Trust me, whoever that was won’t want to come
face to face with me for a very long time.” She sounded quite
smug.

He smiled. “I think you’re wrong there. He
requested you come today. You can probably meet him when you take
me there.”

“Yeah, right.”

He leaned back; he was enjoying this now.
“Yes, the lieutenant asked if we ever invited the renowned, eminent
psychic to give a reading on the case.”

“Oh, wow, renowned and eminent? Aren’t you
using fancy words now? You’re supposed to be resting.”

“Phoenix,” he said, sensing she was ending
the conversation, “we have a possible Switch Killer case—like an
hour or two ago. You know I don’t sit and relax well. It’s only a
broken leg. A leg I’ve broken a couple of times before so this
isn’t anything new! This is my case and I’m not going to be
left out because of it. I’m asking for your help. Come
on!”

“I know your fellow officers don’t believe a
word I say.”

“Hey, when we’re at parties and you’re
dishing out dirt on people without a shred of evidence to back you
up, they’re listening. Trust me, a lot of guys are too afraid of
you to play tricks on you. Phoenix, we’re wasting time. Come get me
now! Please.”

“I know damn well you guys sat in the ER and
thought this idiot character up. How stupid do you all think I am?
You particularly. When I get a hold of whoever called me . . .”

“Fine. See you in fifteen?” He started to
hang up the phone and then realized she was still there. “What?” he
slowly asked.

“You say he requested me?”

“Um . . . yeah . . .?”

“I’m getting out of the car when we get
there and you will point him out to me!”

“Wait! Phoenix!” Nope—dial tone.



Chapter 2


Phoenix got Brad settled in the car, threw
in his crutches and drove to a spot out on the highway he
designated. She slowed as she saw the flashing police lights and
found a spot to park. She turned off the car and sat, eyes
shut.

Brad never told her what these assignments
were. She always went in cold. Sometimes she got her best readings
this way when everything “hit” her. Sometimes she didn’t get a bead
on anything and needed to be told what was going on. From there she
could usually pick up on things.

Brad liked to study her when she did this.
It was the only time she was quiet. Loud mouth, brassy, bitchy;
none of that bothered him. He and Phoenix had fought their way
through their friendship for years. But let somebody say something
derogatory about the other and you were sure to get blasted. Blonde
and stacked but not stupid was how Brad heard her described once.
He had started to get defensive and then thought, ‘what am I going
to argue about?’ Her hair was blonde, and at the moment pulled back
haphazardly in a big clip with bits of hair falling down, which
made her look damn good. Green eyes, straight nose and a mouth full
of teeth that had never seen braces. Not that she couldn’t have
used them.

Stacked? Yes, she was, and she did nothing
to hide the fact. Right now, for instance, she wore a rather
tight-fitting t-shirt, flat stomach from regular workouts, and
jeans filled out nicely. With her quick wit, sharp tongue and
psychic abilities, no one considered her stupid. Many people
thought they made a good-looking couple—Brad, with his wavy dark
hair and youthful features, complemented her nicely. “We are not a
couple!” they were both quick to retort. “We are just good
friends.” Over the years, plenty of eyebrows had been raised over
this statement; however, if their relationship was strictly
platonic or not—only the two of them knew for sure.

He fumbled getting his pen and notepad out.
He would write down everything that Phoenix said, whether at the
time it seemed to pertain to the case or not. Sometimes, some
off-hand remark would end up being the key he needed to bring a
case all together.

Phoenix stared out at the scene in front of
her and slowly looked at her passenger. “So, here we are. Another
Switch Killer victim.”

Knowing he had already told her this over
the phone, he said, “We don’t know that for certain,” and then
stopped. “Unless you’re telling me . . .”

“When are these women going to get wise to
this?” She sat for several seconds. “What number does this
make?”

He shook his head at her. She was getting
nothing out of him until she completed her ‘reading.’

She sighed, closed her eyes and was silent
for several minutes. “The same person has done this before. Many
times.” He waited. “Easy.”

Several more minutes passed in silence. By
now, if it was one of the other cops working with her, they’d say,
“That it?” breaking her concentration. Brad knew to sit and be
quiet. Phoenix would tell him when she was done. One time he waited
for a half-hour to hear her say, “I’m not getting a thing. You
hungry?” He waited patiently now. She took one long deep breath.
“Cigar.”

Brad arched an eyebrow. The car, sitting
less than ten yards from them, had been found running, door open,
no apparent struggle, and no one on the busy highway reporting
anything out of the ordinary. A cigar-smoker. Was it the woman who
disappeared or the person who grabbed her? Or did someone else
throw their cigar out right at that spot in passing? You never
knew. Neither did she. Or maybe she meant a police officer standing
nearby smoked. Unless she clarified whom she meant, he couldn’t
really consider it a clue. However, for the moment it was all he
had to go on. She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Is there a
purse here?”

“Yeah.”

“Same MO as the others, isn’t it?”

He sighed and then figured she probably
already knew that much. “Yeah.”

“You’re probably not going to tell me what
number car this is that you’ve found, but I can tell you that more
women are missing than that.” Nothing. “You knew that, though.”

“You know I can’t tell you much and I don’t
want to tell you much. You do so much better with less
information. You know that.”

“Yeah, but I’m just so frustrated.”

“You and everybody in this state.”

She opened her door and got out. Brad
hurried to do the same and swore at the crutches. She stopped so
suddenly Brad nearly collided with her. She stood rooted to the
spot, staring straight ahead. He’d never seen her like this. He
knew better than to talk but the look on her face begged him to
speak. “What? What is it?”

“My God,” she whispered. “Now there’s a face
to die for.”

“What?”

“Who is that?”

He followed her gaze and said abruptly,
“Come on.” He took off and then had to come back for her. He placed
a finger under her chin to close her mouth, making her blush.

How could she have been that obvious? But
who could blame her? The guy was drop-dead gorgeous, and she didn’t
think it was just because of the policeman’s uniform he wore. With
his hat off she could see light colored hair, cut short, a
well-chiseled face but no eyes. She stood there willing him to take
his sunglasses off, but to no avail. He faced her direction but
gave nothing away. Was he looking at her or not? Leaned over with
both elbows on the hood of a car he had his arms crossed, seemingly
uninterested in what was going on around him. She didn’t care if he
turned out to be four feet tall; he was gorgeous. He had to be
cross-eyed or something. Maybe he walked with a limp or . . .
something! Nobody was born that perfect looking.

