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				For Dad, who gave me wings,

				For Mum, who let me fly,

				And for Booj,

				who was always there to pick up the pieces

				xoxoxo
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				Chapter One

				Putting as much weight as he dared on his right leg, torn and deeply embedded with gravel, Scott swiped at blood seeping from the gash over his eye. His head pounded as he squinted under the blazing sun, but he could make out a pool of motionless chocolate, about fifteen feet from where he landed. Pain shot through his body as he limped to his companion, and dropping onto the scarred tar of the roadway, he stroked her still-warm flank. There was no reaction from the most important female in his life.

				“Thank God you’re okay,” came a voice from behind him. “That woman aimed straight at you.”

				“Can you help me get my dog to the vet?” He shifted to get up, but a hand pressed firmly on his shoulder.

				“Be still,” said the Voice, shucking off her over-shirt. “That gash looks deep; you’re probably going to need sutures.” She poured water on the pristine cotton, and pressed it to his brow. “Just sit, an ambulance is on the way.”

				“What about Laverne? I can’t leave her here.”

				“We’ll see to her later; for now, you need the attention.”

				He vaguely recognized the comforting voice, and as he struggled to place it, another female, harsh in the background, wailed an excuse for an apology. Caring nothing for what sounded like empty sincerity, he blocked her out and tried to rise again. Soothing Voice wouldn’t let him.

				“Be still,” she insisted, using her Evian to flush blood from his eyes. “I need to check for damage. Here, take the compress and press it firmly on your eyebrow.” Scott took hold of the bloody wad that was her shirt as she ran her hands over his arms and legs. “You’ll be black and blue tomorrow, but your nose is the only thing broken. You’re not half as disfigured as you could’ve been, considering you just butted heads with a Cadillac.”

				Scott wasn’t sure whether it was the sunlight, the blow on his head, or advancing years, but his eyes weren’t adjusting to her proximity. “Thank you, I appreciate your kindness.”

				“I’m sorry I can’t help your dog, but I can run you through a couple more checks. Do you know what day it is?”

				“Friday.”

				“Where are you?”

				“Arizona.”

				“How many fingers am I holding up?”

				“Three … er … four, can’t be sure, no glasses.”

				“Who’s the president?”

				“Alfred E. Newman.”

				She smiled. “Well your sense of humor is intact. Do you know your name?”

				“Morgan … Scott Morgan; are you a nurse?”

				Upon hearing his name, she sat back. “Excuse me a minute,” she pulled back the leg of his shorts and saw the scar. “I can’t believe this; Scott it’s me, Holly … Holly Winthrop.”

				“Holly? What the … can you see my glasses anywhere?”

				“Sunglasses, way over there, but they’re pretty trashed.”

				“Need ‘em anyway, they have prescription lenses; can’t see squat without ‘em.”

				“Don’t move; I’ll get them.”

				Scott followed her blur retrieving his glasses, and after she carefully slipped the eyewear back on his nose, a familiar angel of mercy came into focus. “You look exactly the same as you did in Vietnam.”

				“Nonsense.” She self-consciously ran a hand down her cheek, “You’re obviously delusional.”

				“Am not. Seriously, you haven’t changed one bit.”

				“Neither have you; you’re still full of it, and I remember you were seriously worried about … ” she pointed to his groin, “two inches north and you’d — ”

				“Be singing with the Vienna Boys Choir.”

				“Good memory.”

				“Not a wound you’d easily forget.”

				“You had a little crush on me back then, as I recall.”

				“Major passion, more like.” He took her hand. “So my unbridled lust meant nothing to you?”

				She smiled. “Here’s the ambulance. Now shut up and let the medics do their job.”

				Scott saluted. “Yes ma’am.”

	
				Chapter Two

				Scott had quickly determined it wouldn’t be years before he saw Holly again, and the day after their trip to the emergency room, he called the number she gave him. “Hi, er, Holly, it’s me, Scott. I’m sorry, in advance, if I sound like a babbling imbecile, I’m hopeless on these machines. I wanted to thank you again for rescuing me; I can’t tell you how thankful I am you were there. Oh, I said that already. Damn, I hate talking to dead air, words get all, well, you know. Look, if you’re not doing anything tomorrow, if you want to that is, can I buy you lunch, here in Prescott at the Eagle Lake Cafe.” Scott couldn’t help recalling how infatuated he’d been with Nurse Holly back in Vietnam, until he discovered she was married to a Colonel Tremont “Tug” Winthrop. And his brief contact with that notoriously predatory military intelligence officer popped into his mind as he blustered on. “Er, sorry, forgot the most obvious, the invitation includes your husband; can you call me back when you hear this?”

				• • •

				On cloudless azure-blue days, Prescott’s mountain air is intoxicatingly thin, and while it was taking Scott a while to get used to it, the occasional headache and nosebleed didn’t stop him from loving it. He never tired of exploring the Prescott National Forest and was always surprised to come across an iridescent jewel of a lake, surrounded by tall pines set in the rolling hills of Arizona’s high desert. Locally known for its bald eagles and cormorants, Eagle Lake was his favorite, and as he watched the majestic birds soar and the coal black divers swoop, barely a shadow reflected on the placid water.

