














PRAISE FOR INDELIBLE


“Author Laurie Buchanan has written entertaining and believable characters in her debut novel, Indelible. The investigator McPherson is likable and will carry the series along with a wide fan base! A fun read!”


—JENNIFER GREER, A Desperate Place: A McKenna and Riggs Novel


“Indelible is for the reader who loves a fast-paced page-turner; for the reader who likes some sweet romance mixed in with riveting suspense; and for the reader who enjoys getting deeply involved with each character in a well-written book. And . . . Indelible is for the writer who fantasizes about an enchanting writing retreat like Indelible’s Pines & Quill.”


—PAMELA S. WIGHT, author of The Right Wrong Man and Twin Desires


“A captivating cast, an isolated location, a raging storm, and the threat of death in every dark corner. Indelible reads like the best crime fiction with a shot of adrenalin. Get ready to stay up late because you won’t want to put it down.”


—ANN GARVIN, USA Today best-selling author


“Fast-paced and with plenty of plot twists, you’re sure to be swept up into the story.”


—DEBBIE HERBERT, USA Today best-selling author of Not One of Us and more


“I was hooked from the first sentence. Buchanan’s Indelible is a delicious look at what can happen when you create a writing retreat in the bucolic Pacific Northwest and then populate it with intriguing characters. I was on the edge of my set for the entire wild ride.”


—JOHN DEDAKIS, author of the Lark Chadwick Mysteries, and former Senior Copy Editor, CNN’s “The Situation Room with Wolf Blitzer”


“Indelible is a delightful read! The perfect book for an escape on a rainy afternoon. The literary hooks Buchanan weaves into the end of each chapter make it hard to put down. I’m looking forward to reading the next Sean McPherson novel!”


—ANN MARGARET JOHNS, author of Clarkston’s Curse: One Child’s Quest to Explain the Series of Tragedies in Her Hometown


“Secrets lie deep behind the pages of this gripping story. Indelible offers readers an expertly drawn cast of characters in an equally dramatic setting. Watching the next move will keep you on the edge of your seat.”


—SHERRY BRISCOE, author Mists of Garibaldi-Tales of the Supernatural, and The Man In Number 7


“Buchanan creates characters I couldn’t help but care for and a setting so beautiful I’d love to visit. The story sucked me right in, and the suspense kept me reading. I can’t wait for my next chance to visit Pines & Quill!”


—ELIZABETH ANNE WOOD, author of Bound: A Daughter, a Domme, and an End-of-Life Story


“Buchanan has given us a new hero in Sean McPherson, a man struggling with his past who is tough and sensitive, yet ready to hunt down evil to defend those who need him. Amid a cast of engaging characters, the suspense builds in a crescendo along the Pacific Northwest coast.”


—SHARON DUKETT, author of No Rules: A Memoir
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PROLOGUE


“Everything must have a beginning . . . and that beginning must be linked to something that went before.”


—MARY SHELLEY


MICK


A bullet explodes between his partner’s eyes. The amount of blood that hits Sean McPherson, “Mick,” is small in comparison to what covers the back of the squad car. The sharp taste of copper fills his mouth.


Mick watches Sam slump forward, the shoulder-belt prevents his weight from hitting the steering wheel, but not from gunning the accelerator. The car surges onto the right shoulder, and Mick braces himself for the inevitable impact of metal against the concrete abutment.


The snap of shattering glass mixed with the high-pitched scrape of steel fills his ears. He chokes on the scream lodged in his throat as the squad car collides with the bridge’s unforgiving underpinning.


It hurts to open his eyes. Mick is aware that the underpass is lit by flickering red and blue lights shimmering on cement. He hears people shouting. “This one’s alive, the other one’s dead.


We’re going to have to cut him out. Get the Jaws of Life,” one of them yells. “Hurry; I smell fuel!”


Mick hovers over Sam. Am I the one who’s dead? He wonders. But I’m not levitating. I’m suspended, held captive by the seatbelt. He sees Sam’s eyes wide open and vacant, mouth parted. He swallows the bitter taste of bile that hits the back of his throat. Sam is more than a partner. He’s Mick’s best friend.


Five years have passed since the accident. Mick remembers the day when Chief Reynolds came to the hospital and said, “I’m sorry, but I have to put you on indefinite medical leave.”


Mick’s sister, Libby, and brother-in-law, Niall, pick him up at the hospital and take him to Pines & Quill, their writing retreat in Fairhaven, Washington, to live in one of their cottages. Libby assures him, “The Zen-like energy of the wooded acres will help you heal.”


Fists clenching the sweat-drenched bedsheet, Mick sits upright in the dark, his body shudders. His heart races. His relief at the realization he’s in his bedroom is palpable. Just yesterday, Dr. Fletcher assured him that nightmares are a typical side effect of post-traumatic stress disorder—PTSD.