“Come on,” she heard the irritation
in Brad’s voice and meekly followed him over to the car.

“It’s already been dusted,” Toby came up and
told her. Toby was one of the few officers who was comfortable
around her. ‘That just proves you don’t cheat on your wife,’
someone had said to him. The fact that most guys avoided her made
everyone else speculate what they were hiding. “Do you want to sit
in it?”

“No,” she put her hand on the hood. It was
still warm, although someone had turned the car off. Even the guys
who thought using a psychic was very unprofessional, and had no use
for them, stopped to listen to her. “No fear, no struggle . . .
puzzled.”

“Well, that was real helpful,” one of them
muttered, as he walked off.

Phoenix started to retort but Brad, from
experience, grabbed her arm and glared at her to keep her mouth
shut. Phoenix didn’t care what she blurted out, which was one
reason people didn’t like to be too close to her. At a party she
could point out your neighbor who liked to dress in women’s
clothes, your son getting pornography off the internet, your wife
enjoying the company of the guy across the room—the one she always
said she hated. But not all of it was provable. There were times
she was dead wrong. Oh well, everybody has an off day, she would
say. Professional sports players have off days, don’t they? They
miss catching the football or miss hitting a baseball. Why couldn’t
she have an off day? Because you ruin people’s lives, Brad would
remind her.

Phoenix turned to Brad now. “Do you know
what that jerk-off did in the Vietnam War?”

“I have to work with him,” he hissed. “You
can tell me later. In private!”

“I’m done,” she growled and stomped off
toward her car. Brad stayed behind to talk.

Why had she come today? She knew she would
get snide comments from the other police officers. She always did.
Why not just go on the ones where Brad said individuals
requested her? Like the parent whose child was missing, or lost
jewelry, or something of that nature. Just go where people
believe you’re going to help them. But she knew Brad asked her
because they had no leads, had never had a lead, and it frustrated
them. They had recovered most of the bodies. She even pin-pointed a
few. But that was the problem: they were bodies, not survivors.
Several women were still missing and while they found other bodies,
that didn’t mean they matched this MO. Brad was never forthcoming
about what they found and what they were looking for, which irked
her no end. Really, if she was part of the team, couldn’t he share
something? ‘But you’re not part of the team,’ Brad would
point out, ‘thank you for your input though.’ This put her
beyond being irked, and he usually left after that.

She was getting madder by the minute as she
sat in the car staring at the dashboard, arms crossed, waiting for
Brad. She knew all these people in uniform and look how all of them
treated her. Although they’d acknowledged her, she knew most of
them thought she shouldn’t be there. Stay home! Just because
Brad was the only one who could figure out her clues . . .

She suddenly realized someone was standing
in front of her car. She swiftly glanced up and once again her
mouth nearly dropped open. It was him! No smile, hat now on,
your-reflection-staring-back-at-you sunglasses bridging his nose,
arms crossed over his chest. He was definitely more than four feet
tall. The two of them stared at each other for several seconds. Who
was he? She knew everybody here! Hell, she knew almost everybody
who lived in town! He made his way toward the side of her car.
Shut up, heart! Shut up, he’ll hear you! I’m acting like a
teenager! I am a happily married woman! All right, not happily but
I am married. I used to be happy. Come on, he’s probably married!
Somebody has to have bagged him. What do you care? You’re married
and even if you weren’t, he wouldn’t be interested in someone like
you. Why are you even thinking like this? As he stood beside
her car door, her hand worked feverishly to find the handle to roll
down the window until it dawned on her, her windows were electric.
Idiot! At last, she got the window down.

“Hello.” Be still, don’t gush, don’t act
stupid, and for God’s sake, don’t flirt. You are a little too old
for that.

He bent down, to be eye level with her.
God, what a mouth. I wonder what it would be like—stop right there!
What do you care? What are you thinking? What is wrong with you
today?

For a moment she didn’t think he would even
acknowledge her but then he opened his mouth, “Ah’ve met sidekicks
‘afore ma’am, ah jus’ wanted to see what a bitchy one looked
like.”

“Oh, shit.” The man with the southern drawl.
She should have seen this coming, sixth sense or no sixth sense.
She remembered their phone conversation from a few hours ago. What
had she called him? Moron? Idiot? Stupid hillbilly? Yeah, all
three. That had been the nice part of the conversation. She had
really lit into him thinking she was talking to one of Brad’s
coworkers she didn’t get along with. She would show them who was
boss since she already sensed Brad had been in an accident. Say
something! “I believe you told me you had a Master’s
degree?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s, um, that’s good to know.”
Probably where Brad got the words: renowned and eminent. He
certainly wouldn’t have come up with those on his own. She
could feel the heat rising in her face. She was not usually someone
stuck for something to say.

“And the accent, I believe you told me you
were from Arkansas, correct?”

Even with the sunglasses on she saw
something pass over his face. Ever so slightly he started to shake
his head no and then, “Yes.”

He stood up but made no other motion that
would indicate he was leaving. Phoenix sat there: say something!
Blank, her mind was a total blank. What is this man doing to me?
I am never nervous like this! I wish he’d take the sunglasses
off. “This is some case, huh? I mean, who transports bodies
down here from up north and then turns around and transports bodies
from here back up north?” she said smiling.

“Ah take it y’are well versed in this
case.”

“The Switch Killer? Yes. You know the guys
dubbed him that because he switches bodies from up north to down
here and then back . . . which I just got through saying . . . you
probably already knew that.”

“Yes ma’am, the guys have let me in on that
li’tle secret.”

“It’s, it’s,” Spit it out!
“Ph-Ph-Phoenix.”

“Odd name,” he commented.

“Yes, yes, it is. It’s . . . um, uh-huh.”
Blank. I am absolutely blank here. Dead in the water, no light
on upstairs.

“Jus’ how well do ya know this case?”

“Well, everybody around here talks about the
case. Brad—Detective Storm doesn’t tell me anything that he can’t.
I only know what’s in the paper but, well, how can I put this? I
sometimes sense when a body is coming our way and I try to pinpoint
where this person might be or where I think he might drop the body
off and I’m hoping that someday we’ll be sitting there waiting for
him.”

“Is this one time ya pinpointed?”

“No.”