				It was a perfect day for lunch and bird watching, and Scott was loitering in the café’s garden when a silver BMW roadster maneuvered into a parking spot. He knew immediately it was Holly, and his heart fluttered as he stepped forward and opened her car door.

				She emerged in a pale apricot dropped-waist flapper dress amid a wafting of delicate perfume. “Look at this,” she said, glancing at the expensive concoction of gold and diamonds about her wrist. “One-thirty exactly. I almost got lost, you know, shot right past, and went down to the boat ramp in the cove. God knows I wasn’t getting out there — it’s all sand and men in waders.”

				“Did you ask for directions?”

				“No, just turned around, and saw the café sign as I was heading back to Route Sixty-Nine.”

				Scott pecked her on the cheek, again marveling at how young she looked. “Well, you made it. I know it’s off the beaten track, but I had every confidence you’d find it.”

				“I’m pretty good with ‘off the beaten track.’ Besides, I have an ulterior motive for being here.”

				“You do?”

				“Of course. Hippocratic Oath and all that, wanted to see how my patient was doing.”

				“Just that?”

				“For now.”

				He smiled. “You should have said you’re not familiar with the area. I could’ve picked you up and saved you the hassle.”

				Seeing two Dodge Rams and a beat-up Ford in the lot, Holly wrinkled her nose. “No offense, Scott, but I’m not sure Gucci would go with a truck.”

				“Don’t drive a truck.”

				“So where’s your car?”

				He inclined his head and pointed to the lot next door. “This place will be thick with Hummers and SUVs in half an hour, and I’ve been dinged twice, so I keep my distance.”

				She stepped up onto the curb and adjusted her sunglasses. “Oh my,” she giggled infectiously, “what is that little creature?”

				“Morgan Plus 8, classic British racing green with saddle leather interior and hood straps.”

				She grabbed his hand and took a couple of steps toward the shiny import. “How divine! Let’s zip off somewhere right now. I’m overcome by a positively Isadora moment.”

				“Hold up there; God forbid I should strangle you on our first date.”

				“Okay, but I want a rain-check.”

				He pulled her closer. “That mean you’ll be seeing me again?”

				“Sounds like that, doesn’t it?”

				“So you’re not Mrs. Colonel Tug any more?”

				Her voice faltered. “Not exactly.”

				“Sounds ominous. Anything complicated I should worry about?” Her smile conveyed everything he needed to know, and caused the sort of excited tingle he’d not felt in some time. Cupping her elbow, he steered her toward the café. “Come on, then; let’s eat.”

				As they stepped into the dim confines of the café’s outer gallery, Holly scooched closer to Scott. “Yikes,” she said, eyeing a motley assortment of animal heads adorning the walls. “Are we expected to eat with those looking at us?”

				He smiled. “Don’t be put off by the carnage out here. It’s different inside; not a dead animal in sight.”

				“Good, had a horrible déjà vu thing about a nightmare weekend in Tug’s hunting lodge.”

				“Trust me, just keep going.”

				A delicate wafting of rosemary and garlic enveloped them as they arrived at the hostess station, but Holly was diverted by the dining room’s unobstructed wall of glass. “Gosh, you were right — look at that view.”

				Several couples were already seated, and a strikingly attractive waitress, dressed in the guise of a German peasant girl, recognized Scott. “Nice to see you again, sir. Would you like the terrace or a window table?”

				“Window, thank you.”

				The waitress straightened the lace on her intricate costume and led them to a table.

				“Thank God for the European café,” whispered Holly as the waitress left menus and departed. “I was beginning to think myself alarmingly over-dressed.”

				“You look stunning.”

				“Why, thank you. I like your look, too. That blood-soaked thing you’ve had going in the past clashed with everything in my closet.”

				“Well I’m all better now, thanks — again — to you.”

				“Scott … ”

				“Yes, dear?”

				She smiled at the endearment; it felt good to be a ‘dear’ again. “Are we sitting on glass?”

				“Fabulous, isn’t it? You get the same view of the fish as the eagles and cormorants.”

				“Are we safe?”

				“Don’t worry; if we go through, I’ll save you.”

				“Thought saving was my job.”

				“Was. Not any more. What are you going to eat?”

				As they reviewed the menu, the waitress set down an ice bucket filled with a bottle of Veuve Clicquot. Her accent confirmed she was of German descent, and Ilse, as her name badge attested, filled their champagne flutes and took their order.

				“This is spooky,” said Holly, beaming approval.

				Scott lifted his glass and chinked it to hers. “Welcome back into my life. What’s spooky?”

				“You seem to know I have a penchant for European sports cars, and you bring me to a German restaurant. Did I tell you at some time my mother’s family was from Germany?”

				“No.”

				“Your choice to eat here was pure coincidence.”

				“Not entirely.”

				“What then?”

				“Years ago, after Vietnam, I was prompted to do some research on your husband.”

				“Why on earth would you do that?”

				“That’s not important any more. The war was a long time ago and things change, but I remembered your husband’s bio said he was married to an army brat he met in Germany. I guessed that was you, and figured you might enjoy a return to your roots.”