Intimate with this now familiar routine, he knows there’ll be no sleep tonight and heads to the bathroom to take a shower. He steps under the hot spray, tilts his head back, and closes his eyes. Our shift was routine up to the moment the dispatcher sent Sam and me toward the I-280 bridge over the Lawrence Expressway & Creek in San Francisco to intercept a drunk and speeding driver that had been reported. We didn’t know we were heading into the crosshairs of a telescopic sight on a sniper’s rifle. A weapon designed for extreme accuracy. Perfect for an ambush.


Hot water rushing over his body, he remembers the call to that overpass on a Friday night. It was their last ride together as police officers. Sam and Mick had just been promoted. The following Monday, they were to start their careers as homicide detectives.


He remembers the horrific crash and the helpless feeling at seeing his partner, Sam’s, lifeless body.


He doesn’t remember being life-flighted to the hospital. They told him afterward that he almost died during transport. The surgery that saved his life is a total blank. It left him with a limp and survivor’s guilt.


The most heart-breaking memory he doesn’t have is Sam’s funeral. He was in the ICU.


Mick steps out of the shower and towels off. He can’t make out his features in the steam-fogged mirror, but his clenched teeth inform him that his face looks grim. In a few hours, he’ll head to the airport. He dreads it because every overpass he drives under opens old wounds and cuts fresh ones, triggering a grim reminder of what lays coiled inside him, ready to spring if disturbed.


JASON


Jason Hughes can’t help but smile when he unzips the suitcase and sees two immaculate stacks of pristine white hotel towels. Both stacks contain five towels with a name badge pinned to each one. He touches the first rectangular name badge that’s pinned with precision to the folded, thick white towel, and traces his finger over the name. Rose. That simple act, along with the scar on his left wrist, ushers a flood of sweet memories from New York.


After setting Rose’s towel on the side table, Jason picks up the top towel from the second stack and winces a little in excruciating delight as he remembers Yolanda in Jacksonville, Florida. She left a small scar on his right forearm.


Jason checks his watch and sees there’s still time to enjoy the rest. He chuckles as he remembers Teagan in Chicago. She’s the first one he tested a zip-tie restraint on. After all, I can’t afford to get a scar each time I kill, he muses.


While caressing his way through the rest of the towels and name badges, he revels in memories of Mai in Los Angeles, Teresa in Boston, Linh in Dallas, Amala—oh she was feisty—in Portland, Silvia in Kansas City, Veronica in Denver, and Devi in Philadelphia.


He remembers when Andrew, his fraternal twin, teased him, calling his suitcase “precious” and saying that he reminded him of Gollum. Jason smiles. I don’t have to worry about that anymore now, do I?


After replacing the towels in the appropriate order, he zips the suitcase shut and gathers the other items waiting by the front door—another suitcase, a backpack, and two manuscript-sized boxes that he’ll ship from the UPS Hub on his way to the airport. They’re supposed to contain the manuscript he’s pretending to work on, Rearview Mirror: Reflections of a New York Limo Driver. They don’t.


Not one to leave anything to chance, he verifies, yet again, that “UPS accepts firearm parts for shipment, provided the part is not a ‘firearm’ as defined under federal law; the contents of the package cannot be assembled to form a firearm; and the package otherwise complies with federal, state, and local law.”


The parts in either box by themselves can’t be made into a firearm. It requires all of the pieces in both boxes. Not a problem. I’ll assemble my Beretta when they get to Pines & Quill.


Jason loosens his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel of the rental car and relaxes. I’m not excited about the five-hour nonstop flight between Cleveland and Seattle, followed by a two-hour drive to the writing retreat. But I am looking forward to the in-air service. I always enjoy flying with my friend Jack Daniels.


He keeps his backpack and watches as the airline representative at the ticket counter takes the rest of his luggage, tags it, then heaves it onto a conveyor belt. In moments it’s swallowed by a fringed-rubber throat. He imagines its snake-like journey as it makes its way through x-ray machines with TSA officers looking for weapons, explosives, and drugs before passing the wet nostrils of trained dogs sniffing for the same. He’s done this before and knows that no one will bat an eye; no hackles will rise, as his suitcase with ten folded, plush white towels passes through.


Jason’s boarding pass is TSA pre-checked. Unlike the other poor schmucks, passing through security should be fast and easy. After stepping through the full-body scanner, he hears, “Sir, please step to the side.”


“Is there a problem?” he asks.


“No, it’s just your lucky day.” The agent smiles. “You’ve been selected for a random check. Is this piece yours?” he asks while removing a backpack from the conveyor belt.


Jason mirrors the agent’s smile and nods. “It sure is.”


One by one the agent empties the innocuous contents onto the table, stopping when he gets to the stainless-steel flask. He gives it a slight shake. “Mind if I open it?”


“Not at all. Help yourself. I wish it had something in it, but I know that’s not allowed.”