“May ah ask how accurate y’are?”

Her defenses immediately came out. “I am not
one hundred percent accurate, nobody is. Everybody has off times. I
don’t know why people feel that a psychic,” not a
sidekick, honestly, “has to be ‘on’ or ‘right’ all the
time!”

He held up a hand. “Ah’m not agains’ ya
ma’am. Ah think there is somethin’ more than jus’ our five senses
and ah think there’s a place for sidekicks. Ah don’t know that much
‘bout ya, ah was jus’ askin’. Ya weren’t all that surprised ‘bout
Detective Storm and his ac’ident when ah called ya this
mornin’.”

She calmed slightly. “The guys here mainly
think . . . I shouldn’t be here.”

“Yes, ah got that impression. However, since
they’ve never had one lead in seven years, ah okayed ya to come out
‘ere.”

“You did?”

“Yes ma’am. If fer no other reason than to
see what ya look like.” He suddenly and for the first time smiled.
Oh God. She was glad she was already sitting down.

“Could you . . . possibly take your
sunglasses off, please?”

“No.”

She sat there. What does he mean ‘no’?
He’s cross-eyed or the sun bothers him or what? Maybe a huge ugly
scar that ruins his face?

Brad maneuvered his way up to them. She
already didn’t like the huge grin on his face. “I told you I
thought he’d be here.”

She glared at him.

“She’s been dying to meet you. Talked about
you the whole way here.”

Shut up!

“Lieutenant Rand Montano, shake hands with
Phoenix Sebastian.”

He was already in so much trouble with her
and now this. He, of all people, knew how much she hated shaking
hands! What was he doing? And why was she checking out how much
taller the Lieutenant was to Brad? He’s at least six foot, maybe
more. Why do I care? I don’t. I don’t.

But Rand stood with his arms still folded.
“Ah believe someone told me Ms. Sebastian didn’t like that.”

“Yes, that’s true . . . I’m sorry.”

“No problem. Ah suppose it’s disconcertin’
to find out thin’s ‘bout people ya didn’t know or ya’d rather not
know if ya hadn’t shaken hands with ‘em.”

She stared at him in surprise. “Yes,
exactly.” She looked over at Brad, whose face was hard. Brad had
never figured out why she hated shaking hands. She’d finally had to
tell him. Not because she felt something every time she shook
someone’s hand but there had been times when it had been unpleasant
to learn something about someone she hadn’t known before and wished
she didn’t know now.

“Ma’am,” he said as he touched his hat,
turned and walked off. Brad started toward the passenger side of
the car while Phoenix stared after the Lieutenant. She saw him
stop, turn to see if she was still looking, smiled, turned his back
on her once again and, with a flourish, pulled off his sunglasses.
He folded and tucked them in his breast pocket before strolling
away without turning around again.

Brad struggled into the car as she mumbled,
“What a prick.” She let out a long sigh and smiled.

“Why would you tell him to shake hands with
me?” she demanded as they sped down the highway toward home.

“I wanted to see what kind of reading you’d
get on him,” he said defensively.

She started laughing. “I can tell you what
kind of reading I got just by looking at him.”

“You and all the other women in town,” Brad
said, obviously perturbed. “Calls to our station have doubled since
he got here. Who’s the new man on the beat?” he said in a high-
pitched tone. “I need that new guy to investigate a noise. I need
that new guy to get my cat out of the tree. Enough to make you gag.
Everybody thinks he’s so great. Well, quite frankly, I think
there’s something a little odd about him.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I wanted you to
touch him!”

“Don’t worry,” she smiled and giggled. “I’ll
touch him first chance I get.”

He stared at her open-mouthed. “Listen to
yourself! What’s got into you? I see women in the street who can’t
get anything out when he walks by. He’s not that
good-looking.”

She smiled, knowing Brad considered himself
quite a charmer with the women. “A little jealous, are we?”

“No! I just think he’s . . . a little young
to be a Lieutenant.” He got out in front of his apartment. “Did you
want to go to lunch?” he suddenly asked, sounding hopeful.

“Let’s see what your wallet looks like.”

“Never mind. What are you going to do
today?”

“I’m headed to the animal shelter.”

“The animal shelter? Whatever for?”

“I just found a reason to own a cat, see
ya!” She waved and laughed at his expression as she pulled
away.



Chapter 3


“Hi Tobias,” Phoenix walked up to her
favorite police officer. “Brad sent me to pick up some files.”

“He said you were bringing him in,” Toby was
nobody’s dream man with his slightly balding hair and growing beer
gut, but every man in town at one time or another heard the phrase,
“Why can’t you be more like Toby?” He and Marge, his wife of 22
years, still held hands, hung on each other’s words and giggled
like teenagers. He constantly brought her flowers or something he
saw that “she might like.” Marge made him dinners fit for a king
and had presented him with six children.

“Yeah, well,” I couldn’t very well check
out the Lieutenant with him hanging around. “It was easier for
me to pick the stuff up and run it over to him. I’m on a time
limit. You know . . . my mother.” Everybody knew her mother.
Although it was a lie, nobody was about to check her story. If you
thought Phoenix was difficult . . .

She thought she would have to find a reason
to walk past the Lieutenant’s office, so she was slightly taken
aback when Toby said, “Rand’s got them.”

“The, the new, ah, Lieutenant?” Nooo!
She didn’t want to confront him! Only look at him! She was too
tongue-tied around him to make conversation!

“Yeah,” he motioned down the hall while he
turned and went the other way. Obviously, he thought she could
handle it.

The Lieutenant. With his sunglasses off, she
saw hazy blue eyes that had absolutely nothing wrong with them.
Hands in his pockets, he looked up to see her standing in the
doorframe. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about this man? He was
good-looking. So what? Brad was good-looking. A lot of the police
officers were nice looking. She had never been like this. Not even
with Gil, her husband. She always thought of Gil as attractive too,
but she’d never been tongue-tied around him. I must be going
through some early mid-life crisis. This is not me. Lying in
bed alone thinking about Rand hadn’t been a great idea either. The
impure thoughts that had come to her had made her blush. She had
never cheated on her husband, had never even considered it, and she
wasn’t considering it now! I am simply having a fantasy about
another man, and that is all. He’s really kind of rude, probably
can’t stand me, and that’s all there is to that. He’s got to be
tremendously conceited. Maybe I should spend more time with him,
get to know him, find out I can’t stand him and then I can sleep at
night!