				“Do you make a habit of filling your head with useless information so you can pull it out at a moment’s notice to surprise the heck out of a lady?”

				“Yep, sort of goes with who I am.”

				“And who are you, Scott Morgan?”

				“Then or now?”

				“Let’s start with now, and if I like what I hear, you can work back.”

				“Now: I’m retired, single, and thanks to some fortuitous investments, very comfortably off.”

				“Excellent ending; you may work back.”

				He grinned. “Pretty single-minded, aren’t you?”

				“A lady has to look out for herself.” As she took a sip of wine, her hazel eyes sparkled over the rim of her glass. “This champagne is yummy,” she continued. “Don’t tell me a booze preference was in my husband’s bio, too.”

				“No, just a guess. Besides, this is a celebration. It’s the second time you’ve saved my life.”

				“Hardly. I simply provided moral support.”

				“And a deliciously healing touch.”

				“Thank you again, kind sir.”

				“Something’s been bothering me, though. When you picked me off the blacktop, you said, ‘that woman aimed straight at you.’ Why did you think that?”

				“Maybe it was an illusion caused by the sun, but the Cadillac seemed to appear out of nowhere, and came down Keats Street very fast, heading straight for you.”

				“Did you see the whole thing?”

				“Yes, I was at the corner waiting to make the turn. You took a few steps across the road, and paused like you saw the car coming; you turned to pick up your dog, and bang, the car was on you. No brakes, no swerving, just you in the air, then bam, down on the hood, and crashing to the ground. There were other people around; surely, they saw what I did. Didn’t the police talk to them?”

				“According to all accounts, they saw nothing. You are the lone witness.”

				“That’s odd, how could they not see what happened? No offense, but you’re a big guy, towing a large dog. Did the police at least charge the woman with speeding or reckless driving?”

				“Nope, it was something like ‘failure to control a motor vehicle,’ a slap-on-the-wrist type of deal.”

				“So she gets away with running you down, and killing your dog. That’s not right. You should speak to a lawyer and sue her.”

				“I tried. Lawyers are only interested in lost limbs or major carnage, and dogs — don’t even go there, Arizona just classes them as property. I’ve little choice but to put the whole thing behind me and move on.”

				“Pretty generous of you; I’d have wanted some major recompense.”

				“Oh, it’ll come; I just hope I’m around to see it. Anyway, let’s not dwell on it. There has to have been a lot more interesting water under the bridge since you last saved my bacon. What’s been going on with you?”

				“Not much; I ostensibly played the dutiful wife tagging behind Tug for more years than I care to remember. Then he killed himself.”

				Scott almost choked on a mouthful of wine. “Excuse me?”

				“Killed himself, or at least that’s the official story.”

				“Whoa, whoa, back up. That’s a bit much for an old guy’s ticker; you better start at the beginning.”

				“Sorry, but you did ask, I’ll try to give you some warning about any future bombshells.”

				Scott mouthed a “thank you.”

				“Well, you already know I’m an army brat. My dad was a brigadier general, married to a German national and had a permanent attachment to the embassy. My mom often entertained visiting officers when they came to Berlin, and Tug and I met at one of her parties when I was fifteen. Apparently, he saw something he liked in me, and though he primarily kept in touch with my father, there was always a little something for me in his communications. He sort of inspired me to join the army, so when I was old enough I became a nurse and volunteered for Vietnam. With me going my own way, Tug and I lost contact for a while; then we stumbled across each other when I was passing through Saigon. Within a week, we were married. All very impulsive, very unlike him, and — eventually — very painful for me.”

				“You mean violent-type painful?”

				“Nothing so dramatic; that would require a loss of control I don’t think was part of his nature. Tug certainly wasn’t known for his spontaneity.”

				“But you just said you two got married on an impulse.”

				“That was the exception that proved the rule; I learned later our joining wasn’t the least bit coincidental. Apparently, a senior officer’s record looks better if he at least appears to operate within the normal rules of society. Not only did he need to marry a woman he could implicitly trust, who was suitable to show off at highbrow embassy and military functions, but she had to accept the nature of his business. Knowing my military upbringing, he felt confident in my discretion, and orchestrated the whole thing.”

				“Damn, that’s cold-blooded.”

				“That was Tug.” She sipped her champagne. “Don’t get me wrong, within the confines of his rigid paranoia, he treated me very well; there was just so much about him I didn’t know. Anyway, let’s not rehash that old news now — here’s our lunch. ”

				• • •

				The pair kept the conversation light while they ate, and it wasn’t until they shared coffee in the viewing lounge that Holly continued.

				“Scott, thank you; it was wonderful tasting authentic wiener schnitzel again.”

				“My pleasure. It’s the least I could do.”

				“And news of Tug’s death didn’t spoil it for you?”

				“No, I was simply surprised to hear something so uncharacteristically desperate came over a man who was so — ”

				“Sure of himself?”

				“I was going for stoic; what on earth could’ve penetrated his sort of emotional armor that he felt it necessary to kill himself?”