With gloved hands, the agent twists off the lid and turns the empty flask upside down over the trashcan, then lifts it to his nostrils and inhales deeply. “I bet it was good to the last drop.” He laughs at his joke. While replacing the items in Jason’s backpack, the agent continues, “I hope to enjoy something like that when I get home tonight.”


“Me, too,” Jason says, smiling. “Am I free to go now?”


“Yes, have a good flight.”


With deliberate calm, Jason walks away, savoring the sweet taste of victory. In the event he’s being watched, he stops, and with practiced nonchalance fishes the burner he’s carrying out of his pocket, ostensibly to check his messages. He smiles when he reads a new text. “c u soon.”


CYNTHIA


I need time away after this last case, Cynthia Winters thinks. The little girl was found where I said she would be, but they were too late. She was dead. The look of devastation in her parent’s eyes was gut-wrenching. She remembers her mother telling her, “Children are their mother’s heart walking around outside her body.”


Life is hard when your heart dies before you do.


In this morning’s television interview, Cynthia said, “I recognize that it’s difficult for some people to understand what an intuitive does.”


The newscaster explained to the viewing audience, “Several law enforcement agencies use Cynthia’s skill of psychometry, a form of extra-sensory perception that allows a person to read the energy of an object.”


When asked to explain further, Cynthia says, “Every item has an energy field that can transfer knowledge about its history. As an intuitive, I can ‘see’ physical places associated with an object, in real time or the past. The detailed imagery I receive often helps law enforcement agencies to locate an item or a person.”


After an impressive on-air demonstration, the newscaster asks, “What does it feel like to be an intuitive?” Cynthia responds, “The work of an intuitive consultant can be draining. In particular, when a missing person is found dead. However, it’s rewarding when they’re alive, or when the police find the perpetrator.” She went on to say, “In addition to psychometry, I love to read people’s palms. It’s gratifying when I’m able to help someone by reading the lines on their hands.” After another on-air demonstration, this time reading the newscaster’s palm, she’s asked, “What’s next for you?”


“From here I’m catching a flight to a writing retreat in the Pacific Northwest to complete the book I’m working on.”


In the limo that takes her from the news station to the airport, Cynthia smiles as she thinks about the title of her manuscript, Guide Lines: The World in the Palm of Your Hand. Close to the end, she’s hoping to finish it while at Pines & Quill. She’s not surprised there’s a waiting list for the retreat, because she’s heard and read rave reviews about the MacCulloughs, the husband and wife team who own it.


The glowing online praise says, “Libby provides guidance for writing that authors find inspiring. She offers insightful teaching and discussion of the writing process, as well as provides feedback on participants’ writing. And she offers tai chi classes in the morning as a way to prime the writing pump.”


The many enthusiastic reviews for Niall’s cuisine agree. “He’s an incredible gourmet chef who also possesses the working knowledge of a sommelier.” One person wrote, “His food tastes like heaven!” And several people admitted to gaining weight during their month in residence because they couldn’t resist his delicious meals, desserts, and wine pairings.


I’m looking forward to the nonstop flight from Tucson to Seattle. It’s short at two hours and forty-five minutes. And I always enjoy picking up on the energy of passengers sitting near me when I fly. It’s like “people watching,” but at a much deeper level.


But there’s something else about the destination. I can’t explain it, but I feel drawn. I’ve never been to the location before, nor do I have any ties in that area, so it doesn’t make any sense. Yet the sensation is intense; it’s like I’m being summoned.


FRAN


I think it was Eleanor Roosevelt who said, “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” Well, she was wrong, Fran Davies thinks, packing her suitcase. My ex-husband took my self-esteem. When he found out that I can’t have children, he pulled it right out from under me, just like a rug. And I fell flat on my backside and haven’t gotten up since.


Fran looked into surrogacy, but her husband said, “No.” She looked into adoption. Again, he said “no.” And that’s when he also said, “No” to her. That’s when he announced that he didn’t love her anymore and that he wanted a divorce. His disappointment in me—my infertility—trumped his love for me.


“You can have the house, the car, and the bank account,” he told her. “But you can’t have children, and that’s a deal breaker.”


“But it’s not my choice,” she cried. “This is out of my control.”


Do I hate him? No. Do I hate myself? Yes. But not for that reason. I’m angry that I’ve allowed myself to become a rigid, dried up old prune. I’m forty-one, but to look at me, you’d think I’m well into my fifties.


Upon learning that she couldn’t have children, something out of her control, Fran became obsessed with controlling things she could. Her hair, weight, and wardrobe—precise and exacting—bear evidence of a choke hold, of being beat into submission.


Some people don’t understand how hard it is for a woman to watch her friends and family members conceive and have babies, while she can’t seem to. And when the attempts to conceive fail month after month and it becomes a case of infertility, it’s even worse.