“Yes?” he asked.

“Um, Brad asked me to come by and pick up
some files, notes, something . . . that he needs.”

“Ah thought he was comin’ in.”

“Yes, well, he was counting on me to bring
him in, however . . . I can’t. I’m on a tight schedule today, so .
. .” now that I see you really are that gorgeous without the
sunglasses, I’ll be on my way. “If I could have them,
please?”

She watched his eyes slowly look her up and
down. He smiled. Well, at least he noticed I dressed for the
occasion. Even though she didn’t have a watch on she pretended
to look at the time. “I really have to get going.”

He made his way around to the front of the
desk. “Ah would have thought Detective Storm knew these files
cain’t leave the premises, particularly with a citizen.”

Was that what he was talking about when I
hung up on him? she wondered.

“Or is this somethin’ that Detective Storm
is used to doin’?”

Oh great. Now I’m getting Brad in trouble
for something he didn’t do. Just come clean. Yeah, right, I wanted
to come down here and see what you looked like without your
sunglasses on because of my explicit dreams about you. There,
satisfied? “I didn’t really give Brad a chance to explain when
I offered to stop by and pick them up. I . . . knew I . . . didn’t
have time to pick him up.”

“Ah see.” They stared at each other. “But ya
had time to come ‘ere?”

“This is on my way to Brad’s apartment.”

“But if ya didn’t have time . . .”

“I didn’t have time . . .” she wished he
would stop staring at her. She was losing her concentration on the
story she’d just formulated. “. . . to go . . . pick him up and
bring him back here. I could, though, pick up stuff and take it to
him . . . as I’m headed out . . . that way. But

. . . and . . . and he was trying to explain
to me why he needed to come in but . . . I . . .” hung up on him
in my hurry to get here to see you, you gorgeous hunk of a man,
“needed to leave at that point.”

“Uh-huh. Do ya mind if ah ask ya a question?
Personal question.”

“No, I, you, no, go right ahead.” Shut
up! If you’re going to stammer keep your mouth shut! Nod. Nodding
works.

“You and Detective Storm . . . are the two
of ya a couple?”

“Brad and me?” She nearly choked. Now there
was somebody that she never had impure thoughts about. She thought
of him as a brother! I don’t think Brad has even kissed me
except on the cheek! A hug yes, but . . . “No! He’s a great
friend but the last person I’d sleep with.”

His grin widened. “Ah didn’t ask if ya were
sleepin’ with ‘im.”

“Well, I know that! But you—no . . . we’re
not a couple.”

“Why is that?”

“Because we’re friends. Just friends.”

“Just friends, huh?”

“Yes,” her left hand fooled nervously with
her necklace and she saw his eyes look at her finger. He’s
looking for a ring! Tell him you’re married. Tell him why you don’t
wear a wedding ring. He thinks you and Brad are a couple! Tell
him!

“Do you know what you need?” she asked
smiling.

His eyebrows arched. “Ma’am, ah’m all
ears.”

“You need to come to my breakfast party
tomorrow morning.”

“‘cuse me? Breakfas’ party?”

“Uh-huh. It’s between six and nine thirty in
the morning, come whenever. A lot of your fellow officers will be
there, my neighbors, their kids, my kids’ friends, anybody I know.
You’ll meet a bunch of people. Let everybody get to know the new
cop in town.”

“A breakfas’ party? Is this a Northern
thin’?”

“No,” her smile widened. “It’s a Phoenix
thin’. I love to cook as anyone can tell you. Most people throw
dinner parties, I do things differently. About five years ago, I
invited a few close friends over for breakfast. It was such a big
hit that now it’s a neighborhood thing. It starts people off to
work or school by doing something a little different. It’s fun.
Please, come.”

He nodded. “Aw rat.”

She laughed. “I guess that was ‘all
right’?”

“Yes . . . Phoenix.”

“Fine. Then I’ll see you tomorrow
morning.”

He walked her down the hall, and she got a
whiff of his cologne. Oh God, he smells good too! As soon as
she could, she made a mad dash to her Mustang. She flew to the
grocery store, parked, pulled out the antenna on her new flip phone
and punched in Brad’s phone number.

“Yeah?” he answered testily, seeing as how
she’d hung up on him not an hour before.

“I’m having a breakfast party tomorrow. Be
sure you tell all the guys.”

“A breakfast party tomorrow? You take weeks
to plan those. Why have you suddenly—”

“Gotta go Bradford, I’m in a real rush. Tell
everybody!”

She flew through the store, ran home, called
three of her neighbors and told them to spread the word. As soon as
three of her four children walked in the house from off the school
bus, she started barking orders. “You, dust the downstairs, you
vacuum, you—”

“What gives?”

“I thought we’d welcome the new cop in town
by throwing a breakfast party tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Her oldest daughter Brandia
asked. “Are you crazy?”

“Get to work. I’ve got food to prepare!”

She could hear the two younger kids, Sara
and Ryland, complaining in the other room as Brandia gave them
their orders. She’s a good right hand-man, thought Phoenix.

She fell asleep exhausted at two in the
morning, glad to fall right to sleep instead of thinking about
him.



Chapter 4


Rand arrived a little after seven the
following morning. After wondering if the breakfast party was for
real, his colleagues assured him it was, after which he was given
directions. Everyone at the station was planning on going at some
point that morning, in shifts.

He needn’t have worried about finding the
exact house. Once he turned the corner, it was evident. Cars in the
driveway, cars lined along the street, neighbors walking up the
sidewalk, dozens of kids running around in the yard, waiting for
the school bus.

He sat for a moment and checked it out. A
two-story brick house in what was probably the best neighborhood in
the city although, out here with a half-acre per house, locals
considered it country. A profusion of flowers bordered a
well-manicured lawn. Stately was what came to mind.

One of his fellow officers was coming out as
Rand approached the door. “Hey, come on in,” Kevin motioned,
stepping back inside. The aroma of bacon, waffles, and eggs hit
him, reminding him of home. He looked around as Kevin guided him
toward the kitchen. On their way, he observed expensive
antiques.

The entire place inside and out was chaos,
but in the kitchen, chaos reigned supreme. There were people
everywhere. Even the picnic table outside was packed with people
milling around. The partygoers were mainly women dressed in
anything from shorts to business attire. A few men here and there
dressed in suits were obviously eating before heading to work.