				“My feeling exactly, which is why I don’t believe he did.”

				“Sounds like you have unresolved issues; I’d like to hear ’em if they’re not too painful.”

				“They aren’t now. You know, we’re practically strangers, but I feel like I can talk to you about anything.”

				“You can. Besides, we’ve twice come together in a moment of crisis, so there’s a bond.”

				“Um … ”

				“You okay?” he asked, following her stare.

				“Yes, sorry, something caught my eye. You said your brain is full of useless information.”

				“It’s a curse.”

				“Do you know what that wall plaque is?”

				“Rotary Club.”

				“Not that one,” she pointed, “the bird-looking thing.”

				“It’s a cormorant; there are hundreds of them outside.”

				“Right, but I’ve seen that same outstretched wing presentation before.”

				“I’m sure it’s pretty common. They all do it to dry their wings.”

				“Nah, something’s funky with the head; I saw that same odd shape on letterhead that fell from our safe after Tug died.”

				“Maybe he was a member.”

				“Excuse me a minute. I need to ask the waitress something.” Holly disappeared into the animal gallery and returned with a puzzled look on her face. “You’re right; it’s a bird-watching group called the Cormorant Club. They meet here every month, and, according to Ilse, the group is very secretive.”

				“That goes along with being a bird watcher. Sounds like Tug was right up their alley. What the heck, everybody should have a hobby. Maybe his was watching birds.”

				“The only bird Tug had any interest in was the lightly browned variety, covered in gravy, with a dollop of mashed potatoes.”

				Scott laughed out loud; he felt much the same way. “So he was a closet bird watcher. We all have a secret or two.”

				“That would be one secret I wouldn’t mind knowing about him; they riddled his life, and I know they’re what killed him. For example, I recall an incident the week before he died. He’d had way too much brandy and as he loosened up — something rare for him — he started mumbling numbers and cursing about people abusing his animals. His vagueness wasn’t new to me, but even I had a hard time coming to grips with that.”

				“You had animals?”

				“Not so much as a gerbil. He always said they’re too much work. There were so many what-the-hell-is-going-on moments between us, and I never knew exactly who he was, why he treated me so deferentially, or why I cared so much for him. And since he died, I’ve tried to put what I did and didn’t know about him into some sort of perspective. There’s no doubt we had a strange relationship — ”

				“Strange in what way?”

				“The contradictions of the man.”

				“He certainly had a few of those.”

				“It sounds like you knew him.”

				“In passing only.”

				“Well, there you go; you hardly knew him and could see what he was like. Suicide wasn’t in his nature. Why couldn’t his colleagues and friends see it? All I want is for someone to tell me the truth. I want to know what caused him to kill himself, or who killed him.”

				The shadow of skepticism crossed Scott’s face.

				“I’ve done it now, haven’t I? Are you sure you want to know a gal who sees conspiracy at every turn, but might simply be going nuts?”

				“I think you’re okay. At least two doctors have to declare you nuts; self-recommendation doesn’t count. Look, if you still want to talk, we can go back to my place.”

				She smiled. “Pretty smooth segue for an old guy.”

				“I try.”

	
				Chapter Three

				When they arrived at the exclusive enclave of Poets Corner, sitting in the folds of northern Arizona’s high desert mountains, the gates were closed. Scott activated his remote, waving Holly through, and as she razzed over the gate’s grid, he noticed the ripple of sheers in the house occupied by the community’s unofficial gatekeeper, an ex-cop. Routinely irked by the community’s rules, fired by champagne and more mischief than was good for any sixty-two-year-old, Scott piggybacked across the grid and waved at the elderly busybody.

				His Morgan and Holly’s BMW fit comfortably on Scott’s drive, and handing her from the vehicle, he led her into his neo-Victorian cottage. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

				“Not so humble. How big is this place?”

				“The original deed says thirty-seven hundred and fifty square feet, but that’s not counting the sun room my brother-in-law added.”

				“This is his house, then?”

				“Was; he and my sister died six months ago. Their wills directed I should have the place. But I’ve been having a hell of a time since, trying to sort out a weird reverse mortgage clause, which made the place forfeit after they died.”

				“Once you sort that out, are you selling it or staying in Arizona?”

				“Originally thought I might, but having been here a while, I realize I like more water and land around me. These houses are so close together, I can feel the pain in my neighbor’s bunions.”

				“I know what you mean. I’m looking after a friend’s house in Paradise Valley, north of Phoenix. It’s on two acres, but developments with houses barely bigger than shoeboxes are springing up all around. Arizona seems to be building like there’s no tomorrow, and you’re right — God only knows where the water is coming from.”

				“Thankfully, we can drink wine. Want a glass?”

				“After champagne? Are you trying to get me drunk?”

				“Will it further my cause?”

				“It might.”

				“Then I’ll pour you a large one.” He emerged from the kitchen with wine, peanuts, crackers and cheese, and set them on a table beside her chair.

				“You’re quite the host; do you entertain a lot of ladies?”

				“Oh, yeah, I have ’em trooping in and out twenty-four-seven.”