Fran thinks about being overwhelmed by failure. That’s when I started seeing a therapist, Traci Schneider, she remembers. One of the most important things Traci told me was, “Fran, while you’re dealing with infertility, you need support to help you vent your frustrations, worries, and fears.” She went on to say, “Support is key for women struggling with infertility. It’s a disease that affects a women’s core, and it can affect their relationships with family, friends, and even people at work.”


“Okay,” Fran agrees. “I’ll attend an emotional support group for infertility.”


At Fran’s first meeting, it becomes clear that the director, Maddy Shea, is a proponent of journaling. Maddy is fond of saying, “Writing your way to the heart of a matter is therapeutic.” At the end of the session, she welcomes Fran, hands her a leather-bound journal with lined pages and says, “Write anything and everything that comes to mind.”


A few months later, Fran shares her writing with Maddy. She’s nervous about how Maddy might respond. Fran smiles when she remembers the conversation. When she handed the journal back to Fran, Maddy smiled and said, “This journal is full of helpful insights. It would make a wonderful book. So many women could benefit from it. I’d like to put you in touch with my friend, Libby MacCullough. She and her husband own Pines & Quill, a writing retreat in Washington state.”


Fran is filled with nervous excitement because today she’s catching a nonstop flight from Boston to Seattle. She doesn’t enjoy flying, but she tolerates it. Travel is part of her job. Because it’s a five hour and thirty-eight-minute flight, Fran is taking her laptop on the plane to focus on her manuscript, Mother in Waiting: The Stigma of Childlessness. If she’s lucky, she might even make a bit of headway.


After zipping her suitcase shut, Fran thinks, I’m giving myself this month away to scrape up the courage to remove the wedding band from my finger.


EMMA


A year ago, I didn’t know if a trip like I’m packing for right now would ever be possible again, Emma Benton muses, remembering what it was like to wake up one morning, paralyzed from the waist down.


She wanted to be a clay artist ever since she was a little girl watching her mother at her potter’s wheel. When she grew up, she earned a Master of Fine Arts degree in Ceramics at Penn State School of Visual Arts, and then moved back to southern California to be closer to her family and open a small studio shop.


Last year I was delighted to be one of the artists invited to show my work at Gallery in the Garden—Celebrating Art in Nature, a two day, outdoor event. My best friend, Sally, helped me pack all of the materials in and back out again. It was hard work; pottery is heavy. But I felt that the opportunity for a wider brushstroke of visibility was well worth it. Sally agreed. The morning after the show, I woke up paralyzed from the waist down.


At the hospital, they run batteries of tests. “Have you recently been out of the country or had any vaccinations?” Dr. Christianson asks. Another member of the medical team, Dr. Davidson, thinks it might be the West Nile virus. “Have you recently been bitten by a mosquito or suffered any physical trauma?” After ruling these out, they test her for multiple sclerosis and Legionnaire’s disease, but everything comes up negative.


By the second day, the symptoms Emma presents indicate that she has transverse myelitis, a neurological disorder caused by inflammation of the spinal cord. It can develop in a matter of hours or take several weeks. Emma’s happened overnight.


It can occur in the setting of another illness, or in isolation. Emma’s is isolated. When it happens like hers did, without an apparent underlying cause, it’s referred to as ‘idiopathic’ and is assumed to be a result of abnormal activation of the immune system against the spinal cord.


Emma has been in a wheelchair since that time. Her medical team remains baffled. They tell her, “Your recovery may be absent, partial, or complete. At thirty-five, you’re still considered young, and other than transverse myelitis, you’re healthy. More importantly, you have a positive outlook.”


“My friend, Sally, says that I’m ‘unabashedly optimistic,’” Emma says, smiling.


At first, Emma stayed at her parent’s home. It helps that she’s from a family of creatives. They speak the same language and value the same things that she does. They understand that creativity is in her blood. Because of this experiential knowledge, they’re supportive. Her dad and her brothers modified her home, art studio, and potter’s wheel so that she can live independently and continue to throw pottery.


After adding the final items to her suitcase, Emma smiles, thinking about her family. Mom’s worried. Dad says he’s not, but I can tell that he is. And my brothers are happy for me.


In addition to physical therapy, part of the recovery work she’s doing is writing a memoir, Moving Violations: A Sassy Look at Life from a Wheelchair. That’s why she’s excited to catch a flight today from San Diego to Seattle. She’s looking forward to being a writer in residence at Pines & Quill. One of their cottages is designed for people in wheelchairs.


So far Emma’s recovery’s been partial. I’ve regained some feeling in my hips, and I’m able to stand long enough, without collapsing, to transfer myself into a car, chair, or bed. One of my goals this month is to be able to stand at the bathroom sink long enough to brush my teeth. Who knows, maybe I’ll even take a step.
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CHAPTER 1


“You take people, you put them on a journey, you give them peril, you find out who they really are.”


—JOSS WHEDON


McPherson arrives at the baggage claim area with time to spare. He moves slow, weighed down by private burdens—the everyday struggle with profound loss. With regret. With guilt.