Most people stopped and introduced
themselves to him. They all seemed to know who he was. He would
never remember anybody’s name, and he was usually good at that. He
finally stole a glance at Phoenix, who was bent over the stove in
the middle of the kitchen. She was laughing and talking to half a
dozen people at the same time. She must have sensed she was being
watched, as she coyly looked in his direction and gave him a smile
before going back to flipping pancakes.

“You must be Lieutenant Montano,” he heard a
tentative voice next to him. He turned to see a girl of fifteen,
maybe sixteen. Hands behind her back, her honey-blonde hair danced
loosely around her face as she swayed back and forth. She stood for
a moment and then moved toward the buffet, which he hadn’t noticed.
“Help yourself. And if there’s something you want that you don’t
see out here, just ask.”

“Thank ya. Ya look a lot like Phoenix. Are
you her dotter?”

She grinned. “Yes, I’m Brandy Sebastian.”
Her expression suddenly changed as she looked past him, “Hi Uncle
Jack.”

“Hey, Brandy! How’s my girl? Where’s the
food?”

“Where it always is.”

“Hey Jack,” Phoenix hollered over everyone,
“Where’s my best friend?”

“The last I saw her, she was at the corner
of Elmwood and Sunset Trail.”

“What? You dumped her someplace?” She took
in his jogging attire, turned everything off on the stove, slammed
down her spatula, and marched over to him. “Don’t tell me you left
her running by herself because that stupid collie showed up again.
He won’t hurt you, Jack!”

“I believe you. It was the huge Great Dane
I’ve never seen before that scared me.”

“And you left Sue by herself?”

“I was already half a block ahead of her, I
turned to see how she was doing, and I saw this enormous dog right
behind her. I ran here to get help.” Phoenix glared down at the
plate in his hand and stomped out of the kitchen.

“Way to be Jack,” hollered the people around
the stove, waiting to get their flapjacks hot off the grill. Brad
surprised Rand with his sudden appearance. He turned everything
back on and picked up where Phoenix had left off.

Rand helped himself to the smorgasbord and
found a corner to stand in. He was quietly minding his own business
when Brandy reappeared in front of him with half a dozen other
teenage girls. He looked from one to the other while they all
giggled.

“Ladies,” he nodded.

They giggled again, all except Brandy.

“Lieutenant,” she said, “I’d like you to
meet some of my friends.” She introduced them and he nodded some
more. “Well, we’re all headed off to school now. Welcome to the
neighborhood.”

“Thank ya, y’all have a good day.” He was
watching them leave, when the swinging door between the kitchen and
the living room suddenly flew open, forcing the girls to step out
of the way.

Phoenix helped in a heavily panting woman.
The woman’s tawny hair was matted down, and her make-up smudged.
She scanned the room and pointed a shaking finger at Rand. “You!”
she screeched.

“Ma’am?” He’d never seen her before in his
life! What had he done?

“Arrest that man!” she shifted her finger
and attention to Jack. “Coward!”

“Hey, Sue, ya made it!” he waved and went
back to talking.

“We’ll kill Jack later after everybody
leaves,” Rand heard Phoenix say.

“No! I want to kill him now!” said the woman
through clenched teeth.

“At least wait ‘til the kids leave for
school,” Phoenix said nonchalantly. “Brandia, would you please get
your aunt some juice?” Phoenix turned toward the buffet, picked up
a plate, and started putting food on it when Brandia shouted at her
mother’s back:

“I’ve told you, I’ve asked you, and now I’ve
had it! It’s Brandy! You know I hate the name Brandia and I want to
be called Brandy! We have been over this a hundred times and now .
. . I’m not doing anything you ask until you call me Brandy.”

Apparently, this was an ongoing battle as
nobody paid any attention to the argument. “My dear,” Phoenix said
as she stood tall and returned her gaze to her daughter. “I was
there when they yanked you out and I asked, ‘Brandia, is that you?’
and you answered with an affirmative yell.” Her friends howled.

“It was a yell of protest even then!”

“Brandy, would you please get me some orange
juice?”

“Yes, of course, Aunt Sue. I’ll be happy
to.”

Brandy flounced off as Sue turned to
Phoenix, chiding quietly. “There, was that so hard to do?”

“It’s not her name. I gave her an odd name
so that there would be no confusion about who she was and I’m not
about to have her name herself after liquor.”

“I think we’ve had this conversation
before.”

“Honestly, why don’t any of my kids
appreciate the names I’ve given them? I put a lot of thought into
them.”

“Then you should have known that people
would call her Brandy.”

“No, they are not going to! I said so!”

Sue rolled her eyes. “You always have this
compulsion to re-name people. Your sister Kate is Kix, Toby is
Tobias, Rick is Enrico . . . I’m sure you have another name for
Brad but like me, who also has a plain name, he found a way to make
sure you don’t use it. Let it go with your daughter, Phoenix.”

Phoenix puckered her lips and then turned
toward Rand, “This is our new police officer, Lieutenant Rand
Montano. Lieutenant, this is my best friend, Sue Wellington.”
Unlike Phoenix, Sue held out her hand and shook Rand’s with a vigor
he was sure was meant for Jack’s throat. She struck him as the
no-nonsense type. Probably a businesswoman.

“Best friends? Yore not sisters?” He assumed
that Jack and Sue were related to Phoenix since Brandy had called
them aunt and uncle.

“I would have killed myself long ago if that
were true,” answered Sue. “We might as well be sisters though. Our
parents are best friends. We’re five months apart and were rocked
in the cradle together.”

By now, Sue had her juice and plate loaded.
Jack motioned for her to come over by him and got up so she could
sit down. Rand got a whiff of Phoenix’s perfume. Oh, nice!
She had to have been up since at least five o’clock if she started
serving breakfast at six, yet she looked great. As she bent over to
pull out one of the trays, a young man leaned over her and gave her
a kiss on the cheek. He was a big kid, built like a football
player. Dull brown hair hung in his face. “Thanks for breakfast,
Mom. Don’t wait up for me.”

“Hey,” she hollered after him. “How do you
feel about the name I’ve given you?”

“It’s great. I live up to it. See ya.”

“Well, I’m glad somebody’s happy with—wait!
Brawley! Brawley, come back here! What do you mean—” she was out
the swinging door right behind him and ten other young guys who
were all saying their thank you’s.