				“Umm,” she said, settling back in her chair. “Nice wine. You have good taste, and this is a lovely room; makes me sad for what I lost. Are you really interested in hearing the rest of my tale of woe?”

				“If you don’t mind sharing that part of yourself.”

				“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

				His hand gesture indicated he understood.

				“At the time Tug died, he was a major general with all the privileges that go along with the rank, and his record, at least as far as I knew, was impeccable. Tug was working in Washington at the time, and one afternoon, I left our home in Alexandria and joined my friend Poppy for lunch at The Ritz Carlton. She was attending some sort of travel agent gathering, so she couldn’t stay at the house with us.” Holly took a sip of wine. “Maybe if she had, things would have been different.”

				“Anyway, I arrived home about three-thirty, and the place didn’t feel right. Mrs. Cross, our housekeeper, didn’t open the door, and when I went inside it felt like Tug was home, though he never got off the hill much before seven. For some time, I puttered around waiting for Mrs. Cross to return, and then I remembered Tug had dropped a bottle of burgundy in his study, which not only stained the rug but splashed onto the drapes. Guessing Mrs. Cross had taken them to the dry cleaners, I went into the study to check.” Her eyes glazed as she took a breath. “Tug was slumped in his chair wearing full dress blues, giving me more than a burgundy stain to worry about.”

				“I assume he was dead.”

				She nodded. “The uniform didn’t register as odd at the time; I’m not even sure his being dead registered. I was numb, and simply called the MPs, told them who I was, and said Tug wasn’t moving.” She took another sip of wine. “Within minutes, the army arrived. A snot-nosed lieutenant made a perfunctory examination, and declared Tug put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger. I was blind-sided. That wasn’t the man I knew, he always said suicide was the coward’s way out. Believe me, Tug was a lot of things, but a coward was most definitely not one of them.”

				“Was there a note?”

				“Not anywhere I could see, though I never really looked, and before I could ask any questions, I was hustled away to a hotel. Can’t remember which one, but I spent two days there before the army allowed me back to the house to get my personal effects. Some goon from the military was behind me every second, reviewing and cataloging everything I removed, and at no time would anybody tell me anything. I never saw Tug again until he was cremated in a chintzy ceremony at a local crematorium; it was the only thing I could afford.”

				She swiped angrily at a tear. “He should have been buried with full military honors, Scott, with colleagues and friends around him. Instead, he got nothing. He did so much for this country, and in a split second it was all forgotten.”

				Scott reached over and placed a hand on her knee. “You don’t have to continue if it’s too painful.”

				“I’m all right, really; I have to talk to somebody who’ll believe me. I’ve been holding this in for so many years; once I get by this bit, I’ll be good.

				“The day after the funeral, Mrs. Cross called me at the hotel and said men with military identification were ransacking the house. I called Tug’s office and asked the officer in charge for an explanation, and was treated like a pariah. That same afternoon someone came to the hotel, escorted me back to the house, and demanded I open the safe because the contents were being confiscated. I’d never opened the thing before and didn’t have a clue what the combination was, but I knew it was in Tug’s computer. One bastard stood over me as I accessed the files, and then he took over and did whatever computer geeks do to someone’s hard drive. Another large blond specimen with wicked bad breath watched me open the safe, then bagged everything before I had any chance to protest. The only thing I saw was a couple of sheets of paper that fell to the ground, and Halitosis Harry practically flattened me in his haste to get at them. I wrote off the whole incident as another secret in the catalog that was Tug. Do you mind if I pace a bit? It calms the demons.”

				“Go right ahead.”

				“As you’ve probably guessed, in the military and civil authorities’ infinite wisdoms, Tug’s death was declared a suicide. Everything he’d worked his entire life putting together was so much smoke. They confiscated papers, bank books, cash, everything. The only thing they would tell me was that Tug had business dealings with ‘anomalies needing investigation,’ and the discovery of his ties to those entities were what caused him to kill himself. Load of B.S. is what I call it, and if I live to be a hundred, nobody will ever convince me he committed suicide; it wasn’t his style. He wasn’t Good Housekeeping’s idea of the perfect husband, but he was my best friend, and I know he’d never have done anything to jeopardize my financial security.”

				“Don’t you have any money of your own?”

				“You mean that I earned, from a job?”

				Scott nodded.

				“No. After Vietnam I never worked. Tug wanted me around whenever he was home. He gave me an allowance, of course, bought me everything money could buy, but we never imagined I’d need an independent source of income.”

				“How about a life insurance policy?”

				“He didn’t believe in them, said it was tempting fate. But because he was in a dangerous business, he set aside money to protect me should anything happen to him in the field. We had money in the safe, lots of it; I simply never used it. Most of my purchases were on credit cards — why would I need cash?”

				“So how are you managing financially?”

				“When the government froze our assets, they threw me a crumb here and there, but the house, the car, and many of the possessions I thought were ours turned out to be privileges of his rank and disappeared the minute he died.”

				“Surely even the government can’t cut you off and throw you out on the street.”

				“Don’t be naïve, Scott, they can do what the hell they want — especially when they think one of their own has betrayed them. What little money I could scrape together paid for the funeral. After that was gone, I relied on sympathetic and generous friends.”