His piercing green eyes absorb the details of his surroundings, a habit he picked up on the force, one that kept him alive. His partner, Sam, hadn’t been so fortunate. If the day’s coin flip had come up tails, he would have been the driver. Not Sam. He would have been killed. Not Sam.


Mick has been “retired” from the SFPD five years now—if that’s what you call being forced to quit because of line of duty injuries. He spent the first two years following dead-end leads trying to find his partner’s killer. The last three years, he’s worked with his sister and brother-in-law at Pines & Quill.


Libby was a freshman in high school when he was born. Always a sparkle in her eyes, Mick’s mother calls him her “iontas iontach,” Gaelic for delightful surprise.


Swallowed by the unending tasks of groundskeeper and all-around handyman, Mick soon discovers that the Zen-like energy of the wooded acres works on him like a soothing balm, breathing life back into his weary soul.


He begins each morning with the same mantra, Just make it through today.


A monthly trek, the familiar Arrivals & Departures Board at Sea-Tac, the term locals use for the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, indicates that the plane for the first guest, Emma Benton, will arrive in a moment from San Diego. The flights for the other three guests are staggered to arrive over the next hour.


Mick finds it interesting getting to know the guests who carve out three weeks of time from their schedules to write in near seclusion. Each one has a unique process for transferring ideas from their head to the page. They arrive on the first day of each month and depart on the twenty-first. This offers them a significant amount of protected time to work on their manuscripts.


The fourth week of every month—guest free—provides Niall, Libby, and Mick with time to relax and prepare for the next group of writers. It also affords the opportunity for the siblings to take turns visiting their parents in San Francisco; a two-hour nonstop flight.


Each month when Libby hands Mick the name-boards for their guest authors, she also shares a brief summary of what she imagines their personalities to be like based on the phone conversation or email correspondence she has with them. Mick enjoys indulging his sister because her predictions are darned close, if not dead on accurate.


“Let’s see now. Emma Benton is arriving from San Diego. She’s single, in her mid-thirties, and falls somewhere in the middle of several brothers, so I suspect she has a good sense of humor. Well-educated and artistic, she’s our wheelchair guest this month.”


“Do you know why, or how long she’s been in a wheelchair?” Mick asks.


“She didn’t say, but I don’t get the feeling that it’s been long-term.”


“There you go with your feeeelings again,” he drags the word out while rolling his eyes. “I know. I know. You’ve told me time and time again that ‘dogs experience life through their noses, and humans experience life through their feeeelings,’ and that I should tune into mine more often,” he ends with a cocky smile.


“If you’d listen to your big sister . . .” Libby trails off, shaking a finger at him. “Now, where was I? Oh yes, Cynthia Winters is arriving from Tucson. She’s single, has refined taste, is eclectic, and cordial. If I had to guess her age, I’d say she’s . . . hmm, let’s just say ‘seasoned.’”


“What do you mean ‘eclectic?’” he asks.


“I get the feeeeling,” she raises an eyebrow in teasing emphasis, “that she’s well-traveled, which lends itself to a wide variety of interests.”


Brows knit, Libby continues, “Jason Hughes is arriving from Cleveland. I wasn’t able to get much of a handle on him.” With a perfect imitation of Niall’s Scottish brogue, she says, “He’s tight as a camel’s arse in a sandstorm!” Trilling the “r,” she nails the burr in “arse.” Both of them laughing, she continues, “That’s what I get for being married to a Scotsman for thirty-two years.” Libby composes herself. “That may not be a fair assessment of Mr. Hughes. He may just be shy, reserved, or private.”


“Not everyone pours their heart out to a stranger,” Mick retorts in mock severity.


Not stung in the least, Libby feigns aloofness, sticks her nose in the air and goes on. “Fran Davies is arriving from Boston. When we spoke on the phone, I didn’t detect an accent, so my guess is she’s a transplant.” With a “So there!” look, Libby continues, ticking attributes off her fingers. “She’s proper, organized, thorough, and no-nonsense, while at the same time, polite.”


Brow lifted, eyes narrowed, “What do you mean by proper?” Mick enunciates the word.


“Maybe ‘stiff’ would be a better descriptor. And I sense that she’s sad,” Libby ends with a perplexed tone in her voice.
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Amid a busy hub of travel activity, Mick’s thoughts return to his surroundings, his gaze sweeps the space, taking everything in like a dry sponge soaks up water. He’d learned at the beginning of his police training that, “It’s all in the details.”


Ever vigilant, he mentally notes people’s hair color, facial expressions, body language, tattoos, jewelry, clothing, footwear, and baggage details.


His nostrils catch the smell of jet exhaust, fast food, and the heady mixture of perfumes and colognes that hang like an invisible cloud over the throng of bustling people. Who among you is a killer? he wonders.


Mick read in this morning’s paper that Sea-Tac served over thirty-two million people last year alone. As each plane lands, passengers pour from the terminals, like human lava, into the baggage claim area.