“I’m leaving!” Brandia shouted at the top of
her voice.

Phoenix came back through the swinging door
to get a blast of thirty people all yelling, “Bye
Brandy!”



Chapter 5


It was evening. Phoenix finally found time
to sit down and literally put her feet up. She slouched on the
couch with a cup of coffee in hand and listened to the phone ring,
knowing one of the kids would answer it. Her youngest daughter Sara
handed her the portable phone. “Hello?”

“It was a li’tle hectic this mornin’ and ah
wanted to thank ya fer breakfast. Ah haven’t had anythin’ that good
since ah left home.”

Phoenix sat up and immediately started
fussing with her hair. You are on the phone you idiot, knock it
off! “You’re welcome, my pleasure. How, how do you like it up
here?”

“Fine. Ever’body seems real friendly. Ah am
already tired of livin’ in this here motel though. Need to find me
a place.”

“There are some very nice apartments going
up on West Street. A few of them are open. I can introduce you to
the owner if you’re interested.”

“Well, actually ah was thinkin’ more ‘bout
buyin’ a house.”

“Oh. Would you like me to keep my eye out
for one? What are you looking for?”

He cleared his throat. “Ah understand ya
grew up ‘round ‘ere.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Obviously from today, ya know a lot of
people.”

She smiled. “Yes.”

“Know yore way ‘round town pretty well.”

“Yes.”

“Ah wondered,” he hesitated. “Well, Thursday
is ma day off and ah’ve got some houses ah’d like to look at . . .
ah was wonderin’ if ya could go with me. Check ‘em out.” She was
silent so long he said, “Well, ah understan’. Thank ya ag’in fer
breakfast—”

“No! No! I would love to go with you.
Thursday is fine. I have to be back by 3:30 for the kids,
though.”

“That’s no problem. Are ya shore? Ya don’t
have to go.”

A whole day to myself with just you? Try
and stop me! “No. I think it will be fun. I’m free on Thursday
any time after 8:30.”

“Ah’ll see ya then.”

* * *

She did not tell the kids. She did not tell
Brad. She did not tell Sue. In fact, she did not tell anyone. But
for two days, the kids watched their mother dance around the house
and hum to herself. Nothing spoiled her mood.

“What’s got into you?” asked Brandia.

“Nothing,” Phoenix laughed. “I’m in a good
mood. Can’t I be in a good mood?”

“I’ve never seen you in one.”

“Very funny,” Phoenix said and smiled at
her.

She hoped Rand wouldn’t arrive while the
kids were getting on the bus. She didn’t want them to see him. She
should have told him after nine! Then she’d have time to really
fuss over herself. She knew she was acting like a schoolgirl but
gosh, this was fun! How many other women her age had a date with a
gorgeous guy? She smiled. She wanted to keep him all to herself.
This is ridiculous, she told herself sternly; I am a
grown woman! A married grown woman. It is
no excuse that my husband is never home. He’s married to his work,
you know that. He makes a great living so the kids and I can live
well. I used to think he was good-looking. Maybe if I ever saw him,
I’d think so again. Gil’s last appearance at home was nearly
three weeks ago. He used to call regularly to say he had to fly
somewhere, had to work late at the office, on and on. At least
those were the excuses he used to give.

One day in frustration, Phoenix had yelled
into the phone, “Ya know, as a wife and as a psychic do you really
think I buy all this?”

“No,” he’d said. “I thought I was being
kind.”

She had stood there flabbergasted for a
minute, then slowly hung up the phone. After that, he didn’t bother
with excuses but did call to tell her when she could expect
him.

She had gone so far as to look up a divorce
attorney in the yellow pages and then asked herself: what am I
doing? She had absolutely no work skills and four kids still
living at home. She believed in staying home with her kids. If she
got a divorce, she’d have to go to work. This did not appeal. She
did exactly as she pleased, and Gil asked no questions. She lived
in a beautiful house in a ritzy neighborhood, ate well, and could
buy whatever struck her fancy. She owned a car and a van and when
she wanted to trade one in Gil didn’t bat an eye. She would give
this up for what? For who? There was no one in her life. And so,
from where she sat, she saw no reason to get a divorce. Gil took
her out for their anniversary, and to social gatherings when his
company required it. When she wanted to go someplace and needed him
to escort her, he usually obliged.

And, I am not looking for someone
now, she told herself. The kids were on the bus, Rand had not
yet arrived, so she hurried to do her hair a different way. No,
this is harmless flirting. He could be looking for a house
for his wife and kids for all I know. Think about it, why would a
bachelor buy a house? She felt her heart sink. He has to be
married. Then why hasn’t he said so? Maybe for the same reason you
didn’t, her subconscious scolded. Hmm, well, this wasn’t good.
She’d have to ask him. No! Don’t do that! Then he’ll ask you if
you are married and then what will you say? Come on, sooner or
later you will have to tell him. No, he already knows. He has to
know! All the guys—everybody in town—knew she was married. It
was certainly no secret. He knows Brad and I are good friends.
Brad probably told him to call me because I do know a lot of
people; I do know my way around town. The guy needs help finding a
house and that’s all I will do for him. Case closed.

When the doorbell rang, butterflies
fluttered in her stomach. She grabbed her purse and a jacket and
stepped out. This was the first time she’d seen him out of uniform.
Jeans and a three-button polo shirt—he looked like he should be on
the cover of some magazine.

His glance took in her purse and jacket over
one arm, “Yore ready?”

“Yeah.”

“Yore an unusual lady.” They started toward
his truck.

“Oh?”

“Never met one who was ready when ah went to
pick her up,” he smiled and held the truck door open for her.
“Ah’ve found someone to show us a few houses.”

“Oh, okay.”

She had worried that she’d be too flustered
to speak, but he was so easy-going and natural, that instead she
found herself telling story after story about anything they
passed.

Linda, the real estate agent, was waiting
for them at the first house. Phoenix knew her from high school.
Twice divorced, and dressed to the hilt, Linda was obviously not
pleased to see her. Phoenix felt immediately Rand disliked the
place, although neither she nor Linda knew why. It was an older
home, beautifully redecorated; perhaps the price is too
much, thought Phoenix, although she would have figured that was
something he and Linda would have discussed previously. As they
stepped outside Phoenix heard Rand behind her say to Linda, “Ah
thought ah explained exactly what ah was lookin’ fer.”