				“Count me in.”

				“That’s very nice of you, but before you commit, maybe I should tell you the rest.”

				“There’s a rest?”

				“Warned you.” She retook her seat. “As you probably remember, having absorbed his military record into that prodigious brain of yours, Tug was a lot older than me — twenty years in fact — but he had the voracious mind of a teenager. I said before he wasn’t openly Mr. Personality, but there was something almost Svengalian about him; he held me like a magnet. I couldn’t best him at anything, and I spent our entire married life on a quest to find something I could do better than him. It was an ongoing, mind-blowingly exciting game, and fostered a unique relationship between us; more like God and disciple than husband and wife.”

				Scott’s raised eyebrow accompanied “the look.”

				“Correct, Mr. Head-Full-of-Useless-Information, we had neither a conventional mental or physical relationship, and I do know how weird the God thing sounds.”

				Embarrassed at the transparency of his unspoken admonition, Scott braced his hands in front of her in a gesture of submission. “I’m not saying anything, really, nothing. I have no right to throw stones.”

				His charming contrition made her smile. “You don’t have to. You’re a man; I can feel the cogs turning. Anyway, let’s get by that. I did years ago. Tug was very open with me, and said when he was away, I could see whomever I liked as long as I was discreet. I was. Then when he returned from whatever junket he was on, we resumed our role as a devoted couple until he was called away again.”

				“Called away?”

				“Didn’t I say? He was a spy.”

				“You knew that?”

				“Didn’t you?”

				“Actually, I did. Our paths crossed at an intelligence testing session after basic training. Then after I was injured, and found out you and he were married, I was prompted to find out more about him. You were such a sweet, straightforward person. I couldn’t quite get my head around you marrying such a creepy character. I was young and curious and wanted to find out what attracted a women like you … but that’s my story. Let’s finish yours.”

				“You weren’t the only one who was curious. In the beginning, I really didn’t know he was with military intelligence; like everyone else, I thought he was a liaison officer. Then after Vietnam when we actually had the odd occasion at home together, there were phone calls in the middle of the night, cryptic messages I couldn’t begin to understand, and obvious hang-ups when I answered the phone. We weren’t sleeping together, so for the longest time I thought he had another woman.”

				“Did that bother you?”

				“Not really. I told you our marriage was unconventional, and I was certainly no angel on his frequent trips away. We simply agreed that when he wasn’t on a mission, we would go about our lives as if the way we did things was perfectly normal. And, in my selfish acceptance of everything a high-ranking officer’s wife has access to, I drifted along with little thought for anybody but myself. It was years before it dawned on me there was no other woman, never had been; his obsession was worse. His all-consuming love was military intelligence, and she was having him play truly nasty game with some extremely dangerous competitors.”

				“But you knew what he did.”

				“Does anyone married into that sort of arrangement ever truly know what their loved one is doing? I don’t think so. For our entire married life, I’d glossed over who and what he was, because our lifestyle suited me. And I probably would have gone along wallowing in ignorance had he not returned from one escapade in a wheelchair. Thankfully, it was temporary while his gunshot wounds healed, but I was never given an explanation of how he got them.”

				“He probably wasn’t allowed to tell anyone what he was up to.”

				“I realize that, but in the past, he’d dropped enough hints to let me know where he was, and then it became pretty obvious what he was doing. He trusted me, and God knows I wasn’t about to say anything that might jeopardize his position.”

				“So did the wounds prevent him from going on more missions?”

				“No, although it was more than a year before he was called back into the field. Ordinarily, I would’ve played the dutiful wife and continued to say nothing. Unfortunately for him, and the people having to listen to my tirades, I was a manic menopausal woman who suddenly became sick and tired of being in the dark. Driven by something outside my control, I wanted straight answers, and when I didn’t get them, I started poking around. I uncovered computer information relating to bank accounts and safety deposit boxes in several countries, and found a bunch of files I couldn’t make any sense of.”

				“Did you ask Tug about them?”

				“Sure. He said the bank accounts were our retirement nest egg, and he dismissed the files as unimportant communications with his subordinates. Then calmly as you please, no discussion, no ‘is-this-something-I-should-really-do,’ no ‘what-do-you-think-honey,’ he declared he was retiring from the army. He wanted us to enjoy life, veg out and see the world together before he got too old. I was excited about the prospect, and the government owed him that. But he never got to do it.”

				“So he wasn’t depressed, he’d just had enough?”

				“Right, he was upbeat and committed to us, for once. I liked the new guy.”

				“Then came the suicide.”

				“The official line was that he killed himself because of his involvement in government corruption, overseas money laundering, and an affair with a young male soldier, who threatened to expose him. The homosexual thing would have meant a dishonorable discharge, but it was the other charges that resulted in my being left with nothing.”

				Scott knelt before her chair and laid his hand on hers. “It doesn’t matter what you lost — put it behind you. I’ve found you again and we can move forward from here.”

				“It’s not that easy. I’m not like you, Scott, I can’t let it go. At least not until I know the truth and somebody pays.”