He turns at the rapid slap of heels against linoleum and sees a woman running full speed from the baggage carousel area with a brief bag slung over her shoulder, bouncing against her back, and a carry-on biting her heels. She hangs a left. He continues watching as she gallops up the escalator, just missing people who also have luggage draped over their bodies, and wheeled carry-ons following disobediently behind. Mick shakes his head. I’m glad I’m not part of that rat race.


He returns to the task at hand, raising the name-board for “E. Benton” so it can be seen from a distance. Mick scans the crowd and spots Emma first. She’s wearing a vibrant green, short-sleeved top, jeans, and ballet flats. Mick’s surprised and impressed that she isn’t using a motorized wheelchair. Instead, a manual wheelchair powered by her own suntanned arms. Libby neglected to tell him that she’s beautiful.


Emma rolls to a stop in front of Mick. The delicate curve of her throat is revealed when she tips her head back to look up at him.


Something inside him flips.


Mick takes in dark auburn hair, reminiscent of deep Bordeaux wine, that frames moss-green eyes sparkling with devilish mischief, and an infectious smile. She extends her right hand and says, “I’m Emma Benton. You must be Mr. McPherson.”


“I’m Sean McPherson, but please call me Mick, everyone else does,” he says, noting the firm, self-confident grip of her handshake.


“If you give me your claim tickets, I’ll get your bags from the carousel.”


“I’ll come with you and point them out. It’ll be easier to spot them that way.”


If she notices his limp as they make their way to the ever-circling conveyor belt, she gives no indication.


“When will the others arrive?” she asks, tucking thick, shoulder-length hair behind her ears.


“We’re waiting for three more within the hour,” he replies, noticing impudent freckles marching across the bridge of her tanned nose.


“There’s one of my bags now,” she points to a large suitcase.


He turns back to her with laughter in his eyes. “I don’t think I could have missed that.” He gives a pretend groan as he hefts the large, brushed aluminum case off the belt. “It’s bright orange.”


She looks up at him with an impish grin. “Pumpkin Spice,” she counters. “The other two look the same, just a little smaller.”


And he watches, heart beating a little faster, as a smile is born on her lips. Pumpkin Spice, he thinks to himself, well I’ll be damned.


After collecting the other two suitcases and putting them on the baggage trolley, Mick checks his watch. “The next guest is about to land. Would you like to wait in the lounge while I gather the others?”


“That’s a great idea. It’ll give me a chance to check my voicemail and email. Should I meet you back here in about twenty minutes?”


“That’ll be fine,” he nods, tucking his hands in the back pockets of his denim jeans. And with that, she tilts her chair back, does a saucy little turn, and maneuvers toward the lounge.


Pumpkin Spice, he thinks again, smiling as he holds up the hand-calligraphed name-board for “C. Winters.”
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As passengers from the Tucson flight pour into the baggage area, a tall, slender woman with short white hair cropped close to her head like an elf cap, makes eye contact with Mick. Her liquid brown eyes have a faint slant and glimmer when she smiles. She’s never known airports to be quiet. In her entire life, traveling is a buzzing, busy, energetic experience with a hive of people scurrying everywhere. And she loves it.


As she walks toward Mick, the gauzy fabric of her skirt swirls around her ankles, and metallic highlights wink from the folds of bright purple floral and striped panels. A jumble of silver bangles on each wrist—some thick, some thin—clank in unison with the rhythmic cadence of each purposeful step she takes on the buffed linoleum floor in strappy, Greek-inspired sandals.


“I’m Cynthia Winters,” she says. Her easy smile, white against olive-toned skin, creases her eyes as she she extends well-manicured hands, bejeweled with chunky turquoise rings, to clasp one of his in both of hers. “You must be Mr. McPherson,” she says while turning his palm up with practiced ease. As her hands hold his, she lets impressions of him come and go, to sort out later. Her intuition tells her that he is a man of integrity, someone you can trust and rely on.


“Please call me Mick,” he says to the top of her bent head as she peruses his hand. Taken aback, eyebrows flirting with his hairline, he asks, “Are you reading my palm?” while trying to regain possession of his work-worn hand from the bohemian-looking woman.


“Oh, it’s just a little hobby of mine,” she assures him, hanging on, still gazing with deep interest at his hand.


With hesitation, he asks, “What do you see?”


She looks up with deep brown, knowing eyes and answers. “Each line makes a statement, but like words in a sentence, they must be read in context with each other. The shape of the hand, the flexibility of the fingers, the depth and color of the lines, all combine to form a statement about a person’s character.” There’s more than anguish, she thinks to herself. There’s grief and a sense of guilt. For what? she wonders. With a gentle squeeze from her warm hands, she looks with kindness up into his vivid green eyes and smiles before letting go.


Was that sadness in her eyes? Mick furrows his brow. What did she see?