“You wanted an older home. This is almost
one hundred years old.”

“It’s beautiful, but it’s already done.”

“Done?”

“Ah told ya ah like fixin’ up older homes.
There’s nothin’ ‘ere fer me to do.”

“Exactly, you can move right in and start
enjoying it.”

“Ah enjoy fixin’ up houses.”

“Well, that’s ridiculous. Why do all the
work when somebody’s already done it for you?”

“Look, some bachelors enjoy chasin’ women
and drinkin.’ This ‘ere bachelor likes fixin’ up houses. Now, do ya
have anythin’ fer me to look at?”

“Yes, I do,” sputtered Linda. “I will find
you the perfect house. Follow me.” The next two houses were move-in
ready like the first.

At the fourth house, Phoenix told him not to
bother getting out. “I feel this is an unhappy house. You don’t
want this one either.”

“You are so hard to please,” wailed Linda
when told. “These are all beautiful homes.”

“Exactly,” he said. “Ah don’t want a
beautiful house, ah want a run-down house.”

Linda pursed her lips and squared back her
shoulders. “Fine. I have an appointment I have to get to.” She
scribbled on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “Phoenix,” she
said without looking at her, “do you know where Dove Flight Road
is?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Phoenix can direct you to this
address. You want a run-down house? This just came on the market.
Enjoy that and call me.”

Without glancing at it, Rand handed the
paper to Phoenix. Linda left in a swirl of dust and the two of them
sat there. “Ah’m hungry,” Rand announced, breaking the silence.
“How ‘bout you?”



Chapter 6


Phoenix smiled. “I’m always up for going out
to eat—breakfast, lunch and dinner. Where did you have in
mind?”

“Ah don’t know ma restaurants ‘round ‘ere.
Ah guess you’ll have to pick.”

She sat and thought for a minute. “Actually,
there is a diner not far from here. It doesn’t look like much but
the burgers and fries are really good unless you want something
more substantial.”

“Ah’m fine with burgers an’ fries.”

Rand made a face as they pulled in the
parking lot. The place was a dump . . . it was packed . . . the
burgers and fries were excellent.

Phoenix checked her watch as they headed out
the door. “Let’s go check out your last house. We still have plenty
of time before I need to be home.”

“Ah must admit ‘afore lunch ah was gonna
call it a day, however, after that great meal and the company . . .
ah think ma luck’s changin.’ Where to?”

She pointed the way, and they took off

They turned down Dove Flight Road. Nobody
seemed to have an address sign out. “Guess we’ll jus’ look fer a
run-down place with a ‘Fer Sale’ sign in front of it.”

They drove without seeing a soul for a few
miles. Suddenly, Phoenix sat up and stiffened. “Oh, my God. Oh, my
God.”

“What?”

“Right here. This is it!” Sure enough, there
was the ‘For Sale’ sign almost hidden in the tall brush. She jumped
out before he completely stopped the truck. She ran up the steps,
fell through one, jerked her foot out and kept going. She was
stopped only by the locked door. Quickly she ran to the window,
wiped a sleeve on it and peered in. “Where’s the key?” she
yelled.

Rand shrugged. “She didn’t give me one.”

“Wait a minute!” She disappeared around the
back. Rand studied the place. It was definitely run-down. The roof
sagged in various places, as did the porch. Most of the windows
were cracked. Two barns on the property looked in better shape than
the house. Phoenix came running back with a key in hand. The lock
was so rusted Rand was afraid the key would break off when he
forced it. Once inside, he couldn’t keep up with Phoenix. She ran
from room to room. He moved around slowly, inspecting
everything.

“Ya like it ah take it,” he said when he
eventually caught up with her.

“I grew up here!”

“This was yore parents—”

“No. This house belonged to friends of my
parents, and I was here all the time. I loved it here. Auntie Em
and Uncle Carl didn’t have any children, and I was . . . well, very
spoiled when I came here. Auntie Em gave me my love for
gardening—oh my gosh! The gardens!” She pushed past him and hurried
down the hallway. He smiled and shook his head as he continued his
inspection.

He made his way to the kitchen and stopped.
The odor was awful. Probably some animal found a way in and was
living here. He glanced through the window and saw Phoenix out
back. Ignoring the smell, he walked farther into the kitchen to get
a better look at her. She stood with her back to him, shaking her
head. He looked at the ground where she was staring. Weeds were all
he could see. Two immense oak trees stood in the middle of the
yard. A hammock would go nicely there, he thought.
She turned slightly, frowning, one hand under her chin, deep in
thought. He smiled and walked out the back door. The screen door
fell off its single hinge and hit the dirt.

She didn’t turn around, but he heard her
say, “Auntie Em must be rolling in her grave. Look at this place.”
She spread her arms out to what he assumed must be the garden.

“Auntie Em. Remin’s me of—”

“The Wizard of Oz, huh?” she turned
and smiled. “Actually, everybody else called her Emma, but after I
saw that movie, I could hardly call her that.”

“Ah see,” he nodded and walked over to check
out the two barns. When he came back, Phoenix was on her hands and
knees pulling weeds.

“This place has just gone to rot and ruin,”
she said. “I wonder, why is it for sale now?”

“Don’t know. Why don’t we go back inside,
and we’ll check it out room by room together?”

“Okay,” she got up, dusted her hands off and
for the next hour they meandered through the house while Phoenix
relived her childhood. They finally emerged outside, and Phoenix
stopped and looked at the barely visible house number. She shook
her head. “Isn’t that funny?”

“What?”

“If you had asked me what the address was to
this place, I couldn’t have told you, we just drove here. I mean, I
could find it but,” she pointed to the faded numbers, “that’s the
last four digits of my telephone number.”

“Sold.”

“What?”

“Ah’m sold.”

She stood there staring at him for a moment.
“You’re going to buy this house?”

“Make an offer on it, anyway.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“Oh Rand,” unconsciously she grabbed his
forearm with both hands, “could I please . . . fix up the
garden?”

He chuckled. “Ya can have the whole yard. Ma
time is gonna be spent fixin’ up this ‘ere house.”

They started toward his truck. “Have you
done this before?” she asked. “Bought a house to fix up?”

“Yeah. A couple of times. Ah fix ‘em up and
then sell ‘em.”