				“Sometimes the truth can be worse than not knowing.”

				“And that’s reason to remain in the dark? I remember a heated phone conversation Tug had with someone the day before he died. For the first time in a married life full of mysterious calls at all hours, I actually broke my own law and picked up an extension. I clearly heard a man saying, ‘Whether you agree or not, you are part of this, and you will keep your mouth shut.’ Then the line went dead.”

				“Did you recognize the voice?”

				“No, but Tug was a major general; not many people had the balls, let alone the authority, to tell him what to do. I was really worried and went into his study. He was visibly shaken, looking like a whipped old man facing something he couldn’t handle. That wasn’t him — he could handle anything from anybody. The next day, I arrived home and found his body.”

				“Was there nobody you trusted to talk about all this?”

				“My savior was my dear friend Poppy. She was a rock, and without her, I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

				“Did she know someone who could get you answers?”

				“Unfortunately, no. Her husband had been a big somebody in Canadian government, but like me, she was cut out of their social circle after his death. She was just so grounded, knew all the right things to say to make me feel better, and when she realized I was flat busted, she invited me into her home. Later, she paid me to housesit, shared everything in her life, and I couldn’t have wished for a truer, more generous friend. Damn it, I hadn’t realized how comfortable my lot had become until I saw that Cormorant plaque.”

				“It’s a bird-watching club; why does it bother you?”

				“I’m not sure, but it drags up all sorts of questions again. I haven’t moved on, I haven’t forgiven and forgotten; all my hidden resentment and pain is still inside waiting to come out. But it’s not about losing a husband any more — it’s about justice and truth and somebody giving me back what I’m due.”

				“You think a bird club might help you get that?”

				“I don’t know. I simply thought the plaque might belong to a military social club, where I’d find somebody who knew Tug. They could have insight into a side of him I didn’t know, maybe even lead me to understand why he’d kill himself. Then I’d have an opening to speak to the military again. Military intelligence might be full of smoke and mirrors, but what I do know is the papers that fell from Tug’s safe had the exact same Cormorant logo above a list of animals, and that must mean something.”

				The mention of a list set off alarms in Scott’s memory. “What animals were they?”

				“Animals … er … alphabetical order, aardvark, bison, donkey, elephant, like that.”

				“Do you remember ‘C’?”

				“Now that, I do remember, because I don’t think it was an animal, at least not one I’ve ever heard of.”

				“Was it cassowary?”

				A frightened look clouded Holly’s eyes. “How could you possibly know that?”

				“It’s a bird, and the list you saw is part of a code.”

				“A code?”

				“Again, that’s my story. Finish yours, and I’ll put in my two cents worth.”

				“I don’t think so; you’ve got me worried now. Please don’t tell me you’re ex-military intelligence. I’ve had a belly full of their nonsense.”

				“Am not, and never was, I promise; I abhor all that ‘Big Brother’ stuff. For thirty years, I was a hardworking airline stiff whose sole claim to fame was expertise with cargo and dangerous goods.”

				“Dangerous goods, like in explosives, weapons, stuff like that?”

				“Well, yes, but I also know the toxic interactions of overheated shellfish and coffee beans, and the hallucinogenic properties of decomposing melon and tobacco juice. I’m one of the good guys, Holly. Look, I can see how passionate you are about getting to the bottom of this mystery, and I’d really like to help find out why somebody wanted you — and everybody else — to believe your husband committed suicide.” He lifted her hand and brushed his lips across her fingers. “Speak to me; I’m on your side.”

				“Okay, but no more freaking me out.”

				Scott gave her the Scouts Honor sign.

				“As I said, I live in my friend Poppy’s house. She has pots of money and travels a lot, so I don’t see her much.”

				“The Beemer?”

				“Hers; told me I should take it out for an airing now and again. That’s what I was doing the day you were hit. I was delivering some tickets for her right here in Poets Corner. I was on my way back to Phoenix when I came across you in the road.”

				“Lucky for me, or I could be dead now. That ditz who hit me didn’t seem to know whether she was on her ass or her elbow.”

				Holly giggled at the description of the elderly woman driving the offending Cadillac. “As I remember, you have a very hard head. Although, after your skirmish in Soui Dau, I also recall advising you not to go barreling into solid objects.”

				“Seems to be an occupational hazard. But get this; a couple of days after the big confrontation, illustrating the mentality of the aforementioned ditz, I found a message on my front door with a bill attached for car repairs. Apparently, the colossal weight of my person dropping from a considerable height caused several hundred dollars worth of damage.”

				“Dear God, what nerve. Is she that broke?”

				“Look around; nobody in Poets Corner is short of anything, least of all cash. But apart from the formal accounts, which are gone, didn’t you and Tug have mad money put aside?”

				“Told you, it was in the safe, but I couldn’t get at it. The clean-up team made sure of that.”

				“You said the government gave you money.”

				“Sure, while the investigation was ongoing. But once it was over, my ‘allowance’ wasn’t enough to rent a Washington storage locker, let alone support a woman who hadn’t had a job in thirty years and was used to a, shall we say, up-market lifestyle.”