As he’s about to ask, Cynthia turns around as if on cue and points a red-tipped fingernail to designer luggage just belched from the fringed-rubber confines of the airport netherworld. And with that she sets sail, heels clicking across the smooth floor, her long, colorful skirt billowing like a wake behind her.


Not your typical “grandmother,” Mick muses. Curiosity piqued, he scratches his head and follows. How in the world did she know that her luggage just arrived?
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Ten minutes late, the Cleveland flight carrying Jason Hughes lands just ahead of Fran Davies’ flight from Boston. Short, maybe five foot, six inches, but wiry and strong, his complexion is washed out, not just pale, despite the deliberate smudge of a three-day beard. With a crewcut of salt and pepper hair on his head and face, it’s difficult to gauge his age. His nose, hooked and sharp, casts a shadow on thin, unsmiling lips. His ice-gray eyes are bottomless pools of seeming indifference.


When he shakes Jason’s hand, Mick experiences a strange feeling of distrust, of instant dislike. Maybe it’s because I’m standing next to Cynthia and her hoodoo-voodoo’s rubbing off on me. Nonetheless, he has a disturbing feeling, like a warning, in the pit of his stomach, yet there is nothing to base it on. But if he’s learned anything from his years on the force, it’s to trust his gut instinct, another is to never show his hand.


“Jason, I’d like to introduce you to Cynthia Winters,” Mick says, smiling. “She’s another writer who’s staying at Pines & Quill this month.”


“It’s so nice to meet you,” Cynthia says. When Jason extends his hand, she takes it in both of hers, turns it palm up, and studies it, much in the same way she’d done with Mick’s.


With a quickly erased dark look, Jason extracts his hand and excuses himself. “I need to get my luggage.”


“I’ll collect it,” Mick offers, not missing the swift transformation from worried misgiving to a warm smile on Cynthia’s face. This woman knows things.


She’d only held Jason’s hand for a moment, but an instant’s all that’s necessary to receive a clairaudient impression. Inaudible to everyone else, Cynthia heard the distinct crash of waves growing in volume until it filled the air like thunder. She knows with certainty that it was precognitive in nature, a glimmer of something in advance of its occurrence. Something ominous.


“I’ve got it, man, thanks anyway,” Jason says, backing away before turning to go collect his luggage.


As Mick watches Jason’s retreating back, trying to decipher his own feelings, the incoming flight from Boston is announced.
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Emma returns unobserved, taking in the way Mick’s hands rest on his uneven hips—the left a few inches higher than the right. It would be hard to miss those masculine, denim-covered legs set in that determined stance. Hair, the wilder side of conservative, curls around his ears. His profile has a chiseled quality about it, with strong, imperfect features.


“Hi Mick, I’m back on time.” Emma’s smile is contagious as she rolls up and joins the group.


“That you are.” He smiles, noting that her presence does something delightful to his insides. Watch it, mister, he reminds himself. If you don’t let anyone into your life, you won’t have anyone to lose. Past experience has been clear about that.


Emma turns to Cynthia and shakes her hand. “I’m Emma Benton. I just arrived from San Diego.”


“Hi Emma, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Cynthia Winters; I’m here from Tucson.”


“I can see you brought the sunshine with you,” Emma responds to the older woman who takes her hand in both of hers and turns it palm up.


“Oh, are you a palm reader?” A mixture of excitement and intrigue lace Emma’s voice. “I’ve never had my palm read before.”


“It’s just a little hobby of mine,” Cynthia says, studying the outstretched hand.


“What do you see?” Emma asks, an eager lift in her tone.


“The head line, here,” Cynthia says, trailing her own finger along the lower of the two lines running horizontally across Emma’s hand, “is bound to your life line, showing both caution and sensitivity. The forked end to the head line, here,” she points, “indicates mental flexibility, plus the gift of seeing other people’s viewpoints.”


Holding high the name-board for “F. Davies,” Mick feigns concern in locating the last arrival while at the same time, trying to overhear what Cynthia is saying to Emma about her palm. Not that I believe in fortune-telling, he assures himself.


Jason returns with a suitcase in each hand, and a backpack slung over his shoulder. “Should I put them here?” he indicates the baggage trolley with his head.


“Yes, that would be great,” Mick answers, as the tall, willowy woman continues reading the volume that is Emma’s hand.


Cynthia’s forehead creases a little. She leans in close so that only Emma can hear and points to a line of tiny dots on her palm.


“That’s odd. I’ve never noticed those before,” Emma says.


“Dots aren’t always this well pronounced on a palm. They can represent concerns about ill health or relationships, but that’s not what I sense for you. They can also serve as a warning sign.” Before releasing Emma’s hand, Cynthia gives it a gentle squeeze. “We’ll talk more later,” she whispers.
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Really God? Fran mentally asks a supposedly loving deity as the airplane wheels touch down. I’m heartbroken that I can’t have children and you seat me next to a woman with a toddler and a newborn on an almost six-hour flight?