“Ahh. That would explain why you’d buy such
a big house like this one. I mean it’s pretty big for a single
person.”

He shrugged. “Who knows what will happen in
the future. Fer now, ah jus’ wanna fix it up.”



Chapter 7


“Hi,” Brad hailed, finding Phoenix in the
backyard tending her garden. As a member of the local Flowers Are
Blooming Garden Club, Phoenix was noted for her beautiful and
unusual flowers and grasses.

“In a walking cast now, huh? Hey, get the
phone, would you, please?” Phoenix had carried the portable phone
outside with her, but now her hands were dirty.

Brad obliged. She could hear his
conversation and winced when she realized who was on the other end
of the line. “No, I’m sorry Mrs. O’Connor. I walked inside and
around the house but I didn’t find her. Probably ran to the store.”
Pause. “I really don’t think that Phoenix minds that I let myself
in.” There was a longer pause and then, “Okay, you do that.
Goodbye.” He hung up. “Your mother is going to call you later to
tell you that I was ransacking your house and that you should lock
your doors when you go out.”

“Thank you, I’ll remember that. I told her I
wanted to work in the garden today, seeing as how she called and
had me drive her places Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday.” She
shook her head in exasperation. “Honestly! Why can’t my dad take
her?”

“Only reason he retired, right? So . . .
where were you yesterday when I called?”

“I was, um, out,” she felt her face grow
warm recalling yesterday’s adventure. Now why couldn’t she tell
Brad she’d been with Rand? This was ridiculous. Nothing
happened!

“Out where?” He looked puzzled. Phoenix had
never been evasive. Usually, she told him far more than he wanted
to know.

Spit it out! It looks like you’re hiding
something! “I went with Rand to look at houses.”

“Rand? Excuse me . . . Lieutenant Montano?
Houses? What?”

“Well, the man is going to live here. I know
the area, he needed somebody to go with him—”

“There’s a station full of police officers
and he picks you?!”

“So? What’s the big deal?”

“I don’t know. Why’s your face turning
red?”

“It’s not! I’ve been in the sun all morning!
I’m hot!”

“I think I’m getting the picture.” The two
of them stared at each other. Finally, Brad sat down in a lawn
chair. “So,” he ventured. “What do you think of Lieutenant
Montano?”

“He’s nice.”

“What did you do all day long? I called
several times.”

“Oh. What did you want?”

“Nothing. What did the two of you do alone
all day?”

“Nothing. Looked at houses.” Crouched on the
ground, pulling weeds and unfortunately some flowers, she couldn’t
see his reaction.

“And?”

“There is no ‘and’,” she replied
disgustedly.

“I meant, did he find anything he liked? I
wasn’t implying anything else. What did you think I meant?”

“Nothing! Do you want some lemonade or
something?” She stood up and marched toward the house.

“No thank you,” he said following her
inside. “Did he find anything he liked? I mean, in the way of
houses.”

She shot him a look. “Yes, as a matter of
fact he did. He’s putting a bid down on Galloway’s old place.”

“Auntie Em’s?” he sputtered. “That place is
completely run down! You’d have to be a fool to buy a house
like—oh, he’s going to tear it down and build on there, right? It’s
a nice piece of land.”

She gave him a horrified look. “No! At least
. . . that’s not what he said. He said he liked to fix up older
homes.”

“There is no fixing that place, Phoenix.
Trust me, he’s tearing it down. If not now, he’ll do so later once
he gets started. Does he have any idea what he’s doing? No, he
can’t. It would take a ton of money to fix that place. A lot more
money than what he’s makin’, believe me.”

She frowned. “And I was so excited.”

“What were you excited about?”

“Well,” she grew flustered, “I, well, he,
well, he said I could have the garden to do whatever I wanted. You
know that’s where I first started gardening, and the place is a
mess. I thought it would be nice and fun to go over and clean up,
and help out, and do the garden thing, and be there, and clean, and
help out, that’s all. I mean, he’s all alone. He doesn’t know too
many people around here, that’s all.”

“Phoenix, what’s going on here?”

“Nothing!”

He stared at her. “Have you . . . got a
crush on this guy?”

She gave out a forced laugh. “A crush?
Teenagers have crushes, Brad. I am definitely not a teenager.”

“No, but . . . look, I know all about being
alone. Gil is never here. I’ve seen how women are falling all over
this guy. Guys like him prey on lonely women like you. Believe me,
I know. Don’t do something stupid, Phoenix, please.”

Okay, big brother,” she teased. “I’m not
doing anything stupid. He asked for my help. I was being a good
neighbor so to speak, okay?”

“Okay,” but still she noticed the long look
Brad gave her.



Chapter 8


It was after dinner. The kids were outside
playing when Ryland burst through the door. “Mom, that new cop is
here to see you!”

Brandia watched in amazement as her mother
jumped up from the couch, tripped over the small coffee table that
had sat there for years, ran to the mirror, fooled with her hair,
and then limped outside, trying to act casual.

“Hi,” she called out.

Her youngest daughter was outside with him.
He had bent down to her height, but Phoenix saw him quickly shoot
up with a strange look on his face. What had Sara said? Even Sara
turned and gave her a worried look.

“So, you’ve met my set of ten-year-olds,
huh?”

“What’s her name?” he asked. It almost
sounded like an accusation.

“Sara.”

“Oh.” The strange look passed, and he
smiled. “With that widener in ‘er mouth ah couldn’t catch it. Ah
thought she was sayin’ Zara.”

“That is what I said,” said Sara.

It took a second, but Phoenix suddenly
caught it. “Oh! There’s your Z-name honey, not Sara with an ‘s’ but
a ‘z’: Zzzara.”

Sara stood there for a moment and then
shouted, “Yes! That’ll work, won’t it? I get it! Zara. Zzzara.
Yeah!” She ran off for the house her brown hair bouncing in the
breeze shouting, “Ry! Brandy! I’ve got my name!”

She laughed when she saw the look Rand gave
her. “I gave all my kids unusual names except for her because—”
my husband insisted on naming her, probably after an old
mistress, “somebody else named her and she’s always felt left
out. She has a friend named Zach, and she thinks that’s so cool to
have a ‘Z’ in your name, but Saraz or Sazra didn’t work out for
obvious reasons. I never thought of Zara. It’s perfect, thank
you.”
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