				“Investigation or no, no one has a right to reduce you to living in someone else’s house.”

				“They said Tug accumulated his wealth illegally.”

				“Were you told exactly what that meant?”

				“The military won’t discuss it with me. It’s a ‘classified/need-to-know’ status.”

				“I’d have thought you, of all people, needed to know.”

				“Apparently not.”

				“How was the suicide verdict confirmed so quickly?”

				“A letter was hand-delivered to his aide.”

				“That’s why you didn’t find anything. How convenient. Do you know what it said?”

				“The gist was, Tug had taken a great deal of money from certain foreign governments to facilitate the removal of their bad elements and had laundered his ill-gotten gains through legitimate businesses. Supposedly, he’d used U.S. government personnel and equipment to accomplish the tasks and indicated he could no longer live with the lies and guilt.”

				“Bull crap. He worked for military intelligence. He had no conscience to produce guilt, and lies were a major part of his life.”

				“You’re preaching to the choir. The letter also indicated he was being blackmailed by his homosexual lover.”

				“Well, that certainly doesn’t wash with me. If he can go about randomly disposing of a nasty international element, wouldn’t bumping off a disgruntled lover be a piece of cake?”

				“At last!” Holly threw up her hands, “Someone else sees it my way. I told the jumped-up pipsqueak of an investigator precisely that, and he told me I was overwrought and should think about seeing a grief counselor, the little twerp. Anyway, there was a huge investigation — ”

				“Why wasn’t it on the news? Seems a high-ranking military official, assassin to the world, with a homosexual lover would be right up the tabloids’ alley.”

				“Again, that crossed my mind a million times. Nevertheless, under the guise of national security, the entire proceeding was kept top-secret and heard behind closed doors. I was allowed to attend once; the day the prosecution produced the maintenance pool corporal who said he was my husband’s lover.”

				“And was he?”

				“Don’t even think it, Scott. I admit to being so blown away by the insinuation that I wasn’t absorbing many of the details, but of one thing I am absolutely sure: my husband was not gay. I said our physical arrangement was unconventional. I didn’t say it was non-existent. Besides, I feel sure had my husband been gay, he would have had a lot more discretion than to tackle someone under his command.”

				“Did you tell the authorities that?”

				“Of course. What I also shared was that the sex allegations were bogus because an injury during one of Tug’s sorties in Vietnam had rendered him impotent. Stuff just didn’t work properly.”

				“Why didn’t you get a medical assessment?”

				“They beat me to it, the lying sons of bitches; by the end of the day, they made him sound like a flaming queen. And once that was bandied about, nothing I could say would erase the damage.” Tears formed in Holly’s eyes. “I’m gut-busting angry, and as I’ve come this far, I’m going to finish my story.”

				“Then you’ll need to stay with me tonight. It’s getting too late to return to Phoenix, and you’re not only upset, but you’ve drunk quite a bit — ”

				“Damn, you’re good — get me drunk, then take advantage.”

				“I didn’t mean … I have two bedrooms, there won’t be any — ”

				“Calm down, Lochinvar, I’m teasing. Thank you for your generous offer, but I have to get back. I don’t have so much as a toothbrush.”

				“I do.”

				“Oh, you’re really good.”

				Scott smiled and refilled their glasses.

	
				Chapter Four

				Scott woke to the heady aroma of Blue Mountain coffee and Holly humming By the Time I Get to Phoenix. The serene rightness of her being in his home evoked a dream of a life with her, and throwing on robe and slippers, he flip-flopped into the kitchen.

				“Why’d you let me sleep? It’s my job to make coffee and pander to guests.”

				She turned, fresh from the shower, face devoid of makeup, hair in a towel. She didn’t look a day over thirty. “You’ll get your chance. I can’t cook worth beans.”

				“Darn it, neither can I. Would you settle for whole wheat toast spread with a very nice English marmalade, courtesy of Fortnum and Mason?”

				“I haven’t had real marmalade since Tug and I were stationed at Mildenhall.”

				Scott flipped the toaster. “Did you sleep well?”

				“Divine. That wasn’t your bed, was it?”

				“Would it make a difference?”

				“Sure. I have a rule never to climb into a man’s bed on the first date.”

				He loved her humor and wondered whether the innuendo meant she’d actually thought about them sharing a bed. He knew he had — a million times over four decades. As they sipped coffee and munched on toast, a comfortable contentment settled about them.

				“So,” she said, breaking the silence, “I bared my soul last night, and you promised to tell me your story. Want to go for it now?”

				“I’ll need to go way back; it could take a while.”

				“I’ve got the time if you’ve got the inclination.”

				“You’re very disarming, you know that?”

				“It has been hinted a time or two.”

				He smiled, wondering how he had survived so long alone. “Let’s take our coffee into the den. These chairs give me a backache.”

				It was Holly’s turn to smile. Like herself, Scott was in great shape for his years and alluding to aches and pains was the first time she’d even considered their ages. Pulling a tray from the counter, she loaded it and ushered him forward. They’d spent the previous evening in the formal sitting room, so in the light of a bright mountain morning, she got her first glimpse of the rear of the house.
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