She turns to the exhausted woman in the window seat. “I hope the rest of your trip goes well. Can I get anything out of the overhead compartment for you?”


After placing the woman’s bags and children’s paraphernalia into the seat where she’d been sitting, Fran waves at the little girl, Sarah.


Sarah pries up three fingers on her right hand with her left hand and announces with pride, “I’m fwee.”


With the back of her hand, Fran wipes a tear from her cheek and steps into the aisle, joining the crowd of passengers heading toward the front of the plane. Her head is pounding like a kettle drum. She doesn’t enjoy flying but has learned to tolerate it over the years. When Fran started traveling for work, she discovered that sitting behind the first bulkhead in the aircraft eliminates another passenger reclining in your lap, you gain an extra bit of leg room, and are among the first to deplane.


Simple and straightforward, Fran is a practical woman. In fact, her most recent performance review at work indicates that she’s “Terrifyingly efficient and organized.” After hooking her glasses on the neck of her circumspect, navy blue sweater set, she heads toward the baggage area, stopping at the restroom along the way.


She catches a glimpse of herself in the mirror while waiting in line and mentally wrings her hands. Dishwater blonde is an accurate term. She gets an even closer view when she washes her hands. Her hazel eyes take in hair that looks like it’s been beaten into submission and shellacked into place like a helmet with several layers of spray. I don’t want to do this anymore. I want something else—anything else will do.


After pasting a smile on her face, she continues to the baggage claim area. From a distance, she spots her name-board and continues on. Stopping in front of the man holding the sign, she extends her hand and introduces herself. “Hello, I’m Fran Davies.”
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Their small group heads en masse to the parking area. Jason brings up the rear, taking mental stock of the females. This group consists of an older, gypsy-looking woman; a woman so rigid she’d make a great prison warden; and a beautiful gimp in a wheelchair.


Jason turns his attention to Mick, in front, pulling the baggage trolley. It’s evident that he’s fit and strong and moves quickly despite a limp. Focused on his gait, he watches Mick twist his left hip forward slightly, before propelling his right foot in front. No problem, Jason muses, with a self-satisfied smirk, this is going to be easy.
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CHAPTER 2


“Plot is people. Human emotions and desires founded on the realities of life, working at cross purposes, getting hotter and fiercer as they strike against each other until finally there’s an explosion—that’s plot.”


—LEIGH BRACKETT


Much like a brilliant, multi-faceted gem nestled on the ragged hemline of the northern Pacific coastline, Pines & Quill, a wooded retreat for writers, sits Zen-like overlooking Bellingham Bay in Fairhaven, Washington, holding space to unleash possibility. The mango-colored sunrises and blood-orange sunsets compete in their breathtaking showiness, each vying for the rapt attention of would-be onlookers. One heralding the beginning of day, the other bids adieu, sending it off into the ink-black night sky.


Niall MacCullough brushes damp soil from the knees of his pants. “Libby’s going to kill me,” he mutters under his breath while snipping fresh dill for the evening meal and adding it to the basket laden with garlic, basil, and potatoes he’s already gathered from his late spring garden.


“Hemingway! If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, don’t bury your bones in the garden!”


A bustling, five-year-old, rough-coated, Irish Wolfhound, Hemingway tips the scales at just under one hundred and fifty pounds. Well-muscled, lean, and strong, his appearance is commanding. An ancient breed, Wolfhounds were bred to hunt with their masters, fight beside them in battle, and guard their castles. He possesses the ability of a fierce warrior, but he’s gentle with family and guests, a magnificent combination of power and grace.


His dirt-crusted paws—giant earth movers with strong, curved nails—put the final touches on his buried treasure between the yellow pepper plants, before bounding over the rows of vegetables and herbs. Not quite stopping in the nick of time, they both tumble over as Hemingway collides with his constant companion and second-best friend, Niall.


Libby rounds the corner in time to see Niall’s feet and Hemingway’s wagging tail sail over the snap peas. Then she hears the deep, rumbling laughter of her husband of thirty-two years. She shakes her head and smiles to herself before calling out, “Boys, company’s arriving soon, and we’ve got to be ready.”


With that, two bushy eye-browed, bearded faces peek at her over lush, green foliage. Niall’s hair is mussed like a boy’s, but gray-hued in the late afternoon light. Libby shakes her head in false exasperation. Humans do, indeed, resemble their companion animals, then bursts out laughing at their twin, mischievous grins.


Set on twenty forested acres, the Pines & Quill writer’s refuge provides respite from the distractions of everyday life so writers can focus on what they do best, write. An environment that offers peace, quiet, and inspiration, it boasts four secluded cottages, Dickens, Brontë, Austen, and Thoreau, each is handcrafted by a long-dead Amish man whose skill and devotion to his trade is still evident in his work. When the structures were modernized, painstaking care was taken to reflect the same excellence in craftsmanship.
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